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INTRODUCTION

What is caliphate? What does the term mean? What is the
history of the idea? [s it an ancient irrelevance, only interest-
ing as a voice from a past which is safely consigned to his-
tory? Or is it a concept that we can interpret and use today?
In this book I shall try to answer these questions. The con-
cept of caliphate has had many different interpretations and
realizations through the centuries, as we shall see, but fun-
damental to them all is that it offers an idea of leadership
which is about the just ordering of Muslim society according
to the will of God. Some have argued that the caliph is the
shadow of God on earth, a man whose authority is semi-
divine and whose conduct is without blame; many more
would accept that the caliph was, so to speak, the chief
executive of the umma, the Muslim community, an ordinary
human with worldly powers, and there is a wide spectrum of
ideas in between. All are informed by the desire to see God’s
will worked out among all Muslims.

This is not a book, primarily, about contemporary politics.
It is rather a history book and much of the historical material
it deals with dates to the period which historians in the
Anglo-Saxon tradition call the early Middle Ages or even
the Dark Ages, the four centuries between the death of the
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INTRODUCTION

Prophet Muhammad in 632 and the coming of the Crusaders
to the Middle East in 1097, though some of the narrative dis-
cussion goes through to the twenty-first century. It is easy to
imagine that this period has little or no bearing on the pos-
ition we, Muslims and non-Muslims alike, find ourselves in
today and indeed most accounts of the so-called Islamic
State, for example, begin with recent history and see the
movement as a response to western influence and twenty-
first-century pressures. I would argue, on the contrary, that
in order to understand Islamic State’s idea of caliphate, and
why it should prove relevant and important to many, we have
to understand its roots deep in the Muslim tradition. Islamic
State has made the revival of the caliphate a centrepiece,
a keystone of its project for Islamic renewal and the response
this has generated shows the potency of the idea almost four-
teen centuries since it first emerged. For modern Islamists
searching for a basis to construct a viable political vision for
the revival of the Muslim umma, the events of these centu-
ries are at once an inspiration and a justification.

These events continue to be an inspiration partly because
they recall a world in which the caliphate was the most
powerful and advanced polity in the whole of western Eurasia,
when Baghdad had a population of some half a million while
London and Paris could only boast a few thousand inhabit-
ants, when the caliphate administered huge areas with a
standing army and a literate and numerate bureaucracy and
Baghdad and Cairo were huge centres of trade and culture.
To anyone within the Muslim tradition or outside it, know-
ledge of the history of this period can encourage that cultural
self-confidence which is essential to any civilization if it is to
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INTRODUCTION

live at peace with itself and with its neighbours. At this level
my book is aimed at Muslims and non-Muslims who want to
inform themselves, as everyone should, about the real glories
and achievements of a vibrant civilization.

But it goes further than that. For some Muslims, the his-
tory of the caliphate points to a time when Muslims were
God-fearing and devout, puritanical and self-disciplined, and
always willing to sacrifice their lives in the path of Allah. This
vision is not simply a nostalgic memory. To a degree not
found in any other contemporary political discourse, this
ancient past justifies the present for certain Islamist groups.
Reading such contemporary propaganda as the Islamic State
periodical Dabig, it is impossible not to be struck by the con-
stant references to the acts of the Prophet Muhammad, the
sahaba who were his companions and disciples, and the early
caliphs. If they did something, the argument goes, then
we should follow their example. No further justification is
needed, and even the most apparently cruel and barbaric
actions require no further legitimization if they can be shown
to be following the examples of such great heroes. We cannot
understand what these loud and insistent voices are saying,
still less argue against them, unless we too go down the road
into the ancient past.

History has a power for this tradition which we do not
find elsewhere. No one in Britain looks to the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle, a work which dates from the same centuries as
the early Arabic sources, and uses it as a way of justifying
political behaviour today. It may intrigue us, it may give
important insights into the ways our ancestors conducted
themselves and the deeds of King Alfred may even, in a
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INTRODUCTION

general way, be inspirational, but they will not be normative,
nor will they provide instructions or excuses for today’s and
tomorrow’s behaviour. That is why any discussion of the con-
cept of caliphate has to be a history book, and why we need
to understand properly these complex memories and
traditions.

I have sought to enliven the book by quoting original texts
translated from Arabic and Persian, which can give us insight
into the lived experience of caliphate, records of what people
saw and heard at the time unfiltered by later attitudes and
preoccupations. Such texts make the point that many
Muslims looked to their caliphs, and expected their caliphs,
to produce dazzling displays of opulence and be a focus of
cultural activities which would redound to the credit of not
just the ruling dynasty but the whole Muslim community. By
reading these descriptions we can perhaps recover some-
thing of the delight and joie de vivre which attended the per-
formance of the caliphate, but which is often lost in dry
narrative history.

I have made use of modern historical works, starting with
that of my illustrious predecessor as Professor of Arabic at
SOAS, Sir Thomas Arnold, whose book The Caliphate (1924)
was the first volume in English devoted to the subject. Fellow
academics will recognize many of my debts. The main ones
I have acknowledged in the Notes and Further Reading,
and my apologies go to any I have inadvertently missed.
Fundamentally, however, what I write stems from within the
Muslim tradition. The material is derived not from oriental-
ist outsiders but from the wealth of intelligent and percep-
tive Muslim historical writing, mostly in Arabic but some in
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Persian and Turkish, which is one of the great glories of the
Islamic cultural tradition. I cannot pretend to have covered
all the various manifestations of caliphate throughout the
Muslim world; in particular, some readers may feel that I
have neglected developments in south and south-eastAsia in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but I feel that would
have made the work too long and diffuse and these should be
the subject of another study.

This coming from within the tradition generates a respect
for political and religious actors and writers. The early
Muslims, who struggled to create institutions which would
express Islamic values while also providing a safe and orderly
framework in which they could practise their faith, did not,
in the main, act in fanatical or irrational ways, nor were the
writings in which they recorded their deeds, debates and dis-
putes fundamentally dishonest. They wrestled with political
and religious dilemmas which are common to many human
societies: how to live the good life; how to construct a com-
munity which enables people to live together even if they do
not have the same opinions; what offences are so grave that
a person must be expelled from the community or put to
death; and, perhaps most fundamentally, how to understand
the will of God and what He expects of mankind. If we treat
their arguments, fears, hopes and visions with respect, we
will come much closer to understanding their deeds and atti-
tudes than if we dismiss their concerns or feel that their writ-
ings are too partisan and tendentious to be taken seriously.

This book is quietly polemical. The message which runs
through it is that the idea of caliphate is a rich and varied
tradition. Many Muslims have embraced the argument that
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INTRODUCTION

such an institution is the best way of ordering human society,
but caliphate is a many-splendoured thing. There is no one
way, no single template or legal framework which defines
caliphate. History tells us that there have been caliphs of
many different sorts, warrior caliphs, pious caliphs, intellec-
tual caliphs, pleasure-loving caliphs, incompetent caliphs,
cruel and tyrannical caliphs. They are all part of the caliphal
tradition. There has never been one generally agreed view of
what powers the office should have, who is qualified to be
caliph and how caliphs should be chosen. Perhaps it is this
flexibility, even uncertainty, which has enabled the idea to
survive so long and have traction in so many different Muslim
societies.

My aim here is to show something of the variety of
caliphal experience. You can choose what you want to take
from this tradition, but the choice is yours. If you want a
caliphate which is aggressive and fiercely controlling of the
Muslim population, you can find precedents in the vast his-
torical records. If you want a caliphate which is generous and
open to different ideas and customs while, of course, remain-
ing true to its vision of God’s will and purpose, then you can
find that in the historical tradition too. The past bears many
different messages.

There are those who see caliphate as a vehicle for impos-
ing their particular and often very narrow view of Islam on
the umma; there are others who see caliphate as a justifica-
tion for aiming at world conquest; but there are equally those
who see caliphate as simply providing a framework in which
Muslims can strive to live a godly life and make up their own
minds about the best way to this. There are those who have
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looked to the caliph as God’s representative on earth with
semi-divine powers; others who have seen his role as protect-
ing the Muslim community from its enemies by collecting
taxes and raising armies. And we should not forget those who
remember with pride the open, broad-minded and inclusive
societies presided over by the great Abbasid and Fatimid
caliphs and the superb intellectual and artistic achievements
they encouraged. The history of the caliphate, and Islamic
history more generally, must not be the possession of one
interpretation or one narrow view, rather we should all,
Muslim and non-Muslim alike, rejoice in the richness and
variety of the experience of caliphate through the ages.

The history of the idea of caliphate has endured and been
used and adapted from the death of the Prophet Muhammad
in 632 until the present day, a period of almost fourteen cen-
turies. It has been discussed, adopted and rejected in coun-
tries stretching from as far as South East Asia to Portugal and
Morocco. It is no surprise, then, that the concept has been
put into practice in many different ways and expressed in
many different languages. The variety of the caliphal experi-
ence is therefore one of the themes I shall explore in the
following chapters. At the same time, these different prac-
tices and expressions of the idea of caliphate have a common
historical basis, or rather they derive from a memory of his-
torical circumstances which have important elements in
common, even though their interpretation may vary wildly.
The way in which this tradition was expounded, developed
and invented in different eras and in different political and
social environments will be one of the main themes of this
work.
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Three Questions

Three questions will dominate the discussion in this volume
and run through its chapters like a connecting thread. The
first of these is: how was a caliph to be chosen? Three pos-
sible answers to this question emerged. The first option was
that the caliph would be chosen by the Muslims themselves.
This apparently simple idea, however, could be worked out
in many different ways. Who were the choosers to be? Should
there be many or could just one be enough? Was any sane
and sound adult male (the idea of a female caliph being one
which is never entertained in these historical debates) eli-
gible for the office, an idea espoused by the Kharijites, or did
the caliph have to be of a certain family or lineage; above all
did they have to be of the Prophet’s tribe, Quraysh, for the
Sunnis, or even his direct descendants through his daughter
Fatima, his son-in-law Alil and their children, Hasan and
Husayn, for the Shi’ites?

The second option was that the caliphate should be her-
editary within one Holy Family, that of Ali and Fatima, daughter
of the Prophet Muhammad. But this led to further questions
and possibilities. Should all of the family be considered eli-
gible or just one branch? Within that branch, should the
office be decided by primogeniture, the succession of the
eldest son, even if that son was apparently incapable or failed
to obey the established laws and customs of the Muslims?
Should he still be chosen or passed over in favour of a more
suitable candidate? And, of course, as the years and centuries
wore on, more and more people could claim to be descended
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from the holy lineage until their numbers seemed to be as
great as the sands of the sea. In these circumstances it was
possible, even likely, that individuals invented their geneal-
ogies, either because they were frauds who hoped to accrue
some of the benefits of such a prestigious connection, or
because they were deluded and genuinely felt that the blood
of the Prophet ran through their veins.

The third option was that of nass. Nass essentially means
choice or designation by the previous ruler. It often meant in
practice the choice by a ruler of one or more (an heir and a
spare) of his sons, but not necessarily so, as when the caliph
Ma’miin chose a member of the family of Ali instead of one
of his own Abbasid sons and relatives. Nass had very little
theoretical or ideological underpinning compared with either
election or heredity, but in practice it was the most common
way in which the office was passed down through the gener-
ations. It gave the green light, so to speak, for the concept of
dynastic succession.

The first question - how was the caliph to be chosen -
was inextricably bound up with the second: what should the
caliph do and how extensive should his powers be? There
was a whole spectrum here between those who held that
the caliph was essentially a God-king, the equal or even
superior of the Prophet Muhammad, and those who believed
that he should be more of a primus inter pares or chief execu-
tive of the Muslim community, with no more direct connec-
tion with the Almighty than any other Muslim. This
difference was connected with the question of the method of
choice. If the succession was hereditary within the Holy
Family, it was essentially a choice made by God and therefore
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the leader had divine approval, he was God’s chosen instru-
ment in the ordering of human affairs and had the power to
interpret, or even modify, the Qur’an and the sunna (the
practice and sayings of Muhammad). This is essentially the
Shi’i view. If, on the other hand, the caliph was to be chosen
by humans, however pious and learned, then he was neces-
sarily fallible: all humans can make mistakes. He would cer-
tainly have no direct line to God, no status to interpret the
Qur’an or decide law. That would have to be left to the schol-
ars and intellectuals (ulama) who devoted their lives to the
study and understanding of the Qur’an and the hadith (say-
ings of the Prophet). This is essentially the Sunni view.

The third fundamental question was: what was the evi-
dence on which these issues could be decided and how
should it be interpreted? After the death of Muhammad in
632, the Muslim community was confronted with an unpre-
cedented situation. There were no guidelines to be sought in
the past for the mission of Muhammad, and his reception by
the Muslims had made the pre-Islamic past irrelevant
anyway, except as an awful warning of how not to behave and
order society. Equally the practices of the great Roman and
Persian monarchies could not be adduced because they had
rejected the teachings of the Prophet and been defeated and,
in the case of the Persian monarchy, destroyed by the
Muslims with God’s support. In fact, as time wore on some
Muslims did incorporate ideas from the ancient monarchies
about how things should be done, but such ideas could never
be the basis of an argument; since they would otherwise
impugn the unique validity of the Prophet’s message and
hence of Islam itself. Only the ancient prophets sent by God,
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all 144,000 of them, were possible exemplars, but, with the
important exceptions of Moses and Jesus, the lives and pol-
icies of these shadowy or even unknown figures could provide
little guidance.

In the absence of ancient or foreign models, the Muslim
community soon began to develop a body of precedent based
on its own early history, as remembered, and misremem-
bered and invented, by its participants and eyewitnesses
and recorded in the form of akhbar (sing. khabar), which
were essentially short stories and anecdotes. These in turn
were gathered together and edited by a later generation, at
the beginning of the eighth century or earlier, into collec-
tions of accounts which over time became elaborated written
accounts. In the form in which we have them today, they date
from the mid-ninth century to the first half of the tenth, thus
being a century and a half, or even two centuries, older than
the events they describe. This apparent time gap has pro-
voked considerable, and largely unhelpful, anguish among
modern historians. The contradictions and discrepancies
have been used to argue that this material is so unreliable as
to be useless for reconstructing ‘what really happened’ or so
partisan as to be actively misleading. But all historical writing
is like that. The great historians of the early medieval
Christian world, Procopius, Gregory of Tours, Bede and all
their contemporaries and followers, used historical narrative
to make points and arguments and selected those incidents
and characters which would sustain the ideas they were pre-
senting. So it was with the early Muslim recorders and
compilers.

There are two important things we should remember
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about the compilation of these early histories and the use we
make of them. The first is that they present a wide variety of
detail and interpretation within a broadly similar framework.
Almost without exception, they tell us that there were four
caliphs who followed the death of the Prophet, Aba Bakr
(632-4), Umar (632-44), Uthman (644-56) and Ali (656-61).
That said, there are different opinions about these four char-
acters. For some, probably the majority, they were venerable
figures whose utterances and conduct should be studied and
admired by all Muslims. Others, however, felt that the first
two, Aba Bakr and Umar, were indeed great, but that things
had started to go wrong in the reign of the third caliph,
Uthman, largely because of his personal failings, and that the
proper order of things was only restored with the accession
of All. Still others argued that Aba Bakr has usurped the
rights of Ali, the true heir of the Prophet, and that Umar and
Uthman were also evil-doers whose rule was illegitimate
and whose conduct was flawed. True caliphate always
belonged to Ali and was only restored, if only briefly, during
his reign. And so these differences of opinion continued under
the Umayyads (661-750) and the Abbasids (750-1258) and
under other dynasties with caliphal pretensions. Far from
being unreliable or, even worse, deliberately dishonest,
accounts of such differences are profoundly revealing of the
attitudes and debates of the time. But the modern reader must
always be aware that there are many elements in the sources
which can be seized on and developed for later polemic.

And this is the second point about the early historical nar-
ratives. They are fundamental to all discussions of the nature
of caliphate; they are the building blocks of political debate.
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To determine the true nature and function of the office of
caliph, most Muslim thinkers have turned, not to abstract
theories or principles of political institutions, in the manner
of Hobbes and Rousseau for example, but to the records of
the ancient caliphs, especially the first four. These records
are not just, as Wordsworth put it, of ‘old, unhappy, far off-
things, and battles long ago’, but events which determine
how people should behave and act in their own time, how
they should reconcile the demands of living together with
their fellow human beings with absolute obedience to the
will of Almighty God. If this book seems burdened by histor-
ical narrative and discussion, this is because it is the way the
debate about caliphate has always taken place and the way it
is taking place now. If we are to understand this debate,
Muslim and non-Muslim alike, we must understand the his-
torical language in which it is conducted. :

The following chapters, then, will set out to examine
these three fundamental questions - how a caliph should be
chosen, the nature and extent of his powers, and the way in
which they were recorded and used - in the light of the dif-
ferent historical periods of the caliphate, and to show how
men in different times and places have used, and perhaps
abused, the basic concepts which have informed the idea of
caliphate throughout the ages.

Transliterations and Dates

I have made every effort in this book not to intimidate, or
indeed bore, the reader with huge numbers of Arabic names
and terms. Some Arabic vocabulary, including of course the
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word caliph itself, is necessary because many of the concepts
involved in the discussion have no direct English equivalent.
Such words will be briefly explained on their first occurrence
in the text and further explained in the Glossary. All dates
will be given in the Common Era (ap) format to avoid con-
fusion, although of course the Arabic writers who inform us
about these issues use hijri dates, based on the number of
lunar years (eleven days shorter than solar years) which have
passed since the Prophet’s Hijra (emigration) from Mecca to
Medina in 622.

History, particularly the history of periods so removed
from our own, can occasionally seem like dull and dreary
stuff, just ‘one damn thing after another’, as the Duke of
Wellington described it. It is not surprising if Muslims and
non-Muslims alike are put off by records of battles and con-
quests, not to speak by the unpronounceable and unmemor-
able names which litter so many books on Islamic history. So,
at the risk of oversimplification, I have made a decision to
keep the number of personal names to a minimum and make
them more accessible by missing out the initial definite art-
icle (al-).

There is now a generally accepted system of transliter-
ation of Arabic names and terms into Latin characters. This
is important because it allows the English to convey with
precision exactly which Arabic letters are used. I shall, how-
ever, use a simplified version of this to avoid the proliferation
of dots under and lines over letters. It is not especially useful
to the non-Arabist to know which of the different letters
transliterated into Latin as d, s, t, z, are indicated. The only
exception is the letter, unique to Arabic, known as ‘ayn, and
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transliterated as ¢ (as in baya), which indicates a guttural
consonant but which can be sounded, by non-Arabic speak-
ers, as an elongated vowel. Arabic also uses a glottal stop,
called the hamza, which will be indicated as ’ (as in Q&’im).
On the other hand there is, it seems to me, a purpose in dis-
tinguishing long and short vowels because these determine
the emphasis. Thus it helps to know that the name of the
famous Abbasid caliph is pronounced Rasheed not Raashid,
and to this end it is written as Rashid. The two other long
vowels, the extended 1 (as in Ali) and the extended a (as in
Manstr) will also be indicated, showing where the emphasis
should lie.

The Arabic word ibn meaning ‘son’, a component of many
Arabic names, I have simply rendered as ‘b.’ in full names (as
in Abbas b. Firnas).

xxXv
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THE FIRST CALIPHS

Adam was the first caliph. We know that because we are told
so in the Qur'an (2.28) where God says, in reference to
Adam, ‘T am placing a caliph on earth’. The Qur’an refers to
one other caliph by name (38.25) and that is when God tells
the biblical King David, ‘We have made you a caliph on earth.’

The office, or perhaps role would be more accurate, has
scriptural authority and any ruler might be pleased to follow
in succession to these two. But what does the word actually
mean? The Arabic root khalafa, from which the Arabic term
khalifa (the origin of the English word caliph) comes, is well
known, but like many Arabic words it has a variety of English
equivalents. Basically it means to succeed or deputize for a
person or, in this case, for Allah. It is used in ordinary admin-
istrative and secular contexts with these meanings. But, like
many passages in the Qur’an, its precise meaning here is dif-
ficult to determine. It clearly cannot mean successor, since
God is eternal and therefore, by definition, cannot have a
successor, so it must mean deputy or representative of God
on earth. But how were Adam and King David chosen as
caliphs when other much revered figures, Moses, Joseph and
Jesus for example, were not? And what was their function
supposed to be? The Holy Book is completely silent about
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THE CALIPHATE

this. All we can deduce from the Qur’anic references is that
God did appoint caliphs on at least two occasions. It was
therefore logical that He might appoint others as and when
it seemed appropriate.

The term appears to have been used in the time of the
Prophet Muhammad. When he left Medina on a military
expedition or for any other reason, he would appoint a
deputy (khalifa) for the duration of his absence. We know the
names of at least some of these and, curiously, most of them
were obscure men who played no part in the later history
of the institution and their powers were very limited. Only
Uthman, the third caliph, was among their number, and nei-
ther Abi Bakr nor Umar, the first two caliphs, were appointed.
Nevertheless, it was perhaps because of this use of the term
that the Muslims naturally adopted it at the moment of the
Prophet’s (permanent) absence.'

The beginnings of the office can be traced back to the
swift-moving events which followed the Prophet’s death in
632. According to the majority (Sunni) opinion, Muhammad
had left no explicitly acknowledged successor, although
he had asked his old friend and colleague Aba Bakr to lead
the prayers in his final days, when he was too ill to do so in
person. Muhammad had declared that he was the last of the
Prophets, that great line of reformers and preachers which
stretched back to Adam and who had all tried, with varying
degrees of success, to bring mankind back to the worship of
the one true God. After Muhammad, no one could claim the
title of Prophet of God without proposing an existential chal-
lenge to Muhammad and his community.

Another possibility for succession was ruled out by family
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considerations. Although Muhammad had had a number of
wives and children, only one survived into adulthood, his
daughter Fatima. There was therefore no question of direct
hereditary succession in the male line, even if Muhammad
and his community had wished that (and there is no evi-
dence that they did).

What happened in the hours and days following Muham-
mad’s death is not entirely clear, but the basic outlines seem
to be generally accepted and the events had a profound and
lasting influence on the whole later history of the caliphate.
To understand them, and how they were remembered, it is
necessary to look at the composition of the Muslim commu-
nity as it existed in Medina at the time. Muhammad was not
himself from Medina but was born and brought up in Mecca,
some 200 miles to the south. Although tradition insists that
his family was not rich, they were important socially as mem-
bers of Quraysh, the powerful merchant tribe which domi- -
nated the city, and they had a prominent role in providing for
the pilgrims who, from before the coming of Islam, came to
pay their respects to the Ka‘ba, the cube-shaped building at
the centre of the city with the black stone inserted into one
of its corners, which had been a place of devotion in pre-
Islamic times and still forms the focus of the hajj, or Muslim
pilgrimage. To be a member of Quraysh was to be part of a
leading class which organized the political affairs of the town
and the trading caravans which brought much wealth to the
city in its barren and desolate environment. Within the
Quraysh, Muhammad was a member of the extended family
of the Bant Hashim. This group included his uncle Aba Talib,
whose son All later became Muhammad’s son-in-law when
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he married his daughter Fatima. It did not, however, include
the rich and powerful Umayyad family, also from Quraysh,
who dominated much of the trade and political life of the
settlement.

When Muhammad’s position in Mecca had become
increasingly threatened because of hostile reactions to his
preaching, especially from other groups in Quraysh like the
Umayyads, he was saved by being invited to the city of
Medina, then known as Yathrib, by a group of the inhabitants
who wanted an outsider to come and try to judge and recon-
cile the feuds which had plagued the community. It was in
these circumstances that he made his famous journey, his
Hijra, to the city which was to be his home, and increasingly
his power-base, for the rest of his life. He did not make the
journey alone. He was joined by a number of members of
Quraysh who were committed enough to follow him into
exile. They included Abt Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali. Together
with their fellow exiles they were known as the muhdjiran,
those who had made the Hijra with the Prophet. They came
to form an elite within the nascent Muslim community and
the epithet muhdjiran, with its connotations of selfless devo-
tion to the Prophet, is one frequently used by jihadi groups
today.

The newcomers settled in Medina alongside the existing
inhabitants of the oasis, increasingly known as ansar, or help-
ers of the Prophet. Again, this is a title which has been
accepted with honour by modern militant groups. In general
the two groups shared the space and resources of the oasis
city with remarkably little open friction, perhaps because of
the Prophet’s role as mediator. But the differences still
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existed, based ultimately on kinship, for the ansar of Medina
were certainly not of Qurashi origin. There were perhaps
social tensions too. The Quraysh were a widely respected
group in Arabia, great merchants who organized caravans of
camels to Syria and, less often, to Iraq and Yemen. They were
men of the world with wide horizons, accustomed to leader-
ship. The ansar were, by contrast, peasants who made their
living from tilling the soil and harvesting dates and whose
horizons were limited to their own small community. There
can be no doubt that many of the Qurashi muhdjirin believed
that power and authority naturally belonged to them.

When news spread through the town that Muhammad
had died, both parties took action to secure their positions.
The ansar gathered together under the portico of one of their
houses, which was known as the Saqifa (Portico) of the Banii
Sa‘ida, which was the name of the family who owned the
house. Here some of them argued that, with Muhammad
gone, his unique authority should be divided, and they should
choose one leader while the muhdajirin should choose one of
their own. At a crucial moment, a group of muhdjiran burst
in on this meeting and demanded that everyone, muhdajirin
and ansar alike, should swear allegiance to one of their
number, the veteran Abi Bakr, an old man generally vener-
ated by all for his wisdom and his close association with
Muhammad. They all took an oath of loyalty to the new leader,
an oath known in Arabic as a bay‘a and symbolized by a
stroking or laying on of hands.

There was one small group, however, who did not partici-
pate in this agreement. The immediate family of Muhammad
was busy, as custom demanded, in washing the body prior to
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burial. Among them was of course his cousin and son-in-law
Ali. He was excluded from the agreement, and though most
sources insist that he later accepted it his followers, and per-
haps Ali himself, saw this as a coup d’état which had essen-
tially deprived him of his natural rights.

We can never know exactly what happened at the Saqifa
of the Banii Sa’ada, but it had momentous consequences for
future leadership in the Muslim community in a way that
none of those present can possibly have imagined. What had
begun as an ad hoc response to a temporary crisis became a
deciding point whose nature and import were hotly debated
for the next fourteen centuries.

Two fundamental issues were at stake here. The first was
that the principle was established that the leader of the com-
munity, let us call him caliph though the title itself may not
have been decided at this early stage, was to be a member of
Quraysh. Not everyone agreed, as we shall see when discuss-
ing the Kharijites, but most Muslims did and it remains a key
doctrine shared by Sunnis and Shi’is alike. The other out-
come was much more contentious: Ali and the Family of the
Prophet more generally had been excluded from the process,
denied any opportunity of claiming their rights to succession
or expressing their opinions. Furthermore, the ansar, despite
all their loyalty to the Prophet, a loyalty which had enabled
him to establish his community in Medina and defended him
against the onslaughts of the Quraysh of Mecca, were rele-
gated to a second-class status. In the long history of the
caliphate, no claimant has ever emerged to demand the title
on the grounds of his descent from the ansar. It is impossible
to understand the divisions within the Muslim community
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about the nature of caliphate without understanding what
happened, or much more importantly, what was believed to
have happened in the Saqifa of the Bana Sa‘ada.

According to the later historical narrative, Aba Bakr was
accepted by the Muslim community with the title of caliph
and this has been the view generally held ever since. In fact,
as we have seen, this is not certain and there is some sugges-
tion that Umar was the first man to take the title.” Whatever
the true position, the title was well recognized as that borne
by the leader of the Muslim community within a decade of
the Prophet’s death.

But what did the early Muslims understand by it? None of
the sources spell this out. No one at this early stage explained
exactly what they had in mind in writing. Instead we have to
deduce and infer from the evidence presented in the reports
we find in later chronicles, records of public discussions,
always polemical, letters and poetry. Of these, the poetry is
in some ways the most valuable. This is because it probably
adheres most closely to the usages of the time. While it is
possible to edit both narratives and letters to reflect later
language, it is hard to do so within the strict and formal
metres of classical Arabic poetry without doing obvious vio-
lence to the text. Even so, most of the poetry on which we
rely dates from the later Umayyad period rather than the
very early years. ~

There was an important uncertainty in the use of the term
caliph. Khalifa, as has already been pointed out, can mean
either deputy or successor: but which was it? And whom was
the caliph deputy or successor of? Two views emerge in early
Muslim debates on this issue. One is that it means the deputy
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of God - we often find the phrase ‘deputy of God on his
earth’ (khalifat Allah fi ardihi). There is no ambiguity here
because, as we have seen, God cannot have a successor. Some
people, however, disagreed, arguing that the full title was
always, and should be, ‘successor of the Messenger of God’
(khalifat rasal Allah), which must mean successor of
Muhammad. This difference mattered, and still does. If the
caliph was deputy of God he had a quasi-divine status and
authority which all Muslims should support and respect.
If, on the other hand, he was simply the successor to
Muhammad, that carried much less weight. He could not be
a prophet, since Muhammad had been the last of those, so
he must be an ordinary man who fulfilled some of the secu-
lar and administrative functions that the Messenger of God
had performed in his lifetime.

Among both Muslims and western scholars the general
assumption was that the real title was, and always had been,
successor of the Prophet of God. In 1986, however, two
scholars of the Islamic Middle East at Cambridge, Patricia
Crone and Martin Hinds, published a short but very import-
ant book in which they convincingly demonstrated, from
a whole variety of textual and numismatic evidence, that
the title meant deputy of God from the beginning. The idea
that it meant successor, they argue, was introduced by ninth-
century ulama (religious scholars) as an attempt to down-
grade the office in the great struggle between caliphs and
scholars of that time to control the making of law and the
establishment of Islamic norms.’

Caliph was not the only title used for the first leaders.
From very early on we have references to the caliph as Amir
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al-Mu’minin, usually translated as Commander of the Faithful.
Amir (often emir in English) means commander or prince. It
was a title often given to military leaders and local rulers in
the years which followed the break-up of the Abbasid caliph-
ate at the beginning of the tenth century and is still used as
a royal title today in the Gulf States. The Mw’minin element
is more problematic: would it not have been much more
logical and appropriate to use the word Muslims and describe
the leader as Amir al-Muslimin? Mu’minin, however, could be
used to describe not just Muslims but also non-Muslims who
had entered into a binding peace agreement with them.
Unlike the word caliph, the title of Commander of the
Faithful does not appear in the Qur’an so we can find no
guidance there, but the use of the term in later texts suggests
that it was used very early on and dates from a time when the
Muslims fought alongside non-Muslim allies. Whatever its
origins and original implications, the title became inextric-
ably linked to that of caliph: not just Umayyads and Abbasids
but Fatimids and Almohads and many other rulers who
claimed the caliphal title also described themselves as
Commanders of the Faithful.

We also find the use of the title imam. Imam means
essentially anyone who stands in front or leads. It often
describes the prayer leader in a mosque. It is also used, espe-
cially among the Shi‘a, to describe the ruler of the whole
Muslim community and, as such, is often a synonym for
caliph.
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The Reigns of Abu Bakr
and Umar, the First Caliphs

The first four caliphs, Abii Bakr (632-4), Umar b. al-Khattab
(634-44), Uthman b. Affan (644-56) and Ali b. Abi Talib (656-
61), are described in the Arabic sources as Rashidin, usually
translated into English as ‘Orthodox’. This is a usage dating
from the time when most Sunni Muslims could agree that these
four were righteous and God-guided rulers, even if things had
started to go wrong under their Umayyad and later successors.
The term serves as a convenient and widely accepted way of
designating the four unrelated and very different rulers.

The historical sources provide a huge variety of informa-
tion about the four men because the events of these early
years had significant and lasting consequences for the devel-
opment of the Islamic community: crucially, they laid the
basis of the division between Sunni and Shi’ite Muslims,
which was to grow in the next four centuries. In the Sunni
tradition, they emerge as very distinctive personalities: Abli
Bakr the dignified and affable old man, Umar the organizer
and stern moralist, Uthman a good man fatally flawed by his
predilection for his own family, and Ali a true ruler but vacil-
lating and overwhelmed by events. These characteristics
probably do reflect their real personalities, but they also
serve to make points about the nature of caliphal govern-
ment and later ages looked back to the first caliphs’ reigns as
examples of both good government and how things could go
wrong. The Orthodox caliphs figure prominently in modern
discussions about the caliphate.
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All four had important issues to tackle. The first was to
secure the continued existence of the Islamic community
after the death of its founder and establish the position of its
ruler. In the time of Umar, the most obvious priority was
managing the great Arab conquests of the Middle East initi-
ated under Aba Bakr and continued through Umar’s reign. By
the time of his death in 644, Muslims armies had conquered
Syria, Iraq and Egypt, and in the first half of Uthman’s reign
most of Iran and large swathes of North Africa had been
added to the list. It was the caliphs, from their capital in the
Prophet’s city of Medina, who organized and dispatched the
armies which brought down the great East Roman and
Persian empires, though none of the caliphs led the Muslim
armies in person.

Congquest did not mean that all the peoples of these areas
became Muslim: it simply meant that they were forced to
accept the political authority of the new Arab-Muslim ruling
class. The conversion of the majority of populations to Islam
was a much slower and more peaceful process, which prob-
ably took four or five centuries. It was a great achievement,
which completely reshaped the ancient world and whose
consequences are still very much with us today. Organizing
the armies was, in a sense, the easy bit. More problematic
was the administration of these rich and varied areas once
they had come under Arab-Muslim control. And the most
complex task was managing the Muslim elite and trying to
keep the fierce rivalries which developed from splitting the
Muslim world apart.

As soon as he became leader in 632, Aba Bakr was con-
fronted with a major challenge. In the last two years of his
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life, the Prophet had attracted followers from all over the
Arabian Peninsula. They came in delegations to pledge alle-
giance to him as the Messenger of God and as leader of an
increasingly powerful tribal federation with whom it was
important to keep on good terms. They often agreed to pay
an alms tax (sadaga or zakat). With the Prophet’s death many
of them repudiated the agreements made, arguing that they
had pledged allegiance to Muhammad in person, not to his
successors or the community in Medina. Others said that
they wanted to continue to be Muslims but not to pay the
tax. Yet others chose prophets of their own, like Musaylima
in eastern Arabia, arguing that if Quraysh had a prophet,
then it was only fair that they should have one too. In the
Muslim tradition this movement was known as the ridda, or
rejection.

Such a moment could have seen the break-up of the umma
and a return to the fragmentation and anarchy which had
characterized Arabia before the coming of Islam. However,
Abii Bakr, ably supported by Umar, decided that this was not
to be and initiated a series of military campaigns, often led
by Khalid b. al-Walid, a member of the old aristocracy of
Quraysh and later venerated in history and legend as the
‘Sword of Islam’. The campaigns were pursued without
mercy and were swiftly successful. By the end of Aba Bakr’s
short reign in 634, the tribes of Arabia were effectively
brought back under the control of Medina. In doing so, Aba
Bakr and Umar had established a new principle: there was no
going back on acceptance of Islam. The rejectionist, or apos-
tate (Arabic murtadd), could and should be killed by any
righteous Muslim. The ridda also led to the emergence of a
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new class of Muslims. If the muhdjiriin and Quraysh more
generally were the elite of the community, with the ansar in
a subordinate but still important position, the rejectionists
who had been brought back to the community in the wars
were third-class citizens. This became significant later with
the division of assets and spoils which followed the great
Arab conquests.

Abii Bakr died peacefully in his old age. In his two-year
reign he had accomplished a great deal. There is no explicit
evidence that he ever held the title of caliph, but early
Muslims certainly believed he had and his achievements and
reputation meant that the office became established among
them. He also acquired among writers and poets of the
Umayyad period and later the informal title of Siddiq, the
Truthful or Trustworthy, reflecting the respect in which his
memory was held by most Muslims.

The great Arab conquests were essentially a continuation
of the wars against the rejectionists. This is not the place to
rehearse the details of the various campaigns and battles, but
a few aspects should be noted. Initially, from around 634,
there were two main fronts, Syria and Iraq. Syria had been
the object of the first tentative expeditions at the end of the
Prophet’s life. This was pursued after his death and the con-
quest of Syria was achieved by comparatively small numbers
of members of the Muslim elite and tribes from the Hijaz in
western Arabia, sometimes in alliance with other tribes
already established in Syria, some of whom were, and con-
tinued to be, Christians. It was they who defeated the
Byzantine armies at the Battle of Yarmuk in 636 and brought
to an end 1,000 years of rule by Greek-speaking elites in Syria
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and Palestine. In contrast, Iraq was conquered in the main by
larger numbers of tribesmen from northern and eastern
Arabia and as far south as Oman. The leadership of the cam-
paigns was mostly entrusted to members of Quraysh such as
Sa‘d b. Abi Waqqas, who commanded the army which
defeated the Persians at the decisive Battle of Qadisiyya, also
in 636, and drove them out of Iraq. But most of the rank and
file of the army came from non-elite groups and, in some
cases, from those who had originally joined the rejectionists.
This was to lead to continuous and sustained conflict between
Iraqi and Syrian Arab Muslims, a conflict which ultimately
led to the end of the Orthodox caliphate.

