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Abstract
Neither of the terms commonly used to describe the seventh-century
expansion of the movement that comes to be called Islam – “the Islamic
conquests” or “the Arab conquests” – is satisfactory; both terms are ana-
chronistic and in some ways misleading; yet there is, at present, no clear
candidate for an alternative terminology. This article discusses the weak-
nesses of existing nomenclatures, with reference to relevant primary
sources, and the conceptual problems the traditional nomenclatures pose
in the context of an extensive review of scholarly literature from roughly
1900 to the present. It offers a few suggestions for possible new terminolo-
gies, but essentially opens the question for further discussion.
Keywords: Islamic origins, Islamic conquests, Arab conquests, Arab identity,
Nationalist historiography, Islamic historiography, ʿArab, Qur’ānan ʿArabīyan

How are we to talk, and write, about the origins and rise of Islam? It was a
highly complex phenomenon that encompassed at one and the same time a mili-
tary conquest that seized vast territories from the two “great powers” of the early
seventh century, Sasanid Persia and the Later Roman (or Byzantine) Empire –
completely destroying one, and seriously truncating the other in the process;
the rapid crystallization of a new state originating in the Hịjāz region of western
Arabia, an area that had hitherto had no tradition of statecraft; the rise to power
and prominence of people who until then had been only dimly visible in the his-
torical record; the appearance of a new religion, Islam, and its new scripture, the
Quran; and the emergence of Arabic (previously known only from inscriptions)
as a new literary language that gradually spread through much of the Near East
at the expense of Aramaic, Greek, Coptic, Latin and other languages that had
long held sway. It involved the restructuring of political borders and domains
in the Near East and, for over a century, the redirection of tax revenues to
new areas, sending them now not to Constantinople and Ctesiphon or Iran,

1 The initial version of this essay was drafted during the academic year 2014–15, while I
was Marta Sutton Weeks Fellow at the Stanford Humanities Center. I am grateful to the
Center, its staff, and its Director, Prof. Caroline Winterer, for providing the supportive
environment in which I was able to undertake this work. I also wish to thank Carel
Bertram, Antoine Borrut, Ilkka Lindstedt and Luke Sunderland for helpful comments
on various drafts. They are not to be held responsible for the opinions expressed here
or for any errors of fact, for which the author assumes sole responsibility. The peerless
resources of the University of Chicago’s Joseph Regenstein Library, and its online cata-
logue, were essential in assembling the bibliographical information surveyed herein. I
thank the anonymous BSOAS reviewers for numerous helpful suggestions.
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but rather to Medina or Damascus. Moreover, since the conquering elites hailed
mainly from the towns of the Hịjāz and incorporated the pastoral nomads of
Arabia into their forces, it involved a hundred-year-long inversion of the
usual relationship of power between the settled peoples and hitherto autonomous
nomadic populations of Arabia and adjacent areas. It was, in short, a historical
phenomenon that made sudden and dramatic changes in the world into which it
came, one that shaped the course of the future decisively, with consequences that
endure right up until today.2

Such complex historical processes are by their nature rich and challenging to
analyse, and a marked diversity of opinion on many aspects of them is to be
expected, and indeed to be welcomed as indicative of a healthy climate of schol-
arly debate. But the scholarly and popular discussion of Islam’s origins has long
been hampered – even crippled – by the use of deeply entrenched conventional
terminologies that are inappropriate to the historical realities we seek to under-
stand. It is not just that we use “inappropriate” names for various phenomena;
more serious is the fact that these engrained terminological habits inhibit our
ability to conceptualize clearly the true nature of the phenomena associated
with Islam’s origins. Yet these misleading terminologies have seldom been chal-
lenged, and a serious discussion of them is overdue. The present essay aims to
stimulate such a discussion.

The problem of what terminology we, as modern scholars, should use to
describe Islam’s origins is complicated by two factors. The first we might call
the challenge of terminological conservatism or inertia. It affects both the
seventh-century sources we must rely on to discuss Islam’s origins, and the
way we ourselves describe what we think was happening. In general, the appear-
ance of any novel social or political group poses a challenge to those outsiders
who first come into contact with and make mention of it. Precisely because the
group is new, these first outside witnesses lack a clear terminology to describe
and characterize it, or sometimes even to name it. In such cases, outside obser-
vers are wont to refer to it, or to its members, using established terms applied to
categories to which members of the new group had formerly been known to
belong; indeed, lacking a ready vocabulary, it is almost inevitable that these out-
side observers will fall back on familiar, pre-existing terminologies.3 It may take
considerable time for these “outsiders” to acquire a clearer sense of what the new
group is all about, and to develop a more precise vocabulary to describe it; and
even when they do, the pre-existing terminologies by which some members of
the new group were first described, although inappropriate, may long continue to

2 As I was completing the draft of this article, Peter Webb’s book Imagining the Arabs:
Arab Identity and the Rise of Islam (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016)
appeared; it treats a number of the points made below, particularly in the second half
of this essay, often in considerably greater detail. As Webb’s conclusions mainly
agree with my own, I could have cited his work in almost every paragraph, but have lim-
ited myself to a few citations where overlap is especially close.

3 Cf. Holger Zellentin, The Qur’ān’s Legal Culture: The Didascalia Apostolorum as a
point of departure (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 9: “Using traditional language to
describe new problems is a time-honored strategy to cope with radical change”. But
we may also ask whether it reflects in some cases the failure of the observer to grasp
how much things have changed.
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be applied, particularly if these pre-existing terms carry some form of ideo-
logical message (often pejorative) appealing to the writers.4 A good example
is found in the Syriac Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem, composed most likely
between 660 and 690, which describes the Sasanian empire as “Assyria”,
even though the Assyrians had died out centuries before.5

The second element that complicates modern attempts to describe Islam’s ori-
gins is the fact that the movement begun by Muhạmmad, like many new move-
ments, required a considerable time to develop clear boundaries and to define
itself.6 It began, to be sure, with a strong religious impetus – as a movement
of strict monotheism, insisting on pious behaviour and constant mindfulness
of God, and perhaps filled with the conviction that the Last Judgement was
soon to come; but these were ideas that had long histories in the Near East
and by the seventh century CE were widespread there. Under these circum-
stances, it is hardly surprising that we should find considerable evidence that
in its earliest years, the new movement included individuals belonging to
older monotheistic traditions, such as Jews and Christians, within its new com-
munity. This initial lack of sharp definitional clarity obviously creates difficul-
ties for modern scholars who wish to characterize what we traditionally call the
“Islamic community” in its formative stage.7 We shall discuss the definitional
problem more fully below.

* * *
The easiest place to focus our reconsideration, perhaps, is with the expansion

outside Arabia of the community established by Muhạmmad. This process is
generally called “the conquests”, a rubric that has long been used in works of
Western scholarship to cover many of the facets associated with Islam’s origins,
including broad questions of statecraft and social and institutional change. These
works of Western scholarship, going back almost a century and a half, enshrine
in their titles the two poles in a debate over how best to characterize the con-
quests – whether as “Arab” or as “Islamic”. (Indeed, we may wish to question
also whether the very term “conquest” is entirely appropriate to describe the
events of Islam’s origins, as it may lead us to overestimate the role of military

4 Such pejorative qualities may even be grounds for resuscitating a term well-known to be,
in fact, inaccurate; a classic example would be the way English writers of the World War
I period referred to the Germans as “Huns”.

5 See Michael Philip Penn, When Christians First Met Muslims. A Sourcebook of the
Earliest Syriac Writings on Islam (Oakland: University of California Press, 2015), 37.

6 See the convenient summary of different views on this process in Robert Hoyland,
Seeing Islam as Others Saw It (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997), 546–7. I have made
the case for “fuzzy boundaries” in my article “From believers to Muslims: confessional
self-identity in the early Islamic community”, Al-Abhạ̄th 50–51 (2002–03), 5–51, and in
Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 2010).

7 A parallel problem of “fuzzy boundaries” between varieties of Judaism and the earliest
Christians is discussed in Wayne A. Meeks, “Breaking away: three New Testament pic-
tures of Christianity’s separation from the Jewish communities”, in Jacob Neusner and
Ernest S. Frerichs (eds), ‘To See Ourselves as Others See Us’: Christians, Jews, ‘others’
in Late Antiquity (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), 85–113, and in the same volume,
John J. Collins, “A symbol of otherness: circumcision and salvation in the first century”,
163–86.
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action, and obscure in our minds the role of co-operation and collaboration
between “conquerors” and “conquered”, but we can leave this issue aside here.8)

In fact, both terms – “the Arab conquests” and “the Islamic conquests” –
while used occasionally even in the eighteenth century, did not come to domin-
ate discussion of the conquests until relatively recently; and both, as we shall
see, are deeply problematic. Before 1900, European writings on what we
today usually call the “rise of Islam” tended to use the terms “Mahometan” or
“Saracen” to describe such events and institutions, and the people participating
in them. Among these works was Simon Ockley’s famous and highly influential
The Conquest of Syria, Persia, and Ægypt, by the Saracens. . . (1708).9 The term
“Saracen” continued occasionally to be used even into the twentieth century –
by that time, it seems, mostly by students of art and military history.10

“Mahometan” or “Mohammedan” was also a fairly frequent descriptor until
around 1900; among the latest titles to employ this term was H.A.R. Gibb’s clas-
sic overview, Mohammedanism (1949).11 Dozens of works with the title
Mohammedanism preceded it in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
by authors as varied as Reginald Bosworth Smith (Schoolmaster at Harrow,
1875), Sigismund W. Koelle (German missionary, 1889), D.S. Margoliouth
(Laudian Professor of Arabic at Oxford, 1911), C. Snouck Hurgronje
(Professor at the Leiden School for Colonial Civil Servants and later Leiden
University, 1916), and many others.

