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Introduction 

Welcome to my self-learning project on humanity’s development. This is my 

attempt to identify and understand history’s most significant thinkers, movers and 

shakers in the fields of philosophy, religion, politics, science and discovery.  

There’s still room for more suggestions about who to include, especially from 

cultural traditions other than my own Western, Christian tradition. In fact I’d really 

welcome advice about who to add from other cultural traditions as I’m sure there 

are many very significant individuals I’ve not yet heard of. If you can think of 

someone who really ought to be included here please feel free to leave suggestions 

on my blog: www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com. However I’m happy to say that 

I already have a list of names to cover stretching back over four and a half 

thousand years. 

The plan is to be both light-hearted and irreverent whilst still keeping the basic 

facts accurate. Sometimes I’ll be serious and sometimes I’ll be silly. I’ll be taking 

a very brief look at everyone from Jesus to Darwin, from Alfred the Great to St. 

Thomas Aquinas and a whole host of other people too. 

This is going to be a journey of discovery like no other I’ve ever embarked upon. 

As usual I’ll be blogging as I go so do please feel free to comment, correct any 

errors I might make or suggest other people to be included. I find that social 

media responses (either via the blog, Twitter or Facebook) are a vitally important 

part of my self-education projects. Either way, whether you comment or not do 

feel free to subscribe and share my journey through history with me. It promises 

to be fascinating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. 

This is my attempt to learn – not to teach. 

I anticipate mistakes in these short biographies. 

Please feel free to correct me as I go. 

You can leave your comments at 

www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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Mohammed: 570 - 632 

Islam’s controversial prophet, Mohammed has been the source of both veneration 

and venom ever since he first began describing himself as Allah’s spokesman on 

earth. In the early days contemporary Arabs criticised him for his monotheism. 

Jews criticised him as a false prophet and some Christians, beginning with ‘Peter 

the venerable’ in the twelfth century even consider him to be the antichrist. 

Today Mohammed has become the object of renewed criticism, not least because 

he’s seen as an easy target for far right Islamophobes who like to judge this 7th 

century prophet by 21st century sensibilities. 

On the other hand he is revered throughout the Islamic world. According to non-

Muslims, Mohammed was the founder of Islam who, together with his first wife, 

Kadijah was responsible for one of history’s fastest growing new religions. 

According to Muslims, Mohammed founded nothing. He merely restored the much 

older monotheistic religion of Moses and Abraham. 

I confess to having had some difficulty deciding how to approach this part of the 

Civilisation series. That’s not because I’m unsure of my view of Mohammed. As an 

atheist I’m very clear in my own mind. I think that Mohammed was an ordinary 

man who was either deluded or deceptive. That’s not my problem. 

The difficulty is that because of my very vocal opposition to far right neo-Nazis, 

my blog is followed by several equally vocal racists, Islamophobes and white 

supremacists. I know from past experience that these people will jump on any 

criticism I make of Islam’s prophet in an attempt to show that I have agreed with 

them all along. 

So I want to make a very clear statement before I go any further… 

I’m an atheist. That means that I disagree with all religions on intellectual 

grounds. I think they’re all nonsense from a time in humanity’s 

development when we knew almost nothing about the natural world. 

Religions represent humanity’s primitive attempts to obtain a sense of 

certainty in a mysterious world. They are all more or less elaborate ways 

to answer every difficult question with a version of… “The wizard did it”. 

But – and this really is the important bit: 

 I do not object to other people believing in their Gods if that’s what 

makes them happy; 

 I support the right of all citizens to practice their faith (or lack of it) 

without interference so long as they don’t attempt to impose their 

views onto others; 

 I absolutely do not agree that anyone who follows a faith, any faith, 

be they a lifelong devotee or a convert deserves to be treated badly 

because of it; 

 I do believe that society is better when we tolerate each other; 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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 I support the right of all people to their beliefs just as I claim the 

right to my own; 

 I understand that I may be wrong. 

I am unconvinced by any claims of prophecy, divinity, theism or religious 

enlightenment. That does not mean that I agree with the current crop of 

Islamophobic bigots who are trying to subvert UK society for their own 

neoNazi purposes. It simply means that I’m a skeptic. I have no agenda 

here beyond an attempt to learn about history’s most influential people 

and that must include Mohammed. 

Mohammed was born in 570 in Mecca, orphaned in childhood and employed as a 

young man as agent for the wealthy widow, Khadijah. In time he married his 

employer (some 15 years his senior) and lived a comfortable life until he began 

experiencing convulsions, seeing visions and retreating for days at a time to a 

cave in the wilderness. 

Following these episodes (which in many ways seem very like temporal lobe 

epilepsy) Mohammed would pronounce messages from Allah (God). These 

messages eventually came to be written down and formed the Holy Quran. 

Much has been made of Mohammed’s warlike behaviour. However it should also 

be noted that he was driven out of Mecca by polytheistic Arabs and needed to fight 

to survive. Like all new religions, the Muslims faced hostility and persecution from 

the first. The flight to Medina took place in 622 – traditionally seen as year 1 in 

the Islamic calendar. 

Mohammed remained faithful to Khadijah until her death. After this though he 

took several brides including Aisha. His marriage to Aisha has been the source of 

much criticism from the far right who love to pretend that this shows evidence of 

Muslim paedophilia. In truth nothing could be further from the truth. 

Throughout the world at this time, especially throughout Christendom, the 

betrothal and marriage of children was commonplace. Partly influenced by high 

mortality rates and the need to secure alliances, many marriages were arranged 

for and consummated by children far below the ages that we might consider 

acceptable today. For example in 1396, Richard II married a 7 year old girl called 

Isabel, Charles I married a 16 year old when he was 25 and King John married his 

wife when she was aged 13. Henry II’s mother was married at 12 and gave birth 

to the future king within the year. 

Aisha’s age at betrothal has been variously estimated at anything between the 

ages of 6 and 16. Her age at consummation has been estimated at between 9 and 

24. Given the age of Christian European brides up to 1000 years later it seems 

more than a little unfair to criticise modern Muslims for the customs of the past. 

