Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?

DISCUSSION 1: The Origins of Islam

I. Who is Muhammad?

II. The Spread of Islam

· Course Web Pages for the “Islamic World” and “Contemporary World”: www.uncg.edu/~jwjones/islamicworld; www.uncg.edu/~jwjones/world
I want to note at the outset that this, for me, will be an open discussion, and I welcome comments or questions at any time.  Also, I decided to include some notes for our discussion, but obviously whether or not you choose to take notes is entirely up to you—I included them for the benefit of those who may want to take some down.  And at the outset I would also like to point you if interested to two of my course web pages, the “Islamic World” (show) and “Contemporary World.”
I would like to start our discussion with the title: “Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?”  I want to posit an answer to that at the outset: YES, I believe, we can get along!  Part of that process, of the Western and Islamic worlds living peacefully side-by-side together, is gaining greater understanding of each other’s religion and culture in a historical context, which is exactly what I hope to do in this course. 
Most of this six-week course will focus on the modern era, but as a historian I must emphasize one basic point: to understand anything going on in the world right now, you have to go back in history and look at the origins of something and changes to it over time.  Thus today and also next time I would like to focus primarily on the early history of Islam, Muhammad’s career, the spread of Islam after his death, and then (next time), the main basic beliefs shared by Muslims and the split between the two main branches of early Islam: the Sunni and the Shia.
Who is Muhammad?
As you know the Pope recently caused controversy by quoting a 14th century Byzantine emperor Manuel II (1391) “Show me just what Mohammed brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread by the sword the faith he preached” (show image).  So “who is Muhammad” that his preachings would manage to stir things up so much over time?!?  Let’s start with a look at his life and career—the man who millions of people worldwide worship as a prophet of God.  His life began on the Arabian Peninsula (show map—south of Mesopotamia “land between the rivers” in Iraq—the birthplace of civilization; POINT OUT Yemen, Mecca, and Medina—and the Hijaz or overland trade route linking them; the Hijaz had become increasingly important because of fighting between Persia and the Byzantine empire, which disrupted the other major trade route in the region).  

Muhammad bin Abdullah (“son of Abdullah”; the name Muhammad derives from the Arabic verb hamada, meaning “to praise, to glorify”) was born ~570 in Mecca; Muhammad was orphaned at an early age, probably six. Afterward he was raised by his uncle, Abu Talib, a middle class merchant and caravan trader.  Muhammad engaged in his family’s caravan trade and thus traveled along the major trade routes of the day.  Mecca was important as a stopover along an overland trade route (the Hijaz) and as the site of an annual pilgrimage to a religious shrine (the ka’ba) housing the statues of pagan gods for Arabia’s nomadic Bedouin tribes.  Mecca was thus important as a center of trade and pagan worship.  The city gained a reputation for prostitution, crime, drinking, etc.—debauchery—and much of Muhammad’s life would be a reaction against these aspects of Meccan society.  
In his mid 20s Muhammad married a wealthy widow, Khadijah (the two were distant cousins), from a Meccan merchant family, and with that his life changed dramatically.  She was older than Muhammad, around 40, at the time of their marriage (he was ~25), though the two of them subsequently had six children together (four daughters and two sons who died in infancy), so there is some debate about how old Khadijah could have been.  In effect, his marriage is what made Muhammad’s subsequent career as a prophet possible; Khadijah, who holds an honored place in the history of Islam, supported Muhammad (financially and otherwise) through all the many difficult times ahead, and became the first convert to Islam after Muhammad himself.  For one thing, his newfound wealth after the marriage gave him more leisure time to pursue social activism, while at the same time his middle class background and status as an orphan gave him sympathy for the poor and society’s outcasts. 
As he became older, Muhammad often retreated into the mountains outside Mecca for meditation—presumably about the many problems he saw afflicting Meccan society.  Once while on one of these solitary trips to Mount Hira, when he was forty years old, Muhammad, who did not read or write, received a summons from God through the angel Gabriel to recite to his fellow Meccans the divine messages he had been chosen to receive.  This is known as the “Night of Power.”  Needless to say this was a bit of a shock and a major turning point in his life; he described the angel Gabriel not as a single image floating in the sky, but as an overwhelming omnipotent divine presence.  He rushed home in horror to tell Khadijah of his experience and she calmed him down.  {Compare to Moses’ reaction to the burning bush}.  

