
Emergence of the Umayyads 

The Umayyad dynasty was one of the main clans of the Quraysh and the second of the four 

major Islamic caliphates recognized after the demise of Muhammad (peace be upon him).  It can 

be said that Uthman–the third Rightly Guided Caliph, was the first Umayyad caliph as he was 

from the same dynasty. When Hadhrat ‘Ali became the caliph, there was some sort of 

disagreement between him and Hadhrat Mu‘awiyah. In 658 C.E. the Syrians accepted 

Mu‘awiyah as their caliph and in the same year he gained control of Egypt, then subdued Iraq 

and afterwards established himself as caliph. He is credited with raising a highly trained army of 

Syrian soldiers, which was used to expand Muslim authority east into Khurasan and west into 

North Africa.  

In 660 C.E/40 A.H. Hadhrat Mu ̒awiyah bin Sufyan was proclaimed as the caliph at a 

place called Iliya (Jerusalem). Damascus which was the seat of the provincial government now 

emerged as the capital of the newly formed empire, though at that time the new regime very 

much circumscribed. After the demise of Hadhrat Ali, Iraq declared his son Hadhrat Hasan as his 

successor. Hadhrat Hasan remained more at home and had very early given up (abdicated) in 

favour of Mu ̒awiyah to live a life of peace in Madinah. 

The capital fixed by Hadhrat Ali at Kufa was now shifted to Damascus by Mu ̒awiyah. 

With the passage of time Mu‘awiyah strongly established himself on the throne and turned his 

attention toward propagating and spreading the message of Islam. He not only consolidated the 

empire, but with his wise moves extended his dominions further. It was during his period that in 

the West, North Africa was brought under the rule of Muslims and Arabs called the part as 

Ifriqiya (northern parts of Africa). The whole credit in bringing this region under the domain of 

Islam goes to Uqbah bin Nafi. 

Muslims divided North Africa (Ifriqiya) into three parts: 

1. Magrib al-Aqsa (the remote west): It stretches from the shores of the Atlantic to Tlimsan 

southwards towards Sahara. 

2. Magrib Al-Adna (the lower west): It includes the region lying between Oran and the district of 

Bujia. 

3. Ifriqiya (proper): It stretches from eastern limits of modern Algeria to the frontiers of Egypt. 



In this region to the south of Tunis, Uqba bin Nafi constructed the famous city known as 

Qayrawan in 670 C.E. primarily to keep in check the fierce unruly Berbers and also as a guard 

against Romans. This city served as a base for further extensions in the region. Uqba bin Nafi 

spent about five years in the region, and during the stay he constructed a Masjid and established 

a government house in Qayrawan. 

In 674 C.E. Uqba bin Nafi was recalled back and was replaced by Abu al-Muhajir al-

Dinar. Abu al-Muhajir advanced towards eastern Algeria where he came upon a sedentary tribe 

of Christianized Berbers who hardly came to terms with the Muslims. In early 670’s there was a 

confederation between the tribes of Western Awras and Walila and these confederates obeyed a 

king named Kusayla with his seat at Tilimasan. Abul al-Muhajir gained a lot of success during 

his expedition against these tribes by forcing Kusayla to seek an accommodation upon the terms 

acceptable to the Muslims. Kusayla soon reverted (Muslim) and took up his residence at 

Takirwan, without renouncing his authority as a king. 

The campaigns in the west never meant that the east was neglected by the Muslims rather 

a complete liberation of the east was undertaken by the Muslims like that of Khurasan, in 663 

C.E. from Basra and Bukhara. Muhallib (son of Abu Sufra) conquered Sindh and the lower 

reigns of Indus and the eastern regions of Afghanistan also came into the hands of the Muslims. 

These all expeditions and campaigns carry the message that how Mu ̒awiyah established 

Umayyad dynasty. 

It should be also kept in mind that Mu ̒awiyah while extending the limits of the Islamic 

empire, leaned for support chiefly on the Mudharites and Syro-Arabs. There was also one more 

tribe present known as Yamanites. Between Mudharites and Yamanites, a constant and 

continuous animosity existed before Islam and it continued up to the advent of Islam, the 

message of Muhammad (peace be upon him), wiped out their racial hatred. However after the 

demise of Muhammad (peace be upon him) this racial antagonism again emerged. Mu ̒awiyah 

was very much aware of the importance of maintaining balance between the two tribes and it is 

because of their resentment that he never allowed the one unduly to oppress the other. 

Mu ̒awiyah as a soldier was without any doubt inferior to Hadhrat Ali but as a military 

organiser, he was second to none of his contemporaries. He constituted his army into a well 

disciplined and ordered force known in Islamic warfare. He effaced the military from its old 



fashioned (archiac) tribal organisation. He is being credited by the historians to be first in Islam 

who formed the bureau of registry and the first to have interest in postal service al-Barid, which 

later on developed and organised by Abd al-Malik. His topmost virtue as recognised by the 

Muslim historians was Hilm –an unusual ability (capacity) to resort to force at a time when there 

is no other option left and to use peaceful measures in all the other instances. Mu ̒awiyah would 

disarm his enemy not with force but with thoughtful mildness and maximum self-control. Such 

virtues made him in all circumstances as the master of the situation. 

P.K. Hitti in his book History of the Arabs has quoted about Mu ̒awiyah that “‘I apply not 

sword’ he is reported to have declared, ‘Where my lash suffices, nor my lash where my tongue is 

enough. And even if there be one hair binding me to fellow-men, I do not let it break: when they 

pull I loosen, and if they loosen I pull.’” 

Mu ̒awiyah was the person who introduced into the caliphate the hereditary principle of 

succession by nominating his son Yazid in 679 C.E. as his successor, thereafter the principle was 

followed by most of the Muslim dynasties including the Abbasid dynasty.  

 