The adjectives “Mahometan” (or “Muhammadan”) and “Saracen” gradually
fell out of favour after about 1900, however, and both sound quaint and out-
moded to modern ears. They were gradually replaced in book titles by the
terms “Arab conquests” and “Islamic conquests” (or “Muslim conquests”),
which now dominate our discourse on the expansion associated with the rise
of Islam. Not a few recent works hedge on this terminology, and use either
the hybrid form “Arab-Islamic conquests”, or oscillate between using “Arab
conquests” and “Islamic (or Muslim) conquests” from paragraph to paragraph

8 For a preliminary discussion of this issue, see Fred M. Donner, “Visions of the early
Islamic expansion: between the heroic and the horrific”, in Nadia Maria El Cheikh
and Shaun O’Sullivan (eds), Byzantium in Early Islamic Syria (Beirut: American
University of Beirut and Balamand: University of Balamand, 2011), 9–29.

9 Simon Ockley, The Conquest of Syria, Persia, and Ægypt, by the Saracens: Containing
the Lives of Abubeker, Omar and Othman, the Immediate successors of Mahomet. Giving
an Account of Their Most Remarkable Battles, Sieges, &c. . . . Illustrating the Religion,
Rites, Customs and Manner of Living of That Warlike People (London: R. Knaplock
et al., 1708); reissued as History of the Saracens in 1718, and reprinted numerous
times as late as the 1890s.

10 e.g. L. A. Mayer, Saracenic Heraldry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933) or J. D. Latham,
Saracen Archery (London: Holland, 1970); most recently, Helen J. Nicholson, God’s
Warriors: Crusaders, Saracens, and the Battle for Jerusalem (Oxford and NY:
Osprey Publications, 2005), although in this case the term “Saracen” may be used to
evoke the usage of the medieval Latin sources.

11 Hamilton A. R. Gibb, Mohammedanism: A Historical Survey (London and NY: Oxford
University Press, 1949), which was re-issued in 1978 with the new title Islam, A
Historical Survey. See also Joseph Schacht’s The Origins of Muhammadan
Jurisprudence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1950), and Gustave von Grunebaum,
Muhammadan Festivals (New York: Schuman, 1951). I am grateful to one of the
anonymous BSOAS reviewers for reminding me of some of these titles.
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and even from sentence to sentence, treating them essentially as synonyms.12

Given the dominance of these two terms in modern discourse on Islam’s origins,
it is worth devoting a few paragraphs to tracing the respective trajectories of
each, before considering their suitability.

* * *
Of the two terms, “Islamic conquests” is the more recent, evidently first com-

ing into wide circulation in Western languages only around the mid-twentieth
century.13 It has long been recognized that the Islamic narrative sources of the
eighth–tenth centuries (and later) presented the origins of Islam, including the
conquests, in an idealized light. One of the main genres of this Islamic historio-
graphical tradition, which crystallized more than a century after the events of the
conquests themselves, was the theme of futūh,̣ which offers a salvation-historical
vision of the expansion as an expression of God’s will. The futūh ̣ literature saw
the events of the expansion, depicted as resounding victories by the Muslims
against overwhelming odds, as a quasi-miraculous process and evidence of
God’s favour for Muhạmmad and the community of his followers.14 It has
thus recently been argued, and rightly so, that use of the term “Islamic con-
quests” unwittingly reflects these idealizing tendencies of the later Islamic
sources, and should therefore be avoided because it tends to overemphasize
the religious component of the expansion, minimizing or obscuring in the pro-
cess the mundane factors – the crass lust for power, plunder, and property – that,
rather than religious ideals, very likely motivated many of the conquerors.15

There is also, however, another, and even stronger, reason not to refer to the
expansion of the new community as the “Islamic conquests”: it is because

12 See, for example, the openings of the first two paragraphs on page 3 of Hugh Kennedy’s
The Great Arab Conquests: How the Spread of Islam Changed the World We Live in
(Philadelphia: Da Capo, 2007).

13 There are occasional references, at least to “Musulman conquests”, in much earlier
works, such as Gibbon’s famous Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776),
which switches indiscriminately between “Arab”, “Arabian”, “Saracen”, “Moslem”,
“Mohammedan”, and “Musulman”. (I am grateful to an anonymous BSOAS reader for
this insight.) The phrase is not used that early in book titles, however. The earliest
English-language title I have located using this term is Guy Le Strange, Lands of the
Eastern Caliphate: Mesopotamia, Persia, and Central Asia, from the Moslem
Conquest to the Time of Timur (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1905), but it
seems to be an outlier; the next instance does not appear until almost half a century
later, with Roman Ghirshman, Iran from Earliest Times to the Islamic Conquests
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1954), a translation of his French original, L’Iran, des origins
à l’Islam (Paris: Payot, 1951). See Appendix A, supplementary material online.

14 Albrecht Noth, Quellenkritische Untersuchungung zu Themen, Formen, und Tendenzen
frühislamischer Geschichtsüberlieferung, Teil I, Themen und Formen (Bonn:
Selbstverlag der Universität Bonn, 1973), Revised edition with Lawrence I. Conrad,
trans. Michael Bonner, Early Arabic Historical Tradition (Princeton: Darwin Press,
1994); Fred M. Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic
Historical Writing (Princeton: Darwin, 1998); Chase F. Robinson, Islamic
Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 124–55. On the term
itself, see now Fred M. Donner, “Arabic Fath ̣as ‘conquest’ and its origin in Islamic trad-
ition”, Al-‘Usụ̄r al-Wustạ̄ 24, 2016, 1–14.

15 Robert Hoyland, In God’s Path: The Arab Conquests and the Creation of an Islamic
Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 5
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seventh-century documents – that is, sources contemporary with the events of
the expansion itself – do not describe them in this way; nor do they call the peo-
ple who led the conquests “Muslims”. Only later Islamic sources speak in this
way. Let us review briefly the evidence from the seventh century CE, the century
in which the conquests took place, starting with the Arabic sources and then
moving on to consider evidence from contemporary non-Arabic (and
non-Muslim) sources.

The seventh-century writings produced by the conquerors in Arabic do
employ the words islām and muslim, but neither word figures prominently
until after the seventh century. More importantly, as we shall see, in the seventh
century Arabic sources islām and muslim do not yet mean “Islam” as a reified
religion, as it would later come to be understood, or “a Muslim” as an adherent
of this faith.

One text in which the words islām andmuslim are used is the Quran, one of the
earliest extant sources hailing from the new community established by
Muhạmmad.16 The date of the crystallization of the Quran as a set (or nearly
set) text has been the subject of intense debate since the late 1970s, but it now
seems fairly clear that the basic text – at least its “skeleton” of consonants – was
largely fixed by the end of the seventh century CE.17 This being so, the Quran
can thus be used as evidence for how various terms, including muslim and
islām, were used in the seventh century by the community established by
Muhạmmad. What is most striking is that the words muslim and islām are used
relatively infrequently in the Quran, and in particular are not used as terms of
address for theQuran’s original audience. Rather, theQuran consistently addresses
its audience as mu’minūn, “believers”, a term that is also overwhelmingly more
frequent in the Quran than muslim.18 Moreover, the meaning of muslim in the

16 I say “one of the earliest” because we have a few Arabic documents that are dated as
early as the year 22, corresponding to 642–43 CE. This was before the Quran text was
fully stabilized (see next note).

17 John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977) famously
proposed that the text of the Quran was not fixed until two or three centuries later,
but even in the earliest manuscripts in Hịjāzī script, the rasm or consonantal skeleton
of the text (minus vowels and diacritical marks) seems fairly constant; see Nicolai
Sinai, “When did the consonantal skeleton of the Quran reach closure? Part I”),
BSOAS 77/2, 2014, 273–92; François Déroche, Qur’ans of the Umayyads. A First
Overview (Leiden: Brill, 2014); and Omar Hamdan, Studien zur Kanonisierung des
Korantextes. Al-Hạsan al-Basṛīs Beiträge zur Geschichte des Korans (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 2006). Instability in the Quran text after about 690 CE is mainly limited
to the continuous improvement of the text through the addition of diacritics and vowel-
ings; see Keith E. Small, Textual Criticism and Qur’ān Manuscripts (Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books, 2011). In the writer’s opinion a few interpolations may have occurred
c. 700; see discussion in next paragraph. See, however, the more radical suggestions of
David Reid Ross, in various essays contained in his online volumes The Arabs and Their
Qur’an, House of War and Throne of Glass (cumulative, most recent editions 2015), and
Édouard-Marie Gallez, Le messie et son prophète. Aux origines de l’Islam (2 vols,
Versailles: Éditions de Paris, 2005–10).”