After this, Khadijah suggested that they visit her cousin Waraqa, who had been a Christian for many years—which shows that Christian influences were close to Muhammad’s life and experiences, as indeed were Jewish influences as well.  Waraqa was shocked to hear of Muhammad’s experience, but confirmed that this was a visit from the angel Gabriel, who had revealed God’s words to previous messengers as well, and also forewarned Muhammad that he would be severely persecuted by his own people once he began to spread the word of God.  This marked the humble beginnings of a major movement that would change the history of the world.  The “Night of Power”: which was in 610, is the crucial event that marks the beginning of the Islamic faith; for the rest of his remaining 22 years Muhammad received revelations from God, which his followers (who were few at first but grew over time) wrote down, memorized, and later compiled into book form—the Quran (“Recitations”).  {Emphasize the importance of a canonical text for any religion}.  Questions/comments?
I want to emphasize a basic but very important point of clarification: Muhammad, of course, refers to God as Allah, and I think we need to clarify the precise meaning of that term because I will use it as well.  William Cleveland makes this crucial point very clearly: “The Arabic word for one supreme God, Allah, refers to the monotheistic deities of Judaism and Christianity as well as Islam.  It is thus incorrect to employ the term Allah in an exclusively Islamic context.  The term translates as God, and that is how it should be employed and understood,” William Cleveland, A History of the Modern Middle East, first edition (1994), p. 9.  Specifically, the word Allah is an abbreviation of al-ilah, which simply means “the god.”  The Quran implies that the Arab pagans recognized the existence of Allah but thought of him as a rather remote god—one among many—who was of little relevance to their everyday lives.  I mention this point of translation because I think it illustrates a crucial point about Islam at the outset—it is rooted closely in the Judaic and Christian traditions!!!  Just as Christianity grows out of the tradition of Judaism, so too does Islam grew in the midst of and under the influence of the ideas of both Christianity and Islam.  {The term Judeo-Christian tradition that is often applied to the “Western experience” should be expanded to Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition because they are all related}.

Muhammad began to spread his message in Mecca gradually, initially only among his closest relatives and friends.  However, in 613, three years after the “Night of Power,” he received a revelation that told him to take his message public.  He called for people to surrender themselves to the will of God (Allah).  The word Islam means both “peace” and “submission,” and his followers are called Muslims (a Muslim = “one who submits”).  Muhammad’s revelations warned the people of Mecca, whose pagan beliefs did not generally include a life after death, that their deeds, their attitudes, and even their innermost thoughts would be assessed by Allah on Judgment Day.  Those who submitted to (accepted) the will of Allah would be rewarded paradise; those who rejected Allah and did not fulfill his commands would be condemned to the fires of Gehenna.

Muhammad gained some early followers among the poor and downtrodden of Mecca, but his message was perceived as a threat by the rich and powerful—those who benefited from the city’s growing trade and commerce.  His railing against idolatry and immorality threatened the trade flowing in from the pagan pilgrimage to Mecca, which enraged the city’s merchants, whose livelihood depended on trade.  Muhammad’s preaching grew louder and louder, and the opposition to him became more threatening.  In 618 in an effort to silence Muhammad, leaders of the Quraysh tribe, the most powerful merchant tribe in Mecca, to which Muhammad was somewhat related, imposed sanctions on him and his followers, refusing to sell them anything or buy anything from them.  This caused tremendous suffering for the early Muslims, leading to famine among them, but it did not silence Muhammad nor weaken support for him among those who had been attracted to his message.  In 619, quite possibly due to the privations they suffered because of these economic sanctions, both Khadijah and Muhammad’s uncle, Abu Talib, who had protected him against rivals, died, which means he lost their support and protection.  This left Muhammad exposed to extreme danger.  Questions?

