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Week 1 Lecture  
 
Pre-Islamic Arabia was organised into tribes who lived nomadic lifestyles. In their 
respective tribes they would search for food and water, as it was difficult to cultivate 
in the arid lands. Society was organised into tribes because individuals were unable to 
sustain themselves given the harsh environment. There were many feuds within the 
tribes; and raiding, robber, rape and murder of members of other tribes for survival 
was common. Pre-Islamic Arabians were idol worshippers and polytheists.  
 
Hence, tribes practiced female infanticide because the presence of women was a 
burden. Fathers would often bury female children alive, and as a result, women were 
seen as encumbrances and sources of shame. When Islam arrived, it saw to the 
abolishment of female infanticide as a cultural custom.  
 

- Honour killings are a practice that still prevails today, and is a cultural 
remnant of pre-Islamic Arabia. When a woman brings shame to her family, in 
some Islamic countries, she is killed to protect family honour. This indicates 
that a woman’s body has ethical value.  

 
The Prophet Muhammad (570AD-632AD) was born in Mecca. At the time of 
Muhammad’s birth there was much conflict between Jewish people and Christians. 
Najran was the centre of Christianity in Arabia. There were many Jewish tribes in 
Yemen and Sana’a who were against Najran as the economic centre of trade and 
riches in Arabia. A Jewish tribe destroyed Najran, killing 20,000 Christians. 
Following this (570AD), economic trade moved to Mecca, which was controlled by 
the Quraysh tribe. The Chief of Mecca was the Prophet Muhammad’s grandfather, 
Abdel Mutallib. Christians resented this, and wanted to rebuild Najran. A Christian 
army decided to destroy Mecca.  
 
The Prophet Muhammad, aged 40, received the revelations from the Angel Gabriel. 
He preached the Qur’an in Mecca, inviting opposition from the tribal leaders as it 
challenged the polytheistic foundations of Meccan society at the time. It was also a 
threat to the economic power of the tribes, as the Ka’aba, the house of polytheistic 
idols at the time, was the hub of trade and economics. Undermining the polytheistic 
religion also undermined the economic authority of these tribal leaders. The new 
system of monotheism threated economic activity.  
 
The Prophet Muhammad sympathised with the slaves. He also opposed usury, the 
practice of charging high interest from those who took out loans in a state of 
desperation. The practice of usury was widespread, and was the main reason for the 
prosperity of merchants in Mecca and the unequal distribution of wealth.  
 
In 622AD, Muhammad migrated to Medina, marking the first month of the Islamic 
calendar. Those in Medina were divided into tribes and wanted Muhammad to unite 
them under Islam. Muhammad gave advice and was consulted by the people for 
guidance, and this resulted in the establishment of the first political Islamic state.  
 



After the Prophet’s death in 632AD, Sunni and Shi’a sects were created immediately 
based on conflict over who should be the Prophets successors. Abu Bakr, the 
successor to Prophet Muhammad, died within 2 years of leadership. The following 
caliphs were often assassinated. Umar was assassinated by Persians, Uthman was 
assassinated by Muslims, and Ali (4th caliph) assassinated by a group of Muslims 
also. The rich cultural, economic and religious context in which Islam developed 
proves that Islam did not develop in a vacuum.  
 
Week 1 Tutorial  
 

• Deen= way of life, the natural disposition of human beings, innate knowledge 
and instinct and intuition. Only excesses are prohibited in this state of being.  

• Jahiliyya is an Islamic concept of “ignorance of divine guidance” or “the state 
of ignorance of the guidance from God” or “Days of Ignorance” referring to 
the barbaric condition in which Arabs found themselves in pre-Islamic 
Arabia.  

• Chaltel: owned property, e.g. women were owned by male members of the 
family  

• Mahr: dowry, payment belongs to women, her chaltel (property). Muhammad 
wanted to implement Mahr, but faced resistance as it threatened the 
patriarchal society of pre-Islamic Arabia.  

• Muhammad migrated from Mecca to Medina upon learning of the plot to kill 
him.  