However, Mohammed wasn’t entirely without blemish, at least not from my 

perspective. Islamic tradition reveres him as the perfect human but my own, 

atheist perspective is rather different. His reputation as a warlord is one of a cruel 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
https://stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/2015/06/12/civilisation-60-aisha-b-abi-bakr-613-678/


 

© Stuart Sorensen 2015                                www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com                                6 
 

CIVILISATION (BOOK 3) 
BY STUART SORENSEN 

and faithless leader who thought nothing of breaking treaties and treated his 

enemies in barbaric ways. His disposal of the Jews at Medina is a classic example.  

This also needs to be compared to the customs and practices of the era but it 

hardly seems to be the actions of a compassionate man of great integrity. His 

Christian contemporary, Charlemagne was just as brutal. Charlemagne’s brutality 

was equally justifiable for the age but nobody claims that the great emperor of 

Christendom was perfect. As a man, Mohammed’s actions were understandable 

for the period. As a perfect human he seems to fall a little short, at least in my 

eyes. 

As a historical figure Mohammed seems pretty ordinary in the context of the age. 

As the perfect human he seems a little lacking but no more so than other 

contemporary figures. He lived in brutal times. Arguably to be anything but brutal 

himself would have resulted in total defeat. 
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Abu Bakr: 573 - 634 

Abu Bakr was born in 573 and was a close companion of the Muslim prophet, 

Mohammed. He was also known as Al-Siddiq which literally means ‘The upright’. 

He was the first man to convert to Islam, and was chosen by the Prophet as his 

companion on the two month long hijrah (journey) from Mecca to Medina following 

rumours of an assassination plot. 

Like Mohammed, Abu Bakr was a merchant. He was reputedly kind, 

compassionate and honest. It was his daughter, Aisha who became Mohammed’s 

bride after the death of his first wife, Khadijah. 

Perhaps even more significantly in Islamic tradition, Mohammed asked Abu to pray 

for the people of his new religion. This was understood to be an endorsement of 

Abu’s goodness and following the Prophet’s death, Abu became the first caliph 

(non-prophetic successor to Mohammed). This is important not only because it 

provided Abu Bakr with significant status through subsequent generations but 

because it was the beginning of a rift that still hampers Islam today. 

Some of the Medina Muslims accepted Abu’s Caliphate. Others thought that 

Mohammed’s son in law, Ali should be the new Caliph. Abu’s faction won the 

argument (at least in the short-term) and it was he who made sure that all 

Mohammed’s sayings were preserved in written Arabic, effectively creating the 

Quran in the process. 

By 634 the fledgling Muslim Caliphate was encouraged by repeated victories. But 

all Arabia was suffering under the economic hardships brought about by a decade 

of fighting since Mohammed was forced to flee from Mecca in 624. Traditional 

trade relied upon the safe passage of caravans. Years of conflict had discouraged 

the majority of merchants from moving their goods.  

Citing the rejection of Islam by the people of Mecca as justification, Mohammed 

had organised and sanctioned raids on merchant caravans travelling to and from 

Mecca as soon as he fled the city. Abu Bakr continued in the same vein, authorising 

Muslims to raid further afield in Mesopotamia, eventually sanitising this blatant 

banditry by declaring it to be a holy war against the infidel. Mohammed had 

confined his raids and aggression to the Arabian Peninsula. His successor ushered 

in a whole new era of expansionism, leaving a legacy that some find difficult to 

ignore, even today. 

Abu Bakr increased the spread of Islam by conquest and eventually held dominion 

over the whole of central Arabia. He even founded the city of Baghdad. However 

when he died two years after becoming Caliph in 634 Abu set a precedent that 

further underlined the growing schism among the faithful. He named his successor 

(and it wasn’t Ali). The ensuing rivalries grew over successive generations until 

the faithful found themselves divided into two distinct factions. These are the 

followers of the Caliphs (the Sunni) and the much smaller group who believe that 

the succession should have sprung from Mohammed’s son, Ali (the Shi’ite). They 

http://www.stuartsorensen.wordpress.com/
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follow leaders descended from Ali but do not recognise the authority of the Caliphs. 

The wound inflicted on Muslim cohesion in those early days has never healed. 

Those readers who remember the atrocities Saddam Hussain carried out against 

his own countrymen may recognise these terms. Hussein was from the Sunni 

tradition. Most of his victims were Shia although the Kurds from Northern Iraq 

(also victimised by Hussein’s genocidal regime) are largely Sunni. 

 

Fāṭima al-Zahrā (605/15 – 622/32) 

Fatima, Mohammed and Khadija’s youngest daughter is revered in the Islamic 

world as a dedicated supporter of her father and the only member of his family to 

provide Mohammed with descendants (Sayyids) through her marriage to 

Mohammed’s cousin, Ali. Fatima bore four children, Hassan and Husayn, (sons) 

and Zaynab and Umm Kulthum (daughters). Arguably she would have given birth 

to a third son had she not miscarried shortly before her death. 

Often known as ‘Al-Zahra’ (the one who shines) she is considered to be a role 

model for Muslim women and is routinely described as on a par with Christianity’s 

Mary in her blessedness and devotion. 

Fatima’s life was short but striking. She died at the age of around 27 (some say 

around 17 owing to confusion about the exact year of her birth) but left a lasting 

impression on the Islamic world by her example of compassion and attention to 

duty. Hers was a simple life of hard work and at times significant poverty, without 

any of the trappings of wealth we might expect for a daughter of Mohammed and 

Khadija. 

Following her father’s death the fledgling Islamic world experienced a period of 

unrest over his succession, eventually leading to the lasting schism between Sunni 

and Shia Muslims. The argument inevitably impacted upon Fatima since it 

concerned the choice of Abu Bakr for Caliph or her husband, Ali. Ali came second 

in popularity (according to the majority, Sunni view) but it seems that Fatima 

suffered no loss of respect as a result. The Shia narrative describes significant 

conflict and even details an assault upon Fatima by Abu Bakr’s supporters which 

left her with broken ribs, caused her to miscarry her unborn child and ultimately 

led to her death.  

