The Caliphates


When Mohammad died, a group of Muslim leaders chose a new leader, whom they called a caliph, or “successor to Mohammad”. A new caliph then founded the Umayyad Caliphate. Most Muslims, known as Sunnis, followed the new caliph. A small group of Shiite Muslims decided that only Mohammad’s descendents could be caliphs. The division between Sunnis and Shiites remains to this day.


After 750, a new family, the Abbasids, took over the caliphate. The Abbasids focused on trade rather than war, and built a new capital at Baghdad (in present-day Iraq). The Abbasid caliph governed as an absolute ruler and surrounded himself with a rich court. The Caliphate’s introduced a bureaucratic structure and established the first Muslim Empire as Arabs, Persians, and other groups were unified politically and culturally as Muslims. Followers were attracted to ideas of equality among believers and were already familiar with monotheism from Jewish and Christian traditions.
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As Islam expanded, the caliphs converted or enslaved other peoples they found worshipping many gods. At first, non-Arab converts to Islam had fewer rights than Arabs, but eventually all Muslims were treated equally. Muslim rulers treated Jews and Christians with respect since they were believed to worship the same God. They were permitted to have self-governing communities. However, Jews and Christians had to pay a special tax, called jizyah, instead of serving in the military. Additionally, they could not hold some public offices.
Abbasid Caliph Harun al-Rashid