Another significant aspect of these conquests is that they
were organized military expeditions. They were not a mass
migration of barbarian tribesmen into a rich and civilized
Middle East but armies recruited from volunteers who came
to Medina and were assigned to various commanders and
sent off in different directions. The overall management of
this enterprise fell to the caliphs, above all Umar, who in the
ten years of his rule masterminded the most important mili-
tary operations.

The expeditions of conquest succeeded on a scale which
must have been beyond the expectations of even the most
optimistic of the early Muslims. In a few short years they had
come to control large areas of territory and a numerous
population in towns and villages, hamlets and farms, a desir-
able but unfamiliar resource base. How then were these
lands to be administered and how were Muslims to be justly
rewarded for their part in the victorious campaigns? At first,
especially in Iraq, there was something of a free-for-all as
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individual commanders tried to seize estates and lands them-
selves. Umar, however soon put a stop to this and it is a
measure of the authority and prestige already enjoyed by the
caliph that he was able to do so.

Instead, he instituted a system in Iraq in which the con-
quered lands and the revenues which could be collected from
them were kept as an undivided resource (fay is the Arabic
word), the proceeds of which should be used to support the
Arab tribesmen. These were not to be allowed to spread out
throughout the conquered territory but were settled in spe-
cially founded new towns (Ar. misr, pl. amsar). The first of
them were Kufa in central Iraq, south of modern Baghdad,
and Basra at the head of the Gulf. They were followed by
Fustat (Old Cairo) and Qayrawan in Tunisia, Mosul in north-
ern Iraq and Shiraz in south-western Iran. Their names and
the payments to which they were entitled were written in
lists called diwans. None of these have survived in their ori-
ginal form, but their existence shows that firm government
control had been established over the movements and settle-
ments of the Arabs.

The new arrangements instituted by Umar had a pro-
found and lasting effect on Muslim society. Much of this was
positive. The presence of large numbers of soldiers, depend-
ent on salaries paid by the government, was a major factor in
the emergence of that vibrant market economy characteristic
of the early Islamic world. It also meant that the government
had to use coins and maintain a bureaucracy which was both
literate and numerate. This in turn led to the development of
a class educated in Arabic with the opportunity and know-
ledge to invest in writing and other intellectual activities.
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At the same time, however, the arrangements gave rise to
continuous conflicts over the distribution of resources.
These arose at different levels. Within communities, they
developed between early converts to Islam, who enjoyed pre-
cedence (sabiga) and hence higher salaries, and later joiners
and former rejectionists, who were on very low levels of
reward. Then there were conflicts between those who
believed that all the money raised in a province, say Kufa for
example, should be spent in that province and those who
argued that the surplus after paying salaries should be for-
warded to the government of the caliph in Medina or, under
the Umayyads, Damascus. The fact that the system had been
inaugurated by the caliph Umar, as was later confirmed by
Ali, gave it a quasi-religious authority. Those who believed
that they had a right to all the tax revenues of the province,
which should be distributed in the ways laid down by Umar,
saw this not just as their earthly rights (dunya) but as part
and parcel of their religious faith (din), and when the
Umayyads tried to change the arrangements in the interests
of more efficient government they were seen not only as
mean and grasping but as impious and anti-Islamic.

Another lasting legacy for which the caliph is remem-
bered is the so-called ‘pact of Umar’. This is not so much a
written document drawn up and signed by the caliph as a
series of rules and guidelines which emerged concerning
the status of his non-Muslim subjects, Jews, Christians,
Zoroastrians and others. The basic outline of these agree-
ments was that non-Muslims would be able to retain their
faith, their worship and their places of worship, along with
their personal property and their family possessions. There
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were, however, restrictions whose exact nature varied from
one version of the pact to another. These mostly involved the
prohibition of the building of new churches (and sometimes
the repair of the old), of public religious processions, of
expressing criticism of Islam and of bearing weapons. At
times non-Muslims were also obliged to wear distinctive
dress and forbidden to ride horses. Most importantly, the
pact imposed the payment of a poll tax (fizya). Non-Muslims
were referred to as protected peoples (dhimmi) and their
security and freedom of worship were assured. At the same
time they were definitely second-class citizens. Members of
the minority communities were particularly keen to ascribe
the arrangements to Umar because they were in a sense guar-
anteed by the authority and pious reputation of the great
caliph.

Umar died in 644 at the hands of an assassin, a Persian
slave, who killed him for personal reasons. In many ways he
can be seen as the founding father of the caliphate. Although,
as with Abt Bakr, there is no direct contemporary evidence
that he bore the title, Arabic sources are virtually unanimous
in saying that he did. He was certainly a well-known figure.
When an Arab wanted to date a graffito bearing his name
carved on a rock in western Arabia, he said simply that it was
the year when Umar died, as if he were a personality who
could be referred to without formality or explanation.* Umar’s
reputation survives in the Sunni Islamic tradition as the great
law-giver, incorruptible and stern, quick to condemn extrava-
gance or pretension among his governors and generals. His
memory survives in anecdotes of his own rejection of the
pomp and circumstance of rulership, describing how he
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slept in the corner of a mosque wrapped in his cloak,
approachable to all. We also hear how Persians came as
envoys or prisoners and, accustomed as they were to the for-
mality and ostentatious display of the Persian court, were
amazed, even incredulous, at the simplicity of his dress and
style of living. These stories must reflect a historical reality,
the personality of the real Umar, but they were also pre-
served and no doubt elaborated as a paradigm of Islamic
monarchy and a clear rebuke to the extravagance and grand-
eur of later rulers.

Umar is admired not just in the Muslim tradition but in
completely different cultures. Edward Gibbon, in eighteenth-
century Britain, writes of him:

The abstinence and humility of Omar were not inferior to
the virtues of Abubeker [Abﬁ Bakr]: his food consisted of
barley-bread or dates; his drink was water; he preached in a
gown that was torn or tattered in twelve places; and a
Persian satrap, who paid his homage as to the conqueror,
found him asleep among the beggars on the steps of the
mosch of Medina. Oeconomy is the source of liberality, and
the increase of the revenue enabled Omar to establish a
just and perpetual reward for the past and present services
of the faithful. Careless of his own emolument, he assigned
to Abbas, the uncle of the prophet, the first and most ample
allowance of twenty-five thousand drachms or pieces of
silver. Five thousand were allotted to each of the aged
warriors, the relics of the field of Beder [Battle of Badr, 624,
the first of Muhammad’s military victories], and the last
and the meanest of the companions of Mahomet was
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distinguished by the annual reward of three thousand
pieces . . . Under his reign, and that of his predecessor, the
conquerors of the East were the trusty servants of God and
the people; the mass of public treasure was consecrated to
the expenses of peace and war; a prudent mixture of justice
and bounty maintained the discipline of the Saracens, and
they united, by a rare felicity, the dispatch and execution of
despotism, with the equal and frugal maxims of a
republican government.’

Gibbon’s perspective, steeped as he was in the writings of
classical historians, may ring strangely in our ears and the
reference to republican government is improbable, but it is
striking how the views of an Enlightenment savant mirror, in
his own language, the views of Muslims through the ages.
There was yet another side to this image, a more religious,
even messianic aspect, which is difficult to understand after
all these centuries. Like Abt Bakr before him and Uthman
after, Umar decided to spend his reign in the Hijaz, almost
always in the Prophet’s city of Medina. He did, however,
make one exception. The city of Jerusalem played an import-
ant part in early Islamic lore. It is said that the first Muslims
prayed in this holy city before Muhammad changed the dir-
ection of Muslim prayer, the gibla, to Mecca. It was from
Jerusalem, not Mecca, that the Prophet is said to have begun
his miraculous journey through the heavens in order to be
shown the full glory of God’s creation, from the site on the
Temple Mount later covered by the Dome of the Rock. When
in 638 it was apparent that the Muslim forces, having con-
quered Damascus and most of the rest of Syria and Palestine
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(only the coastal city of Caesarea still held out against them),
were on the verge of taking Jerusalem, then a city under
Byzantine rule, Umar set out for the north. When he reached
Jerusalem he accepted the surrender of the city from the
venerable Christian Patriarch Sophronius.

A version of the treaty he made at this time still survives
in the Arabic texts, allowing the Ram (Romans, that is,
Byzantines) to leave peacefully with their possessions and
guaranteeing the population who remained their dhimmi
status. He prayed on the Temple Mount, the site of the old
Jewish temple. This seems to have been covered with ruins
at the time and Umar ordered it to be cleared and cleaned.
According to an ancient Jewish tradition, he also allowed
Jews, who had been rigorously excluded from the city by the
Byzantines, to return. He refused, however, to accept the
invitation of the Patriarch to pray in the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre, arguing that if he did, the Muslims would take
possession of it and make it into a mosque. Instead he prayed
outside at a site which is now marked by the much later
mosque still called the Mosque of Umar. Much of this, per-
haps legendary, detail survives in Arabic Christian narratives,
which stress that the greatest caliph of them all had accepted
the holiness of the church and the rights of the Christians.

It was probably as a result of this expedition that Umar
acquired the title of Fartig, by which he was sometimes
known. This is an Aramaic, not an Arabic term, which means
the Redeemer. Exactly what the early Muslims understood by
Redeemer is not clear, but it has been suggested that it was
part of an eschatological discourse which saw the Muslim
conquest of Jerusalem as marking the end of days and the
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beginning of the Last Judgement. The exact significance of
the word is lost beyond recovery, and the Muslim tradition
does not discuss it in any detail, but it is evidence that the
caliph had made a deep impression on Muslim and non-
Muslim alike.

Uthman and the First Crisis
of the Caliphate

As Umar lay dying, he turned his attention to the arrange-
ments for the choosing of his successor. The choices of Abii
Bakr and Umar himself had been, to say the least, informal.
Essentially Abai Bakr had been chosen by Umar and others of
the muhdgjiran while Umar in turn seems to have been nom-
inated by Aba Bakr. There were no precedents here to which
the community could turn. Umar, however, determined that
there should be a shiira, an advisory council, which should
select the next leader. He nominated six men: all of them
were from Quraysh. The ansir of Medina and the rest of the
Muslims were excluded, but Ali, who had not been able to
participate in the choice of Abu Bakr, was among their
number. After some deliberation the shiira settled on the old
and distinguished merchant Uthman, a Qurashi, of course,
and one of Muhammad?’s first followers. He was duly offered
allegiance by the leaders of the Muslim community.

The establishment of the shira as a way of choosing the
caliphs has had profound resonances in Muslim political
thought ever since. Here was a system which seemed to offer
legitimacy to what had previously been an ad hoc process. At
the same time, the concept was very flexible and could be
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subject to a wide range of interpretations. The root Arabic
shawara, from which the word shiira derives, is not about
election in the sense of democratic choice but about advice
and consultation. The shara which chose Uthman was the
only open and properly constituted body in the history of the
caliphate. The idea, however, remained alive and a source of
inspiration to many through the ages who felt that some
element of community engagement would give legitimacy to
a process which often seemed obscure and arbitrary. The
term was also used as a legitimizing discourse for processes
of choice which were very far from open. After all, there was
no law to lay down how many people should make up a shiira,
that they should be in any sense representative of the wider
Muslim community or that they should meet in open delib-
eration. It could be argued that a shiira of one, meeting in
haste and secret, was, following the model laid down by
Umar, a valid and acceptable way of choosing a new leader.
The whole idea of shira was, in turn, complete anathema to
the Shi‘a, for whom choosing the leader of the Muslims was
usurping a function properly belonging to God alone.
Uthman has a very varied reputation among Muslim his-
torians and commentators. The events of his reign are not
generally disputed. The traditional narrative says that he
enjoyed six successful years, but at the end of these he
dropped the Prophet’s signet ring down a well and this
meant the end of both his good fortune and his good govern-
ance. This period also saw the expansion of Muslim armies
into Iran and the death of the last Sasanian shah, Yazdgard
111, in 651. After that, military expansion largely came to a
halt (though it was to resume again in the early eighth
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century) and the revenue from booty must have dried up. It
was at this time too that resentment against Uthman’s rule
began to grow among groups who felt that the elite in the
community were becoming too rich and arrogant. This cul-
minated in 656 when there were active revolts in both Iraq
and Egypt. Armed groups set out from both these areas for
Medina to make their demands forcefully. Arriving at the
capital, they found the old man effectively defenceless,
having been abandoned by all the leading members of the
Muslim elite, including, crucially, Ali. He was murdered as he
sat alone in his house reading the Qur’an and his blood
dripped on the open pages of the Holy Book.

The murder of Uthman was a major trauma for the early
Islamic community and continues to reverberate down to the
twenty-first century. We can see the events which led to his
assassination in strictly historical terms. Uthman was trying
to manage a huge and recently created empire. The con-
quests had stalled and resources were under pressure and
many of the Muslims felt excluded and impoverished while
they observed others living in the lap of luxury. Most con-
spicuous of these were the group of Qurashis who sur-
rounded the caliph, many of them young men with no
experience of the hard struggles of the early days of Islam. It
was said, bitterly, that the rich lands of Iraq had become the
‘Garden of Quraysh’. Uthman, of course, would have seen it
differently. Faced with the task of administering a vast and
increasingly chaotic caliphate, he turned to the people he
could most rely on, his family and kinsmen from Quraysh
and the Umayyad clan.

The murder gave rise to an anguished debate. It was
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deeply shocking. The caliph chosen by the community, a man
who had known and supported the Prophet of God from the
beginnings of his ministry and who put his ample resources
in the service of Islam, a man whose piety and conduct could
hardly be impugned, had been killed by his fellow Muslims.
What had gone wrong?

The answer depended on your point of view. For the sup-
porters of Uthman, who belonged to what comes in later
centuries to be the Sunni tradition, the rights and wrongs
were crystal clear: the caliph of God had been murdered by
people who claimed to be Muslims. It was a crime against
God and man alike. Even if Uthman had not been the most
perfect ruler, perhaps not up to the standards of Abu Bakr
and Umar before him, Muslims had no right to rebel against
him, still less to take his life. His blood should be avenged
and his murderers punished.

Other people were not so sure. Supposing Uthman had
not behaved like God’s caliph but rather as a tyrannical phar-
aoh seizing the wealth that rightly belonged to pious and
humble Muslims and giving it to his friends and family, how
should pious Muslims respond? There were two approaches
here. One could simply accept that things were problematic
but agree too that Muslims should not rebel against a prop-
erly constituted authority. It was not always easy to deter-
mine God’s will and perhaps Uthman was, for all his sins,
serving God’s purpose and it was up to God to remove him or
punish him if He saw proper. Yet others were clear that
Uthman was not fit to rule the community. He was so bad and
had strayed so far from the ways of piety and justice that he
could longer be considered an appropriate imam for Muslims:
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it was the duty of pious and God-fearing men to remove and
punish him and, hopefully, replace him with someone who
could lead the community in the correct fashion.

The discussion of tyrannicide is as lively a theme in Islam
as it is in western political thought. There is a widespread
belief that the killing of a leader, however bad or inadequate
he is seen to be, is always wrong, for it will lead to something
worse, to fitna, that violence, division and destruction which
imperils the lives of Muslims and makes the proper perform-
ance of true religion impossible.

Then there was the issue of the Qur’an. The Muslim trad-
ition describes how the Qur’an was revealed by the Angel
Gabriel to Muhammad, who in turn passed it on by word of
mouth, for he himself was illiterate, to the Muslims. As it was
revealed, it was written down on any materials which lay to
hand: papyrus, leather, palm-leaves and even the flat shoul-
der bones of sheep. It was Uthman who decided to edit and
arrange this material into a book, the book we now know as
the Qur’an. It seems that versions were already in circula-
tion, but the caliph ordered that they should all be destroyed
in favour of his authorized version. Not everyone was happy
with this. Some objected to the destruction of other versions
that might have preserved elements of divine revelation
which were now lost. Others objected that the caliph was
exceeding his power and had no authority to do this. Yet
others argued that only the members of the Family of the
Prophet, with their unique understanding of the divine will
and purpose, were able to undertake this successfully. History
has been kind to Uthman’s edition of the Holy Book. It is gen-
erally accepted by Sunnis and, with some reservations, by
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Shi’is as the authentic record of the revelation, but at the
time it seems to have provoked an opposition which fed into
the general dissatisfaction with Uthman’s rule.

It was symbolic, then, that he was killed reading the Holy
Book. The Qur’an of Uthman became a sacred object, sealed
with the martyred caliph’s blood, the nearest thing the
Islamic tradition would allow as a legitimizing relic. The
Abbasid caliphs would later display the ‘Qur’an of Uthman’
on ceremonial occasions. We hear of ‘Qur’ans of Uthman’
that were used by the Umayyads of Cérdoba and later by
their Almohad successors, there are such Qur’ans in libraries
in Cairo and in the collections of the Ottoman sultans (and
caliphs) in the Topkapi palace in Istanbul. A magnificent and
undoubtedly very ancient one can still be seen, copiously
spattered with what are alleged to be drops of caliphal blood,
displayed with all due pomp in Tashkent, where it serves the
present rulers of Uzbekistan as evidence of their real or
feigned piety and commitment to Islam.

Ali and the End of the
Orthodox Caliphate

The murder of Uthman unleashed a complex series of events
which revealed the many and varied views of what the caliph-
ate should be and how the new caliph should be chosen. At
first, authority passed to Ali. He and many others may have
thought that his time had come, but there seems to have
been no formal arrangement for the succession, and certainly
no shiira. This lack of a clear mandate was one of the factors
which undermined his rule from the beginning.
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The first challenge came from within the elite of Quraysh.
Ali was, of course, himself a member of the tribe, but he had
been slow to accept Aba Bakr. He also had a considerable
following among the ansar and perhaps his political loyaities
were to them. He had converted to Islam early and had been
close to the Prophet, but he was not the only one. Although
it was a quarter of a century since Muhammad’s death, there
were other men who felt that their status within the tribe
and early commitment to Islam entitled them to a leading
role in the community. Among them was Zubayr b. al-Awwam.
A prominent Qurashi, he had been one of a small group of
Muslims who had emigrated to Ethiopia to escape the perse-
cution that Muhammad and his followers had endured in
Mecca before the Hijra to Medina in 622. He had returned
and joined the Muslim community in Medina and had been
one of the six prominent Muslims who had been chosen by
Umar to make up the shura which chose Uthmin. He and a
companion of his from a very similar background, Talha b.
Ubayd Allah, objected to the appointment of Ali and decided
to challenge it. They were joined by a third person, the
Prophet’s wife Aisha, who some said was his favourite wife.
Aisha was probably motivated by a long-standing personal
antipathy to Ali, but she was also the daughter of Abu Bakr;
she knew Zubayr and Talha well and would naturally be
" attracted to the Qurashi cause.

All faced a much bigger challenge to his credibility as
caliph: his role, or rather his lack of role, in Uthman’s murder.
There is no evidence that he had participated in the old
man’s death, or even that he had encouraged the attackers,
but, on the other hand, he does not seem to have offered
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him any protection or support at a time of need despite being
in Medina and having a substantial following among the
inhabitants. Uthman was dead, but his large and powerful
family, the Umayyads, demanded, as was their right, that the
murderers of their kinsman should be punished. Many of the
Umayyads left Medina and took refuge with one of their
number, Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan. Mu‘awiya, like many of his
family, seems to have been a fairly late convert to Islam but
he had served as one of the Prophet’s secretaries so had
known him well. He had taken part in the conquest of Syria
and when the country was conquered he had been appointed
as governor. He had made Syria his powerbase, marrying into
one of the most important local tribes, the Bana Kalb of the
Palmyrene desert. He had come to represent the Syrian inter-
est and command the loyalties of Syrians, both Muslims and
others, like the chiefs of Kalb, who remained Christians. No
other figure in the community could attract this degree of
military and financial support. If Ali failed to avenge his mur-
dered kinsman he would prove himself incapable of being a
true caliph and until he fulfilled his duty Mu‘awiya would
refuse to take the oath of allegiance.

The first military challenge to All’s rule began almost
immediately. Zubayr, along with Aisha and Talha, left Medina,
whose inhabitants mostly supported Ali, and went to the
Muslim new town of Basra in southern Iraq where they
hoped to attract the support of members of the tribe of
Thagif, old allies of Quraysh from pre-Islamic times, who had
settled there. All, in turn, realized that he would have to find
allies outside the capital and travelled to Iraq to appeal to the
Muslims of Kufa. The connection between Ali and the Kufans
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may have begun because of his support of Kufan grievances
against the rule of Uthman. He certainly had many followers
at this juncture and the connection between the Family of
the Prophet, Ali and his descendants with the inhabitants of
this large and turbulent Iraqi city was to be a continuing fea-
ture of the political landscape of the Muslim community for
the next two centuries and of fundamental importance in the
early development of Shi’ism.

The armies of Zubayr and Ali met in December 656 near
Basra in a confrontation known to history as the Battle of the
Camel. Zubayr and his allies do not seem to have attracted as
much support as they had hoped and his army was defeated
by the more numerous troops of All. Zubayr and Talha were
both killed and Aisha, who had played a conspicuous part in
directing the battle from the howdah on her camel, was
forced to retire to the Hijaz where she passed her final days
in political obscurity.

The Battle of the Camel had settled the immediate chal-
lenge to Ali’s caliphate. It also meant that the idea of a
Quraysh-dominated caliphate based in the Hijaz had been
defeated for a generation, though it was to be revived with
renewed vigour by Zubayr’s son after the death of Mu‘awiya
in 680. The Battle of the Camel was also the first open civil
war within the Muslim community. The issue of the caliphate
had been decided not by discussion in a shiira or designation
by a previous ruler, but by hard military power and by the abil-
ity of one party to attract more military support than another.
It set a pattern for much of the future development of the
office.

It also marked an important change in another way.
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Medina had been the residence of the Prophet and under Abu
Bakr and Umar was, in a real sense, the capital of the caliph-
ate. Umar made his visit to Palestine to accept the surrender
of Jerusalem but he directed operations in the great wars of
conquest from Medina and Uthman continued to use it as
the seat of government and it was here that he died. But
Medina was isolated in western Arabia and, as the population
grew, it became increasingly dependent on food supplies
imported from Egypt and elsewhere. There were now many
more Muslims living in Iraq and Syria than in Medina and no
one could hope to establish himself as caliph without their
support. When Ali had defeated Zubayr, he did not return to
Medina but stayed to base himself in Kufa as the centre of his
government. The dream of establishing a caliphate based in
the city of the Prophet lingered on, but when Muhammad the
Pure Soul, himself a direct descendant of Muhammad, tried
to make it a reality in the early Abbasid period in 762, it was
clear that the dream was just that, and not the basis for a
revived and renewed caliphate.

Zubayr was dead, his party defeated, but Mu‘awiya posed
a much bigger challenge to Al’s authority. Whatever his long-
term ambitions, he made no effort at this stage to claim the
caliphate. He simply demanded that All, if he wanted to
be caliph, should punish his kinsman’s murderers. He must
have known that he was making an impossible demand, for
those who attacked Uthman, and their relatives and friends
in Kufa, were the very people on whom Ali had now come to
depend for establishing his power. Kufa was not an easy town
to govern and had a wild, lawless atmosphere. The new town
boasted a mosque at its centre and the main sigs surrounded
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it, but it was mainly a network of dusty streets and mud-
brick or wooden houses, often makeshift affairs erected by
newcomers from the Arabian desert and non-Arabs from the
conquered areas of Iraq and Iran who wanted to throw in
their lots with the Muslims and benefit from some of the
privileges and opportunities which they enjoyed. It was a city
riven with social tensions.

At the top of the social pyramid were the leaders of the
most powerful tribes in the city, men like Ash‘ath b. Qays
al-Kindi, who enjoyed both wealth and social respect because
of their family background. But many of these, like Ash‘ath
himself, had joined the Muslim cause late. This group were
known as sharif (pl. ashrdf), or nobles. They had hardly
known the Prophet, if indeed they had met him at all, and
some of them had joined the ridda against the rule of Abn
Bakr. Pitted against them, and also claiming leadership and
power, were those who had joined the Islamic cause early
and who had borne the brunt of the heat and dust of the early
battles against the Persians. These were men like Malik al-
Ashtar, who had been one of the leaders of the anti-Uthman
movement in Iraq and who now became one of Ali’s closest
advisers. They were often from modest social backgrounds
in the pre-Islamic tribal scheme of things, but they had sabiga,
precedence in Islam. Under the system set up by Umar, they
had been awarded the highest ranks of payment and pen-
sions, assets they were determined to preserve. There was
plenty of reason for antagonism between these two elite
groups.

Below them in the social scale were a host of ordinary
tribesmen with no particular claim to elite status on either
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ground. These included men who, although they were now
Muslims, had joined the cause late or who had failed to play
a significant role in the armies of the conquests. Despite their
membership of the community, their rewards were small and
they had every reason to feel excluded from the benefits
others enjoyed. This resentment was real among the first
generation but must have become even more strongly felt in
the generations which followed, when the elite enjoyed their
high status not because of what they themselves had done
but because of what their fathers and grandfathers before
them had achieved.

At the bottom of the heap were the non-Arab converts to
Islam. Many of these were Iranians of some social standing
whose lives had been turned upside down by war and con-
quest and, in many cases, capture and slavery as well. In
order to become Muslims, they attached themselves to an
Arab-Muslim tribe or prominent individual and became their
mawdll (sing. mawla). This is a word which has no exact
English translation. It can mean that they became clients of
the tribe, accepting its leadership and supporting its political
activities. It can also refer to freedmen, people who had been
slaves but had been freed by their masters and converted to
Islam. (To add to the confusion the term mawid is used in
later Arabic to mean lord or master but it is the earlier sense
with which we are concerned here.) These mawali felt that
they too were Muslims equal to any others and entitled to
their tax advantages, especially not paying the jizya or poll
tax, a privilege which was the right of all Muslims.

It was a heady brew of rivalries and conflicts, fuelled by
strong feelings of injustice. Islam promised so much in terms
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of equality in religion and membership of the community. It
was easy to feel resentful and angry at the failure of the
new order to deliver. The fundamental problem was one of
resources. Iraq was the richest area of the Middle East and
the revenues the Islamic government could extract were
huge, but they were never enough to satisfy the demands of
all these various constituencies. Inevitably there would be
winners and losers; the question was whom they would be.
Ali set about trying to mobilize the military energies of
these people to enforce his caliphal authority over the recal-
citrant Mu‘awiya in Syria. It was not easy to persuade men of
such different backgrounds and outlooks as the tribal aristo-
crat Ash‘ath b. Qays and the pious early Muslim Malik al-
Ashtar to march in the same army and accept his leadership.
He did, however, have two planks to his platform which
won over many. The first was the hostility of Iraqi Muslims
towards the Syrians and their fear that Syrian domination
would lead to their exclusion from positions of power.
Modern discussions of the conflict which developed between
the supporters of Ali and Mu‘awiya have tended to concen-
trate on the religio-political issues which divided them from
each other, proto-Sunnis supporting Mu‘awiya and proto-
Shi’is supporting Ali. The early Arabic sources which describe
these events lay just as much stress on the regional nature of
the conflict: it was the ahl (people) of Iraq against the people
of Syria. Of course, this did not mean all the people of Iraq
and all the people of Syria, but the Arab Muslims of Iraq and
the Arab Muslims of Syria with, perhaps, some of their
mawdli. The rest, the Christian, Jews and Zoroastrians
who formed the majority of the population, were neither
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consulted nor asked to participate in what was an inter-
Muslim conflict.

Most of the people of Iraq could relate to this appeal, but
Ali and his advisers tried to attract more support, and per-
haps more committed support, in ways which were ultim-
ately more divisive of Iraqi opinion. Ali’s policy was a bold
attempt to cut across the social divisions which so disturbed
the Muslims of Iraq in general and Kufa in particular. He
stressed the role of the caliph as imam, that is, religious
leader of the community. As caliph, he was not to be a tyran-
nical tax-gatherer or a guardian of existing vested interests
but a charismatic figure who would inspire and guide the
believers in the formation of a truly Islamic community and
bring justice to all Muslims. It was a powerful vision which
staked new ground for the function and importance of the
caliphate.

AlP’s policies at this moment were, no doubt, a combin-
ation of idealism and practical considerations - he needed to
recruit for his army - but they had enormous long-term
implications. The first was that Ali, the Family of the Prophet,
and after them the Shi’ite leaderships of later years, were
firmly identified with Iraqi interests and particularly the
interests of the Muslim inhabitants of the southern Iraqi
towns of Kufa and Basra, areas in fact which are still Shi’ite
today, 1,200 years later. The second, and even more import-
ant, implication was that the Family of the Prophet and later
Shi’ite leaders became firmly identified with the interests of
the deprived and excluded in Muslim society, those who felt
that their rights had been ignored and trampled on by dom-
inant elites. Of course, this has not always been the case.
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There were times, for example in Fatimid Egypt in the elev-
enth century, when the Shi’ite leadership was firmly in sup-
port of the Shi’ite caliph. But this theme of concern for the
poor and marginalized in Muslim society is a thread which
has runs through much Shi’ite preaching from the proto-
Shi’is of late seventh-century Iraq to Ayatollah Khomeini in
late twentieth-century Iran and Ayatollah Sistani in Iraq even
as I write these words.

In the spring and summer of 657 Ali led his Iraqi forces up
the Euphrates valley to invade Syria. At the same time
Mu‘awiya mobilized his Syrian supporters and came to meet
them. The two armies faced each other at a place called
Siffin, just up the river from Raqqa. They did not immediately
engage in an all-out battle. Despite all the issues which div-
ided them, there was a profound reluctance among many to
fight their fellow Muslims if it could be avoided. There were
a number of bloody skirmishes, notably over access to water
in the burning heat of the Syrian summer, and there were
contests of poetry as the propagandists on both sides tried to
inspire their fellows and denigrafe their enemies, but there
were also negotiations. In July or August a real battle seemed
to be developing, but the Syrian troops attached copies of the
Qur’an to their lances, demanding that there be an arbitra-
tion according to the book of God, and Al felt that he had no
option but to accept. An arbitration date was set for the next
year and it was agreed that the two arbitrators, one from
each side, should meet in the small town of Udhruh, now a
ruined archaeological site in southern Jordan. So far so clear.

What was much less clear was the question of what
exactly was going to be arbitrated. Was it a debate about

37



THE CALIPHATE

whether Ali or Mu‘awiya was going to be caliph, a sort of two-
man shiira, or was the issue simply that of the punishment of
Uthman’s killers and the circumstances under which
Mu‘awiya might accept Ali as caliph? By the time the two arbi-
trators did meet, events had moved on so quickly that any
discussions they may have had were rendered irrelevant.

The Kharijite Alternative

Many of Ali’s supporters were dismayed by what had hap-
pened, seeing their leader as a victim of a Syrian trick or,
even worse, as having agreed to put his God-given authority
to the judgement of two men. When he returned to Iraq, his
uneasy coalition began to break up. Some of the tribal nobles
began to enter into negotiations with the Syrian leader. Much
more threatening than that, at the other end of the political
spectrum, many of his more radical supporters abandoned
him and went out to camp in a separate place, announcing
that arbitration belonged only to God and implying that the
issue should have been decided on the battlefield.

These dissenters became known as Kharijites (Ar.
khawarij). They have survived as a sect down to the present
day, notably in Oman and parts of southern Algeria. How the
name originates is quite unclear. The word khariji means lit-
erally one who goes out, but the often quoted explanation
that they went out from Ali’s camp seems feeble. More
attractive is the historian Andrew Marsham’s suggestion that
it related to the verses in the Qur’an which urge Muslims to
‘go out’ (on the jihad) rather than stay at home.® Kharijites
were associating with the militant activists among the
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earliest Muslims. They have never constituted more than a
small percentage of the Muslim population. but they are
important in the history of the caliphate because they
developed theories of the office, how the caliph or imam
(they used both terms to describe their leaders) should be
chosen and what they should do, which were radically differ-
ent from the concepts of both Sunni and Shi’i,

The Kharijites split from the emerging consensus over
two main issues. The first was that they believed the caliph
should be chosen from all the Muslims as the most pious and
meritorious of them. Quraysh descent was absolutely not
required and any Muslim, no matter how humble his social
origins, could be considered for office. Some said that even a
slave could be chosen, and it is alleged that a few even argued
that women were eligible, though this point of view never
seems to have been widely accepted. They generally agreed
that Aba Bakr and Umar were lawful caliphs, but only
because they were the best men of their time, not because of
any Qurashi descent, and they completely rejected Uthman
and all subsequent claimants. When others had their doubts,
the Kharijites were proudly unrepentant of the role some of
them played in the murder of Uthman, seeing it as entirely
justified, even necessary, because of his deviation from
proper Islamic behaviour. Quite how the choosing of the new
leader was going to take place was not really specified: cer-
tainly there was no discussion of the practicalities of either
election or shara. It was sort of taken for granted that the
most meritorious would emerge and be accepted by the com-
munity. If the caliph they chose went astray or proved to be
corrupt and tyrannical then he should be corrected, first by
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being warned that his conduct was unacceptable and, if this
failed, by being deposed or killed. Patricia Crone shows how
this could be pushed to its logical conclusion and beyond:

When Najda b. Amir, founder of the Najdiya group of
Kharijites, did various things of which his followers
disapproved they demanded that he repent, which he did.
But then a group of them regretted having asked him to
repent and told him: ‘We were wrong to ask you to repent
for you are an imam. We have repented of it so now you
should repent of your repentance and demand that those
who asked you to repent should repent of having done so.
If you don’t, we will separate from you.’ So he went out
and announced to the people that he repented of his
repentance. His followers then began to quarrel among
themselves.’

So there you have it: the caliph/imam being held to account
in a lively exchange of views but nonetheless respected for
his position. In one sense it was a conditional and contrac-
tual vision of monarchy, rare in Islamic political thought,
though the rules and mechanisms by which conditionality
might be put into practice are left unclear and the issue was
not whether the caliph/imam did what was beneficial for the
community but whether he was acting in agreement with
God’s law.

According to the Kharijites, the caliph/imam had the
authority to decide matters of law and religious practice, but
he should do so in consultation with the scholars in the com-
munity and it was the community which could judge whether
he had acted in accordance with God’s law. The caliph, in
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fact, was to lead by consent to command and he had no God-
given authority.

The other main idea in Kharijite ideology was that those
who sinned grievously should no longer be considered as
Muslims, no matter what they said, but were rather heathens,
kuffar (sing. kdfir). All true believers should hunt these kuffar
down and kill them, and sell their women and children into
slavery. Among the sins which could mean that you were
treated as a kdfir was, of course, refusal to accept the author-
ity of the Kharijite community and its views of the caliphate.
This ideology of takfir, considering those you disagreed with
to be non-Muslim, even if they claimed to be good Muslims,
seems to have originated with the Kharijites at this time, but
has been adopted by other groups right down to the present
and is the basis of the attitude of Islamic State towards
Muslims who disagree with them.

Kharijite views were no mere debating point: these people
meant action. Their defection from Al’s camp led to a col-
lapse of his military effort against Mu‘awiya and it was a
Kharijite who assassinated Ali in 661 (they had intended to
assassinate Mu‘awiya too, for they hated both of them
equally, but the attempt failed).

The Kharijite movement also had a strong social basis
to it, although this was never spelt out in their ideology.
It gained its recruits among those who rejected not just
the caliphates of Uthman and Ali but the whole norms
and behaviour of settled life which most Muslims had
adopted after the great conquests and the migrations which
followed. Many of their followers left the newly established
garrison cities and led a wandering life, half nomads, half
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brigands, in the deserts of Arabia and southern Iran. To some
they were romantic figures, harking back to the days of free-
dom when there were no taxes and no law-enforcement
agencies, and their poetry, of which a great deal survives, was
full of the spirit of the Jabiliyya, or pre-Islamic times, glorify-
ing the Bedouin warrior and the life of travel and camp, raid
and battle, albeit within a Muslim framework.

The movement divided into a number of groups. Two of
these, known after their first leaders as the Azariqa and
Najdiya, abandoned the urban life entirely and went out to
terrorize their opponents and to raid settled communities.
Unsurprisingly they came into conflict with the Umayyad
authorities and both of them were violently suppressed, the
Najdiya in Arabia in 693 and the Azariqa in Iran in 699. The
Ibadiya, by contrast, developed a position that enabled them
to live together with their non-Kharijite neighbours and
accept a secular authority while waiting and hoping for the
arrival of a truly Kharijite imam. This quietist attitude ena-
bled them to survive in parts of Algeria and Oman right down
to the present day.

The assassination of All in 661, followed as it was by the
assumption of power of Mu‘awiya, the first Umayyad caliph,
marked the end of an era marked by violence and division; but
the thirty years since the death of the Prophet Muhammad
had also been a period of astonishing achievements. Arab
Muslims had conquered almost all of what we might describe
as the central Middle East, from the eastern borders of Iran
to southern Tunisia. The governments of the caliphs had also
set up systems which ensured that Arab-Muslim government
lasted after the initial conquests were over. The caliphs and
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the idea of caliphate played a key role in this achievement.
The nature of the office was still undefined and the method
of choosing the leader hardly explored. But this uncertainty
encouraged flexibility.