Both Sunni and Shia Muslims agree that Fatima died within a few months of her 

father. She seems to have been buried in secret by her husband, Ali. Shia tradition 

maintains that the secrecy was to prevent Abu Bakr from officiating in any way at 

her funeral although Sunni accounts hold that Fatima’s differences with Abu Bakr 

were resolved amicably prior to her death. 

Which, if either of these narratives is true seems to me to be less significant than 

the impact that they have had on the internal hostilities within Islam. 
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‘Ā’isha b. Abī Bakr (613 – 678) 

Aisha was the daughter of Abu Bakr, successor to and friend of Mohammed. She 

was the third and the youngest of Mohammed’s 13 wives. Reputedly Aisha was 

Mohammed’s favourite wife after Khadija. She is often referred to as the ‘Mother 

of believers’. 

Accounts vary but it seems likely that Aisha was betrothed to Mohammed when 

she was around the age of 7 but did not leave her parents’ home or consummate 

the marriage until several years later. This would have made her very young by 

modern standards but not by according to the customs of the day. It’s unfortunate 

that her youth has been seized upon by modern Western Islamophobes to justify 

calling Mohammed a paedophile without any acknowledgement that many 

societies, including Western societies saw puberty as synonymous with the age of 

consent until very recently indeed. It seems likely that Aisha’s early betrothal was 

a political match of the type common throughout the world at the time and in 

some cultures still to this day. 

Aisha lived for 44 years after the death of Mohammed and was for much of that 

time heavily involved in Islamic politics. She opposed the third Caliph, Uthman 

whom she saw as partisan and disrespectful of Mohammed’s traditions, although 

she was outraged at his eventual murder, leading to the elevation to Caliph of 

Mohammed’s son in law, Ali. She even went to war in ‘the battle of the camel’ to 

avenge his death. This seems to have been the first occasion when Muslims fought 

Muslims. It was the first Islamic civil war and it led to several thousand Muslim 

deaths. Aisha’s faction lost the battle after which she apparently retired from 

politics in her mid-forties and concentrated in pilgrimage, study and teaching 

instead. 

Aisha is credited with a scholarly disposition and is said to have contributed to the 

development and teaching of literary and medical understanding as well as the 

spread of Islam itself until her death at the age of around 64. She was respected 

and revered as a speaker, educator and ambassador for the understanding of 

Islam. She spoke out strongly in favour of Muslim women’s education and is still 

seen as an inspiration for feminists within Islam who cite her status and her actions 

as evidence to support their cause. Their argument is that Islam is not sexist 

although within Islamic society, many Muslim men are. Interestingly this mirrors 

the arguments of Christian and humanist feminists so strongly that the two seem 

almost indistinguishable. 

Aisha died in Medina in 678 but her memory lives on, respected by the Sunni but 

not by the Shia (supporters of Ali), Aisha’s legacy has become inseparable from 

the Islamic schism of succession that began in her lifetime. 
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Hild of Whitby (614 – 680) 

Hild of Whitby began life as a pagan and ended it as one of her era’s most 

influential Christians. She was baptized along with the entire court of King Edwin 

of Northumbria on the occasion of her ruler’s conversion in 627. Born into a noble 

family it was expected that she and her relatives would follow Edwin and so, at 

the age of 13 Hild became a Christian (whether or not she wanted to or even 

understood her new religion). 

By the age of 33 Hild had entered holy orders and remained a nun for the rest of 

her long life. A keen scholar and evangelist she was responsible for the conversion 

and encouragement of Christians across the North of England, beginning in 

Hartlepool and ending at the place now known as Whitby (thanks to the Danes 

who renamed the town in later years). So successful was Hild in her devotion to 

God that she even received a mention from the venerable Bede of Jarrow in his 

Ecclesiastical History of the English Speaking Peoples. 

During Hild’s time the English church was split between the Roman and Celtic 

traditions. This division was the subject of bitter debate and Hild was a very vocal 

participant throughout. Her preference was for the Celtic version of Christianity 

which she had first encountered in Edwin’s court. As abbess of Whitby (during 

King Oswiu’s reign) she arranged and contributed to a synod to settle the matter. 

Ironically her chief opposer was also her former student, Bishop Wilfred. 

Supporting her in the Celtic cause were Bishops Finan and Colman, all heavyweight 

theologians of the time. 

Hild lost the argument but by all accounts accepted the defeat of Celtic Christianity 

in good grace, going on to throw her considerably weighty support behind the 

decision to embrace the Roman church, despite her own preferences. The devotion 

to duty and subservience to mother church was not something this revered 

Northern nun took lightly.  

Hild died at the age of 66 and is now revered as a saint in the Roman Catholic 

church. 
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The 4th council of Toledo (633) 

The fourth council of Toledo marks one of Christendom’s darkest hours. Presided 

over by Bishop Isidore of Seville (later Saint Isidore) who also instigated most of 

its enactments, the fourth council was a study in anti-Semitism and religio-political 

bigotry. Jews had lived peacefully within the area for centuries but Isidore wasn’t 

at all happy with that arrangement at all. In his eyes they were the murderers of 

Christ and should be dealt with accordingly. And deal with them he did. Using the 

fourth council as vehicle of theocratic oppression, Isidore expressed his hatred in 

ways that would have made Hitler proud. Here’s a sample of the fourth council’s 

decrees… 

Article 57: Jews can’t be forced to convert but once they have become Christians 

there can be no turning back. Continuing fidelity to Christianity would be ensured 

by force. 

Article 58:  No Christian was to offer help to any Jew in need in any way. 

Article 60: Children of Jewish parents were to be removed from their families and 

brought up as Christians.  

Article 63: Children of mixed parenting (Jewish and Christian) must always be 

brought up as Christians. This could be enforced with violence or removal from 

their families (see article 60). 

Article 65:  No Jew or child of a Jew would be eligible to hold public office. 

Article 66:  All Christian slaves who were owned by Jews were to be freed 

immediately without compensation (as a Christian cannot serve the Antichrist). 

