
 
 
 
 

THE RISE OF ISLAM 
Muhammad – Messenger of God 
Muhammad was born around 570 A.D. in Mecca on the Arabian 
Peninsula. He was a successful merchant, but became concerned by 
the greed he saw in society and began to meditate. According to 
Islamic tradition, the angel Gabriel came down to Muhammad while he 
meditated and called on him to be the messenger of God. Muhammed 
began to devote his life to spreading the faith of Islam, which means 
“to submit to God.” He worked tirelessly to convince other Arabs to 
give up their worship of pagan Gods and follow only the one true God. 
In Arabic the word for God is Allah. 

The Establishment of Islam  
As a result of his teachings, Muhammad was expelled from Mecca in 
622 and left for the city of Medina on a journey known as the hijra. In 
Medina, people welcomed Muhammad and became Muslims, or 
followers of Islam. As this religion spread, a community of Muslims, or 
umma, was established. Muhammad created rules that governed and 
united Muslims, and brought peace to the rival clans of Medina. 
Muhammed also won several battles against the leaders of Mecca and 
returned in 630, where he destroyed the idols in the Kaaba and turned 
it into the most holy place in Islam. Muhammed died in 632, but his 
followers continued his efforts to spread the Islamic faith around the 
Arab world.  

Divisions in Islam 
After Muhammad’s death disagreements began over who would lead the Islamic community. Two distinct groups emerged, Sunnis and 
Shiites, which still have fundamental differences to this day. 

 Sunnis – make up the majority of Muslims and believe that a caliph, or successor to Muhammad, should come from his tribe.  
 Shiites – make up a minority of Muslims and believe that only descendants of Muhammad should lead. They believe these Imams are 

inspired by God to interpret the Quran and Muhammad’s teachings. 
 



                     

The 5 Pillars of Islam 

The Islamic Faith 
 

Teachings of Islam 
Islam is monotheistic, meaning Muslims believe in one god. 
They study the Quran (Koran) to learn the teachings of Allah 
and they believe that Muhammad was the last prophet, and 
therefore most important. Others prophets include Abraham, 
Moses, and Jesus. The Quran contains the sacred word of God 
as revealed to Muhammad. It teaches about God’s will and 
provides a guide to life. The Quran emphasizes honesty, 
generosity, and social justice and sets harsh penalties for 
crimes such as stealing or murder. Similarly to Jews and 
Christians, Muslims believe in heaven and hell. The Quran 
builds on the teachings of the Jewish Torah and Christian Holy 
Bible by providing the final and complete revelation of God.  
 
Muslims are required to perform five religious duties 
throughout their life, known as the 5 Pillars of Islam, and 
follow Sharia, a body of law that varies between the 
communities that practice Islam. An additional duty of 
Muslims is jihad, or a struggle in God’s service. It is usually a 
personal duty to devote oneself to God, though can also be 
interpreted as a duty to defend the Islamic community.  
 
 

Shahadah

• Belief that there is only one God, Allah, and 
that Muhammad is his messenger

Salah

• Prayers are to be given to Allah 5 times each 
day

Zakat

• Giving alms, or charity to the poor

Sawm

• Food and drink are not allowed from sunrise to 
sunset during the month of Ramadan

Hajj

• Must make a pilgrimage to Mecca to pray at the 
house of Allah if healthy and able 

Sharia 
Sharia is a body of law that includes interpretation of the 
Quran, examples of behavior from Muhammad’s life, and 
Muslim traditions. The Sharia unites all Muslims under a 
common framework by regulating moral conduct, family life, 
business practices, and government. The Quran teaches that 
men and women are equal in the eyes of Allah, but the rights 
of women especially vary greatly in different Muslim 
communities around the world today. 