Many different groups had their own ideas about who the
caliph should be and what he could do, but no one, apart pos-
sibly from some small groups of Kharijites, argued that the
caliphate was unnecessary and could be abolished. The con-
cept offered the opportunity for diverse groups to develop it
as they saw fit, but fundamentally presented an ideal of ruler-
ship which combined political and military leadership with
spiritual guidance. It could also offer a leadership which was
responsive to the needs of Muslims but was also, and cru-
cially, respectful of what were seen to be God’s decrees. The
history of the caliphate of the Orthodox period raised almost
all the main issues about powers and personalities which
have dominated the discussions of the nature and potential
of the office ever since.
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The Executive
Cadliphate

THE RULE OF THE UMAYYADS






Mu‘awiya and the Establishment
of the Umayyad Caliphate

The first of the Umayyad caliphs, Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan,
came to the caliphate in 661 almost by default. The death of
Ali at the hands of a Kharijite assassin and his own lucky sur-
vival meant that he was in a much stronger position than any
of his potential rivals. He was fully in charge in Syria and led
a powerful and effective army. His enemies were demoral-
ized, defeated and divided. Soon after Ali’s death he led his
forces to Iraq where he made agreements with many of the
prominent figures, including the most important tribal lead-
ers, and with Hasan, Ali’s son, who might have been a cata-
lyst for opposition. Hasan was paid considerable sums of
money and withdrew to the Hijaz where he lived a life of
comfortable retirement. His younger brother Husayn seems
to have been less reconciled to Mu‘awiya’s rule but bided his
time as long as the Umayyad leader lived.

These events inaugurated the Umayyad caliphate, which
was to last until 750. By any normal standards of historical
judgement, it was a period of huge success. The boundaries of
the Islamic world were vastly extended: in the west with the
conquest of modern Morocco and then, from 711 to 716, most
of modern Spain and Portugal, and in the east with the con-
quests of Ceritral Asia between 705 and 715 and Sind (southern
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Pakistan) in 712. Not only did Umayyad armies conquer these
areas, but they governed them effectively. In the distant
Iberian Peninsula, known to Muslims as Andalus, governors
were appointed and dismissed on the orders of the caliphs in
Damascus and Syrian armies were sent to quell disturbances.
At the same time a regular administration and tax system,
building on the foundations laid by Umar, was-developed,
coins were minted using the Arabic language and Muslim reli-
gious formulae. The first great Islamic buildings, including the
Dome of the Rock and the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus,
buildings we can still see and enjoy, were erected. The
Umayyads led the Muslim jihad against the Byzantine Empire
and they enabled and secured the hajj to Mecca, either leading
it in person or sending members of their family to do so.
Despite all these successes, however, they had a very mixed
reputation in the later Islamic tradition. From the start the
Umayyads faced a series of challenges, from the Quraysh of
the Hijaz and the supporters of the Family of the Prophet in
Iraq and numerous groups of Kharijites among others. They
were later held to have been impious, and not true Muslim
rulers. They were described as ‘kings’ (mulik, sing. malik), that
is, secular rulers, as opposed to the truly Muslim Abbasids
who followed them. Looking at the historical record, it is
difficult to account for this verdict. Some of the Umayyad
caliphs, such as Walid 11 (743-4), led wayward lives, much pub-
licized both by admiring poets and pious opponents, but he
was very much the exception. Most of them seem to have lived
lives of at least conventional piety and one, Abd al-Malik (685-
705), enjoyed a considerable reputation as a religious scholar.
To understand this hostility we must look at the people

48



THE EXECUTIVE CALIPHATE

who held and publicized such negative attitudes. The great
chroniclers of the Umayyad caliphate, Baladhuri (d. 892) and
Tabari (d. 923), record the deeds of the caliphs of the dynasty
objectively and usually without moral judgements. It is
with the ulama, the religious scholars, and later historians
that these prejudices become apparent. This is partly because
they wrote under the rule of the Abbasids, who would have a
natural interest in denigrating the achievements of the dyn-
asty they had overthrown. Ulama also overwhelmingly came
from Iraq and the Iraqis remembered the Syrian-based
regime of the Umayyads and how the Syrian army had been
sent to occupy and cow their country from their newly estab-
lished garrison city at Wasit in central Iraq. But much of this
hostility derives from the fact that the ulama of later years
used the Umayyads as examples of how not to be caliphs in
their veiled criticisms. The Umayyads, in fact, were made to
pay for the sins of rulers much nearer their own time. The
reality is that most Umayyad caliphs were strong, effective
rulers and pious, believing Muslims.

During the Umayyad period, many features of the caliph-
ate became established and in time traditional in ways which
continued long after the dynasty itself had been swept away.
Among the most obvious of these were the rituals of inaug-
uration. Caliphs were not crowned. A crown of the Byzantine
or Persian sort would have represented an acceptance of
all the traditions of ancient monarchy, with its pomp and
hierarchy, which the early Muslims rejected and sought to
replace. There was absolutely no religious figure to take the
role of the popes and archbishops of the western tradition
and place a crown on a ruler’s head.
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Instead of these ancient and discredited rituals, caliphs
were inaugurated through the performance of the bay‘a,
the public oath of allegiance signifying acceptance of an indi-
vidual as ruler. A ceremony usually involving hand-to-hand
contact - stroking or pressing rather than shaking - in
this respect at least it resembled the swearing of homage
by knights to their lords in medieval western Europe. In
Umayyad and early Abbasid periods such ceremonies could
be grand public occasions, a very visible sign that the public
accepted their new ruler, and marked the inauguration of a
new reign. In later times the bay‘a lost its public role and
ordinary people no longer participated. It was confined to the
military, who expected and demanded a bonus payment for
taking part, and to members of the court. From the beginning
too the bay‘a was sometimes offered by proxy on behalf of
people who were too distant from the centre of power to
be able to attend. It was a ritual through which rebels
who wished to claim the caliphate for themselves could attach
their supporters firmly to their cause. Despite the varied and
apparently informal nature of the ceremonies, the bay‘a was
usually taken very seriously. To break it was a bad thing to do,
unless the caliph was so obviously wicked or useless as to jus-
tify it, and could have the most dreadful consequences.

The fact that the bay‘a became the primary ritual of
inauguration in the caliphate was important. It was a funda-
mentally Arab idea expressed in Arabic words and Arab ges-
tures. It made it clear that this Islamic leadership was quite
unlike the ancient empires with their lavish and extravagant
ceremonies. It was also a symbol of a relationship between
free men, the subjects voluntarily accepting the authority of
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the new ruler. At the same time it had no divine approval or
sanction. Of course, to break a solemn oath went against the
law of God as it did the law of man, and most people accepted
that the new ruler was in power because, in some way, God
willed it thus, but the ritual itself was essentially a contract
between men and that was all that was necessary to confirm
a new caliph in power.

The idea of bay‘a is an old one used among the pre-Islamic
tribes of Arabia to seal alliances and agreement. Some sources
say that a bay‘a was taken to Muhammad by the people of
Mecca in 630 when he gained control over the city. It is
assumed by later sources that a bay‘a was taken to Aba Bakr,
Umar and Uthman in turn as caliphs, but there are no
detailed descriptions of how this was done and we may be
simply looking at a back-projection of later Islamic practice
to the era of the Orthodox caliphs.

Mu‘awiya’s assumption of the caliphate is the first case in
which we have a clear contemporary description of how the
oath of allegiance was given and taken. It comes from a
rather unexpected source. This is the so-called Maronite
Chronicle, written in Syriac, the ancient liturgical language
of the eastern churches in Syria, by a Christian author prob-
ably between 664 and 681, during the reign of Mu‘awiys, in fact.
This makes it extremely valuable evidence for early practice.
Not only is it earlier than any surviving Arabic-Muslim
account, but it is not in any way influenced by later Muslim
ideas. Its author may even have been an eye-witness. Among
accounts of earthquakes and quarrels between different
groups of Christians he writes of Mu‘awiya’s assumption of
power:
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In. .. Constans’ 18th year [the Christian chronicler dates
events to the regnal year of the Byzantine emperor in
distant Constantinople] many nomads gathered at
Jerusalem and made Mu‘awiya king and he went up and

sat down on Golgotha [the site of the crucifixion of Christ]:
he prayed there, and went to Gethsemane and went down
to the tomb of the blessed Mary to pray in it.

Later he records how, in July 660,

the emirs and many nomads gathered and pledged
allegiance [lit. ‘proffered their right hand’] to Mu‘awiya.
Then an order went out that he should be proclaimed king
in all the villages and cities of his dominion and that they
should make acclamations and invocations to him. He also
minted gold and silver, but it was not accepted, because it
had no cross on it [the Byzantine coins in normal use all
carried images of the cross as well as those of the reigning
emperors]. Furthermore, he did not wear a crown like
other kings in the world. He placed his throne in Damascus
and refused to go to Muhammad’s throne [that is to
Medina].!

Earlier the chronicler describes how Mu‘awiya had gone to |
Hira, by which he means Kufa in Iraq, where all the Arabs
pledged allegiance to him.

These short accounts make many interesting points. The
pledging of allegiance by stretching out the right hand is a
key feature. It is done by the people described as nomads and
Arabs: non-Arabs are not involved. However, the new caliph
visits the site of the crucifixion of Christ and the tomb of his
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mother Mary to pray. No mosque is mentioned. There is no
suggestion that Mu‘awiya was a crypto-Christian, but both
Jesus and his mother are, of course, highly respected in the
Muslim tradition. This account may simply be wishful think-
ing on the part of our author, anxious to show how the new
ruler respected the Christian holy places, but it may reflect a
gesture by the new caliph to acknowledge his Christian sub-
jects, who were, at this time, much more numerous in Syria
than the Muslims. He is confident enough in his religion not
to put crosses on his coins, showing that he is not a Christian
ruler, but it does not work and he has no power to force the
new money on his subjects. It was not until the reign of his
successor Abd al-Malik, a generation later, that a Muslim
ruler could issue an Islamic currency which would be gener-
ally accepted. Finally, the new ruler is different. He may be
called a king, but he does not wear a crown as kings usually
do. On the other hand, he makes it clear that Syria is to be his
base and Damascus his capital when he refuses to go to
Medina.

Mu‘awiya was a forceful and effective ruler, but he was no
dictator. Much of the success of his long and largely peace-
ful reign was that he negotiated and made agreements with
local elites in Iraq and Egypt while he largely confined his
activities to Syria. His right to rule rested partly on his mem-
bership of Quraysh, though his settlement in Damascus rep-
resented a rejection of the Qurashi legacy in the Hijaz, and,
no doubt, partly of his kinship with the murdered Uthman,
but above all it was based on his ability to attract the bay‘a of
the Arab Muslim leaders, not only in Syria but in hostile Irag
as well.
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He was clearly a Muslim leader: ‘The earth belongs to God
and I am God’s deputy [khalifat Allah],’ he proclaimed.” You
could not be much clearer than that. He showed his religious
authority not by forcing people to accept his beliefs but by
leading the Muslim people in jihad against the Byzantines
and he devoted massive resources to naval expeditions
against the city of Constantinople itself. He also promoted
the hajj, so showing deference to the Arabian origins of
the new religion of Islam. These two policies, leading the
Muslims against the Byzantines and safeguarding the hajj,
were to be key elements in the public role of any man who
wished to be considered a proper caliph right down through
the ages.

Civil War and the
Rise of Abd al-Malik

Mu‘awiya died, full of years and achievement, in 680. Before
that, however, he had made a move which aroused bitter
opposition and overshadowed his later years. He had his son
Yazid proclaimed as his heir, his successor as caliph. He
seems to have known that the adoption of hereditary succes-
sion to decide the caliphate would be controversial and to
have taken all the precautions he could to ensure that the
bay‘a to his son aroused as little controversy as was possible.
The young prince was put in charge of a summer expedition
against the Byzantines to establish his Islamic bona fides
with military Arabs of the frontier region. Mu‘awiya and
Yazid seem to have led the hajj one after another, again
making the point about father and son as leaders of the
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Muslim community. In Mecca they solicited the bay‘a from
some senior members of Quraysh, among them Zubayr’s son
Abd Allah, but were rebuffed, at least according to local trad-
ition. Ibn al-Zubayr is said to have called for a new shira
to choose a new caliph. There was also opposition from
some Syrian Arab tribes, unhappy with the close family and
political connections with the tribe of Kalb to the exclusion
of others. Mu‘awiya could persuade, cajole and bribe, but he
could not force the Muslims to accept his decision. In the
end, however, his will prevailed: Syrians took the bay‘a in
person and delegations came from Iraq and other provinces
to offer their allegiance. When the old caliph died, the succes-
sion initially passed smoothly: as one contemporary is said to
have written to Yazid, ‘You have lost the Caliph of God and
been given the Caliph of God’, a curious parallel with the
English formula, ‘The King is dead, long live the King’, on
such occasions.

Ostensibly, and according to later tradition, the issue was
whether caliphate should be hereditary, which would make
it, the critics argued, like an old-fashioned kingship, exactly
the sort of arrangement the Muslims had so clearly rejected.
Mu‘awiya had been careful not to claim a hereditary right for
his son to succeed but simply to assert that he was the best
candidate. His opponents seem to have been unimpressed,
which probably reflected their unhappiness about being
excluded from the decision. By the time Abd al-Malik was
making provision for the succession a quarter of a century
later, such doubts seem to have disappeared and it was gen-
erally accepted that the caliph could arrange the succession
among the members of his family as he saw fit. The Abbasids,
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their rivals the Alids, the Fatimids and the caliphs of the west
all took it for granted that hereditary succession would be
the norm and so did their subjects. Hereditary succession
within a wider family circle was, however, different from
primogeniture. It was by no means the case that the eldest
son should automatically be preferred to his younger sib-
lings. Perceived ability, paternal favouritism, maternal pres-
sure and the views of the civil and military establishment all
played their part. Only among the Shi‘a did the ideal of
primogeniture hold any sway, and that was because it was
held to be a manifestation of God’s choice, not of family
custom.

The accession of Yazid in 680 temporarily solved these
problems. Except among the diehard supporters of the family
of Alj, the new caliph was generally accepted and continued
the policies of his father, but the apparent peace was soon to
be disrupted by the second great trauma, after the murder of
Uthman, of early Islamic history, one that would end up
splitting the Muslim community from top to bottom.

Until recently, when the Iranian government banned the
practice, if you walked through the streets of Iranian towns
or travelled along the old roads which link them at the time
of Ashura, in the first month of the Muslim year, you would
come across groups of men, sometimes just a dozen or so,
sometimes many hundred in number, walking the dusty
routes and flogging themselves over their shoulders with
painful whips. Blood was often drawn. The reason for this
was to remind themselves of the events of the death of
Husayn fourteen centuries ago and to expiate the sins of
their predecessors, who failed to come to the aid of the
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grandson of the Prophet in his hour of need. And in the
centre of Iranian towns, small and large, you will see, played
out by passionate and emotional actors, the events which
surrounded this tragic incident. It is remarkably similar in
spirit to a traditional Christian passion play. The heroes and
villains are easy to identify: Husayn and his family on one
side, the caliph Yazid and his henchman Ubayd Allah b.
Ziyad, the governor of Iraq, on the other. The events that
unfold are both entirely predictable and deeply moving as
Husayn and his family are surrounded by the forces of brutal
oppression, deprived of water and shade and finally done to
death by the soldiers of the Umayyad regime. These Iranian
passion plays are remarkable as the only form of ancient indi-
genous theatre in the Islamic world, but perhaps even more
so because they show how the events of that remote period
still move people and define their thinking so many centuries
later.

So what do we know of the historical events which inspired
this devotion?

When Mu‘awiya took over Iraq after Ali’s assassination
and made his agreements with the tribal notables, Ali’s eldest
son Hasan had been effectively bought off and his younger
brother Husayn had remained in Medina, probably looking
for an opportunity to seize his father’s inheritance. With the
death of the old caliph he saw his opportunity to claim the
caliphate for himself and the Family of Muhammad. He must
already have been in touch with Ali’s old supporters in Kufa
where devotion to the descendants of the Prophet was lively
and widespread. Husayn and a small group of family and fol-
lowers crossed the desert to Iraq, expecting and hoping that
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the people of Kufa, so enthusiastic in their letters and prom-
ises, would come out to meet them and bring them in tri-
umph to the city. Instead they were met by soldiers of the
Umayyad governor, forewarned and well prepared. The con-
flict was short and violent. On 10 October 680, the grandson
of the Prophet, whom the old man had fondly played with as
a boy, was killed by the forces of godless repression as he
tried to claim his father’s caliphate and bring the rule of just-
ice and true Islam to the Muslims.

The killing of Husayn put an end to this first and most
famous attempt to establish an Alid caliphate, but the memory
of what was attempted and what happened stayed alive. In
the immediate aftermath, a large group of Kufans, ashamed
of their failure to come to Husayn’s aid, set out from the city
to avenge his death. Calling themselves the Repenters, they
were enthusiastic but not militarily experienced and were
soon defeated by the Umayyad troops. Yet, all these centu-
ries later, modern Iranians remember them and scourge
themselves to atone for their shortcomings.

If Yazid had lived to be as old as his father, he might have
established the custom of hereditary succession beyond chal-
lenge, but he did not and he died in November 683 in his
favourite residence at Hawwarin on the road from Damascus
to Palmyra. He left a young son who died after only a few
weeks. The hereditary idea, such as it was, had died as a
result of obvious natural causes.

Once more the whole future of the caliphate was cast into
doubt. For more than five years the Islamic world was div-
ided by bitter rivalries and civil wars. The events were com-
plex, but in the end three main parties emerged to claim the
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caliphate, each with very different ideas as to what sort of
caliphate they wished and where it should be based.

One of these parties was the Umayyad family, but with
Yazid gone none of Mu‘awiya’s immediate relatives inspired
much confidence. However, another branch of the Umayyads
came from Medina to take refuge in Syria. They were led by
Marwan b. al-Hakam. He was now an old man, having been
born around the time of Muhammad’s Hijra, and was one of
the last major figures in Islamic politics to have known the
Prophet personally. He had served Uthman well and had
remained in Medina after the caliph’s death. He died in 685
soon after his arrival, and his son Abd al-Malik took over the
leadership of the Umayyad party. He was an energetic young
man who was to become one of the most important figures
in the creation of the Islamic world. But at the time of his
father’s death it was all he could do to maintain the Umayyad
position in Syria where he had to contend with numerous
enemies.

The second party was led by Abd Allah b. al-Zubayr, the
son of that Zubayr who had been killed at the Battle of the
Camel. His political platform was, in the literal sense of
the word, reactionary. He reacted against the policies of the
Umayyads. He wanted the new caliph to be chosen not just
from the Umayyads but from all Quraysh, and he is said to
have called for a new shitra to achieve this. He wanted the
caliph to be based in the Hijaz and specifically in Mecca, the
original stronghold of Quraysh. This Ibn al-Zubayr was a cha-
rismatic figure, at least in the accounts we have of him, a
stern and modest Muslim who rejected any form of royal dis-
play, and his personal courage in battle and in the face of
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death was indisputable. He was perhaps the first of many
Muslims through the ages who advocated a return to what
they thought to be the simple certainties of that time and
follow the ways of the salaf, the pious first generation. He
was also probably the man who rebuilt the Ka‘ba in the form
in which we have it today. He was ably supported by his
brother Mus‘ab, perhaps more worldly and politically savvy,
whom he sent to Iraq to drum up support against the
Umayyads.

Unfortunately for the Zubayrid cause, Kufa had already
been taken over by another pretender, Mukhtar b. Abi Ubayd.
Mukhtar came from the Hijazi tribe of Thagqif, but he was not
a Qurashi and never seems to have considered claiming the
caliphate in his own right. He was also now an old man,
having been born around the time of the Hijra. His father had
been the commander of an early, and unsuccessful, Arab raid
on Iraq at the very beginning of the conquests and he had
deep roots in Iraq. He now proclaimed that the caliphate
should belong to the Family of the Prophet. This cause was
sure to arouse support in Kufa, where many still remembered
the sad fate of Husayn barely five years before and were anx-
ious to avenge his killing and restore their prestige.

The problem for Mukhtar was that he needed to find a
member of the Family who would take up the leadership
and claim the caliphate. After what had happened to his
father, Al b. al-Husayn, who was living a quiet and modestly
prosperous life in Medina, understandably turned him down.
He did however get a more favourable response from
Muhammad b. al-Hanafiya who did not come to Kufa but
allowed his name to be used as a candidate for the caliphate.
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He was an interesting choice because, although he was a son
of Ali, he was not the child of Fatima but, as his name sug-
gests, of a woman of the Hanafi tribe. This meant that the
blood of the Prophet did not flow through his veins and his
acceptance was a sign that the memory of Ali himself was
increasingly revered in Iraq and descent from him alone
could justify a claim to the caliphate. Mukhtar proclaimed
Ibn al-Hanafiya not just as caliph but as Mahdi, the first time
that this title was used by a would-be leader of the commu-
nity. Mahdi meant God-guided, and implied a leader who
could begin a new era and make radical changes to bring in a
truly Islamic government. This term was to be used fre-
quently throughout Islamic history, usually in Shi’ite circles,
as a symbol of hope and messianic expectation. Some later
caliphs claimed to be Mahdis, notably the Shi’ite Fatimid
caliphs of Egypt (969-1171), but most did not and the title
retained its revolutionary, even apocalyptic overtones.
Mukhtar appealed to and based his support on the ‘weak’,
the have-nots in Kufan society, those Arab Muslims who
sti’uggled along on low or non-existent incomes, and espe-
cially the non-Arab converts, the maWdli, at least 500 of
whom joined his army, and he appointed one of their number
to the important role of chief of police. The mawali had
plenty of grievances. Although believing Muslims, they were
still treated as inferiors by the Arab leaders and in many
cases were still forced to pay the jizya. They formed an
important part of Mukhtar’s military forces and he came
increasingly to rely on them. This alarmed and angered the
noble Arabs, the ashraf, who complained that the mawali had
been given horses, paid salaries and generally favoured.
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A brief conflict broke out in the city, and the nobles and
their allies were driven out. Ten thousand of them promptly
marched south to Basra to join the forces being assembled by
Mus‘ab, Ibn al-Zubayr’s brother. From here they returned
with their new allies to reconquer their home town of
Kufa, which they did in April 687, Mukhtar himself being
killed in the battle. His radical social experiment had been
crushed by the forces of conservatism, but the memory lin-
gered on among the marginalized and dispossessed, many of
whom continued to believe that a Mahdi from the Family
of the Prophet would come to usher in a more just and equal
Islamic society. These people were often labelled ghulat, or
extremists, because of their radical views, both social and
religious, and they made an important contribution to the
Shi’ite ideology which was to emerge in the ninth and tenth
centuries.

With the death of Mukhtar and the dispersal of his follow-
ers there were now only two main protagonists, the forces of
Ibn al-Zubayr in the Hijaz and Iraq and those of Abd al-Malik
the Umayyad in Syria. On the fringes, raiding and killing but
with no real possibility of taking over the major centres of
power, were the Kharijites, hated by Umayyads and Zubayrids
alike. :

By 691, six years after he had been proclaimed caliph, Abd
al-Malik had reasserted Umayyad control over all Syria and
the Syrians. He led his army in person to confront Mus‘ab
and at a battle near Kufa the Syrians completely defeated the
Iraqis, divided and weakened as they were by the bitter rifts
which remained as a result of Mus‘ab’s killing of Mukhtar and
the suppression of his movement. Only Ibn al-Zubayr himself
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now remained, establishing himself not in the Prophet’s city
of Medina but in Mecca, the only centre of Qurashi power. A
force was sent to crush him, led by a figure who was to
become Abd al-Malik’s right-hand man in Iraq and a lasting
symbol of strong, no-nonsense government in the Muslim
tradition, Hajjaj b. Yasuf. He pursued his campaign with
ruthless efficiency, having no qualms about directing his
siege engines on the Kaba. Ibn Zubayr’s forces were no
match for this and he was killed, fighting bravely, in October
692. Finally the unity of the Muslim world had been restored.

The events of this seven-year civil war are, to say the
least, complex, but they are also revealing about the nature
of caliphate and the different expectations different groups
had of the office. The long years of fighting were essentially
about who was to be caliph. None of the participants pro-
posed to abolish the office or divide the caliphate into sep-
arate areas. Their disagreements were not about personalities
or personal rivalries or, in general, about tribal differences
and factionalism. They rather reflected profound and lasting
social and regional differences among the Muslims. At the
regional level the conflict was about where the caliphate was
to be based, the Hijaz, Iraq or Syria. The location was signifi-
cant because wherever the caliph was based would be the
centre of power and wealth.

Then there were the social divisions. Both Umayyads and
Zubayrids were socially conservative, believing in rule
through the tribal elites, whereas Mukhtar proposed a rad-
ically new social order where these distinctions would cease
to matter. While Zubayrids and Umayyads stood for a caliph-
ate which would maintain the existing social structures with
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security and justice for all, essentially a governmental role,
many of the followers of Mukhtér hoped for a revolutionary
caliph who would use his office and his status as a member
of the Family of the Prophet to transform society. All these
different groups were Muslim and many of the participants
personally, no doubt, very devout: non-Muslims played no
part in these discussions and struggles. Yet they had very
different visions of what an Islamic society should look like
and especially of the role and function of the caliph. Finally
it should be noted that these differences were not solved and
ended by discussion and compromise but by military power
and strength. The Umayyads did not win because they had
the most persuasive and popular arguments, but because
they had the most effective military machine and military
leadership.

Abd al-Malik was now the undisputed ruler of the Muslim
world, but experience of the long years of civil war and
the challenge this had meant to Umayyad rule seems to have
made him determined to develop a strong state structure
which would prevent such problems occurring again. He aban-
doned Mu‘awiya’s tradition of exerting power through a net-
work of alliances and informal agreements and created a
more autocratic, top-down caliphate. Much of what we might
call the infrastructure of Muslim government as it existed
down to modern times was developed by this forceful and
imaginative ruler. He began the minting of a specifically
Muslim coinage, usually bearing the caliph’s name; he stand-
ardized the system of taxation and the paying of the military
~ and the appointment of governors to provinces by investing
them with banners. His right-hand man Hajjaj and a small
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group of trusted men, composed mostly of mawali, formed
a sort of inner cabinet. Some of these mawall may have
been Greek converts with experience of Byzantine adminis-
tration and techniques, but the structures which Abd al-
Malik developed were thoroughly Islamic in presentation
and intention.

The foundations of his power lay in the Syrian army.
Recruited from the Arab tribesmen of greater Syria, they
were organized and paid to maintain Islamic rule throughout
the Muslim world. The first priority was Iraq, rich and popu-
lous and, in many cases, resistant to Syrian control. Hajjaj
developed a new city called Wasit because it was between the
old established garrison towns of Basra and Kufa. He ruled
here as governor and the Syrian army enforced his orders.
What was even more galling for the Iragis was that they were
paid from the revenues of Iraq or, as people at the time put
it, ‘they ate the fay, the income from taxation, of Iraq’, which
most Iraqis believed should rightly be paid to them. Needless
to say, there was discontent which sometimes flared into
open rebellion, but the Umayyad forces were always power-
ful enough to defeat the rebels and maintain the caliph’s
- authority.

This Syrian army, backbone of the state, needed to be paid
and the caliph made an effort to standardize the different
systems throughout the caliphate. In around the year 700
Abd al-Malik decreed that all government departments
should use Arabic as their working language and that all records
should be kept in Arabic. Until this time Greek in the west
and Pahlavi (middle Persian) in the east had remained the
language of much administrative activity. Now all that was
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swept away and so was much of the culture that went with it.
No one learned Greek or Pahlavi any more because there
were no longer any jobs which required them. Even the Melkite
(Greek Orthodox) church was using Arabic as a liturgical lan-
guage in much of the Middle East by the eighth century.

We can be sure about the spread of Arabic because we
have surviving documents from two very different areas of
the Muslim world. The most numerous are from Egypt. Here
government records were written on papyrus (woven reeds),
which has survived in the very dry climate. Administrative
documents started to be written in Arabic within a year of
the initial Muslim conquest in 641, but for many years Greek
was still used as well. By the eighth century, however, Arabic
was clearly the only language used in the central administra-
tion in Old Cairo, though Greek sometimes still appeared in
documents for local consumption. From the 750s, at the
other end of the caliphate, we have a small collection of
tax and legal records written in Arabic on leather. They
come from a small town called Rob now in north-eastern
Afghanistan, still today a remote and inaccessible area, which
was conquered by Muslim armies in the first decades of the
eighth century. The Arabic language and figures used in these
documents would have been instantly comprehensible to
scribes working at the same time in the Egyptian bureau-
cracy. Such was the reach of caliphal power.

One of Abd al-Malik’s major projects was the establish-
ment of an Islamic coinage. We have already seen how
Mu‘awiya had attempted to introduce a new coinage without
the Christian symbol of the cross and how this had been
rejected by the people. Abd al-Malik, with greater resources
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and more determination, tackled this again. He first experi-
mented with coins with portrait images of himself: we have
surviving examples of ‘standing caliph’ coins with images
of a figure standing in long robes, a straight sword buckled
around his waist, with long hair, flowing beard and sporting
a recognizably Arab headdress. For reasons which are
unclear, this imagery was soon abandoned in favour of a
purely epigraphic coinage, that is, one using only Arabic
inscriptions. These varied from time to time and according
to the types of coins, but they were essentially quotes from
the Qur’an or religious slogans, names of the caliphs, the
place of minting and the date. The new coins came in three
main types. The most valuable of these was the gold dinar,
based on the Byzantine solidus, about the size of a modern
British 5-pence or 2-euro cents piece. Then there was the
silver dirham, based on the old Sasanian drachm, slightly
larger and thinner than a 10-pence or 2-euro piece. Finally
there were copper coins, called fals (pl. fulis), which were
minted locally in different areas to much cruder designs. The
gold dinars, mostly minted in Damascus, were predomin-
antly used in the former Byzantine territories of the western
half of the caliphate and the dirhams, usually minted in
Wasit, in the formerly Sasanian lands of the east. Both types
of coins, however, circulated throughout the caliphate. A coin
minted in Damascus would be accepted without question in
Bukhara or Samarqand.

This monetary reform'is interesting for all sorts of rea-
sons. Purely epigraphic coinages continued to be used, with
few exceptions, in the Islamic world down to the nineteenth
century when images of rulers, on the European model,
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began to reappear. The memory of these ancient coins sur-
vives in modern currency, in the dinars of Jordan, Iraq, the
Gulf States and Tunisia and the dirhams of Morocco. Money
in general is still referred to as fulis in modern Levantine
Arabic.

The currency was witness to the caliph’s authority. All
minting of gold and silver was done by the government. The
stkka, the right to have coins minted and to inscribe the rul-
er’s name on them, became one of the key indicators of sov-
ereignty in the Muslim world. There were none of those
private coinages minted by nobles and bishops which were
so prevalent in much of western Europe in this era. The
inscriptions made clear to all who could read who the ruler
was. From Portugal to Central Asia, people used coins which
proclaimed an Islamic state. Just as importantly, they carried
the Arabic language to the remotest corners of the Muslim
world, confirming its status as the language of power and
rule.

The caliph had other ways of making his presence known.
Abd al-Malik erected a series of milestones along the main
roads he travelled in Syria and Palestine - tall, conical pillars
about two metres high with Arabic inscriptions giving both
distances on the road and the name of the caliph who had
commissioned them. Here again he was in some ways follow-
ing the tradition of Roman milestones, many of which must
have still been visible along the main roads, but he was pro-
claiming that this was now an Arab Muslim empire and that
what had been the responsibility of the Roman imperial
authorities had now been taken over by the Muslim caliph.

The most conspicuous and lasting of Abd al-Malik’s
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achievements was in architecture, and here we must include
the works of his son and successor Walid I (705-15), who fol-
lowed closely in his father’s footsteps. The Orthodox caliphs
seem to have built nothing, certainly nothing that has sur-
vived in physical shape or written record apart from a small
structure on the Temple platform in Jerusalem, which Umar
is said to have ordered to be built when he cleaned the site
up. We are told that mosques were erected in the garrison
towns of Kufa and Basra, but we have no detailed descrip-
tions and no surviving evidence. This was not, all in all, a very
impressive record.

Abd al-Malik changed all that with the building of the
Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. Now 1,400 years old, this
astonishing building still exists in more or less its original
form and it preserves much of the original decoration. This
is not the place for a detailed architectural description, but
something must be said about the caliph’s role in its con-
struction. Two explanations for the building can be put for-
ward. The first is that construction work began when Ibn
al-Zubayr was ruling Mecca and that the Dome was con-
structed as an alternative focus for hajj. Certainly the form of
the building, which is centred on the eponymous rock and
surrounded by circular and octagonal aisles, seems designed
for the circumambulation (tawwdf) which lay at the heart of
the hajj ritual. This is not to argue that Abd al-Malik wished
to replace Mecca and the Ka‘ba, but rather to provide an
alternative while Mecca lay in the power of his enemy; and
who knew how long that would be?

The second and complementary explanation is that it was
built to assert the Islamic presence in Jerusalem. It looks
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across the valley which lies at the heart of the old city to the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre, whose dome, constructed on
the orders of the emperor Constantine at the beginning of
the fourth century, was the grandest and most conspicuous
monument in the city. The Dome of the Rock is higher, look-
ing down on the church, and it is slightly larger. Further sup-
port is given to this idea by the gold mosaic inscription which
runs around the inside of the dome. This is the earliest
monumental inscription in Arabic. It is not a text from the
Qur’an but rather uses Qur’anic quotations to emphasize the
oneness of God, a clear critique of the Christian doctrine of
the Trinity, which Muslims often attacked for assigning part-
ners to God (shirk). And the inscription announces for all to
see and read that the building was the work of Caliph Abd
al-Malik - or rather it used to: when the Abbasid caliph
Ma’'min visited the city in 832, he insisted that his own name
be put up in the place of Abd al-Malik’s, a crude substitution
which deceived no one). With its conspicuous position and
its lavish decoration of marble and gold-leaf mosaic, the
Dome of the Rock clearly echoed Byzantine imperial style
(though of course without the images of Christ and his saints
which would have adorned a Byzantine building). It was a
very public proclamation of the glory and triumph of Islam
and an equally public proclamation of the caliph as the
builder and creator of this triumph.

Walid followed his father’s example. In Medina he rebuilt
the Mosque of the Prophet, though nothing of his work sur-
vives there, and in Damascus be demolished the cathedral,
after arranging the payment of compensation to the Christian
community. Then, sometimes working, we are told, with his
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own hands, he set about building the magnificent mosque
which is still the great architectural glory of the ancient city.
A marble inscription, now lost, proclaimed his role as the
builder.

In most complex human societies, one of the ruler’s most
important functions is the making of law and the passing of
judgement. In the Roman Empire law was created by the
emperor: ‘Whatever pleases the prince [princeps, that is,
emperor] is law’ runs the maxim. In the Byzantine Empire it
was the emperor himself, from Justinian on, who issued and
revised laws. In Britain law is created, at least in theory, by
the Queen in Parliament. It is interesting to consider, then,
whether the caliph had a similar role. Here we are confronted
by a problem. The sources on which we depend date from the
ninth century and after. In the ninth century it was the case
that the caliph was almost completely excluded both from
law-making and from judgement. Law-making, or rather law-
finding, had become the preserve of the ulama, those who
knew the Qur’an and the Traditions of the Prophet, by this
time accepted as the only valid sources of law. But did this
apply to the Umayyads in the first half of the eighth century
and did the Umayyads function as law-makers and judges?

To begin with we must be clear what sort of law we
are talking about. The caliph or his representatives (govern-
ors, or emirs) had effective control over what we might call
criminal and political offences. Highway robbers, violent
criminals and, above all, those who rebelled against the
caliph and his government were all summarily punished by
the ruler and his officers. This was, however, only a small
part of the law. All those issues that can be described as part
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of shari‘a, family law, laws of contract, laws regulating slavery
and the complex rules of inheritance were typical of the
issues in which law was found by the ulama and cases decided
by the gadi, or judge, in his court. This meant that there were
whole areas of deciding and enforcing law which lay outside
the caliph’s authority, potentially weakening his overall
power.

The evidence of the pre-ninth century, such as it is, sug-
gests that the caliph did, at that stage, have the position of
ultimate and supreme judge and did have the power in cer-
tain circumstances to make and decide law. It comes from
letters and poems of the period. The role of the caliph as
judge was supported in the Qur’an where God tells David:
‘We have appointed you caliph on earth so judge among the
people with truth’ (38.25). The poets of the Umayyad court
took it for granted that the caliph was a judge. In the words
of the great Umayyad poet Farazdaq (d. ¢.729), the caliphs
were ‘imams of guidance and beaters of skulls’. Another
poet, Ahwas, said of the caliph Sulayman that he had been
appointed by God ‘so judge and be just’; and Jarir, the great
rival of Farazdaq as court poet, said, ‘He is the caliph, so
accept what he judges for you in truth’.

