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Stefan Heidemann

Introduction: Transregional and Regional
Elites — Connecting the Early Islamic
Empire

The Project of the ‘Early Islamic Empire at Work’

Our knowledge about the working of the early Islamic Empire is still rather im-
balanced. The caliphate ruled an expanse from Central Asia to North Africa for
about 300 years until the 940s, creating in the process a distinct civilization and
culture. Research on the early Islamic Empire, and consequently our knowledge
thereof, is still dominated by the perspective of the sources. Whilst unsurprising,
the tendency of researchers to rely upon the viewpoint of the major historians of
the Islamic Empire has led them to adopt the same geographical biases that
these historians maintained. The most important of these is al-Tabari (d. 923),
who provides us with a monumental history of the world and the Islamic Empire
until the time when its power was waning. As informative as al-Tabari is, even
about the far regions of the empire, his primary concern is the developments
of its political and economic center, Greater Mesopotamia. This region, which
comprised important metropolises such as al-Kiifa, al-Basra, Wasit, Baghdad,
Samarra’, and al-Mawsil, was tightly controlled and taxed. It also served as
the power base of the Sasanians, an imperial tradition on which the Islamic Em-
pire subsequently built. Historians have often transposed the information pro-
vided by al-Tabari and others regarding this economic, agricultural, and political
heartland to the empire as a whole. It became the governing paradigm for the
narrative of the empire.

The questioning of this assumption was the starting point of the European
Research Council project ‘The Early Islamic Empire at Work’, which ran from
April 2014 to September 2019. In investigating how the vast and diverse Islamic
Empire was governed, the project critiques the reigning ‘top-down’ conceptuali-
zation, according to which the caliph and his court constitute the center from
which imperial power, politics, and indeed history were transmitted. Instead,
it posited a ‘View from the Regions Toward the Center’, which, inspired by schol-
ars of European Medieval Studies such as Peter Thorau' and Chris Wickham,?

1 Thorau 1998, 4-5
2 Wickham 2011.

8 OpenAccess. © 2020 Stefan Heidemann, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-001



2 —— Stefan Heidemann

connects regional histories to find coherence between imperial dynastic history
and regional events. Five key regions were selected for the project, based on the
diversity of their people, languages, religions and cultures, and history. These
were Ifrigiya, al-Sham (Syria), the Jazira (Northern Mesopotamia), Fars, and
Khurasan (eastern Iran). Through a combination of in-depth regional analyses
and interregional comparisons, the project thus sought to explain the working
of the early Islamic Empire from a regional perspective.

The Question of Elites

A key factor in understanding governance with regard to the early Islamic Em-
pire are the various elites who were essential for the processes of regional inte-
gration and imperial cohesion. When acts of imperial governance are contextual-
ized within the stream of regional and transregional events, against a backdrop
of the movements of elites and individuals, the functioning of the empire within
its legal and institutional framework becomes apparent, embedded in a network
of reciprocal relations, dependencies, and permeations. These layers of imperial
government, regional, and transregional activity, can then be synthesized into a
comprehensive imperial history.

Relations between an empire and its subjected regions are never unilateral.
No pre-modern empire could be ruled through the threat of military force alone.
Significant sections of the provincial elites often consented to being part of an
empire because of the advantages that it could provide, such as reliable commu-
nication and transportation lines, and an enforceable common legal framework.
The regional elites were usually culturally, historically, socially, and economical-
ly rooted in their regions. Those who joined the empire’s ranks were positioned
between its demand for taxes and loyalty on the one hand, and the agricultural
workforce, comprising the demographic majority in pre-modern societies, on the
other. In every empire, the regions were burdened with taxes and other contribu-
tions to the maintenance of the central administration, its capital, courts, and
military, and the privileges of the upper echelons of the regions and the imperial
center. While the Islamic Empire seems to have been at the same time both bu-
reaucratic, at least in its fiscal administration, and ‘informal’, meaning without
any discernable formal ‘Byzantine’ hierarchy, the diversity of the regions and its
elites entailed variations of governance, almost as a pattern. Practices differed
from region to region, but so too did the resulting interactions with the elites
in these regions.

The question of who constituted these elites, and the need to forge an opera-
tional terminology strong enough to analyze their identity and function, became
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a driving question at an early stage in the project. Rather than focusing on insti-
tutions, we pursued an actor-driven approach to understand the role played by
persons (whether groups or individuals) and their networks in the Islamic Em-
pire.

The elites we were most interested in are ‘functional’ elites. This category in-
cludes mainly political and economic elites who were crucial to the empire’s sta-
bility. This still vague definition includes all administrative, and military elites,
but also judicial elites. For questions of governance, the ‘economic elites’ mainly
comprise the landholding elites. Although this group also includes the leaders of
urban artisans and merchants, the siiga and bay‘a, and the long-distance mer-
chants (tujjar), it was the landholding elites, a group which was often closely
connected with the administration and the fisc, that were more relevant for
our project. Old regional elites were often marked by their possession of land,
and the new elites of the empire were investing their gains in landholding.

By design, the project’s approach placed less emphasis on the importance of
those elites who defined religion, religious-political ideology, and intellectual
culture, such as theologians, and urban literates, although clerics and gadis
who served in the regional administrations are included in the category of func-
tional elites mentioned above.

The qualifier for functional elites is the terminological pair ‘transregional’
and ‘regional’. The two terms comprise large and diverse groups which serve var-
ious functions, but they highlight mobility as a crucial trait of those elites. The
term transregional refers to highly mobile elites operating across the empire
and connecting its various regions. Examples of this category are governor fam-
ilies, military groups, legal scholars and other officials, as well as investors of
large estates or long-distance merchants. Transregional elites and groups were
vital for the maintenance of the Islamic Empire and for the creation of a specific
imperial culture.

By contrast, regional elites tended to originate from the specific region in
which they were active. It was in these regions where their influence was stron-
gest. The regional elites rarely held leading positions in the caliphal administra-
tive centers or at the caliph’s court and it was the transregional rather than the
regional elites who maintained the links between the court and the regions. The
status of the regional elites often pre-dated the Islamic Empire and was based on
various factors such as local military forces (e. g., Daylamites or Berbers), posses-
sion of strongholds, extended landholdings, or a position within religious hier-
archies. Examples of such regional elites are the Sogdian nobility or high-rank-
ing Christian clergy. The example of the Christian clergy, however, also
underlines the potential for an intermediary group or a partial overlap between
the two categories: bishops often studied outside their home regions but in
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Christian centers, appointments to different dioceses resulted in a high degree of
mobility within the regions, and those who were elected as patriarchs not infre-
quently occupied positions of influence with the caliph.

As a rule, regional elites were stronger in places where the fiscal and admin-
istrative interest of the empire was clearly present, but not yet firmly established.
The regional elite frequently took over judicial and tax-collecting functions, as
Petra Sijpesteijn and Philip Wood show in their contributions to this volume.
Other elites and groups within the regions were more loosely connected with
the empire, or even opposed it. Examples include the Ibadi Berbers in North Af-
rica, nomad tribes, or old Iranian nobility in their own strongholds and castles.

A second look, however, offers an even more complex picture. Regional
elites could evolve into transregional elites, such as the Sogdian nobility in
the Iraqi centers. Vice versa, the founder of the Aghlabids, Ibrahim b. Aghlab,
was a Khurasani Arab who grew up in Egypt and was evidently part of the trans-
regional elite. During the war of succession between al-Amin and al-Ma’min
(809 - 813) he built up an autonomous regional emirate in Ifrigiya which his fam-
ily ruled for generations, making them part of a regional elite. Similarly, the Arab
garrisons of Fustat in Egypt, originally a transregional military and elite group,
underwent a process of ‘regionalization’ when the province was taken over by
new Khurasanian troops and their commanders.

Looking at the military, administrative, and political elites, we can distin-
guish fundamental shifts within the elite structure of the empire over time, a fea-
ture which sets the early Islamic Empire apart from its Roman and Sasanian
predecessors. Every two to three generations, a new distinct class of elites
took over the most important key positions. They each differed in terms of
their geographical, ethnic, and social backgrounds. These new elites emerged
largely by promotion and by privilege, from the top rather than by bottom-up so-
cial mobility or through revolutionary changes. This is most evident in the crea-
tion of the class of the administrators (kuttab) or the Central Asian elite and
‘bonded military’ in the period following al-Mu‘tasim bhillah (r. 833 -842).

