
Reviews for the first edition, 1988:

“Lapidus is concerned not with defining an essential Islam, but rather with mapping

the role of Islamic beliefs, institutions, and identities in particular historical contexts.”

– International Journal of Middle East Studies

“The value of A History of Islamic Societies lies in its sheer comprehensiveness. In

one volume a vast amount of material is synthesized and presented in a clear and

effective style. There is nothing else like it. For the first time the worldwide history

of Islamic societies is made accessible to the interested reader.”

– The Journal of Asian Studies

“I do not think that any other world civilization can boast a comparable general

account of such substance and quality. This is a great deal more than a textbook.

It is a product of learning, intellect and style of an extremely high order.”

– Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society
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A HISTORY OF

ISLAMIC SOCIETIES

In the second edition of this now classic work, Ira Lapidus explores the origins and

evolution of Muslim societies, across the world. His overarching vision brings per-

spective and coherence to a rich and diverse history, which has been updated and

revised. The book is divided into three parts. The first covers the formative era of

Islamic civilization from the revelation of the Quran to the thirteenth century, and

examines the transformation of Islam from a complex of doctrines and cultures into

the organizing principles of Middle Eastern societies. The second traces the cre-

ation of similar societies in the Balkans, North Africa, Central Asia, China, India,

Southeast Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. The third part explores the reaction of these

societies to European imperialism, and describes how they emerged at the begin-

ning of the twentieth century as independent states with fledgling economies. The

concluding chapters consider Islam’s most recent history, the formation of Islamic

revival movements in their religious, community-building and political dimensions,

and global Islamic identities and organizations.

Throughout, the author engages with the social structures of these societies, their

families and communities, religious congregations and political regimes. The rich-

ness of Islamic civilisation is illustrated through its language, theology, philosophy

and law, through its art and architecture.

Since it was first published this book has become essential reading for students

and for all those seeking to understand the Muslim peoples, their history and their

civilization. In these troubled times, this book is an education and an illumination.

IRA M. LAPIDUS is Professor Emeritus of History, University of California at Berkeley.

He is one of the most distinguished and highly regarded scholars writing Islamic

history today. His many articles and books include Islam, Politics and Social Move-

ments (edited with Edmund Burke, 1988) and Contemporary Islamic Movements in

Historical Perspective (1984). The first edition of A History of Islamic Societies was

published in 1988 as a supplement to The Cambridge History of Islam (1970). Since

publication, the book has become a classic work of history. The second edition

brings this definitive and best-selling book to a new generation of readers.
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
TO THE FIRST EDIT ION

Islam is the religion of peoples who inhabit the middle regions of the planet from

the Atlantic shores of Africa to the South Pacific, from the steppes of Siberia to the

remote islands of South Asia: Berbers, West Africans, Sudanese, Swahili-speaking

East Africans, Middle Eastern Arabs, Turks, Iranians, Turkish and Persian peoples

of Central Asia, Afghans, Pakistanis, many millions of Indians and Chinese, most of

the peoples of Malaysia and Indonesia, and minorities in the Philippines – some

one-and-a-quarter billion people adhere to Islam. In ethnic background, language,

customs, social and political organization, and forms of culture and technology,

they represent innumerable variations of human experience. Yet Islam unites them.

Though Islam is not often the totality of their lives, it permeates their self-concep-

tion, regulates their daily existence, provides the bonds of society, and fulfills the

yearning for salvation. For all its variousness, Islam forges one of the great spiritual

families of mankind.

This book is the history of how these multitudes have become Muslims and what

Islam means to them. In this book we ask: What is Islam? What are its values? How

did so many peoples, so different and dispersed, become Muslims? What does Islam

contribute to their character, to their way of living, to the ordering of their com-

munities, and to their aspirations and identity? What are the historical conditions

that have given rise to Islamic religious and cultural values; what are the manifold

ways in which it is understood and practiced? To answer these questions we shall

see how religious concepts about the nature of reality and the meaning of human

experience, embedded at once in holy scripture and works of commentary, and as

thoughts and feelings in the minds and hearts of Muslim believers, have given

shape to the lifestyles and institutions of Muslim peoples, and how reciprocally the

political and social experiences of Muslim peoples have been given expression in

the values and symbols of Islam. Our history of Islam is the history of a dialogue

between religious symbols and everyday reality.