18 Donner, Muhạmmad and the Believers, 57; Watt, Bell’s Introduction to the Qur’ān
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1970), 150, notes that muslim is only used in
later passages in the Quran.
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Quran is quite consistently “onewho submits to God’s will”.19 It does not yet have
the meaning of an adherent of a particular religious confession (i.e. a “Muslim”, as
we say today), a meaning it would acquire only later. This can be seenmost clearly
in passages such as Q. 3: 67, in which the wordmuslim is applied (as an adjective)
to the patriarch Abraham, who is called hạnīfan musliman, “a monotheist who has
submitted himself toGod”. Thismeaning ofmuslim in theQuranmay be a continu-
ation of pre-Islamic usage, since in a number of pre-Islamic Arabian inscriptions
we findMSLMused as a personal name, presumablymeaning “someone commit-
ted to God” (or perhaps to some pagan deity).20

Turning to the Quran’s use of the word islām, the first thing to note is that it
occurs only a total of eight times in the whole text; and in five of these cases,
islām is clearly a verbal noun referring to an individual’s act of submission to
God’s will. It thus conforms to the text’s use of the word muslim, “one who sub-
mits to God’s will”.21 The only exceptions are three verses (Q. 3: 19, 3: 85, and
5: 3) in which the Quran speaks of “the religion of Islam” (dīn al-islām) appar-
ently in a reified manner, but these three verses appear to be anomalous and may
be alterations of, or interpolations into, the original Quran text made at a slightly
later date, perhaps around 700 CE, when what we now know as Islam was begin-
ning to coalesce as a distinct religious confession from the original Believers’
movement.22 In any case, even if we take these three verses as original, the mar-
ginal status of the term islām in the Quran, particularly in this meaning, seems
quite clear given its rarity. Far more central to Quranic discourse, both in fre-
quency and in import, as already noted, are terms related to the concept of
mu’min, “believer”.23 It is for this reason that it seems most appropriate to
call the community founded by Muhạmmad the “Believers’ movement”.

Another very early source from Muhạmmad’s community is the so-called
“Constitution of Medina” (alternatively called “the umma document”, “the
sạhị̄fa”, or “kitāb al-Madīna”). Its text survives only in later narrative sources

19 Or, as my colleague Tahera Qutbuddin has suggested, “one who is committed to God’s
will”. See Al-Qādị̄ al-Qudạ̄ʿī, Light in the Heavens. Sayings of the Prophet Muhammad,
ed. and trans. Tahera Qutbuddin. New York: New York University Press, 2016,
Introduction.

20 See for example Gerald Lankester Harding, An Index and Concordance of pre-Islamic
Arabian Names and Inscriptions (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978), 545–6,
for MSLM and related names.

21 For example, Q. 9: 74 includes the phrase . . . qālū kalimata l-kufri wa-kafarū baʿda
islāmihim, “. . . they uttered the word of disbelief and disbelieved after their submission
[to God] . . .”. Many modern translators, of course, render this as “after their Islām”.

22 See below, note 28, for fuller argumentation. Fred M. Donner, “Dīn, islām, und muslim
im Koran”, in Georges Tamer (ed.), Kritische Koranhermeneutik: Günter Lüling in
Memoriam (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, forthcoming).

23 Or perhaps “the faithful”. In recent years, several scholars have proposed that mu’min is a
secular term meaning “one who provides security”, but translations of mu’min into con-
temporary texts in Greek and Syriac do not support this: see note 78, below. For this
“secularizing” view of mu’min, see Alfred-Louis de Prémare, Les fondations de l’islam.
Entre écriture et histoire (Paris: Éditions de Seuil, 2002), 92–4; Volker Popp, “Die
Frühgeschichte des Islam nach schriftlichen und numismatischen Zeugnisse”, in
Karl-Heinz Ohlig and Gerd-R. Puin (eds), Die dunklen Anfänge. Neue Forschungen
zur Entstehung und frühen Geschichte des Islam (Berlin: Hans Schiler, 2005), 16–
123, esp. 30–33; Hoyland, In God’s Path, 57.
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of the eighth and ninth centuries CE, but it occurs in almost identical form in sev-
eral different later sources. Moreover, its style is so archaic, and its content so at
odds with the norms of the later Islamic community, that all scholars, even the
most sceptical, agree that it must represent a transcription of an actual early
document – an agreement drawn up between Muhạmmad and his Meccan fol-
lowers on the one hand, and the people of Yathrib (later Medina) on the
other, establishing the political order of the new community.24 This document,
like the Quran, uses both the terms mu’min (“believer”) and muslim, but again, it
is clear that mu’min is the dominant term for the new community as a whole.
Muslim is used only twice, and its use is consistent with what we see in the
Quran, where it means “one who submits himself to God”.

Other seventh-century Arabic documents produced by the new community
reinforce the impression gained from the Quran and the “Constitution of
Medina” that these people thought of themselves first and foremost as a commu-
nity of Believers (mu’minūn). Roughly two dozen inscriptions and other early
documents from the seventh century that refer to the leader of the community
exist, and they invariably refer to him as amīr al-mu’minīn, “Commander of
the Believers”.25 Most of the earliest dated documents produced by the conquer-
ors provide no era, just the year, but those few that provide an era give dates in
the form sanat X sanat qadạ̄’ al-mu’minīn, “year X, year of the jurisdiction of
the Believers”.26

Just as strikingly, we know of no surviving inscription, coin, or papyrus docu-
ment produced by the conquerors in the period before 690 CE that refers to islām
or in which the members of the community refer to themselves as muslims.27

The first document to do so is part of the interior inscriptions of the Dome of
the Rock in Jerusalem, dated to 71/691–2. These inscriptions focus mainly on
asserting God’s oneness and rejecting the idea that Jesus is God or God’s
son; but they also include the phrase inna al-dīn ‘ind allāh al-islām, “In truth,
religion with God is al-islām”.28 It thus seems that the word islām first begins
to be used in the sense of a distinct religious confession – Islam – only in the
last decade of the seventh century, when the first wave of conquests was already
over. The next dated instance occurs in a graffito from Wādī al-Gharra in eastern

24 The most detailed study is Michael Lecker, The “Constitution of Medina”: Muhạmmad’s
First Legal Document (Princeton: Darwin Press, 2004), which contains references to all
earlier treatments.

25 E.g. George C. Miles, “Early Islamic inscriptions near Tạ̄’if in the Hịjāz”, Journal of
Near Eastern Studies 7, 1948, 236–42.

26 Yusuf Ragib, “Une ère inconnue d’Égypte musulmane: l’ère de la jurisdiction des croy-
ants”, Annales islamologiques 41, 2007, 187–207. The earliest document so far discov-
ered dated to this era (but, like most documents, not actually naming the era) is a papyrus
receipt from the year 22 (643 CE), PERF 558.

27 Ilkka Lindstedt, “Muhājirūn as a name for the first/seventh century Muslims”, Journal of
Near Eastern Studies 74, 2015, 67–73.

28 This phrase is found in Quran 3: 19, but a variant attributed to Ibn Masʿūd suggests that
the Quranic reading may originally have inna al-dīn ʿind allāh al-hạnīfiyya – referring to
the pre-Islamic Arabian monotheism associated with Abraham; see Donner, “Dīn, islām,
und muslim im Koran”. For the variant and discussion, see ʿAbd al-Latị̄f Muhạmmad
al-Khatị̄b, Muʿjam al-qirā’āt (11 vols, Damascus: Dār Saʿd al-Dīn, 2002), I, 464.
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Jordan, dated to 107/726, which mentions rabb al-muslimīn, “Lord of the
Muslims” (or “of those who submit themselves to God”?).29

It is possible, of course, given the dearth of surviving documentation from the
early community of Believers, that the early conquerors actually did call them-
selves “Muslims”, and did think of themselves as advancing a distinct new reli-
gion, “Islam”, but that by chance no evidence has survived. While this is
possible in principle, the silence of the Arabic sources on this point seems
more than simply an accident in view of the fact that the non-Arabic sources
from the seventh century also do not describe the conquerors in ways that sug-
gest that they called themselves “Muslims”. Let us turn to consider these
non-Arabic sources.30

When the community first established by Muhạmmad expanded outside
Arabia in the middle and later decades of the seventh century CE, its members
came into contact with Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians and others, who some-
times left reports about their first contact with and impressions of the
Believers. These reports were set down in the languages favoured by these com-
munities: Coptic, Armenian, and especially Greek and Syriac. (Contemporary
Middle Persian and Hebrew or Jewish Aramaic sources, from the Zoroastrian
and Jewish communities, are unfortunately virtually non-existent for the seventh
century.)