The integration of the new elites into the administrative and military struc-
tures occurred through conversion to the privileged imperial religion, Islam.
Islam as the religion of the empire had transcended ethnic privileges, but this
did not preclude ethnic prejudices within the elite society (e.g., shu ubiyya), re-
gional bonds, and/or power struggles between ethnically or regionally defined
groups. The rise of the ‘Abbasids, for instance, was largely seen as the waning
of the elite of the Arab conquerors and their descendants. Only the position of
the caliph remained reserved for a member of Quraysh, or more specifically, a
member of the ‘Abbasid family.
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Three major shifts in the structure of the military transregional elite can be
observed. Under the Umayyads, the military consisted almost entirely of Muslim
Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula and Syria who retained important governor
positions, especially in Syria and Northern Mesopotamia, until the time of
Haran al-Rashid and al-Amin (c. 660s to 820s). Between 750 and 820, they
were gradually replaced by Khurasani amirs and their armies, who took up
key positions at the nodes of the empire. Among the Khurasanians, Persianized
Arabs and Arabized Iranians were almost indistinguishable from one another,
due to the common Persian-Arab heritage that both shared. Between the 820s
and 860s, the Khurasanians were replaced in key positions by Central Asians,
Sogdians, Turkish nobility and bonded military (ghulams or mamliiks), a shift in-
itiated by al-Ma’min, al-Mu‘tasim billah, and al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Allah. The new
Central Asian military elites and their armies were not only deployed in large gar-
rison cities in the agglomerations of Baghdad, Samarra’, and al-Mutawakkiliyya,
but were also stationed in key provinces such as Egypt.

These shifts, initiated from the top, occurred gradually rather than as a sud-
den disruption. This does not imply however, that the transitions from pre-Islam-
ic to Islamic, from Arab to Khurasanian to Central Asian elites were frictionless.
They were often the backdrop of major rebellions, mainly orchestrated by those
individuals or groups who saw their interests or status being threatened. Under
certain circumstances they could — and did — mobilize support from the wider
populace. Examples include the uprisings in Eastern Iran® or in Egypt at the
time of al-Ma’'miin.

The advantage of the use of the qualifiers ‘transregional’ and ‘regional’ over
others — such as ‘imperial’, ‘Muslim’, ‘religious’, or ‘administrative’ — is that they
are verifiable, and respond to the question of the integration of the regions into
the wider empire. Prosopographical research into the careers of individuals and
groups reveals their movements across the empire and/or their regional impor-
tance (see the contributions of Khan, Hagemann, and Gundelfinger/Verkinde-
ren). A term such as ‘imperial elites’ can hardly be made operational; it may
refer to entitlement and privilege granted by the caliphal administration, but
it can describe either transregional or regional actors. Dionysius of Tall Mahré,
for example, the West Syrian patriarch from c. 818 -846, was a representative
of the regional Jaziran elite, but cultivated close connections to the caliphal
court, as Philip Wood shows. Appointments of gadis from the regional elite, Ha-
gemann shows, were also carried out by the caliph. The term ‘transregional

3 Crone 2012.
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elites’ avoids such difficulties and emphasizes an elite’s function in the integra-
tion of the empire.

A terminological differentiation between ‘Islamic’ and ‘non-Islamic’ elites,
such as Zoroastrian priests, Christian clergy, Jewish Geonim, and Buddhist lead-
ers, would also not reveal much about their function within the empire. These
groups include administrative, economic, intellectual, legal, and theological
elites, but they were not static. Bishops, for example, fulfilled vital functions
within the provinces: they dispensed justice and were involved in the taxation
practices (see Wood and Sijpesteijn). Certain Muslim elites, on the other hand,
were not involved in running the empire. On the contrary; the leaders of the pre-
dominantly anti-imperial Kharijites sometimes came from elite families or were
former holders of positions in the imperial military.

The importance of understanding the role of elites becomes even more ap-
parent when we look at how the provinces and regions functioned. Unlike stud-
ies of the Roman Empire, research on the Islamic Empire does not operate on an
agreed concept of territoriality. The ‘Early Islamic Empire’ project generally ques-
tioned the concept of territoriality regarding the provinces of the empire. As
Stuart Elden has argued, territoriality is the condition of being a territory,
which is a “bounded space under the control of people, usually a state, [and]
therefore is historically produced”. It usually implies that the state can enforce
its rules across its entire territory.*

Studies of the Roman Empire tend to use the concept of territoriality within a
vision of empire based on the clear demarcation of provinces and dioceses under
imperial control, expressed through established provincial borders that were
often marked with boundary stones. Territoriality necessitates a very high level
of control, suitable in a situation where a densely populated, continuous agricul-
tural landscape had to be divided for administrative purposes such as tax collec-
tion or property rights on land. In the case of the early Islamic Empire, this form
of territoriality is less evident and can only be reasonably assumed in densely
populated areas, such as Greater Mesopotamia and perhaps Egypt.” On the
macro level, territoriality does not seem to have been a defining category for
the provinces of the Islamic Empire, which covered almost all of the Old
World Dry Belt, a mostly arid zone with oases, river and valley systems, and
were mainly separated from each other by natural boundaries like steppes, de-
serts, mountain ridges, and large rivers. In Arabic geographic descriptions of the
regions it is not boundaries which are marked, but roads and realms (al-masalik

4 For a broad discussion of the concept of territoriality, see Elden 2013, esp. 322.
5 For a comparison with the Sasanian Empire, see Payne 2017.
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wa-l-mamalik).® For this reason, our research group laid less emphasis on terri-
tory as a basis for understanding administration and worked instead with a lay-
ered, but not necessarily hierarchical structure of authority within each prov-
ince/region studied within the project.

The default concept of a province is a layered structure of transregional
elites projecting and concentrating imperial power into a region, which is de-
fined as a larger geographic entity. By virtue of the geographical setting, its peo-
ple might have had a shared common history, religion, or language. This differs
from an administrative concept of a province. The transregional elites functioned
as conduits of imperial power. They were located in key cities that were often sit-
uated amidst a fertile, tax-rich agricultural hinterland. The projection of power
was implemented through the governor and the deployment of garrisons of
large transregional armies. Thus the provinces were formed mostly for the provi-
sioning of state institutions, the administration, the military, and those transre-
gional elites. A highly developed accounting system recorded in the caliphal ad-
ministrative centers is evidence of tight control over those taxable areas. Where a
governor could not subject sub-regions such as neighboring oases to his direct
control, he appointed walis or ‘amils. Those areas or zones could still be quite
closely connected to the provincial administration by taxation and military con-
trol. The junds in al-Sham or the Zab in Ifrigiya are such cases. Rebellions and
uprisings against the governor testify to this tighter control, thus affirming the
expanding power of the provincial administration within the region.

Outside these core regions, many forms of integration or co-optation of re-
gional groups, nomads, mountain dwellers, and other regional populations ex-
isted. Numerous regional rulers, vassals at best and rebels at worst, nobilities,
and self-governed communities were present across the imperial landscape.
They often held onto their pre-Islamic positions and privileges, ruling large
swathes of a region while its main cities were usually administered by Muslim
governors. Examples are the Sogdian Bukharkhodas in the Bukhara Oasis and
the Ikhshids in Samargand.” How exactly they shared power with the transre-
gional elites should be analyzed on a case to case basis.

When direct taxation was not feasible, tribute from the vassal zone to the
state coffers provided assurance of the former’s commitment, whilst a gift
from the governor could ensure the loyalty of an unpredictable local ruler. Jiirgen

6 Brauer 1995.
7 See for example Kennedy 2010.
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Paul describes a layered structure for the Seljiiq period and sees centralized tax-
ation in money as a legacy of the ‘Abbasid administration.®

The autonomy of nomads and mountain dwellers was even more pro-
nounced. The Berber Kharijites, who lived in the Atlas mountains, remained at
the fringes of the administration and could be ignored at length. The same
can be said for those living in mountain fortresses or in the steppes with their
livestock. Pre-Islamic belief systems continued or even survived in these zones
for long periods, but were transformed by the Islamic culture of the empire
over time. These zones were hardly taxed if at all and often kept militarily at
bay, but they lay within the commercial and cultural reach of the empire.

The task of the provincial governor was therefore to manage this layered
structure of the region for the tax benefit of the empire rather than to impose
the rule of the caliph in a defined territory. The regional elites played an impor-
tant role in the management of the empire.

The Conference and this Volume

In order to explore the subject of elites and their role in imperial governance in
more detail, the ‘Early Islamic Empire’ project held a conference on 7-8 October
2016 dedicated to ‘Regional and Transregional Elites’. The conference sought to
address a number of core issues such as, who were the various elites of a given
region? How did these regional elites interact with the empire, what mechanisms
and strategies did they employ, and (how) did they change in the course of in-
teraction? How were transregional elites influenced by their interaction with re-
gional elites, and how did they balance their relationships with both the latter
and the central caliphal authorities? Where and how were transregional elites
recruited, and was the shift from one such elite to another a sign of failure or
were some elites ‘simply’ better at reproducing themselves? Which existing net-
works and emerging institutions helped elites to connect the empire and its di-
verse regions (e. g., tribal affiliations, family policies, strategic appointments, ec-
clesiastical hierarchies)?

It quickly became evident that the term ‘elite’ itself was used differently by
the participants. The concluding roundtable discussion highlighted the lack of a
terminology of elites common to our field as a whole, applicable irrespective of
geographical or historical specificities, and with interdisciplinary relevance. The
first chapter of the present volume picks up from this discussion and seeks to

8 Paul 2015.
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respond to the identified gap. “Studying Elites in Early Islamic History” by Han-
nah-Lena Hagemann, Katharina Mewes, and Peter Verkinderen explores the term
elite and its conceptualization for the study of early Islamic history. In addition
to reviewing the terminology used to refer to socially dominant groups in Arabic
and Persian sources, Hagemann et al. also examine the development of ‘elite
studies’ in the social sciences and related fields. In discussing its suitability
for the field of Islamic Studies, they identify a number of problems that lead
them to question the applicability of terms for socially dominant groups as de-
fined in other disciplines to Islamic Studies.

