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ISIDORE OF SEVILLE, ST.

There appear to be more extant manuscripts of Isi-
dore written before 800 than of any other author ex-
cept Augustine. The translation of De fide catholica
into Old High German has often been studied, but
Isidore’s influence on Carolingian theologians, on
the early canonists, on twelfth- and thirteenth-cen-
tury thinkers, has yet to be fully explored. In the
later Middle Ages all major and most minor writers
used Isidore, but the extent and nature of his influ-
ence remain uncharted. For Yves Congar it is only
with the Lutheran revolution that the world formed
under the tutelage of Isidore came to an end. But one
important school—the Spanish Scholastic theolo-
gians and jurists, from Vitoria to Suirez—in its
treatment of the law of nations, still follows Isidore
more closely than it does Thomas Aquinas.
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ISIDOROS OF MILETOS (fl. sixth century) was a
mechanopoios (the equivalent of the modern engi-
neer), trained in mathematics, kinetics, and statics.
As assistant to Anthemios of Tralles he helped design
and then supervised the construction of Hagia So-
phia in Constantinople for the emperor Justinian be-
tween 532 and 537. Isidoros was a teacher of physics
and stereometry, first at Alexandria and later at Con-
stantinople; he also wrote a commentary on a now
lost work by Heron of Alexandria, the Kamarika, in
which he discussed a compass invented by Heron for
the construction of arches.

LESLIE BRUBAKER

[See also Anthemios of Tralles; Early Christian and Byzan-
tine Architecture; Hagia Sophia {Constantinople).]
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ISLAM, 5UESTS OF. The Islamic conquests

were in actuality the rapid military expansion of the
early Islamic state following the death of the prophet
Muhammad in 632; they are sometimes called the
“Arab” conquests because the conquering elite was
of Arabian origin. The term Islamic conquest refers
specifically to the extension of the early Islamic
state’s political sovereignty and should be carefully
distinguished from the general spread of the Islamic
faith, both™because the religion of Islam spread his-
torically as much by peaceful conversion as by mili-
tary conquest and because the Islamic conquests did
not usually result in the conversion of the conquered
populations to Islam except after the passage of dec-
ades or, in many cases, of centuries. Because the
strictly military operations of various early Islamic
states displayed an intermittent character in many
areas, a strict definition of the limits of the Islamic
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conquests is neither possible nor particularly desir-
able. Attention will be directed here to significant
campaigns of military expansion launched by the
original Islamic empire or its successor states until
about the middle of the ninth century, accompanied
by some general remarks on the origins, character,
and significance of the Islamic conquests.

It is important to note at the outset that most of
the Arabic sources about the earlier conquests were
compiled from materials that took shape decades
after the events described. This fact has introduced
historiographical obstacles that sometimes impede ef-
forts to establish the course and significance of
events. Chronological uncertainty, partisan bias
(often related to tribal or pclitical antagonisms of
later times when the sources were compiled), and the
projection back into earlier contexts of later condi-
tions or institutions (frequently to create spurious
legal, religious, or political precedents for later prac-
tices) are three of the more serious kinds of distor-
tion with which researchers must grapple. Inevita-
bly, then, there is less than completé certainty on
many points relating to the conquests, particularly as
regards their chronology and motivations.

ORIGINS AND MOTIVATIONS

The conquests can most plausibly be seen as an
outgrowth of the career of the prophet Muhammad
(ca. 570-632), which embraced not only preaching
his new religion of Islam but also successfully con-
solidating his political authority, starting from the
oasis town of Medina (Yathrib) in 622. As a result of
Muhammad’s political activity there emerged a
small state centered on Medina, dominated by a rul-
ing elite of Muslims who were mostly townsmen
from western Arabia: the Quraysh of Mecca (Mu-
hammad’s tribe), and the settled townsmen of Me-
dina and Taif. Muhammad and the elite around him
seemed to see their mission partly as extirpating Ara-
bian paganism and spreading the new religion of
Islam, and partly as establishing the control of
townsmen and the ideals of town life over the inde-
pendent and warlike nomadic groups in Arabia, who
had traditionally been the main threat to the exten-
sion of power by the townsmen.

