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Abstract

The book “Early Islam and the birth of Capitalism” is significant for the author's
historical approach, which attributes the origins of capitalism not to the West, but to
the economic and commercial structures of Arab society before and after Islam.
However, the historical data, arguments, premises, and conclusions presented in the
book are insufficient to support such a hypothesis and reflect a lack of historical
knowledge on the part of the author. This article focuses on the concept of trade—
which, according to the author, is the most significant link to the emergence of
capitalism—and offers a critical analysis of the book, aiming to assess the extent to
which its arguments align with historical realities. The findings of this study indicate
that the author's analysis of the connection between Arab trade and the rise of
capitalism lacks historical accuracy and coherence, due to insufficient attention to
the social and cultural context of pre-Islamic Arab society, Islamic economic
traditions and values, and the broader history of global trade among other
civilizations such as Greece and Rome. As a result, the author's conclusions prove to

be unsuccessful.
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Extended Abstract

A comprehensive examination of the economy—particularly trade—in early Islam
necessitates an in-depth analysis of the capacities and constraints of various regions
within the Arabian Peninsula, the historical context of Islamic societies from the
Peninsula to Baghdad, pre-Islamic economic traditions, religious teachings and
economic regulations introduced during the Islamic era, as well as the intricate
interrelations between economy, culture, politics, and society. The book “Early
Islam and the Birth of Capitalism” by Benedikt Koehler seeks to trace the historical
roots of capitalism in the early Islamic period by highlighting the role of Arab trade,
the economic activities of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and the caliphs,
economic institutions, and managerial practices of that era. However, these analyses
suffer from serious flaws due to historical inaccuracies and methodological
weaknesses. The author claims that the Arabs were the pioneers of global trade and
capitalism, and that the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) exemplified the wealthy
merchant ideal. However, this perspective contradicts historical evidence. In reality,
the economic role of the Arabs—particularly in the Hijaz region during the pre-
Islamic and early Islamic periods—was limited and tribal in nature. Advanced
maritime trade and global commerce were characteristic of earlier civilizations such
as Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, the Phoenicians, the Persians, the Greeks, and the
Romans. The Arabs' connections to the Persian and Roman empires were largely
mediated through intermediary states like the Nabataeans, Palmyra, and al-Hirah.
Prior to Islam, the Arabs of the Hijaz lacked modern economic institutions and were
not significantly engaged in international trade. During the Umayyad and Abbasid
periods, maritime trade flourished as Muslims gained control over major trade routes
and key ports. Navigational techniques were transmitted to the Arabs from the
Persians and Romans. However, these developments occurred after the early Islamic
period and belong to later historical phases. Therefore, the claim that global trade
was pioneered by the Arabs of early Islam is inaccurate and stems from a lack of
historical awareness. The author places strong emphasis on the Prophet
Muhammad’s (PBUH) commercial experience, claiming he had over 30 years of
trade involvement and even devised economic laws. However, historical sources do
not support this assertion. The Prophet’s trade journeys were limited, often unclear,
and mostly took place before his prophetic mission. Citing Quranic verses to prove
that trade was the Prophet’s primary occupation is misleading, as these verses

mainly reflect the criticisms of the polytheists and do not indicate a sustained
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professional engagement in commerce. The commercial activities of the first three
caliphs (Abu Bakr, Umar, and Uthman) are also exaggerated in the book. During
their caliphates, the primary focus was on military conquests and the consolidation
of power, leaving little room for international trade agreements. The real flourishing
of trade occurred later, particularly during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods,
especially under the reigns of Harun al-Rashid and al-Ma'mun, with Baghdad as a
central hub. One of the positive aspects of the book is its attention to the coinage
reform introduced by Abdu al-Malik and its impact on the Muslim economy.
However, the claim that the Romans held a monopoly on minting gold coins, and
that the Sassanid’s were afraid to break this monopoly, does not align with historical
evidence. Sassanid dinars were already circulating among the Arabs, and early
Islamic coins were modeled on these pre-existing Sassanid designs. The discussion
of Islamic banking, which the author presents as a major economic innovation of
Muslims, actually traces its roots to the Iranian divan-e jahbaz (treasury system). It
was through the presence of Iranians in the Abbasid bureaucratic apparatus that
many of Iran’s economic and administrative structures were transferred into the
Islamic world. The book also mentions the view that Europeans during the Middle
Ages were unaware of the profitability of trade and wealth accumulation for a long
time and that they acquired this knowledge from Muslims. This perspective
contradicts the historical background of trade in Greek, Roman, and Carthaginian
civilizations, which featured organized markets, regulations, and control over trade
routes. The Romans and Greeks engaged in significant commercial activities in
European ports and North Africa well before the advent of Islam. Finally, the author,
relying on later Islamic sources, traces the roots of capitalism to the commercial
structure of pre-Islamic Mecca and compares it to the corporate structures of Italian
republics like Venice, which is a flawed analogy. Mecca’s social structure was tribal
and familial, and its economy was primarily subsistence-based and founded on tribal
trust—not commercial companies with profit and loss sharing and risk management.
Capitalist institutions and tools such as insurance, capital markets, and organized
corporations were invented by FEuropeans, especially the Venetians. Islamic
religious institutions like wagf (endowments) and charitable funds had social and
spiritual goals, rather than purely economic and profit-driven purposes. The transfer
of commercial knowledge and experiences from Muslims to Europe, especially to
Venice, is a historical fact; however, this transfer occurred within a different cultural

and social context. Europeans developed this knowledge further, steering it toward
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modern capitalism—a cultural and structural difference that the book does not
adequately address. In general, the book's analysis of the role of Islam and Muslims
in the emergence of capitalism has led to inaccurate and simplistic analyses due to
neglect of the historical, cultural, and structural contexts of Islamic societies and

historical complexities.
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