
AN INTERPRETATION OF ISLAMIC HISTORY - 1  
I 

Islam is a concept which, phenomenalized in a number of linked but 
diverse political, social, and religious organisms, covers an immense 
area of space and time. In different regions and epochs it has presented 
differing features under the impact of and in response to local geo- 
graphical, social, and political forces. Western Islam for example, in 
North-West Africa and mediaeval Spain, though it was closely related 
to the Muslim heartlands in Western Asia and its culture was an 
offshoot from their culture, yet evolved several distinguishing cha- 
racteristics, some of which in turn influenced Islam in Western Asia. 
In  other large and self-contained geographical areas, such as the Indian 
subcontinent and Indonesia, or in the steppe-lands extending from 
southern Russia to the borders of China, parallel factors produced 
similarly distinguishing forms. Yet each and all of these retain a certain 
easily recognizable common Islamic stamp. I t  is impossible within 
the limits of a single essay to deal with all these diverse regions. The 
present article is therefore confined to Islam in Western Asia with 
the double object: ( I )  of tracing the development of Islamic culture 
and the gradual evolution which by the end of the 14& century had 
transformed its inner structure, and ( 2 )  of examining the processes 
by which its institutions were moulded into a coherent unity and given 
their specifically Islamic stamp, however widely Islam might spread 
and however various their external forms. It should thus supply a 
provisional framework within w h i h  (corrected or adjusted where 
necessary) other studies devoted to particular aspects and relations 
of Islamic culture may be coordinated. 

The rhythms of Islamic history are curiously inverse to those of 
European history. Both arose from the breakdown of the Mediter- 
ranean empire of Rome. While Europe slowly and imperceptibly, and 
only after several centuries, grew out of the anarchy of the barbarian 
invasions, Islam suddenly emerged from Arabia and with incredible 
speed fashioned in less than a century a new imperial structure in 
Western Asia and the southern and western shores of the Mediter- 
ranean. But the contrast goes much deeper. The challenges to the 
ancient Mediterranean empire and institutions were of two kinds. On 
the northern borders, the barbarian invaders challenged the Roman 
political power but entered into its new cultural system, the Catholic 
Christian Church, and accepted its basic social and religious institu- 
tions, upon which ultimately the new European political structures 
were erected. O n  the southern and eastern borders, the challenge was 
not to Roman political power but to the cultural centralization of the 
Church, and manifested in popular rejection of Catholic orthodoxy in 
favour of dissident creeds, Donatist, Monophysite, and Nestorian. 

4 



AN INTERPRETATION OF ISLAMIC HISTORY 5 

Islam, after establishing a political system which embraced all these 
areas of dissidence (together with Persia, which had for centuries 
maintained against Rome a political struggle backed by a religious rival 
creed), was confronted with the task of bringing them into a common 
cultural and religious system, based upon its own universalist concept. 
To achieve this, it ‘had to counteract, and, as far as possible, extinguish 
the influence of the earlier universalist concept (Christianity) in 
Western Asia and the southern half of the Mediterranean, to destroy 
Zoroastrianism and the other dualist religions of Persia and Mesopo- 
tamia, and oppose a barrier to the extension of Buddhism in Cen- 
tral Asia. 

The whole of mediaeval Islamic history is dominated by the effort 
on the part of the Sunni or “orthodox” religious institution, firstly, 
to maintain its universalism against internal and external challenges, 
and secondly to realise the widest possible measure of religious, social 
and cultural unity throughout the Islamic world. The second of these 
objects was not achieved until the political unity of Islam had been 
disrupted, partially recreated, and disrupted again ; but in the effort 
to achieve it a vast area of interaction was created between peoples of 
diverse stocks and traditions, and in this process-almost, indeed, as a 
by-product of it-the mediaeval Islamic culture was brought into 
existence. 

I1 

The social teaching of Muhammad was basically a reaffirmation 
of the ethical ideas common to the monotheistic religions: the brother- 
hood of all members of the new Islamic Community, their equality 
intrinsic personal worth in spite of differences of temporal status, 
function and wealth, and all the mutual relationships and duties fol- 
lowing from these principles, deepened by being stated in terms of 
inward loyalty and outward obligation to the one God. Furthermorc 
(and this was to prove of fundamental importance for the future 
development of Islamic culture), it included certain social and ethical 
obligations-but not the full freedom of brotherhood-towards mern- 
bers of other religious communities, provided that these accepted the 
political control of the Islamic Community. 