Many factors contributed to the success of the
Muslims’ initial consolidation of power. The new
religion bound at least some members of the elite
tightly to one another in bonds of faith, and by its
strong emphasis on the oneness of God and the cen-
tralization of religious authority in His prophet,
eased the way in the minds of believers for notions
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of political unity and the centralization of political
authority. Muhammad (like his close confidant Abi
Bakr) proved himself a skillful diplomat in dealing
with other powerful groups in western Arabia.
Many townsmen who found their way into the elite,
especially the powerful merchants and financiers of
the Meccan Quraysh, brought with them great or-
ganizational expertise, far-reaching personal con-
tacts established through their commercial activities,
and considerable wealth that could be used to secure
the allegiance of wavering allies. Together, these and
other factors permitted the early Muslims in Medina
to consolidate their power in western Arabia, to
make alliances with some groups in other parts of
the peninsula, and even to launch some preliminary
offensives northward toward Syria, which seems to
have been a coveted objective from an early date.
From this embryo grew the Islamic conquest move-
ment that was soon to engulf all of southwestern
Asia and North Africa.

PRIMARY CONQUESTS

The opening phase of the conquests was a sudden
burst of military activity that resulted in the seizure
of the Arabian Peninsula, the Fertile Crescent, Egypt,
and the western fringes of the Iranian plateau by the
Muslims between 632 and about 645. These areas be-
came the heartland of an Islamic empire and the geo-
graphical basis supporting a far-flung series of sec-
ondary conquests by the empire.,

Arabia and the ridda wars. Upon Muhammad’s
death, his successor (in Arabic, kbalifa: caliph) Aba
Bakr (632-634) faced widespread opposition from
tribal groups in Arabia who felt their political sub-
mission to Medina to have been canceled by the
prophet’s death, or who followed rival prophets and
thus repudiated both Medina’s political hegemony
and the religion of Islam. Abii Bakr quickly took the
offensive against these opposition movements {indis-
criminately called ridda [apostasy] in the Arabic
sources), determined to levy taxes that Muhammad
had ordered on all subject tribes before his death,
and even to spread Medina’s rule to new areas. After
defeating a rebellious tribe near Medina and sending
an inconsequential raid toward Syria, Abii Bakr or-
ganized a group of armies to subdue the Arabian
Peninsula. The skillful tactician Khilid ibn al-Walid
was sent against rebels in the Nejd with a force con-
sisting mainly of Meccans and Medinese. By levying
local recruits along the way, Khalid was able to de-
feat the forces of the “false prophets” Tulayha ibn
Khuwaylid and Sajah in battles at Al-Buzikha and
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Al-Butih. He then confronted the most serious of
the ridda opposition, the powerful tribe of Hanifa in
Al-Yamima {eastern Arabia) led by their “false
prophet” Musaylima, which he overcame in the
bloody Battle of “Aqraba” (ca. 633). In the mean-
time, several other armies were dispatched by Abi
Bakr. One joined Khalid’s force; another cam-
paigned against hostile groups along the east Ara-
bian coast, reducing fortified towns there; other
commanders were sent to Oman and the Mahra
country in southeastern Arabia; yet others were dis-
patched to quell resistance led by al-Aswad al-“Ansj,
who claimed prophethood, in the Yemen. In addi-
tion, small forces under trusted commanders were
sent to other areas to confirm the allegiance of tribes
that had not rebelled.

Within two years of the Prophet’s death, then,
Abii Bakr had succeeded in bringing the whole Ara-
bian peninsula under Medina’s control. The con-
quest of Arabia permitted the elite to draw freely on
its nomadic and settled population for soldiers and
administrators and thus provided the elite with the
resources to underrake the conquest of areas adjacent
to Arabia.

Syria and northern Mesopotamia (Al-Jazira). As
noted above, the Muslims seem to have been partic-
ularly interested in establishing themselves in Syria
even in Muhammad’s day, so it is hardly surprising
that the first major offensive to extend Medina’s rule
beyond Arabia was directed at Syria. With the com-
pletion of the ridda campaigns, Abii Bakr dispatched
four armies against Syria in the autumn of 633.
These armies, under Yazid ibn Abi Sufyan, “Amr ibn
al-CAs, Shurahbil ibn Hasana, and Abt “Ubayda ibn
al-Jarrih, were apparently sent to establish their con-
trol first over the Arabic-speaking population of
Syria and Palestine. In doing so, they became em-
broiled in minor engagements with Byzantine gar-
risons in towns such as Gaza, but at first no major
confrontations with the Byzantines occurred.