Abd al-Malik held formal courts acting as qadi and a page
would recite poetry on legal justice before business got
underway.’ In a complex and well-reported case we are told
how different caliphs responded to the legal problems which
arose from the ownership of churches in Damascus and of
the attempts of successive caliphs to resolve the issues.
Enough evidence exists to show that Umayyad caliphs acted
as judges, but it is also clear that they could decide laws. Abd
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al-Malik wrote instructions to his governors about how to
deal with cases of slave girls in whom a defect had been dis-
covered after purchase and Caliph Hisham wrote to his gadi
in Egypt to clear up complex points about dowries. Above all,
Umar 11 made a complex decree about the taxing of non-
Muslims and converts which has been preserved in full. He
did not ask the ulama or consult the Traditions of the
Prophet, he made a decision according to his understanding
of law and of the equity of the situation and wrote to his
governors ordering them to enforce it. Nobody objected that
he was acting beyond his powers. Provincial governors and
private individuals would write to caliphs like Abd al-Malik
seeking their rulings on difficult questions: what to do with a
slave who slanders a freeman; is it permissible to revoke a
will in which a slave has been manumitted? All these are
complex points of law and the caliph was expected to resolve
them. His decisions were remembered, perhaps to be used as
precedents for future cases.

The caliph could also be credited with almost miraculous
powers: for the poet Akhtal (d. c.710), he was ‘the caliph of
God through whom rain was sought’, while for Farazdaq he
was simply ‘the shepherd of God on earth’. Hajjaj, Abd al-
Malik’s right-hand man, considered that the caliph was
superior to the Prophet himself and Khalid al-Qasri, Hajjaj’s
successor in Iraq, expressed much the same sentiments about
Walid I, sentiments which would certainly have seemed blas-
phemous to many later and modern Muslims, but which
seem to have been unchallenged at the time.

 In many ways the caliphates of Abd al-Malik and his son
Walid I represent the high-water mark of caliphal power and
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prestige. He was deputy of God on earth, commander of the
army, leader of the Muslims in jihdd and hajj, minter of coins,
chief judge and law-maker. Only his obligations to God and
his deference to the stipulations of the Qur'an meant that his
powers were more restricted than those of the most absolute
Roman emperor.

The Later Umayyad Caliphs
and the Fall of the Dynasty

The death of Walid I in 715 was followed by the short reigns
of one of Abd al-Malik’s other sons, Sulayman (715-17), and of
his nephew Umar II (717-20), both of whom died young of
natural causes. Abd al-Malik had made elaborate arrange-
ments for his succession and no less than four of his sons
and one nephew became caliph without any overt oppos-
ition. The legality of the caliph designating his heirs was
accepted as part of the natural order of things.

Sulayman, named of course after the great biblical King
Solomon, has a reputation in the Arabic sources for luxurious
living and generous expenditure, but no one seems to have
thought that this made him unworthy of the caliphate.

He was followed by the most enigmatic of the Umayyad
caliphs, Umar I1. Umar was not the son of Abd al-Malik but
of his brother, Abd al-Aziz, the long-time governor of Egypt.
He spent much of his youth in the Hijaz where he had the
reputation of being something of a playboy. As caliph, how-
ever, he adopted a puritanical and pious persona, perhaps in
imitation of his namesake, Umar I. He has a reputation in

later sources of being ‘the good Umayyad’ and of rejecting
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the oppressive policies of his dynasty, and of ruling according
to God’s book and His sunna (ordinances as laid out in the
practice of the Prophet and his words).

There was certainly some truth in this. He attempted to
break away from the factionalism which increasingly divided
the Umayyad ruling class and to make appointments from
many different groups across the whole spectrum of the
Muslim elite. The important city of Kufa, for example, was
governed by a descendant of Umar I in an attempt to win
over its resentful and recalcitrant population. He also made
a bold move to solve one of the major social problems which
had emerged in the caliphate: the tax status of the mawali
converts. Under the rule of Hajj3j in Irag, converts continued
to be taxed as if they were non-Muslims, Hajjaj being con-
cerned about the damage that would be done to state rev-
enues if they escaped paying the khardj, the land tax which
non-Muslims paid on their property, and were required to
pay only the alms tax obligatory on all Muslims. In order to
reduce the damage done to the treasury, he also decreed that,
on conversion, their lands should become the property of
their communities, and so still liable for the land tax. It was
an ingenious attempt to reconcile the fiscal demands of the
state with the teachings of Islamic law. It also shows Umar II
as legislator, deciding major issues of policy on the basis of
his own judgement.

Umar II also seems to have been the only Umayyad caliph
to make an effort to safeguard the rights of his non-Muslim
subjects. It was this most pious of caliphs who ruled that
churches in Damascus which had been taken over by Muslims
should be returned to Christians because they had been
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taken unjustly according to the original surrender agree-
ments which had been made at the time of the Muslim con-
quests - a ruling which aroused considerable anger among
Muslims who hated to see Christian worship restored in
what had been mosques. For Umar, the rule of law and the
adherence to solemn agreements was more important.
According to a tradition after his death in 720 he was buried
near the shrine of St Simeon Stylites, the greatest Christian
holy place in Syria. This was not because he was a secret
Christian, but probably because he saw Christian holy men
of the pre-Islamic period as servants of God in the monothe-
istic tradition which united Christians and Muslims.

With Umar’s premature death his reforms were undone
or allowed to lapse and strong authoritarian government was
re-established under the last great Umayyad caliph, Hisham
(724-43). Hisham had a reputation for running a puritanical,
even miserly, court from his new base at Rusafa in northern
Syria, but he also spent very substantial sums of money on
public works like the irrigation canal he ordered to be dug to
improve the water supply of the expanding city of Mosul in
northern Iraq.

Among the Arabic historical sources of the period reflect-
ing on different aspects of caliphal power is a story dating
from the reign of the short-lived caliph Yazid II (720-24),
which says much about the prestige and power of his position.*
At this time the Muslim settlers in the frontier province of
Cilicia (now in southern Turkey), which bordered the
Byzantine Empire, were having problems with the lions which
made travelling between the Muslim outposts hazardous
(wild lions, smaller than African lions but still dangerous,
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were found in the Middle East as late as the fifteenth cen-
tury) and they wrote about this to Yazid. Now it happened
that, shortly before this, Muslim armies had conquered much
of the province of Sind. There they had encountered numer-
ous water buffaloes, which seem to have been unknown in
the Middle East before then. The conquering Arab general
had sent some 4,000 of the beasts to Iraq where they throve .
in the marshes of the south of the country. The caliph
ordered that the buffaloes, with their Sindi keepers, be trans-
ferred to Cilicia, a hot and well-watered area where, appar-
ently, they frightened the lions away. In other words, if you
had a problem with lions you turned to the caliph and asked
him to do something about it. And he did, mobilizing the
resources of the vast Muslim empire to resolve the problem -
or at least that is what we are told.

On Caliph Hisham’s death in 743 the Umayyad caliphate
entered a seven-year crisis of assassination and civil war
from which it was unable to recover. A detailed history of this
crisis is beyond the scope of this volume, but some salient
points can be noted.

Hisham was succeeded, in accordance with family arrange-
ments made long before, by his nephew Walid I1. If Umar II
was the ‘good Umayyad’ in later memory, Walid 11 was defin-
itely the bad one. Before becoming caliph, he had lived the
life of a hedonistic hell-raiser well away from the court of
his severe uncle. The two did not get on well and Hisham
was, rightfully, anxious about the fate of the caliphate when
his wayward nephew succeeded.

Walid 11 built a series of palaces in the steppe lands bor-
dering the Syrian desert, which are some of the most
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conspicuous and memorable legacies of the Umayyad cali-
phate. The Umayyad caliphs did not in general live in towns
and visited their ‘capital’ in Damascus only on occasions. Abd
al-Malik, like Mu‘awiya before him, lived what was essentially
a transhumant life. The summer was spent in the high plains
of the Biqa valley around Baalbek, in what is now Lebanon.
In the autumn they passed through Damascus but preferred
to stay at a Christian monastery, Dayr Murran, on the hills
overlooking the city rather than at the Palace of the Green
Dome Mu‘awiya had built in the city centre. The winter was
spent in the milder climate of the Jordan valley, often at
Sinnabra at the south end of the Sea of Galilee. Later caliphs
chose different bases. Sulayman founded a new royal city at
Ramla in Palestine while Hishdm established his court in the
northern Palmyrena.

The ruins of many of their palaces still survive. They
resemble in many ways Roman villas in their scale and archi-
tecture, a series of courtyards surrounded by colonnades,
and often a reception hall where the caliph or prince would
sit on a throne in an apse to receive and impress guests.
There would always be a bath-house and a court mosque.
Many were decorated with paintings and mosaics and
there was no inhibition in these private environments
about the portrayal of human beings and animals. A number
of the palaces were also the centres of agricultural estates
and game parks and elaborate irrigation schemes were con-
structed to keep the gardens green and the water flowing in
the baths.

The Umayyads were exceptional in their living arrange-
ments and no later rulers of Syria emulated their example.
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The Abbasids built huge palaces in the centres of towns.
Why, then, did the Umayyads adopt this style? An idea which
was prevalent in much western scholarship in the twentieth
century was that this represented a sort of nostalgia for the
Bedouin life of their ancestors. In this romantic vision they
were free sons of the desert, in contrast to their Abbasid suc-
cessors, oriental despots lurking in their gigantic palaces
along the Tigris. Perhaps again they wished to keep their
hedonistic lifestyles of wine, hunting and dancing girls, what
Robert Hillenbrand memorably described as their ‘dolce
vita’, away from the censorious eyes of their disapproving
subjects.’

Other explanations are more down to earth. The Umayyad
caliphs were able to keep hold of power because they enjoyed
the support of the leaders of the Syrian Bedouin tribes. Some
at least of these palaces were used to maintain these links, the
ruler or prince going to the desert margins in those wonderful
weeks of spring which the Arabs called rabi, when the steppe
is green with grass and bright with flowers. Here he could
entertain them with parties, poetry and the luxuries of the
bath-house while hearing their grievances and encouraging
them to support his plans. Other historians have pointed out
the financial advantages of these developments. Islamic tax-
ation law offers tax breaks to those who bring new lands under
cultivation. Even for princes of the blood, it was more profit-
able to bring new lands under the spade and plough than to
acquire properties in already cultivated areas. There is no
doubt an element of truth in all these explanations and the life
of the ‘desert castles’ has given a stylish romantic gloss to the
Umayyad caliphs which later monarchs have lacked.
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None of the caliphs cultivated this lifestyle more assidu-
ously than Walid II. It is to him that we owe the building of
Qusayr (little castle) Amra in the Jordanian desert east of
Amman. It is a small building which consists of an audience
hall with a bath-house attached. The scale is intimate, with
no sleeping accommodation or other living areas. Presumably
the people who came to enjoy the facilities pitched their
tents around it. What distinguishes Qusayr Amra from other
more or less similar complexes is the survival of a whole pro-
gramme of fresco wall-paintings. These are executed with
fluent, confident brushwork which suggests that they were
part of a developed art form rather than a one-off. The sub-
jects depicted are various and not all understood. There is a
serious element which shows us the prince in his alcove and
the portraits of kings whom the Islamic armies had defeated,
including naturally the Byzantine emperor and the Sasanian
king, but also Roderick, king of the Visigoths in distant Spain.
Another series in the ceiling vaults shows us the building of
the palace and the preparation of materials. Most of the rest
consists of vigorous and lively depictions of the pleasures of
bath and hunt. The prince as mighty hunter is shown dis-
patching the onagers (wild asses) which have been driven
towards him for slaughter, while on the opposite walls scant-
ily clad girls dance and sing. These paintings have long been
attributed to the patronage of Walid, but recently, in one of
those moments which archaeologists dream of but seldom
experience, an inscription has been uncovered which says
plainly that it was built by Walid b. Yazid, that is, Walid
before he became caliph.

The stories about Walid were numerous. He was an
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accomplished Arabic poet in his own right and attracted
poets and singers to his court. He is said to have behaved in
a brazen and scandalous way. When he went on the hajj, he
brought his singing girls with him and, they said, had wine-
drinking parties in the Ka‘ba itself. At the same time the
caliph held a very definite view of his office. We have a letter
in which he announces to the governors of the provinces of
the empire that he has appointed his two sons, Hakam and
Uthman, as his heirs. It was clearly composed by a chancery
scribe, but it is one of the few documents in which we can
see how an Umayyad caliph himself viewed his office.

The letter amounts to some eight pages of closely printed
text in the translation provided by Crone and Hinds.® It is
written in an elaborate and repetitive style which cannot
have made easy reading then or now, but the message that it
is the duty of all Muslims to obey the caliph is clear and
repeatedly rammed home. He begins by describing how God
sent prophets to mankind until prophethood eventually
reached Muhammad. When Muhammad himself passed
away, God appointed caliphs to implement His decrees,
establish His practice (sunna), administer justice and keep
men away from forbidden things. The caliphate was ‘part of
the completion of Islam and the perfection of those mighty
favours by which God makes His people obliged to him’. At
no point does the writer contemplate the possibility that the
caliph may commit an error, or that resistance to his author-
ity could possibly be justified; this would be to challenge
God. The caliph was, in fact, both judge and interpreter of
God’s law and it was God, not any gathering or consensus of
men, which had established him in this position. The
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function and duty of his subjects was absolute obedience
and, if they strayed from this path, bad things, very bad
things, would happen to them in this world and the next.

This is a theory of rulership which seems very similar the
divine right of kings familiar from western European political
practice. The letter finishes by explaining how the caliph, in
order to avoid any doubt or uncertainty, has decided to
appoint his two sons as heirs, Uthman to succeed his elder
brother Hakam in due course of time. Here again there is no
question of the caliph taking advice or consulting. He alone
has decided this and it will be done.

Not everyone was as impressed by his God-given author-
ity as the caliph himself. Many within the Umayyad elite in
Syria were shocked by Walid’s flagrant behaviour, while his
political enemies used it as a pretext to garner support for
themselves. They mobilized and found the caliph in one of
his desert residences at Bakhra, just south-west of Palmyra:
the ruins, abandoned and neglected, can still be seen. He was
virtually unprotected and they stormed the building, killing
him as he was reading the Qur’an, like Uthman before him.
The caliph may have been unpopular, and his conduct outra-
geous, but inevitably the assassination solved nothing and
the Umayyad caliphate soon began to disintegrate into ran-
cour and civil war.

Something of the criticism which was directed at the
Umayyads can be seen in an angry polemical sermon delivered
by a Kharijite leader, Aba Hamza, in the Hijaz around the year
747. In this he gives a potted history of the caliphate, beginning
with Aba Bakr, who fought the ridda and acted according to
the Qur’an and sunna. Next came Umar, whose achievements
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included paying the stipends of the Muslims, establishing the
garrison cities and the diwdns, organizing the night-time
prayers during Ramadan and decreeing eighty lashes as the
penalty for drinking wine. But things then began to go wrong,
Uthman never measured up to the standards set by Aba Bakr
and Umar and got worse as time went on; Ali acted well until
he agreed to the arbitration (at Siffin), after which he achieved
nothing. Mu‘awiya was cursed by Muhammad and made the
servants of God slaves and his din (religion) was a cause of
corruption. Yazid was no better, following his bad example and
‘a sinner in his belly and his private parts’. Things only got
worse with Abd al-Malik, who made Hajjaj his imam, leading
him to hell-fire; Walid was a stupid fool; Sulayman, like Yazid
I, was concerned only with food and sex. Umar II provided a
brief interlude in this catalogue of depravity: he had good
intentions but was unable to act upon them. Yazid I1 was back
to the old Umayyad model with picturesque detail added. He
dressed up in expensive clothes and

sat Hababa on his right and Sallama on his left and said,
‘Sing to me Hababa: give me drink Sallama.’ Then when he
had become drunk and the wine had taken hold of him, he
rent the garments which had been acquired for a thousand
dinars, dinars for which skins had been flayed, hair shaved
off and veils torn away [that is, the money had been
collected by violence against the ordinary Muslims]. Then
he turned to one of the girls and said, ‘Surely I will fly’, and
indeed he will fly to hell-fire!

The squint-eyed Hisham misused the funds of Muslims;
Walid 11 ‘drank wine openly and deliberately made manifest
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what is abominable’; and Marwan 11, the last Umayyad caliph,
was distinguished by his cruelty. Aba Hamza ends up with a
general diatribe against the whole dynasty:

the Umayyads are parties of waywardness. Their might

is self-magnification. They arrest on suspicion, make
decrees capriciously, kill in anger, and judge by passing
over crimes without punishment. They take the alms tax
from the incorrect source and make it over to the wrong
people . . . These people [the Umayyads] have acted as
unbelievers, by God, in the most blatant fashion. So curse
them, may God curse them!”

The rhetoric is impassioned, but the charges against the
Umayyads are fairly predictable - cruelty and oppression,
misusing the wealth of Muslims, drink and sex. What makes
this speech so intriguing is the fact that, unlike so much of
our evidence, it dates from the time of the last Umayyad
caliph and reflects not the prejudices of the Abbasid period
but the perceptions of people at the time. It can also stand as
an epitaph for the dynasty, showing why many Muslims were
prepared to reject the Umayyads’ authority and rise against
them.
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THE EARLY ABBASID CALIPHATE

While the Abbasid dynasty lasted until 1258, when it was
finally defeated by the Mongols, the early period from 750 to
945 marks in many ways the apogee of the power and pres-
tige of the caliphate. When modern commentators look for a
classic caliphate to demonstrate what caliphate has been and
could be, they frequently look to the Abbasids in their period
of greatest power and glory. For the conservative scholar and
jurist Ibn Kathir (d. 1373) for instance, writing in Damascus
more than a century after the last Abbasid caliph of Baghdad
had been killed by the Mongols, the Abbasids were still the
caliphs par excellence, the only true embodiment of the office.
The legacy and memory persist to the present day. To give
just one example, the choice of the colour black as a symbol
and sort of uniform by the present ISIS caliphate in the
Jazira province is a clear and direct reference to the Abbasids,
who adopted black as the official colour for court dress, an
attempt in fact to position this new caliphate as inheriting
the role and prestige of their predecessors.

In this chapter I will investigate how the Abbasids came
to represent the caliphate, how they eventually succeeded
and what powers they claimed. Finally we must consider
the nature of and reasons for the break-up of the caliphate
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in the tenth century and what this meant for both the past
and the future of the institution.

The Abbasid Revolution
and Its Aftermath

The Abbasid family, perhaps fifty in number by this time,
were descendants of the Prophet’s paternal uncle, Abbas b.
Abd al-Muttalib, and therefore menibers of the Family of the
Prophet. This was a very important relationship, all the more
so because Muhammad’s own father died young and Abbas
was in many ways his guardian and protector. At the same
time they were not Muhammad’s biological descendants.
Since his blood did not flow in their veins, they con-
stantly had to counter the claim that they were, in a sense,
imposters.

Abbas’ son Abd Allah figures frequently as a much
respected authority of the Traditions of the Prophet, a repu-
tation which may, of course, owe much to the political suc-
cess of his descendants. Hé was not, however, one of the six
members of the shiira chosen by Umar to elect the caliph
after his death and he does not seem to have played a notable
role in the Muslim conquests. The family enjoyed a quiet
prosperity under the Umayyad caliphs and the remains
of their palace have been uncovered by archaeologists at
Humayma, in southern Jordan. Compared with the resi-
dences of the ruling dynasty, it is a modest structure, with
rooms built around a single courtyard. And there is a small
mosque outside, clearly identified by its orientation and its
mihrab (prayer niche), Ornamental ivories, probably originally
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attached to pieces of furniture, suggest a degree of wealth
and comfort but not extravagant opulence. Along with its
agricultural possibilities - the family cultivated olives - the
property at Humayma had one other advantage: it lay on the
main route from Syria to the Hijaz and the Holy Cities.
Plenty of people passed by and the Abbasids must have been
well informed about what was going on.

Until around 720 they seem to have played no active pol-
itical role and attracted no followers, but at this time
Muhammad b. Alj, then the leading member of the family,
began to make contact with disillusioned Muslims in the dis-
tant north-eastern province of Khurasan. He argued that the
Abbasids were members of the Family of the Prophet and
had a good claim to lead the Muslim people.

The Abbasid claim to the caliphate, as it was articulated
after they had come to power, was based on three arguments:
The first was, of course, their membership of the Family of
the Prophet. This carried some weight, but many Muslims
who wanted the rule of the Family to bring about change
thought that the ruler should be a descendant of Ali and
Fatima themselves. The second idea was that of nass, desig-
nation by a previous caliph or claimant. Mukhtar, the rebel in
Kufa, had tried to establish an Alid caliphate in the name of
Muhammad b. al-Hanafiya, a descendant, as already noted, of
Ali but not of Fatima. The attempt had failed and Muhammad
died in obscurity, but he left a son called Abii Hashim, who
inherited a claim of sorts to the caliphate. He was himself
childless and the story goes that, perhaps travelling through
Humayma, he designated Muhammad b. Ali as his successor.
It was, to say the least, a flimsy claim, even if the chain of

89



THE CALIPHATE

events was true, but, put together with other arguments, it
could carry some weight.

The third point, put forward after the Abbasids had
achieved power, was essentially an argument based on action
rather than inheritance. It was they who had dealt with the
impious Umayyads and, above all, they who had avenged the
blood of the martyred Husayn: it was therefore the Abbasids,
rather than the direct descendants of Ali, who could right-
fully claim the caliphate. They laid considerable emphasis on
themselves as the ‘Hashimiya’. This term may in part be a
reference to their supposed designation by Abat Hashim, but
it had a wider significance as well. An earlier Hashim, who
died before the coming of Islam, was the ancestor of the
Alids and the Abbasids, but not, and this was the crucial
factor, of the Umayyads. By claiming to be the Hashimiya
they were staking their claim to be part of the same kin as
their Alid cousins.

None of these arguments would have been of much use if
they had not been backed by the prospect of military force,
and this is where the Khurasanis came into the picture.
Khurasan was the name given to the vast north-eastern prov-
ince of the Muslim world. In modern political geography it
includes north-east Iran, Afghanistan and the Muslim areas
of the Central Asian republics, including Bukhara, Samarqand
and the Farghana valley. This huge and diverse province was
ruled by Umayyad governors from the great ancient city of
Merv, now in modern Turkmenistan. Although it was remote
from the centres of Muslim power, a substantial number of
Arabs lived there, almost all of them Iraqis sent or encour-
aged to settle in the frontier cities of the province. This
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meant that, in contrast with western and central Iran, there
was by now a large Muslim population, which included
Arabs but also a substantial number of mawadli, non-Arab
converts to Islam. As this was a frontier province, many of
the Muslims were used to bearing arms and experienced in
warfare.

Quite how the Abbasid connection with Khurasan began
is not clear, but from 720 onwards there were increasing con-
tacts between the family based in Humayma and disaffected
Muslims, Arab and mawadl alike, in the province, more than
a thousand miles away. The leadership in Khurasan was taken
by a mysterious and charismatic man known as Aba Muslim.
His origins are uncertain, but it seems most likely that he
was a former slave from Iraq who was sent to Khurasan by
the Abbasids. The point, made by the simplicity of his name,
was that he was neither clearly Arab nor clearly non-Arab and
he had no tribal or family links. He was simply a Muslim
everyman to whom all sections of Khurasani society could
relate. This was a fundamental part of the Abbasid appeal.

The movement in favour of an Abbasid caliphate was for-
tunate in its timing. In 743 Hisham, the last of the great
Umayyad caliphs, died and the next year his successor Walid
11 was murdered. The regime began to disintegrate, plagued
by infighting between different factions. Meanwhile Aba
Muslim was managing to persuade large numbers of men to
rally to the cause of a campaign to replace the Umayyads as
caliphs, not openly naming the Abbasids at this stage but
calling for a ‘chosen one from the Family of the Prophet’. No
doubt many imagined that this meant a descendant of Ali
and Fatima, and Aba Muslim did not disabuse them.
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The movement tapped into a whole spectrum of griev-
ances against the Umayyads. It appealed to Arabs who felt
that their interests had been disregarded by the powerful
governor Nasr b. Sayyar, mawdli who resented being treated
as second-class Muslims, Khurasanis of all backgrounds who
no longer wanted to be ruled by a distant government in
Syria which collected taxes but seemed to give nothing in
return, and pious Muslims who hoped that the coming of the
rule of the Family of the Prophet would begin a new era of
truly Islamic rule by God-guided caliphs. Aba Muslim mar-
shalled the disparate forces and in 747 was powerful enough
to attack and take possession of Merv, the capital of the prov-
ince. Nasr b. Sayyar was driven out and the new Abbasid
army began to march through Iran to take over the rest of the
Muslim world. This was no mere provincial rebellion, it was
a revolutionary movement which intended to bring radical
change to the whole Muslim community.

The last Umayyad caliph, Marwan II (744-50), was a
tough and experienced soldier, but the Umayyad armies were
exhausted by many years of fighting; their leaders were div-
ided and Syria itself had recently been ravaged by a terrible
earthquake which had left many of its cities in ruins. In a
series of battles the Umayyad armies were defeated and
Marwian was pursued through Syria to Egypt where he was
cornered and killed in a skirmish on the edge of the Nile
delta.

Now the real political manoeuvring began. It was centred
on Kufa where an Abbasid agent called Aba Salama, who had
acted as a link between the Abbasids in Humayma and Aba
Muslim in Khurasan, attempted to hold the ring. Even at
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this stage, the movement was still calling for an unnamed
‘Chosen One’. Meanwhile members of the Abbasid family
travelled to Kufa. Abti Salama prevaricated: it is possible that
he intended a new shira to choose who the new caliph would
be. But Abi Muslim, who had remained in Khurasan, was
having none of it. He ordered men he trusted in the army to
kill Aba Salama and arranged the public proclamation of an
Abbasid as caliph.

Abi’l-Abbas, known as Saffah, was proclaimed caliph in
the great mosque in Kufa. A public bay‘a was held and large
numbers came and touched hands with the new caliph in
person to accept him as their leader. He began to preach, but
had to step down when the fever from which he was suffering
overcame him.

What purports to be the text of this sermon has been pre-
served. Whether this is actually what was said we can never
know, but it gives the fullest justification of caliphate which
has come down to us from the early Islamic period, and
serves as a real manifesto for the new dynasty. After praising
God, Ab’l-Abbis explains that God has created the Abbasids,
‘the leaders of Islam, its cave and its fortress, and made us to
uphold it, protect it and support it’. The sermon goes on to
establish that the Abbasids are indeed ‘the kin of God’s
Messenger. He created us from the ancestors of the Prophet,
causing us to grow from his tree’, and follows with a number
of quotations from the Qur’an emphasizing the importance
of the Family of the Prophet. Of course, the Abbasids could
not claim, and never did claim, to be descended from
Muhammad, but they argued that the Family of the Prophet
was wider than his blood descendants. The sermon attacks
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the ‘Saba’tyyah’, a derogatory term for those who claim that
only the direct descendants of Ali and Fatima have any claim
to the caliphate. Abi’l-Abbas then explains how, after the
Prophet’s death, his companions took authority and ruled by
mutual agreement, leading the conquests and distributing
the ‘inheritance of the nations’ (the profits of the conquests)
justly. Then the Umayyads came and appropriated the resources
of the Muslims, ‘tyrannizing and oppressing those entitled to
it’. God put up with them for some time, but then ‘He took
revenge on them at our hands . . . He vouchsafed our victory
and established our authority in order to grant benefit to
those who had grown feeble on the earth.’ Finally Ab’l-
Abbas goes on to praise the people of Kufa for their stead-
fastness to the cause of the Family of the Prophet against the
oppressors and he ends by promising them all a pay rise of a
hundred dirhams. Then he stepped down because the fever
made it impossible for him to go on.

The new caliph’s place on the pulpit was taken by his
uncle Dawud, who continues in a much more rhetorical vein:

Now are the dark nights of this world put to flight, its
covering lifted. Now light breaks in the earth and in the
heavens, and the sun rises from the springs of the day
while the moon ascends from its appointed place . . . Rule
has come back to where it originated, among the people
of the house of your Prophet.

He denies that the Abbasids are claiming the caliphate for
reasons of financial gain: ‘We did not rebel seeking this
authority to grow rich in silver and in gold, nor to dig a canal
nor build a castle’, an implicit criticism here of Umayyad
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building and land-reclamation projects. He stresses that the
Umayyads had taken the payments which rightly belonged to
the Muslims of Iraq. But now things would be different:

You are under the protection of God’s Messenger . . . and
the protection of Abbas. We will rule you according to what
He has sent down and treat you in accordance with His
book and act with the commoner and elite among you
following the practice of God’s Messenger.

He then attacks the Umayyads for their impiety and tyranny:
‘God’s punishment came upon them like a night raid when
they were sleeping [a classic trope of Bedouin poetry]. They
were torn all to tatters, and thus may an oppressive people
perish!” After claiming again that he has restored the rights
of the people of Kufa and Khurasan, he extolls this nephew
the new caliph:

He has made manifest among you a caliph of the house of
Hashim, brightening your faces and making you to prevail
over the army of Syria, transferring the sovereignty and
the glory of Islam to you. He has graced you with an imam
[caliph] whose gift is justice and granted him good
government . . . So know the authority is with us and will
not depart from us until we surrender it to Jesus son of
Mary [at the end of the world], God’s blessing be upon
him. Praise be to God, Lord of the universe, for that with
which He has tried us and entrusted to us.!

The sermon, or rather political speech, is a tour de force of
Arabic rhetoric which also makes important points. According
to Dawud, the Abbasids have come to power by God’s will
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and because they are of the Family of the Prophet (albeit not
his direct descendants). They had avenged the wrongs done
of the Family. He also stresses the fact that power has passed
to the Kufan and Khurasani Muslims, away from the Syrians,
and that they will now get their just rewards, including that
hundred dirham pay rise. They will rule according to the will
of God and the words of the Qur’an: nothing more specific in
terms of policy is mentioned.

The moment of triumph was followed by a period of con-
solidation. Members of the extensive Abbasid family were
appointed to lead armies and to govern the provinces of Iraq,
Syria and Egypt. Most of the remaining members of the
Umayyad family were rounded up and massacred, except for
one who fled to North Africa and eventually to Spain, where
he set up an independent Umayyad state which eventually
became the caliphate of Cérdoba. By the time Saffah died,
four years later in 754, the Abbasids had established their
control over the entire Muslim world apart from North
Africa and the Iberian Peninsula.

The coming of the new regime left many questions
unanswered. Would the caliphate be hereditary in the
Abbasid family? What, if any, would be the role of the Alids?
Would the new caliphate be a military state as the Umayyad
one had been, and would the Khurasani army simply take
over the role that the Syrians had played under the Umayyads?
All this remained to be decided.

The new caliphate looked very different from that of the
Umayyads. Black banners had been raised in the east to usher
in the new era and two centuries later Muslim tourists in the
city of Merv were still shown the house in which the first
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robes had been dyed black when the revolution first began.
Black was to be the distinctive colour of Abbasid court dress
for the next two centuries, and wearing it a sign of allegiance
to the dynasty.

The Abbasids developed a very distinctive style of court
dress, something which, as far as we know, was unknown
under the Orthodox and Umayyad caliphs. Apart from black
robes, one of the features was a hat called a galansuwa. We
have no clear or realistic depictions of this headgear, but it
seems to have been a tall, conical hat, sometimes supported
on the inside by stick§ to prevent it collapsing. People remarked
that it looked like a tall black jar. The galansuwa was of
Persian origin. It had been elite wear in the late Sasanian
court and was adopted or revived by the Abbasids. Like court
dress through the ages, the most important features of it were
that it was impractical and expensive, therefore indicating
high status. It was also uncomfortable: one story tells of a
courtier returning from the palace to his house and throwing
off court dress in relief only to have to put it on again when
he was summoned back by the caliph. When the caliph Amin
dreamt that the wall on which he was sitting was attacked by
one of his enemies, the fact that his black galansuwa fell off
was an indication of the disasters which were to follow. The
galansuwa appears to have been abandoned at the beginning
of the tenth century, along with many other features of what
had by then become traditional Abbasid court style. It is also
at least possible that it is the ultimate origin of the camelau-
cum, the tall, conical papal tiara which seems to appear in the
eighth and ninth centuries.

Another innovation of the new regime was the giving of
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caliphal titles, called lagab. The Orthodox caliphs and the
Umayyads had simply been known by their given names,
Umar, Uthman, etc. The first Abbasid caliph seems to have
been given the title Saffah, meaning either ‘the Generous’ or
‘the Blood-shedder’, though it is not clear that he bore the
title in his own lifetime. His successor Mansir certainly was
known by his title rather than by his (very common) given
name of Abd Allah. Every subsequent Abbasid caliph was
given a title. These names usually meant ‘Victorious’, ‘God-
guided’ or similar meanings. Among the thirty-seven Abbasid
caliphs who reigned before 1258, no hame was ever used
twice. This led to the invention of more and more elaborate,
and sometimes virtually unpronounceable, verbal forms to
ring the changes.

This pattern was adopted by other dynasties which
claimed the caliphal title. The Fatimids in Tunisia and later
Egypt used titles from the beginning and the Fatimids have
both a Mansiar and a Mahdi among their earliest caliphs.
When the Umayyads proclaimed their caliphate in Cérdoba
in 929 they too chose such titles, as did the later Almohads
in the west. Even if caliphs, like some of the later Abbasids,
were virtually powerless and commanded little or no respect,
they always had high-sounding official names.

The formality of court life was emphasized by its architec-
tural setting. There had never been any question that the
Abbasids would not base themselves in Iraq. Khurasan, the
homeland of the troops who had brought them to power, was
too remote to be an effective capital and clearly Syria was out
of the question. Iraqis had always looked to the Family of the
Prophet for political leadership, even if they usually
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understood these to be Alids rather than Abbasids. There
were good economic reasons too for basing the caliphate in
Iraq. Until the tenth century Iraq was the richest and most
productive area of the Muslim world. The regime would be
stronger and more secure for being able to take advantage of
this prosperity.

The second Abbasid caliph, Mansir, began the construc-
tion of the first royal city in Islam specifically designed for
the performance of monarchy. Baghdad was founded in 762
as a deliberate act of policy by the caliph. In the twelve years
which followed the change in regime the Abbasid court
moved around from one site to another in central Iraq before
settling on the site of the small village of Baghdad. Mansur
chose the site because of its position at the hub of the water-
ways of Iraq. The Tigris and Euphrates are closest together
here and the two rivers were connected by a network of
canals. Grain could come from the plains of the Jazira and
dates from Basra, all by river. This access to river transport
allowed the city to expand way beyond the resources of its
immediate hinterland.

Mansur created a striking setting for his caliphate in an
impressive round city, surrounded by high walls pierced by
four gates. At its centre was a great mosque and a palace sur-
mounted by a tall dome. At the beginning this seems to have
been a city with markets and tradesmen, but it soon became
a court city, the residence of the ruler and his entourage and
security services, the guard (haras) and police (shurta).
Outside the walls, on both banks of the Tigris, a thriving
metropolis grew as the people came from all over the caliph-
ate to offer goods and services to the court and the well-paid
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soldiers and bureaucrats. The caliph allowed his favourite
courtiers to make fortunes by developing land for the con-
struction of markets and residential quarters. Mansur’s ori-
ginal city lay on the west bank of the Tigris, but he
encouraged his son and heir, Mahdyj, to build on the east bank
and here too there were mosques and palaces. A masonry
bridge over the swift-flowing river was out of the question so
three bridges of boats were constructed. As well as these
there were countless small boats on the river and the con-
necting canals. It must have seemed like a Middle Eastern
Venice. By the middle of the ninth century Baghdad seems to
have had a population of around 500,000, though of course
no statistics were kept, and it may well have been the most
populous city on the planet.

The Madinat al-Salam (City of Peace), as the capital was
officially known, served as a model and inspiration for later
caliphal capitals, notably Cairo. God’s caliph should have a
residence which reflected his power and wealth for all to see.
It was essential for the caliphate to have strong economic as
well as political and religious foundations. Only then could
the caliph reward his faithful followers and pay an army
to ward off the attacks of rivals and defend the frontiers as
well as funding such annual public displays of piety as the
hajj and the kiswa (the great cloth which covered the Ka‘ba
and which was renewed every year). Without a strong econ-
omy, the caliphate would lack the power and awe without
which it would not be able to perform its functions of lead-
ership and enforcement. The Abbasid caliphate and the city
of Baghdad were closely linked: when the caliphate declined,
the city did too.
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Mansir was not just the chief architect of the city, he was
also the chief architect of the political structure of the state.
Anyone who had supported the revolution imagining that it
would begin a new era of government by pious and humble
members of the Family and their advisers was in for a big
disappointment. Mansir constructed a state caliphate which
was very similar to that of the Umayyads. The caliph was an
autocrat who ruled through a powerful and well-paid mili-
tary. The ruling family was given the most prestigious gover-
norates and allowed to make vast fortunes. Mansir even
employed some of the army chiefs who had served the
Umayyads before, although he was unwilling to tolerate
any potential rivals. Aba Muslim, the great general and
organizer of the revolution, was clearly one such potential
rival. Persuaded to leave his Khurasani stronghold and come
west to Iraq on his way to the hajj, he was lured to the
caliph’s camp (this was before the building of Baghdad) and
separated from his loyal troops. Then, in the presence of the
caliph, he was killed by the palace guards and his body rolled
up in a carpet in a corner of the royal tent while his head was
displayed to his followers. The man to whom the Abbasids
owed so much was brutally slain when he seemed to be a
challenge to the power of the regime, much as the first
Fatimid caliph in Tunisia killed the missionary who had
brought the Berber troops to support him. Aba Muslim’s
name went down in history as a victim of ungrateful tyrants,
but Mansur remained caliph, his authority strengthened.