It’s amazing that this revered Catholic Saint was instrumental in passing such laws 

within the Iberian Peninsula. Or rather the reverse is true – it’s remarkable that 

the Bishop who passed these laws was deemed worthy to be made into a revered 

Saint by the Holy Roman church. Isidore in general and the fourth council of Toledo 

in particular stand as a solemn warning of the way that religious fanatics often 

behave when their power isn’t tempered by the rational influence of secularism. 

And yet alongside all this the fourth council was also remarkably progressive. 

Isidore may have hated Jews but his attitude to everyone else was very different. 

A passionate educationalist and beneficiary of Beothius’ newly established 

approach to learning, Isidore used the fourth council to establish centres of 

learning throughout Iberia. These establishments taught Latin, Hebrew and Greek, 

the Trivium, the Quadrivium and also medicine and law. 

If only they fourth council of Toledo had restricted itself to those lofty aspirations 

instead of codifying the hatred and bigotry of its president, Isidore it might have 

been better remembered. The subsequent history of Christian Spain might have 

been less brutal too. As it was the hatred begun here remained until the defeat of 

Iberian Christendom gave rise to the more tolerant Muslim state of Al-Andalus. 
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Caliph Umar conquers Jerusalem (638) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

It’s easy for modern Europeans like me to forget just how significant events like 

the fall of Jerusalem in 638 would have been to the early medieval mind. To us, 

looking back through the centuries it’s just another conquest in a long line of 

territorial disputes that saw land pass from one ruler to another. Of course we can 

understand that it must have been traumatic for the societies in question but 

there’s much more to the impact of this conquest than the immediate 

dispossession of the people concerned. The Muslin conquest of Jerusalem 

presented an existential crisis for the whole of Christendom. 

 How could God have allowed the Holy City to fall out of Christian hands? 

 Was it possible that God had abandoned Christians? 

 If so why? 

 How could his favour be restored? 

The response was predictable (if delayed). European Christians launched a series 

of bloodthirsty crusades in later centuries intended to win back the Holy City for 

‘the true cross’. 

The first crusade was launched by Pope Urban II in 1095 amid a propaganda 

campaign that demonised Muslim rule in Jerusalem as the epitome of intolerance 

and anti-Christian persecution. It wasn’t true but Urban’s deceitful campaign had 

the desired effect anyway. We’ll get to that though. There are a few more centuries 

to cover before we reach that particular example of religiously motivated brutality. 

The actual conquest of Jerusalem in 638 was bloodless. Following a siege the 

inhabitants surrendered and Caliph Umar entered the city alongside the Christian 

Patriarch, Sophronius (who had ridden out to meet him) without fighting. There 

were no reprisals, no forced conversions and no persecutions. Caliph Umar even 

went so far as to decree that Christian and Jewish holy places were to be respected 

alongside those of Islam. 

In contrast to the intolerant anti-semitism of contemporary Christians, the 

Muslims under Umar and his successors displayed a remarkably accepting attitude 

toward both the Jews and the Christians living in their new possession. This may 

have been perplexing to Western Christians, accustomed to persecuting all who 

didn’t share their particular brand of monotheism but it made perfect sense to the 

Muslims. Having grown out of the same mythical stock as both Christians and Jews 

they have always thought of the other Abrahamic religions as ‘people of the book’. 

Indeed, nobody was more surprised than Mohammed when the Jews of Medina 

didn’t accept his message as just the latest in a line of revelations from their 

shared God. 
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However this display of tolerance only added to Christian distress. Not only had 

God allowed the Muslims into Jerusalem – but they hadn’t even needed to fight 

for it. And once inside they were so confident of their own superiority that they 

didn’t bother to supress the Christian inhabitants. European Christendom became 

obsessed with the need to regain the favour of their God and over the ensuing 

centuries, Jerusalem became the symbol of that quest. Arguably it remains the 

symbolic justification for religious conflict between the less peaceful adherents of 

all three Abrahamic religions to this day. 

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Caliph Ali (656 - 661) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Reputedly born in 598 within the holy sanctuary at Mecca, Ali ibn Abi Talib was 

the cousin and son in law of Mohammed. He was also the 4th Caliph (Sunni) or 1st 

Imam (Shia). As we have already noted the disagreement about succession 

following Mohammed’s death was the cause of the great rift between these two 

branches of Islam. According to the Shia Mohammed’s successors must be of 

Mohammed’s household whereas the Sunni Muslims make no such distinction. 

Consequently the Sunni choice of successor, Abu Bakr was unacceptable to the 

Shia. The disagreement split the Muslim community (the Ummah) in a way that 

has never been resolved. 

Ali accepted Islam at the age of 12 and followed Mohammed to Medina where he 

learned that he was to be betrothed to Mohammed’s daughter, Fatimah. He didn’t 

accompany the prophet because he stayed behind to act as decoy, sleeping in 

Mohammed’s own bed on the night the prophet fled from Mecca to foil 

Mohammed’s would be assassins. Arguably this deception throws a much more 

favourable light upon Ali’s courage than it does upon Mohammed’s willingness to 

let the young man sacrifice himself. As he grew, Ali became an important 

lieutenant for Mohammed both in war and in peace. It was this dedication and 

devotion that prompted the Shia to defend his right to succeed Mohammed. In the 

end he had to wait over 20 years (until 656) to take up the role of Caliph after the 

assassination of Umar. Allegedly he lived quietly during this interval, concentrating 

upon his domestic responsibilities to his family. 

Seemingly Ali was a pretty nice bloke – in so far as any leader of a warring 

community could be described as ‘nice’. He seems to have been compassionate 

and honest, intelligent and merciful in victory. He was also a bit of a dab hand at 

Islamic exegesis and philosophy. He is revered in the mystical Sufi tradition 

because of his deep understanding and exploration of the Quran. Ali had been one 

of the scribes charged with recording the Quran and he completed a version of the 

book shortly after his prophet’s death.  

Ali and Fatimah had four children who they initially brought up in poverty until the 

spoils of conflict enabled a change in circumstance.  He had more wives and 

children after Fatimah’s death but, as with Mohammed and Khadijah, not before. 