A second phase in the conquest of Syria, lasting
until about 636, saw the Muslims—reinforced by a
small force under Khalid ibn al-Walid, coming from
Irag—turn their attention to the conquest of certain
key towns in southern Syria: Busra (Bostra), Gaza,
Fahl (Pella), Baysian (Scythopolis), Damascus, Hims
(Emesa), and Baalbek (Heliopolis). These attacks
generated a stiff response from the Byzantine em-
peror Heraklios, who amassed a large army to drive
out the Muslims. In several major encounters—no-
tably at Ajnadayn and the Yarmik River—the Mus-
lims decisively defeated the Byzantine army, the rem-
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nants of which fled, leaving the countryside open to
occupation.

The third stage of the conquest saw the piecemeal
reduction of the remaining towns and the open
countryside by the Muslims, who penetrated to
northern Syria as far as the Taurus foothills and into
the coastal districts for the first time. By about 648
Hami3, Qinnasrin, Aleppo, Jerusalem, Ascalon, Cae-
sarea, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut, and other towns had been
occupied, usually by treaty, and Syria was firmly in
the Muslims’ hands.

After subduing Syria, Abi “Ubayda. sent out an
army under “lyad ibn Ghanm al-Fihri, with instruc-
tions to march on northern Mesopotamia. (Some ac-
counts claim that “Iyid marched first to Iraq and
from there into northern Mesopotamia.) This he did,
subduing its main cities: Edessa (Urfa), Haran,
Raqqa, Samosata, Nisibis, Melitene (Malatya), Ra’s
“Ayn, and others. From Mesopotamia the army con-
tinued its advance, penetrating into the mountains to
the north, and putting to siege several of the main
towns in Armenia (Erzerum, Dwin) about 646. Un-
like the rolling plains of Mesopotamia, however,
which were brought firmly under Muslim control,
the mountainous districts to the north remained for
long much less securely held.

Iraq and Iran. The conquest of Iraq from the Sa-
sanian Empire proved to be of great importance to
the future development of the Islamic empire and
took place very early (at about the same time as the
conquest of Syria), but at first Iraq was not accorded
the same importance as Syria by the Muslim elite.
The first phase in its conquest was really a contin-
uation of the ridda wars. Khalid ibn al-Walid, after
defeating the forces of Musaylima in Al-Yamima,
was ordered to march via northeastern Arabia to the
Euphrates River in order to subject the Arabic-speak-
ing tribes and Arab towns such as Al-Hira located
along the river. In doing so he seems to have made
contact with only a few Sasanian outposts, and in
any case Aba Bakr soon ordered Khilid to leave Iraq
and march to Syria to aid the armies there. Accord-
ingly, Khalid left Iraq in the hands of al-Muthanna
ibn Hiritha and other local allies with whose assis-
tance he had occupied the town of Al-Hira and the
Euphrates district, leaving only a few Muslims from
the west Arabian core of his army to supervise them.

The second phase of the conquest of Iraq began
when the second caliph, “Umar ibn al-Khattab (634~
644), sent a force under Abi “Ubayd al-Thaqafi to
join al-Muthanni and his men. This army was
crushed by the Sasanians at the Battle of the Bridge,
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after which al-Muthanna engaged in desultory raid-
ing against Sasanian positions. The defeat at the
Bridge spurred “Umar to organize massive new
forces that headed from Arabia to Iraq. A group of
tribesmen of Bajila was sent out not long after the
debacle at the Bridge, but the main army, com-
manded by Sa“d ibn Abi Waqqas and continuously
reinforced with new recruits, marched only some
time later. This army delivered a decisive blow to the
main Sasanian army in central Iraq at the Battle of
Qadisiya. Thereafter, the Muslims quickly occupied
the rich alluvium of Iraq, despite stiff resistance from
Sasanian garrisons at the old Sasanian capital, Ctes-
iphon (Al-Mada’in), and elsewhere. The Sasanian
king, Yazdagird I, trted to regroup his shattered
forces at Jalila® in the Zagros foothills but again suf-
fered a reverse.