Mansur was also deeply suspicious of the Alids, knowing,
as did everybody else, that they had a better claim to repre-
sent the Family of the Prophet, and he used his security
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forces to keep them under close surveillance, In 762, just as
he was involved in the construction of Baghdad, one of them,
Muhammad b. Abd Allah, known as ‘the Pure Soul’, a des-
cendant of the Prophet seeking to rule in the city of the
Prophet, launched a bid to establish a caliphate in Medina.
Mansir was having none of it and used his powerful army to
crush the rebellion by force and kill its leader.

Mansiir was succeeded by his son and heir, Mahdi, who
had been designated by his father. The Abbasids never
adopted a formal policy of hereditary succession, but in fact
this is what it amounted to. Not necessarily the eldest, but
certainly one of the sons or brothers of the reigning caliph
would be chosen and the bay‘a would be arranged among the
leading men of the state to confirm it. The right of the caliph
to nominate his heir seems to have been generally accepted,
though there were vigorous and sometime violent disputes
about which of the sons should be selected. The choice of the
name is significant. Mahdi had been used, especially in early
Shi’ite circles, to denote the rightly guided, almost messianic
figure whose role it would be to lead the faithful to salvation.
The Abbasids here were trying to pre-empt the Shi’ite chal-
lenge by arguing that the Mahdi was the real ruler now, not
some figure to be hoped and yearned for at some undeter-
mined future date. Whereas Mansir had seen his role
as the enforcer of Abbasid rule, Mahdi seems to have tried
to develop his claim to be a spiritual guide. In his per-
sonal life he did not drink alcohol, though he made no
efforts at general prohibition. In his public life he played
the Muslim ruler, taking measures against Christians and
the Sabian pagans of northern Syria and building mosques.

102



THE EARLY ABBASID CALIPHATE

He persecuted a group known as the Zindigs, who seem to
have been dualist heretics (who believed in two gods, one
good and one evil). A number of them were executed, a rare
example of the caliph defending Islamic orthodoxy with vio-
lence. He also tried to conciliate the Alids, inviting them to
court and giving their supporters in Medina positions in the
army. No doubt some were pleased, but these were hardly
revolutionary measures and certainly not enough to win over
the diehards for whom the Abbasids could never be the real
leaders of the Family.

Mahdi was killed comparatively young, apparently in a
hunting accident, in August 785. He had already nominated
two of his sons as heirs, with the intention that they should
succeed one after the other. The Umayyads had made similar
provisions. Given the trouble that these complex arrange-
ments gave rise to, it is curious that caliphs persisted in
them. It was a classic recipe for family strife. No doubt part
of the reason was the need for ‘an heir and a spare’. At a time
when men frequently died young and suddenly, it was
important to have water-tight arrangements to secure a
smooth transition of power within the dynasty, not allowing
outsiders to make mischief. There also seems to have been a
desire to accommodate different factions at court. Each son
who was named heir would attract a constituency of support-
ers who would want to make sure that their man succeeded
and the reigning caliph may have wanted to give many differ-
ent groups a stake in the future of the dynasty. What history
did show, however, was that such arrangements were, to say
the least, problematic because, almost inevitably, the new
caliph would wish to nominate his own son to succeed
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instead of his brother and would be urged to do so by his
courtiers and army officers.

Mahdi nominated two of his sons and it was only the
sudden and, some suggested, suspicious death of the eldest
in September 786 after a reign of little more than a year
which prevented violent strife. Even in this short period he
had begun to make moves to nominate his own sons. In the
event the younger brother, Hartin, who would be called
Hartn al-Rashid, was able to succeed without open oppos-
ition in 786.

Harun al-Rashid and His Successors

Harun al-Rashid could be described as the greatest caliph of
them all. Certainly, in terms of popular imagination, he has a
presence and name recognition that none of the others, even
rulers like Manstr who were arguably much greater leaders
and politicians, have attained. He is, for example, the only
one of the Abbasids who is generally known by his given
name as well as his title. Any book on the caliphate has to
investigate the man and his reputation.

Haran’s reputation as a great and mighty ruler is to some
extent a product of the disasters which followed his death -
disasters that were largely, it must be said, of his making. The
long civil war between his sons, and the catastrophic effect
this had in Baghdad, meant that his reign was looked back on
as a sort of golden age before things started to go wrong. It
was a period and environment in which some of the greatest
classical Arabic poets of all time, including Abi Nuwas (d.
813) and Abw’l-Atahiya (d. 825), to name only two, were
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writing. It was also the time when the glittering and culti-
vated Barmakid viziers (from Ar. wazir, meaning chief
adviser) held court, and when their power was brutally
destroyed by caliphal decree, some said by caliphal whim, it
became a proverbial example of the arbitrary power of rulers
and the unavoidable workings of fate. This all feeds into the
Arabian Nights image of Haran.

The Nights, as they have come down to us, date from the
later Middle Ages, but they are a product of many centuries
of evolution. One strand is a series of narratives about the
Abbasid court and in particular the court of Harun. Though
they are clearly not strictly historical, they give a lively and
vivid image of how the Abbasid court at its height was
imagined by subsequent generations. A typical story begins
with the caliph summoning his vizier Ja‘far the Barmakid one
night and saying, ‘I want to go down to the city to ask the
common people about the governors who have charge of
them, so as to depose any of them they complain about and
promote those to whom they are grateful.”” And so the adven-
ture begins with the two of them, accompanied by the gen-
eral factotum and executioner Masrar, meeting a poor old
fisherman who recites a poem about his misfortunes, and
one improbable event follows another. The caliph is often
shown as the symbol of stern but fair justice, who can put
anything right with his commands, but also as a man who
enjoys jokes, disguise, wine-drinking, poetry and the com-
pany of women, both his beloved wife Zubayda and a number
of slave girls who strive to please him. He is accompanied by
a small caste of actors, Ja‘far and Masrur, the crafty judge
Abu Yasuf and the outrageous poet Aba Nuwas, who were
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real historical people of the age, but we should not imagine
that the events are historical. Instead this world of rich
fabrics, chests of gold dinars, exquisite food and wine and
beautiful women and boys testifies to the grip the Abbasid
court held on the popular imagination, for, as the princess-
storyteller Shahrazad says at the end of one such narrative,
‘Where is such generosity to be found now, after the passing
of the Abbasid caliphs, may Almighty God have mercy on
them all’® And not just in the Middle East. It was the
nineteenth-century English poet Alfred Lord Tennyson who
coined the phrase ‘the golden prime of Harun al-Rashid’ to
describe this period. Many people nowadays who want to see
the return of a caliphate must have, at least at the back of
their minds, the image of Hartn as a stern but just autocrat,
ruling Muslims with a benign if sometimes heavy hand.

It is a hard image to live up to and the historical Hartin
al-Rashid, as far as we can recover him, did not always suc-
ceed. He was an inexperienced youth when he succeeded his
brother after the latter’s unexpected death. In his first years
he was guided by his mother Khayzurin (Slender Reed).
Khayzuran was the first of a number of powerful women who
exercised enormous power as queen mothers guiding their
young sons, and Harun was her favourite son.

The rich and glamorous Barmakid family also attempted
to guide the young Harun. Their literary and philosophical
salons were home to much of the cultural and intellectual
activity that made the Baghdad of Hartin so famous. Their
story also illustrates the diversity of the Abbasid court, which
attracted intelligent and ambitious people from all over the
Muslim world and did not discriminate against non-Arabs or
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people from the remotest provinces. Far from being Arabs,
they came originally from the ancient city of Balkh, now in
northern Afghanistan. The family were hereditary priests and
guardians of a great Buddhist temple, whose remains can still
be seen outside the ruined city walls. At the time of the
Abbasid revolution they, like many other Khurasanis, joined
the cause, converted to Islam and rapidly rose in the ranks of
the Abbasid administration, not as soldiers but as account-
ants, perhaps making use of the newly imported Indian
mathematical notation which was now being studied in the
Muslim world and which we now know as Arabic numerals.
In the next generation Yahya the Barmakid became a
major figure at court, acting as tutor and mentor to the young
prince, while his son Ja‘far became his close friend and con-
stant companion. When Hartn succeeded as caliph, the
Barmakids came into their own, and their generous patron-
age of poets and thinkers often overshadowed that of the
caliph himself. It was a magnificent but perilous position
and, after some fifteen years of this tutelage, Hartan seems to
have tired of them. One day, apparently out of the blue,
though many know-alls claimed that they had seen it coming,
he ordered the arrest of the family, including the old and
revered Yahya who had done so much for him, and, even
more shocking, the immediate execution of Ja‘far. We are
given poignant accounts of how the young man, on confront-
ing the executioner Masrur, his former companion in adven-
ture, assumes that there has been a mistake and then, when
Masrir persists, begs to be allowed to see Harun to plead for
his life. The caliph was unrelenting, absolutely refusing to
speak to his old friend, and the next day Ja‘far’s head and
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body were displayed for all to see on the main bridge of
boats which united the two sides of the city, a spectacle for
the common people to gawp at. It was a terrifying demon-
stration of arbitrary power: the court of the caliphs was a
place of luxury and entertainment, and a potential source
of vast wealth, but it could also be a place of danger and
sudden death. For centuries after, moralists could point to
the tragic events as perfect warning against ‘putting your
trust in princes’.

In two aspects Hartin did fulfil the duties of the caliphal
position more assiduously than any of his predecessors or
successors: the leading of the summer expeditions against
the Byzantines and that of the hajj. The expeditions against
the Byzantines were the only campaigns in which the Abbasid
caliphs participated. It was an opportunity for the caliph to
show himself as the military leader of the Muslims. His army
would be clearly visible in the frontier provinces of Syria and
the Jazira and volunteers would come to join from all over
the Islamic world. It was also the period when traditionalists
like Ibn Mubarak (d. 797) were establishing the religious
theory and legal basis of jihad. The caliph’s actions were con-
sistent with a growing body of opinion among ordinary
Muslims. In June 806, for example, he is said to have assem-
bled 135,000 men, regulars and volunteers, and though we
should treat such large numbers with some scepticism, this
was clearly a very significant expedition and triumphantly
showed the caliph as the Commander of the Faithful. He
wore a galansuwa with the words ‘Warrior for the Faith and
Pilgrim’ (ghazi, hajj) embroidered on it for all to see.’

He also sought to exert Muslim naval power in the
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Mediterranean by organizing a large-scale attack on Cyprus,
though in fact the military results were comparatively
modest, and in southern Anatolia the little town of Heracleia
was seized, its inhabitants imprisoned and taken back to
Syria, but no attempts were made to expand Muslim territory
north of the Taurus Mountains on a regular basis. The caliph
did commemorate his triumph by starting work on a great
public victory monument in a new settlement which he
called Hiragla after his conquests on the Euphrates in Syria.
Only the rectangular foundations remain today and it is not
clear that it was ever completed, but it was certainly intended
to be a lasting and visible monument to Harun’s military
achievements on the main route from Baghdad and his
second capital at Raqga to the Byzantine frontier.

Haran was equally committed to the celebration of the
hajj. He made the pilgrimage to Mecca no less than nine
times in his twenty-three-year reign. This was more than any
caliph before him. He was also the last reigning caliph, of any
dynasty, who ever made the sacred journey. These pilgrim-
ages were very grand affairs: much of the government and
the political elite accompanied him, and he had the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate his leadership and his piety in front of
Muslims from all over the Islamic world. It was superb pub-
licity. One small but significant example of such display is
found in an account of the hajj made by his father Mahdi. At
this time the hajj was in high summer, and the heat in Mecca
stifling, but one of his most wealthy courtiers, his cousin
Muhammad b. Sulayman, contrived to present the caliph
with ice to cool his drinks. He had done this, we must presume,
by ordering that ice be collected in the Zagros Mountains of
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western Iran in the winter, kept in underground ice-houses,
and then wrapped in straw for insulation and put in boxes to
be carried across the desert for the caliph’s enjoyment. So
the caliph appeared before his people not just as a sovereign
enjoying the plenitude of power but virtually as a miracle
worker who could defy the laws of nature.

The caliph and his family invested heavily in the hajj in
other ways, notably the construction of the pilgrim route
known as the Darb Zubayda, named after his favourite wife.
In Umayyad times the main hajj route had been from Syria
through the Hijaz and Umayyad caliphs had, from time to
time, made efforts to clear it and make it easier for pilgrims.
When the Abbasids moved the centre of power to Iraq, the
hajj became much more difficult and the long route across
the deserts of central Arabia was a real challenge. Hariin and
his mother spent large sums of money on clearing stones
from the path (the results can still be seen in aerial photo-
graphs today) and building water cisterns and small forts
and way-stations along the route. Not only was it the big-
gest civil-engineering project of the early Islamic period, but
it is virtually the only example we have of the Abbasid
government spending money on this sort of infrastruc-
ture. Inscriptions were put up to commemorate the pious
benefactions of different members of the ruling family
and the fact that the road is still referred to as the Darb
Zubayda (Zubayda’s Road) today shows how widely known
the name was.

The ‘golden prime’ of Haran al-Rashid came to an end
with his death in 809. Despite the image sometimes projected
of a stern and wise elder statesman, Hartin was only in his
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late forties when he died. Of the great Abbasid caliphs, only
Manstr reached the age of sixty, and many of the others died
in their thirties and forties, all still young men by our stand-
ards. Harun left behind him an arrangement for the succes-
sion which was to prove disastrous for the Abbasids and the
caliphate in general. In a great gathering in Mecca at the hajj
of 803 he had arranged that his (and Zubayda’s) son Amin
should be caliph and in effective charge of Baghdad, Iraq and
the western Islamic world, while another son, Ma’miin, was
to rule in Khurasan and eastern Iran, and, more problemati-
cally, was to be Amin’s heir.

It took only two years for war to break out between the
brothers. Ma’'mun’s forces, led by the brilliant commander
Tahir b. Husayn, swept westwards, defeated Amin’s much
larger armies and were soon at the outskirts of Baghdad.
From August 812 to September 813 the great city was besieged
and much of it ruined by the fighting between rival militias
claiming to support either Amin or Ma’'man but in many
cases simply taking advantage of the chaos to enrich them-
selves. Especially damaging were the large swing-beam cata-
pults, which both sides used and which killed and demolished
indiscriminately. The conflict produced a remarkable litera-
ture of protest poetry, angry and sad in equal measures at the
damage these armed groups caused to the ordinary people of
the city. It is eerily reminiscent of the situation in the city
1,200 years later as different militias fought for control in
2006 and 2007.

At the heart of the storm was Caliph Amin, finally holed
up in his great-grandfather Mansar’s imposing round city
with his enemies all about him. He knew he could not hold
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out, but the dilemma was choosing to whom he should give
himself up with the best chance of saving his life. The
account of what happened on the night of 25 September 813,
when he made his decision, is one of the most dramatic and
moving narratives in the whole of early Arabic historical writ-
ing. The doomed caliph wanted to hand himself over to an
old family retainer, Harthama b. Ayan, who was serving with
Ma’man’s forces, but this was vigorously opposed by Tahir,
worried that there would be a reconciliation between the
brothers and he would be deprived of the fruits of his victory.
In the end a compromise was arranged: Amin would surren-
der himself to Harthama, but the caliphal regalia, the staff,
mantle and signet ring of the Prophet, should be surrendered
to Tahir ‘for that’, they argued, ‘is the caliphate’. We hear little
in sources about these relics. They were seldom referred to
and never seem to have been displayed in public yet they had,
it would seem, a very important symbolic value.

Events turned out very differently. Amin rode down to the
dark shore of the Tigris to meet Harthama’s boat, but Tahir
had stationed men there to upset it, pitching Amin and his
rescuers into the water. He swam ashore but was soon cap-
tured by Tahir’s men and taken to a safe house where he was
locked up in a bare room with only some rugs and cushions.
What happened next is narrated in the voice of one of his
courtiers who had been picked up at the same time. It is an
interesting story, for in it our perspective on the caliph is
radically altered. In accounts of Amin when his father was
alive and in the early days of his own reign he is depicted as
idle, stupid and frivolous, constantly shown up by his wiser
and more mature brother Ma’miin. But in his final hours, like
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Shakespeare’s Richard 11, he acquires a dignity he has never
had before and, by the time he was murdered by a group of
Persian soldiers from Ma’man’s army in the small hours of
the morning, he has become a martyr, trying to fend off the
swords of his murderers with the cushions left in the room.
‘I am the cousin of the Prophet of God!” he cries. ‘May God
avenge my blood.” The death of a caliph was always a terrible
thing. Uthman, Walid I1 and Amin all had their failings, but
their murders were seen by most Muslims as horrible crimes
and their deaths only unleashed more suffering.

After the death of Amin it took some six years for Ma’man,
with the aid of his eastern Iranian supporters, to establish
control over the whole caliphate, though even then Tunisia
was never recovered by the Baghdad government and inde-
pendent rulers appeared in the Maghreb as they had in Spain
fifty years before. Ma’'min brought with him a whole new
elite of eastern Iranian aristocrats and Turkish mercenary
soldiers. Turks from Central Asia (modern Turkey was not
settled by Turkish speakers until the end of the eleventh cen-
tury) were renowned for their hardiness in warfare and their
skill in horsemanship: they made formidable professional
soldiers. Apart from the caliph himself, and some members
of his immediate family, virtually no one who had served
under Haran al-Rashid was accepted into the new ruling
class and their children and.grandchildren mostly disap-
peared into the seething mass of the Baghdad population.
The new elite brutally depoSe;i their predecessors. In Egypt,
for example, it was decreed that the Arabs of the old army of
the province should be dropped from the payroll and
replaced by Turkish soldiers, newly arrived from the east,
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with little knowledge of Islam or the Arabic language of the
Egyptians over whom they ruled and whose taxes péid their
salaries.

In the short run the policy was effective. The new army
suppressed revolts efficiently and the power of the caliphs
was largely unchallenged, but in the long run the changes
were fatal to the caliphal office and the unity of the Muslim
community it symbolized. There was now a huge gap
between ordinary rulers and the caliph and his advisers,
hidden behind the forbidding walls of the vast palaces they
built along the banks of the Tigris. The caliph could no longer
count on the support and allegiance of the wider Muslim
community.

Along with a new ruling elite and army, the new regime
brought new ideas. Ma’mtin, as we shall see in the next chap-
ter, was a genuine intellectual with a keen interest in science
and philosophy, but not all his ideas were popular with his
subjects. The most contentious of his moves was to support
the doctrine of the ‘createdness’ of the Qur’an. Muslims
accepted that the Qur'an was indeed the word of God - no one
disputed that - but some held that it had been created by God
at a particular moment in time; that is when God revealed it to
Muhammad through the mouth of the angel Gabriel. The
opponents of this view were convinced that the Qur’an had
existed in all eternity, coeval with God, and that it had simply
been presented to mankind at the time of Muhammad’s reve-
lation. At first sight this looks like an obscure difference over
a point of doctrine which is intrinsically unknowable. Yet it
provoked a storm of opposition which, in the end, did enor-
mous damage to the reputation and power of the caliphs.
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People objected to the doctrine because it could be argued
that if the Qur’an was created in time, it could be interpreted
in view of changing conditions. Perhaps, even, new revela-
tions would come to light. And it would fall to the caliph to
judge on these matters. People also objected to the way in
which Ma’miin asserted the right of the caliph to make judge-
ments and decisions on such questions of belief. Previous
caliphs, Umayyads and Abbasids alike, had claimed the right
to adjudicate on difficult points of Islamic law, but this was
different. It was a bold move by the caliph to assert his right
to define doctrine, very much as the popes of the high Middle
Ages were to do in western Europe.

Many of the leaders of the opposition to the doctrine
came from families which had been prominent in the army
and bureaucracy of the early Abbasid regime but who had
now lost their status and their salaries. Discontent had only
increased when Ma’miin’s successor, the military caliph
Mu‘tasim, moved the capital from Baghdad to his newly
founded city of Samarra, eighty miles north, where he estab-
lished the centre of government. In part, the opposition to
the new doctrine was based in Baghdad, at least in part a
product of the resentment of its inhabitants with the moving
of the capital and the losses that this entailed. )

The new regime was determined to push through this
new ideology. All employees of the government had to
support it; prisoners taken by the Byzantines in frontier
warfare and wantiﬁg to be ransomed had to agree that the
Qur’an was created before the authorities would pay for
their freedom. For the only time in the long history of the
office, a caliph had taken it upon himself to decide on a
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major theological issue and to enforce his opinion on anyone
who wanted to play an important part in the military or civil-
ian hierarchy. In order to do this an inquisition (mihna) was
set up to examine and, if necessary, punish those who
objected. Again, this was the first and last time such a body
was set up by a caliph.

The policy aroused enormous opposition, especially in
Baghdad. The most vocal advocate of opposition was Ahmad
b. Hanbal. Ibn Hanbal was a jurist and polemicist who argued
forcefully that any decisions about Islamic law and practice
should be based on the Traditions of the Prophet and noth-
ing else. The guardians and interpreters of the Traditions
were the scholars who collected and studied them, the profes-
sionals in fact. No caliph or ruler could acquire the amount of
information or memorize the number of Traditions required
to make an intelligent judgement.

There was a minor popular rebellion in Baghdad, though
it was easily suppressed by government forces. The more
general opposition, fuelled by the writings and preaching of
the Hanbalites, persisted stubbornly. In the end Caliph
Mutawwakil (847-61) and his advisers decided to abandon
the losing struggle and the doctrine of the createdness of the
Qur’an was quietly dropped while a raft of measures, includ-
ing the stigmatization of religious minorities, was introduced
to demonstrate the caliph’s commitment to Islamic values.
The whole incident shaped the political and above all the
religious role of the caliph from then on. The powers of
judgement which the Orthodox caliphs, the Umayyads and
the early Abbasids had assumed as a matter of course were
lost to the professional jurists. Their power and authority
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came not from the caliph or any government official but from
the respect of their fellow jurists and the approbation of the
public, who sought and valued their fatwas (legal opinions).
The caliph had become a ruler without powers of legislation
in many of the matters which affected his subjects most
closely.

This ideological debacle was followed by political col-
lapse. The caliphs had moved to Samarra and lived in great
palaces surrounded by high fortress-like walls, seldom, as far
as we know, appearing in public. They were surrounded
by the Turkish troops who formed their guard. In 861
Mutawwakil was murdered in his palace during one of the
wine-drinking sessions which were a conspicuous feature of
his reign. The reasons lay in the jealousy of his son and heir,
who feared that he was being replaced by his brother, and the
Turkish guards, who equally felt that their status was being
undermined by other groups in the army. As in the cases of
Uthman, Walid 11 and Amin, the killing of the caliph opened
the door to tragedy and disaster. The new caliph had little
time to enjoy his status, and in the claustrophobic and mur-
derous world of Samarra caliphs succeeded each other with
terrifying rapidity, killed in most cases by Turkish soldiers
whose salaries they had been unable to pay.

From 861 to 870 the caliphs were largely isolated by the
power struggles in Samarra. Meanwhile, in the rest of the
Islamic world, people found that they could do without a
ruling and effective caliph. In Egypt the local governor
Ibn Talan, himself of Turkish descent, simply took over the
province, the first independent ruler of Egypt, it has been
said, since Cleopatra, and ushered in a time of peace and
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prosperity which contrasted markedly with the mayhem in
Iraq. Most of eastern Iran was taken over by a family of mili-
tary adventurers called the Saffarids. They were Muslims, to
be sure, but they were also Persians who knew no Arabic
(they had to have panegyrics written in the New Persian lan-
guage so that they could understand, and enjoy, the praises
of the poets). Their allegiance was to Islam, not to the pow-
erless caliph.

The anarchy came to an end in 870 with a new and largely
powerless caliph in Samarra and, more importantly, his
brother, who took the quasi-caliphal title of Muwaffaq (though
he never became caliph himself). He succeeded because he
_had close relations with commanders of the Turkish military,
but he ruled over a very diminished realm. Only central Iraq
and some areas of Syria and western Iran remained to the
caliphs. Muwaffaq began to regain the territory lost to the
government The first task was to recover southern Iraq,
which had been taken over by a group of rebels known as the
Zanj. The Zanj were East African slaves who had been
imported into southern Iraq by rich landowners to help clear
the salt which had accumulated on the irrigated fields and
was making agriculture impossible. It was terrible work in
the baking hot, shadeless fields and it is not surprising that
social revolt broke out - the only mass slave revolt in Middle
Eastern history. It seems that their leader was an Arab who
claimed to be a member of the Family of the Prophet and,
ideologically, this was a Shi’ite rebellion, with the Family
once more casting themselves as leaders of the oppressed.
Muwaffaq, however, chose to portray it as an anti-Islamic,

~ essentially pagan movement. This enabled him to claim that
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his men were fighting a jihad, led by the Abbasid family, to
save Islam. The long-drawn-out campaign was described in
detail in a long narrative account commissioned by Muwaffaq
and his victories were widely publicized by letters and from
the pulpits.

In the end the rebels were conquered and the revived
Abbasid caliphate was established as an important regional
power, ruling over Iraq and parts of Iran and Syria. In 905
they even reconquered Egypt for a short while. Furthermore, "
many of the other regional powers found it useful to have
diplomas of investiture from the caliph to establish their
legitimacy, even if the banner and the diploma which came
from Baghdad (now again the capital) were simply recogniz- -
ing a fait accompli.

The Disastrous Reign
of Caliph Mugtadir

This modest revival, which might in turn have led to a more
widespread acceptance of Abbasid rule in the Islamic world,
came to a halt in the reign of Caliph Mugtadir (908-32). He
succeeded his brother Muktafi as a result of a court intrigue.
The problem was that he was a boy who had barely entered
his teens, very much under the influence of his powerful and
controlling mother, known to all as Sayyida (Lady). Many
disapproved of the appointment of an inexperienced youth
to this highest office, but, for a small and powerful clique
led by the vizier Ibn al-Furat, his young age was his chief
attraction: he could be managed and manipulated. The reign
was an almost unmitigated disaster. The administration was
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paralysed by repeated financial crises and frequent changes
of vizier.

Meanwhile the Byzantines, taking advantage of the chaos,
were beginning to capture Muslim-held towns on the frontier
and, perhaps even worse, the pilgrimage caravans were
attacked by a Bedouin group following a Shi’ite ideology
known as the Qaramita or Carmathians. Male pilgrims were

massacred, their women and children sold into captivity.
" Even Mecca itself, under nominal Abbasid rule, was not safe:
the city was sacked, the corpses of massacred inhabitants
were thrown into the sacred well Zamzam and the Black
Stone was wrenched from the fabric of the Ka‘ba and stolen
by the rebels. The Abbasid could do nothing to fulfil the most
central obligation of the caliph: to protect the frontiers of
Islam and ensure the safety of the hajj. The end came when
Mugtadir, still a comparatively young man, was killed in
battle fighting the chief of the army which was supposed to
be protecting him. In the confused period which followed,
power was assumed by a series of military adventurers who
took the title of Emir of Emirs, a title which implied com-
plete control over all aspects of the secular administration
but which carried no religious implications. Not only did
they take over the remains of the army, they took over all the
civil bureaucracy as well, abolishing the vizierate and leaving
the caliph a powerless figurehead in his vast palace beside
the Tigris. The failure of the Abbasid caliphate was clear for
every Muslim to see.

Despite, or perhaps because of, this political weakness,
there seems to have been an attempt by the Abbasid admin-
. istration to develop the role of the caliph as leader of the
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Muslims in relation with the non-Muslim world. After the
initial Arab conquests of the seventh and early eighth cen-
turies which established the great caliphate, the caliphs con-
ducted little foreign policy. Those who lived beyond the
borders of the Dar al-Islam (House of Islam), in the unchar-
tered and barbarous wastes of the Dar al-Harb (House of
War), were too insignificant and too poor to be of much inter-
est. The Byzantine Empire was the only power with which the
caliphs could deal on anything like equal terms, but their
sporadic negotiations over truces and exchanges of prisoners
hardly amounted téi&iﬁi‘dmacy.

In the tenth century there were signs that this was chan-
ging. Whether this was a deliberate policy on the part of
Caliph Mugtadir and his advisers to expand and publicize the
caliph’s role as a spokesman for the umma, or whether it was
chance, is difficult to know. But sources preserve two narra-
tives which show the ruler in this role and the very fact that
these narratives were elaborated points to a measure of offi-
cial interest if nothing more.

The first of these narratives gives the fullest description of
Abbasid ceremonial during the reception of two ambassadors
from the Byzantine Empire in June 917. They had come to ask
for a truce on the frontier and an exchange of prisoners, fairly
routine business, but the vizier Ibn al-Furat decided to make
a great show of it. The envoys were given lodgings and pro-
vided with all they required. When the day for audience came

the vizier gave orders that the soldiers should line the
streets the whole way from the palace of Sa‘id [where they
were staying] to his own palace and that his own retainers
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and troops with the vice-chamberlains posted in the palace
should form a line from the doorway of the palace to the
reception room. A vast saloon with a gilt roof in a wing of
the palace called the Garden Wing was splendidly furnished
and hung with curtains resembling carpets. 30,000 dinars
was spent on new furniture, carpets and curtains. No mode
of beautifying the palace or increasing the magnificence of
the occasion was neglected. The vizier himself sat on a
splendid prayer carpet with a lofty throne behind him and
serving men in front and behind and left and right while
the saloon was filled with military and civil officials. The
two envoys were then introduced, having seen on their
way such troops and crowds as might fill them with awe.

When they entered the public apartments, they were
told to sit down in the veranda, the apartment being filled
with troops. They were then taken down a long passage
which took them to the quadrangle of the Garden which
led them to the room in which the vizier was seated. The
magnificence of the room and of its furniture and the
crowd of attendants formed an impressive spectacle. They
were accompanied by an interpreter and the prefect of
police and his whole force. They were made to stand before
the vizier whom they saluted, their words being translated
by the interpreter, and the vizier made a reply which was
also interpreted. They made a request for the redemption
of the captives and asked for the vizier’s help in obtaining
the agreement of Mugqtadir. He informed them that he
would have to interview the caliph on the subject, and
would have to act according to the instructions he
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received . . . They were dismissed and led out by the same
route they had come in, soldiers still lining the road in full
dress and perfect equipment. The uniform consisted of
royal satin tunics, with close-fitting caps over which were
satin hoods pointed at the top.’

The interview with the caliph himself followed the same pat-
tern. The envoys were led to the palace through streets lined
with uniformed soldiers.

When they reached the palace they were taken into a
corridor which led into one of the quadrangles, thence they
turned into another corridor which led to a quadrangle
wider than the first and the chamberlains kept leading
them through corridors and quadrangles until they were
weary with walking and quite bewildered. These corridors
and quadrangles were all crowded with retainers and
servants. Finally they approached the saloon in which
Mugtadir was to be found, where all the officers of state
were be found standing according to their different ranks,
while Mugtadir was seated on his imperial throne, with the
vizier Ibn al-Furat standing near him and Mu’nis the
eunuch [commander of the army] with his officers next to
him stationed on his right and left. When they entered the
saloon they kissed the ground and stationed themselves
where they were told to stand by Nasr the Chamberlain.
They then delivered their master’s letter, proposing a
ransoming of prisoners and asking for a favourable
response. The vizier replied for the caliph that he accepted
the proposal out of compassion for the Muslim prisoners
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and the desire to set them free and his zeal to obey God
and deliver them . . . When the envoys left the imperial
presence they were presented with precious cloaks adorned
with gold and turbans of the same material and similar
honours were bestowed on the interpreter, who rode home
with them.

Each of the envoys was given a private present of 20,000
silver dirhams. The account then goes on to relate how
Mu’nis was given the enormous sum of 170,000 gold dinars
from the Baghdad treasury to effect the ransoming.

The account is interesting for the insight it gives into the
role of the caliph and the manipulation of the caliphal image.
A broadly similar one is repeated in several Arabic sources but
not in any Byzantine ones. The great display of troops in
Baghdad, the elaborate ceremonial in the palace and the pub-
licity which followed were designed to impress the Muslim
population with the splendour and power of the caliph and
his concern for the welfare of Muslims. It was also the last
hurrah of Abbasid power. Within only a few years Ibn al-Furat
and the caliph were dead and the huge palace had become the
scene of murder and mayhem as different factions fought for
control over the increasingly powerless caliphate.

The second narrative preserves the record of caliphal dip-
lomacy outside the lands of Islam. It is also the earliest first-
person travel narrative in Arabic literature.® It describes the
travels of one Ibn Fadlan, an agent of the Baghdad govern-
ment, who travelled to Central Asia and in the Volga region
of what is now Russia on a diplomatic mission. Ibn Fadlan’s
account, discovered in a manuscript in Mashad, Iran, only in
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1923, is now mostly read for his exceptional, even lurid,
description of the customs of a people whom he refers to as
the Rus, which seems to be the earliest eye-witness descrip-
tion of the ancestors of the Russians. However, the account
is also revealing as a record of the travels and reactions of a
caliphal official at a time when his master’s power was visibly
waning. We know almost nothing about the author except
what he tells us incidentally in his narrative. He was clearly a
bureaucrat of some standing and education but not import-
ant enough to appear in any of the general narrative sources '
of the period. -

The mission set out in response to a letter which had
been sent to the caliph by the king of the Volga Bulgars, who
had converted to Islam. He professed his loyalty to the caliph
and said that his name would be proclaimed in the Friday
sermons in the Bulgar lands. He asked that the caliph send
him men who could teach him and his followers about
Islamic law and the correct performance of prayer and other
rituals. He also asked for money to build a castle (hisn) to
defend him against his enemies in this land of felt yurts and
wooden huts. The connection between monotheism and
masonry is one that we find in many places in Celtic, Slavic
and Scandinavian Europe at the time. The king wanted
proper religion and new technology, both important aspects
of being modern in the early tenth century, and for him, at
least, the caliph was the proper person to ask. In western
Christendom it would probably have been the pope.

The court in Baghdad decided to send a mission and the
expedition set out on 21 June 921. It was to be a long journey.
The men eventually arrived at the court of the Bulgar king on
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the Volga river eleven months later, on 12 May 922, having
travelled about 3,000 miles, meaning that they must have
averaged about ten miles a day. Given the political uncertain-
ties and the terrible winter weather they encountered, this
was a pretty impressive record. Their route lay through the
Zagros Mountains and along the northern edge of the central
Iranian desert to Bukhara, where the Samanid emir held
court in the name of the caliph but in reality as an independ-
ent ruler. From there they headed for the fertile province of
Khwarazm (modern Khorezm) on the delta of the river Oxus
at the south end of the Aral Sea. These were the last outposts
of Muslim settlement and civilization and from here they had
to strike out into the unknown.

The first stages of the journey were easy enough, through
the cultivated lands of central Iraq and along the old
Khurasan road, which led through the mountains to the
Iranian plateau. As they approached the ancient city of Rayy
(just south of modern Tehran), in the narrow gap between
the great desert to the south and the mountains to the
north, they became aware, if they were not already, of the
limitations of the power of the caliph. Rayy and the other
towns on the route were under the control of the Zaydi
Shi’ite imams, based in Daylam at the south-west corner of
the Caspian Sea. These Shi’ite rulers were not simply usurp-
ers of caliphal power but men who rejected the legitimacy of
the Abbasids and their right to be considered leaders of the
umma. The members of the mission were obliged to hide
their identity and mingle with the rest of the caravan.

It must have been with considerable relief that they
reached Nishapur and the protection of the Samanid army.
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They pushed on east to Merv, where they changed camels for
the journey across the waterless desert to the Oxus. After
crossing the river they passed through the trading town of
Paykant and the well-watered villages of the Bukhara oasis
until they reached the capital. Here they were on friendly
territory. The Samanid vizier, a man called Jayhani, was a cul-
tivated bureaucrat and a man with a keen interest in geog-
raphy. He made arrangements for a residence for the party
and ‘appointed someone to attend to our needs and concerns
and made sure that we experienced no difficulty in getting
what we wanted’. He also arranged for them to have an audi-
ence with the Samanid emir Nasr b. Ahmad in person. They
discovered, apparently to Ibn Fadlan’s surprise, that he was
a beardless boy. Young though he may have been, he was well
trained in diplomatic niceties. He greeted them and invited
them to sit down. ‘How was my master (mawla) the
Commander of the Faithful when you left him? May God give
him long life and cherish him and his retinue and his spiritual
companions.’ ‘He was well,” they replied. He said, ‘May God
increase his well-being!’ That was the easy part: now they had
to get down to business and it was here that the limitations
of the authority of the caliph in this distant but important
province became apparent.