Among the seventh-century non-Arabic sources, those written in Greek
employ several different terms to refer to the conquerors: arabes, sarakenoi,
Agarenoi and Magaritai (the latter two words being renderings of the Arabic
word muhājirūn, “emigrants” and probably meaning something like
“settler-soldiers” in the conquered territories).31 Seventh-century Syriac texts
refer to the invaders as mhaggrāyē (another rendering of Arabic muhājirūn)
and tạyyāyē (a complicated word that will be further discussed below,32 but usu-
ally meaning “invaders from the desert”). In other words, early sources written
in languages of the communities overtaken by the new movement do not

29 Jumʿa Mahṃūd Karīm, “Naqsh Kūfī yaʿūdu li-l-ʿasṛ al-umawī min janūb sharq al-Gharra –
Qadạ̄’ al-Jafr”, Dirāsāt, al-ʿulūm al-insāniyya wa-l-ijtimāʿiyya 28/2, 2001, 391–413. An
Egyptian tombstone published in1932byH.M.El-Hawary, supposedly from71AH, probably
dates to 171 or later; see Robert Hoyland, “The content and context of early Arabic inscrip-
tions”, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 21, 1997, 77–102, at 87 note 65, and Ilkka
Lindstedt, “Arabic rock inscriptions until 750 CE”, in Andrew Marsham (ed.), The
Umayyad World (London: Routledge, forthcoming). I am indebted to Dr Ilkka Lindstedt
for these references.

30 Several convenient collections of these scattered seventh-century sources are now avail-
able: Andrew Palmer, The Seventh Century in West-Syrian Chronicles (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1993); Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It; Penn,
When Christians First Met Muslims.

31 See Patricia Crone, “The first-century concept of hiǧra”, Arabica 41, 1994, 352–87, and
Lindstedt, “Muhājirūn as a name for the first/seventh century Muslims”. Given the rela-
tive prominence of the term muhājirūn in later Islamic literature, and of its equivalent in
Syriac and Greek writings by the conquered peoples, it is curious that it has not yet been
found in early Arabic inscriptions or papyri. It does occur, once, near the beginning of
the Constitution of Medina, in reference to the emigrants from Quraysh who had come to
Yathrib.

32 See below.
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describe them using any word that appears to be a transcription of the Arabic
words muslim or islām. This suggests that the conquerors were not known as
“Muslims” in the seventh century by the people they came to rule, and probably
did not yet refer to themselves in this way.

The implications of all this should by now be clear: as historians, we should
no longer speak of “Islam” or “Muslims” as being present in the early days of
the community, at least until shortly before the year 700 CE, when the term islām
first begins to become visible in documents as the name of a distinct monothe-
istic confession.33 To speak simply of “Islam” as being present in the earliest
years of the community, or to speak of the early Believers as “Muslims”, is bla-
tantly anachronistic and misleading, akin to speaking of Jesus and his apostles as
being already “Christians” or adhering to “Christianity”.34 Doing so conveys the
false impression that the early Believers’ movement was already the same as the
later Islam that emerged from it, even though the Believers’ movement seems to
have been open to pious Jews, Christians and other monotheists, and perhaps
even to others, in ways that Islam ultimately was not.35 The transition from a
community that identified itself as Believers, mu’minūn, to one of Muslims,
muslimūn, was essentially a process of drawing definitive boundaries separating
those who accepted the Quran as God’s word, and Muhạmmad as God’s pro-
phet, from all other monotheists, in particular from Christians and Jews.36

Similarly we cannot, as responsible historians, continue to speak of the
“Islamic conquests”, and should consider the titles of all earlier works that do
so37 as reflections of an earlier, outmoded form of expression and conceptualiza-
tion that – like the older terms “Saracen” and “Mahometan” – we have now
outgrown.

* * *
If speaking of the “Islamic conquests” is no longer acceptable for the reasons

just given, what about the term “Arab conquests”, which is the other phrase

33 As Hoyland, In God’s Path, 195, puts it: “Before ʿAbd al-Malik we have no evidence for
the public display of Islam by the state”.

34 Some scholars of nascent Christianity refer to the “Jesus movement” (or “movements”);
see, for example, Ekkehard W. Stegemann and Wolfgang Stegemann, The Jesus
Movement: A Social History of its First Century (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999).
According to Acts 11: 26, the term “Christian” was first used as a self-designation by
the Christians of Antioch (around 100 CE). I thank Prof. Margaret Mitchell for some
of these references.

35 The difficulty of a new religious group in separating itself from its original matrix, and
the blurred borders that sometimes existed between communities, is illustrated for early
Christianity in Meeks, “Breaking away”, and Collins, “A symbol of otherness”.

36 A fuller discussion of this notion is found in Donner, “From Believers to Muslims” and
Muhạmmad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam. Given the numerous Quranic
verses that criticize the Christian doctrine of the Trinity and of Jesus as God’s son, it
remains unclear just how long the “open” phase of the Believers’ community lasted,
but the prominent position of Christians in early Umayyad history suggests that the pro-
cess lasted at least several decades after the prophet’s death in 632 CE. On this see
Antoine Borrut and Fred M. Donner (eds), Christians and Others in the Umayyad
State (Chicago: The Oriental Institute, 2016)(The Late Antique and Medieval Islamic
Near East, 1).

37 Including, of course, my own first book, The Early Islamic Conquests (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1981).
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usually used to refer to these events? And can we speak of the conquerors sim-
ply as “Arabs”?

The term “Arab conquests” seems first to have come into use in the middle of
the nineteenth century,38 and became the dominant term in the early twentieth
century – not coincidentally, I think, just as the modern concept of Arab nation-
alism was beginning to take root among the people we (therefore) call Arabs
today, and a time when nationalist conceptions (including concepts of “race”)
dominated Western thought in general. The earlier view that the conquests
were an ethnic “Arab” movement is nicely captured in the opening paragraph
of the Dutch Orientalist M.J. de Goeje’s study of the conquest of Syria, origin-
ally published in 1864:

The most important of the conquests of the Arabs, beside that of Iraq, is
without doubt that of Syria. From the most ancient times this land had
been occupied by the Semitic race, and although the government had its
seat at Constantinople, the population was in large part Semitic, even
Arab. It was thus not a question of the conquest of a foreign domain of
which the direct benefit was tribute, but rather of the recovery of a portion
of the homeland, groaning under a foreign yoke, the acquisition of a con-
siderable number of compatriots and co-defenders of the glory of Allah
and His prophet.39

This passage, with its melodramatic reference to the imagined agonies of a
“homeland, groaning under a foreign yoke”, and the implication that the con-
quest was virtually a liberation, is redolent of the romantic pathos of nationalist
rhetoric. Classic nationalist thought saw all of history as shaped by the deep and
often silent or unarticulated movements of “nations” – races, peoples – and saw
“nations” as enduring ontological realities, each having distinctive physical,
intellectual and moral qualities, rather than as constructed social and political
communities that formed in particular historical circumstances, evolved over
time, and eventually dissipated.40 To nationalist thinkers, nations were “hard”,
unchanging and unchangeable elements of the natural world, akin to a particular
species of animal or kind of mineral. Nations in their view were not mere

38 The earliest book in English I have found whose title features this phrase is W.S.W.
Vaux, Ancient History from the Monuments, Persia from the Earliest Period to the
Arab Conquest (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1875), but see
also Samuel Sharpe, The History of Egypt from the Earliest Times till the Conquest by
the Arabs, A.D. 640 (London: E. Moxon, 1846). The next landmark title is Alfred
Butler’s The Arab Conquest of Egypt (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902), a work still
widely cited today.

39 M.J. de Goeje,Mémoire sur la Conquete de la Syrie (2nd ed. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1900), 1.
(My translation.) The first edition of this work originally constituted part 2 of his
Mémoires d’histoire et de géographie orientales, published in 1864.

40 A classic treatment is Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism: A Study of Its Origins and
Background (New York: Macmillan, 1944); see also Patrick Geary,Myth of Nations: The
Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), the thought-
ful reflections in Anthony D. Smith, The Antiquity of Nations (Cambridge and Malden,
MA: Polity, 2004), and Benedict R.O. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on
the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983).
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associations of individuals bound together by malleable culture and transitory
ideas, and there could be no question of “fuzzy edges”; one either was of a par-
ticular nation or one was not – unless, of course, one was a “half-breed”, of
mixed parentage, the product of “miscegenation”.

The nationalist conceptualization of history has proven very durable, and was
still current in scholarship into the mid-twentieth century (and, indeed, is still
found in some circles even today): consider this quote, appearing in 1950 in
the widely used survey by the eminent historian Bernard Lewis, The Arabs in
History: “Originally the great conquests were an expansion not of Islam but
of the Arab nation, driven by the pressure of over-population in its native pen-
insula to seek an outlet in the neighboring countries. It is one of the series of
migrations which carried the Semites time and again into the Fertile Crescent
and beyond”.41 This is much more measured in tone than de Goeje, but it still
has the unmistakeable stamp of classic nationalist thought in its reference to
“the Arab nation”. The image of successive waves of Semitic migrants coming
over millennia from Arabia to submerge the surrounding lands of the Near East –
an image my esteemed teacher, John H. Marks, once sardonically dismissed as
“this bubbling well of Semites, somewhere deep in the middle of Arabia”42 –
was part of the furniture of nationalist ideology in its perceptions of the Near
Eastern region and its history.