Instead, the authors put forward their own working definition of ‘elite’ in an
early Islamic context. They define elites “as individuals and groups of individu-
als who were in a position or had the potential to influence social, political, eco-
nomic, and religious processes and decision-making in their communities.”
These people enjoyed an elevated (political, military, judicial, religious, and/
or economic) status that entitled them to power, wealth, influence, and other no-
table benefits. The status of elites depended on conceptions of merit, perfor-
mance, ethnicity, ancestry, wealth, military prowess, religion, education, social
capital, and other forms of privilege. These categories are entangled and can
hardly be separated from each other, but predominant categories can often be
discerned.

The case studies that follow are roughly organized according to geography,
beginning with Arabia as the cradle of the empire and continuing with Iraq as
the imperial center in the period most contributions focus on. These are followed
by studies on regions of the Iranian east, which share a Sasanian past, followed
by the Eastern Mediterranean and the north of the empire as former Byzantine
territories with a strong Christian heritage. North Africa, with its Roman-Latin
heritage, concludes the volume.

Most conference participants began with the assumption that their region
forms a specific exception to the Greater Mesopotamian paradigm. However,
the chapters of this volume reveal that it may in fact have been Greater Mesopo-
tamia which formed the exception. The regions’ geographical outlooks, their
many cultures and religions, seemed at first to be too different to perceive any
common ground for interregional comparisons and parallels; the sources differ
for each region in scope, wealth of information, and emphasis. Despite the rela-
tionships and interactions between regional and transregional elites differing
from region to region, however, the case studies in this volume exhibit certain
common patterns in the case studies from North Africa to Khurasan, for instance
regarding the importance of informal governance structures or forms of social or-
ganization.
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Georg Leube, “Insult the Caliph, Marry al-Hasan, and Redeem Your King-
dom: Freiheitsgrade of Kindi Elites During the 7% — 9™ Centuries”, investigates
the regional networks of the Kinda tribe. Al-Ash‘ath, a descendant of the kings
of the South Arabian tribe of Kinda, was able to elevate his family to the highest
echelons of the fledgling Islamic Empire through marriage ties. However, in a
later stage, the significance of tribal networks was reduced to a regional level,
at least in the case of the Kinda. His grandson, Ibn al-Ash‘ath, attempted
again to interfere in transregional affairs and led the revolt of the Iraqi tribes
against ‘Abd al-Malik. He mobilized the Iraqi milieu of pious Qur’an readers
(qurra’), who were opposed to the state building efforts of the Islamic adminis-
tration, for which Ibn al-Ash‘ath used religious claims and downplayed his tribal
affiliations.

Noémie Lucas, “Landowners in Lower-Iraq During the 8" Century: Types and
Interplays”, analyzes social shifts in the landholding class of Lower Iraq. She de-
fines a number of types of landowners, local Jews and Christians alongside Per-
sian landowners (dahdqin) and the new landed Islamic transregional elites in-
vesting in land. She looks into the advancing concentration of land in the
hands of the latter in particular. These owners of large estates were often mem-
bers of the Baghdadi elite and the ‘Abbasid family. Their growth was at the ex-
pense of small, local landowners. Her study also provides examples of transre-
gional elites ‘going regional’, however.

Hugh Kennedy, “The Rise and Fall of the Early ‘Abbasid Political and Milita-
ry Elite”, shifts attention to the transregional military elites. He takes up the
question of their changing origins and al-Mansiir’s creation of the Khurasani
military. He observes that in the early ‘Abbasid Empire, the inner core provinces,
such as Iraq, the Jazira, and Syria, remained reserved for members of the ‘Abba-
sid family, while the newly created class of quwwad went to the threatened fron-
tiers of Ifrigiya, Arminiya, and Khurasan. Almost all of them came from Khura-
san, but not exclusively. As a transregional elite by imperial privilege close to the
court, these men were geographically mobile, returning to Baghdad after their
assignment, before again receiving new provincial appointments. Their status
was almost hereditary. Their leaders, such as Khuzayma b. Khazim, served
their retainers as conduits of royal patronage and influence. This newly created
‘Abbasid elite of quwwad lasted at most three generations. Their dominance
ended in the war of succession between al-Amin and al-Ma’'miin in 813-814.
Kennedy also takes up the case of the Kinda, whose leaders frequently served
as governors of al-Kiifa under the ‘Abbasids, from Georg Leube.

Jiirgen Paul, “Who Were the Muliik Fars?”, returns to the discussion on land-
ed regional elites, but from a different angle compared to Noémie Lucas. He
looks into a section of the elite that is usually difficult to pin down in the avail-
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able sources: local lords in Iran. Using al-Istakhri’s discussion of the multik Fars
as a starting point, he lays out the characteristics of this class. As a case study,
he presents the Arab family of Muhammad b. Wasil, who moved to Fars in the
late 7" century and became part of the regional land-holding elite.

Ahmad Khan, “An Empire of Elites: Mobility in the Early Islamic Empire”,
studies prosopographies pertaining to political and mostly transregional elites
in order to examine patterns of social mobility, professional circulation, and
structures of imperial rule in the ‘Abbasid Empire during the 8" and 9™ centu-
ries. He comes to an important conclusion hinting at seemingly contradictory
patterns. At least in the cases that he analyzes, it can be seen that the early ‘Ab-
basid empire was dominated by informal patterns of rule that depended dispro-
portionately on personal retainers as well as governor and military families to
maintain structures, while the empire appears as a bureaucratic centralized em-
pire with regard to the fiscal administration.

Amikam Elad, “Preliminary Notes on the Term and Institution of al-Shakir-
iyya in Early Islam”, addresses the problem of contemporary terminology for
transregional military forces and elites in Arabic sources. He focuses on the
case of the shakiriyya. In a close examination of references pertaining to this
military group in primary sources up to the reign of al-Ma’'miin, he challenges
the current scholarship regarding this term. According to his interpretation,
the term denotes different groups in varying contexts. Sometimes, it refers to a
group of people with a military character, such as armed guards or a fighting
force on the battlefield. In other contexts, no military connection is apparent,
and the shakiriyya in question appear to be simply servants or devoted followers.
A certain link with Khurasani/Central Asian practices seems apparent, but Elad
shows that both the institution and the meaning of its name could change when
moved to another context.

Alison Vacca’s contribution, “Khurasani and Transoxanian Ostikans of Early
‘Abbasid Armenia”, takes up some of the issues raised in Kennedy’s study. With
her entry, the volume enters a zone inhabited by a predominantly Christian pop-
ulation. Vacca uses Armenian and Arabic sources to analyze Armenia’s multilay-
ered provincial structure. The presence of Khurasani governors (ostikans) and
troops in Armenia challenges the idea that Armenia was separated or isolated
from developments in the Islamic Empire; on the contrary, Armenia was not in-
frequently the scene of conflicts between different segments of the Khurasani
elite. A familiar pattern also emerges in her study of a layered structure of a pro-
vincial region and the (occasional) projection of power from the caliphal center
via governors and garrisons.

Peter Verkinderen and Simon Gundelfinger’s chapter, “Governors of the
Early Islamic Empire — A Comparative Regional Perspective”, analyzes the ap-
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pointments of governors in Fars and al-Sham on several levels until the reign of
al-Mu‘tamid ‘ala Allah (r. 870 —892). Due to the lack of a distinct contemporary
hierarchical terminology in the sources, these individuals were classified using
the terms governor, super-governor, and sub-governor. By examining their back-
grounds, Gundelfinger and Verkinderen identify appointment patterns, which
differed clearly between Fars and al-Sham. Al-Sham under the Umayyads was
the seat of government, and its administration was presumably organized in
the environment of the court, while Fars was part of the super-province of al-
Basra. Appointment patterns changed over time, but they did not follow the pe-
riodization of Sufyanid, Zubayrid, Marwanid, early ‘Abbasid, or pre-Samarran
and Samarran eras that is often applied to the empire as a whole. The authors
discuss the tribal patterns of appointments of Arab governors in the Umayyad
period, the involvement of Umayyad and ‘Abbasid family members in governing
the provinces, and the decline of their influence towards the end of the period
under study. The different patterns of appointments and the modes of gover-
nance, such as the super-provinces, display a common strategy for brief periods;
more often policies were tailored according to the situation of the province. Their
conclusions thus tie well into what Ahmad Khan calls informal structures of gov-
ernment.

Hannah-Lena Hagemann, “Muslim Elites in the Early Islamic Jazira: The
Qadis of Harran, al-Raqqa, and al-Mawsil”, looks into the local and regional net-
works of power within the province of al-Jazira during the Umayyad and early
‘Abbasid period. She also applies a prosopographical approach, focusing on
the office of the gadi as an intersection of imperial and provincial authority.
Using the cities of Harran, al-Raqqa, and al-Mawsil as case studies, a compara-
tive analysis of the individuals appointed to the gadiship reveals some common-
alities in their backgrounds, but also clear differences in the appointment pat-
terns. For example, the judges of Harran formed part of the local elite, had a
local power base, and were thus more independent from court patronage. In con-
trast, the gadis of al-Raqga were frequently appointed from the transregional
elites. The judges of al-Mawsil, on the other hand, feature instances of appoint-
ments of local, regional, and transregional representatives. The variance was
likely due to political and administrative factors in each of the cities and appears
to have been a constant feature of the early Islamic period.

