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encounters, and often preserve centuries-old negative views.
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beset by misurderstanding and misrepresentation. By making this history better known, the series
seeks to contribute to improved recogrition between Christians and Muslims in the future.
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INTRODUCTION

The spectacular growth of culture that followed the Muslim sei-
zure of former Byzantine and Sasanian territories in the seventh
and eighth centuries was as deeply indebted to the existing cultures
within which it took place as to its own native resources. And as
Muslims developed distinctive forms of thinking, articulation of faith
and systematization of belief, they did so in debate with Christians
and others around them. Thus, the first surviving Muslim religious
literature is replete with analyses of the beliefs of Christians, Jews
and dualists as attempts to demonstrate what is deficient or wrong in
them, and later works contain refutations of these beliefs alongside
expositions of Muslim beliefs themselves. Muslim authors were intent
on showing that any alternatives to the strict monotheism which
they themselves followed were incoherent and logically unviable,
with the obvious nference that any form that differed from Islam
could not be sustained.

In this theological endeavour, which can be witnessed in Muslim
writings from the earliest times through the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies and later, Muslims were, of course, giving systematic form to
suggestions in the Qur’an that religious communities which preceded
them had neglected and mishandled the truth revealed to them and
lapsed into error and confusion. A basic part of this accusation was
that they had not only departed from the revealed scriptures they
had been granted through the divinely appointed messengers sent
to them, but had also lost those scriptures themselves in their pris-
tine form. Thus, an important part of Muslim polemical literature
was occupied with showing that the scriptural texts of Christians
and others were no longer true to their revealed antecedents. Over
a relatively short period of time it became the accepted view that
these books were corrupt, often in the case of Christianity because
they were reconstructions of lost originals into which alien doctrines
from exotic places had been introduced, and so the teachings derived
from them were bound to be wrong. Muslim polemicists tended to
accept this as a norm and search for reasons to support it, and none
challenged its basic premises.

Christians for their part came under increasingly powerful influ-
ence in the early Islamic centuries to relate to, and to some extent