This history will be presented in two dimensions: one historical and evolution-

ary, an effort to account for the formation of Islamic societies and their change over

xviii
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time; the other analytic and comparative, which attempts to understand the varia-

tions among them. Three methodological and historical assumptions underlie this

approach. The first is that the history of whole societies may be presented in terms

of their institutional systems. An institution, whether an empire, a mode of eco-

nomic exchange, a family, or a religious practice, is a human activity carried out in

a patterned relationship with other human beings as defined and legitimized in the

mental world of the participants. An institution encompasses at once an activity, a

pattern of social relations, and a set of mental constructs.

The second assumption is that the history of Islamic societies may be told in

terms of four basic types of institutions: familial, including tribal, ethnic, and other

small-scale community groups; economic, the organization of production and dis-

tribution of material goods; cultural or religious concepts of ultimate values and

human goals and the collectivities built upon such commitments; and political, the

organization of conflict resolution, defense, and domination.

The third assumption is that the institutional patterns characteristic of Islamic

societies had their origin in ancient Mesopotamia in the third millennium BC. The

constellation of lineage and tribal, religious, and political structures created by

the Mesopotamian city-states and empires set the foundations for the later evo-

lution of Middle Eastern societies before and during the Islamic era, and was

either reproduced or diffused from the Middle East to other Islamic societies. Thus

the Middle Eastern Islamic society was based upon the infusion of more ancient

institutions with an Islamic cultural style and identity. These Middle Eastern

Islamic institutions in turn interacted with the institutions and cultures of other

world regions to create a number of variant Islamic societies. In the modern era

these variant societies were again transformed, this time by interaction with

Europe. Modern Islamic countries are each the product of the interaction of a par-

ticular regional form of Islamic society with different forms of European imperial,

economic, and cultural influences. The variation among modern Islamic societies

may be traced to older patterns.

Part I examines the formative era of Islamic civilization from the revelation of

the Quran to the thirteenth century. It begins with the Prophet Muhammad, and

continues with the classical Islamic era which gave rise to Arabic literature, Islamic

religious teaching, and cosmopolitan artistic achievements – a tripartite complex of

tribal–ethnic, religious, and courtly–aristocratic cultures from which all later ver-

sions of Islamic civilization derive. It attempts to explain the development of this

civilization in terms of the relationship of Islamic cultures to past patterns of Middle

Eastern societies, and in terms of the cultural effects of the formation of new

empires, urbanization, and social change. It concludes with the history of Iraq and

Iran from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries, to explain the transformation of Islam

from a complex of doctrines and cultural systems into the operative principles of a

Middle Eastern society. In this period, Muslim peoples formed new state and com-

munal institutions (Shi‘i “sects,” Sunni schools of law, and Sufi brotherhoods), and
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defined the relations of political regimes to religious bodies. This was the age in

which Islam became the religion of the masses of Middle Eastern peoples.

In its turn the Islamic version of Middle Eastern society became a paradigm for

the creation of similar societies in other parts of the world. Part II traces the diffusion

of the Middle Eastern Islamic paradigm. From the seventh to the nineteenth centuries,

Islam became the religion of peoples in the Arab Middle East, Inner Asia and China,

India, Southeast Asia, Africa, and the Balkans. It considers the forces behind the dif-

fusion of Islam, and the interaction between Islamic religious values and existing cul-

tures and societies. It also examines the consolidation of Islamic regimes including

the Mughal, Ottoman, and Safavid empires, and Islamic states in Southeast Asia,

Africa, and elsewhere, and their varied ways of integrating political regimes, Islamic

religious institutions, and non-Islamic values and forms of community.

By the eighteenth century the Middle Eastern paradigm for an Islamic society

had been replicated, multiplied, and modified into a worldwide family of societies.

Each was a recognizable variant upon an underlying structure of familial–commu-

nal, religious, and state institutions. Each also represented a version of the various

ways in which Islamic belief, culture, and social institutions have interacted with

the still broader complex of human organization – including the non-Islamic insti-

tutions of political regimes, systems of economic production and exchange, non-

Islamic forms of kinship, tribal, and ethnic communities, and pre-Islamic or

non-Islamic modes of culture. Here we explore the degree to which the Middle

Eastern paradigm was transferred to new Islamic societies. What was the relation

of Islamic to pre-Islamic institutions in these regions? What were the similarities and

differences among these numerous Islamic societies?

The transformation of Islamic societies from the eighteenth century to the pres-

ent tests the resilience of the historical templates and the identity of the Islamic

world system. In part III we see how Islamic societies were profoundly disrupted

by the breakup of Muslim empires, economic decline, internal religious conflict,

and by the establishment of European economic, political, and cultural domination.

These forces led to the creation of national states, to the modernization of agricul-

ture, to industrialization, to major changes in class structure, and to the acceptance

of secular nationalist and other modern ideologies. In the course of these changes

Islamic thought and Islamic communal institutions have been radically altered.

