
Origins of Islam 

Life in a Desert Land 
The Arabian Peninsula, or Arabia, is located in the southwest corner of Asia. It lies near the intersection of 
Africa, Europe, and Asia. For thousands of years Arabia’s location, physical features, and climate have shaped 
life in the region. 
 
 
Physical Features and Climate 
Arabia lies in a region with hot and dry air. With a blazing sun and clear skies, summer temperatures in the 
interior parts of the peninsula reach 100°F (38°C) daily. This climate has created a band of deserts across 
Arabia and northern Africa. Sand dunes, or hills of sand shaped by the wind, can rise to 800 feet (240 m) high 
and stretch across hundreds of miles! 
     Arabia’s deserts have a very limited amount of water. What water there is exists mainly in scattered oases. 
An oasis is a wet, fertile area in a desert. Oases have long been key stops along Arabia’s overland trade routes. 
Two Ways of Life 
To live in Arabia’s harsh deserts, people developed two main ways of life. Nomads lived in tents 
and raised herds of sheep, goats, and camels. The animals provided milk, meat, wool, and leather. 
The camels also carried heavy loads. Nomads traveled with their herds across the desert in search 
of food and water for their animals. 
     Among the nomads, water and land belonged to tribes. Membership in a tribe, a group of related 
people, offered safety from desert dangers. 
     While nomads moved around, other Arabs lived a more settled life. They made their homes in 
oases where they could farm. These settlements, particularly the ones along trade routes, became 
towns. 
     Towns became centers of trade. There, nomads traded animal products and herbs for goods like 
cooking supplies and clothes. Merchants sold spices, gold, leather, and other goods brought by 
caravans. 
A New Religion 
In early times, Arabs worshipped many gods. That changed, however, when a man named 
Muhammad brought a new religion to Arabia. Historians know little about Muhammad. What they 
do know comes from religious writings. 
 
 
Muhammad Becomes a Prophet 
Muhammad was born into an important family in the city of Mecca around 570. As a small child, 
he traveled with his uncle’s caravans. Once he was grown, he managed a caravan business owned 
by a wealthy woman named Khadijah (ka-DEE-jah). At age 25, Muhammad married 
Khadijah.  
 
     The caravan trade made Mecca a rich city, but most of the wealth belonged to just a few people. 
Traditionally, wealthy people in Mecca had helped the poor. As Muhammad was growing up, 
though, many rich merchants ignored the needy. 
     Concerned about these changes, Muhammad often went to the hills to pray and meditate. One 
day, when he was about 40 years old, he went to meditate in a cave. According to religious 
writings, an angel spoke to Muhammad, telling him to “Recite! Recite!” Muhammad asked what he 
should recite. The angel answered: 

 



“Recite in the name of your Lord who created, created man from clots of blood! Recite! Your Lord is the 
Most Bountiful One, Who by the pen taught man what he did not know.” 
 

—From The Koran, translated by N. J. Dawood 
 

     Muslims believe that God had spoken to Muhammad through the angel and had made him a 
prophet, a person who tells of messages from God. The messages that Muhammad received 
form the basis of the religion calledIslam. In Arabic, the word Islam means “to submit to God.” 
     Muslims, or people who follow Islam, believe that God chose Muhammad to be his messenger 
to the world. They also believe that Muhammad continued to receive messages from God for the 
rest of his life. Eventually, these messages were collected in the Qur`an (kuh-RAN), theholy 
book of Islam.   
 
 
Muhammad’s Teachings 
In 613 Muhammad began to talk about his messages. He taught that there was only one God, Allah, 
which means “the God” in Arabic. Like Judaism and Christianity, Islam is monotheistic, or based 
on the belief in one God. Although people of all three religions believe in one God, their beliefs 
about God are not the same. 
     Muhammad’s teachings also dealt with how people should live. He taught that all people who 
believed in Allah were bound together like members of a family. As a result, he said, people should 
help those who are less fortunate. For example, he thought that people who had money should use 
that money to help the poor. 
 
 
Islam Spreads in Arabia 
At first Muhammad had few followers. Slowly, more people began to listen to his ideas. As Islam 
spread, Mecca’s rulers grew worried. They threatened Muhammad and even planned to kill him. 
     A group of people living north of Mecca invited Muhammad to move to their city. So in 622 
Muhammad and many of his followers went to Medina(muh-DEE-nuh). The name Medina means 
“the Prophet’s city” in Arabic. Muhammad’s departure from Mecca is called the hegira (hi-JY-ruh), 
or journey. It is so important a date in the history of Islam that Muslims made 622 the first year of 
the Islamic calendar. Muhammad became a spiritual and political leader in Medina. His house 
became the first mosque(MAHSK), or building for Muslim prayer. 
     As the Muslim community in Medina grew stronger, other Arab tribes began to accept Islam. 
Conflict with the Meccans, however, increased. In 630, after several years of fighting, the people of 
Mecca gave in. They accepted Islam as their religion. 
     Before long, most people in Arabia had accepted Muhammad as their spiritual and political 
leader and become Muslims. Muhammad died in 632, but the religion he taught would soon spread 
far beyond the Arabian Peninsula. 
The Qur’an 
During Muhammad’s life, his followers memorized his messages and his words and deeds. After 
Muhammad’s death, they collected his teachings and wrote them down to form the book known as 
the Qur’an. Muslims believe the Qur’an to be the exact word of God as it was told to Muhammad.  
 
