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Outline of the Islamic Conquests (7th–8th Centuries C.E.) 
 
 
I. Introduction 

a. Definition: The rapid expansion of the Islamic state (the 
Caliphate) beyond the Arabian Peninsula following the death of 
the Prophet Muhammad in 632 C.E. 

b. Scope: Spanning from the Iberian Peninsula in the west to the 
Indus River in the east, becoming one of the largest empires 
in history 

c. Significance: A pivotal event that reshaped the geopolitical, 
cultural, and religious landscape of the Middle East, North 
Africa, and Europe 

 
II. Preconditions for Expansion 

a. The Unification of Arabia 
i. The rise of Islam under the Prophet Muhammad (610–632 

C.E.) 
ii. Political and religious consolidation of the Arabian 

tribes under a single authority 
b. The Geopolitical Context 

i. Byzantine (Eastern Roman) Empire: Exhausted from decades 
of war with the Sasanian Empire; religious divisions 
(e.g., Monophysitism) in its eastern provinces 

ii. Sasanian (Persian) Empire: Weakened by war, internal 
political instability, and social unrest 

c. Motivational Factors 
i. Religious: The concept of Jihad (struggle/striving in the 

way of God), with the promise of spiritual reward 
ii. Economic: Desire for wealth, trade routes, and fertile 

lands 
iii. Political: The need to channel the energies of unified 

Arab tribes outward to prevent internal conflict 
iv. Social: The appeal of a new social order based on 

religious merit rather than tribal aristocracy 
 
III. Phase 1: The Era of the Rashidun Caliphs (632–661 C.E.) 

a. The Succession Crisis and the Ridda Wars (632–633 C.E.) 
i. Abu Bakr chosen as the first Caliph 
ii. Suppression of the Ridda (apostasy) wars, re-unifying 

Arabia 
b. Initial Conquests (Under Abu Bakr, 632–634 C.E.) 

i. Raids into Byzantine Syria and Sasanian Iraq 
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c. The Great Conquests (Under Umar ibn al-Khattab, 634–644 C.E.) 
i. Byzantine Front: 

1. Battle of Yarmouk (636 C.E.): Decisive victory that 
led to the capture of Syria and Palestine 

2. Fall of Jerusalem (637 C.E.): A symbolic and 
religiously significant conquest 

3. Conquest of Egypt (639–642 C.E.): Led by Amr ibn al-
As; foundation of Fustat (later Cairo) 

ii. Sasanian Front: 
1. Battle of al-Qadisiyyah (636 C.E.): Key victory that 

opened the way to the Persian heartland 
2. Battle of Nahavand (642 C.E.): "Victory of 

Victories," which effectively ended Sasanian 
resistance 

d. Consolidation and Expansion (Under Uthman, 644–656 C.E.) 
i. Completion of the conquest of the Sasanian Empire 
ii. Establishment of a navy and raids on Byzantine coastal 

territories 
iii. Continued campaigns in North Africa and Armenia 

e. The First Fitna (Civil War, 656–661 C.E.) 
i. Assassination of Uthman 
ii. The caliphate of Ali ibn Abi Talib and the First Fitna 

iii. Pause in conquests as the Muslim community fractured 
 
IV. Phase 2: The Umayyad Caliphate (661–750 C.E.) 

a. Establishment of the Umayyad Dynasty (661 C.E.) 
i. Muawiya ibn Abi Sufyan becomes Caliph, moving the capital 

to Damascus 
ii. Re-centralization of authority and resumption of 

conquests 
b. The Second Great Wave of Expansion 

i. North Africa and the Iberian Peninsula (the West): 
1. Conquest of the Maghreb (modern-day Tunisia, 

Algeria, Morocco) 
2. Battle of Guadalete (711 C.E.): Tariq ibn Ziyad 

leads the Muslim conquest of Visigothic Hispania 
3. Advance into France until the Battle of 

Tours/Poitiers (732 C.E.), where they were defeated 
by Charles Martel 

ii. The Eastern Frontier: 
1. Conquest of Sindh (modern-day Pakistan) by Muhammad 

ibn al-Qasim (711 C.E.) 
2. Campaigns into Transoxiana (Central Asia) and the 

Caucasus 
iii. The Byzantine Frontier: 
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1. Multiple unsuccessful sieges of Constantinople 
(e.g., 674–678 C.E., 717–718 C.E.) 

2. Establishment of a stable border zone with the 
Byzantine Empire 

c. Internal Factors and Limits of Expansion 
i. Overextension of supply lines 
ii. Increasing resistance from local populations and rival 

empires 
iii. Outbreak of the Third Fitna (civil war, 744–750 C.E.) 
iv. The Abbasid Revolution (750 C.E.) overthrows the Umayyads 

 
V. Phase 3: The Abbasid Caliphate and Beyond (750–circa. 850 C.E.) 

a. Shift in Focus 
i. The Abbasid Revolution moved the capital to Baghdad 

(founded 762 C.E.) 
ii. Greater emphasis on administration, trade, and cultural 

flourishing over rapid territorial expansion 
b. Continued but Slower Expansion 

i. Mediterranean: Conquest of Sicily (827–902 C.E.) and 
Crete 

ii. Byzantine Frontier: Continued raids and counter-raids; a 
more stable, fortified border 

iii. India: Further inroads into the Indian subcontinent 
c. Fragmentation and New Dynasties 

i. Rise of regional powers (e.g., Tulunids in Egypt, 
Aghlabids in North Africa) 

ii. The Reconquista begins in the Iberian Peninsula 
 
VI. Key Factors in the Success of the Conquests 

a. Military: Highly mobile and disciplined armies; use of light 
cavalry; superior tactics (e.g., feigned retreats); ability to 
adapt to different terrains 

b. Political: The unity provided by the Caliphate; the vacuum 
left by the weakened Byzantine and Sasanian empires 

c. Religious/Ideological: Strong sense of purpose and unity of 
the Ummah (Muslim community) 

d. Social/Administrative: Generally tolerant policies toward 
"People of the Book" (Ahl al-Kitab – Jews and Christians), who 
were granted dhimmi status; this allowed for a degree of 
religious freedom in exchange for a tax (jizya), which helped 
prevent widespread rebellion and facilitated integration 

 
VII. Consequences and Legacy 

a. Religious: The rapid spread of Islam across a vast area, 
transforming it into a major world religion 
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b. Cultural: The creation of a vast, interconnected Islamic 
world; the synthesis of Greek, Persian, Indian, and Arab 
intellectual traditions during the "Islamic Golden Age" 

c. Political: The permanent alteration of the political map of 
the Middle East and North Africa; the decline of the Byzantine 
Empire and the end of the Sasanian Empire 

d. Economic: The creation of a vast free-trade zone stretching 
from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean, revitalizing trade 
routes 

e. Linguistic: The spread of Arabic as the language of 
administration, religion, and scholarship 

 