Fatimah died following an altercation with Abu Bakr immediately after 

Mohammed’s death. Seemingly she was injured whilst attempting to prevent 

Bakr’s faction from entering her house. She was heavily pregnant at the time 

which must’ve made her death all the more tragic. Ali buried her in secret although 

accounts vary about his reasons for doing so. 

As Caliph Ali was not universally accepted. It was during his tenure that the first 

Muslim civil war (fitna) was fought. None the less Ali was very instrumental in 
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defining the nature of Islamic society. His advice to the governor of Egypt, Malik 

al Ashtar was to be both merciful and just, to understand the failings of humans 

as part of the human condition, to accept all as brothers regardless of religion and 

to know that all are creations of God.  

Ali’s death was at the point of the sword – literally. The sword in question was 

poisoned and wielded by Abd al Rahman, an adversary from a rival Muslim faction, 

whilst Ali was prostrated in prayer during the month of Ramadan. Ali died two 

days after the fatal blow was struck, allowing him time to advocate for mercy for 

his killer’s Kharijite faction if not for the assassin himself. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Zaynab bint ‘Ali (626 - 681) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

We have mentioned already the rift between Sunni and Shia Muslims that began 

with the death of Mohammed in 632. The Shia candidate, Ali was the father of 

Zaynab and Mohammed was her grandfather (her mother was Fatimah). Zaynab 

is respected and revered by both Sunni and Shia Muslims today although her 

relationship to the early rulers of Islam is interpreted differently. 

As Fatimah’s third child she had a relatively short period of time with her mother 

before Fatimah’s death when Zaynab was only 7 years old. It’s hard to be sure of 

the impact this early bereavement had upon the little girl but it may explain the 

ferocity of her subsequent loyalty to her father, Ali and the fabled closeness of her 

relationship with her older brothers, Hasan and Husayn. 

Zaynab married her first cousin, a wealthy man called Abdullah ibn Jafar. He had 

a reputation for benevolence and apparently spent much of his wealth for the 

benefit of those less fortunate than himself. Zaynab is reported to have spent 

much of her time leading other women in Islamic study and Quranic exegesis. She 

bore Abdullah five children, four boys and a girl.  

The significance of Zaynab’s family loyalty should not be underestimated. She 

maintained a direct ancestral link to the Prophet Mohammed, a vitally important 

blood line for the Shia who believe that only those of Mohammed’s family can lead 

the Ummah. Her courage and heroism after the battle of Karbala in protecting the 

life of her nephew, Zayn with her own body preserved her brother Huseyn’s 

lineage and a significant part of the Shia line of Imams. The uprising she was part 

of may have failed but her brother’s all-important bloodline continued on. 

Zaynab was courageous and proud. When captive in Damascus after Karbala she 

defended a young Muslim woman who had been chosen as a presumably unwilling 

concubine for one of the enemy officers. Zaynab was eloquent and vociferous in 

arguing against what amounted to no more than the rape of her countrywoman 

and appears to have won the argument.  

Zaynab seems to have set great store by the principle that rulers should keep 

their word, something she evidently took rather more seriously than her 

grandfather had done. She is reputed to have been both compassionate and 

dedicated, nursing the wounded at Karbala following her faction’s crushing defeat 

at the hands of Yazid and his army. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Sunni & Shia 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

I don’t really like the fact that it’s necessary to write the next couple of paragraphs 

but unfortunately it is. Recent comments left on the blog by a particular bigoted, 

abusive, intolerant, far-right, anti-Islamic troll have made that very clear. Some 

of our less enlightened fellow citizens (one in particular) seem unable to 

understand the need to include Islamic issues here. So for the record (again)…  

This series is my attempt to understand how human civilisation got to the point it 

has by charting the most significant points of development and conflict throughout 

recorded history. It is impossible to understand the modern world without 

understanding, however basically, the development of Islam. It’s interesting that 

my earlier posts on the Jewish and Christian patriarchs attracted no such bile. Nor 

have my posts on far Eastern equivalents such as Confucius, Buddha and Lao Tsu. 

But then they’re not this generation’s scapegoats.  

That said, let’s continue…. 

I’ve referred to the schism that divided Muslims on the death of Mohammed 

several times before in this series. Ostensibly the argument was about his 

successor. The larger faction, now known as Sunni Muslims favoured Mohammed’s 

friend and right hand man, Abu Bakr. The smaller faction, now known as Shia 

Muslims preferred his son in law, Ali. Both groups revere the same prophet, 

worship the same God, believe in the same Holy Quran and both await the second 

coming of Jesus Christ at the end of the world.  

And both groups claim the words of the Prophet himself as justification for their 

particular preferred candidate to be Caliph after his death. Sunni means ‘those 

who follow the Sunnah’ (words of the prophet) and Shia means ‘Supporters of Ali’ 

(a contraction of the Arabic words ‘Shiat Ali’). 

It’s unfortunate that both groups seem to be right in their interpretation of 

Mohammed’s words. From my perspective I can only conclude that Mohammed 

genuinely did name both men as successor at different times, demonstrating an 

inconsistency that was at once decidedly human and particularly catastrophic. The 

‘perfect human’ seems to have messed up a bit here and in doing so laid the 

foundations for generations of persecution and mutual mistrust leading right up 

to our own time. Like any other religious group, Islam has had its share of conflicts 

(both internal and external) and like other religions people have died and continue 

to die as a result. 

Although the Sunni faction won the day and Abu Bakr became the first Caliph it 

looked as though the rift might heal when in 656 Ali himself succeeded to the 

position of 4th caliph. Unfortunately though Aisha, Mohammed’s third wife (and 

Abu Bakr’s daughter) objected to his rule, partly because she disliked the forgiving 
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way he dealt with the 3rd Caliph, Uthman’s murderers. Aisha and her followers 

were eventually defeated at the battle of the Camel and although she later 

apologised the damage was done. The wound that might have been healed was 

opened once again. 