Philip Wood studies the “Christian Elite Networks in the Jazira, c.730 —850”.
He looks at the same geographical area but focuses on a different group of elites.
He uses Chris Wickham’s definition of aristocracy as comprising individuals and
groups possessing memory of ancestry, land, office, lifestyle, mutual recogni-
tion, and proximity to royal patronage to describe the episcopal and monastic
networks of different denominations in the Jazira. This Christian ‘aristocratic’
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elite had its roots in the Roman Near East. Drawing on the information of the
Chronicle of Michael the Syrian in particular, Wood argues that the caliphate be-
came an increasingly hostile environment for Christian landed lay elites, incen-
tivizing powerful families to take roles in the state’s administration or within the
church as bishops. Using examples from the Jacobite church, most famously Di-
onysius of Tall Mahré, Wood argues that the state acted through the regional in-
stitutions of the church. It became increasingly involved in the governance of the
church by publicly endorsing the patriarch and his ability to raise revenues from
Christians, and also by supporting him against rival clerics. In the early ‘Abbasid
period, the empire thus became involved in church matters as a part of its rep-
ertoire of governance.

Petra Sijpesteijn presents a similar case for Egypt, which shares a Roman
Christian past and the perseverance of ecclesiastical networks with the Jazira.
Her main argument relates to “Establishing Local Elite Authority in Egypt
through Arbitration and Mediation”. She uses evidence from Arabic, Coptic,
and Greek papyri to examine the role of individuals involved in mediation during
the first four centuries following the Muslim conquest of Egypt. Her focus lies on
the strategies of conflict resolution, the regional and transregional actors in-
volved, and the question of whether these processes took place in an institution-
al framework or in a more informal environment. Sijpesteijn shows how these
processes can inform us about changing power relations within the province.
On a local level, arbitration and dispute resolution was sought from bishops,
Muslim governors, and later gadis alike. Hence, arbitration was to be found with-
in a community, offering a strong alternative to a complicated and expensive Is-
lamic legal system. Christian, Jewish, and Muslim community leaders continued
to serve the needs of their specific constituencies. The authority inherent in con-
flict mediation itself created and affirmed local elite status. She discusses the
changes in the composition of Egypt’s elite, as they emerge from the analysis
of local processes of conflict resolution, and how these changes can be connect-
ed to developments at the caliphal center.

Yaacov Lev, “The Civilian Ruling Elite of the Taltinid Ikhshidid Period”, also
looks at the situation in Egypt, but shifts the attention to different Muslim elites.
His contribution is divided into two parts. In the first, Lev studies the terminol-
ogy employed by the Arabic sources to refer to subjects and elite groups alike.
Certain terms, such as sinf (pl. asnaf), firqa (pl. firaq), ta’ifa (pl. tawa’if), and
tabaqa (pl. tibaq), appear to have applied to more or less distinct social groups,
but on the whole the primary sources seem to have conceived of society as po-
larized between the general categories of khdassa (elite) and ‘amma (commoners).
In the second part, Lev examines the participation of the civilian elites of the
Ikhshidid period in the succession crises of 946 and 961.
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In his contribution, “Connecting the Ibadi Network in North Africa with the
Empire (2"/8® — 3'9/9'" Century)”, Cyrille Aillet looks at a region which was one
of the first to slip out of ‘Abbasid control during the war of succession between
al-Amin and al-Ma’'man. At first sight, North African Ibadism emerged during the
Berber uprisings against Umayyad and ‘Abbasid rule and seemingly stayed at
the margins of the empire. However, during the 8" and 9™ centuries the civilian
transregional elite of Ibadi merchants served as a conduit of imperial Islamic
culture and the economy of the empire, albeit not of caliphal government.
North African Ibadis remained under the influence of their eastern strongholds,
particularly al-Basra, where the Ibadi elite was integrated into ‘Abbasid society.
Al-Basra was an important emporium and Ibadi merchants circulated widely be-
tween the ‘Abbasid realm and its western fringes. Trans-Saharan trade, including
slaves and gold, was presumably initiated by demand from within the empire,
connecting the regional economies of North Africa with that of the imperial sys-
tem. Intense scholarly exchange also linked west and east, thanks to intermedi-
ary meeting points such as Mecca, particularly during the hajj, and Fustat.

Some of the papers that were presented at the conference will be published
in other venues, but contributed immensely to our discussion. Matthew Gordon
and Luke Treadwell took contrasting attitudes towards the Samarran establish-
ment. Matthew Gordon, in his talk on “Samarran Politics and the ‘Abbasid
Provinces”, set the career of Ahmad b. Talan in the context of what he termed
‘Samarran politics.” Ibn Taltn conducted himself very much in the manner of
his peers in the Samarran military elite, at the heart of whose efforts lay twin
goals: securing lucrative interests, including authority over appointments to
Egypt, and maintaining an upper hand over the ‘Abbasid court in Samarra’.
As Gordon puts it: Ibn Tallin “overplayed his hand” trying to balance his interest
in Samarra’ and in his own powerbase in Syria and Egypt, until he became an
enemy of the all-powerful regent al-Muwaffaq and his successors.

Luke Treadwell’s talk on “Muttawwii and Mamlik: Military Elites in
Samanid Central Asia and Beyond”, looked at the case of Ibn Tilin’s contempo-
raries, the Samanids, a family that had already emerged as a regional elite in the
820, when al-Ma’'miin moved to Baghdad. In striking contrast to the Taltinids in
Egypt, the Samanids never strove for caliphal patronage or positions at court, far
from it: when they became actual rulers of Transoxania and Khurasan, their geo-
graphical outlook differed tremendously from that of the ‘Abbasid Empire. They
were focused northwards toward the steppes, and their commercial enterprise
even reached via the Volga to the Baltic Sea. One reason for their seemingly atyp-
ical behavior might be that they were content with their status in the empire,
viewing themselves almost as equals of the ‘Abbasids, without challenging
their position in Baghdad nor ‘stepping on their carpet’ as clients.
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What Remains to be Done?

The roundtable discussion that followed the presentations highlighted the im-
portance of studying the provinces of the empire individually and from a compa-
rative perspective. Studying a particular province in isolation carries the risk of
ignoring the effects of how developments in one province affected those in oth-
ers, which can obscure broader patterns of imperial rule. An integrative ap-
proach promises insights into the structures and administration of the empire,
especially as we deal with layered structures of authority in each province.
This, in turn, brings into focus the role of elites and how their character and
function varied from province to province.

Certain themes and patterns recurred in several papers and the ensuing dis-
cussions, but the discussion also gave rise to new questions, whilst others re-
main unanswered. Questions of group formation and the identity of elites (as re-
gards ethnicity, military assignments, economic patterns, landowning, and
religious affiliations) have yet to be addressed, as do further conceptual ques-
tions relating to territoriality and elite governance. We hope that the contribu-
tions in this volume will serve as a foundation on which further research can
be based.
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Studying Elites in Early Islamic History:
Concepts and Terminology

Abstract: This paper conceptualizes the term elite for the study of early Islamic
history and aims to provide a usable definition for historians of early Islam. It
gives an overview of existing terminology referring to socially dominant groups
in Arabic and Persian sources as well as in the social sciences and related fields,
discussing and dismissing its suitability for the field of Islamic Studies. The ar-
ticle traces the development of the term elite in scholarly discourse from the 19
century onward and presents its own definition suited to the complex organiza-
tional structure of early Islamic society, pointing out both the challenges of and
possible strategies for studying early Islamic elites.

Keywords: Elites; Islamic history; early Islamic Empire; Umayyads; ‘Abbasids;
prosopography

Introduction

This paper is a collaborative effort by some of the team members working within
the ERC project “The Early Islamic Empire at Work—The View from the Regions
Toward the Center”, based at Hamburg University and led by Stefan Heidemann.
The project seeks to study the early Islamic Empire from the inception of the
Umayyad caliphate until the end of effective ‘Abbasid rule in the mid-10%* centu-
ry. It focuses not on the caliph (usually considered the lynchpin of the imperial
enterprise) and his court, but rather on five key provinces (Ifrigiya, al-Sham, al-
Jazira, Fars, and Khurasan) that serve as case studies illustrating the reciprocal
relations and power dynamics between the so-called center and periphery.

One of the subjects investigated within the framework of this project pertains
to early Islamic elites and their roles in connecting the empire across a vast ter-
ritory inhabited by highly diverse subject populations. The elites we are primarily
interested in are those who had a significant impact on the political dimension
of the empire. They represent a key—albeit not the only—factor in understanding
how the early Islamic Empire came into being and developed over time.