As in all religious movements, the concrete social results of this 
teaching were determined by its impact on the actual historic environ- 
ment. In  Muhammad’s own lifetime, it was received at three different 
levels. The first was at the level of total conversion, producing 
religious personalities, whose activities and decisions were motivated 
by a complete inward acceptance of its spirit and principles. This 
group, the nucleus of the future religious institution, was in the nature 
of the case relatively small to begin with but steadily increased with 
the expansion of the Community. The second was that of formal 
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aaesion, of willing acceptance of the outward prescriptions and duties, 
without assimilation of their spirit but because of the advantages to be 
p ined  by incorporation in the new Community. Its leading repre- 
sentatives were the later Meccan adberents, to whose mercantile temper 
the external demaitds of Islam were eminently suited, requiring only 
the dedication to religious duties of a proportion of time and wealth, 
and leaving the rest free for personal activities and interest. A further 
commendation of Islam in Meccan eyes was the firm control which 
it established over the beduins, whose acceptance was on the third 
level, that of enforced adherence maintained by threat (and after 
Muhammad's death by the application) of military sanctions. 

Since, however, inescapable economic forces made any permanent 
stabilization of inner-Arabian conditions virtually impossible, the mere 
suppression of beduin opposition-with the implication that the forces 
of Islam would be used up in an interminable and sterile struggle with 
the tribesmen-was an inadequate solution for the problem set by 
thelii. I t  was necessary to find the terms on which the tribesmen as a 
whole could be lifted, if not up to the first level of assimilation, at least 
on to the level of identifying Islam with their own interests. Hence 
the trial expeditions deliberately organized by Abii Bakr after Mu- 
hammad's death, when groups of tribesmen were despatched under 
Meccan commanders towards the frontiers of Syria. The firs: successes 
led to a coordinated and organized military campaign which quickly 
achieved the conquest of the whole countq ; and the comparative lack 
of success o i  the simultaneous campaigns in Iraq under tribal 
Ieadership reconciled the tribesmen to a similarly organized campaign 
under Meccan leadership against the Persian empire, wirh equally 
decisive results. The policy of Abii Bakr and his successor 
thus not only achieved their first purpose, of bringing the tribesmen 
to an enthusiastic acceptance of Islam as the palladium of victory and 
to unite their forces under commanders appointed by the Caliph, but 
also a second and not less important result, that the conquests were 
made with the minimum of disturbance to the economy of the con- 
quered countries and were followed by the rapid establishment of 
organised central control. 

Nevertheless, the material interests of the two main parties to the 
victory, the tribesmen and the Meccans, were still in opposition to one 
another. The natural instinct of the tribesmen was to appropriate the 
conquered lands for their pastures, while the Meccans wished to exploit 
their resources for their own commercial profit. Although the structure 
of an agricultural community was unfamiliar to the Arab leaders, they 
quickly understood its significance as a source of revenue. If it was 
not to be exposed to injury, the obvious solution was to leave its 
administration in the hands of the former officials who were familiar 
with it. While the tribesmen were still engaged in the campaigns and 
still amenable to the moral authority and control of the Caliphate, they 
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were persuaded to relinquish their claims to the occupation of lands, 
and to receive in compensation a fixed share of the revenues in 
monetary stipends and produce. This also enabled the central govern- 
ment to keep the tribesmen concentrated in garrison settlements, in- 
stead of spreading in nomadic fashion over the country, and by this 
means to maintain more effective supervision and control over them. 

I t  was not long, however, before the consciousness of the loss of their 
independence, combined with the unnatural conditions of life in the 
garrison cities, generated an increasing violent feeling of resentment 
amongst the tribesmen, exacerbated by the Meccan exploitation of 
“their” conquests. The Meccan merchants had not been slow to seize 
the dazzling prospects opened up by the commerce of Iraq, Syria and 
Egypt. They were already active supplying the needs of the new 
garrison settlements for consumption goods, in forming partnerships 
with local producers and merchants, and especially in the huge opera- 
ions of exchange and banking required in the distribution of stipends 
and transfer to Medina of the fifth of all revenues, and were forming 
vast commercial establishments manned by slaves and clients. 1 In 
Medina also, after the first satisfaction with the great increase in 
wealth and prosperity, there was growing resentment at the rapid 
affirmation cf Meccan political control under the third Caliph, 
CUthm2n, and the economic exploitation of the empire. 