Emboldened by Aisha’s failed revolt, the ruler of Damascus, Mu'awiya also 

challenged Ali for the Caliphate. This conflict was indecisive but it spawned another 

faction known as the Kharijites who eventually conspired to assassinate Ali before 

being defeated themselves in a series of conflicts. Their descendants in the 

modern day remain in various parts of the Muslim world (Ummah) and are known 

as the Ibadiyah. 

Mu’awiya claimed the Caliphate for himself after Ali’s death, foregoing the equality 

of his predecessors for an altogether more totalitarian regime. In the style of a 

Western monarchy he bequeathed the Caliphate to his son Yazid after his death. 

Meanwhile Ali’s son, Husayn was made Caliph by the people of Kufa. Conflict 

between the two men was inevitable. Husayn was killed at the battle of Karbala, 

where his aunt, Zaynab so distinguished herself, protecting Husayn’s son Zayn 

and with him the genealogical line of Shia succession. The battle of Karbala 

(arguably more like an ambush than a fair fight) is remembered by both Shia and 

Sunni Muslims as a pivotal event in the development of their respective 

denominations. 

Following the battle of Karbala the two groups grew more and more apart. Sunni 

tradition and philosophy developed along relatively democratic lines with the 

appointment of Caliphs whereas Shia tradition focussed upon hereditary 

succession and the line of 12 Imams who succeeded Mohammed and Ali, ruling 

the Shia faction until the 9th century. They believe that the 12th Imam, Muhammad 

al-Muntazar al-Mahdi lives outside of the temporal world and will return in the final 

days to reclaim the world for Allah. This is not all that unlike the end-times beliefs 

of Western ‘rapture’ Christians. Indeed, just as Christians through the ages like 

William Miller and Harold Camping have predicted the end of days so the largest 

faction of Shia Muslims, the ‘twelvers’ await al Madhi’s return to usher in the 2nd 

coming of Christ. In his absence the 12th Imam is represented on earth by an 

Ayatollah. Some Shia Muslims respect both the political and theological leadership 

of the Ayatollah whilst others see them only as religious leaders with no 

commensurate political authority. 

Theological differences between Sunni and Shia derive from the emphasis each 

group places on the Hadith and Sunnah written or narrated by different authors. 

Sunni Muslims give equal weight to the words of 12,000 individuals whereas the 

Shia place those who come from the house of Mohammed above the rest. This 

inevitably has led to different emphases in the practice of Islamic law, exegesis 

and doctrine. One such difference relates to the coming of the twelfth Imam. This 

is accepted by all Shia Muslims but the doctrine is far from universal among the 

Sunni. 
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Significantly Shia Muslims organise themselves internationally for religious 

purposes whereas the Sunni often adhere to national boundaries and in traditional 

Sunni countries religious organisations tend to be state funded. In other countries, 

such as those in the Western world, Sunni organisations are funded by donations 

from the faithful. 

Shia Muslims accept the validity of pilgrimage to the shrines of Imams from the 

house of Mohammed. Most Sunni Muslims have no great objection to this but 

Wahhabis (a subset of Sunni Muslims) consider it to be heretical.  

Muslims of both groups pray 5 times each day although it is permissible for Shia 

Muslims to compress these prayers somewhat.  

There is tension between Sunni and Shia and it can become extreme but most 

Muslims prefer not to worry too much about their differences, focussing instead 

upon their shared similarities. In many ways this seems similair to the schism 

between Catholic and Protestant Christians most of whom, although doctrinally 

different share enough of their core beliefs to rise above those differences in 

practice. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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The venerable Bede (672 - 735) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some of 

history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

There’s an astonishing circularity of influence throughout Medieval Christendom 

that begins and ends with Gregory the Great. One of the most influential of the 

links within this circle of scholarship is the venerable Bede. It’s a cycle that moves 

from Gregory the Great and Isidore to Bede, to Alcuin of York, to Charlemagne, 

to Alfred the Great and then back to Gregory with Alfred’s Anglo-Saxon translation 

of the famous Pope’s ‘The Pastoral Care’ some 400 years after it was first written 

down in the original Latin. 

Bede was 7 years old when he was gifted as an oblate to Weremouth monastery. 

This was a common tradition among poor families of the time. Second sons were 

dedicated to monasteries and trained for a life in the church. Two years after 

entering the monastery at Weremouth the 9 year old Bede moved to the new 

monastery at Jarrow to which he has lent his name. 

It’s interesting that had Bede been born 50 years earlier the instability of life in 

Northern England and the inadequate infrastructure of the Church would have 

made his education impossible. 50 years later and the Viking raids would have 

been just as catastrophic for the scholarly life. Bede left us his great legacy 

because of luck – or as he would have put it, by the Grace of God. 

And he must have felt charmed indeed. 5 years after he ended the monastery 

plague struck, killing all the oblates, monks and assorted inhabitants except for 

the Abbott, Caelfrith and one young oblate – Bede.  

The young lad made the best of the divine providence that had spared his life. He 

threw himself into his studies and took full advantage of one of the largest libraries 

in contemporary Europe. The monastery at Wearmouth had somewhere between 

150 – 300 books and Bede read them all. We know this because he painstakingly 

referenced all his source materials in his own writings. Some of the books he 

referenced are long since lost to us – indeed, nothing more than Bede’s references 

remain to tell us of their existence at all. 

So studious was Bede that he became a Deacon at the age of 19 (technically the 

legal age at the time was 25) and was ordained priest by the age of 30. He has 

the honour of being the only native Englishman mentioned in Dante’s famous 

‘Divine comedy’. He produced over 40 different reference works on theology, 

music, doctrine, natural science, grammar, rhetoric, commentaries on OT and NT, 

some of the most influential discussions on work of Augustine ever written and, of 

course, history. 

In 708 Bede calculated the exact date of creation (3,592 BC) and was accused of 

heresy for his pains. The Christian orthodoxy of the day held that the earth was 

created in 5,000 BC and so, forgiving as ever, the church came out fighting against 
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this magnificent monk from Jarrow. It’s interesting that the infamous Bishop Usher 

was influenced by Bede when, in 1658 he calculated the date of creation as Sunday 

October 23rd 4004 BC. Usher went on to assert that Adam and Eve were driven 

out of paradise less than three weeks later on November 11th 4004 BC and insisted 

that Noah had landed his Ark on Mount Ararat on May 5th 2,384 BC – that was a 

Wednesday apparently. 