The next stop was Khwarazm where the emir was a vassal
of the Samanids. The welcome they received was mixed.
They were greeted warmly and given a place to stay, but the
governor was suspicious about their desire to meet the king
of the Bulgars: if anyone should represent the Muslims to
these infidels, it should be the Samanid emir in Bukhara,
not the distant and virtually powerless caliph in Baghdad.
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He argued that the mission was too dangerous and that
he should write to the emir, who would in turn write to the
caliph to consult him. It was clearly a delaying tactic, which
would almost certainly have prevented the mission from
continuing, but Ibn Fadlan and his companions persisted:
‘We have the letter of the Commander of the Faithful,” they
said. ‘Why do you need to consult?’ In the end they were
allowed to proceed into the bitter cold of the steppe: our
author paints a vivid picture of the cold and suffering they
endured, so different from the heat of Baghdad.

When they finally approached the camp of the king of the
Bulgars in May 922, they were met first by a guard of honour
of the king’s sons and then by the monarch himself, who dis-
mounted and prostrated himself, giving thanks to God. They
were led to the camp and assigned their own yurts while the
king prepared to give them a ceremonial welcome. After four
days they were granted an audience. They presented the king
with two standards, symbolizing the conferment of office, a
saddle and a black turban. Ibn Fadlan then read out the
caliph’s letter, insisting that all stood to hear it. ‘Peace be
upon you,” he-read. ‘On your behalf I praise God - there is no
other god but Him.” And he then ordered them to return the
greeting of the Commander of the Faithful, which they duly
did. Next began the present-giving - perfumes, garments
and pearls and a robe of honour for the queen who, in com-
plete contrast to Muslim court protocol, was sitting by the
king’s side.

An hour later there was another audience in the royal
yurt. On the king’s right were seated vassal kings while the
envoys were placed on his left. His sons sat before him
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while he himself sat at the centre on a throne covered with
Byzantine silk. A ceremonial meal followed with the king cut-
ting choice bits of meat, first for himself and then for his
guests. Then the king drank a toast in mead speaking of his
joy in his master (mawla) the Commander of the Faithful,
‘may God prolong his life’.

Ibn Fadlan also gave instruction in the performance of
prayers. Before he came, blessings were called on the kings
from the minbar at Friday prayers, but Ibn Fadlan advised
that ‘God is the king and he alone should be accorded that
title from the minbar. Your master, the Commander of the
Faithful, for example, is satisfied with the phrase, “Lord God,
keep in piety your slave and caliph the imam Ja‘far al-
Mugtadir bi-llah, Commander of the Faithful,” as this is
proclaimed from all the minbars in east and west.” He also
drew attention to the hadith in which the Prophet says that
Muslims should not exaggerate his importance in the way in
which the Christians exaggerated the importance of Jesus
son of Mary, and that He was simply the slave of God and his
messenger.

Naturally the king then asked what should be proclaimed
from the pulpit on Friday. ‘Your name and the name of your
father,” was the reply. ‘But my father was an unbeliever,” he
said, ‘and I do not wish to have his name proclaimed from
the minbar. Indeed I do not wish to have my own name men-
tioned, because it was given to me by an unbeliever. What is
the name of my master (mawla), the Commander of the
Faithful?’

‘Ja‘far,’ Ibn Fadlan replied.

‘Am [ permitted to take his name?’
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‘Yes.

‘Then I take Ja‘far as my name and Abd Allah as the name
of my father. Tell this to the preacher.

Ibn Fadlan did as instructed and the proclamation during
the sermon on Friday became ‘Lord God, keep in piety your
slave Ja‘far b. Abd Allah, the amir of the Bulghars, whose master
is the Commander of the Faithful.’

Many in the Muslim world held Mugqtadir in contempt.
Youthful and inexperienced, his failure to live up to the
achievements of his Abbasid ancestors was coming close to
making a mockery of the office of caliph. Yet for the king of
the Bulgars the caliph represented the Muslim world in a
very personal way. His master was not the umma, not the
religious scholars, not Muslims in general, but the caliph in
person.

The Break-up of the Abbasid Caliphate

The break-up of the caliphate was a long and complex busi-
ness, but the reasons for it need to be explored. Any discus-
sion of a future or revived caliphate at the present day must
address why the Abbasid dynasty, despite its political power
and its connections with the Family of the Prophet, disinte-
grated when it did. The problems of holding together a multi-
cultural Muslim world becoming ever more diverse under a
single leadership were never fully resolved and will form a
major and intractable challenge to anyone wishing to revive
the office in the future.

One reason has been touched on above: the growing
alienation of the caliphs from the mass of the Muslim
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population. This was partly physical, as the caliphs increas-
ingly isolated themselves within the walls of their palaces,
but also ideological, as the governing elite initially tried to
enforce belief in the createdness of the Qur’an. Even though
this policy had been abandoned, it had left a deep and lasting
rift between the caliphs and the religious leaders who were
respected and consulted by the mass of Muslims. This alien-
ation was compounded by the failure of the Abbasid caliphs
in the first half of the tenth century to perform the most
obvious public duties of the office, to defend the frontiers of
the Muslim world, especially against the Byzantines, and to
protect and lead the hajj. ’

But there were other more long-term problems. The first
was the economic collapse of Iraq and especially of Iraqi agri-
culture. At the time of the Muslim conquests Iraq had been
the richest province of the caliphate in terms of tax revenue
(the only figures we have). It yielded four times as much as
Egypt, the next richest area, and five times as much as Syria
and Palestine together. During the early Islamic period this
situation changed, partly due to environmental factors like
the increasing salinization and exhaustion of the soil, and
partly because repeated civil wars and disturbances damaged
the complex irrigation systems which carried water to the
fields. This culminated in 935, when the greatest of the
canals, the Nahrawan, which dated to pre-Islamic times, was
breached by a military adventurer for short-term tactical
gains and never subsequently repaired.

The tax revenues of Iraq were what enabled the Abbasids
to pay the armies which enforced their authority and the
bureaucrats who collected the revenues. As revenues
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declined inexorably, there were repeated army mutinies until
the armies of the caliphs spent most of their energies fighting
rival military groups and trying to extort money from the
caliphs themselves.

There was another factor which was, in a way, more posi-
tive, and that was the conversion of an increasingly large pro-
portion of the population of the caliphate to Islam. It can be
argued that the break-up of the caliphate was the inevitable
result of the success of Islam as a popular religion. This is a
very difficult process to measure. We can be certain that
there were no Muslims in these areas before the Arab con-
quests. Conversion was slow in the seventh and early eighth
centuries but after that gathered pace, especially in the tenth
century. By the year 1100, and before in some places, it is
likely that 50 per cent of the population were Muslims of one
group or another.

These new Muslims were not, in the main, Arabs. They
probably never went to Baghdad (except if they passed
through on the road from Iran to the Holy Cities) and they
had no contact with the caliphs. As has already been men-
tioned, groups like the Saffarid rulers of much of Iran in the
late ninth century were Muslims but not Arabs. Their loyal-
ties lay with fellow Muslims in the provinces where they
originated and the caliphate was for them at best an irrele-
vance and at worst a source of vexatious tax demands. New
Muslims had no reason to support an institution which had
little or nothing to offer them.

This did not mean that the Muslim world divided into
separate political units with no contact between them.
Arabic was widely used as the language of religious and
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philosophical discussion. Merchants traded across borders
with little or no interference from government, administra-
tors wandered from one court to another looking for lucra-
tive employment. In many ways the umma was a united
commonwealth: it was just that the caliphs had no significant
role in this.
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THE CULTURE OF THE ABBASID CALIPHATE

In the year 932 the new caliph, Qahir, asked one of his court-
iers, Muhammad b. Al1 al-Abdji, to chronicle the achieve-
ments of his Abbasid predecessors. It was a difficult time for
the caliphate. Mugqtadir had just been killed fighting his own
army and enemies pressed in on every side. It was a far cry
from the glory days of Harun al-Rashid. The courtier, who
was a specialist in history, responded with a short but fascin-
ating series of portraits of the caliphs of the dynasty, and
gives some guidance as to what the people remembered
about them. This was then recorded by the leading histor-
ian of the day, Mas‘adj, in his ‘Meadows of Gold’ (Murdj al-
dhahab), which is why it comes down to us.!

Caliph Qahir was a genuinely frightening man, given to
violent and unpredictable outbursts, which, combined with
his heavy drinking, soon led to him being deposed and
blinded. With a spear in his hand, he had the historian stand
before him, and demanded the truth on pain of death.

Abdi began with the first Abbasid caliph Saffah (750-54),
who was ‘quick to spill blood. . . but atoned for this defect by
considerable nobility of spirit and great generosity. He gave
constantly and scattered gold with an open hand.’ His suc-
cessor Mansur (754-75) was
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the first to sow discord between the family of Abbas and
the family of Ali, who until then had made common cause.
He was the first of the caliphs to bring astrologers to his
court and make decisions according to the stars . . . He was
also the first caliph to have foreign works of literature
translated into Arabic, for example, Kalila wa Dimna
[celebrated animal fables translated from the Persian], the
Sindhind [presumably a book about India], Aristotle’s
treatises on logic and other subjects, Ptolemy’s Almagest,
the book of Euclid, the ‘treatise on arithmetic’, and all the
other ancient works, Greek, Byzantine, Pahlavi [Middle
Persian] and Syriac. Once in possession of these books, the
public read and studied them avidly.

According to Abdi, Mansar was also the first ruler to distrib-
ute public offices among his freedmen and pages. He
employed them in matters of importance and advanced them
over the Arabs. This practice was followed after his time by
the caliphs who were his heirs and it was thus that the Arabs
lost the high command, the supremacy and the honours they
had enjoyed until then.

From the time of his accession to the throne, Mansar
devoted himself to learning. He applied himself to the study
of religious and philosophical ideas and acquired a profound
knowledge of the different Muslim sects as well as of the
Muslim Tradition. During his reign, the schools of the
Traditionists (that is, those who studied the hadith of
Muhammad) increased in number and widened the scope of
their studies.

Abdi’s account continued:
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Mahdi [775-85] was good and generous and his character
was noble and liberal . . . This caliph had the habit, when
appearing in public, of having purses filled with gold and
silver carried before him. No one solicited his charity in
vain and the steward who walked ahead had orders to give
alms to those who did not dare to ask, anticipating their

need . .. He was merciless in exterminating heretics.

Here Abdi lists the dualists and other sect who appeared
during Mahd?’s reign, adding that Mahdi

was the first to order the polemicists of the theological
schools to refute them. They produced convincing proofs
against their wrong-headed adversaries and overthrew the
weak arguments of the heretics and made the truth shine forth
to all who doubted. He rebuilt the mosque in Mecca and that
of the Prophet in Medina in the form they stand today and he
rebuilt Jerusalem, which had been damaged by earthquakes.

Of Harun al-Rashid (786-809), Abdi said that he was

scrupulous in fulfilling his role as a pilgrim and in waging
holy war. He undertook public works, wells, cisterns, forts
on the road to Mecca, and also in that city at Mina and
Arafat [both important sites in the hajj rituals], and in
Medina. He scattered both wealth and the treasure of his
justice on all his subjects. He strengthened the frontiers
against the Byzantine Empire, built cities, fortified several
towns such as Tarsus and Adana, revived the prosperity of
Massissa and Marash [all now in southern Turkey but then
part of the network of Muslim settlements along the

139



THE CALIPHATE

frontier] and carried out innumerable works of military
architecture, as well as building caravanserais. His officials
followed his example. The people imitated his behaviour
and followed the direction he pointed out. Error was
repressed, the truth reappeared and Islam, shining with
new splendour, eclipsed all other nations.

The very type of generosity and charity in this reign was
manifested in the person of Umm Ja‘far Zubayda, the
daughter of Ja‘far and the granddaughter of [the caliph]
Mansur. This princess had numerous caravanserais built at
Mecca and she filled this city, and the pilgrim road which
bears her name, with cisterns, wells and buildings which
survive to this day. She also built several hospices for
travellers along the Syrian frontier and at Tarsus and
endowed them.

The Barmakids then get a mention for their generosity
before the author returns to Haruan as the first caliph to
popularize the game of polo, shooting arrows at the birjds
(quintain, a movable target on a pole) and playing with balls
and rackets. He rewarded those who distinguished them-
selves in these various exercises and these games spread
among the people. He was also the first among the Abbasid
caliphs to play chess and backgammon. He favoured players
who distinguished themselves and paid them salaries. Such
was the splendour, wealth and prosperity of his reign that
they called this period the Days of Marriage and Feast.

The narrator was then interrupted by the caliph, who
demanded that he say more about Zubayda. ‘I obey,” he said.
‘The nobility and magnificence of this princess, in serious
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matters as well as frivolous, have led her to be placed in the
very first rank.’ As regards the more serious matters, he gives
more details of her pious building works and especially the
water supply of Mecca. He then moves on to the more frivo-
lous expenses:

those of which kings are most vain . . . She was the first to
be served on dishes of gold and silver enriched with
precious stones. For her the finest clothes were made of the
multicoloured silk known as washi, a single length of which,
designed for her, cost 50,000 dinars. She was the first to
organize an escort of eunuchs (who, of course, could serve
her in a personal capacity) and slave girls who rode by her
side, fulfilled her orders and delivered her messages. She
was the first to make use of tents of silver, ebony and
sandalwood, decorated with clasps of gold and silver and
hung with embroidered silk, sable, brocade and red, yellow,
green and blue silk. She was the first to introduce the
fashion for slippers embroidered with precious stones and
for candles made of ambergris, fashions which spread to
the public. Then, O Commander of the Faithful, when the
caliphate passed to her son [Amin 809-13], he favoured his
eunuchs and showed his preference by bestowing on them
the highest honours. Zubayda, noticing her son’s marked
taste for these eunuchs and the influence they were having
over him, chose young girls remarkable for the elegance of
their figures and the charm of their faces. She had them
wear turbans, and gave them clothes woven and
embroidered in the royal factories, and had them fix their
hair with fringes and lovelocks and draw it back to the nape
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of the neck after the fashion of young men. She dressed
them in the close-fitting, wide-sleeved robes called gaba
and wide belts which showed off their waists and their
curves. Then she sent them to her son Amin and as they
filed into his presence he was enchanted. He was captivated
by their looks and appeared with them in public. It was
then that the fashion for having young slave girls with short
hair, wearing qaba and belts, became established at all
levels of society. They were called ‘page girls’.

Here the caliph interrupted again. ‘Page,” he cried out, ‘a
cup of wine in honour of the slave girls!” Immediately a
swarm of young girls appeared, all the same height and all
looking like young men. They were all wearing tight-fitting
jackets, gaba and all had fringes. They wore their hair in
lovelocks and had belts of gold and silver. While the caliph
was raising his cup, I admired the purity of its jewels, the
sparkle of the wine which gilded it with its rays, and I went
into raptures about the beauty of these young girls.

But Qahir was still holding his frightening lance. He
drank the cup straight off and said to me, ‘Go on!’

The historian went on, diplomatically avoiding discussion of

the deposed and murdered Amin, and moving on to his brother,

Ma’min (813-33):
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At the beginning of his reign this caliph was under the
influence of Fadl b. Sahl [his Persian vizier] and other
courtiers. He devoted himself to the study of astrology and
its rulings. He modelled his conduct on the Sasanian kings
like Ardashir son of Babak [224-41] and others. He had a
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passion for old books and studied them constantly, pursuing
his researches until he succeeded in understanding them and
getting to their very heart . . . On his arrival in Iraq, Ma’miin
gave up his favourite studies and professed the doctrine of
Unity and the Promise and the Threat,’ that is, the doctrines
of the Mu‘tazilites. He presided over conferences of
theologians and attracted to his court polemicists famous in
debate. His meetings were always attended by learned jurists
and literary men whom he brought from many different
cities and to whom he gave salaries. The populace acquired a
taste for philosophical speculation, the study of dialectic
became fashionable and each school wrote works in support
of their arguments and the doctrines they professed.

As for Ma’mun himself:

He was the most clement and patient of men. No one has
made better use of their power, been more open-handed,
more general in their gifts or less inclined to regret them.
Ministers and courtiers all imitated him carefully; all
followed his example and walked in his footsteps.

The historian finishes with brief accounts of Mu‘tasim (833-

42), ‘fond of horses and wishing to imitate Persian kings in

his table service’; Wathiq (842-7), strict in his religious

beliefs and a great gourmet; and Mutawwakil (847-61), ‘who
forbade the study of different religious opinions and re-

established belief in authority and the teaching of the

Traditions. His reign was happy and his government stable

and well founded.” None of the later caliphs is mentioned.

Mas‘udi’s account is interesting for all sorts of reasons.
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Perhaps the most striking is that the leading role is played by
a woman, Zubayda, who is admired for her pious works but
also as the epitome of court style. He also makes some polit-
ical judgements, for example about Mansar’s promotion of
freedmen and the consequent loss of status for the Arabs. It
is surprising to see Mansir, who comes across in other
sources as the ultimate hard-headed politician, depicted as a
patron of astrology and the translation of philosophical lit-
erature. We know of Ma’miin’s interest in ancient literature
and old books from other sources but he, like Mansar, is also
credited here with the encouragement of the religious sci-
ences like the study of the Qur’an and the Traditions of the
Prophet. Mahdf’s active protection of the faith against heresy
and Mutawwakil’s return to strict orthodoxy after the more
speculative intellectual atmosphere of the court of his prede-
cessors both demonstrate the important influence individual
caliphs could exert as leaders of the Muslim community.

The Knowledge Economy
under the Abbasids

The period of the greatness of the Abbasid caliphate, from
750 to 945, saw an extraordinary explosion of cultural activ-
ity. It was a time of intellectual openness and diversity which
has few parallels in human history. What caused this
tremendous cultural efflorescence?

Let us begin by looking at the infrastructure of know-
ledge. It has already been pointed out that the administra-
tive systems developed by Umar I after the great Arab
conquests, and subsequently elaborated by both Umayyad
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and Abbasid governments, led to the emergence of very large
towns, first in Iraq in Kufa and Basra, later in Egypt at Fustat,
in Tunisia at Qayrawan and in Khurasan at Merv. To these
centres were added, from the middle of the eighth century,
the two greatest Muslim cities of the early Middle Ages,
Baghdad and Cérdoba. In all these cities, there were bureau-
crats and soldiers who were paid salaries on a regular basis.
These salaries meant that they could spend money on the
necessities of everyday life, food and clothing and so on, but
many of them also had money to spend on discretionary pur-
chases, which might include fine textiles, ceramics and exotic
foods but also books and intangible but very important cul-
tural productions like poetry, song and the Traditions of
the Prophet. All these items bore cultural capital and social
prestige.

The administrative arrangements led to the development
of an infrastructure of skilled people who could manage it. It
is well known that the Umayyad caliph Abd al-Malik made
Arabic the language of administration throughout the caliph-
ate. The effect of this was to produce a class of secular
bureaucrats who could read and write. It also generated a
demand for education in mathematics, not only accounting
skills to deal with tax receipts but also the geometrical skills
required for assessing areas of land for taxation purposes. If
skills had not been essential for the needs of government, it
is unlikely that either Arabic literacy or mathematical know-
ledge would have developed in the way they did.

The rise of the importance of the bureaucracy coincided
with the emergence of a wide reading public. Levels of liter-
acy are impossible to assess in the absence of any statistical
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data, but it appears from accounts of literary activity in, say,
Baghdad in the ninth century, that the ability to read and
write was regarded as normal and taken for granted, not just
among an intellectual elite but in a wide cross-section of
society. Of course, this was encouraged by the need to read
and understand the text of the Qur’an for the proper practice
of the Muslim faith. All the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs
were literate, although the warrior caliph Mu‘tasim is said to
have had difficulty with his letters, whereas it is worth
remembering that the first English king who is known to
have been able to read and write, with the exception perhaps
of Alfred, was Edward I in the late thirteenth century.

A substantial reading population was of course essential
to the growth of what literary historian Shawkat Toorawa has
called a ‘writerly culture’ in ninth-century Baghdad,® but
other developments were important for the infrastructure of
culture as well. One of these was the introduction of paper.
Paper had been invented and used in China for many cen-
turies, but the arrival of this technology in the Islamic Middle
East can be dated fairly precisely. There was a story current
in the eleventh century that the art of paper-making was
brought by Chinese prisoners of war captured by the Abbasid
armies at the Battle of Talas (now in Kazakhstan) in 751, the
only occasion on which Muslim and Chinese imperial armies
came into direct conflict. Of course, historians have treated
such simple explanatory narratives with some scepticism,
but this may be unjustified. We know that Chinese prisoners
of war were active in Iraq in the decades after the battle
because one of them wrote an account of Iraq, in Chinese,
after his return to his homeland. He does not mention paper,

146



THE CULTURE OF THE ABBASID CALIPHATE

but the story provides a plausible context for this important
transfer of technological know-how.

Just as important is the fact that there was a ready
demand for new and more efficient writing materials in the
society of the early Abbasid period: without this demand the
introduction of paper would have been no more than a
diverting curiosity. This paper, like almost all paper before
the nineteenth century, was rag-paper, that is to say it was
made of old textiles: wood-pulp paper was effectively unknown
at this time. This was fortunate: there was probably not
much timber to harvest in Abbasid Iraq in lands that had
been intensively cultivated for millennia, but there were
plenty of old clothes.

Jonathan Bloom, the historian of Islamic art, has shown
how important the advent of paper was in cultural develop-
ment, for, in a very fundamental way, paper democratized
writing. It was both cheaper than parchment (animal skins)
and more efficient than papyrus, the most widely used writ-
ing surfaces before this time. Paper meant that books could
be produced cheaply and economically. Bloom points out
that the invention transformed book production in a way
which is perhaps comparable with the coming of printing in
early modern Europe.*

There was another innovation at this time, again gener-
ated by the demand for easier and quicker production of
reading materials, and that was the development of new
forms of writing. We have a number of manuscripts, mostly
but not entirely Quranic, which show Arabic hands of the
seventh and early eighth century in a style of writing known
as Kufic. It is formal, careful and often very elegant, but at
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the same time it was slow to write, each letter being carefully
formed individually. In the early tenth century, if not before,
a new hand emerged. It is said to have been first developed
by Ibn Mugla, vizier to the caliph Muqtadir, but it is probable
that his achievement was the culmination of some decades
of experimentation. The new script, known as naskhi, or
copyists’ hand, was much faster and easier to write, almost a
sort of shorthand, and while grand Qur’ans may still have
been produced in Kufic, this new script was widely used for
most other literary publications.

The use of paper and the new Arabic hand in turn made
writing accessible to those without private means. It could
be argued that Baghdad under the Abbasid caliphate was the
first society in the history of the world in which a man ora
woman could make a living as an author. Of course, people
had written books before, thousands of them, but they had
always been wealthy in their own right, employed or sub-
sidized by rich patrons, or attached to institutions, like
Christian monasteries, which gave them the space and secur-
ity to write. In the ninth century Baghdad could boast a Grub
Street culture where a would-be author could write a work,
have it copied and sell it in the hundred or more shops in the
Book Suq (Suq al-warragin), and make enough money to stay
alive. It was not easy to live off one’s writing, any more than
it is in Britain today, but it was at least possible. And if your
own books were not selling well, you could always fall back
on copying other people’s work to tide you over in the lean
periods.

The technologies were in place, the demand was there, so
what did the writers, poets and artists of the Abbasid
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caliphate produce? In the second half of the tenth century a
Baghdadi writer called Ibn al-Nadim (d. 995) compiled a
book called Fihrist, which can best be translated as ‘The
Catalogue’. We do not know whether this is a library or a
bookseller’s catalogue, but in it the author lists some 3,500
authors with the names of the books they wrote and some
information about their contents. Many of these books must
have been very short, little more than pamphlets, but equally
many were more substantial works. The variety of subjects
they covered was truly astonishing. He divides his list into
ten chapters:

1 Languages and scripts: the scriptures of the Muslims
and other people of the book (37 pages)

2 Grammar and lexicography (51 pages)

History, belles-lettres, biography and genealogy

(73 pages)

Poetry (22 pages)
Scholastic theology (47 pages)

Law and Tradition (38 pages)

w

Philosophy and the ‘ancient sciences’ (62 pages)

N O h

Stories, legends, romances, magic and conjuring
(32 pages)

9 Doctrines of the non-monotheistic religions (32 pages)
10 Alchemy (9 pages)

We might expect to find Islamic religious sciences and Arabic
poetry in such a list, but what is more surprising is the
amount of material relating to other religions, to non-Arabic
scripts and to science and philosophy. It seems that all human
knowledge, as it existed at the time, is there somewhere and
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there is no hint that any subject was banned, censored or felt
to be forbidden.

The Abbasid Poets

Poetry was the queen of the arts of the time. Since the great
pre-Islamic poets of the Jabiliyya, with their images of the
lone warrior and his camel, riding, fighting and loving in the
harsh environment of the Arabian desert, poetry had con-
veyed the aspirations of men who lived more prosaic lives. It
had also intrigued grammarians and literary critics who
sought in it the origins of the Arabic language and more
obscure points of grammar and lexicography. But of course
most readers and listeners in the Abbasid caliphate did not
live in the wild desert and their knowledge of, and enthusi-
asm for, camels was probably almost as limited as ours, so
the poets of the Abbasid age moved on from the ancient and
revered paradigms to reflect the largely urban and courtly
world in which they participated.

Panegyric poetry was still the best way to make money: it
is also the most difficult form of verse for us to appreciate.
The extravagant and complex metaphors seem simply con-
trived and insincere, clearly designed to encourage rewards
from the caliph or other patron. People at the time, however,
had a different opinion. Just as we today can admire the flat-
tering portraits of the powerful and wealthy painted by
Veldzquez or Goya because we can say that they are superb
examples of the painter’s art, so contemporaries valued
praise poetry in the same way, for the startling new image or
the subtle variations of common tropes.
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Hunting poetry can also leave many of us cold, and poetry
in praise of wine we can no longer taste is not much better,
but the poetry of love can still resonate through the cen-
turies, even in translation. Perhaps the best known of
Abbasid love poets was Abi Nuwas, the ‘father of locks (of
hair)’. He flourished in the reign of Harun al-Rashid, and
especially in the circle of the young prince Amin, where his
innovative and unconventional poetic talents could develop.
He writes of wine and love, openly glorifying both. The
tavern, and the groups of young men drinking there, are cele-
brated with uninhibited enthusiasm. It may come as some-
thing of a surprise to find that drinking poetry was so popular
in the Muslim society of the time, but it was one of the meas-
ures of the confidence and diversity of this society that it
could accept such challenging images if they were presented
elegantly and wittily. Abi Nuwas presents a world of common
taverns, but the enjoyment of wine was also a central part of
Abbasid court culture. Some caliphs, such as Mahdj, did not
drink out of religious scruples, but many others did as part
of princely display and performance.

Abu Nuwas wrote love poetry about women, but more
often about young men and boys. Nor are the poems abstract
and chaste fantasies. He celebrates gay sex with unconcealed
enthusiasm which can sometimes catch modern readers by
surprise: poems by middle-aged men praising the sexual
attractiveness of schoolboys would, after all, be regarded as
dangerously transgressive even, or perhaps particularly, in
the early twenty-first century, but the celebration of same-
sex love was a widely accepted literary form in both Arabic
and later Persian poetry in the Islamic Middle East.
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It is easy to seize on Abli Nuwis because his poetry was
clever, eloquent, original and very popular, but it would be
wrong to assume that he was typical of all the poets and writ-
ers of his time. Some, like his contemporary and sometime
rival Ab@’l-Atahiya, became deeply pious and devoted them-
selves to religious themes, while others, like Abi Tammam in
the ninth century, found new and interesting ways of praising
their patrons, in his case the warrior caliph Mu‘tasim, and
celebrating their victories over the Byzantines. Perhaps the
most striking feature of this poetry to the modern reader
is its sheer variety: all male human life is there, and there
was no attempt, either official or unofficial, to censor it.
Pious people certainly disapproved of some of the senti-
ments expressed, but, in general, books were not burned, nor
were poets imprisoned and punished.

The majority of poets in this era were male, but women
played an important role in the performance of the culture.
The singing girl (jariya) is a characteristic presence in
descriptions of gatherings, whether domestic or public, in
which poetry was discussed. Most poems were sung and the
singers were mostly young women. It is easy to forget this
because there was at the time no form of musical notation;
so while we have the lyrics of hundreds of songs, the tunes
are completely lost to us. The singing girls learned and
passed on the musical tradition. They appear in countless
stories. They are clever and sassy and, needless to say, beau-
tiful. They are also learned not only in music but sometimes
in the Traditions of the Prophet and the religious sciences.
They were usually slaves, trained up by masters in the Holy
City of Medina and sold on in Baghdad, but before we
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consider the implications of their servile status we should
remember the anecdote of one of Zubayda’s (Harun’s wife)
conversations with one of the girls in her entourage. ‘Are you
a slave or free?’ the queen asks, to which the girl replies, ‘I
don’t know,” and Zubayda responds, ‘No, nor do 1.’ In their
knowledge and personalities the singing girls were major fig-
ures in the artistic environment. They were an integral part
of the court culture of the caliphate, and when the caliphate
collapsed in the middle of the tenth century, the singing girls
disappeared from the cultural landscape at the same time.

The richness and variety of this literary and musical cul-
ture is evoked in one of those great compilations which the
new technologies of writing had made possible, the great
Book of Songs (Kitab al-aghani). Abu’l-Faraj al-Isfahani (d.
967) began his great work by selecting the hundred best
songs he could find and used this list as a framework to
attach numerous other poems and, just as important, prose
anecdotes about the lives and deeds of many of the poets and
singers. The result is fascinating. The stories about the artists
are unusual in their detailing of non-elite lives. An abiding
theme of the collection is the way in which people from low
and even outcast social backgrounds can rise to fame and
fortune through their artistic talents, and this means that
tales of the struggling poor form a central part of the work.
Isfahani was writing after the collapse of the Abbasid caliph-
ate in the tenth century and his collection is, in some aspects,
a memorial to a culture which was vanishing, but the riches
it preserves gives us a wonderful panorama of this world.
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The Abbasid Scientists

If poetry and song were the only literary products of this
caliphal culture, it would be interesting but limited. In fact,
cultural activity spread in many different directions. One of
the most famous achievements of the period is the translation
of ancient Greek works into Arabic and the intellectual ideas
that emerged as a result. The Greek-speaking and -writing
Byzantines, the Ram of the Arabic sources, were of course
arch-enemies of the early Muslims and warfare against them
was maintained as a regular and pious exercise. This did
not prove an obstacle, however, to the acquisition and appro-
priation of Greek learning. Muslims wanted Greek learn-
ing because they believed it to be useful and they translated
and read those parts of the Greek canon which are almost
completely ignored by modern western readers. They wanted
Euclid’s geometry, Ptolemy’s astronomy, Galen’s medi-
cine and Dioscorides’ knowledge of the usefulness of herbs
and plants. Above all, they wanted to acquire and use the
philosophy of Aristotle, both as a way of viewing the world,
and as a tool box of logical techniques for constructing
arguments.

On the other hand, they had no interest in ancient Greek
poetry: after all they had plenty of ancient poetry of their
own, so the Iliad and the Odyssey and all later poetry were
completely ignored. Greek drama was an unopened book to
them and they had no interest either in historical works. The
Histories of Herodotus, which would have told them so much
about the ancient Persians who built the ruins they saw at
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Persepolis and the ancient Egyptians who built the pyramids,
were unknown to them.

Caliphs and others had commissioned translations from
the Greek from the Umayyad period onwards and, as we have
seen, Mansir was credited with initiating this practice, but it
was the personal enthusiasm of Caliph Ma’'mun that really
gave impetus to the translation movement. He was perhaps
the most genuinely intellectual of the caliphs we encounter
in this book and the fashion he set encouraged his courtiers
to patronize translators and other intellectuals, paying them
for their work and employing them in their great households
as tutors for their children.

There are mentions in our sources from this period of an
institution called the House of Wisdom (Bayt al-hikma).
Enthusiastic modern historians have taken this to be a sort
of proto-university, a college where distinguished scholars
could work and debate in peace and a measure of prosperity.
In reality, the House of Wisdom was simply a library where
books were stored. To find scholars at work you had to go to
the great houses where patrons would maintain resident
intellectuals. In this sense Abbasid Baghdad was a bit like
London and Paris during the Enlightenment: it was in the
salons and the studies of government officials, including,
of course, caliphs and private individuals, that learning
flourished.

Many of the works which were translated into Arabic had
previously been translated from Greek into Syriac, another
Semitic language. Syriac was the literary version of Aramaic,
the Semitic lingua franca of the Middle East before the
Muslim conquests, and the translations had mostly been
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made in Christian monasteries, which were centres of Syrian
intellectual activity. In this way they had already been
through a filter. The monks were mainly interested in the
same sort of practical texts as the Muslim scholars were.
They did not, on the whole, translate theological or devo-
tional writings, as one might imagine, because they held the
Byzantines to be heretics whose works were useless and
corrupting.

The people who knew Greek and Syriac were mostly
Christians and almost all the translations were carried out by
members of the religious minorities. Let us take the example
of Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 873). Hunayn was a Christian from the
city of Hira, near Kufa, in central Iraq. It had been a centre of
Iragi Christianity before the coming of Islam and the trad-
itions of learning were clearly still alive. Hunayn was a skilled
stylist in Greek, Syriac and Arabic and made a good living as
a translator. A later biographer gives us a glimpse of his
agreeable lifestyle:

He went to the bath every day after his ride and had

water poured on him. He would then come out wrapped

in a dressing gown and, after taking a cup of wine with a
biscuit, lie down until he had stopped perspiring.
Sometimes he would fall asleep. Then he would get up,
burn perfumes to fumigate his body and have dinner
brought in. This consisted of a large fattened pullet stewed
in gravy with a half kilo loaf of bread. After drinking some
of the gravy and eating the chicken and the bread he would
fall asleep. On waking up he drank four ratls [perhaps two
litres] of old wine. If he felt like fresh fruit, he would have
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some Syrian apples and quinces. This was his habit until
the end of his life.

Despite his relaxed approach, he was a prodigious worker.
His output was enormous and his standards high.

The translation of Greek texts was much more than a pas-
sive reception of works from another culture. These writings
stimulated a wave of new research and discussion in the
Muslim world. Greek philosophy inspired Ya‘qiib b. Ishaq
al-Kindi, known as ‘Philosopher of the Arabs’. Unlike many
of the scholars who worked in Abbasid court circles, Kindi
was an Arab from an ancient and aristocratic Bedouin lin-
eage, but he spent his life in Baghdad and was a familiar
figure at the courts of the caliphs Ma’mun, Mu‘tasim and
Wiathiq. He also had a very extensive private library, which
was a source of pleasure and pride until it was confiscated at
the instigation of his intellectual rivals, the Bana Musa,
though it was eventually returned to him. He was not himself
a translator, but he was the first to use Aristotle’s work to
create an Islamic philosophical discourse in Arabic. He was
also the first to grapple with the problem of reconciling faith
with logical investigation.

This approach to Muslim doctrine aroused the suspicion
and hostility of more conservative elements in society and
there were continuous disputes between the philosophers
and the Traditionists, who held that one should accept the
teachings of the Qur’an and sunna without further question.
The issues were very similar to the discussions in twelfth-
century France between the radical and flamboyant phil-
osopher Peter Abelard and his opponent, the austere and
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dogmatic St Bernard, Abbot of Clairvaux. In both cases this
was not a dispute about the truth of religion, between believ-
ers and atheists, but about ways of imderstanding and inves-
tigating religious ideas. For philosophers both in Baghdad in
the ninth century and Paris in the twelfth, the ideals were
fides quaerens intellectum, faith seeking understanding, and in
both cases they came up against those who believed that
investigating the divine mysteries could lead to heresy and
unbelief. As long as caliphs like Ma’miin and Wathiq reigned,
Kindi and those who thought like him were protected by the
patronage of the court. But when in 847 Mutawwakil came to
the throne, he reverted to strict orthodoxy, seeking the
favour of the Traditionists, and the influence of philosophers
was eclipsed.

Despite this hostility, the Arab philosophical tradition
survived for centuries. In Andalus, at the time of the Almohad
caliphs, the great Ibn Rushd (d. 1198) initiated the last ori-
ginal discussions in the canon. Arabic philosophy would
ultimately survive the loss of caliphal patronage, but, without
the initial protection and support of the court of the caliphs
in the ninth century, it is unlikely that it would have
developed and matured in the way it did. This openness to,
and delight in, new ideas was fundamental.