The legacy of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century historical change, however, is

not a unilinear movement toward “modernization,” but a heritage of continuing

conflict in Muslim countries over political, economic, and cultural goals. Political

decline and European intervention have led to a struggle among political elites,

scholarly (‘ulama’) and mystical (Sufi) religious leaders, and revivalist movements

for political and social power. While secularized political elites tend to favor

modernization in Western forms, and the redefinition of Islam to make it consistent

with modern forms of state and economy, religious reformers espouse the revital-

ization of moral values and the formation of new political communities on Islamic
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principles. By examining the historical forms of political and religious organization,

the impact of European imperialisms, and the political and ideological struggles of

competing elites in Muslim countries, this book will attempt to interpret the devel-

opment of present-day societies.

Has the impact of the West and of modern technical civilization generated a new

form of society or do the historical political and religious templates still regulate the

destiny of new Muslim nations? Do present conditions reflect the cultural and polit-

ical qualities of the imperial, sectarian, and tribal societies of the eighteenth cen-

tury or have the nineteenth- and twentieth-century transformations of economy,

class structure, and values generated a new evolutionary stage in the history of

Islamic societies?

This is not, it should be clear, an effort to define an essential Islam, but rather

an attempt to develop a comparative method of assessing the role of Islamic beliefs,

institutions, and identities in particular historical contexts. The mechanism I have

adopted to do this – the expository framework – is based on the assumptions that

Islamic societies are built upon institutions and that these institutions are subject to

internal variation, to variations in the relationships among them, and to variations

over time. The limited number of institutional factors imposes a constraint that

allows us to conceive this large subject in some ordered way, but also allows for

the depiction of individual societies as concrete and different entities. By explor-

ing the variation of institutions in differing contexts, we may be able to compre-

hend why Islamic societies are similar in general form and yet differ so much in

specific qualities.

In this volume primary emphasis will be placed upon the communal, religious,

and political institutions of Islamic societies rather than upon technologies and

economies. I subordinate economic to non-economic institutions because the dis-

tinctive historical developments in Islamic societies in the last millennium have been

cultural and political; and because differences of culture and institutions differenti-

ate Islamic societies from each other and from other human civilizations. In Muslim

societies the basic forms of economic production and exchange were set down in

the pre-Islamic era. The forms of agricultural and pastoral production, handicrafts,

manufacturing, prevailing systems of exchange, and technological capacities are all

older than, and continue through, the Islamic era in their inherited forms. This is not

to deny that there has been considerable variation in economic activity in and among

Muslim societies, such as in the relative role of pastoral, agricultural, commercial,

and manufacturing activities, or in degrees of poverty and prosperity, or in the dis-

tribution of wealth; or that these differences have important cultural and political

implications, or that economic considerations are an essential aspect of all human

values and social action. Still, the fundamental modes of economic production and

exchange were basically unaltered until the modern era, and economic and tech-

nological changes were not the primary sources of political and cultural variation or

of changes in class structure and social organization. Until the modern era economic
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activity remained embedded in communal and political structures, and class divi-

sions in society did not determine, but were inherent in, state and religious organi-

zations. Even in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when European capitalism

and profound economic and technological changes have influenced Islamic soci-

eties, economically derived classes such as merchants and proletariats were weakly

developed in Muslim countries, and political and religious elites, institutions, and

cultural values played a predominant role in the development of these societies.

While cultural and sociopolitical institutions and economic and technological forces

can each be an autonomous causal factor in historical change, in the history of

Islamic societies the former have been the significant locus of historical individua-

tion. Whether twentieth-century technological and economic change now call into

question the existence of an Islamic group of societies is a moot point.

These assumptions derive from a variety of historical, social scientific, and philo-

sophic sources. As a historian, however, my primary interest is not in theory but in

the adaptation of the theory to the needs of a coherent and meaningful exposition.

The central problem of this book is how to present a history of enormous diversity

– the history of societies that to sight and sound are utterly different – and yet pre-

serve some sense of their historical and institutional relatedness. For the reader this

book is intended to provide a coherent overview of Islamic history. As a teacher I

think that the endless everyday flow of events and news confuses rather than

enlightens us, and that a large “map” of the subject as a whole is essential to the

understanding of particular occurrences. Only from an overall point of view can

we acquire the poise, distance, and perspective that make it possible to identify

basic structural factors and long-term historical trends, and distinguish them from

accidental and short-term considerations.