Bede’s ‘Ecclesiastical history of the English People’ spans 5 separate volumes and 

effectively describes the Christian ‘take-over’ of Britain. It provides us with our 

only source on many of the historical events of Bede’s day and earlier. He has 

been criticised for including many fantastic and impossible stories of divine 

miracles and celestial goings on but there seems to be a reason for that too. Bede’s 

work would not be read widely because literacy at the time was around 2% but it 

would have been listened to. By including fantastic tales Bede was continuing the 

tradition of parable and human interest that kept an audience interested and a 

message memorable. It was Bede that first related the (almost certainly fanciful) 

tale of Pope Gregory’s meeting with English slave boys that launched the first 

mission to these islands. The story centres around a succession of Latin puns and 

goes like this… 

Gregory met some slave boys who were up for sale in the market place. He was 

struck by their blue eyes and fair skins and so he asked them what they were. 

They replied… 

“Angli” 

“Not Angli but Angels” replied the Pope 

“From where?” asked Gregory  

“Deira” (a region roughly equivalent to Yorkshire) replied the boys 

Deira in Latin means God’s wrath (Dei Ira) and Gregory promised to save their 

countrymen from the wrath of God. 

He asked the name of their God and they replied  

“Alla” 

“Allelujah!” Exclaimed Gregory and sent a mission to convert the English. 

According to his student, Cuthbert – later Abbott of Weremouth Bede continued 

working from his death bed. He dictated until the very last sentence of his final 

document was completed before exclaiming his excitement at the prospect of 

meeting his Saviour and closing his eyes for the final time. 

After Bede’s death his work travelled so fast from Weremouth and Jarrow to York, 

to the South of England and then on to the continent that within a generation he 

was read and discussed throughout Christendom. The monks even invented a new 

hand (font) to speed up the process of copying the venerable Bede’s remarkable 

output of written work. 
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Bede has his own feast day - either the 25th or 27th May depending upon your 

preference. He died on the 26th May 735 (Ascension day) but that feast day was 

already taken by Pope Gregory the Great. So Bede was relegated to the previous 

or the next day depending upon your preference. The annual Bede lecture has 

been held at St. Paul’s Church in Jarrow since 1958. 

Not bad for a poor little oblate from the North East of England! 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Al-Andalus (Muslim Spain) founded (711) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some 

of history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Earlier in this series we covered St. Isidore and the 4th council of Toledo. In doing 

so we saw the best and the worst of early medieval Christendom. Isidore embodied 

the very best in knowledge and learning alongside the worst in petty prejudice 

and religiously motivated hatred. If only medieval Spain could have kept the 

learning and dumped the discrimination. Wouldn’t that have been good? 

That’s exactly what happened in 711. Christian Spain became Islamic Al-Andalus, 

the home of Christian, Jewish and Muslim philosophers, educators and scientists 

for almost 800 years. Al-Andalus was unique. The most tolerant and progressive 

society in the whole of Europe – probably the entire medieval world.  

BY 711 Spain was ruled by Visigoths who, although no longer Pagan were just as 

oppressive as their marauding ancestors. And like all oppressive regimes before 

and since they occasionally needed to supress the odd rebellion. 

To the North of Spain live the Basques, a proud people who many argue are the 

oldest inhabitants of the Mediterranean with an unbroken occupation stretching 

back as far as the New Stone Age. The Basques resented their Visigothic overlords 

and in early 711 they rebelled. The Spanish forces under King Roderick moved 

North to quash the rebellion just at the moment that Tariq ibn Zahid approached 

the Southern coast. With him he brought a relatively small force intent on a limited 

sortie into Iberian Peninsula and a little bit of opportunist raiding along the way. 

Nobody expected that this would become a full scale invasion force. 

And yet by the time King Roderick realised what had happened the Muslim 

invaders had taken over. Not only that but the inhabitants, weary of the 

oppression of their erstwhile rulers welcomed them with open arms. Even the 

Christians, tired of the Visigothic heretics (the Visigoth Christians were Arians who 

denied the trinity). Roderick’s regime also violent and their government was 

always unstable. 

Tariq ibn Zahid recognised both Jews and Christians as ‘People of the book’. The 

Andalusian state he founded (albeit accidentally) involved no forced conversion, 

no violent oppression and no sacrilegious desecrations of Holy sites or buildings. 

A tax was levied on non-Muslims but that was all. No professions were denied to 

Al-Andalus’ Jews and Christians and in fact even in government officials 

represented a fairly representative mix of adherents to all three Abrahamic faiths. 

The Muslim regime removed the oppression of their Christian predecessors but 

not the love of learning exemplified by Isidore in his seminary schools. They built 

upon that instead. Many of the ancient classics that had been lost to the West 

returned via Al-Andalus as the works of Aristotle, Plato and more were retranslated 

from Arabic into Latin and once again became available to Christian Europe. In 
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fact many European Christian monks and intelligencia, as well as their Muslim and 

Jewish counterparts travelled to Al-Andalus to take advantage of the libraries 

therein. For well over 700 years Islamic, Jewish and Christian scholars thrived and 

many of the most influential characters we’ll meet in this series owe their 

education and opportunities to Andalusian tolerance and commitment to 

education. The advances that came out of Al-Andalus during that period covered 

a wide range of topics from science and medicine to horticulture, art, architecture, 

philosophy and even practicalities like improved hygiene and diet. 

The Muslims also brought new techniques of irrigation and introduced crops more 

suited to the climate, turning the once arid landscape into a fertile terrain. The 

people were not segregated, intermarriage was allowed and no children were 

removed because their parents were of ‘the wrong’ religion. 