Open discontent was first expressed by several religious personalities 
whose conscience was shocked by the worldliness and grasping ma- 
terialism displayed in the name of Islam. But these only provided a 
rallying-cry and a cloak for the material grievances of the tribesmen 
and Medinans, who swung .into line behind them. The assassination of 
W t h m h  by the tribesmen provoked a civil war, in which the religious 
party at first joined the tribesmen of Iraq, in whom they saw the 
supporters of the cause of unity on Islamic religious and ethical terms. 
Opposed to them stood the Meccan Governor of Syria, Muc5wiya, 
supported by his tribesmen, more disciplined and sedentarized, and 
less exposed to exploitation than those of Iraq. I t  soon became clear 
to the religious leaders that the tribal interpretation of Islam carried 
with it a threat to the whole principle of religious authority and to the 
system of mutual rights and obligations upon which rested the unity 
and stability of the Community. The conflict turned out to be one, not 
between the religious basis and the secular basis of unity, but between 
unity on modified Meccan terms which at least respected the religious 
foundations of the Community, and the disruptive forces of tribalism. 
When the issue was underlined by the emergence in Iraq of the 
violently sectarian and anti-Meccan group called the KhHnjites (Kh- 

1 The invested capital of Talha (d. 656) amounted to 30 niillions dirhams, and 
the daily yield of his enterprises in Iraq w a s  a thousand dirhams or more (Ibn 
Sac& Tabuqdt, 111, 157-8); hat of his fellow-Meccan and collaborator Zubair 
w;ls 35 millions, from investments in Iraq and Egypt (ibid., 111, 77). 
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wdrij) the choice could not long remain in doubt, and the religious 
party gradually drifted to the side of MucZwiya. 

111 

The establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate of Damascus (661) 
was thus the outcome of a coalition or compromise between those who 
represented the Islamic ideal of a religious community, united by 
common allegiance to the heritage of the Prophet, and the Meccan 
secular interpretation of unity, against the threat of anarchy implicit 
in tribalism. But this was only a modus vivendi reinstating a central 
authority over the loosely bound provinces of the Arab empire. Three 
major questions remained to be solved, the relations of the government 
with the tribes, its relations with the religious party, and the relations 
between Arabs and non-Arabs in the conquered lands. 

In their relations with the tribes, the Umayyad Caliphs at  first 
returned to the old Meccan policy of conciliation by coordinating the 
interest of the tribesmen with their own, combined with a renewal 
of the Medinan policy of wars of expansion and distribution of booty. 
The survival of irreconciliable Khirijite and anti-Umayyad tribal op- 
position in l iaq stood in the way of their success from the first, and 
the rapid development of tribal factions forced on them a complete 
change of policy. The administration was increasingly centralized, and 
its control tightened over the inner provinces (Iraq, Syria, and Egypt) ; 
tribal risings were repressed and Syrian garrisons established to 
maintain order in Iraq and Persia ; most important of all, the tribesmen 
of Iraq were gradually demilitarized, and were beginning to be absor- 
bed into the new mixed urban societies which were developing in the 
former garrison cities. 

Religious factors entered into this process of centralization on both 
sides, partly in opposition, but partly also in favouring the growth of 
an organized central aurhority. Their awareness of the secular ten- 
dencies in the Umayyad house, together with the influence of their 
religious idealism, inclined the religious leaders in a general way 
against the Umayyad rigime, but their difficulty was to find an alter- 
native that would not disrupt the Community. The excesses of the 
KhPrijites and of the activist Shi'ites discredited them with all but a 
minority, and an anti-Caliphate set up during a second civil war (684- 
+ I )  proved incapable of maintaining order.2 At the same time the 
Umayyad Caliphate itself w a s  moving towards the universalist Islamic 
view, as the religious and ethical principles of Islam percolated in the 
course of the century more deeply into Arab society and affected its 
outlook and principles of conduct. The outcome of this symbiosis was 
the emergence of a semi-official interpretation of Islam, supported by a 