When we first began to study elites in our five provinces, we did not have a
clear concept or definition of what we actually meant by the word elite. The in-
dividual members of our team held sometimes significantly divergent views of

@ OpenAccess. © 2020 Hannah-Lena Hagemann, Katharina Mewes & Peter Verkinderen, published by De
Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-No-
Derivatives 4.0 License. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-002
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what elite status meant in an early Islamic context, and accordingly different
ideas of what groups we should investigate. Moreover, our views were mostly in-
formed by vague connotations of political power and wealth rather than a sys-
tematic approach to the issue. That this is true of the field of Islamic Studies
more generally became obvious following our conference on regional and trans-
regional elites in October 2016. Over the course of this conference, many fascinat-
ing and insightful papers were read and discussed. However, there were almost
no references to theories or concepts of the study of elites in the 17 papers that
were presented. The need for a more systematic approach to this subject was one
of the main topics discussed during the concluding round table. This paper is a
first step towards meeting this need. We seek to give an overview of how the
study of elites has impacted our own research. We also offer suggestions on
how to deal with this complex issue more generally, pointing out pertinent ques-
tions and difficulties as well as providing our own definition of socially domi-
nant groups and individuals in the context of the early Islamic Empire.

As stated above, this project primarily considers the political dimension of
the early Islamic Empire. We envision this dimension not as an abstract, rigid
structure of institutions, but as a collection of relations between people forming
overlapping networks. Three distinct but related levels are included: the judicia-
1y, the military, and the administration. The administration represents the form
in which the empire organized its claim to supremacy over its various subjects
and territories. One key element of the administration was the taxation system,
which represented “the principal point of contact between a state and its citi-
zens”! and was vital to the survival of the empire. The judiciary and the military
both served to enforce the imperial authorities’ claim to supremacy. However,
these last two were not simply imposed by the imperial state on its subject pop-
ulation; they also reflected a demand for justice and security on the part of said
subjects. This was particularly true of the judiciary, which was also less centrally
organized than the military and not as well structured.

Apart from a comparatively small number of works on statecraft (e.g. ‘mir-
rors for princes’ literature, legal treatises), the bulk of our primary sources pre-
dominantly talk about people, not institutions or offices per se. This works to our
advantage, as we are primarily interested in how the empire actually operated on
the ground rather than how it was ideally supposed to work. We thus approach
the early Islamic Empire from the perspective of those who held positions or of-
fices within the framework of its institutions. In other words, we do not pursue
an institutional approach focusing on the responsibilities and outputs of an of-

1 Grey 2011, 181.
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fice as an end in itself, but rather an actor-oriented one that studies the concrete
actions of individuals holding a particular office. This better reflects the fluidity
and diversity of a system whose rules could change depending on individual of-
fice holders and whose institutions often did not constitute diachronically stable
and recognizable entities.

In this study, we look at two different (albeit sometimes overlapping) groups
of actors who engaged with the empire’s political dimension in all its forms. Pri-
marily, we investigate those who held official positions within this dimension.
However, we also study non-state actors, meaning individuals who were not ap-
pointed to a certain office or position by a member of the imperial apparatus but
who nevertheless could and often did organize their communities. In her contri-
bution to this volume, Petra Sijpesteijn highlights the role of non-state protago-
nists, both Muslim and non-Muslim, who were vital for the administration of jus-
tice on the local level in early Islamic Egypt. Such actors were instrumental in
facilitating the smooth operation of the empire, but under certain circumstances
they could also cause conflict. As engagement of any kind with the political di-
mension of the early Islamic Empire is the focus of our research, resistance to the
enforcement of imperial dominion and/or imperial organization is also specifi-
cally included.

On a secondary level, we also investigate the economic dimension of the
early Islamic Empire, i.e. the production of money and goods that kept the
state running. Taxation was the empire’s most important source of revenue.
The comprehensive breakdown of the flow of taxation to the caliphal center in
the so-called ‘period of anarchy’ contributed to the decline of ‘Abbasid power
and the development of a polycentric Islamic Empire. That said, here we inves-
tigate economic structures and actors only as far as they are directly related to
the political dimension. Both the political and the economic dimensions were
present in varying degrees on every level of organization, from the village to
the caliphal capital.

Terminology

One problematic aspect in the study of socially dominant groups is terminology.
Any discussion of elites in the early Islamic period would be incomplete without
considering what contemporary authors have had to say on the matter. Classi-
cists often refer to elites by the terms used in their primary sources, but this is
not as common a practice in the field of early Islamic history. Our primary sour-
ces also use many different terms to refer to various groups of higher status.
Some ‘political’ texts develop a relatively complex classification of early Islamic
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society,” but the most general and widespread concept comprises a bipolar de-
scription consisting of the undefined masses (al-‘amma) and the distinguished
minorities (al-khassa). This distinction does not translate into a conceptualiza-
tion of elites.

One of the main reasons why Arabic/Islamic terminology for elites is not
often used by scholars in our field is that the terms’ various connotations
have overall not been studied in depth yet. The one exception is probably al-
khassa, which has been the subject of a number of short studies pointing out
that the term is often mentioned in conjunction with al- ‘amma, “the general peo-
ple”. Together, they constitute the entire population of a city or state. In this con-
text, it can be translated as “the elite” or “the upper class”. In other contexts, the
term is variously used to indicate a ruler’s entourage or, in a more restrictive
sense, the caliphal family, “people of merit and quality” and “the rich and cul-
tivated people”.?

On the level below al-khassa, there are many terms describing leading
groups in society at large or within specific communities. Some (at least initially)
referred to specific criteria like honor (ashraf) or ancestry (asilan, ahl al-managib,
dhawi l-managqib, buyit(at)), exemplariness (amathil), or something that makes
the group proud (mafakhir, mahdsin). Other terms are metaphors for being at the
front or top of a group (wujith, ru’asa’, a‘yan, sadr, taqgaddum), for greatness
(kibar, akabir, ajilla, buzurgan), or for manliness/vigorousness (fuhiil, sarat).
Some of these terms, like ashraf, have found their way into scholarship as des-
ignations of particular groups, but only in specific contexts (such as the upris-
ings by Iraqi tribal leaders called al-ashraf against the Umayyads), not as a gen-
eral term for elites.*

While these terms appear to refer to certain (usually only loosely defined)
social groups, none of them are suitable to describe the superordinate modern
concepts of elites and their functions. For one, it seems difficult to relate any
of these terms to various levels of social organization (from the village to the
court, from military to religious groups). Some of them are too specific to one
particular group and cannot be applied to members of other groups; others
are too broad. Most of these terms are also value judgments (which we seek to
avoid) and are too focused on one or two aspects of social dominance (e.g.

2 See e.g. Marlow 2016, I, 95-128 (ps.-Mawardi’s Nasthat al-Muliik).

3 EP, “Al-Khassa wa ‘1-‘Amma” (M.A.]. Beg); Van Renterghem 2004, 183-5.

4 In South Asia, ‘ashraf’ was (and continues to be) used to indicate the Arab origin of immi-
grants. See Dumont 1980, 207 ff. For discussions of ashraf and other terms of social distinction
in pre-modern Islamic history, see Van Renterghem 2004; Marlow 2016; Durand-Guédy 2010;
and Yaacov Lev’s contribution in this volume.
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wealth, political power, ancestry). This excludes important groups that do not
fulfill the relevant criteria (e.g. merchants, scholars, elite women). Finally,
these terms for elites also have different meanings in different chronological
and geographical contexts, rendering them unhelpful for broader comparative
studies and for research examining the general mechanisms and structures un-
derlying the formation and development of socially dominant groups.

The term ‘elite’, which has been adopted in this paper, has become increas-
ingly popular in Islamic Studies since the 1980s (see Fig. 1 below), following in
the footsteps of academic disciplines such as history and the social sciences. It is
certainly not the only term used to describe socially dominant groups: aristocra-
cy, oligarchy, ruling class, notables, patricians, or upper class are just some of
the most common alternatives. These are often used interchangeably with elite
without proper distinction or clarification of their subject matter.” Unfortunately,
there is also no general consensus on what exactly these concepts denote and
which phenomena they are meant to describe.

The term ‘aristocracy’ originally meant “rule of the excellent”. It has since
been used to describe vastly different social groups in vastly different contexts.
It can be applied very generally to denote more or less closed-off ruling groups,®
whose composition is based primarily on ancestry but also on other criteria such
as (landed) wealth and/or (hereditary) office. It implies recognition by other
dominant groups as well as a particular lifestyle.” While the term has a certain
European ring to it, it can be used for some elite groups in early Islamic society,
but it is not a viable alternative to the more general term elites.

The term ‘patriciate’ originated in a Roman context, but well into the 20"
century it was used to describe urban ruling elites in different contexts. Patri-
cians were usually considered to constitute a social as well as a political
group, defined by an association with wealth, prestige, ancestry, and social
power. The distinction between the patriciate and the aristocracy is often un-
clear. The term was famously introduced into Islamic Studies by Richard Bulliet,
whose pioneering 1972 work Patricians of Nishapur drew much praise but also
criticism for its use of the term. The European connotations of the term have pro-
ven too strong for use in our field; Bulliet’s use of the term has not taken hold.

‘Oligarchy’ or the “rule of the few” is another term that is frequently used to
refer to dominant elites, focusing first and foremost on the ruling elite. The term

5 Morris 1990, 10. See also Gunn 2007, 195.

6 Dumolyn 2013, 5.

7 Wickham 2005, 154. For examples of other definitions, each with its own slightly different
focus, see Fox 2014, 51, 52; Mitchell 1973, 27; Grey 2011, 122.