What the above-quoted passages and many others like them43 do, however –
besides attributing the impetus for the conquests to the movement of the “Arab
nation” – is to downplay, or sometimes eliminate entirely, religion as a motive
force for the expansion. Sometimes religion (“Islam”) sneaks in by being linked
to “Arab” identity, as reflected in the last phrase of the quote from de Goeje,
above, but in such cases the implication is that the religious impetus was really
secondary, merely a cover for the “real” force behind the expansion, which was
the working-out in history of the “national will” of the “Arab nation”, striving
for self-realization.

Such overtly racialist-nationalist conceptualizations of history fell out of
favour in the West following the Second World War, the horrific atrocities of
which made the danger of blind acceptance of race-based views distressingly
clear.44 In spite of this, however, scholars and others have continued to speak
of the “Arab conquests”, reifying the existence of an “Arab nation” back into

41 Bernard Lewis, The Arabs in History (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1950), 55. (Emphasis
added.)

42 Personal communication, sometime around 1973, in his office at Princeton.
43 Including many works about the conquests produced in the modern Arab countries,

whose inhabitants have whole-heartedly adopted the ethnic-nationalist vision. An early
example is Asʿad Khalīl Dāghir, Hạdạ̄rat al-‘arab (Cairo: Matḅaʿa Hindiyya, 1918),
7–46, which discusses Assyrians, Babylonians, Arameans, and the ancient South
Arabian kingdoms as “Arabs”.

44 A crucial milestone was the publication of the anthropologist Ashley Montagu’s book
Man’s Most Dangerous Myth: The Fallacy of Race (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1942). This built on the more theoretical discussions by Franz Boas, notably
“Race and progress”, Science N.S. 74, 1934, 1–8, and “Race and character”,
Anthropologischer Anzeiger 8, 1932, 280–4, both reprinted in Boas, Race, Language
and Culture (New York: Macmillan, 1940).
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the seventh century and beyond. By the middle of the twentieth century, the term
“Arab conquests” had become commonplace, and a quick review suggests that it
has actually surged in popularity in titles of books published since about 2000.45

The fact that the term “Arab conquest” seems to be increasing its hold in popular
usage at the expense of “Islamic conquest” suggests that people today are more
inclined to view the conquest as the product not so much of religious as of prag-
matic, perhaps “ethnic”, factors.

But, just how appropriate is the term “Arab conquest” as a descriptor for the
expansion of the community established by Muhạmmad? Its use could only be
justified in one of two ways. The first would be if the conquerors referred to
themselves as Arabs, or described their movement as an Arab movement –
what social theorists would call an “emic” description. In this case, they
might be aptly classified at least as what Smith terms an ethnie, a named
human community sharing myths of common ancestry, common history, and
common culture (such as language).46 The second basis on which we might
refer to the “Arab conquest” would be to assume that, even if the conquerors
did not call themselves Arabs, they nevertheless belonged to a category which
we today identify as “Arabs”, and which exists ontologically, even in the
absence of the term – an “etic”, rather than an “emic” concept.47 The latter
notion, however, is precisely an echo of classic nationalist thought, the assump-
tion that the “Arabs” are a “nation”, a natural and eternal division of humankind.
Since, however, all national identities are historical constructs, not ontological
realities,48 this second assumption must be rejected. Use of the term “Arab con-
quest”, then, can only be valid if the conquerors described themselves as Arabs
or their movement as an Arab movement. But, as we shall see, there is virtually
no evidence to support this claim, and much that goes against it.49

Let us begin with the Arabic sources. In the conquerors’ own early inscrip-
tions and other writings from the seventh century, which are in the Arabic lan-
guage, it is striking that they never refer to themselves in them as “Arabs”. As
we have seen in our earlier discussion, the conquerors seem to conceive of

45 See Appendix B.
46 Smith, The Antiquity of Nations, esp. 131 and 135–6. He uses these qualities to establish

what we might call a category of “pre-modern nations”.
47 We could, for example, speak of a group in the distant past consisting of all people hav-

ing a particular blood type, even though those people knew nothing of blood types – per-
haps by way of explaining why that group succumbed to a disease that impacts persons
having one blood type more than those having another.

48 See the works cited in note 40, above.
49 The most careful recent studies of ancient “Arab” identity are Jan Retsö, The Arabs in

Antiquity (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), M.C.A. Macdonald, “Arabs, Arabias,
and Arabic before Late Antiquity”, Topoi 16, 2009, 277–332, and Webb, Imagining
the Arabs. The first two show convincingly that the term cannot be correlated with geo-
graphical origin, profession, nomadic way of life, etc. Macdonald argues that the term
must be one internal to the people who are so designated (“emic”) and settles on a com-
bination of common language and culture (296–7), while admitting that the criteria of
identity were “irritatingly imprecise” and that the common language may have been
named after the people, not the other way around. Webb, 26–9, rebuts several of
Retsö’s claims, especially his assertion that there was a pre-Islamic “Arab” identity,
the special association of these people with camels.
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themselves primarily in religious terms, as Believers (mu’minūn). They refer to
their leader as “commander of the Believers” (amīr al-mu’minīn) and to their
rule as “the jurisdiction of the Believers” (qadạ̄’ al-mu’minīn); any reference
to an Arab identity is strikingly absent.

In the Quran, too, as we have seen, the term “Believers” is overwhelmingly
the term used for those to whom the preaching is addressed, its original target
audience. The Quran does, however, describe itself in several passages as
qur’ānan ‘arabiyyan, usually translated as “an Arabic Quran” (or “Arabic reci-
tation”), which might be taken to imply an “Arab” identity, if only by suggesting
that the text was tapping into a sense of common identity shared by those who
spoke what we today call the Arabic language, and was claiming to be a recita-
tion (qur’ān) in that language. But it is not clear that “an Arabic recitation” is the
correct translation of the phrase qur’ānan ‘arabiyyan.50 The root ʿ-r-b from
which the word ʿarabī is derived carries the meaning “to be or make [linguistic-
ally] intelligible”, as seen in the related verb aʿraba, “to express clearly”.51 We
might, then, render the phrase qur’ānan ʿarabiyyan not as “an Arabic Quran”,
but rather as “a clear Quran” or, more colloquially, “a recitation in plain
speech”.52 A couple of other verses also contrast lisān ʿarabī, “an ʿarabī ton-
gue” or “language”, with the word aʿjamī (Q. 16: 103; 41: 44), which basically
means something unclear. The notion that the Quranic word ʿarabī may refer
simply to clarity of expression and may not actually refer to a group of people
known as “Arabs” or to their speech is reinforced by another Quranic verse (Q.
13: 37), which states wa-kadhālika anzalnā-hu hụkman ‘arabiyyan. . ., “And so
We revealed it as an ʿarabī judgement . . .”. It seems apparent that in this verse,
hụkman ‘arabiyyan cannot mean “an Arab[ic] judgement”, which is nonsensical
(even though most translators insist on rendering it so), but means rather a judge-
ment the import of which is clear, an unequivocal judgement. All considered, the
Quran’s use of the word ʿarabī seems more likely to be linked to notions of clar-
ity of expression than to ideas of ethnic identity.

We might even question the degree to which a single, common Arabic lan-
guage was available in the early seventh century, rather than a plethora of related
Arabic dialects, some of them possibly mutually unintelligible;53 what we call
“Classical Arabic” was constructed in the centuries after the conquest as a
kind of lingua franca, largely a hybrid of dialects of North Arabia and
Quranic usage itself. It has never been anyone’s mother tongue.

Moreover, not once does the Quran address Muhạmmad’s community or its
members as “Arabs”, or refer to them even in passing using such terms. In a few
verses, the Quran mentions the aʿrāb (a plural meaning “pastoral nomads”), but
those passages convey a pejorative sense, because the way of life of these non-

50 Cf. Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 118–20 on qur’ānan ʿarabiyyan.
51 Note also that the verbal noun, iʿrāb, literally “clarification”, is the technical term for the

(usually unwritten) case endings in Arabic – which often make the exact meaning of a
sentence intelligible.

52 This rendering seems reinforced by the phrase that follows it in Q. 12: 2 and 43: 3: “. . .so
that you may comprehend” (la‘allakum ta‘qilūn).

53 Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 60–66, offers a good overview of the sparse inscriptional
data.
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settled people hindered them from the regular observance of prayer and other
obligatory rituals. This makes it seem even less likely that “Arab” was a word
that the community founded by Muhammad would have wanted to apply to
itself.

Turning to the non-Arabic sources from the seventh century that refer to the
conquerors and their conquests, we find a similar picture.

