#125
The Arab Empires and Islamic Civilization

Last class, we began learning about the Arab Empires and Islamic civilization.  We learned how the religion of Islam spread after Muhammad (Islam's founder and most important prophet) died in 632 AD.  The time period from 632 (Muhammad's death) until 900 was called the caliphate, because during this time caliphs (Islamic rulers that were believed to be successors of Muhammad) ruled over the Islamic peoples.  The first caliph, Abu Bakr, and the caliphs that came after him used military campaigns to spread Islam over parts of the Byzantine Empire, Persian Empire, the Middle East, North Africa, Spain, Sicily, India, and Southeast Asia.  Islam might have continued to spread throughout Western Europe but Arabs lost the Battle of Tours in 732, so Europe became Christian instead.  Today, we will learn about Islamic society including laws, Sunnis and Shiites, slaves, and women. 
Islamic Society

I. Islamic Law – Sharia:


The Islamic system of law is called Sharia.  Unlike our laws in the United States, laws are not separated from religion in Islamic society.  In America, our laws (the Constitution, Bill of Rights, and state laws) are NOT the same as our religious laws (like the Ten Commandments if your are Jewish or Christian).  Can you imagine if our nation's laws were the same as our religious laws?  How would things be different?  What do you think the punishment would be for adultery (cheating on your husband or wife)?  What do you think the punishment would be for failing to honor your mother and father?  What laws do we have now that might not exist if our country's laws were the same as our religious laws?  What does it mean to have a separation between church and state?  In America, it is actually illegal to have the laws of one religion be the same as the laws for our nation because America is made up of so many different religions.  However, in Arab nations (countries), Islamic law/Sharia, was the law of the land.  


As Islam spread, Islamic scholars developed a system of laws to help people interpret the Koran and apply it to everyday life.  This system of Islamic laws was called Sharia.  Sharia regulated moral behavior, family life, business, government, and other areas of community life. It applied the Koran to all situations and all aspects of life. Sharia acted as a uniting force for Muslims.  Islamic law unified the people in Muslim Empires just like Justinian's Code unified the people of the Byzantine Empire.

II. Sunnis vs. Shiites:


What is similar about DOMINICANS and PUERTO RICANS? 


What is similar about THE CRIPS and THE BLOODS? 


What is similar about the ROMAN CATHOLICS and EASTERN ORTHODOX? 


What is similar about SUNNIS and SHIITES? 


Several hundred years after Muhammad’s death, divisions grew among Muslims about who should be Muhammad’s successor – who should be the next caliph.  Followers split into 2 groups: Sunnis and Shiites.  Sunnis believed that Muslim leaders should choose the next caliph.  Sunnis did not view the caliph as a religious authority.  They believed that any good Muslim could be the caliph and that it should be up to Muslim leaders to decide who was best for the job.  However, Shiites believed that only the descendants of the prophet Muhammad should be the caliphs (Muhammad had two sons).  A descendant is someone of the same bloodline, so they believed that only Muhammad's grandson or great-grandson or great-great-grandson should get to be the caliph.  Shiites believed the caliph IS a religious authority.  They believed that only the descendants of the prophet Muhammad were touched by G-d and able to be the caliph. 


The split between the Sunni and Shiite Muslims continues to this day.  Today, about 90% of Muslims are Sunni, however this varies from country to country.  Violence and discrimination continue to be an issue between these two groups of Muslims.    For example, in Iraq today, there is a conflict between the Sunnis (35% percent of the population in Iraq who were Saddam’s followers) and the Shiites (65% of the population in Iraq who were discriminated against under Saddam Hussein's rule).  In Afghanistan today, there are also problems between the Sunnis (Pashtuns who make up 85% of the population in Afghanistan) and the Shiites (Hazaras who make up 15% of the population).  The Sunnis are called Pashtuns because while their religion is Sunni, their race or ethnicity is Pashtun.  The Shiites are called Hazaras because their religion is Shiite Muslim and but their race or ethnicity is Hazara.  The Shiite Hazaras have lighter skin, almond shaped eyes, rounder faces and look more Chinese.  In Afghanistan, the Sunni Pashtuns are the upper-class while the Shiite Hazaras are usually servants and do not have many rights or freedoms.  Think about the Kite Runner: what are some other differences between the how the Sunni Pashtuns and the Shiite Hazaras are treated.  Write one difference and place the following characters in their appropriate category: Amir, Hassan, Baba, Ali, Rahim Khan, Soraya, and General Taheri:

 



Sunni Pashtuns  





 Shiite Hazaras 


Like differing branches of Christianity, these branches of Islam share many basic beliefs, such as devotion to the same G-d (Allah), a belief in the same holy text (Koran), and belief in the 5 pillars. 

III. Social Patterns:


Unlike most civilizations that we have studied, in Muslim civilizations it was often possible to move up in social class or status through religious, scholarly, or military achievements.  In early Arab dynasties, Arabs considered themselves better than non-Arabs but this belief declined in later dynasties and it became possible to change your social status based on who you were and what you did.  


a) Treatment of Non-Muslims: Islamic leaders made non-Muslims pay an extra tax in order to encourage them to convert to Islam and therefore pay less in taxes.  However, they were not forced to convert and they were allowed to practice their own religions.  Christians and Jews often served as doctors, officials, and translators in Muslim communities.


b) Slavery:  As in Greece and Rome, slavery was common in the Muslim world.  Slaves from Spain, Greece, Africa, India, and central Asia were brought to Muslim cities.  Most slaves worked as house servants and some were skilled craftsmen.  It was possible for slaves to buy their freedom.  Also, if a slave converted to Islam, his or her children would be free.


c) Women:  Islam teaches the spiritual equality of men and women.  The Koran protected women of the time in ways that many societies did not.  For example, it prohibited (outlawed) the killing of daughters and protected the rights of widows (women whose husbands had died).  Women had inheritance rights, could be educated, and had the right to marry freely (marry who they wanted).   Nevertheless, in Muslim society, the roles and rights of women were not the same as the roles and rights of men.  For example, a daughter's inheritance was less than a son's inheritance.  


As Islam spread, Muslims adopted some beliefs of non-Arab people.  In Byzantium and Persia, for example, Arabs veiled women and secluded them in a separate part of their homes.  Restrictions on women varied by the region and the women's class ($ status) in Muslim civilization.  Upper-class women were more likely to be restricted.  In rural areas, women continued to participate in the economy.  How is this similar and different to the treatment of women in some of the other civilizations we have studied? 