See J. Wellhausen. Die religionrpolituchcn Oppon'fionrpnrfrien, Gttingen. 
x p r .  
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considerable body of religious opinion, 3 and i t  is noteworthy that the 
first condemnations for heresy took place under the later Umayyad 
Caliphs. 4 

By the end of the 1st century, however, non-Arabs were beginning 
to enter the ranks of religious teachers in growing numbers. These 
naturally accepted Islam in its most universalist interpretation, without 
any qualifying admixture of Arab ideas; as they were emotionally 
opposed to the Umayyads because of the grievances and social infer- 
iority of the non-Arabs, they rejected the conformist attitude of the 
Umayyad supporters, as well as the other Arab sectarian interpre- 
tations, and remained on the whole on the neutral ground of doctrinal 
rigorism. 

The most difficult problem for the Umayyads was to integrate the 
social structure of the Arab state as organized after the conquests 
with the agricultural economy of the conquered provinces, and to do 
so in a manner consistent with the ethical principles of Islam. What 
gave the problem a peculiar intensity was the movement of conversion 
to Islam among both landowners and cultivators, who continued 
nevertheless to suffer from their former social and economic disabil- 
ities. It was eventually solved towards the end of the Umayyad period 
(but only after bitter struggles) by assimilating new Arab landowners 
to non-Arab landowners, and by exempting converted cultivators f rom 
the poll-tax payable by all non-Muslim subjects. Both measures led 
towards an assimilation of Arabs and Muslim non-Arabs, and at the 
same time towards uniformity of administrative practice in the Arab 
empire ; but they came too late to check the accumulated sense of grie- 
vance against Umayyad rule, which in the eyes of the developing 
“religious institution” stood for the political domination and social 
privilege of the Arabs. Both activist and neutralist religious oppositions 
joined with a revolt of the Yemen faction of tribesmen to bring down 
the Umayyad Caliphate (7jo) ; and thus, after having (in alliance 
with the Umayyads) dissociated the religious polity of Islam from the 
extreme sectarian and fanatical interpretations of the m r i j i t e s  and 
the ultra-Shictes, now also publicly dissociated it from concept of Arab 
predominance. 

IV 
The new ‘Abbgsid line of Caliphs, although themselves, as relatives 

of the Prophet, also of Meccan Arab origin, clearly recognized the 
importance which the religious leaders had assumed in the framework 
of the empire, and made it one of the cornerstones of their policy to 
associate them with the new rigime. The evolution which had begun 
under the Urnayyads towards centralized monarchical institutions and 

See Encyclopedia of Islam, s. v. Murdji’a ‘ Ibid., s. v. Djahm ibn Safwh.  
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the merging of the hitherto privileged Arabs into the general Muslim 
population would have continued in any case, but it was accelerated 
and given a more definite direction by the fact that the dynasty was 
brought to power and maintained in it by an alliance of the Arab 
colonists and Islamized Persian aristocracy of Khiirasfin. The in- 
creasing employment of non-Arabs in the administration favoured the 
revival of the old Sassanian court ceremonial and administrative tra- 
ditions, while the constitution of a Khurasanian standing army freed the 
monarchy from the pressures of the Arab tribal structure. The Arab 
landowners were integrated in the Persian feudal system, and the 
expansion of industry, commerce, and mzterial and intellectual culture 
in Iraq and Persia brought Arabs and non-Arabs together in social, 
economic and intellectual activities. 

The religious policy of the <Abbisids also was affected by the same 
influences. They not only placed a new emphasis on the religious status 
and functions of the Caliphate, and by their patronage of the religious 
leaders gave an impulse to the propagation of an “official orthodoxy”, 
but also, on lines reminiscent of the Sassanid Zoroastrian organisation, 
began to centralize the religious institutions under state control. 