In Syriac sources from the seventh century, the conquerors, as we have seen,
are termed either mhaggrāyē or tạyyāyē, neither of which can be taken as evi-
dence that the conquerors called themselves “Arabs”. The Syriac word
tạyyāyē was derived from the name of the nomadic tribe of Tạyyi’, which
migrated northwards from southern Arabia to the fringes of the Fertile
Crescent in the early centuries CE. The tribe’s name came to be adopted by
Syriac-writing authors as the general term for all camel-herding nomads from
deep in the steppes east and south of Syria and Mesopotamia.54 These
tạyyāyē or “invading desert people” are mentioned with some frequency in
the Syriac literature of the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries as a disruptive elem-
ent because of their habit of raiding the settled districts of Syria and
Mesopotamia. Syriac tạyyāyē is thus a classic “outsiders’ term”, a general des-
ignation that Syriac authors came to apply to many different groups (for
example, to nomads of different tribes), not just to members of the tribe of
Tạyyi’. These authors were either not aware of, or did not care to notice or com-
ment on, the distinctions between different tribes or groups of people whom they
lumped together under the term tạyyāyē.55 What mattered, rather, was the per-
ception that these tạyyāyē came from a world beyond, and different from, the
world familiar to the Syriac authors. That familiar world encompassed especially
the towns, villages, monasteries, and settled agricultural districts and adjacent
steppes of Mesopotamia and Syria-Palestine, where various Aramaic dialects
akin to Syriac were spoken, as well as the Greek-speaking minorities in many
of the larger towns and monasteries.

By describing the conquering Believers as tạyyāyē, then, the seventh-century
Syriac authors were using a traditional term for intruders coming from the desert
into their familiar world. Nothing about this word suggests that these newcomers
called themselves “Arabs”: certainly the word tạyyāyē itself cannot be seen as an
effort to mimic such a word in Syriac. Yet modern scholars of Syriac literature
with distressing frequency translate the term tạyyāyē simply as “Arabs”. By
doing so, they suggest to the reader that these desert people may have shared
a common identity as “Arabs”. But this is anachronistically to inject a nationalist
conception of modern vintage into these Late Antique texts.56 The eminent
French Syriacist J.-B. Chabot (1860–1948), who edited and translated (usually

54 J.B. Segal, Edessa, “The Blessed City” (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 22.
55 References to tạyyāyē generally convey the impression that they belonged to the camel-

rearing pastoralist groups of the desert, but Dr Muriel Debié informs me of a few
instances in which the word is used in reference to groups like the Sabeans that were
sedentary. (E-mail communication, Dec. 2016.)

56 As noted pointedly by Fergus Millar, Religion, Language, and Community in the Roman
Near East: Constantine to Muhammad (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 107–8:
“And would we not be guilty of anachronism in speaking of the fifth- and sixth-century
recipients [of Christian preaching] as ‘Arabs’?” See also Fred M. Donner, “Modern
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into Latin) a large number of basic Syriac texts in the Corpus Scriptorum
Christianorum Orientalium (CSCO) series, may have started this tradition,
because he routinely made this equivalence in his many Latin translations of
the Syriac texts. That Chabot should have done so is hardly surprising, given
that he was formed as a scholar in the late nineteenth century, the heyday of
European nationalist thought, and no doubt subscribed – unconsciously, and per-
haps consciously – to the notion that the “Arabs” were a “nation” of eternal
standing, who had “always been there”. Not all scholars of Syriac followed
this pattern, however; Chabot’s contemporary, the Syriacist E. W. Brooks
(1863–1955), for example, consistently transliterates the word tạyyāyē in his
Latin renderings in the CSCO series, rather than translating it.57 Nevertheless,
many scholars today still insist on rendering tạyyāyē simply as “Arabs”,58 in
the process conveying the notion, whether unwittingly or intentionally, that
the early Believers may have thought of themselves as “Arabs”.

The confusion generated by rendering Syriac tạyyāyē as “Arabs” is high-
lighted when we consider another word used in Syriac, the word ʿarab or
‘arbāyā (plural ʿarbāyē) – a word clearly cognate with the Arabic word
ʿarab. In Syriac texts, this word refers to the semi-nomadic peoples who inhab-
ited the steppe regions (sometimes also called ʿArab) that were adjacent to the
towns and settled districts of Syria and Mesopotamia. These semi-nomadic peo-
ples had close economic, social and political ties with the towns of Syria and
Mesopotamia; unlike the alien tạyyāyē, the ʿarbāyē were not periodic interlo-
pers, but rather a regular and integral part of the social and cultural world to
which the Syriac authors belonged. The linkage of these populations of
ʿarbāyē to the settled areas near which they lived is reflected in the appointment
by cities like Edessa of a functionary called the shallītạ̄ d-ʿarab (in Greek
Arabarchos) the “ruler of the ʿarab”, whose job was to monitor and probably
to defend the semi-nomadic population that had regular ties to a city.59 A pas-
sage in the sixth-century Ecclesiastical Chronicle of Zacharias Rhetor notes that
in the pre-Islamic period, the fortress of Dara was built to protect the “land of the
ʿarbāyē” from the raids of the Persians and the tạyyāyē,60 making clear that this
region and its population of ʿarbāyē were considered part of the Roman/
Byzantine sphere, and that they needed to be guarded from the disruption caused
either by Persian attack or raiders coming from the desert. Above all, this pas-
sage makes clear that the ʿarbāyē – who are often described in translations as
“Arabs” – were different from the tạyyāyē, who like the Persians were outsiders

nationalism and medieval Islamic history”, Al-ʿUsụ̄r al-Wustạ̄: The Bulletin of Middle
East Medievalists 13/1, April 2001, 21–2.

57 E.g., E.W. Brooks (ed. and trans.), Historia Ecclesiastica Zachariae Rhetori Adscripta
(Paris: E Typographeo Reipublicae, 1919–21), text II.60, trans. II.41. (CSCO,
Scriptores Syri, ser. 3, Tome VI, parts I and II.)

58 E.g. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, 120, and Penn, When Christians First Met
Muslims, both translating the phrase tạyyāyē d-Mhṃt ̣ in the Chronicle of 640 (British
Library Syriac Ms. Add. 14,643) as “the Arabs of Muhạmmad”.

59 Segal, Edessa, 22–3.
60 See Brooks (ed. and trans.), Historia Ecclesiastica Zachariae Rhetori Adscrpita, text

II.35; trans. II.24.
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and enemies. To translate the term tạyyāyē also as “Arabs”, then, lumps together
two different groups of people whom the Syriac sources carefully distinguish.61

Syriac sources, then, do not suggest that there was an operative “Arab” iden-
tity in the years preceding the rise of Islam; rather, the conquerors were
described by Syriac authors using the term tạyyāyē traditionally applied to mar-
auding interlopers, usually nomadic, a classic case of terminological conserva-
tism. Their use of this term tells us only that Syriac writers of the seventh
century saw the invaders as in some ways similar to the nomadic desert-dwellers
who had long interfered in the cultured, Christianized late Roman world of
Mesopotamia and Syria, particularly because they originated in the same regions
from which the traditional tạyyāyē had come. But it tells us nothing of the actual
nature of the movement to which these people belonged, what motivated their
incursion, how they conceived of themselves, or what they called themselves.

In Greek sources from the seventh century, the conquerors are sometimes
referred to as arabes, another classic “outsider term” that Greek authors had
used for centuries before the time of Muhạmmad to refer to the nomads of
the steppes east of the settled areas of greater Syria. After about the fourth cen-
tury CE, Greek authors also began to use the word arabes to refer to the inhabi-
tants of the new Roman Provincia Arabia (the former Nabataean kingdom,
occupied by Rome in 106 and incorporated into the Empire).62 Use by Greek
authors of the word arabes to describe the early seventh-century invaders, in
other words, represents another case of terminological conservatism. Given
the fact that the newcomers included some people whom Greek authors
would traditionally have considered arabes – such as camel-herding nomads
or people coming from far to the east and south – their calling the conquerors
arabes cannot be taken as evidence that these people called or thought of them-
selves as “Arabs”. And as we have seen above, arabes is only one term used by
the early Greek sources to describe the newcomers, and neither of the other
terms – sarakēnoi, Agarenoi – suggests that the conquerors called themselves
“Arabs”.

In sum, the non-Arabic sources from the Fertile Crescent region, both Syriac
and Greek, like the contemporary Arabic sources, offer no support for the notion
that the invaders called themselves, or thought of themselves, as “Arabs”.

But what of the claim that a nascent “Arab” identity was already in the pro-
cess of crystallizing in the centuries before the rise of Islam?63 If one accepts this

61 Even more confusing is the practice adopted in Robert Hoyland, Theophilus of Edessa’s
Chronicle and the Circulation of Historical Knowledge in Late Antiquity and early Islam
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), who translates Syriac ʿarbāyē as
“Arabians” (although they were resident in Syria and Mesopotamia), and translates
tạyyāyē (who did come from Arabia) as “Arabs”, e.g. p. 63, note 80. (I thank an anonym-
ous BSOAS reviewer for this reference.)

62 See Robert G. Hoyland, “Arab kings, Arab tribes and the beginnings of Arab historical
memory in late Roman epigraphy”, in Hannah M. Cotton, Robert G. Hoyland, Jonathan
J. Price and David J. Wasserstein (eds), From Hellenism to Islam: Cultural and
Linguistic Change in the Roman Near East (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2009), 374–400.