A few comments about the organization of the book may help readers find their

way through this large volume. First, the reader should be cautioned that the factual

narrative approach of this book conceals great uncertainties of historical judgment,

incomplete knowledge, conflicts of opinion and interpretation among experts, and

constantly changing research which brings new knowledge and new points of view

to the fore. Little has been said about the degree of reliability or the margin of error

in the presentation of information, but the book is based upon the most reliable

research and interpretation, though the reader should be aware that parts of the

work are provisional and exploratory in nature, and represent the author’s best judg-

ment about particular subjects.

The book is divided into three parts, each of which has an introduction and con-

clusion which deal with the organizing concepts upon which the book is based and

summarize the important themes that come up in the narrative chapters. For an

overview of the evolution of Islamic societies, these introductory and concluding

chapters may be read separately or in conjunction with selected period or regional

histories.

Each of the three main divisions deals with a particular epoch in Islamic history

– the origins, diffusion, and modern transformation of Islamic societies. This means
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that Islamic culture, arts, literatures, and religious values are discussed primarily in

part I, and are only referred to in a summary way in parts II and III. Regional his-

tories also are ordinarily divided into two or three sections. The history of Middle

Eastern Islamic societies is divided among all three parts; the histories of other

Islamic societies feature in parts II and III. There are, however, a number of excep-

tions. While part I deals generally with the formation of Middle Eastern Islamic soci-

eties from the seventh to the thirteenth centuries, for narrative convenience the

early histories of the Arab Middle East, North Africa, and Spain are grouped with

their regional histories in part II; portions of these chapters may usefully be read

in conjunction with part I. Similarly, the entire history of the Arabian peninsula,

Libya, the Caucasus, Afghanistan, and the Philippines is found in part III rather than

being scattered through the volume. The history of all these societies concludes

around 2000.

The definition of geographic regions also requires some arbitrary simplifications.

Muslim world areas are by and large defined in regional terms such as Middle East,

North Africa, Indian subcontinent, Southeast Asia, West and East Africa, and so on.

For convenience of reference, and despite the obvious anachronism, these areas or

parts of them are commonly identified by the names of present national states such

as India, Indonesia, or Nigeria. This is to simplify identification for readers un-

familiar with the geography of these vast regions and to avoid such cumbersome

locutions as “areas now part of the state of —,” but it should be clear that the use

of these terms does not necessarily imply any similarity of state and social organi-

zation or of cultural style between pre-modern and contemporary times. It should

also be noted that I have placed the history of Libya in the chapter on North Africa

and the Sudan in East Africa though these countries also belong to the Arab Middle

East. Finally, not all Muslim regions are covered in this book. Some Muslim minori-

ties, as in mainland Southeast Asia and Ceylon, are not discussed.

Transliterations from the numerous native languages of Muslim peoples have

been simplified for the convenience of English readers. In general I have tried to

follow standard scholarly usage for each world area, modified by the elimination

of diacritical marks and sometimes adapted to give a fair sense of pronunciation.

Certain standard Arabic terms and names are given in their original, usually Arabic,

literary form despite actual variations in spelling and pronunciation the world over.

Dates are given in the Christian era.
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
TO THE SECOND EDIT ION

This book was first published in 1988 on the basis of research that extended to

about 1980. At that time the contemporary Islamic revival was in an early stage.

There had been an Islamic revolution in Iran, but whether it would spread to other,

and Sunni, Muslim countries was much debated. After a long phase of seculariza-

tion in politics and law, and the beginnings of an economic development process

not connected to Islam, the revival reaffirmed the importance of Islam in the con-

temporary construction of Muslim societies. The beginnings of the Islamic revival

made it possible to see that Muslim societies worldwide shared a common heritage

and elements of a common identity. The evidence of their relatedness, however

tenuous at the time, enabled us to look for the evolutionary origin of that common

identity and to see the processes of the formation of Islamic societies as a histori-

cal whole. Thus in the first edition we were able to see the origins of Islamic civi-

lizations in the ancient Near East and in the teachings of the Prophet Muhammad,

and see the successive phases of historical development. In the first phase an

Islamic culture and society was formed in the Middle East. In the second phase the

Middle Eastern Islamic culture was carried by conquerors, missionaries, and mer-

chants to other parts of the world, where Islamic institutions again interacted with

local ones to form new groups of different, but related, societies. Each of these soci-

eties was the product of two parent cultures, one Muslim and the other local. In

the next phase of development each of these societies had a fateful encounter with

European imperialism, economic power and cultural influences, and each responded

in a unique way to form its mid-twentieth-century configuration.