• The society that Muhammad led in Medina remains as a model of an Islamic 
state for other societies.  

• Shari’a is Islamic law that governs personal and public life and prevents 
secularism. 

• The Qur’an maintains that there should be no compulsion in religion, and that 
there should be pluralism and multiculturalism within the Ummah.  

• Shari’a aims to create a society based on peace and justice- there cannot be 
one without the other.  

 
5/03/17 
 
Week 1 Readings:  
 
1. Muhammad and Islam, Muhammad- The Prophet of Islam 
 

• The Prophet Muhammad descended from the family-branch of the Quraysh 
tribe. 

 
• Muhammad’s grandfather was guardian of the Ka’aba (House of God). 

 
• Muhammad’s mother died when he was six years old.  

 
• Abu Talib (Muhammad’s uncle) took over care of Muhammad when his 

grandfather died. 
 



• The Hashimis, to which Muhammad belonged, was fast losing its 
commanding position, especially in financial matters. Whilst another branch 
of the Quraysh tribe was surpassing it in wealth.  

 
• Muhammad laboured as a sheepherder for the Quraysh sheep à it could have 

been then that he developed a reflective disposition which allowed him to seek 
the reform of his people in future, and during his solitary wanderings began to 
appreciate nature, develop his imagination and deep emotional nature.  

 
• Muhammad became a camel-driver to the caravans of Khadijah, a wealthy 

kinswoman. Khadijah fell in love with Muhammad and proposed marriage. 
Muhammad was aged 25, Khadijah 40.  

 
• The marriage brought him the repose and exemption from daily toil, which he 

needed to prepare his mind for the revelations and enacting reform.  
 

• Khadijah gave Muhammad the love and support he needed to achieve his 
goals.  

 
• After marrying Khadijah, in the next fifteen years he had sons and daughters, 

of which only the daughters survived. Muhammad joined a league for the 
protection of the weak and oppressed. 

 
• In his community, before he received the revelations, he was known amongst 

townsfolk and a simple, upright man, whose life was severely pure and 
refined, and whose sense of honour and faith keeping had won him the high 
title of al-Amin, “the trusty”. 

 
• Muhammad experienced doubt and longing for the truth. He shunned the 

society of men, and “solitude became a passion to him”. He spent sacred 
months on Mount Hira, praying and fasting in a cave. One day, he heard a 
voice say, “Read!” He replied, “What shall I read?” 

 
• Khadijah provided the support he needed to come to terms with what he had 

heard.  
 

• Muhammad encouraged people to reject their idols and worship the one true 
God. His closest relations and those who lived under his roof were the first to 
believe and the staunchest of faith, although he could never convince his 
uncle, Abu Talib, to abandon the gods of his fathers.  

 
• Abu Bakr’s conversion to Islam was central to the development of Islam.  

 
• 615AD- Muhammad entered upon a more public career. He warned those who 

laughed at him that God had the power to punish the Arabic tribes.  
 

• The Quraysh couldn’t attack Muhammad himself, so they tortured the black 
slaves who had joined Islam. Muhammad advised his followers to escape the 
persecution and flee to Abyssinia, which angered the Quraysh.  



 
• The Quraysh then toughened their measures when Islam gained legitimacy. 

They determined to shut off the family of the Hashimis from the rest of the 
kindred. They vowed they would not marry with the Hashimis, trade with 
them, or talk to them. They hung this vow in the Ka’aba.  

 
• The Hashimis fled to live in isolation, suffered and starved. Abu Talib 

confronted the Quraysh with the reality that they were inflicting horror upon 
their brethren. Muhammad was granted a temporary respite from persecution.  

 
• “The Year of Mourning” is so named because Abu Talib and Khadijah died 

within five weeks of one another. The Prophet Muhammad said about 
Khadijah: “When I was poor she enriched me, when they called me a liar she 
alone believed in me, when all the world was against me, she alone remained 
true.” 

 
• The Hijrah- flight of Muhammad. He fled for Medina, and did not leave 

Mecca until all of his followers were safe in Medina.  
 
 
 
 
	