 

Expansion of Islam 
Umayyad Caliphate 
 
The Arab world went through a period of more than 100 years in 
which both the territory and number of followers of Islam 
increased dramatically. After Muhammad’s death in 632 A.D., 
different caliphs, or Muslim leaders, expanded land under Arab 
control beyond the Arabian Peninsula to include most of the 
Middle East and parts of the Persian Empire. Afterwards, the 
Umayyad caliphate extended Arab rule from the Indus River 
Valley in the east, across North Africa, to Spain in the west. As a 
result, much of this area today is Islamic or heavily influence by 
Muslim civilization.  
 
The early caliphs were able to increase their territory by defeating 
armies within the weakened Byzantine and Persian Empires, as 
well as taking over neighboring tribes. Afterwards, they created a 
strong system of government in the conquered territories. Non-
Muslims had to pay a special tax in these regions, but otherwise 
the Arab rulers allowed freedom of religion. Despite the Quran’s 
message of equality under Allah, Arabs enjoyed greater rights 
than non-Arabs. This created social and political differences that 
grew within the vast empire and eventually led to the downfall of 
the Umayyad caliphate in 750 A.D. 
 
 

Abbasid Caliphate  
 

The Umayyad caliphate was defeated and a new dynasty, the Abbasid, 
ruled the Islamic world for another 500 years. It was during this time that 
Muslim civilization flourished in a golden age of art, architecture, science, 
and mathematics. This culture was centered on the new capital city of 
Baghdad, located in modern day Iraq. This city became a very wealthy 
trading center. In addition, the Abbasid rulers ended discrimination 
against non-Arabs Muslims so that all Muslims were treated equally within 
their empire. After hundreds of years of prosperity, the Abbasid dynasty 
began to decline as invading forces such as the Seljuk Turks and Mongols 
took over. After 1258 A.D. the Abbasid dynasty was gone, but Muslim 
civilization continued to have a vast influence on culture throughout Asia, 
Europe, and North Africa.  



 
 
 
 

The Islamic Golden Age 
Abbasid rulers united people of diverse cultures, including Arab, Persian, Egyptian, African, and European. The 
resulting cultural diffusion within the Islamic empire created a vibrant civilization that flourished in cities such as 
Baghdad for centuries. Eventually, the art, architecture, literature, math, and science of the Islamic Golden Age 
played a large role in the development of Western Europe and the reintroduction of Greco-Roman civilization during 
in the late Middle Ages.   

Economic Achievements  
 

Under the Abbasids, merchants built a vast trading network that not only 
promoted the exchange of goods, but the also the exchange of knowledge and 
culture between different groups of people. Extensive trade led Muslims to 
pioneer new business practices such as partnerships, buying on credit, banks to 
change currency, and even early checks. Workers were organized in guilds and 
artisans produced high quality goods. The wealth resulting from these economic 
practices helped to stimulate many of the other achievements of the Islamic 
Golden Age.  

Math and Science 
 

Muslim scholars were best known for their advancements in math 
and science. Algebra was developed and Arabic numerals became 
the dominant number system, which is still used in the world today. 
Astronomers studied eclipses, observed Earth’s rotation, and 
calculated the circumference of the Earth. Muslim scholars made 
great advances in medicine and public health as well. Doctors were 
required to pass a test before practicing their profession. The 
government set up hospitals that were the precursors to emergency 
rooms today. Ibn Sina gathered everything the Greeks, Arabs, and 
himself had learned about diagnosing and treating diseases into a 
huge encyclopedia called the Canon on Medicine. This work 
became the most important medical textbook in the western world 
for 500 years.  

Art and Architecture 
 

The greatest work of literature in the Islamic world was the Quran itself. However, stories that reflected Muslim 
culture were also widespread, the most famous being One Thousand and One Nights. It was a collection of tales of 
adventure and romans such as “Aladdin and His Magic Lamp.” Because the Quran forbade the worship of idols, 
religious art in the Muslim world was very different from that of the European Middle Ages or Renaissance in that 
artists were forbidden to portray God or religious figures. Instead, many Muslims focused on floral and geometric 
shapes, as well as calligraphy, or the art of beautiful handwriting. The main architectural styles the Muslim Golden 
Age was known for was the domes and minarets of mosques. Minarets are the slender towers of mosques that 
also serve to call Muslims to prayer. An example of this architecture can be seen with the Dome of the Rock, a 
mosque still today in Jerusalem. 