The south of Irag, meanwhile, formed a separate
front from central Iraq, despite occasional mutual
reinforcements. To the south was sent a relatively
small army under “Utba ibn Ghazwin (later replaced
by Aba Miisa al-Ash©ari) that, with the support of
some local tribesmen, occupied the area around the
port of Ubulla, expelled Sasanian garrisons from
their isolated strongholds, and pushed into the
southern part of the Iraqi alluvium. Eventually they
reached the Zagros foothills to the east, driving the
Sasanian governor Hurmuzin out of Khuzistan and
taking its key towns: Shiishtar, Al-Ahwaz, and Siisa
(Shish). In the south, as elsewhere, the Muslims were
continually being reinforced with new troops from
Arabia; furthermore, the Sasanians in the Zagros re-
gion were being harassed by Muslim raiders coming
across the Persian Gulf from eastern Arabia.

Yazdagird made his final stand at Nihavand in the
Zagros, where a combined force of Muslims from
both central and southern Iraq destroyed his army,
sealing their victory over the plains of Iraq below
(about 642). At the same time, raiding parties of
Muslims began to penetrate elsewhere into the Zag-
ros and southern Azerbaijan, taking such towns as
Hulwan, Kerminshah, Hamadan, and Qazvin;
thence they pushed eastward to Rayy (near Tehran)
and Qum, and northward into Azerbaijan and its
main town, Ardabil. Other groups marched from
Iraq north into Mesopotamia, occupying the town
of Nineveh (across the Tigris from the site of
Mosul), whence they continued to complete the con-
quest of Azerbaijan and even to occupy the Mugan
steppe and the strategic town of Derbent, located in
the main pass through the Caucasus.

From Firs, meanwhile, other forces entered Ker-
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man, Makran, and Sistan in southern and central
Iran, and from there an army under al-Ahnaf ibn
Qays headed north to Khorasan, taking the great
commercial city of Merv (modern Mary), gateway to
the central Asian caravan route (abour 650). .

Egypt. The conquest of Egypt grew directly out
of the campaigning in Syria. One of the Muslim
commanders there, “Amr ibn al-CAs, set out with a
small army from Palestine in about 639 and, march-
ing via Al-“Arish, reached the eastern edge of the
Nile Delta, where he conquered Pelusium and Bil-
bais. Whether “Amr embarked on this offensive on
his own initiative or under instructions from the ca-
liph “Umar is the subject of much dispute, but in any
case the caliph soon organized a large army under
al-Zubayr ibn al-“Awwim, which marched from
Medina to reinforce “Amr. The enlarged army
scored an important victory over the Byzantine
forces at Heliopolis and surrounded the heavily de-
fended town of Babylon, which capitulated only
after a lengthy siege. In the meantime, “Amr’s main
force occupied the Faiyim and marched down the
western edge of the delta, delivering another defeat
to the Byzantines at Nikiu and placing Alexandria
under siege. Eventually Cyrus, the Byzantine gover-
nor, negotiated a treaty with “Amr according to
which Alexandria was to be handed over to the Mus-
lims after a lengthy armistice to enable the Byzantine
soldiers and others to leave the city. “Amr utilized
this armistice to subdue the coastal villages east of
Alexandria. Despite some later attempts by the Byz- -
antines to reoccupy Egypt by sea, the conquest of the
country can thus be considered completed with
“Amr’s occupation of Alexandria in 642,

Many factors contributed to the surprising speed
with which the fledgling Islamic state was able to
wrest these vast areas from the Byzantine and Sasa-
nian Empires. The empires themselves were weak-
ened by recent conflict with one another and by do-
mestic political turmoil. Their large armies were in
some cases scattered thinly over the many garrisons
of whole provinces, as in Byzantine Egypt, and were
often heterogeneous and lacking in cohesion. In
some areas, such as Syria and Egypt, religious and
factional divisions within the population facilitated
the advance of the Muslims, since some groups
showed themselves willing to express their disaffec-
tion with the old order by capitulating to the Mus-
lims in exchange for appropriate guarantees regard-
ing life, freedom of religion, and property. In the
final analysis, however, the success of the conquest
must be attributed mainly to the good organization