8 Dumolyn 2013, 4-5.
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does not primarily denote social distinction but belongs to the field of politics,
and therefore cannot be used interchangeably with elite.’

The terms ‘nobility’ and ‘notables’ are still frequently encountered, but there
seems to be a lot of conceptual overlap between nobility and aristocracy, espe-
cially regarding the weight given to ancestry. Notably, French scholars have ar-
gued in favor of using notables (Weber’s “Honoratioren”) to describe elites be-
cause the term is relatively open and can be applied to every level of society.
The main criticism of this is that the term does not translate well, especially be-
cause in French academic discourse it is closely connected to specific historical
contexts.*®

In the field of Islamic Studies, the notion of the “politics of notables” was
first introduced by Albert Hourani in 1981." He applied this concept to the Otto-
man period, and while Boaz Shoshan later argued for its usage in pre-Ottoman
Islamic history,'? both understood notables to refer to urban dignitaries who en-
gaged in ‘politics’ by “acting as intermediaries between the government and the
people”,” usually without seeking autonomous rule for themselves. Both schol-
ars were interested in the status of provincial towns vis-a-vis the imperial centers
rather than the question of elite status and membership. Shoshan acknowledges
the difficulties involved in dealing with notables as a “mixed bag of social
groups”* but leaves open the question of whether “one [can] reach precision
in treating the medieval Muslim ‘notables’”. He simply defines the term as
“standing for Arabic classificatory terms which suggest an elevated social posi-
tion”."

Concepts such as ‘dominant’ or ‘ruling class’ have mostly gone out of fash-
ion as they are linked to Marxist theories that maintain the upper class should be
comprised of those who hold the primary means of production. Since the second
half of the 20" century this has increasingly limited the appeal of these concepts
to historians. Moreover, this particular definition does not apply fully to many
socially dominant groups in history, such as the medieval patriciate.'®

9 Beriou/Carraz 2015, 373.

10 Cébeillac-Gervasoni 2003, 704.

11 Hourani 1981.

12 Shoshan 1986.

13 Shoshan 1986, 181.

14 Shoshan 1986, 180. On the problem of defining ‘notables’ as a social group, see also Khoury
1983, 12— 13, paraphrased in Shoshan 1986, 181.

15 Shoshan 1986, 181.

16 Dumolyn 2013, 5.
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Finally, German historiography puts forward the term Schicht (“stratum”), di-
viding society into an Oberschicht (“upper stratum”) of patricians, a Mittelschicht
(“middle stratum” of artisans and small merchants), and an Unterschicht (“lower
stratum” of proletarians). It also identifies a Fiihrungsschicht (“ruling stratum”),
which can either be part of the Oberschicht or separate from it. This Fiihrungs-
schicht has in turn been called a “political class” or a “power elite” by other so-
ciologists.?”

This short overview illustrates the great variety and occasional confusion re-
garding how a society’s dominant social groups can be described. Here we use
the term elite rather than the alternatives just described because it appears less
influenced by specific historiographical approaches than other terms. Categories
such as aristocracy or patriciate, for instance, have other connotations in aca-
demic and in public discourse that are often closely tied to specific historical
contexts. Most of these connotations concern the right to rule, primarily in a po-
litical and military sense, and focus strongly on ancestry and wealth. Other (so-
cial, cultural, and religious) dimensions often fall by the wayside. Oligarchy is
another good example of this: by focusing on the top level of a seemingly obvi-
ous ruling elite, it frequently fails to acknowledge the complex socio-political
structures and hierarchies of medieval societies, with their often diffused sys-
tems of power.*® It also describes a type of government more than a group of peo-
ple sharing certain defining characteristics. Finally, it is questionable to what ex-
tent ideas and concepts regarding other societies, such as medieval western
European aristocracies, can be readily applied to pre-modern Islamic societies.

The term elite is not neutral either, and it does contain problematic aspects
inherent to both the concept itself and to how the concept has been employed in
elite studies.'® Normativity, for instance, is one such problem. In common usage,
the term elite has a number of connotations, mostly associated with notions of
excellence, upper-class status, privilege, and superiority. As current public dis-
course in the political sphere illustrates quite nicely, however, identifying some-
thing as elite can also take on negative associations very quickly. We thus want
to emphasize here that we do not use the term normatively, but only to describe
certain mechanisms and functions underlying social structures. As postulated by
Vilfredo Pareto, one of the founding fathers of elite theory, in our work the term

17 Dumolyn 2013, 6-7.

18 Dumolyn 2013, 6. See also Haldon 2004, 6.

19 See e.g. the “areas of concern” identified by Gunn 2007, 195-198, and his suggestions for
how to deal with these concerns, ibid., 198 —202.
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elite will be “treated as a value-free term meaning those who score highest on
scales measuring any social value or commodity”.*

Systematic definitions of elite are few and far between not only in our field,
but also in many works of historical sociology and the various branches of his-
tory.?* In part, this is due to a lack of precision regarding the term and the ana-
lytical category of elite.?? This is aptly summarized in a well-known quote by the

political scientist George Marcus:

Clear in what it signifies but ambiguous as to its precise referents, the concept of elite in
general usage has a certain force; it locates agency in social events, by evoking the
image of a ruling, controlling few, while being intractably vague.?

However, the vagueness of the term can also be viewed as an advantage:

Indeed, the notion of “elite” is often deliberately used because it is a vague one. Usually it
does not become really clear what the term exactly denotes and this gives the historian the
liberty to define it exactly as she or he wants to or, as is regrettably often the case, not to
define it at all.*

Another advantage of employing the term elite to delineate socially dominant
groups is that it can be used across all levels of the social hierarchy,” highlight-
ing similarities between structures and processes that otherwise seem very differ-
ent.

Finally, it appears that elite has superseded, although not entirely replaced,
the other terms discussed above in the academic discourse of the last 30 years.?®

The Theoretical Study of Elites

Having decided to use the term elite, our first step towards a conceptualization of
early Islamic elites was a foray into the social sciences. The study of elites has
been a well-established field within the disciplines of sociology, political sci-
ence, psychology, and related subjects for about a century. Much of what has

20 Zetterberg 1968, 8.

21 Dreyer/Mittag 2011, 9-10.

22 Gunn 2007, 191.

23 Marcus 1983, 7.

24 Dumolyn 2013, 3. See also Settipani 2006, 14.
25 Wickham 2004, 285; Couperus et al. 2004, x-xi.
26 Dumolyn 2013, 4; Gunn 2007, 198.
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been done in that regard is not particularly useful for or applicable to early Is-
lamic history, as many theories were advanced on the basis of research into
the emerging elites of 18"- to early 20™-century European history. In fact, the
term elite appeared in Western social and political thought only in the late 19"
century: “the notion of elite is an academic and post-hoc construction. There
is little evidence that historically people have thought of themselves as members
of an elite per se.”” We cannot therefore simply impose definitions of elites de-
rived from the social sciences onto our own field of history.

Since antiquity, there have been discussions of social and moral distinction,
and the concept of elite (if not the term itself) is sometimes traced as far back as
Plato.?® Its systematic development into a number of theoretical frameworks is
based in modern sociology, namely the works of Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano
Mosca, Max Weber, and C. Wright Mills (to mention some of the most prominent
early theoreticians). The conceptualization of modern sociological elite theory
developed in the 19™ century in the aftermath of the social upheaval caused
by the French Revolution, in dialogue with and as a counterparadigm to Marx-
ism.?®

At the core of the sociological elite theories developed by 19™-century schol-
ars lies the assumption that elite rule is inevitable. Rather than economics and
class-like collectivities, it is elite choices and power competitions, and thus to a
certain degree the wider social order, that determine politics: “in the elite para-
digm... tiny but powerful minorities are made up of autonomous social and po-
litical actors who are interested in maintaining and enhancing their power.”°

Since the early 20" century, an increasing number of sociologists have con-
tributed to the conceptualization of elites. Vilfredo Pareto distinguishes between
governing and non-governing elites. He further separates governing elites into
those who dominate by force and those who dominate by skills and persuasion.
In a number of works, the first of which was published in 1901, Pareto puts re-
gime change down to the “circulation of elites” as new elites constantly arise to
take the old elite’s place.?* His elite theory does not provide criteria of measuring

27 Gunn 2007, 196.

28 Dartmann et al. 2015, 37; Daloz 2010, 7—-13.

29 Dartmann et al. 2015, 37; Gunn 2007, 191-192.

30 Higley/Pakulski 2012, 321.

31 Pareto 1968.

32 For Pareto, regime change does not occur because rulers are overthrown from below, but be-
cause one ruling elite replaces another. The functioning of elite and society depends on a con-
stant circulation of elites. Elite groups decline, degenerate, and die, decaying in numbers as well
as quality. This creates room for the entry of new elements from other parts of society, and the
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and distinguishing the superior qualities of its subjects, and it should be noted
that Pareto, though often reduced to his interest in elites, was mainly concerned
with social behavior.?