 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

  

Mughal India 
Hindu rulers in India were defeated in the late 1100s by Muslim armies invading from 
the north. The resulting Delhi sultanate lasted for more than 500 years and instituted 
a period of Muslim rule in India. The Delhi sultanate saw great conflict between 
Muslim and Hindu beliefs, but ultimately led to a blending of cultures. This cultural 
diffusion is most evident in the growth of a new religion, Sikhism, which combined 
Islam and Hinduism. In 1526, Mongols swept into northern India, ending the Delhi 
sultanate and establishing the Mughal Empire. This empire would last until 1857 and 
continue Muslim leadership in India.  

Akbar the Great 
 
The primary builder of the Mughal Empire was Akbar the 
Great. He ruled for almost 50 years and created a strong 
central government that worked to unite the different 
cultures of India.  

 Opened government jobs to Hindus of all castes 

 Promoted religious harmony through toleration 

 Chose government officials based on merit rather 
than birth 

 Modernized the army 

 Encouraged international trade  

The Taj Mahal 
 
The high point of Mughal art, 
architecture, and literature came within 
the reign of Akbar the Great’s grandson, 
Shah Jahan. His most famous 
accomplishment was the Taj Mahal, 
which he ordered to be built as a tomb 
for his wife after she died at a young age. 
It took 22,000 workers about 20 years to 
complete the monument, and it still 
stands today as the greatest example of 
the power of the Mughal Empire.  



 

Suleiman the Magnificent –  
“the Lawgiver” 

The Ottoman Empire 
The Fall of Constantinople 
 
Ottoman Turks from the Middle East conquered the city of Constantinople in 
1453, ending the Byzantine Empire’s influence in the region and their legacy of 
continuing the traditions of Greece and Rome. Constantinople was renamed 
Istanbul and became the capital city from which the Ottoman Empire grew. At 
its height, the empire stretched across the Middle East, North Africa, and 
eastern Europe. Its greatest ruler, Suleiman, ushered in a golden age during the 
16th century. After his reign, the Ottoman Empire slowly declined in power until 
it finally broke up in 1922 after World War I. 

Ottoman Culture 
 
Ottoman society was divided into classes. At 
the top were “men of the sword” – soldiers 
who guarded the sultan and defended the state 
– and “men of the pen” – scientists, lawyers, 
judges, and poets. Below them were 
merchants, tax collectors, and artisans. Finally, 
at the bottom were the farmers and herders 
who produced food for the community. The 
Ottoman Empire included people of diverse 
cultures, but almost all of the “men of the 
sword” and “men of the pen” were Muslim. 
One exception was the janizaries, the elite 
fighting force of the Ottoman army. It was 
made up of Christians that were converted to 
Islam and received special military training 
from a young age. 

Suleiman the Magnificent  
 
The Ottoman Empire enjoyed a golden age 
under the sultan Suleiman, who ruled from 
1520 to 1566. His people called him “the 
Lawgiver,” while to Europeans he was known 
as Suleiman the Magnificent. He modernized 
the army and conquered new land in the 
Middle East. He took over most of the 
territory of the former Abbasid Empire and 
proclaimed himself caliph, or leader of all 
Muslims. Although he ruled with absolute 
power, he oversaw the Ottoman Empire with 
the help of a grand vizier and a council. 
Suleiman was a wise ruler who strengthened 
the government and improved its system of 
justice. Law was based on Islamic teachings 
and order was kept by his powerful army. In 
addition, art and architecture flourished 
during this period characterized by Persian 
and Arab influences in new Turkish styles.  


