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() Muhammad: in full Abu al-Qasim Muhammad ibn 'Abd Allah ibn 'Abd al-
Muttalib ibn Hashim born c.s70 , Mecca, after the death of his father, 'Abd
Allah.

(v) About 595 , on such a journey, he was in charge of the merchandise of a rich
woman, Khadijah of the clan of Asad, and so impressed her that she offered
marriage. She is said to have been about 40 , but she bore Muhammad at least
two sons, who died young, and four daughters, of whom the best known was
Fatimah, the wife of Muhammad's cousin 'Ali
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(v) The Meccans are said to have plotted to kill Muhammad before he could leave.
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(') About 610, as he reflected on such matters, Muhammad had a vision of a
majestic being (later identified with the angel Gabriel) and heard a voice saying
to him, “You are the Messenger of God.” This marked the beginning of his
career as messenger (or apostle) of God (rasul Allah ), or Prophet (rnabi ). From
this time, at frequent intervals until his death, he received “revelations” — that
is, verbal messages that he believed came directly from God. Sometimes these
were kept in memory by Muhammad and his followers, and sometimes they
were written down. About 650 they were collected and written in the Qur’an
(or Koran, the sacred scriptures of Islam), in the form that has endured.
Muslinis believe the Qur’an is divine revelation, written in the words of God
himself.
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(1) Prophetic call and early religious activity: Muhammad appears to have been
of a reflective turn of mind and is said to have adopted the habit of occasionally
spending nights in a hill cave near Mecca. The poverty and misfortunes of his
early life doubtless made him aware of tensions in Meccan society. Mecca,
inhabited by the tribe of Quraysh (Koreish), to which the Hashim clan
belonged, was a mercantile centre formed around a sanctuary, the Ka'bah
(Kaaba), which assured the safety of those who came to trade at the fairs. In the
later “th century there was extensive trade by camel caravan between the
Yemen and the Mediterranean region (Gaza and Damascus), bringing goods
from India and Ethiopia to the Mediterranean; and the great merchants of
Mecca had obtained monopoly control of this trade. Mecca was thus
prosperous, but most of the wealth was in a few hands. Tribal solidarity was
breaking up; merchants pursued individual interests and disregarded their
traditional duties to the unfortunate. About 610 , as he reflected on such
matters, Muhammad had a vision of a majestic being (later identified with the
angel Gabriel) and heard a voice saying to him, “You are the Messenger of
God.” This marked the beginning of his career as messenger (or apostle) of
God (rasul Aliah), or Prophet (nabi).
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(v) Some men regarded Allah as a “high god” who stood above lesser deities.
(v) Soon he gathered some sympathetic friends who accepted his claim to be a

prophet and joined him in common worship and prayers. These culminated in
an act of prostration in which they touched the ground with their foreheads in
acknowledgment of God's majesty—still a cardinal act in Islamic worship.

(¢) It is probable that they sometimes worshipped together in the Ka’bah, a

sanctuary of the Arab pagans.
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(1) The earliest passages of the Qur’an revealed to Muhammad emphasize the
goodness and power of God as seen in nature and in the prosperity of the
Meccans and call on the latter to be grateful and to worship “the Lord of the
Ka’bah,” who is thus identified with God.

(v) It is sometimes suggested that the main reason for opposition was the
merchants’ fear that the new religion would destroy the recognition of the
Ka’bah as a sanctuary, but this is unlikely. Certainly attacks on idols appeared
in the Qur'an, and Islam began to be characterized by the insistence that “there
is no god but God” (Allah), but no attack was made on the Ka’bah, and the
idols mentioned had their chief shrines elsewhere.

(v) In the summer of 621 ,12 men from Medina, visiting Mecca for the annual
pilgrimage to the Ka’bah (still a pagan shrine), secretly professed themselves
Muslims to Muhammad and went back to make propaganda for him at Medina.
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(v) ... [he came to] believe that by the first great vision and by the receipt of the
messages he was commissioned to communicate them to his fellow citizens
and other Arabs.

(v) ... instead of making concessions to the Jews in the hope of gaining recognition
of his prophethood, he asserted the specifically Arabian character of the
Islamic religion.

(r) In his lifetime he created a federation of Arab tribes, which, in less than 20
years after his death, defeated the Byzantine -and Persian empires, occupied a
vast territory from Libya to Persia, and then developed into the Arab, or
Islamic, Empire. He made the religion of Islam the basis of Arab unity.
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(1) With his chief lieutenant he slipped away unperceived, used unfrequented paths,
and reached Medina safely on September 24 , 622

.AYY-4Y) o (Sirat al-Nabi # and the Orientalists ¢« e 4 4ast kil (Y)

(v) This weakened his most serious opponent there, the “hypocrite” (munafiq), or

nominal Muslim, 'Abd Allah ibn Ubayy, who was allied with the local Jews.
The remaining waverers among the Arabs probably became Muslims about this
time. Thus the victory of Badr greatly strengthened Muhammad. At the same
time he was using marriage relationships to bring greater cohesion to the
emigrants.
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(\) The winning of the Meccans: Muhammad’s farsightedness as a statesman is
manifest in the policies he next adopted. He might have proceeded to crush the
Meccans, and he indeed put economic pressure on them; but his main aim was
to gain their willing adherence to Islam.

