
GOLDEN AGE OF ISLAM
FROM PROPHETIC COMMUNITY

TO EMPIRE(S)



THE RISE AND EXPANSION OF ISLAM: CONTEXT

HISTORICAL

RELIGIOUS 

DEMOGRAPHIC

GEOPOLITICAL



HOW DOES CONQUEST, ONGOING ARMED CONFLICT
AND RELIGIOUS HEGEMONY YIELD…

A CULTURAL AND SCIENTIFIC GOLDEN AGE



REGIONAL CONTEXT BEFORE ISLAM
RELIGIO-POLITICAL DYNAMISM/FLUIDITY/CONFLICT

EMPIRES

RELIGIONS

PEOPLES: 
POLYGLOT & 
MULTI-ETHN

IC

- SASSANID PERSIA
- ROMAN/BYZANTINE EMPIRE

- CHRISTIANITY
- JUDAISM
- ZOROASTRIANISM
- MANICHAEISM
- PAGANISM
- ETC.

- PERSIANS
- ROMANS
- GREEKS
- GOTHS
- FRANKS
- ARABS
- JEWS
- BERBERS
- TURKIC PEOPLES
- SLAVS
- MONGOLS



ON THE EVE OF THE ARAB CONQUESTS



BYZANTINE EMPIRE, 6TH CENTURY



Sassanid Dynasty



ON THE PERIPHERY OF EMPIRES

•MANY PEOPLES WITH DIFFERENT RELATIONSHIPS TO THE CENTER

•KINGDOMS, PRINCIPALITIES, TRIBES, CLANS

•NOMADIC AND SETTLED

• ”COOKED” BARBARIANS
• SERVED IN IMPERIAL ARMIES
• RULERS PROTECTED LOCAL AUTONOMY
• ADOPTED IMPERIAL TITLES AND OFFICES
• RECEIVED SUPPORT AND FAVORS

• “RAW” BARBARIANS RAIDED THE BORDERS

•ARABS AND TURKIC TRIBES BOTH SUCCESSFUL VASSALS AND 
AGGRESSIVE OF THE RAIDERS



GEOPOLITICAL STANDOFF AND CONFLICT IN LATE ANTIQUITY
(4th to 6th CENTURIES)



MUHAMMED AND THE PROPHETIC COMMUNITY

THE PROPHET
“MESSENGER

OF GOD”
622-632

MUHAMMED

632-661

RASHIDUN

THE ”RIGHTLY
GUIDED CALIPHS”

FIRST PARADIGM OF ISLAM:
• CONQUEST, PROSELYTIZING AND CONVERTING IN ARABIA
• BEGINNING CONQUEST BEYOND ARABIA
• FROM FRAGMENTED TRIBAL POPULATION TO SINGLE COMMUNITY
• NO DISTINCTION BETWEEN RELIGIOUS AND SECULAR 

AUTHORITY—POLITICAL, SOCIAL AND MORAL AUTHORITY UNDER THE 
AEGIS OF ISLAM



SPREAD OF 
ISLAM DURING 
MUHAMMED’S 
LIFE

FORMER JEWISH 
HIMYAR KINGDOM

CHRISTIAN 
ETHIOPIAN 
KINGDOM



SOME USEFUL NOMENCLATURE

ARAB
ROOTS IN THE ARABIAN PENINSULA, CALLED SARACEN BY THE 
BYZANTINES, TAYYAYA BY THE PERSIANS

HIJRA (HEGIRA) 
MIGRATION OF MUHAMMED AND HIS FOLLOWERS FROM MECCA TO 
YATHRIB (MEDINA)

CALIPH (KHALIFA) 
”SUCCESSOR” (TO MUHAMMED) AS RULER OF THE MUSLIM 
COMMUNITY (UMMAH)

DHIMMI 
”PROTECTED PEOPLE,” NON-ISLAMIC PEOPLE OF THE BOOK IN THE 
CALIPHATE

JIZYAH TAX PAID BY DHIMMI, COULD BE EXEMPTED FOR MILITARY SERVICE

SHIA ISLAM
FOLLOWERS/ADHERENTS OF ALI IBN ABI TALIB AS MUHAMMED’S RIGHTFUL 
SUCCESSOR 

SUNNI ISLAM
RECOGNIZE ABU BAKR AS MUHAMMED’S RIGHTFUL SUCCESSOR, RELY ON THE 
SUNNAH AS WELL AS THE QUR’AN FOR GUIDANCE 



THE PROPHET
“MESSENGER

OF GOD”

622-632

MUHAMMED

632-661

RASHIDUN

THE ”RIGHTLY
GUIDED CALIPHS”



RASHIDUN EXPANSION AS OF 654
PARADIGM SHIFT TO IMPERIAL ISLAMIC SOCIETY

CRITICAL TO THE EMERGENCE OF THE GOLDEN AGE



ISLAMIC EXPANSION

MILITARY 
CONQUEST

CONVERSION

MISSIONARY 
WORK

TRADE

MIGRATION

SETTLEMENT



LEADERSHIP SUCCESSION

“ECUMENICAL” CALIPHATES

RASHIDUN

632-661

UMAYYAD

661-750

ABBASID

750-1258

ABBASID
(MAMLUK,

CAIRO)

1261-1517

FRAGMENTATION: “NON-ECUMENICAL” CALIPHATES

UMAYYAD 
CALIPHATE OF 

CORDOBA

929-1031

FATIMID CALIPHATE
(EGYPT,  ISMA’ILI) 

909-1171

ALMOHAD
CALIPHATE

(MAGHREB, BERBER)

1145-1269

OTTOMAN

1517-1924

GOLDEN 
AGE

Muhammed

THE PROPHET
“MESSENGER
OF GOD”

622-632



SPREAD OF ISLAM, 622-900 C.E.



Abbasid Caliphate 

Umayyad Caliphate

BEGINNINGS OF FRAGMENTATION, 10th CENTURY



C. 1000

FRAGMENTATION 
(SPAIN

10TH CENTURY)



FRAGMENTATION 
(FATIMIDS IN NORTH AFRICA, 10TH-11TH CENTURIES)



FRAGMENTATION
(BERBER

ALMOHADS
12TH CENTURY)



• PRESERVATION/DISSEMINATION OF CLASSICAL KNOWLEDGE/PHILOSOPHY
• MEDICINE
• MATHEMATICS--ARABIC NUMERALS, ALGEBRA AND TRIGONOMETRY
• ASTRONOMY, COSMOLOGY
• PHYSICS
• OPTICS
• ART & ARCHITECTURE
• TRADE & COMMERCE
• LAW
• PHILOSOPHY

CULTURAL FLOWERING



BACK TO THE CENTRAL QUESTION

WAS THERE SOMETHING IN PARTICULAR OR SPECIAL 

ABOUT THE ISLAMIC WORLD OF THE MIDDLE AGES 

THAT FOSTERED OR GAVE RISE TO THE INCREDIBLE 

FLOWERING OF INTELLECTUAL, SCIENTIFIC AND 

CULTURAL LIFE THAT TOOK PLACE?