The caliph Ma’mun certainly showed a real interest in
natural and experimental science. This can be seen in the
story of his project to measure the circumference of the
earth. There was no question that the earth was round: every
educated person in ninth-century Baghdad knew that. But
no one knew how big it was, and the caliph was determined
to find out. He knew that the ancient Greeks had calculated
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it at 24,000 miles and he wanted to determine whether
this was accurate. He asked the Banti Musa, who were his
main scientific advisers, to investigate. As Ibn Khallikan,
recorded:

They enquired where a level plain could be found and were
told that the desert of Sinjar [in north-west Iraq] was
completely flat as was the country around Kufa. They took
with them a number of people whose opinion Ma’min
trusted and whose knowledge of this area could be relied
on. They set out for Sinjar and came to the desert. They
halted at a spot where they took the altitude of the Pole
Star with certain instruments. They drove a peg into the
ground and attached a long cord to it. They walked due
north, avoiding as much as possible going off to left or
right. When the cord ran out, they stuck another peg into
the ground and fastened a cord to it and carried on walking
to the north as they had done before until they reached a
spot where the elevation of the Pole Star had risen one
degree. Then they measured the distance they had travelled
on the ground by means of the cord. The distance was 667
miles. Then they knew that every degree of the heaven was
66" miles on earth. Then they returned to the place where
they had stuck in the first peg and continued to the south,
just as they had previously done to the north, sticking in pegs
and fastening cords. When they had finished all the cord they
had used when going north, they took the elevation of the
Pole Star and found it was one degree lower than the first
observation. This proved that their calculations were correct
and that they had achieved what they had set out to do.
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Anyone who knows about astronomy will see that this is
true. It is well known that the number of degrees in the
heavens is 360 and that the heavens are divided into twelve
constellations and that each constellation is thirty degrees.
This makes 360 degrees in all. They then multiplied the
number of degrees in the heavens by 667, that is the
length of each degree, and the total was twenty-four
thousand miles. This is certain and there is no doubt
about it.

Then the Bani Musa returned to Ma’min and told him
what they had done, and that this agreed with what he had
seen in the ancient books. He wished to confirm this in
another location so he sent them to the Kufa area where
they repeated the experiment they had conducted in Sinjar.
They found the two calculations agreed and Ma’miin
acknowledged the truth of what the ancients had written
on the subject.6

The account reveals the respect that intellectuals in the
caliph’s circle had for the ancients, whose works they could
now read in the new translations. But their respect was not
uncritical, and they needed to test what they had read rather
than being overawed by the ancients’ authority. We can also
see their commitment to practical scientific method, the
statement of a hypothesis and the use of experimental evi-
dence to prove it and, perhaps most impressive, the care
taken to make sure that the experiment could be replicated,
in the same area and then in an entirely different one. All this
demonstrates a truly scientific approach that has few paral-
lels in the post-classical, pre-modern age.
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The Religious Sciences
and History Writing

The prolific literary culture of the Abbasid caliphate expressed
itself in many different ways. For a lot of people in ninth-
century Baghdad, both intellectuals and commoners, the
most important of these were probably the collections of
Traditions of the Prophet, which were being gathered and dis-
cussed in numerous assemblies in the city. People came from
all over the Muslim world to the great city to listen to the
masters expound and to garner new and unusual material. At
the same time leaders of the emerging law schools, such as
Ahmad b. Hanbal, lectured and wrote. At one level this activ-
ity was a result of the caliphal system of government. Without
the financial impetus and the development of this huge city,
the circles and gatherings would never have appeared. At
another level, however, the Abbasid court in the ninth century
was not where these Islamic sciences developed, and indeed
the court and the scholars were in many ways at odds. Poetry
and science could thrive in the Abbasid palaces and the
homes of their rich and powerful courtiers, but the collection
of Traditions did not. These religious studies were taught in
mosques and private houses, not at court.

Abbasid court culture also encouraged the development of
historical writing, though here again much of it took place in
studies and libraries far removed from the palace. The great-
est master of the age was Aba Ja‘far al-Tabari (d. 923). Tabarl
was a Persian by origin from the area of Tabaristan (hence the
name) on the southern shores of the Caspian Sea. He came to
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study in Baghdad when still a young man and lived there for
most of the rest of his adult life. He seems to have led an aus-
tere bachelor life - there is no mention of any close family -
and he lived off the rents of the family estates in his native
Tabaristan, which were brought to him every year by pilgrims
passing through the capital on their way to the Holy Cities.
Despite his Persian origins, he wrote exclusively in Arabic. His
History of the Prophets and Kings is a huge collection of mater-
ial relating to the pre-Islamic and Islamic past, virtuallya one-
man library. In the English translation it appears in thirty-eight
volumes, each of them more than 250 pages long. Nor was
this all: Tabari also wrote a Commentary on the Qur’an which
was almost as long.

Tabari’s economic independence meant that he was not a
court historian and there seems to be no record that he ever
met any of the caliphs of his time or attended their courts.
He did not actively criticize their regime, but he records with
vivid honesty such discreditable episodes as Caliph Mansur’s
execution of Aba Muslim or the avoidable disasters of the
civil wars which followed the death of Hartin al-Rashid in
809. He also incorporates the biography of the Shi’ite
Muhammad the Pure Soul, who led an uprising against
Abbasid rule in 762, which is deeply sympathetic to the rebel.
There is no evidence, either, that he denigrated the Umayyad
caliphs whom the Abbasids had overthrown. In short, there
is no evidence that he wrote to please the court or that he
was subject to any sort of censorship. He had his prejudices -
a dislike of popular rebellions and uprisings and extreme reli-
gious views - but they were essentially those of the pious
Baghdad bourgeoisie of his era.
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In the later parts of his chronicle, he does incorporate
what might be called official history. This reflects the policies
of Abbasid caliphs anxious to publicize their roles as military
champions of Islam. The warrior caliph Mu‘tasim appears to
have commissioned long and detailed accounts of his cam-
paigns against the Byzantines, notably the sack of Amorion
in 833 and the campaigns of his generals against non-Muslim
rebels in northern Iran. Later on Caliph Mu‘tadid asked for
his campaigns against the Zanj rebels in southern Iraq to be
recorded with the same care. We also know that in the later
ninth century letters from generals and provincial governors
describing the defeats of rebels were read out in the mosque
at Friday prayers and some of these were included by Tabari
in his great work. In general, though, Tabari’s multifaceted
history reflects the pluralist society in which it was written,
a society in which the caliphal government made no effort to
control or dictate what intellectuals wrote.

The history writing of this period was deeply humanist,
that is to say that it portrayed events as being caused primar-
ily by human agency, and it attached enormous importance
to human character, describing the main actors with all their
faults and strengths. Direct divine intervention in the course
of human affairs was rarely invoked. Of course, it was
acknowledged that God protected some virtuous people and
equally that he punished some wicked ones, but it was
human beings who made the decisions about whether to act
well or badly. The measure of good or bad behaviour among
rulers was rarely that of strict piety, only the Umayyad caliph
Umar I1 was credited with being motivated by religious goals
and his reign was too short to come to any conclusions. The
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qualities expected of a good ruler were a concern to defend
Islam and Muslims, wisdom and foresight, behaving in mod-
eration in all things and dealing justly with all men. Caliphs
and other rulers failed because of their stupidity, vanity and
arrogance. It was a scale of values that Shakespeare, among
others, would have recognized.

The Inclusiveness of Caliphal Culture

One important aspect of this cultural activity was its inclu-
siveness. The Abbasid caliphate was a deeply Muslim polity;
it was ruled by Muslims and the caliph was, as we have seen,
God’s representative on earth. At the same time, it was broadly
tolerant of religious difference and there is very little evidence
for the ill-treatment of non-Muslim populations. The city of
Baghdad itself had been founded as the capital for a Muslim
dynasty and its official name, Madinat al-Salam, the City of
Peace, suggested an Islamic identity. Yet within this new city a
Christian community had developed. They built churches and
monasteries and no one seems to have stood in their way. The
hierarchies of the various Christian churches in the caliphate
were recognized by the caliphs. One patriarch of the Church
of the East, Timothy, was a regular visitor to the court of
Caliph Mahdi. Christian administrators continued to work in
the higher echelons of the bureaucracy, though vastly outnum-
bered by Muslims, and, as we have seen, Christians played an
important part in translating Greek into Arabic.

By and large, churches and synagogues were respected and
there are few reports of deliberate attacks on these places of
worship. The cathedral in Damascus was demolished by the
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Umayyad caliph Walid, but that was because he wanted to
build a (still surviving) mosque on the site and the Christians
were amply compensated in cash and by the restoration of
some churches which they had lost at the time of the original
Muslim conquest of the city seventy years before. The great
cathedral at Edessa (now Urfa in southern Turkey) was dam-
aged when some of the marble columns were taken for build-
ing mosques. In Baghdad we hear of churches being attacked
by mobs, but this was part of a general civil disturbance rather
than a product of caliphal policy.

Just as there was no attempt to take over or destroy
churches in general, so Zoroastrian fire temples continued to
exist in areas like Fars, in southern Iran, where large num-
bers of them were still functioning in the tenth century.
Indeed they were valued by at least some Muslims because
the old soot from the eternal flames in the fire temples made
the blackest and most permanent ink. Most were abandoned
from the eleventh century onwards because increasing con-
version to Islam meant that they no longer attracted wor-
shippers, but there was no official move to close them.

The disused temples and other monuments of classical
antiquity were often admired and, while they might also be
used as quarries for building materials, there was no.attempt
to destroy them for ideological reasons. On this subject,
Tabari records an interesting discussion which is said to have
occurred between Caliph Manstr and his Persian adviser
Khilid b. Barmak, who was one of the men in charge of the
building operations in Baghdad. Manstr suggested demolish-
ing the huge brick palace of the Sasanian Persian kings in the
old capital of Ctesiphon nearby and using the rubble in his
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new city. Khalid replied, ‘I do not think that is a good idea,
O Commander of the Faithful,” and when the caliph asked
him why, he said, ‘It is one of the proofs of Islam by which
the observer is convinced that people like its lords were not
swept away by the power of this world but only by the power
of God.’ The caliph said he was wrong and that he only said
that because of his Persian connections.

Mansir ordered that the palace be demolished and a sec-
tion of it was, but it was soon apparent that the demolition
and transport of the materials was more expensive than
making them new on site. When he consulted Khalid again
about what should be done, the reply was that he should
complete the demolition or people would say he had given
up. Once again, the caliph rejected his advice and the great
Ctesiphon arch still stands to this day. .

It would be misleading to say that this was an equal soci-
ety where people of different faiths lived together as fellow
citizens. Christians, Jews and other non-Muslim religious
minorities were second-class citizens in a number of ways,
not being allowed, at least in theory, to bear arms or ride
horses, both public indications of status. At the same time,
they participated in the economic and intellectual life of the
society and their cultural contributions were accepted and
admired as an important part of the vibrant mix which char-
acterized the life of the Abbasid caliphate.

Abbasid Culture Remembered

The memory of the glories of Abbasid court culture lingered
on in less expansive days. The personalities of the period,
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their characters, deeds and sayings remained part of the
intellectual hinterland of Arabs writers and thinkers for cen-
turies. An interesting example of this is Ibn al-Sa‘T’s Consorts
of the Caliphs. Ibn al-Sa‘ (d. 1276) lived in Baghdad and he
was actually in the city at the time when it was sacked by the
Mongols and the Abbasid caliph was put to death, in 1258.
He himself survived this trauma and lived to a ripe old age.
The book was probably written before that date. It consists
of thirty-eight brief lives, some of them only a few lines
long, of the female partners of the caliphs, celebrating
their wit, their wealth and their piety. The author takes the
story down to his own days, trying to show that the great
women of the contemporary (thirteenth-century) Abbasid
court were worthy inheritors of a great tradition, but the
women of his own time lived virtuous and sober lives and
talked only in prose. It was the women of the early Abbasid
period who had panache and wit and the ability to make
poetry come alive.

There are many memorable figures in the collection, but,
to give a flavour, let us hear some of the story of Mahbiiba,
beloved of Caliph Mutawwakil. She was one of a group of 400
slave girls given to the caliph by one of his courtiers, but ‘in
his eyes she surpassed them all’. She was famous for her
ready wit and clever ripostes. One of the courtiers tells the
following story:

I was once in the presence of Mutawwakil when he was
drinking. He handed Mahbiiba an apple perfumed with a
scented musk blend. She kissed it and took her leave. Then

one of her own slaves appeared with a piece of paper which
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she handed to Mutawwakil. He read it, laughed, and tossed
the paper to me to read. This is what it said:

“You-fragrance of an apple I had to myself
You ignite in me the fire of ecstasy

I weep and complain of my malady

And of my grief’s intensity.

If an apple could weep, then the one I hold
Would shed such tears of pity

If you do not know what my soul has suffered,
Look, the proof is in my body.

If you gaze upon it you will see

One unable to suffer patiently.’

The poem was set to music and became a popular song.
The same courtier remembered another occasion.

The caliph said, ‘I paid Qabiha7 the Poetess a visit and
found she had written my name on her cheek using scented
musk blend. I swear, Ali [the court poet who was sitting
with him], I have never seen anything more beautiful than
that streak of black against her white cheek. Go ahead and
compose a poem about that!’

Mahbuba was sitting behind the curtain, listening to us
talk and in the time it took for an inkstand and a scroll of
paper to be brought and for Ali to formulate his thoughts,
she had already improvised the following verses:

‘She wrote “Ja‘far”® in musk on her cheek
How lovely that streak where the musk left its mark!
On her face she wrote just one line,
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But she etched many more on my heart.
Who can help a master in thrall to his slave,
Subservient in his heart, but plain to see,
Or one whose secret desire is Ja‘far

May he drink his fill from your lips.’

Ali was dumbfounded by being upstaged like this.
In another story from the same courtier we hear:

Mutawwakil had a falling-out with Mahbiiba and found it
very hard to be apart from her. In the end the pair made up.
Meanwhile I went to see him. He told me he’d had a dream
that they had been reconciled, so he called a servant and
said to him, ‘Go and find out how she is and what she is
doing.’

The servant returned and told him that she was just
singing.

‘Can that woman really be singing when I am so angry
with her?’ he said to me. ‘Come on, let’s find out what she
is crooning about.’

We headed to her room and this is what she was
singing:

‘I wander the palace, but I see no one,

No one will answer my plaint it would seem.

I feel as though I've committed a sin,

One I can repent of but never redeem.

Will someone plead my case to a king

Who ended a quarrel when he came in a dream?

Yet when the dawn broke and the sun shone,

He forsook me again and left me alone.’
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Mutawwakil was visibly moved. Realizing he was there, she
came out of her room, and I made myself scarce. She told
him she’d had a dream in which he’d come to her and
they’d made up. That is why she had composed the poem,
put it to music and sung it. Mutawwakil was so touched
that he decided to stay and drink with her. She made sure I

was well rewarded.

But the days of musk and wine were brought to a brutal end
with the caliph’s assassination in 861. For all her beauty, intelli-
gence and wealth, Mahbuba was still a slave. When Mutawwakil
was killed his slaves were divided up and Mahbuba went to a
Turkish soldier, Wasif, one of the conspirators who had plotted
the caliph’s death.
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The courtier’s account continues:

One day, as he was having his morning drink of wine, Wasif
ordered that Mutawwakil’s slaves should be brought before
him. They arrived in all their splendour, adorned, perfumed
and dressed in brightly coloured clothes, bedecked with
jewels, except for Mahbuiba who came dressed in pure
mourning white and not wearing any make-up.

The slaves sang, drank and made merry, as did Wasif.
Carried away by it all, he commanded Mahbuba to sing. She
picked up her lute and sobbed as she sang:

‘What sweetness does life hold for me
When I cannot see Ja‘far?

A king I saw with my own eyes
Murdered, rolled in the dust.

The sick and the sorrowful
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They can all heal;

But not Mahbiiba -

If she saw death for sale

She would give everything she has to buy it
And join him in the grave.

For the bereaved

Death is sweeter than life.’

The song struck home. Enraged, Wasif was on the point of
having her killed when Bugha [another Turkish soldier],
who happened to be present, said, ‘Give her to me?’

Bugha took her, gave her her freedom and allowed her
to live wherever she pleased. She left Samarra for Baghdad
where she lived in obscurity and died of grief.

May God have mercy on her and reward her for her
devotion to the memory of her beloved master.

The story is interesting in so many ways. The brilliant court
culture where a quick wit and good poetic style were pass-
ports to success; the role of the women, virtually princesses
and slaves as the same moment but major actors in court life;
and the touching epitaph written by the author 400 years
after the events but still remembering them as fresh and
poignant.

The court culture of the Abbasids in their heyday had an
unrivalled variety and éclat. It was an environment in which
many different talents, from many different backgrounds,
could flourish. Apart from the world of theology and the dis-
putes about the createdness of the Qur’an, disputes which
were, as we have seen, as much political as intellectual, there
was no official line which had to be obeyed, no censorship of
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views on a whole world of matters. It was the sheer vigour
and variety of this culture which makes the Abbasid caliphate
such an inspiring and powerful model.

For all its splendour, however, Abbasid culture has little
resonance with modern audiences, both in the Muslim com-
munity and, more especially, beyond. In a world dominated
by visual images the Abbasids have virtually nothing to offer.
Abbasid Baghdad has left no traces and the detailed descrip-
tions only mean that we can reconstruct it in our imagin-
ations. The outlines of the great palaces at Samarra can be
drawn in the dust and gravel of central Iraq, but the mud-
brick of which they were built has dissolved into the soil
from which it was made, while the plaster, mosaics and fres-
coes which covered and beautified the walls only survive in
the smallest fragments. The gorgeous silks and intricate car-
pets which the sources constantly refer to have vanished
without trace. Huge numbers of books were produced and
read, but there were no illustrated manuscripts to preserve a
visual image of the caliphal court. The Umayyad caliphs left
their stone-built palaces in the Syrian desert which we can
still admire. The courts of later medieval Iran are shown in
the book-paintings so evocative of court life and the
Ottomans have bequeathed not just illustrations of court life
but the grand palaces in which they, their courts and their
harems lived and moved. This great gap should not, however,
blind us to the fact that the court of the caliphs was, in its
time, the most important and the richest cultural centre on
the planet.
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The Caliphs under Buyid Control

The coming of Buyid rule in Baghdad from 945 lead to the
almost complete collapse of the administration of the
Abbasid caliphate and ushered in two generations of obscur-
ity and impotence in which the ancient office seemed to
many an irrelevant relic. A succession of caliphs lived in the
remains of the Great Palace of the Caliphate (Dar al-khilafa)
on the banks of the Tigris, but much of it lay in ruins and
their authority was confined within its walls. The caliph no
longer had a vizier to manage his affairs since there were so
few of them to manage, nor diwdns for his administrators, for
there were none, or barracks for his soldiers, for they had
gone to serve other masters. He had a secretary and a modest
retinue of domestic servants, an exalted title and an ancient
genealogy, and that was all. Nor was his person secure:
Muttaqi was deposed and blinded in 944 and Mustakfi killed
in 949 when they aroused the anger of their military
‘protectors’.

The Buyids were complete outsiders in the world of the
caliphate. They came from no famous tribe and until the
beginning of the tenth century the family lived in obscurity
as fishermen on the shores of the Caspian Sea. By a mixture
of daring and ability, they took advantage of the debacle of

175



THE CALIPHATE

the caliphate and by 945 made themselves masters of western
Iran, Iraq and of Baghdad itself, and with it the person of
the Abbasid caliph. The Buyids ruled in Shiraz, Rayy and
Baghdad, but Baghdad was always the most prestigious, if no
longer the most prosperous, of their capitals. They were also
Shi’ites, though it is not entirely clear which sect of the Shi‘a
they belonged to. This meant that they had none of the
respect for the Abbasids which other politicians and generals
at the time had. It might have seemed logical for them to
remove the Abbasids altogether and establish a caliph from
the house of All. They chose not to do so, partly at least
because they risked choosing a man whose authority and
popular appeal would supplant their own, and who could dis-
pense with them. Instead, it suited them to maintain an
Abbasid presence. It attracted some support for their regime
among the non-Shi‘a population and it also gave them a con-
stitutional legitimacy. They ruled as supporters of the dawla
(the state or dynasty, meaning the Abbasids), and they took
titles which meant ‘pillar of the dynasty’, ‘support of the dyn-
asty’ (Rukn al-Dawla, Adud al-Dawla), and so forth. Everyone
knew that this was at best a polite fiction, since the Buyids
made all the decisions even in Baghdad, but it served its pur-
pose. When the Fatimids conquered Egypt in 969, they made
no effort to forge a Shi’ite alliance with them, instead remain-
ing as protectors of the Abbasids.

Despite his powerlessness, the caliph could still be useful
on some occasions to the Buyid rulers. In 980, when an
ambassador from the rival Fatimid caliph in Cairo came to
visit Adud al-Dawla, then ruler in Baghdad, the latter sought
to impress him by the presence of his caliph, Ta’i. The
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ambassador was led between serried ranks of troops to the
presence of the caliph, hidden by a veil. When this veil was
removed, the caliph could be seen, seated on a high throne
surrounded by a hundred guards in brilliant robes with
drawn swords. He wore the mantle of the Prophet and held
his sceptre in his hands. Before him the Qur’an of Uthman
was displayed. When the ambassador asked who this was,
Adud al-Dawla replied, “This is the caliph of God on earth,’ a
clear rebuke to the pretensions of the Fatimids. Adud al-
Dawla made a huge show of respect, kissing the caliph’s foot
before being formally appointed to offices he already held: ‘1
entrust you with the charge of my subjects whom God has
committed to me in the east and in the west, with the excep-
tion of my personal and private property. Do you therefore
assume charge of them?’ To which the Buyid replied in appar-
ent humility, ‘God aid me in obedience to our Lord the
Commander of the Faithful.’ The performance ended with
the bestowal of robes of honour by the caliph.' The ostenta-
tious deference of Adud al-Dawla to the caliph was, as every-
one knew, a charade, but the Abbasid caliphs soon began to
assume a new and significant role as leaders of the Sunni
community in Baghdad and the wider Muslim world.
Important developments took place in Baghdad at this
time, which have striking and unhappy parallels in our own
day. In the year 900 the Sunni and Shi’i communities were
not sharply differentiated. There were certainly enthusiastic,
even fanatical, supporters of the Family of the Prophet who
were prepared to risk their lives for the cause, but many
Muslims were simply that, part of the broad consensus of
the umma. The uncertainties caused by the collapse of
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government in the tenth century led men to seek the protec-
tion of other like-minded people. What had been differences
in religious opinion now became differences in political life.
Baghdad became divided into sectarian communities, each
intent on defending its own district. The Shi’jtes worshipped
in their own mosques and developed their own, exclusive,
festivals, especially the celebration of the Ghadir Khumm,
the pond between Mecca and Medina where, the Shi‘a
believe, Muhammad designated Ali as his heir. Their oppon-
ents, whom we can describe as proto-Sunnis, developed a
rival festival of the Cave, the cave where Muhammad and
Abt Bakr had hidden together to escape the persecutions of
the Meccans. Graffiti artists wrote slogans on walls, cursing
some of the early caliphs. Most people in Baghdad would
accept the cursing of the Syrian Umayyad Mu‘awiya, but
when the cursing was extended to Uthman and, even worse,
Abt Bakr and Umar (for depriving Ali of his rightful inherit-
ance), anger rapidly developed into violence.

The Buyid regime became involved in these differences
between the people, often supporting the Shi‘a as a way of
mobilizing popular forces against their enemies, who in turn
began to look to the Abbasids for leadership. Until his death
in 983 the greatest of the Buyid emirs, Adud al-Dawla, ruled
the city with an iron hand; suppressing violence from which-
ever quarter it came: on one occasion he had the leaders
of the Alid Shi’ites and the Abbasid party drowned together
in the Tigris as a sign of his even-handed, no-nonsense
justice.

When he died, his successors fought against each other to
control his inheritance. As the power of the Buyid claimants
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was undermined by wars among themselves and increasing
financial problems, the balance between the Buyids and the
Abbasid caliphs began slowly to change. Increasingly Buyids
needed the support in the city which the Abbasids were
sometimes able to deliver and the caliph had much more
scope for public action.

Reinventing the Abbasid Caliph

In late 991 the Abbasid caliph Ta1 held an audience for the
new ruler of Baghdad, Baha al-Dawla. The caliph wore a cere-
monial sword and sat on his throne. The Buyid approached
and, as protocol demanded, bowed his head to the ground in
front of the caliph before being invited to take a seat beside
him: the Buyids, for all their power, were still in theory ser-
vants of the dynasty. What happened next was definitely not
in the caliph’s script. The Buyid troops approached the
caliph, but instead of bowing down seized him by the strap
of his sword, dragged him from his throne and took him pris-
oner to the Dar al-mamlaka, the Buyid centre of power in the
city. Here Baha al-Dawla declared the caliph deposed and
announced that the new caliph was to be Ta'"’s cousin Qadir,
who was then a refugee in the marches of southern Iraq.

It was a public and obvious humiliation for the Abbasids
(even if the deposed caliph was more fortunate than those of
his predecessors who were blinded or murdered). However,
even though no one probably realized it at the time, the inci-
dent marked a new beginning for the caliphate.

We have some fairly detailed descriptions of how Qadir
was accepted as caliph. There were two oaths of allegiance:
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the first, a private oath (bay‘at al-khdssa) taken among the
Abbasid family and the members of the caliphal household,
and the second a public oath (bay‘at al-dmma) taken before a
more general audience. The next stage was a ceremony at
which the new caliph and his Buyid sponsor swore mutual
oaths of loyalty to each other. In addition, a family agreement
was made by which Baha al-Dawla’s daughter would marry
the new caliph, though in the event she died before the wed-
ding ceremony could take place. Such dynastic alliances were
become increasingly important at this time as a way in which
dynasties of outsiders, like the Buyids and later the Seljugs,
could attach themselves to the genealogy of the Quraysh and
the Abbasids.

The mention of the caliph’s name in the khutba (the Friday
sermon) and on the sikka (coinage) were further acknowledge-
ments of his status in the public eye. In the days when Umayyad
and Abbasid caliphs were all-powerful, these symbols were
more or less taken for granted, but by the end of the tenth cen-
tury they were often contested and thereby more important.
However, the Buyid army in Baghdad, demonstrating yet again
the truculence with which soldiers at the time responded to
their rulers, refused to allow the khutba to be made in Qadir’s
name until each of them had received eighty dirhams.

Although both sermon and coinage were significant indi-
cators of the caliph’s acceptance beyond the region of
Baghdad and its immediate surroundings, there would be no
such affirmations of loyalty, of course, in the areas of Syria
and Egypt rule by the Shi’ite Fatimids, who had their own
sermons and coinage proclaiming their caliphal title. The
situation in Iran was even more complex and some, notably
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other members of the Buyid family, resented Baha al-Dawla’s
high-handed treatment of the previous caliph. But by the
year 1000 Qadir’s name was almost universally acknow-
ledged. In 1001 his position was further secured when his son
was publicly accepted as heir apparent.

The naming of the caliph on coins is an invaluable piece
of evidence for the historian. While chroniclers can make
mistakes about complex events which happened long before
their time, the evidence of the inscriptions on dated coins is
more trustworthy and, by following them, we can trace the
extent of the caliph’s recognition and note who were the
local rulers who acknowledged him.

So what real authority did this imply? From Qadir to
the death of the last Abbasid caliph, Musta‘sim, at the hands
of the Mongols in 1258, caliphs exercised some limited power
at two different levels. At one level they were, in a vague,
undefined but still crucial way, heads of the Sunni Muslim
community. Most thinkers believed that a caliph was neces-
sary for the maintenance of the shari‘a and true Islam. In
some respects the caliph was a bit like the Hidden Imam of
the Twelver Shi‘is, powerless but essential for the perform-
ance of true religion, except that the caliph was a live human
being. At another level, the later Abbasids were rulers of a
principality in central Iraq with its capital at Baghdad which
became increasingly important within the regional politics of
greater Mesopotamia, reaching its apogee in the long reign of
Caliph Nasir (1180-1225).

One of the ways in which Qadir could exercise real power
was through the appointment of gadis, or judges. While the
appointment of local governors or military commanders was

181



THE CALIPHATE

beyond his control, gadis owed their position to the shari‘a,
of which the caliph could claim to be the guardian. Qadis
were often important figures in their own right because they
came from influential families in their localities. In the mid-
eleventh century, indeed, we ﬁpd them acting as virtually
independent rulers of towns. In 999 Qadir made a number of
appointments in the Baghdad area, Wasit and in distant Jilan,
in northern Iran. In fact, he did not limit himself to appoint-
ments but also sent letters of instruction and guidance. This
was soft power to be sure, but power nonetheless.

Within Baghdad, Qadir asserted his leadership of the
Sunni community in the city. Sometimes this took the form
of direct intervention in the conflicts which plagued the city.
In 1007, for example, a dispute had broken out when Sunnis
were accused of burning a recension of the Qur’an which the
Shi’ites held in great respect. The Shi’ites gathered in protest,
publicly cursing those involved, even going so far as to pro-
claim allegiance to the Fatimid caliph in Cairo, but the Qadir
acted to support the Sunnis, sending members of his house-
hold to help. In the end, matters quietened down and the
Shi’ite leaders went to the caliph to apologize.

A much more important element of Qadir’s policy was the
staking of the claim to decide doctrine, and specifically Sunni
doctrine, in distinction to any other forms of Muslim belief.
The early Abbasid caliphs had not been, in the modern sense,
Sunnis. Their claim to the caliphate was, after all, based on
their membership of the extended Family of the Prophet and
there was, at that time, no clearly defined body of belief
which might be described as Sunni. Faced with the Shi’ite
sympathies of his protectors the Buyids, and, much more
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challenging, the Fatimids claim to be the rightful caliphs of
the whole Islamic world, Qadir decided to establish his lead-
ership of the Sunni community in unambiguous terms. In
1017 he called on ‘innovators’, notably Mu‘tazilite jurists
(who believed in using philosophical logic to examine the
mysteries of faith) to repent and stop their teaching. In 1029
he went much further in holding a series of public cere-
monies in the Dar al-khilafa, attended by the civil elite of
Baghdad, in which a letter explaining correct beliefs and
attacking Mu‘tazilites and Shi’ites was read out. At the end of
his life he had written a document in which he formulated
Sunni beliefs in a clear and approachable waiy.2

The Qadiri Epistle (Risalat al-Qadiriya) is a comparatively
short document and has none of the bombastic and convo-
luted language of, say, Walid II’s letter about the appoint-
ment of his heir discussed earlier. In fact, it was obviously
written for public circulation and information.

Having started, as we might expect, with an affirmation of
God’s unity and eternity and a statement that He is the cre-
ator and lord of everything, Qadir denounces anthropomorph-
ists, those who ascribe human attributes, especially speech,
to God: ‘He speaks but not with organs like those of human
beings.” He also denounces in no uncertain terms anyone
who believes in the createdness of the Qur’an: ‘He who
asserts that it is in any way “created” is an unbeliever whose
blood it is permissible to shed, should he refuse to repent of
his error when called upon to do so.” After a general exhorta-
tion to faith, which can have no end because no one knows
what God has recorded about him, he moves on to the most
substantial issue which separated Sunnis from Shi’is:

183



THE CALIPHATE

One must love all the Companions of the Prophet. They are
the best of human beings after the Prophet. The best and
noblest of them after the Prophet is Abt Bakr al-Siddiq,
next to him Umar [1] b. al-Khattab, next to Umar, Uthmén
b. Affan and next to Uthman, Ali b. Abi Talib. May God
bless them and associate with them in paradise and have
compassion on the souls of the Companions of the
Prophet.

He then introduces two figures who are much more contro-
versial. The first is Muhammad’s wife Aisha, who had fought
against Ali at the Battle of the Camel and whose alleged hos-
tility to Ali made her a hate figure among the Shi‘a: ‘He who
slanders Aisha has no part or lot in Islam.’ Finally there is the
first Umayyad caliph, Mu‘awiya, of whom ‘we should only say
good things and refuse to enter into any controversy about
him’. This acceptance of Mu‘awiya was something none of
the Shi‘a, whatever sect they belonged to, could accept.
This uncompromising list is followed by a general plea for
tolerance among Muslims: ‘We should declare no one an
unbeliever for omitting to fulfil any of the legal ordinances
except the prescribed prayer’, and a quote from the Prophet:
‘Neglect of prayer is unbelief, whoever neglects it is an
unbeliever and remains so until he repents and prays’, to
which he adds that the neglect of other injunctions does not
make one an unbeliever. This seems to be a direct refutation
of the Kharijites, and no doubt others, who held that sinners
(that is, those who did not agree with them) were not
Muslims but heathens, whom true Muslims should put to
death unless they repented: ‘Such are the doctrine is of the
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sunna and of the community.” Qadir then concludes with an
invocation to God for forgiveness and what should perhaps
be an indication of the role of the caliph: ‘Let Him make us
defenders of pious exercises and let Him forgive us and all
the faithful.’

This is an interesting and impressive document, remark-
able as much for what it does not say as what it does. There
is no mention, for example, of the use of the Traditions of
the Prophet as a source of law, no mention of fasting or the
hajj or the prohibition of wine-drinking, all of which one
might expect. Prayer is the only obligation absolutely incum-
bent on every Muslim. The reference to the caliph is under-
stated and modest.

Just as important as the contents of the Epistle is the
nature of its publication. It was read out in public assemblies,
copies were sent to the provinces and Qadir’s son and suc-
cessor Qa’im reissued it under his own authority. No one
could be in any doubt that the caliph claimed the right and
obligation to decide on and communicate the basis of Sunni
religious practice. This was something new and different in
the development of his office.

This took place against the backdrop of a rapidly changing
political situation. The death of Baha al-Dawla in 1012
ushered in a period of chaos in the Buyid state as different
members of the family tried to assert their leadership and
win over the loyalty of the army. As short-lived and impover-
ished claimants succeeded each other, the balance between
the caliph and his ‘protectors’ changed. Now it was not the
case that caliphs were in the thrall of the Buyids, who could
replace them and humiliate them at will, but the Buyid
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claimants increasingly needed Qadir’s support and Qadir
found himself in the position of being the intermediary
between the Buyids and their armies as they tried to find a
stable basis for their government, without any real success.
The caliph did not, at this stage, have an army to call his own,
but he was increasingly influential in Baghdad politics.

The Abbasids and the Court
of the Ghaznevid Sultans

In eastern Iran, more important changes were afoot. At
the end of the tenth century, the Samanid emirate which
had controlled eastern Iran and Transoxania (modern
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) from its capital Bukhara for
the best part of a hundred years began to disintegrate. The
western part of their lands, in eastern Iran and the north of
modern Afghanistan, were taken over by one of their ambi-
tious slave soldiers, Sebuktagin, and his son Mahmad. They
founded a dynasty known from the name of its capital
Ghazni, in eastern Afghanistan between Kabul and Qandahar,
as the Ghaznevids. This new dynasty, now powerful mon-
archs but only one generation from slavery and paganism,
needed a legitimizing discourse, a position among the patch-
work of Islamic dynasts who surrounded them and some-
thing to impress the religious dignitaries of the great eastern
Iranian cities, such as Nishapur and Balkh, of which they
were now the lords.

It was Mahmud who decided that an alliance with the
Abbasid caliph would serve his interests best. There was a lot
to be said for this policy. The Abbasids could endorse his
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titles as no one else could, but they were a long way away and
needing support; their overlordship would not be burden-
some. Furthermore, there was a religious justification. The
Ghaznevid defined himself not just as a Muslim but as a
Sunni Muslim. This meant that he was totally opposed to the
Shi’ite Buyids but even more to the Rifidis, the Isma’ilis and
other Shi‘i popular groups in Iran.

Mahmiid’s military power made him a formidable ally and
enabled Qadir to appeal to him for support over the heads,
as it were, of the Buyids. The alliance also introduced a major
theme which would be important for the subsequent history
of the caliphate: the connection between the Turks and the
Sunni caliphate. It was with Mahmuad that this link first
became established and to an extent the Seljugs and Ottomans
simply followed a pattern he had set. It is not easy to explain
why Turkish dynasts were so drawn to these views and it may
be that it was simply because the first Muslims the Turks
came into contact with were Sunnis and they adopted their
faith on conversion. Whatever the reason, Mahmad made
this connection with the reinvented Sunni Abbasid caliphate
which was to be followed by the Turkish Seljugs in the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries and the equally Turkish Mamluks
in late medieval Egypt. The identification of the Turks with
Sunni Islam has persisted to the present day: the modern
Turkish republic and the Turkic-speaking areas of Central
Asia - Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Khazakhstan and Kirghizstan -
are firmly Sunni. Only in Iranian Azerbaijan do we find a sub-
stantial Turkish-speaking Shi‘i population.

Qadir’s original heir apparent had died, of natural causes,
long before his father. In 1030 the caliph, now a man in his
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eighties, appointed a new heir with the title of Qa’im. A
description of the ceremony tells of the caliph, now almost
too deaf to understand what was going on, receiving the
prostration of some of his old enemies before the curtain
which hid him in the first part of the audience was drawn
apart to reveal the old man on his throne. No Buyid approval
was needed for this, the then Buyid ruler in Baghdad was
informed by letter and had no choice but to acquiesce; the
caliph could make up his own mind.