In all these developments, however, there were implicit certain dan- 
gers for the principle of Islamic universalism, the maintenance of the 
unity of the Muslim Community in its religious and ethical attitudes 
by acknowledgement of one common authority, although at first sight 
i t  might seem to be favoured by the establishment of the universal 
empire of the <Abbfisids. The rapid social and economic development 
in Iraq and Persia was not paralleled in Syria and the African pro- 
vinces, where the Arab tribal structure persisted with little change, and 
the solutions to the problems of faith and order worked out in the 
former might be inapplicable to or even rejected by the latter. Still 
more, too close an association of orthodoxy with the CAbbPsid Caliphate 
might well lead, and did in fact lead, to the rejection of orthodoxy by 
sections politically opposed to ‘Abbfisid rule, as in the adhesion of the 
Berber opposition in North-West Africa to KhPrijism and the in- 
creasing attraction of the Arab tribesmen in Arabia and the Syrian 
desert to Shi‘ism. The dangers could not be averted by maintenance 
of cAbbHsid political authority by force, but only i f  religious authority 
were clearly distinguished from political authority and if necessary 
in opposition to it. 

The problem was probably not at  first explicit to the religious 
leaders in these terms, but it is a proof of the vitality of the Islamic 
religious impulse that their activities tended, even if unconsciously, in 
th is  direction. Although they accepted on the whole the CAbbHsid 
“official interpretation” for some seventy or eighty years, and sup- 
ported the measures employed by the state for religious unification 
and against heresy, yet there was from the first a current of opposition 
to some of its manifestations and to State control of religious funct- 
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ions, and an insistence of the free personal responsibility of the 
religious teacher. The conflict was brought into the open by the attempt 
of the Caliph Al-Ma’mijn and his successors to impose the Hellenizing 
doctrines of the group of religious teachers known as the Mu‘tazila as 
the “official interpretation”, and their persecution of the leaders of 
the opposing orthodox school. The strugglr ended with the victory of 
the orthodox, and proved once and for all that the religious institution 
of Islam was independent of the Caliphate or any other political in- 
stitution, that its sources of authority could not be controlled by 
political governors but were possessed by the Community in its own 
right, and that the Caliphate itself was only an emanation of that 
authority and its political symbol. 

This episode was fundamental for the whole future of Islam in 
freeing it from identification with any political regime, and allowing 
the religious institution] and the Community with it, freedom to develop 
along the lines of its own inner logic md temperament. But simulta- 
neously-in a more complex and less explicit manner-the conflict, 
between the religious and political institutions was being fought out 
on another field, and this time with a less favourable outcome for 
the religious institution. 

The introduction of the Persian monarchical tradition and political 
philosophy into the Muslim State resulted in a conflict of social and 
ethical ideals, which was fought out largely in a “battle of the books.’’ 
The Persianizing movement, known as the shu‘cbiya movement, is 
usually regarded5 as a current reaction among the Persians against 
Arab dominance. But this is too narrow an interpretation. Its repre- 
sentatives were the class of secretaries in government service, whose 
influence had greatly increased under the CAbb5sid Caliphs owing to 
the rapid expansion of the bureaucracy and the growing power of 
viziers and heads of administrative departments (diwim). From late 
Umayyad times the secretaries had found their models .in the court 
literature of Sassanian Persia, and the significance of the ShuCnbiyu 
movement is that it represents the efforts of the secretarial class (while 
avoiding open conflict with the religious institution) not only to 
establish the dominance of the Persian tradition at the court, but to 
revive the o!d Persian social structure with its rigid class divisions, and 
to substitute the spirit of Persian culture for the surviving influences 
of the Arab tradition in the new and rapidly developing urban society 
in Iraq, by the spread of translations and popular works of Persian 
origin. 

Its first effects were to encourage the revival of the latent Man- 
ichaeisrn in Iraq, and the spread, in much wider circles, of religious 
indifference or concealed disrespect for Islam. While the official in- 

6 Especially since the studies of I. Goldziher in Muhummedunuckc Studirn, 
MI. I. Hallc, 1888. 
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stitution tried to stamp out heresy by persecution, the more advanced 
rigorous group of the religious leaders, known as the Muctazila, 

sought and found in Greek philosophical literature and Christian-Hel- 
lenistic apologetic works the dialectic equipment to meet and overcome 
the dualist arguments and to reinforce an ethic based on the QuZZn. 
At the same time, as the ShuCClbiya movement passed into a phase of 
open attack on the Arabs and sarcastic criticism of Arab traditions 
and pretensions, it brought the whole body of the religious institution 
up in defence of Arabic studies on religious grounds, since it was 
these studies which supplied the basis of the developing “religious 
sciences.” Out of the effort to counteract the literary activities of the. 
Shuciibis, a new Arabic humane literature was born, steeped in the 
traditions and institutions of Arabia, both before and after the rise of 
Islam; and the force and weight of the double counter-attack quickly 
checked the dangers implicit in the Shu5ibiya movement. 