In his 1939 book Ruling Class, Gaetano Mosca stresses the material condi-
tions as well as the intellectual and moral superiority of the ruling elite.>* He
also points out the organizational skills that enabled elites to gain political
power. For Mosca, elite status is not hereditary in nature, but attainable by all
classes. Legitimizing the power of (governing) elites and constructing ideological
foundations to defend their rule thus forms an important part of Mosca’s work.*

Max Weber does not use the term elite himself. He does refer to “leaders”
(Herren, Herrscher), their (administrative) “staff” ([Verwaltungs-|Stab), and “rul-
ing minorities” as the apex of a bureaucratized state apparatus. Like many elite
theorists, Weber is concerned with effective governance. Through his focus on
power concentration and legitimacy of rule (closely related to mass consent)
he stresses the advantage of small numbers as an attribute of dominant groups.
A ruling minority, according to Weber, can communicate rapidly to organize its
own defense. Furthermore, it has the advantage of being able to keep its knowl-
edge, intentions, and decisions secret.>® Authorized elites gain autonomy, which
is necessary for rational, consistent, and responsible ruling. Weber’s analyses of
the structure, integration, and dynamics of these ruling minorities and their mo-
nopoly on legitimate power have greatly influenced elite research and theory.
Additionally, his concepts of power and domination (through control exerted
mainly in the economic sphere and/or by virtue of authority) have become a fun-
damental pillar of current elite theories. They anticipate the work of those con-
temporary elite theorists who focus on elite structures, modern nation-state
based elites, elite integration, and ruling consensus.>”

After the Second World War, the concept of elites was developed further by
C. Wright Mills and other American scholars, who used the concept to criticize
the state of American democracy. In his book The Power Elite (1956), Mills dem-
onstrates the entanglement of interests of different elite groups in American so-

“circulation of elites” is set in motion. Only constant exchange and circulation between the gov-
erning elite and the governed society can ensure the rise of new elites capable of governing ac-
cording to the developing needs of that society and thus providing social stability. For a detailed
overview, see Kolegar 1967.

33 Loépez 2013, 2; Van Renterghem 2004, 75.

34 Mosca 1939.

35 Endruweit 1979, 38 -39, 41-42.

36 Weber 1922, 603 -612.

37 Pakulski 2012, 39 —44.



Studying Elites in Early Islamic History: Concepts and Terminology =—— 27

ciety. He describes the resulting power elite as consisting of “those political, eco-
nomic, and military circles which as an intricate set of overlapping cliques share
decisions having at least national consequences.”*® He does not regard the
power elite as one homogenous group, as factions and conflicts of interests do
exist. Nevertheless, the internal discipline and community of interest of the
power elite is more powerful than the divisions among them.?* Whether or not
the members of the power elite make decisions is less important than their po-
tential to do so, due to their command of the major hierarchies and organizations
of society.*°

Since the mid-20™ century, the literature on elites has grown exponentially in
the social sciences and in adjacent fields like history. The 1970s and 1980s saw a
debate in social history regarding whether class or elite was a more useful con-
cept, with the former often predominant. Historians came to different conclu-
sions regarding the nature of the political ruling class compared to the relative
power of wealthy groups like landowners or industrial magnates. These differen-
ces often turned on possession of wealth versus possession of office. However,
the period in question “also saw an increasingly self-conscious effort in urban
social history to bring the elite model and the class model into a more fruitful
rapprochement.”*

The conceptualizations and definitions of elite groups developed over the
past century vary greatly. Almost all theorists agree that the elite is a minority
consisting of those members of a social system who due to selective criteria con-
sider themselves superior to others and/or are considered superior by others.*?
Determining the nature of the selective criteria used heavily depends on the re-
searcher’s focus and approach. Function, moral qualities, or merits and achieve-
ments are just some of the possible elite characteristics considered.*® Pareto’s
and Mosca’s theories, for instance, can both be classified as a positional ap-
proach, as they are mainly focused on status-based elites, i.e. elite status as de-
termined by one’s position within the socio-economic structures of a given soci-
ety. As the title of his main work implies, C. Wright Mill’s concept of elite follows
a power approach. Weber’s theory of socially dominant groups can be described

38 Mills 2000, 18. See also Horowitz 1981, 376.
39 Mills 2000, 283.

40 Mills 2000, 286.

41 Gunn 2007, 193.

42 Endruweit 1979, 34.

43 See e.g. Endruweit 1979, 36-37.
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as a functional approach, where elites are defined by their ability to preserve,
shape, and/or re-shape a social context.**

Studying Elites in an Early Islamic Context

An analysis of the use of the term elite in book and paper titles in the Index Is-
lamicus, our field’s most important bibliographical database, shows that the
term elite came into vogue in the 1960s. However, it only took root in studies
on pre-16"-century Islamic history in the late 1990s (see Fig. 1). Of course this
does not mean that elites were not the focus of research prior to the 1990s.
Other terms were used instead to convey similar concepts, but since the 1990s
elite has become the main paradigm employed.*

When previous research on early Islamic elites is more closely examined, the
first observation is that even in cases where the term elite is used, a theoretical
framework for it is often missing. This is no surprise: in comparison with Roman,
Greek, or medieval European history, Islamic history generally has only recently
begun to apply a theoretical framework to its work. This is partly due to the fact
that our discipline is very young compared to those fields and still lacks much
basic groundwork. Many sources (manuscripts, inscriptions, papyri) remain un-
edited or even unknown, most subjects have been studied only superficially,*®
and research tools indispensable in other fields are lacking in ours.*” A second,
related problem is that the relevant theoretical frameworks and methodologies
have been developed within European milieus and are often not easily translated
to other contexts. Moreover, much of early elite research in our field was based
on the study of biographical dictionaries, producing work over-focused on reli-
gious scholars.*®

44 Endruweit 1979, 38 -39, 43 -44.

45 For example, in his famous pioneering study on the urban elite of Nishapur Richard Bulliet
decided against the use of the term elite. In his view the term does not “convey the important
concept of heredity that characterized the group” (Bulliet 1972, 20). He opted instead for ‘patri-
cians’.

46 For example, Almut Hofert states that the catalogue of the library of the University of Basel
contains about 52 biographies of Charlemagne, while for the fifth Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik
b. Marwan only one biography exists (Hofert 2015, 60).

47 For the study of elites, for instance, we lack onomastica and (diachronic and synchronic)
lists of functionaries, the basic tools of the study of elites in the Roman world.

48 In Roy Mottahedeh’s words: “Ulamalogy is a noble science—at least we have to think so, be-
cause it is almost all the Islamic social history we will ever have.” (Mottahedeh 1975, 495.)
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Fig. 1: Analysis of titles of articles and books from 1945-2015 listed in the Index Islamicus that
have “elite” in the title. The red columns mark the titles of studies that focus on pre-16™-century
history.

The 1999 workshop on elites in the Byzantine and early Islamic Near East at
the University of Birmingham marks an important turning point in the history of
the study of early Islamic elites. The proceedings, which were edited by John Hal-
don and Lawrence Conrad and published in 2004, contain a good overview of
the state of the subject at that point in time and a number of important case
studies. Both Haldon’s introduction and Chris Wickham’s conclusion provide a
valuable first attempt to place the study of elites in early Islamic history within
a theoretical framework.

Since then, a substantial amount of research has been conducted on early
Islamic elites of different types. Military, political, judiciary, religious, intellectu-
al,*° Jewish and Christian,* court, urban, and local elites®* have been the subject
of case studies in the last 20 years. Their backgrounds, relations, roles in society,

49 Haldon/Conrad 2004.

50 E.g. Kennedy 1981; Toru/Philips 2000; Van Steenbergen 2005; Hirschler 2008; Lev 2007;
Ahmed 2011; El Hour 2012; Nef 2004; Christys 2018.

51 E.g. Payne 2015, 5-32.

52 E.g. Fuess/Hartung 2011; Durand-Guédy 2010; Preiser-Kapeller 2018.
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lifestyles, sources of income,” and intra-elite social processes have all been
studied.

Unfortunately, most of these studies are thin on theory and conceptualiza-
tion. It remains to be seen whether the few meaningful exceptions will signifi-
cantly impact future scholarship in our field.>* Concepts like ‘the ‘ulama”, ‘the
army’, or ‘the political ruling class’ are often used as though they are self-explan-
atory and as though they self-evidently represent the only or primary elite of
early Islam. All too often the term elite is used in the singular, implying the ex-
istence of a single, somehow unified upper class.

Definitions

As discussed in the preceding section, one of the reasons we chose the term
elites is that it is relatively neutral compared to other designations. We must
now clearly outline our understanding of what it covers and the contexts in
which it is applied.

We define elites in the context of the early Islamic Empire as individuals and
groups of individuals who were in a position or had the potential to influence
social, political, economic, and religious processes and decision-making in
their communities. These communities existed on every level of organization,
from the village to the court, the Church to the army, and merchants to gadis.
They gained influence through a combination of some or all of the following re-
sources:

— Ancestry (including [constructions of] ethnic, tribal, and family affiliation)

- Exceptional personal qualities (such as charisma, intelligence, strength, or
poetical/musical talent)

- Wealth (from inheritance, landownership, commerce, gifts, salaries, corrup-
tion, etc.)

