The Islamic Religion Spreads
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Islam united the various Arab tribes with a common language (Arabic) and religion. Strengthened by their newfound unity, they set out on a jihad (holy war) against non-believers. Arab soldiers, committed to the promise of plunder, unified around Islam and conquered territory from Spain to India across North Africa, Arabia and Anatolia (Turkey). The Arabs were experienced desert fighters who fought with enthusiasm to gain entry to Heaven.

In contrast, by this time the Byzantines and Persians (Sassanid Empire) were both weakened from centuries of fighting each other which made conquest easier. Over the next century, Arab Muslims succeeded in creating a vast empire that extended from the Indus valley into Europe as far west as Spain. Muslim expansion in Europe was only halted at the Battle of Tours.
The Golden Age of Islam
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While learning was in decline in Western Europe, a Golden age of Muslim Culture flourished. This was a period of great advances in culture and technology. Arab Muslims absorbed the cultural achievements of the Greeks, Romans, Persians, Jews and Byzantines which led to the development of algebra and the preservation of classical texts, especially those of the Greeks. They also controlled a vast trading area – larger than the ancient Roman Empire had been. Trade flourished, as merchants agreed on a common set of Muslim business dealings. The new Arab Empire, like the Byzantine Empire before it, served as a crossroads for trade. Goods from India, China, Africa, Spain, and the eastern Mediterranean entered through Arab territories. During this period Islam continued to spread via trade routes to West Africa, to the Southeast via the Indian Ocean, and to Central Asia and China via the Silk Routes. This period also saw Arabic, the language of the Qu’ran, achieve standardized use throughout the empire and become the language of literature, philosophy, and art. Throughout the Islamic Empire Mosques, hospitals, schools, orphanages and the House of Wisdom, an international intellectual center in Baghdad, were built.

In the 12th century, Muslims became engaged in a war with Christians over control of the Holy Land, known as the Crusades. In 1096 European Christians marched through the Byzantine Empire to take back the Holy Land from the Muslims. Christians captured Jerusalem in 1099, but the city was later retaken by the Muslim leader and warrior, Saladin (1137-1193). Until this day, he remains a hero to the Islamic world for uniting the Arabs and defeating the Crusaders in battle. Because of the increased interaction with the Islamic Empire during the Crusades, Europeans were introduced to new knowledge of science, medicine, and technology, such as the adoption of Indian numerals, from the Muslims. Economically, the Crusades led to a revival of European trade with Asia which resulted in a rise in economic prosperity in Western Europe.
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