(v) The closing years: the unification of Arabia: Ever since the hijrah,
Muhammad had been forming alliances with nomadic tribes. At first these
were probably nonaggression pacts, but, when he was strong enough to offer
protection, he made it a condition of alliance that the tribe should become
Muslim.

(r) Muhammad benefitted from the defeat of the Persian Empire by the Byzantine

(Christian) Empire ( 627 - 628 ), for, in the Yemen and in places on the
Persian Gulf, minorities that had relied on Persian support against Byzantium
now turned to Muhammad instead.
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(v) A document has been preserved known as the Constitution of Medina ... but its

main provisions are almost certainly those originally agreed upon between
Muhammad and the Muslims of Medina. In form the document creates a
confederation on traditional Arab lines among nine groups-eight Arab clans
and the emigrants from Mecca. Muhammad is given no special position of
authority, except that the preamble speaks of the agreement as made between
“Muhammad the prophet” and the Muslims now resident in Medina, and it is
stated that serious disputes are to be referred to him. The Jewish groups had
refused to acknowledge Muhammad as prophet and in the document appear in
a secondary character as attached to various Arab clans. For at least five years,
Muhammad had no direct authority over members of other clans, but, in the
closing years of his life, the prestige of his military successes gave him almost
autocratic power.
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(1) About the same time there was a change in Muhammad’s general policy in

important respects. One aspect was the “break with Jews”; instead of making
concessions to the Jews in the hope of gaining recognition of his prophethood,
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he asserted the specifically Arabian character of the Islamic religion. Hitherto
the Muslims had faced Jerusalem in prayer, but a revelation now bade them
face Mecca.

(V) Agriculture had been developed by several Jewish clans, who had settled among
the original Arabs, and they still had the best lands.

() The emigrants (muhajirun, the men from Mecca) were at first guests of brother
Muslims in Medina, but Muhammad cannot have contemplated this situation
continuing indefinitely.

y He also made a minor disturbance an excuse for expelling the Jewish clan,

which ran the market.

(¢) And another Jewish clan was expelled from Medina.

(o) After the siege of Medina, Muhammad attacked the Jewish clan of Qurayzah,

which had probably been intriguing against him. When they surrendered, the
men were all executed and the women and children sold as slaves.
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(v) Partly to reward this orderly conduct, Muhammad two months later led the

same force against the Jewish oasis of Khaybar, north of Medina. After a siege
it submitted, but the Jews were allowed to remain on condition of sending half
of the date harvest to Medina.
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(V) The emigrants (muhajirun, the men from Mecca) were at first guests of brother
Muslims in Medina, but Muhammad cannot have contemplated this situation
continuing indefinitely. A few emigrants carried on trade in the local market
run by a Jewish clan. Others, with the approval of Muhammad, set out in
normal Arab fashion on razzias (ghazawat, “raids”) in the hope of intercepting
Meccan caravans passing near Medina on their way to Syria. Muhammad
himself led three such razzias in 623 .
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(1) He had already realized that, insofar as the Arabs became Muslims, it would be

necessary to direct outward the energies expended on razzias against one
another.
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(V) At last, in January @4, a small band of men was sent eastward with sealed

orders telling them to proceed to Nakhlah, near Mecca, and attack a caravan
from Yemen. This they did successfully, and in doing so they violated pagan
ideas of sanctity—thereby making the Meccans aware of the seriousness of the
threat from Muhammad.
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(1) It is noteworthy that his largest razzias, apart from the expeditions against the

Meccans, were along the route to Syria followed by the Arab armies after his
death. He doubtless realized that the administrative skill of the Meccan
merchants would be required for any expansion of his embryonic state.
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(v) March to the Syrian border: The greatest of all of Muhammad’s razzias

occurred at the end 0of630 , when he took30.000 men on a month’s journey
to the Syrian border. In this campaign he pioneered the invasion of Syria and
made agreements that became models for treaty arrangements with captured
peoples.
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(¥) It is difficult to assess the nature and extent of the persecution of the Muslims in
Mecca. There was little physical violence, and that almost always within the
family. Muhammad suffered from minor annoyances, such as having filth
deposited outside his door. The persecution is said to have led to the emigration
of some of the Muslims to Ethiopia about615 , but they may have been seeking
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opportunities for trade or military support for Muhammad. Some remained
until 628, long after Muhammad was established in Medina. Whatever the
nature of the persecution, the Muslims were very bitter about it.

(1) Commercial pressure was brought to bear on Muhammad’s supporters, and in

some families there was mild persecution of junior members who followed
him.

.o o (Muhammad: Prophet and Statesman «=ty (5 i35 30 (Y)
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