 
Beliefs 



The central teaching in the Qur’an is that there is only one God—Allah—and that Muhammad is 
his prophet. The Qur’an says people must obey Allah’s commands. Muslims learned of these 
commands from Muhammad. 
     Islam teaches that the world had a definite beginning and will end one day. Muhammad said that 
on the final day God will judge all people. Those who have obeyed his orders will be granted life in 
paradise. According to the Qur’an, paradise is a beautiful garden full of fine food and drink. People 
who have not obeyed God, however, will suffer. 
Guidelines for Behavior 
Like holy books of other religions, the Qur’an describes Muslim acts of worship, guidelines for 
moral behavior, and rules for social life. 
     Some of these guidelines for life are stated explicitly. For example, the Qur’an clearly describes 
how a person should prepare for worship. Muslims must wash themselves before praying so they 
will be pure before Allah. The Qur’an also tells Muslims what they should not eat or drink. 
Muslims are not allowed to eat pork or drink alcohol. 
     Other guidelines for behavior are not stated directly but are implicit in the Qur’an. Even though 
they are not written directly, many of these ideas altered early Arabian society. For example, the 
Qur’an does not expressly forbid the practice of slavery, which was common in early Arabia. It 
does, however, imply that slavery should be abolished. Based on this implication, many Muslim 
slaveholders chose to free their slaves. 
 
     Another important subject in the Qur’an has to do with jihad (ji-HAHD), which means “to 
make an effort, or to struggle.” Jihad refers to the inner struggle people go through in their effort 
to obey God and behave according to Islamic ways. Jihad can also mean the struggle to defend the 
Muslim community, or, historically, to convert people to Islam. The word has also been translated 
as “holy war.” 
 

The Sunnah 
The Qur’an is not the only source for the teachings of Islam. Muslims also study the hadith (huh-
DEETH), the written record of Muhammad’s words and actions. It is also the basis for the Sunnah. 
The Sunnah (SOOH-nuh) refers to the way Muhammad lived, which provides a model for the 
duties and the way of life expected of Muslims. The Sunnah guides Muslims’ behavior. 
The Five Pillars of Islam 
The first duties of a Muslim are known as the Five Pillars of Islam, which are five acts of 
worship required of all Muslims. The first pillar is a statement of faith. At least once in their 
lives, Muslims must state their faith by saying, “There is no god but God, and Muhammad is his 
prophet.” Muslims say this when they accept Islam. They also say it in their daily prayers. 
     The second pillar of Islam is daily prayer. Muslims must pray five times a day: before sunrise, at 
midday, in late afternoon, right after sunset, and before going to bed. At each of these times, a call 
goes out from a mosque, inviting Muslims to come pray. Muslims try to pray together at a mosque. 
They believe prayer is proof that someone has accepted Allah. 
     The third pillar of Islam is a yearly donation to charity. Muslims must pay part of their wealth to 
a religious official. This money is used to help the poor, build mosques, or pay debts. Helping and 
caring for others is important in Islam. 
     The fourth pillar of Islam is fasting—going without food and drink. Muslims fast during the 
holy month of Ramadan (RAH-muh-dahn). The Qur’an says Allah began his revelations to 
Muhammad in this month. Throughout Ramadan, most Muslims will not eat or drink anything 



between dawn and sunset. Muslims believe fasting is a way to show that God is more important 
than one’s own body. Fasting also reminds Muslims of people in the world who struggle to get 
enough food.  
     The fifth pillar of Islam is the hajj (HAJ), a pilgrimage to Mecca. All Muslims must travel to 
Mecca at least once in their lives if they can. The Kaaba, in Mecca, is Islam’s most sacred place. 
 
 
The Sunnah and Daily Life 
Besides the five pillars, the Sunnah has other examples of Muhammad’s actions and teachings. 
These form the basis for rules about how to treat others. According to Muhammad’s example, 
people should treat guests with generosity. 
    The Sunnah also provides guidelines for how people should conduct their relations in business 
and government. For example, one Sunnah rule says that it is bad to owe someone money. Another 
rule says that people should obey their leaders. 
Islamic Law 
Together, the Qur’an and the Sunnah are important guides for how Muslims should live. They also 
form the basis of Islamic law, or Shariah (shuh-REE-uh). Shariah uses both Islamic sources and 
human reason to judge the rightness of actions a person or community might take. All actions fall 
on a scale ranging from required to accepted to disapproved to forbidden. Islamic law makes no 
distinction between religious beliefs and daily life, so Islam affects all aspects of Muslims’ lives. 
     Shariah sets rewards for good behavior and punishments for crimes. It also describes limits of 
authority. It was the basis for law in Muslim countries until modern times. Today, though, most 
Muslim countries blend Islamic law with legal systems like those in the United States or western 
Europe. 
 