By this victory the Islamic religious institution, which had already 
rejected any domination of its ideals of faith and order by Arab 
social traditions, now equally rejected the Persian interpretation of 
Islam as a state-religion and the dominance of Persian social traditions. 
But the victory was bought at a price. On the one hand the link between 
the religious sciences and Arabic philology had now been expanded 
into something not far from identification o i  the religious culture of 
Islam with the Arabic humanities. I t  is a strange phenomen that while 
Islain began as a protest against Arab cultcre and tradition as a whole, 
by the end of this period the literary heritage of ancient Arabia was 
indissolubly linked up with Islam, to be carried with it to the ends of 
the old world. On the other hand, the influence of the secretarial class 
had been strong enough to force a measure of compromise. Several 
of the principal elements of the Sassanian tradition were incorporated 
in the literature of the Arabic humanities, and acquired an established 
and permanent place in Islamic culture in relation to the principles 
of government, in spite of their conflict with its inner spirit. 

This concession was ‘highly characteristic of an orthodox religious 
institution, which while standing fast on the principle of its spiritual 
independence and its right and duty to assert Islamic ethical standerds, 
yet recognized the facts of the actual situation and the dangers of an 
excessive rigidity to the maintenance of unity. At  the same time, by 
admitting this discordant element into the general fabric of Islamic 
culture, it brought a kernel of derangement into Muslim society. Its 
immediate effect w a s  to bring t o  the surface the hitherto latent or 
concealed division between the religious institution and the ruling 
institution, and to set the latter free to pursue its own course of 
development with relatively little control from the side of the religious 
institution ; ultimately, as it diverged more and more widely from the 
ethical standards of Islam, the orthodox UamP themselves were to 
find their spiritual independence endangered by the further concessions 
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and compromises wrung from them for the sake of the principle 
of unity. 

V 
The process analysed in the preceding sections, by which the ortho- 

dox religious leaders disentangled Islam from political and racial 
interests and traditions, involved a parallel and simultaneous process 
of definition of its content. Islam was at  first an orientation of life 
in all its aspects in a particular ethical direction, dictated by the accept- 
ance of certain general beliefs on the authority of Quranic revelation. 
In the early struggles, the religious leaders aimed to maintain that 
orientation against a variety of challenges, external in the sense that 
their motivating forces were derived from other systems of values, 
though issuing from within the Community and expressed in terms 
of a particular interpretation of Islam. In meeting each challenge, 
therefore, they were compelled to oppose its particular interpretation, 
but their tendency was at first to reject what w a s  opposed rather than 
assert positively what was to be accepted, and thus maintain the widest 
possible measure of moral unity. This policy, consciously and cm-  
sistently pursued, became a marked characteristic of orthodoxy ; unlike 
the fissiparous and exclusive groups which upheld the rejected doctrines, 
its leaders were unwilling to draw hard and fast lines (beyond the 
simplest test of adherence to the Community) and tolerated a consider- 
able degree of freedom of interpretation and even divergence in 
external institutions. 

With the development of the religious organization and the advance 
from defence against deviation to positive definition of doctrine, in- 
volving the creation of a theological science, a step of decisive im- 
portance was taken for the whole history of Islam.6 For this was 
its first intellectual adventure, it absorbed the energies of most of its 
intellectual leaders in the znd, 3rd, and 4th centuries, and consequently 
gave a permanent bias to Islamic intellectual culture. 