After twenty more years, we are in a fourth phase. The third is not yet complete,

but in this phase many of the “grandchildren” Islamic societies have reaffirmed their

shared religious heritage. The revival is manifested in a wave of reformist, Salafi-

or Wahhabi-type movements, which teach a return to the teachings of the Quran

and the Prophet. It is manifest in widespread missionary, educational, and com-

munity-building movements, and above all it is manifest in political action. Muslim
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politics varies from pacific and cooperative to oppositional and violent, but the hall-

mark of the revival is the drive to create Islamic states in place of the failed secu-

lar states of the mid- and late twentieth century.

The rise of these movements has made it useful to prepare a second edition of

this book. While there has been a wealth of scholarship on the early periods, I

believe that the narrative and analysis presented in parts I and II of the first edition

remains fundamentally sound. It is the third part that requires updating. The story

of the burgeoning of these movements and their impact on Muslim communities

and states must not only be brought to the present, but requires us to reevaluate

recent history. Thus, in part III each chapter on national and regional histories has

been brought up to date, and the story reintegrated to see the full sweep of devel-

opments from the middle of the century to the present. In the conclusion I have

tried to reassess the balance of power between the secular legacy of the late nine-

teenth and early twentieth centuries and the contemporary revival.

While the Islamic revival occupies much of our attention, it is not the only force

operative in Muslim societies today. In the revised version I consider the continuing

importance of secularization, the formation of modernist–Islamist hybrids, the mat-

uration of new and more complex Islamic–national identities, and the emergence of

a global Muslim identity. With so many forces in play, the Islamic revival is not likely

to be the final phase in the evolution of Islamic societies.

In the course of revising the book, I have also filled a few important lacunae.

There are new sections on Afghanistan and the Philippines, and expanded chapters

on Islam in the Caucasus and Central Asia. There is a new chapter on Muslim

peoples in Europe and America. The concluding section on women and gender has

been enlarged and brought up to date, and there is a new discussion of the emer-

gence of global Islamic identities and movements, including the recent terrorist

events. The bibliography has been enlarged to include works dealing with the last

two decades. While there are a number of smaller Muslim communities not consid-

ered in the text, the history is again up to date and comprehensive in its coverage.

In preparing the new edition I have again been blessed with the help of many

friends and colleagues. To Marigold Acland, my Cambridge editor, I owe the inspi-

ration for a new edition, the determination to awaken me to my duty, and helpful

interventions throughout the process of revision. Murat Dagli tracked down data,

maps, photos and bibliography. Scott Strauss helped with the research on Africa.

Nancy Reynolds prepared a first draft of the new parts of the revised chapter on

Islam in South Asia. Renate Holub and Laurence Michalak gave me good insights

and helped correct the text for the chapter on Muslims in Europe and America. David

Yaghoubian read through the whole of revised Part III and gave me innumerable

suggestions for improvements. Saba Mahmood thoughtfully reviewed the conclu-

sion. The chapter on women and gender has been revised with the help of and co-

authored with Lisa Pollard. She has provided good counsel, insights, corrections,

and new textual material. Nadine Ghammache skillfully prepared the manuscript.
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Mary Starkey did very thoughtful and tasteful work in her copy editing, and Bennett

Katrina Brown carefully checked part of the proofs. The Cambridge University Press

editorial staff, Paul Watt and Karen Hildebrandt, have generously given their indis-

pensable help in the preparation of the text. I am deeply grateful to each of them

for their work, their collegiality, and their support. To my wife, Brenda Webster, I

owe the happiness and peace of mind that allowed me to undertake this venture.

Maps 36 and 37 are based on maps printed in Le Monde diplomatique, November

2001. I would also like to thank the publishers of my previous work for their per-

mission to print extracts and adaptations from the following articles:

“A Sober Survey of the Islamic World,” Orbis, 40, 1996, pp. 391–404.

“The Middle East’s Discomforting Continuities,” Orbis, 42, 1998, pp. 619–30.

“Between Universalism and Particularism: The Historical Bases of Muslim Com-

munal, National, and Global Identities,” Global Networks, 1, 2001, pp. 19–36.
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PUBLISHER ’S PREFACE

The Press Syndicate originally commissioned Ira Lapidus to write A History of

Islamic Societies as a supplement to The Cambridge History of Islam, which was

published in 1970 in two volumes. His would be a unique enterprise, a monumental

work with the status of a Cambridge History, but by one hand and integrated by

one coherent vision. Since its publication in 1988, it has surpassed all expectations.

The book has become a classic work of history. This second edition brings this

definitive and bestselling book to a new generation of readers.
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