This leads us to another key, defining event in Islam—the Hegira: After the sanctions that had been imposed upon them, Muhammad’s followers (a relatively small group probably well less than 100 at that time) began searching for a more hospitable location.  They received an invitation to settle in Yathrib (later Medina), which is 200 miles north of Mecca.  His followers gradually began leaving for the city, waiting there for their leader to join them later.  Yathrib, a fertile oasis town (one of those towns with a horrible reputation), was being destroyed by tribal warfare due to an extended blood feud among the various tribes inhabiting the city.  The city leaders invited Muhammad to the city because he had a reputation for settling disputes, and they promised protection for himself and his followers.  Thus, in 622, after most of his followers had already made the trek north, Muhammad escaped an assassination attempt and fled from Mecca to Medina, an event known as the Hegira, “night journey” or “flight.”  The importance of the Hegira in the Islamic faith is tremendous—it marks the beginning of the Islamic calendar {just as the death of Christ marks the beginning point of the Christian calendar}.  It was the strongest test of faith for the early Muslims—to give up everything they had and settle elsewhere had to have been difficult.  Also, the Hegira marks the emergence of a group bound not by blood ties but by faith.  Muhammad had attracted only a small number of followers, but they came from diverse backgrounds and a variety of different tribal and clan lines.

The Hegira also marks the beginning of a new phase in Muhammad’s career.  He would spend the last 10 years of his life in Medina, and during this time Muhammad’s status and reputation rose dramatically.  He went from just a few followers to thousands and became the head of a small state during this time and eventually the dominant figure in Arabia.  To begin with, Muhammad settled the disputes between the warring tribes of Yathrib, then he convinced many of the city’s leading figures to embrace Islam and accept his religious and political leadership.  Not everyone in Medina accepted Muhammad as a “prophet of God,” and especially not the city’s leading Jewish tribe, but many did.  He preached tolerance toward the Jews and Christians in the city, and he had everyone sign a pact or “constitution” agreeing to put differences aside and defend the city if attacked by outsiders (i.e. Meccans!).  Questions/comments?

There are several major defining events of the Medina Phase of Muhammad’s career (622-632): the first that I’ve already alluded to is Muhammad’s transformation into a head of state, and the next would be his transformation into a warrior or general.

· Muhammad received a revelation that God approved of the right to fight for people unjustly expelled (i.e. the Muslims from Mecca).  He clearly wanted to return to Mecca, and he discovered an easy way to put pressure on the Meccans and achieve this goal—economic warfare!  At his instruction in March 624 Muhammad’s followers raided a caravan at Badr along the trade route to Mecca.  This was a highly controversial act again even for some of Muhammad’s closest followers because the raid was during the time of the sacred pilgrimage to the Ka’ba in Mecca, usually a time of truce.  However, Muhammad received a revelation explaining that although fighting during the sacred month was distasteful, the continued presence of disbelief among the Meccans was even worse.  Warfare against unbelievers was thus sanctioned through divine revelation, and all Muslims who engaged in spreading Islam through warfare were designated by Allah as deserving special merit.  This revelation of the Medina phase of Muhammad’s career is often cited as the basis for a militaristic/warrior reading or interpretation of Islam.  The raid, in any case, was a resounding success for the early Muslims, who carried out several subsequent raids and thereby began to threaten Mecca’s economic livelihood.