63 The classic statement is perhaps Gustave von Grunebaum, “The nature of Arab unity
before Islam”, Arabica 10, 1963, 5–23; it has been rearticulated most recently by
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view, then it seems natural enough that the people who organized the conquests
from Arabia in the seventh century were also “Arabs”. Related to this is the
notion that the rise of Islam was part of a process of ethnogenesis by which
the “Arabs” crystallized as a people, in a manner resembling the coalescence
of various Gothic peoples on the western frontiers of the collapsing Roman
Empire – the Ostrogoths, Lombards, Allemanni, and others.64

The problem with this hypothesis is that there is no firm evidence that any
group of people of the Arabian peninsula or its peripheries called themselves
“Arabs” before the rise of Islam. A handful of inscriptions in some form of
Arabic language and dating to the centuries before the rise of Islam have been
found, but as Fisher has noted, it is difficult to know in most cases whether
Arabic is being used as a “conscious ethnic marker” or is simply being
used.65 None of these inscriptions – including those from Zabad (512 CE),
Jabal Says (528 CE), Hạrrān (568 CE), and Umm al-Jimāl (undated, prob. 6th
cent.) – refer to a group called “Arabs”. The one possible exception, the famous
Namāra inscription of 328 CE, discovered on the fringes of the Jabal al-Durūz,
may only apparently refer to “Arabs”. Written in the Arabic language but in
the Nabataean alphabet, in its first line it calls the dedicatee mlk l-ʿrb klh, trans-
lated by some as “king of all the Arabs”, and considered by them to be evidence
for a broad “Arab” identity. But since the Nabataean language did not include
the sound “ḡ”, its alphabet (like the later Arabic alphabet) used the sign for
ʿayn when rendering the Arabic ḡayn, so this phrase may just as well be read
as mlk l-ḡrb klh, “king of all the west” (or of a district called “the west”).66
Or, it may refer to a district called al-ʿArab,67 perhaps that same “land of the
ʿarbāyē” we saw referred to in Syriac texts. Moreover, we find no further
inscriptions referring to “Arabs” in the 300 years between the Namāra inscrip-
tion of the early fourth century and the rise of Islam in the early seventh. The
claim that the Namāra inscription reveals the existence of a nascent sense of
“Arab identity” is, therefore, quite open to doubt; and there seems to be no
other substantial evidence to support the idea. Particularly important is the
absence of reference to “Arab” identity in the surviving pre-Islamic poetry,
which if it offers any support for a broader collective identity seems to advance
that of Maʿadd.68 The Quran’s reference to itself as qur’ānan ʿarabiyyan is

Robert Hoyland, In God’s Path; and almost defiantly by Aziz Al-Azmeh, The
Emergence of Islam in Late Antiquity: Allāh and his People (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014), 100, fn. 1. See also the much more cautious remarks of
Macdonald, “Arabs, Arabias, and Arabic”.

64 Advanced most recently by Hoyland, In God’s Path and, much less stridently, in Greg
Fisher, Between Empires: Arabs, Romans, and Sasanians in Late Antiquity (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2011); also Al-Azmeh, Emergence of Islam, 100–63.

65 Fisher, Between Empires, 129.
66 This possible reading is noted also by Zakariya Mohammad in an online posting: see

https://www.academia.edu/9813844 (consulted 17 Dec 2016). Note the use of this
same letter-form to render the sound of ghayn in two places in line 4 of the inscription.

67 Millar, Religion, Language, and Identity, 141. Also noted in the excellent discussion of
this inscription by M.C.A. Macdonald and L. Nehmé in Greg Fisher (ed.), Arabs and
Empires before Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 405–9.

68 As discussed in detail by Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 66–85.
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sometimes adduced as additional evidence,69 but as we have already seen, the
interpretation of this phrase as reflecting an ethnic identity is also highly
questionable.70

We do find some emphasis on the “Arabness” of the conquerors, however, in
the later Islamic narrative sources. While the main emphasis in those sources,
when they describe the conquests, is on their “Islamicness”, with many reports
describing the “Muslims” battling the “Unbelievers/mushrikūn”, in ninth- and
tenth-century chronicles such as those of al-Tạbarī (d. 923 CE) we also find
reports about key battles in which the two sides are described as being, on
the one hand, “the Arabs” (al-ʿarab) and on the other, either “the Persians”
(al-furs) or “the Byzantines/Romans” (al-rūm).71 By the time the reports in
these sources were being compiled two or more centuries after the conquests,
in other words, some concept of “Arabness” or of a broader “Arab identity”
transcending individual tribes was available, and was being introduced by trans-
mitters of conquest reports into the stories they told.72

The import of our discussion should now be clear: the conquerors in the sev-
enth century, although coming from Arabia, did not call themselves “Arabs”,
and there is little, if any, evidence that there existed a widespread “Arab” iden-
tity before Islam. Just as we cannot blithely speak of an “Islamic conquest”, or
for that matter, of “Islam” or “Muslims” during the seventh century, then, we
must also strive to avoid speaking of an “Arab conquest”. To do so is to conjure
up a spurious category of “Arabs” many centuries ago through a facile projec-
tion of later medieval and modern nationalist concepts that did not exist in the
seventh century. Besides being anachronistic, moreover, the term “Arab con-
quest” misrepresents the character of the conquest movement by masking its reli-
gious impetus, reflected in the fact that in the seventh century, the conquerors
referred to themselves as mu’minūn, “Believers”.

* * *
But if these terms – “Islam”, “Muslim”, “Arab” – that dominate the existing

literature about Islamic origins are henceforth to be avoided in speaking about
the seventh century, how should scholars talk about these events, including
the conquests?

Here, viewing the conquests as consisting of stages or phases, rather than
being all of one piece, may help. What we so easily call “the conquests” was,
after all, a prolonged process of expansion and, apparently, of political integra-
tion, lasting over a century, so the historian might a priori expect the process to
have changed in character over time. The later Islamic sources that provide many
reports about the conquests – especially about the heroic early days – do not
explicitly break the conquests down into phases: the salvation-historical agenda
of these sources does not really allow for such a breakdown, because in their

69 E.g., Al-Azmeh, Emergence of Islam, 146.
70 See above.
71 E.g. Muhạmmad b. Jarīr al-Tạbarī, Kitāb al-rusul wa l-mulūk (ed. M.J. de Goeje and

others, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1879–1901) Ser. i/2241, “wujūh al-ʿarab”.
72 Webb, Imagining the Arabs, esp. chapters 3–6, offers at last a detailed and theoretically

sophisticated study of how the term “Arab” as an ethnic identity was first developed in
the late Umayyad and Abbasid periods (8th–10th centuries CE).
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view God’s will, like God himself, is one. Nevertheless, the historian who grap-
ples with the various reports about the conquests and the eventual emergence of
Islam senses that the early stages of the process were different from what fol-
lowed. At the start, during the first 25 years or so (the first generation) after
the death of the prophet, the conquests seem to have been a manifestation of
what the anthropologist Victor Turner called a state of “communitas”, an intense
period of ideologically driven fervour that is not yet institutionalized, at least not
fully.73 Later, however – perhaps already in the days of Muʿāwiya (r. 660–680),
and certainly by the time of ʿAbd al-Malik (r. 685–705) and his son al-Walīd
(r. 705–715) – the conquests had become virtually an official industry of the
Umayyad regime.

These two stages should probably be identified as distinct phenomena, and
analysed separately; and we may also choose to use different terminology to
refer to each of them. The conquests of the second phase may well have lacked
almost completely the kind of ideological energy that drove the first phase, and
hence could be seen to have a totally different character. What had begun, it
seems, as some form of enthusiastic ideological movement, had by then
morphed into a more or less routine process of state expansion, a practice that
was carefully organized, like tax collection, and evidently very lucrative for
the rulers.

The second stage of the conquests is not only easier to conceptualize and
describe, it is also easier to find a satisfactory terminology to characterize it:
since it began and continued under the later Umayyad dynasty, we might simply
call them the “Umayyad conquests” or “conquests (or expansion) of the
Umayyad state” or “Umayyad regime”. Indeed, since Islam in its classical and
modern sense as a distinct monotheistic confession was apparently beginning
to emerge during the second stage of the conquests, we could even call them
the “Islamic conquests”.

Much more difficult is finding a satisfactory term for the first phase of the
conquests, during the seventh century, or indeed for any of the events associated
with the early developments in the community during that century. For the early
conquests, the challenge boils down to whether we wish to see a religious, or a
secular (ethnic?) impetus as the primary driving force. This tension between reli-
gious and secular understandings of the early phases of the expansion, as we
have seen, underlies the long history of terminological ambivalence in modern
scholarly presentations, our waffling between either “Islamic” or “Arab”.
Almost 40 years ago, Crone and Cook proposed “Hagarism”, which has the
advantage that it is derived from a term actually used in some early Greek
sources to refer to the conquerors – Agarēnoi.74 This term, as noted above,
had long been used by authors writing in Greek to refer to nomads from the
steppes east of Syria. But, since for these Greek-speaking Christian authors it
was a reference to the conquerors’ supposed descent from Abraham via his

73 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-structure (Chicago: Aldine, 1969).
See also Edith Turner, Communitas: The Anthropology of Collective Joy (NY: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012).

74 Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).

