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Discussion Document 

 

This is an account by a notable ninth-century Islamic historian of the seventh-century invasion of 

Roman-controlled Syria by Islamic forces. It uses the familiar device of recounting verbatim the forms 

of the main historical actors but admixes these speeches with direct quotations from the Koran and 

puts into the mouths of these personalities some basic assumptions about Islam and its relations with 

unbelievers that would instantly be recognized by Muslims at that time. 

Abu Bakr said, ‘When you leave a place do not cause the men difficulty in marching. Do not punish 

your men harshly. Consult them in every matter. Do not abandon justice and stay far from 

injustice and tyranny because no tyrant nation has ever obtained success nor been victorious over 

another nation. Act upon the Quran’s dictate: 

When you meet those who disbelieve on the battlefield, never turn your backs on them [i.e. flee]. 

And whoever turns his back on them on such a day – unless it is a strategy of war, or a retreat (to 

his own) troops – has indeed drawn upon himself the wrath of Allah. 

[8:16–17] 

That is to say, when you encounter the army of Disbelievers then do not flee for whoever flees, 

loses the battle. When you have obtained victory do not slay any small children, old people, 

women or pre-adolescents. Do not approach the harvests or trees. Crops should not be burnt nor 

fruit trees cut. Do not slaughter any animal which is impermissible. Do not break any agreement 

which you make with the enemy and after peace do not tear up your treaties. Remember that you 

will also meet such people who have undertaken monasticism in their monasteries, thinking this 

to be the sake of Allah. Do not interfere with them for as long as they choose this isolationism – 

do not destroy their monasteries and do not destroy them. 

You will also meet such a Satanic people who worship the Cross. They shave their heads in the 

middle to expose their skulls. Cut off their heads until they accept Islam or pay Jizyah [the tax 

levied in Islamic countries on non-Muslims] disgraced. Now I place you in Allah’s hands, may he 

protect you’. 

He then shook hands and embraced Yazid and then shook hands with Rabi ah saying, ‘Rabi ah bin 

‘Amir, show your bravery and intelligence in fighting the Romans. May Allah fulfil all your desires 

and forgive us all’. 
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