· Of course, the leaders of Mecca were not going to just let this happen without retribution!  The Meccans responded to the raids with several attacks on the Muslims, including a route of Muhammad’s followers in March 625 at Uhud, a loss that nearly destroyed the young Muslim community.  So many of the Muslim men were killed in this battle—initially it was feared that Muhammad had also been killed—that afterward he received another famed revelation—the one stating that it was acceptable to God for men to take up to 4 wives!  This was due to the very specific context of the immediate loss in the Battle of Uhud, because so many women among the Muslims were widowed and thus left without “protection” in the perception of the time.  Granting men four wives in the context of Arabian society was 1) a limitation compared to usual practice where unlimited polygamy was the norm and far more than 4 wives were usually taken; and 2) seen as a necessary act following the Battle of Uhud.  
· A third decisive and defining battle (the Battle of the Trench and the Siege of Medina) took place two years later in 627.  The Meccans failed in an attempted siege of Medina, a major victory for Muhammad and the early Muslims that won them new allies among the nomadic Bedouin tribes of the Arabian peninsula.  The Meccans amassed a huge army and marched on Medina.  However, Muhammad had ordered that a deep trench be dug along the outside of Medina’s wall, a practice not common to Arab warfare, and it kept the forces of the Meccans and their Bedouin allies at bay.  Thus the Meccan forces decided to lay siege to the city, but this too proved unsuccessful, and when the summer weather came many of the Bedouin tribes fighting with the Meccans abandoned the siege of Medina and eventually the Meccans retreated as well.  This was then a most resounding and convincing victory for the early Muslims.  It added legitimacy to Muhammad’s cause and to his claim to be a prophet of God.  In the months that followed, many of the surrounding Bedouin tribes, including some of those that helped lay siege to Medina, became followers of Muhammad and the early Muslims, as their rank, prestige, and power grew.
· There is one very interesting and telling footnote to all of this that deserves mention.  During the siege of Medina, the city’s largest Jewish tribe, the Banu Qurayza, had evidently supported the besieging Meccan army, contrary to the pact that everyone in Medina had agreed to upon Muhammad’s arrival.  This was the Jewish tribe that had refused to accept Muhammad as a prophet and thus, by implication, to fully accept his political leadership of the city.  After the siege failed, the Jewish tribe was tried for treason; women and children were taken as slaves, while all the men were ordered to be massacred, perhaps as many as 700!  The debate over this incident still rages: was this an early anti-Semitic act by the early Muslim Arabs and specifically by Muhammad, or was it merely a punishment of political enemies (members of other Jewish tribes in the city were not harmed)?  The Quran describes this incident but does not mention specific numbers, referring in passing to the incident without mentioning the Jewish clan by name.  It refers simply to “a group that you [Muhammad] killed and a group you made captives” (33.26).  In the case of the Jews that were killed, Muhammad had their property confiscated and distributed among the early Muslims who came with him from Mecca.  {At the same time, however, Muhammad often taught tolerance for Jews and Christians—several Quranic verses address this—another illustration of the complexity and many-sidedness of Islam}.  

· In 628 Muhammad and 1,000 unarmed followers made the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, where they negotiated a peace treaty (Treaty of al-Hudaybiya) with the city’s leaders guaranteeing Muslims the right of pilgrimage to the Ka’ba.  However, the following year the Meccans broke the agreement by attacking a Bedouin tribe allied with the Muslims. So in 630 Muhammad led 10,000 men to the outskirts of Mecca, which greatly outnumbered any force the Meccans could put together to fight them.  What he did next was unprecedented, and is another key to understanding the multiple aspects and many-sided nature of Islam.  When Muhammad returned home triumphantly to Mecca in 630 he pardoned/forgave his rivals in Mecca rather than kill them—a tremendous act contrary to the common laws of tribal warfare—though he did destroy their idols (360 of them) or gods at the Ka’ba, which was very important obviously.  His was a religious war, not a personal blood feud or tribal war common among the peoples of Arabia at the time of Muhammad.  Questions/comments?

The Spread of Islam

Less than two years after the recapture of Mecca in 630, most of the remaining tribes of Arabia converted to Islam.  Three months after taking one last pilgrimage and giving one final sermon on the Plain of Arafat outside of Mecca, Muhammad died in Medina in June 632 (of natural causes in a very “man-like” way, i.e. no acts of martyrdom, no resurrection.  Muhammad made no claim to divinity—he was Allah’s messenger, he was not a God himself.  In fact, he feared that divination for himself would taint the monotheistic message of a Supreme God that he preached, as he believed had happened with Christianity).  By the time of his death Islam had spread to cover a large part of the Arabian Peninsula (show map and explain different shades of green; it continued to spread after his death and is the world’s 2nd largest religion.  We will discuss this process next time).  Questions or comments?  (Show & recommend Sells’ book + discuss/explain controversy; show & recommend also the biography of Muhammad by Karen Armstrong + her History of God).  

Next time I want to pick up with some of the basic beliefs of Islam and also the split between the two main branches of Islam, the Sunni and Shia.
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