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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain what a caliph and a caliphate were, and how the Rashidun and Umayyad caliphs led the Muslim community after Muhammad's death.
2. Describe how Islamic rule expanded rapidly across the Middle East and North Africa under the Rashidun caliphs (632-661) and the Umayyad dynasty (661-750, capital Damascus).
3. Identify the many causes of the rapid expansion - religious motivation, political consolidation, trade, and the exhaustion of the Byzantine and Sasanian empires - and explain how non-Muslims (dhimmis) lived under Islamic rule by paying the jizya.
4. Analyze an early Arab account of a conquest treaty (al-Baladhuri, trans. Hitti 1916) as a primary source, reading it critically as a document written from one point of view.

SECTION 1
After Muhammad: Who Would Lead?
A Community Needs a Leader
After Muhammad died in 632, the Muslim community needed a caliph - a successor or deputy who led the community with both religious and political authority.
The word caliph means 'successor' or 'deputy'; a caliph led the community but was not held to be a prophet.
 
SECTION 2
The Rashidun Caliphs (632-661)
The First Four Caliphs
The first four caliphs (Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali, 632-661) are together called the Rashidun, or 'rightly guided,' caliphs.
Abu Bakr, a close companion of Muhammad, was the first caliph (632-634) and held the young community together.
Under the second caliph, Umar, the caliphate conquered Byzantine and Sasanian lands, including Syria, Egypt, and Persia.
 
SECTION 3
A Caliphate Grows Fast
The State and Its Rapid Growth
A caliphate is the state or empire ruled by a caliph; the early one spread rapidly across the Middle East and North Africa.
In about a century the caliphate grew from Arabia to three continents, from Spain in the west to Central Asia in the east.
 
SECTION 4
The Umayyad Dynasty (661-750)
A Ruling Family in Damascus
In 661 the Umayyad dynasty took power and, unlike the Rashidun, passed rule down within one ruling family.
The Umayyads moved the capital of the caliphate to Damascus, a great city in Syria closer to the conquered lands.
 
SECTION 5
Why Did Islamic Rule Expand So Fast?
Many Causes, Not One
Historians point to several causes working together, not religion alone: religious motivation, political consolidation, trade, and weakened neighbors all mattered.
The Byzantine and Sasanian empires had worn each other down in long wars, leaving them weak and unable to resist the conquests.
 
SECTION 6
Life Under the Early Caliphates
Non-Muslims and the Jizya
A non-Muslim living under Islamic rule was called a dhimmi, and was usually allowed to keep their own faith and worship.
Dhimmis paid a tax called the jizya in return for protection; forced conversion was not the general rule.
 
SECTION 7
A Dispute Over Succession
The Roots of Two Traditions
The dispute over who should succeed Muhammad as leader of the community grew, over time, into the Sunni-Shia split.
The Sunni-Shia split began as a political question about leadership, not a war of belief, and we describe both traditions neutrally.
 
SECTION 8
An Honest Look at the Conquests
Describing the Conquests Accurately
The conquests were not purely religious: politics, trade, and weakened neighbors mattered too, not faith alone.
Conquered peoples were usually taxed as dhimmis and left to keep their faith, rather than forced to convert at sword-point.
 
SECTION 9
Why the Early Caliphates Mattered
A World Power and Its Sources
In about a century the caliphates built a state across three continents, reshaping the Middle East, North Africa, and beyond.
The early Arab historian al-Baladhuri preserved the terms of surrender granted to cities, which we read critically as one-sided sources.
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