Al-Andalus survived and thrived for almost 800 years until in 1492 the Northern 

Spanish army expelled all non-converting Jews and Muslims from the country 

under pain of death. King Ferdinand and his Queen, Isabella had won the land 

back for Jesus – destroying the most tolerant and forward thinking society of its 

age as they went. 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Jābir ibn Hayyān (721 - 815) 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some 

of history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

Meet Abu Musa Jabir ibn Hayyan (AKA Geber). A true polymath, Abu Musa was 

conversant in astronomy, engineering, chemistry, philosophy, physics, medicine 

and pharmacology, music, logic, rhetoric, biology, geometry and metaphysics. He 

seems to have developed well over a dozen foundational chemical apparatus and 

processes. Boethius would have been proud of him. He mastered the Trivium and 

the quadrivium and then some! Less reputable by today’s standards he was also 

a renowned practitioner of alchemy and astrology. Well – it was only the 8th 

century. Mumbo jumbo was much more acceptable then. 

Geber attributed his considerable expertise to a diverse range of ancient authors 

including Democritus, Galen, Aristotle, Plato and Socrates as well as Pythagoras 

In the West he is known as Geber. In the East his identity is a topic of much debate 

and even hotly disputed. By the thirteenth century an otherwise anonymous 

writer, now called ‘psuedo-Geber’ wrote a number of treatises on alchemy calling 

himself ‘Geber’. 

Apparently Geber even wrote instruction manuals on how to create living 

creatures. I can’t imagine that would have gone down well in any caliphate, 

Ummayad or otherwise. Geber was into experimentation which does beg a few 

questions relating to his assertion about life-giving. I can’t help but wonder how 

he went about such experiments and whether or not their results might be 

reproducible. Speculation aside it’s clear that Geber was influential in the 

development of chemistry (among other things) and was another early adopter of 

experimentation. I can’t help but wonder how much more he might have achieved 

if he lived in Al-Andalus instead of Persia. 

Geber’s native Persia (now Iran) was part of the Islamic Ummayad caliphate in his 

time. He supported the Abbasid uprising against the Ummayad dynasty which 

seems to have been a bit of a bad move because it ended up with his beheading. 

Not the best plan for anyone aspiring to live at least a little longer. 

Written in Arabic, much of his work is complex and intentionally obscure. Gebus 

deliberately made it difficult (if not impossible) for the uninitiated to understand 

what he was writing. That probably pissed off a few people too. There is a theory 

that the word ‘Gibberish’ is based upon the name Geber precisely because of his 

habit of making his work unintelligible to anyone not already ‘in the know’. 

 

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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Alcuin of York (735 – 804) 

 

Welcome to the ‘Civilisation’ blog series. This is my attempt to categorise some 

of history’s most famous (and infamous) names. Sometimes it’s serious and 

sometimes it’s silly. I hope you like it. 

We recently looked at The venerable Bede, an 8th century monk to whom we owe 

much of our knowledge about the England of the period. Some people argue that 

this Northern polymath tells us more about his own region than he does about 

England as a whole. His works do certainly display a Northern-centric flavour and 

so it’s no surprise that one of his most famous students is also associated with a 

great Northern town of the early medieval period. 

Alcuin of York was born in Northumbria. He was a product of the ‘Northumbrian 

Renaissance’. Inspired by Bede of Jarrow he threw himself into the scholastic world 

and like Bede he ploughed his way through the library at York minster. It seems 

a shame that Bede died the same years that Alcuin was born. A few decades 

difference might have made an even greater Alcuin than the one who followed in 

Bede’s footsteps but never met in reality. 

Alcuin read voraciously and soon became well-versed in the thoughts and writings 

of previous great minds from Aristotle to Augustine, from Gregory to Jerome and, 

of course, of Bede himself. Like his predecessor Bede, Alcuin tells us a great deal 

about the social and philosophical norms of his day. In addition to his larger works 

over 300 of his letters survive to form a rich source of contemporary 

understanding. 

And yet he was among the last of his kind. By the end of the ninth century King 

Alfred the Great would find himself ruling over a land where knowledge and 

education had all but disappeared. This decline in English scholarship was partly 

due to the impact of the Viking era but also partly due to the European ‘brain 

drain’ of which Alcuin himself was very definitely a part. 

Having established himself as one of England’s foremost religious and 

philosophical thinkers Alcuin left these islands in 781 (aged around 45) and joined 

the court of Charlemagne. This was no random move – so famous was this 

scholarly monk from the North of England that the great Emperor actually went to 

the trouble of sending an envoy to invite him to share in the emperor’s great 

project. The Carolingian emperor had embarked on a project of learning and 

preservation of knowledge that made his court the intellectual envy of the world 

and Alcuin played a major part in the process.  

It was Alcuin who introduced Charlemagne to Bede’s work. It was Alcuin who 

oversaw the translation into Latin (the language of scholarship throughout 

European Christendom) of many classical texts that Europeans would otherwise 

not have accessed for another thousand years. It may well have been Alcuin who 

dramatically simplified and accelerated the process of copying manuscripts by 
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devising the Carolingian miniscule ‘hand’ (font) that was both easier to write and 

simpler to read. 

It was Alcuin who defined the method for calculating Easter for Charlemagne and 

he was extremely influential in Charlemagne’s project to standardise religious 

services and to ensure that standard religious texts were available in every church 

throughout the Carolingian empire. This was a monumental task and yet Alcuin 

seems not to have been phased by it at all.  

Alcuin also advised the emperor on matters that seem more suited to the modern 

world that the medieval. He helped define the limits of both church and state and 

the boundary of Charlemagne’s authority therein. It was Alcuin who persuaded 

Charles to stop converting Pagans under pain of death on the grounds that forced 

conversion is no conversion at all in any meaningful sense. His work on the correct 

way for kings to rule was instrumental in shaping the philosophy of the whole 

Carolingian empire.  

By the end of his life the emperor had shifted Europe’s intellectual centre from 

England to the continent and Alcuin was a large part of that whole transition 

process. Fortunately for both men the collapse of the intellectually driven empire 

they had worked so hard to build did not happen until after their deaths, in Alcuin’s 

case as Abbot of Tours, a position he’d accepted in 796. He died 8 years later and 

was made a saint by the Roman Catholic Church in due course.  

You can find links for each post in the Civilisation series here. 
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