20 F R E D M . D O N N E R

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X17001409 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0041977X17001409


slave-girl Hagar, it always bore a pejorative sense in their hands.75 Furthermore,
the conquerors never refer to themselves as descendants of Hagar. For both these
reasons, “Hagarenes” does not seem an ideal term for the historian to use when
wishing to identify the conquerors. In any case, it has not been widely adopted
by scholars. It is virtually certain that this term was a reflection of the Arabic
word muhājirūn, which the conquerors are said to have used to refer to them-
selves (although, except for one instance in the “Constitution of Medina”, we
know this only from later Islamic sources, not from contemporary Arabic
ones – as far as I know, no seventh-century papyrus or inscription in Arabic
uses the term).76

Roughly 20 years ago, the author proposed that Muhạmmad’s early commu-
nity be called a community of “believers” (mu’minūn), a term that is also used in
early sources.77 As we have seen, the Quran consistently and with overwhelming
frequency addresses the people of Muhạmmad’s original community as
mu’minūn, and this term also appears repeatedly in seventh-century Arabic
inscriptions and papyri, particularly where they refer to the leader of the move-
ment as amīr al-mu’minīn, “commander of the believers”, beginning already
with Muʿāwiya (r. 660–680). This latter term is also seen in semi-translation
in the writings of the conquered peoples: as amīrā d-mhaymenē in Syriac,
amira tōn pistōn in Greek, and as amir-i wruishnikan in Pahlavi/Middle
Persian (the latter on coins), in all cases best translated as “commander of the
believers”.78

Whether the identity of the earliest conquerors as mu’minūn, “believers”,
meant that their earliest community was open not only to followers of the
Quran but also to righteous Christians and Jews, as I have argued elsewhere,79

continues to be debated; but that the conquerors conceived of themselves as
“believers” can hardly be called into question, and the word suggests a funda-
mentally religious identity, whatever its exact character may have been.

Religious and material motivations very probably worked in tandem in the
new movement, however. All movements that win a widespread following
must appeal to many kinds of people, drawing supporters through a variety of

75 Fergus Millar, “Hagar, Ishmael, Josephus and the origins of Islam”, Journal of Jewish
Studies 44, 1993, 23–45.

76 See Lindstedt, “Muhājirūn”, and note 31, above.
77 First proposed in a Late Antiquity and early Islam workshop in London in 1994, but not

published until almost a decade later: Donner, “From Believers to Muslims” and
Muhạmmad and the Believers.

78 These translations of amīr al-mu’minīnmake it quite clear that the argument presented by
several scholars, who wish to see mu’min as meaning “someone offering security or pro-
tection”, is not consistent with how contemporaries of the early conquests who spoke
Greek and Syriac understood the word. (See note 23 above.) Note also the office of
rīš d-mhaymenē or “head of the believers” in the Sasanian government, who supervised
the affairs of the Christian Church of the East in consultation with its patriarch: see
Richard Payne, A State of Mixture: Christians, Zoroastrians, and Iranian Political
Culture in Late Antiquity (Oakland: University of California Press, 2015), 101–2.

79 Donner, “From Believers to Muslims” and Muhạmmad and the Believers. See also the
references to the works of Meeks and Collins in note 7, above. Hoyland, in God’s
Path, 135, notes, “There is probably some truth to the idea that Muslims did not initially
see their faith as totally distinct from other monotheist confessions”.
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incentives. For the Believers’ movement, it was not merely a question of the raw
appeal of purely religious ideas, although that was surely part of it. Some “high-
minded” people were doubtless drawn to the movement’s purely religious ideas
of divine unity and its ideals of pious behaviour, or were filled with fear of the
Last Judgement; but the movement also offered tantalizing prospects for those
who were basically motivated by material interests, who lusted after new
lands to settle or properties to hold, after the plunder and rapine made
possible by unsettled circumstances, or who simply longed for adventure and
new horizons. Moreover, the religious ideals could serve as a justification –
or cover – for the pursuit of material advantages, and the worldly success the
conquerors enjoyed could be seen as affirmation of the truth of the religious
message. We can, thus, perhaps best speak of an amalgam of mutually reinfor-
cing secular and religious motivations on the part of the individuals drawn into
the movement. But even in such an amalgam, there must be some central ideo-
logical component to the movement that provides the focus around which the
other incentives are structured.80 Without a guiding ideological component,
such a movement could not sustain itself, but would either collapse with the
first setback, or quickly exhaust itself as the purely pragmatic motivations of
the many participants led them to pursue their own separate interests helter-
skelter. And in this case, the central ideological component seems to have
been religious.

What then, was the nature of the religious impulse that lay at the root of the early
conquests of the believers/mu’minūn and the rapid expansion of their embryonic
state? The Quran’s insistence onmonotheism, on the idea of a Last Judgement and
the concomitant need to live righteously in accordance with God’s revealed law,
and on the primacy of a revealed scripture, may have been powerfully articulated,
but they were already well-worn notions in the Near East of the early seventh cen-
tury, ideas that had hitherto caused most of those attuned to them, especially
Christians, to embark on monastic renunciation of the world, rather than militant
conquest of it. Considerable recent (and some not so recent) research, however,
has pointed out the eschatological tone of many passages in the Quran and
emphasized the likelihood that the early community of believers was motivated
in part by intense apocalyptic enthusiasm – perhaps seeing themselves as partici-
pants in the very events of the anticipated “End-Time”, the creation of a new
God-guided realm, which spurred them to expansive conquest so that they
could “inherit the earth” God had granted them.81 The fact that the conquerors,
as we have seen, established for themselves near the beginning of their movement
a new dating era – what early documents refer to as sanat qadạ̄’ al-mu’minīn,

80 On a related question see my “Centralized authority and military autonomy in the early
Islamic [sic] conquests”, in Averil Cameron (ed.), The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near
East, III: States, Resources and Armies (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1995), 337–60.

81 Paul Casanova, Mohammed et la fin du monde: étude critique sur l’Islam primitif (Paris:
Paul Geuthner, 1911–24); Fred M. Donner, “Piety and eschatology in early Kharijite
poetry”, in Ibrāhīm al-Saʿāfīn (ed.), Fī mihṛāb al-maʿrifa. Festschrift for Ihṣān ʿAbbās
(Beirut: Dār Sader, 1997), 13–9; Stephen Shoemaker, “‘The Reign of God Has
Come”: eschatology and empire in Late Antiquity and early Islam”, Arabica 61, 2014,
514–58. Shoemaker’s article provides an extensive bibliography of works dealing with
the eschatological factor in Islam’s origins.
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“years in the jurisdiction of the believers”, and what later Islamic (and
Islamicizing) sources refer to as the era of the hijra – suggests (but of course can-
not prove) that the movement had an eschatological component.82

But this brings us back again to the nagging question: what are we to call this
expansion, this first phase of the conquests that burst forth from Arabia in the
early seventh century? What term can we use for this seventh-century conquest
that does not anachronistically imply that it was motivated by a reified religious
identity (Islam) or a politically articulated ethnic identity (Arabs), for neither of
which there is meaningful early evidence and that, in each case, crystallized only
at a later time? What label can we find that also does justice to the likely range of
motivations among those actually involved, from intense pietism and eschato-
logical foreboding to the basest opportunism and lust? “Hagarism” seems too
rooted in a pejorative “outsider’s view”; “Believers’ movement” sounds to
some too vague, not sufficiently militant, too uniformly religious. Peter Webb
has recently suggested – perhaps only facetiously, however – that we might
call the conquests “Maʿaddite”, since the name Maʿadd is, in fact, found in
both pre-Islamic Arabian inscriptions and early Arabic poetry as a term for a
broad collective identity of Arabians, only later to be replaced by “Arab”.83
Perhaps, since the conquests issued from the Arabian peninsula and were led
by people coming from Arabia, we should call them the “Arabian conquests”
or the “Hịjāzī conquests”?84 Or perhaps, since the conquests seem to have
been led from the start by people from the tribe of Quraysh, we should call
them the “Quraysh conquests”, akin to the way we might speak of conquests
by the Habsburgs or the Hohenstaufens? But then, no sources – internal or exter-
nal – refer to the conquerors or conquest explicitly in this manner, either.
Perhaps the most cogent solution yet proposed is that of Azīz Al-Azmeh, who
has suggested “Paleo-Islam” and “Paleo-Muslim”,85 from which we might
also conjure the variant “Proto-Islamic”. Something like this has the advantage
that it conveys the sense that the conquests lay at the root of what comes to be
called Islam, while implying that the Islamic community with its firmly defined
boundaries was still some distance in the future. But do these variants adequately
communicate the likelihood that the community founded by Muhạmmad seems
in its early years to have included some Jews (as reflected in the Constitution of
Medina) and Christians (as seen in the early Umayyad period)? The question
remains open.

Supplementary material

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0041977X17001409.

82 On this era, see note 26 above.
83 Webb, Imagining the Arabs, 87.
84 Interestingly, the pioneering study of Philip Hitti, History of the Arabs (New York:

Macmillan, 1937 and later editions), despite its title, usually refers to the conquerors
as “Arabians”, using phrases such as “the Arabian forces”, etc., although he does some-
times speak of “Arab rule” (e.g. in Iran, p. 158).

85 Al-Azmeh, Emergence of Islam, 279.
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