Qadir eventually died in 1031 at the age of eighty-six after
a reign of almost forty years. This in itself was remarkable
and his son Q&’im was to continue this tradition of longevity:
he died in 1075 after a reign of forty-four years. Such bio-
logical events had a more than random importance. None of
the ‘great’ Abbasid caliphs of the earlier period had lived
beyond their early sixties and many had died in their forties
or earlier. Qadir and Q&’im both outlived almost all their pol-
itical contemporaries and rivals: Buyid kings and Seljuq sul-
tans followed each other in rapid succession. Only the
caliphs lived on, increasingly venerable and increasingly
respected. What accounts for this longevity is quite unclear.
It is possible that a moderate lifestyle and abstinence from
alcohol may have played their part, but we have no evidence
for this. Certainly their largely static lifestyle - neither of
them seems to have travelled far from Baghdad - does not
suggest that fresh air and exercise were important factors. Be
that as it may, the long lives and reigns of these two caliphs
were central to the revival of caliphal power and prestige in
this period.

Qa’im continued most of the policies of his father,
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including the alliance with the Ghaznevids. The import-
ance of this relationship to both sides can be seen in the
account of the reception at the Ghaznevid court in Balkh of
the ambassador sent to announce the accession of Qa’im
and to receive the bay‘a from the new Ghaznevid sultan
Mas‘ad, who had succeeded his father the previous year. The
reception, lasting from December 1031 to January 1032, is
described in the Persian history of Bayhaqi, a courtier of the
Ghaznevids and eyewitness, in which the importance of cere-
monial in establishing legitimacy is described in fascinating
detail.

At this time the Ghaznevids, ruled by Sultan Mas‘nd
(1030-41), son of the great Mahmud, were the most powerful
dynasty in eastern and central Iran and, from their base
in Ghazni, controlled much of northern India. Furthermore,
the dynasty had acquired huge prestige in the wider
Muslim world because of their role in this jihad (the ‘Holy
War’ of pillage and conquest) in the northern part of the sub-
continent. With their powerful and well-organized army,
which included many elephants, their core of experienced
administrators and their resource base in the rich cities of
Khurasan, the Ghaznevids seemed to have little need of the
approval of the almost powerless caliph in distant, semi-
ruined Baghdad.

This appearance of invincibility did, however, hide some
significant weaknesses and anxieties. For all their military
power and their starring role in the jihad in northern India,
the Ghaznevids were still newcomers on the political scene.
In 1031 the newly enthroned Mas‘ad was the third generation
to hold power, but there must have been many in Iran who
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remembered that his grandfather had been a slave from an
obscure Turkish tribe in an out-of-the-way part of what is
now Kirghizstan, Moreover, he was a first-generation convert
to Islam. The family could claim no kinship with the Family
of the Prophet or the heroes of the early Islamic state and
they had no great pretensions to piety; indeed the public,
formal consumption of wine in vast quantities at court was
one of the defining features of their royal style. In these cir-
cumstances, it was very important to them to be granted the
caliphal seal of approval. To be able to claim that they were
servants of the Abbasid caliphs, who had appointed them to
rule vast and populous areas of the eastern Islamic world,
was of immense benefit. It gave them a recognizable position
in the hierarchy of Muslim rulers, even if everyone knew that
they had acquired their position by brute force and that the
caliph had had little choice but to accept their position.
Mahmiud had forged close links with Caliph Qadir. They
had mutual interests. The caliph, as we have seen, was intent
on developing the religious and ideological aspects of his
office and needed to find powerful supporters to accept this.
Mahmiid of Ghazna, now firmly established as a ruler, had
seen his opportunity. He proclaimed himself a loyal servant
and protector of the caliph against the ‘heretic’ Buyids and
pledged his loyalty to what was now clearly a Sunni caliphate.
It was no coincidence that he also had his eye on many of the
rich lands of western Iran presently slipping from the hands
of the increasingly feeble Buyid princes. Who knows, he
might well have had aspirations to establish his control in
Baghdad itself and rule as a powerful Sunni protector of the
caliph. Any such aspirations he may have had were ended by
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his death in 1030, but Mas‘ad, always his father’s son, was
determined to pursue the alliance with the Abbasids.

There were other, more specific areas in which caliphal
support could be of benefit to the new Ghaznevid ruler.
Mas‘tid’s own accession had not been uncontested. He had
been in central Iran with much of the army when his father
had died in distant Ghazna. His half-brother Muhammad had
taken control in the capital and was making a bid to be the
next sovereign. There was no undisputed hereditary succes-
sion, no primogeniture to decide which of the two should
succeed or, indeed, whether the Ghaznevid realm should be
divided between them. For the moment, Muhammad had
been defeated and was confined to prison in a castle near
Ghazna, but he still had influential supporters and may well
have been planning a comeback. Caliphal investiture of
Mas‘ad might well have persuaded many waverers that he
was the legitimate ruler.

But there was another problem too. When the Samanid
state had disintegrated, the Ghaznevids had seized control of
the western and southern areas, but Transoxania, including
the old Samanid capital at Bukhara, had been taken by a
Turkish nomadic group generally referred to as the Qara
Khanids or Black Khans. They had converted to Islam and
had claims to be powerful Muslim rulers. They were also
powerful rivals and intent on expanding their influence to
the west of the great river Oxus in the cities of Khurasan and
especially the rich inland delta of the Oxus known as
Khwarazm, which had its own lords, nominally vassals of the
Ghaznevids but always careful to maintain their autonomy.
If the Ghaznevids were to retain control of these areas, it was
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vital that they secured the caliphal investiture which would
convince both citizens of the towns and local lords that they
were the legitimate sovereigns. The new caliph, however,
might take some persﬁading to put all his resources into the
Ghaznevids.

Bayhagi begins his account® with the report that the
caliph Qadir had died and that his son Qa’im had been
chosen to succeed him. The oath of allegiance had been
taken by both the Abbasids and the Alids and all the people
of Baghdad. Envoys had been sent out to the various prov-
inces of the caliphate to request their oaths of allegiance and
one Muhammad Sulaymani had come to Khurasan for this
purpose. The sultan and his counsellors met to decide what
to do. There had not been a new caliph in the whole time of
the Ghaznevid dynasty and there was no obvious precedent
or rule to follow. They were really inventing a tradition which
could be developed to boost the prestige of caliph and sultan
alike and they realized this was a great opportunity to
request the caliph’s political support and to display the sul-
tan’s power to his subjects. Mas‘ad was staying at Balkh at
the time. The Ghaznevid court was itinerant, like many con-
temporary monarchies in western Europe, and the ruler and
his whole court moved between the cities and hunting
grounds of his realm. Balkh, sometimes referred to as the
‘mother of cities’, had very ancient origins going back to
Achaemenid times if not before. It consisted of an ancient
citadel surrounded by a shahristan, an inner city roughly cir-
cular in shape. In the shahristan were the great mosque and
the bazaars, while outside the walls there were gardens and
the palaces of the elite. Mas‘ad chose to stay in a garden
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palace where there was space to house his troops and set up
temporary offices for the government departments.

On Friday 3 December 1031 news came that the envoy was
very close and the sultan ordered a reception committee of
the sharifs (nobles) of the Alids and other prominent citizens
to go out and escort him in. It was important to send some
men who spoke Arabic because there is no indication that the
envoy spoke Persian, while many at the Ghaznevid court,
including the sultan himself, had little or no Arabic. On 10
December, escorted by the notables of the town and a guard
of honour of 1,000 troops, the envoy entered the city and
was taken to his lodgings in a palace in the Alley of the Basket
Weavers where ‘much delicately prepared food was immedi-
ately brought in’.

The envoy was allowed three days to recover from the
rigours of the journey and was lavishly entertained. The sultan
then ordered that he be brought into his presence. Before he
arrived, Mas‘ad had another private meeting with his main
advisers to discuss how this encounter was going to be
organized and how the letter pledging allegiance had been
drafted. Thursday 19 December was the first day of the new
Muslim year (423). Already by dawn 4,000 troops were on
parade, all in full military regalia, including belts, swords,
quivers and bow cases, and each soldier was dressed in a bro-
caded coat from Tustar, a city in southern Iran well known
for the production of fine textiles. They stood in two lines so
that the envoy would pass between them and be left in no
doubt as to the power of a state which could muster so many
soldiers and equip them with such gorgeous uniforms. The
procession which took him to the palace was accompanied
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by trumpets and various types of drums, including those
which were carried on the backs of elephants - ‘one would -
have said it was the Day of Resurrection’ - and Muhammad
Sulaymani was much impressed, having never seen anything
like this in the modest court of the caliph in Baghdad.

When Sulaymani, dressed in Abbasid black, reached the
palace, he found the sultan sitting on his throne surrounded
by courtiers, the grand vizier standing by his side. He was
invited to sit and the sultan asked him how the caliph was.
This was the cue for him to announce the bad news of
Qadir’s death and the good news of Qa’im’s accession. The
grand vizier then requested that he present the letter he had
brought and so he stood up and walked to the throne, taking
the letter out of its black silk pouch. He then called on one of
the courtiers to read out the latter in Arabic and then to
translate it into Persian so that everyone (including the
sultan himself) could understand. When this had been done,
the envoy was escorted back to his lodgings with great
ceremony. _

The next day was to be the start of mourning for the dead
caliph. The sultan wore a white headcloth and a white robe,
white being the colour of mourning, and all his courtiers did
the same. The bazaars were closed and people of all ranks
came in groups to offer their condolences. After three days
the mourning ended and drums were beaten to announce the
reopening of the bazaars.

The next stage of the ceremonies was to acknowledge the
new caliph. This was to take place at the great mosque in
the centre of the city. The sultan summoned Ali b. Mikal, a
member of a well-known Persian family who held the office
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of chief of the notables of the city and who had been put in
charge of the arrangements. All was ordered to decorate the
street which led from the gate where the palace was situated
to the great mosque. Ornamental arches were also to be
erected on platforms. Ali summoned the leading citizens and
for the whole week, Monday to Thursday, they transformed
the street so that ‘no one could remember seeing Balkh like
it’. They carried on working all Thursday night and by dawn
on Friday everything was ready.

That morning the sultan held court and gave instructions
that the people should come in an orderly fashion to witness
the procession, should be careful not to damage the arches
and other decorations and should not make any noise or
indulge in any jollity or merrymaking until after he and the
envoy had passed. The onlookers could then do as they
pleased, for he intended to return to his palace by another
route outside the walls. Black-robed attendants were
appointed to make sure the populace behaved themselves
and played their part in this dignified pageant.

At noon the sultan mounted his horse. The 4,000 troops
who had served as the guard when the envoy had first come
to the city led the procession with their commander in the
rear. They were followed by the sultan’s personal guard, carry-
ing his standard, the major dignitaries of the court and
then the sultan himself. He in turn was followed by the grand
vizier and Ali b. Mikal escorting the envoy and the civilian
elite of the city, the judges and learned ulama. It was all very
sedate and disciplined, with not a sound to be heard apart
from the drums and the attendants ordering people to stand
back.
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Once they reached the mosque they found the minbar
covered from top to bottom with brocade woven with golden
thread. The sultan and his courtiers sat at the foot of the
pulpit while the khatib, the official preacher, gave the sermon
and formally invoked the name of the new caliph. After that
the sultan’s treasurers came up and laid purses full of coins
by the minbar, first in his name and then in the names of his
sons and his courtiers, until a vast sum of money had been
collected. All this was to be taken to Baghdad and given to
Caliph Q&’im. After that the court dispersed: the sultan and
his immediate entourage made their way back to the palace
while Ali b. Mikal escorted the envoy through the bazaars
past the stalls in the market, now thronging with people,
back to his lodgings where an elaborate reception had
been prepared. Meanwhile the people of the city celebrated
enthusiastically.

The next day was reserved for business. The grand vizier
and other advisers were to draw up the formal agreement
(ahd) which Sulaymani was to take back to Baghdad for the
caliph to sign. After the vizier had consulted with his col-
leagues, Sulaymani was summoned. It looks as if there was
some fairly hard-bargaining. The sultan would accept the
agreement which had been brought from Baghdad, subject to
certain conditions. Mas‘ad was to be invested with lands
which were significantly more extensive than the ones he
presently controlled. Among these were ‘all of Sind and Hind
[India]’ and, more controversially, the whole of the western
Iranian plateau as far as the pass of Hulwan. This would
bring his forces to the edge of the Iraqi plain, only a short
distance from Baghdad itself. The caliph was also to promise
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that he was not to enter into any direct correspondence with
the Qara Khanids of Transoxania, nor to give them honorific
titles or robes of honour, but was to use the Ghaznevids as
intermediaries. This, the advisers claimed, had been the pos-
ition under the great Mahmud of Ghazna and they wanted it
to be restored. In addition, the caliph was to give permission
for Ghaznevid armies to attack Kirman in southern Iran and
Oman on the other side of the Gulf. The Qaramita heretics
in Bahrayn were also to be annihilated. The sultan’s officials
were frank about their motivations: ‘a vast army has been
assembled and we need more territory. The army must be
put to work.” An army which did not bring in more resources
was an intolerable burden on the state.

There was more to come. If not for the respect Mas‘iad
had had for the caliph, he would have been forced to launch
an attack on Baghdad itself. In fact, had it not been for his
father’s death and the need to return east, ‘at the present
time we would have been in Syria and Egypt’. The sultan
explained that, although he was on good terms with the
Buyid rulers of central and western Iran, they must be more
vigilant in respecting the caliphate and restoring it to its
former dignified state. Above all, they must protect the pil-
grim route. The sultan’s subjects had been instructed to pre-
pare for the hajj and had been promised that they would be
accompanied by one of his commanders. If they did not pro-
tect the pilgrims the Ghaznevids would ‘act strongly’. For
they were ‘answerable to God Most High since there has
been imposed on [them] not only great power and prestige
but also countless troops all fully equipped and ready for
action’. The mixture of pious justification and military
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menace was clear. Sulaymani agreed that all this sounded fair
and reasonable and the sultan’s officials went to tell him, as
he had not been present, everything that had been agreed.

With the business completed, it was time for the envoy to
depart. The leading courtiers were assembled and the docu-
ment pledging allegiance to the caliph, which had been
drafted in Arabic, was translated into a Persian ‘as fine and
delicate as a Byzantine brocade’. The Arabic version and the
Persian translation were presented to Sulaymani, who read
them both out and agreed that the Persian was an accurate
translation of the text and that he would commend it to the
Commander of the Faithful. Then the sultan read the Persian
version with great eloquence: ‘Amongst the monarchs of this
house,’ the author tells us, ‘I have never known anyone who
could read and write Persian the way he did.” When he had
finished, the royal inkstand was brought and he signed his
name at the foot of both the Arabic and Persian texts. Then
the grand vizier and the officials present wrote their signa-
tures as witnesses. The Turkish commander of the army,
Begtughdji, did not know how to write, so a courtier signed
for him.

Then the question arose of the presents Sulaymani was to
take back with him to Baghdad. The grand vizier replied, per-
haps rather surprisingly, that generous amounts of indigo for
the caliph and the courtiers was the traditional gift, though
where he got this idea from is not clear. In addition, of
course, the envoy was to take all the gifts which had been
presented at the mosque. The grand vizier also looked back
to precedents. He said that he had read in historical accounts
that when Caliph Mu‘tamid had sent an envoy to Amr b.
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Layth the Saffarid on his accession a century and a half
before, in 879, the envoy was sent back with a gift of 100,000
dirhams. When the envoy returned from the caliph, bringing
with him the banner (liwa) which symbolized the confer-
ment of office on Amr and a document from the caliph to
that effect, he and his mission were given 700,000. This
example was to be followed; Sulaymani would be given
100,000 dirhams at this stage, but when he returned with the
caliph’s signature, then he would be given whatever the
sultan saw fit. The sultan agreed that this was sound sense.

Then a list was made of further gifts: generosity was one
of the hallmarks of a powerful ruler. There were to be 100
pieces of high-value clothing, ten of them woven with gold
thread, fifty containers of musk, 100 pastilles of camphor,
200 bales of linen of the highest quality, fifty excellent Indian
swords, a golden goblet filled with pearls, twenty fine rubies
from Badakhshan (in north-east Afghanistan, then part of the
sultan’s domains), ten sapphires, ten Khurasani horses with
satin brocade caparisons and head covers, and five valuable
Turkish slaves. It was an eclectic list to say the least.

Then Sulaymani was given personal presents, including
riding animals and equipment and 100,000 dirhams for his
personal use. On 9 January 1032 he finally set out, having
spent some three weeks in Balkh. Typically for Mas‘ad’s
court, a spy was attached to his retinue to report back on
everything which went on.

At the end of his long account, Bayhagqi appends copies of
the Arabic letters which were exchanged at this point. To say
they are grandiloquent would be an understatement; they
are a masterclass in classical Arabic epistolary rhetoric. At
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the same time the substance and detail are quite limited. The
caliph’s begins with a long, pious introduction about God’s
favour to Muhammad and the caliphs and the inevitability of
fate. Blessings are called upon his father and predecessor
Qadir. Eventually he explains how he became caliph because
of the designation by his father. He then held a general court
at which the prominent members of the court, the support-
ers of the dynasty and religious figures, judges, religious law-
yers and court witnesses all stretched out their hands to
swear allegiance. Finally he praises Mas‘td for his qualities
and his obedience and asks him to swear allegiance publicly
through his envoy Muhammad Sulaymani before calling
down elaborate blessings on all concerned.

The sultan’s reply is equally rhetorical, full of fine phrases
and short of information. He swears genuine and unshake-
able allegiance to the caliph, his lord (sayyid), though exactly
what this might entail is not specified. Certainly, there is no
concrete mention of military or financial support. He takes
the oath by the Qur’an, as one might expect, but also by the
Jewish Torah, the Christian Gospels and the Psalms of David,
and he finishes by a very extended indemnity clause in which
he states that if he breaks this oath all his possessions,
including slaves, should be given to the poor and any wives
he has or will marry should be irrevocably divorced. Finally
he will make the hajj to Mecca thirty times, on foot, not
riding.

The sultan received the caliphal investiture in the time-
honoured fashion for all his subjects to see. But however
much the caliph’s deed and banner meant to the Ghaznevids
they could not save Mas‘ad from his fate. In the middle of
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the celebrations, news arrived of Turkmen raids from the
desert on the eastern frontiers of the Ghaznevid state and
many of the soldiers who had attended the celebrations
were ordered to march out and confront them. It was a sign
of things to come. Within a decade, the Ghaznevid army
had been defeated and driven out of Khurasan by the
Turkmen under their Seljuk rulers, the sultan was dead and
the power of his successors was reduced to a small area of
northern and eastern Afghanistan. The caliph, for all his
high-sounding rhetoric, was neither willing nor able to help
him and his investiture counted for nothing when the
Ghaznevids were faced with the uncouth military power of
the Turkish nomads.

Abbasid Caliphs and Seljuq Sultans

The caliphates of Qadir and Q&’im mark a moment when the
Abbasid caliphs tried to assert a spiritual leadership in the
Islamic world. The issuing of Qadir’s Epistle, with its attempt
to codify Sunni beliefs, the appointment of gddis and the
elaborate approval given to leaders such as Mas‘ud of Ghazna
were all signs that the caliphate mattered, but they were not
_ signs of military power.

In the almost two centuries between the death of Qa’im
in 1075 and the Mongol conquest of Baghdad in 1258, succes-
sive Abbasid caliphs worked and struggled to maintain their
position in a political world of almost mind-boggling com-
plexity. In 1058-9 Qa’im had survived an attempted takeover
of Baghdad itself by a military adventurer acting on behalf of
the Fatimid caliph of Egypt and, for the only time in history,
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the pulpits of Baghdad had proclaimed a Shi’ite caliph. The
coming of the Turkish Seljuq rulers, with their commitment
to Sunni Islam and clear hostility to the Fatimids, put an end
to that danger, but the Seljugs could be demanding protect-
ors. Fortunately for the Abbasids, they did not seek to make
Baghdad their capital, preferring to rule from Iranian cities
like Isfahan, Nishapur and Merv, but they did want to control
the city and constrain the caliph.

In 1092 both the great Seljuq sultan Malik Shih and
his all-powerful vizier Nizam al-Mulk died and the Seljuq
family embarked on a pattern of civil wars which was to last
almost the whole of the twelfth century and destroy their
once powerful state. Increasingly, as had happened with
the Buyids, the Seljuq warlords became dependent on the
Abbasids, not the other way round. The caliphs could give
their mandate to one prince and remove it from another.
They also controlled Baghdad and through the twelfth cen-
tury built up what was effectively an independent state in
southern Iraq, stretching from Takrit to the head of the Gulf.
In Baghdad itself authority was divided, often uneasily,
between the Dar al-khilafa, the ancient palace of the caliphs,
and the Dar al-mamlaka, the palace where the Seljuq military
governor resided. Gradually the Abbasids began to recover
some of the attributes of temporal sovereignty which their
ancestors had enjoyed. The caliphs again had viziers to run
an expanded administration and in 1125 Caliph Mustarshid
(1111-36) led an army in the field against an aggressive prince
of Hilla, who had attached himself to the Shi’ite cause. Caliph
Mugqtaff (1136-50) used his increased revenues to build up a
new army recruited not from Turks but from Greeks and
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Armenians who had converted to Islam. The caliphs often set
themselves up as protectors of Baghdad and its inhabitants
against the warring bands of Turkish troops. They claimed
the moral high ground in the city as well, championing Sunni
against Shi’ite and closing down wine shops, often run by
agents of the Seljuq princes.

There were also advances on the international stage. In
1086 the new Almoravid ruler of Muslim Spain and Morocco,
Yasuf b. Tashfin, who had just inflicted a major defeat on
King Alfonso VI of Castile, was advised by the religious
lawyers that ‘It is proper that your authority should come
from the caliph to make obedience to you incumbent on all
and sundry.”’ So he sent an envoy to Caliph Mustazhir,
Commander of the Faithful, with a large gift and a letter in
which he mentioned the Frankish territories which God had
conquered (at his hands) and his efforts to bring victory to
Islam, and he also requested investiture with rule over
his lands. A diploma granting him what he wished for
was issued from the caliphal chancery and he was given
the (newly invented) title of Commander of the Muslims.
Robes of honour were also sent to him and he was greatly
delighted with this.* In 1229 the ruler of Delhi, Iltutmish,
requested investiture from Caliph Mustansir (1226-42). He
was granted the title of Great Sultan and confirmed in all his
possessions. The document was solemnly read out in a vast
assembly and from then on Iltutmish put the caliph’s names
on his coins. His successors followed his example.® It is
worth noting that neither Spain and Morocco nor northern
India had ever been ruled by the Abbasids at the height of
their political power.
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In 1097 the first Crusaders, known to the Muslims as
Franks, marched from France and other areas of western
Europe and appeared in the Middle East. In 1099 they con-
quered the city of Jerusalem, holy to Muslims as well as
Christians and Jews, and made it the capital of a new Latin
Christian kingdom. Other Crusader principalities were cre-
ated in the following decades in Tripoli, Antioch in the north
of Syria, and even distant Edessa (Urfa in southern Turkey),
until the whole of the eastern coast of the Mediterranean was
ruled by these infidel intruders. For almost 200 years there
was a Frankish military presence on the coastal areas of Syria
and Palestine, an infidel presence in the heart of the Dar al-
Islam. It would seem that this was an obvious opportunity
for the Abbasid caliphs to seize the initiative and to lead, or at
least coordinate, the Muslim response. Muslims at the time
certainly thought so and groups of refugees from the occupied
cities made their way to Baghdad in the hope of attracting
caliphal support. In the event, no caliph participated actively
in the campaigns or ventured far from Baghdad. None of them
seems to have been prepared to take the leadership of Muslims
or to undertake the traditional caliphal role of defending Islam
against non-Muslim enemies. In hindsight it can perhaps be
seen as a lost opportunity to revive the ancient role and pres-
tige of the office. Instead the caliphs gave their blessings, but
not much more, to those military leaders who attempted to
combat the invaders. The great Saladin, ruler of Muslim Syria
and Egypt from 1174 until his death in 1193, proclaimed that he
was leading the Muslims in jihdd, as the servant of Caliph
Nasir (1180-1225), but relations between the two men were
generally cool and cautious, both sides being careful not to
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antagonize the other while not cooperating in any meaningful
way. In a letter Saladin sent to Frederick Barbarossa, emperor
of Germany, when he knew that Frederick was joining the
Third Crusade, he threatened that ‘If we instruct the Caliph of
Baghdad, God save him, to come to us, he will rise up out of
the high throne of his empire and he will come to aid our
excellence’”® - but he was ‘calling spirits from the vasty deep”:
at no time did the caliph stir himself.

It was also during the Crusades that western Europeans
began to hear about caliphs and the word begins to appear in
Latin and Old French. Authors tried to compare the author-
ity of the caliph with that of the pope over the Latin Church.
The Arabic chronicler Ibn Wasil, who had spent some time at
the Hohenstaufen court in southern Italy in the early thir-
teenth century, commented: ‘According to them [the Franks],
the Pope in Rome is the khalifa of the Messiah and the one
acting in his place. He has the right to ban and to permit. ..
He crowns the kings and nominates them. Nothing is done
on their Holy Law [shari‘a] except with his consent. He has
to be a priest.” There were some similarities. Both ruled over
a small state, the popes in Rome and the caliphs in Baghdad,
but aspired to a spiritual leadership over a much wider area.
Both could provide legitimacy by granting investiture to
newly established rulers, as Mustazhir did to the Almoravid
Ibn Tashfin and Gregory VII did for Rudolf of Swabia in
1080. But there were many more differences. The popes,
from Gregory VII to Innocent IV (1073-1216), built up a
commanding authority over the western Church which
enabled them to summon councils, decide doctrine and have
a major influence on the choice of bishops throughout
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western Europe. The caliph, by contrast, had no authority
over doctrine and little if any influence in the choice of gadis
or other religious leaders outside Baghdad and the immedi-
ately surrounding area.

In one way the twelfth century did see an expansion of
the caliph’s theoretical authority. In 1171 Saladin conquered
Egypt, putting an end to the Fatimid caliphate, and one of his
first actions was to arrange that the sovereignty of the
Abbasid caliph be proclaimed from the pulpits of Cairo. The
long years of struggle for power and influence in the Muslim
world between the Sunni Abbasids of Baghdad and the Shi’i
Fatimids of Cairo were brought to a close: there was now
only one caliphate, the Abbasid, with universal pretensions -
even if these meant little in practical terms.

None of the caliphs of the twelfth century had the oppor-
tunity or perhaps the personality to develop the sort of
reputation that great rulers of the early Abbasid period, such
as Mansir, Harain al-Rashid or Ma’min, had enjoyed, but
some of them at least had a reputatioﬁ for good government
in their own area around Baghdad. Of Mustazhir (d. 1118) it
was said:

He was (God be pleased with him) gentle and noble in
character. He loved to shower benefits on people and do
good. He was eager to perform pious acts and good deeds.
His efforts were appreciated and he never refused a favour
that was asked of him.

He showed great trust in those he appointed to office,
not hearkening to any slanderer nor paying attention to

what such a one might say. Capriciousness was unknown to
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him nor did his resolution wilt under the urging of those
with special interests.

His days were days of happiness for his subjects, like
festive days, so good they were. When he heard of that, he
rejoiced and was very happy. When any sultan or deputy of
his set out to harm anyone, he did all he could to condemn
and prevent it.

He had a good hand and his minuting of documents was
excellent. No one came near him in that, which showed his
rich culture and wide learning.?

He was also, and unusually for a ruler of his time, something
of a poet:

The heat of passion melted what had frozen in my heart
When I stretched forth my hand for the formal farewell.
How shall I fare along the path of patient endurance,
Seeing my paths over the chasm of love to be cords?

A new moon whom I loved has broken his promise
After my fate had fulfilled what it promised.

If I break the compact of love in my heart

After this, may I never behold him more.

It is interesting to reflect on the love interests of caliphs and
other elite figures as revealed in their poetry. It would appar-
ently have been out of the question for any caliph to write.
poetry to a free woman. Early Abbasid courtiers and rulers
could express their love for unfree singing girls, who might
be slaves but who were, at least in the land of poetry, coquet-
tishly free to reject their master’s advances. In the more aus-
tere and military world of the twelfth century the singing
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girls are distant memory. Only the handsome young man is a
proper and decent subject for a caliph’s passion.

We have a revealing account of how the Abbasid caliph
appeared to an outside visitor in 1184 in Ibn Jubayr’s Travels.”
Ibn Jubayr was an Andalusi (from Muslim Spain) and a pious
but keen observer. He made the hajj from his distant home-
land and after he had completed his pilgrimage made a sort
of grand tour through Iraq, Syria and the Crusader states
before boarding an Italian ship in Acre to take him home. As
a secretary working for the government of the Almohad
caliphate, one might have thought that he would dismiss the
Abbasid caliphate. In fact, he is interested and respectful,
although he reserves his real admiration for Saladin, then
preparing for his epic struggle with the Crusaders.

He describes the city of Baghdad, partly in ruins but still
boasting numerous baths and congregational mosques,
including the one built by Mansar, ancient but remaining in
use, and the innumerable boats in which people crossed the
river since the bridge of boats had been washed away by
floods. He also mentions the ‘‘amous Baghdad hospital”:

It is on the Tigris and every Monday and Thursday
physicians visit it to examine the state of the sick and
prescribe for them what they might need. At their disposal
are persons who undertake the preparation of the foods
and the medicines. The hospital is a large palace, with
chambers and closets and all the appurtenance of a royal
dwelling. Water comes into it from the Tigris.

He honours both of the tombs of the descendants of Ali, ‘may
God hold him in his favour’, and also of the great Sunni legal
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scholars Abu Hanifa and Ahmad b. Hanbal. He even records,
without passing judgement, seeing the tomb of the famous
early tenth-century mystic Hallaj, executed for heresy on the
orders of Caliph Mugtadir, before turning to the caliph
himself:

All the Abbasids live in sumptuous confinement in those
palaces, neither going forth nor being seen, having settled
stipends. A large part of these palaces are used by the
Caliph himself and he has taken the high balconies, the
splendid halls and the delightful gardens. Today he has no
vizier, only an official called the deputy of the vizierate who
attends the council which deals with the property of the
Caliph and who holds the books and controls the affairs.
He has an Intendant over all the Abbasid palaces and an
amin over the harem, remaining from the time of the
Caliph’s father and grandfather, and all those included in
the Caliph’s own harem. He appears little before the public,
being busy with his affairs concerning the palaces, their
guardianship, the responsibility for their locks and their
inspection night and day . . .

We saw him one day going forth, preceded and followed
by the officers of the army, Turks, Daylamites and others,
and surrounded by about fifty drawn swords in the hands
of the men about him . . . He has palaces and balconies on
the Tigris. The Caliph would sometimes be seen in boats
on the Tigris, and sometimes he would go into the desert
to hunt. He goes forth in modest circumstance to conceal
his state from the people, but despite this concealment
his fame only increases. Nevertheless, he likes to appear
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before the people and show affection to them. They
consider themselves fortunate in his character for in his
time they have obtained ease, justice and good-living and,
great and small, they bless him. We saw this Caliph Ahmad
al-Nisir, whose lineage goes back to Mugqtadir and beyond
him to his ancestors the (Abbasid) caliphs, may God hold
them in His favour, in the western part of his balcony there.
He had come down from it and went up the river in a boat
to his palace further up the east bank. He is a youth in
years with a beard which is short but full, is of handsome
shape and good to look on, of fair skin, medium stature and
comely aspect. He is about twenty-five years of age. He
wore a white dress like a full-sleeved gown embroidered
with gold, and on his head was a gilded galansuwa encircled
with black fur of the costly and precious kind used for royal
clothes, such as that of the marten or even better. His
purpose of wearing this Turkish dress was the concealment
of his state, but the sun cannot be hidden even if veiled.
This was the evening of 6 Safar 580 [20 May 1184] and we
saw him again the following Sunday, looking down from

his balcony on the west bank. It was nearby this that we
lodged.

Ibn Jubayr then describes the caliph’s mosque next door to
the palace, which was vast and had excellent ablution facil-
ities. There was also a mosque of the sultan (that is the
Seljuq rulers) outside the city walls where their palace had
been. The Seljugs used to control the affairs of the caliph but
no longer had such influence. In another mosque, in Rusafa,
were the tombs of the Abbasid caliphs ‘may God’s mercy rest
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on their souls’. He finishes his account with a poetic reflec-
tion on the vanished glories of Baghdad:

The state of this city is greater than can be described. But
ah, what is she to what she was! Today we may apply to her
the saying of the lover:

‘You are not you, and the houses are not those I knew.’

Ibn Jubayr points out the prosperity the caliph’s rule brought
to the city and there is no mention of any Seljuq officials:
they are a thing of the past. When he leaves Baghdad with
returning pilgrims, they are accompanied by a troop of the
caliph’s soldiers to protect them from the Bedouin - the
caliph thereby fulfilling, at least in part, the ancient caliphal
duty of safeguarding the hajj. On the other hand, there is no
mention of him attending Friday prayers in his mosque, even
though it was next door to his palace, or of any public recep-
tions. Ibn Jubayr hears about him, no doubt because he asked
lots of questions, and sees him in the distance, but there is
no question of approaching him or having an audience.

This silver age of the Abbasid caliphate reached its apogee
in the long reign of Nasir (1180-1225), the caliph Ibn Jubayr
saw as a young man. Nasir went on to build a strong state in
central and southern Iraq and to make the Abbasid caliphate
an important regional power. And that is all it was. The
Fatimids no longer provided a Shi’ite challenge to the
Abbasids and the Isma’ilis were confined to their mountain-
ous strongholds in coastal Syria and northern Iran. The
revived caliphate no longer had any pretensions to universal
power or wider religious authority, the Abbasid caliphs were
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simply one, and not necessarily the most powerful, of the
dynasts who sought to expand their power in the Fertile
Crescent.

Disaster: The Mongol Conquest of 1258

The later years of Nasir’s reign saw the emergence of a new
threat to the entire political order in the Middle East: the
invasions of the Mongols. Mongol power had been growing
in eastern Asia from the end of the twelfth century and by
1206 Genghis Khan ruled over a nomad empire which dom-
inated the steppes to the north of the Great Wall of China.
The Mongols posed no threat to the Islamic world until 1217
when, in response to a foolish provocation by a local eastern
Iranian ruler, Genghis launched a devastating attack on Iran.
Great centres of Islamic civilization like Samarqand, Merv
and Nishapur were destroyed and their populations mas-
sacred or driven west as refugees. For a generation or so the
conquests stalled and then, from 1256, Genghis’s grandson
Hulegu renewed the push to the west. His intention was to
secure Mongol control over the whole of Iran and Irag. Two
groups posed a challenge to this domination. One was the
Isma’ili Assassins of northern Iran, who had successfully
resisted all the attempts of the Seljuq Turks to subdue them,
and the other was the Abbasid caliphs of Baghdad.

Two centuries before, the arrival of the Seljuq Turks from
the east had presented both a danger and an opportunity to
the caliphs, for they were, at least nominally, converted to
Islam and their rulers sought to be integrated into the
Muslim political world. The caliphs could, and did, do
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business with them. It was a very different story with the
Mongols. They were not Muslims and sought domination
rather than integration. For them the Abbasid caliphs, with
their claims to be leaders of the whole Muslim community,
were a threat they could not allow to remain. So it was that,
in 1257, Hulegu directed his forces to Baghdad.

At the end of January 1258, after a siege of more than a
month, the city was stormed and Caliph Musta‘sim taken
prisoner and brought to Hulegu’s camp. What followed
became the stuff of legend, or rather a number of different
legends. We have few contemporary Arabic and Persian
accounts which variously blame the Shi’ite vizier of the caliph
for treachery, or the caliph himself for vacillation and miserli-
ness, but none go into great detail about these terrible events.
The earliest surviving narrative comes from the Frenchman
Jean de Joinville, who participated in Louis IX’s first crusade
and who was in a position to have heard rumours while he
was in the Levant, from Marco Polo, who travelled through
the Middle East at the end of the thirteenth century, so the
death of the caliph was soon reported in the west.

All of these western narratives tell essentially the same
moral tale. The caliph was brought before Hulegu and shown
all the gold and silver plate which had been taken from his
treasuries. Then Hulegu told him that he had to eat the pos-
sessions he had loved so much. When the caliph objected
that they could not be eaten, Hulegu asked why he had not
used them to send him gifts to dissuade him from launching
an attack or to raise more soldiers to defend his city. Then
the caliph was confined in prison, surrounded by his treas-
ures, and starved to death.
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This edifying story of greed and miserliness does not find
its way into the Muslim tradition. One of the earliest full
Arabic sources is Ibn al-Furat, writing in Cairo at the end of
the fourteenth century. It was more than a century after the
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