The origins of its methodology are to be found in the practical pro- 
blems with which the Community was confronted rather than in any 
philosophical tendencies. Although the authority of the Q u F h  was 
absolute and unchallenged, the development of doctrine and law from 
its religious and ethical contents involved a process of elucidation and 
interpretation. T,he first problem appears to have arisen in regard to 
the application of law. By the end of the 1st century, separate and 
diverging rules of law were being applied in different cities and 
provinces, based on the independent interpretations of local teachers, 
and complicated by survivals of customary law and administrative 
regulations. The religious leaders saw in this a danger, especially when 

a For an analysis of this process see A. J. Wensinck, The MwIim Creed, 
Cambridge, 1932. 
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local rules appeared to diverge from the ethical principles of the 
Q u r J b .  The method by which they proceeded was to produce 'trad- 
itions' from contemporaries of the Prophet which related the decisions 
of Muhammad on specific points, and to claim for these binding 
authority scarcely inferior to that of the QufHn. Although at first the 
authenticity of many Traditions was disputed by the jurists, and much 
confusion was caused by the production of contradictory Traditions, 
the strengh of religious feeling behind the movement ultimately forced 
a general acceptance of the principle.7 This in turn involved the 
elaboration of a new science, whose objects were the collection, critic- 
ism, classification and coordination of Traditions, and the attainment 
as far as possible of an agreed and generally accepted corpus. This task 
absorbed much of the energies of religious and legal scholars in the 
3rd century, and was achieved with such success that henceforward 
the Tradition of the Prophet ranked as a second authoritative source 
of law and doctrine. 

The same method was then applied to dogmatic theology, in the con- 
flict with the speculative reasoning applied by the Mu'tazilite school 
to the interpretation of Quranic doctrine. The orthodox leaders pro- 
ceeded not so much by argument as by production of Prophetic Tradi- 
tions in support of their positions, and in the same way swung the main 
body of Muslims into line behind them. There can be little doubt, 
however, that the classical collections of Prophetic Traditions made 
in the 3rd century do substantially represent the views of the general 
body of orthodox religious teachers of the first three or four ge- 
nerations, and it is almost as certain that the views expressed in them 
faithfully reflect the teachings and ethical attitudes of the QurJHn. 

The Muslim doctors who elaborated this defence of unity against 
disruptive deviations were still aware of its artificial foundations, and 
the techniques of study included in the "sciences of Tradition" were 
designed to authenticate the whole structure by a system of formal 
criteria. But this was not enough. In conformity with the general trend 
of Sunni thought, the foundations were underpinned by the principle 
that once agreement on any main issue of doctrine of law had been 
reached by responsible scholars, it was final and conclusive, and to 
reopen controversy on it w a s  heresy. On lesser matters, diversity of 
opinion and practice was permissible. By this principle the orthodox 
institution was enabled, in spite of the absence of any formal organiza- 
tion, to hold together in all later centuries, and to remain essentially 
one in the face of political pressures, calamities, and the influx of 
new ideas and peoples. 
On the other hand it was this combination of ( I )  a God-given and 

unchallengeable sacred book, interpreted and supplemented by ( 2 )  an 
artificial creation of Prophetic Tradition, itself canonized by (3) the 

' This development is studied more particularly in J. Schacht, The O r i p k  of 
Mukonimodan JUrirpudnue, Oxford 19% 
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the doctrine of consensus (@ni3c), and thereby excluded from any but 
formal study by predetermined methods and rules, which established 
the basic character and attitudes of Muslim theological studies, however 
widely the range of theological discussion might extend in the future. 
By confining scholarship within the limits of a body of accepted teach- 
ing, it g r a d d y  diminished and finally inhibited the independent exam- 
ination of authorities, sources and methods, and condemned it more and 
more to mere transmission of the known and given, and the elabora- 
tion of subsidiary detail in commentary and super-commentary. The 
habit of transmission of what had been accepted on authority, in- 
culcated first in the sciences of law and theology, ultimately extended 
its influence over all Muslim studies in every field of learning, to the 
exclusion of personal investigation. 

But these results were not immediate. The first systems to become 
crystallizd were in the field of orthodox Law (Shoricah), and the 
importance of this early and relatively rapid stabilization of legal 
norms, with their effects upon the social ethics of the Community 
will be seen later. In dogmatics, however, while universal agreement 
had been reached by the end of the 3rd century on fundamentals, 
principles and authorities, there was still room for variety in inter- 
pretation. This w a s  of great significance in the history of Islamic 
culture. For although there were currents of rigorism in some of these 
interpretations, the majority of orthodox leaders continued to admit 
a certain range of individual freedom. Thus they not only gave room 
for the development of cultural and intellectual activities which found 
expression in the ‘Islamic Renaissance’ of the 4th, 5th and 6th cen- 
turies, but themselves participated in them in a certain measure. 
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