— Military power

- Education/training

- Office-holding

— Personal relations (retainers, clients, supporters, patronage, marriage pat-
terns)

53 E.g. Kennedy 2011, 54-79.
54 E.g.Van Renterghem 2004; Paul 1996; Paul 2016.
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We consider the first two criteria ‘internal factors’, not bestowed by outside
forces but inherent to an individual. The remaining resources we consider ‘exter-
nal’, in the sense that an individual would need the support or patronage of oth-
ers to achieve access to them.

The boundaries between these categories are not absolute, of course. The in-
tegration of an individual or a group into a more prestigious tribal faction, for
example, could improve access to other resources. Poetical talent needed to be
discovered, fostered, and honed, which almost always required the input of
teachers. Conversely, one could argue that being born into a wealthy family or
a family of scholars provided an individual with automatic access to these re-
sources. Nevertheless, we believe the difference between these two kinds of re-
sources significant enough to justify a formal distinction.

The above resources correspond roughly to what Mann calls the “sources of
social power”*® and Bourdieu “types of capital” in his “field theory”® of interac-
tion between social actors. Resources are almost always interdependent, and ac-
cess to one usually facilitates access to others. Attaining them provides an indi-
vidual with access to networks and bestows status and privileges, consolidating
and advancing (potential) ability to influence processes and decision-making.

Status is a multifaceted concept, and it is often futile to attempt to boil down
each individual’s claim to elite status to one main factor. In one sense, it corre-
sponds to Bourdieu’s notion of “symbolic capital”, which is determined by how
other social actors perceive different types of capital (economic, political, etc.) in
an individual or a group. In our conceptualization of elites, such capital, whether
ideological or symbolic, is thus considered to derive from the basic resources just
mentioned. It is not a resource in and of itself. This is closely related to the issue
of representation. Elites do not legitimize themselves. They claim legitimacy on
the basis of a number of criteria such as descent or wealth. Bourdieu stresses
that elites use “taste” (in music, literature, food, clothing, etc.) and lifestyle as
a way to distinguish themselves from non-elites. The acceptance of the superior-
ity of these preferences by subordinate groups he considers a form of symbolic
violence.” This brings up an important point: whether or not elite status is be-
stowed depends on its acceptance by the target audience. Status is thus always
a process of (asymmetric) negotiation: “elites should be viewed not only as the
product of struggles between elites (Pareto’s ‘circulation’), but also a product of

55 Mann 1986.
56 Bourdieu 1979, 1986.
57 Bourdieu 1979.
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struggles about the definition of eliteness, about what came to count as ‘elite’ at
any given historical juncture.”*®

We specifically stress both the vertical and the horizontal heterogeneity of
elites. Village elites often had very little standing in the next big city; urban no-
tables did not necessarily enjoy elite status at the caliphal court. Dorotheos of
Gaza, a 6M-century Christian monk, once remarked that a man who was a leader
in Gaza would be a lesser figure in Caesarea, a peasant in Antioch, and in Con-
stantinople a poor man.* Elites are thus not internally egalitarian, but can be
highly stratified.®

On the other hand, several different elite groups could exist at the same level
of organization.®* A city or province, for example, will have many more or less
distinct groups claiming elite status, such as religious authorities (of all denomi-
nations), office holders (e.g. leaders of the army or armed forces; gadis), and
economically dominant actors (e.g. landowners; rich merchants). There could
be and often was some overlap between the different elite groups.®> Moreover,
individuals could be part of more than one elite group or move from one elite
segment to another. One example is Muhammad al-Shaybani, the famous
‘Hanaf1’ jurist: he was born into a prosperous family as the son of a military of-
ficer, but chose a religious career in the course of which he rose to the top of the
intellectual elite thanks to his erudition. This granted him access to official state
positions, and he was appointed as gadi of the caliphal capital al-Raqga, with
direct access to Hariin al-Rashid.®®

It is thus important to recognize that “elites themselves were mobile and per-
meable, not the separate monoliths of sociological imagination.”®* As indicated
in the introduction to this paper, we should view a pre-modern society in partic-
ular as:

...a fluid social space rather than as [a] fixed structure or hierarchy, in which individuals
and groups were in constant movement relative to others...[remembering] the porousness

58 Gunn 2007, 200 —201. See also Tacoma 2006, 159.

59 Quoted in Wickham 2004, 285. See also Fox 2014, 52.

60 Tacoma 2006, 13.

61 See also Gunn 2007, 199.

62 Couperus et al. 2007, xi.

63 See also the example of Augustine of Hippo as described in Wickham 2004, 285, and the col-
lection of studies on local elites under Hellenistic kings in Dreyer/Mittag 2011, 290.

64 Gunn 2007, 199.
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of the boundaries that divided elites from one another and the often fragmentary nature of
their networks.*

We believe that a relatively wide definition of elite is necessary to indicate that
while the local contexts of different elites, and thus of their formation, develop-
ment, and functions, might vary, the underlying structures and patterns that gov-
ern elites are very similar. Finally, when talking about elite actors in the early Is-
lamic Empire, we will use the term in its plural form to emphasize the diversity
and complexity of early Islamic social structures and to acknowledge that the
term refers to very different social and historical contexts.®®

Operationalizing the Term Elite for Early Islamic History

The study of elites is of course based on the investigation of people. However, the
question of which people fall under this definition is far from straightforward.
The major issue of research on elites, and historical elites in particular, is selec-
tion. Which groups and actors are considered elites and selected for study? How
are defining characteristics such as power and influence displayed in the sour-
ces? Is an empirical study of these characteristics possible at all? What we
need to keep in mind is that definitions and categories “are not intrinsic to nar-
rative” but imposed by the researcher.” The selection and definition of elites
thus says as much about the scholar as it does about their subjects of study
and sources. Scholars need to be aware of how their own beliefs and theories
shape these very subjects of study:

In most cases, however, the target group is not a group in the sociological sense... The
group is created and analysed by the researcher himself, e. g. the power elite, the marginals,
the migrants etc. This is no problem as such but one has to avoid turning the target group

into a social group in itself with a distinctive characteristic and ‘group solidarity’.®®

Closely connected to the question of which groups and individuals should be
considered elites is the complex issue of how far to extend the boundaries of

65 Gunn 2007, 199. Gunn is referring to urban Victorian societies, but his remarks certainly
apply to (pre-modern) societies in general. See also Tacoma 2006, 158—160 (on the concept
of “cyclical mobility™), 271.

66 Dumolyn 2013, 8; Bériou/Carraz 2015, 373.

67 Robinson 2003, 57.

68 Verboven et al. 2007, 51.
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an elite group. If we study office holding as a criterion of elite membership, for
example, should we investigate all office holders from the gadi I-qudat to local
prison administrators? What about prominent families; did all ‘Alids by virtue of
their claim to Prophetic descent possess elite status, regardless of their actual
status and real living conditions? Can we consider all Arab tribesmen of the con-
quest period to constitute one elite? How do we approach mawali whose patrons
fulfilled the criteria just specified: does or should elite status extend to them?

Most often, context is the deciding factor in answering these questions. With-
in the framework of our project, we are primarily interested in those who were
based in our five key provinces and in a position to at least potentially influence
the political dimension of the empire. This influence could exist because they
held offices in the state apparatus or because the influence they exerted over
their communities had an effect on the functioning of the empire at the local,
regional, and/or imperial level. Rebels and non-Muslims are explicitly included
as potential elites. We investigate questions of loyalty and are especially interest-
ed in the reciprocal dynamics between the empire and its elites: to what extent
did the imperial level rely on regional elites? How important was imperial sup-
port for local and regional elites? What role did factors like kinship play in gain-
ing and maintaining elite status?

There are other difficulties involved in studying pre-modern Islamic elites.
As all historians of early Islam are very much aware, the sources at our disposal
can make the study of people and events somewhat difficult. Except for the high-
est positions in provincial administration, they provide information for only a
fraction of the people and groups we are interested in regarding our provinces.
Even on the highest level, that of the governor, surviving information is by no
means complete.®® Moreover, certain groups, especially non-Muslims, hardly ap-
pear in the Muslim sources.

The project takes a prosopographical approach, which is well adapted to
dealing with scarce data: we focus on individuals, but also try to discern patterns
that give insight into phenomena that transcend individual lives. This is not to
say that all tax collectors, landowners, or army commanders will be treated as
coherent groups. Moreover, there is of course concern about generalizing pat-
terns from very incomplete information on far-from-complete samples: research
on the gadis of three cities in the Jazira, for instance, has revealed that the iden-
tified office holders sometimes differed significantly in terms of background, ed-
ucation, access to professional and official networks, and/or standing in their

69 See e.g. the study of governors of al-Sham and Fars by Simon Gundelfinger and Peter Ver-
kinderen in this volume.
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communities, to name just a few aspects.”® Similar concerns apply to so-called
social categories like slaves or mawali.”* However, we do think it is possible to
detect patterns that transcend the individual level, and this is borne out by
the evidence. Clear patterns can be discerned between the Jaziran cities regard-
ing the backgrounds of appointees, although they are at least in this case tied to
specific locations. Furthermore, while the Jaziran gadis mentioned earlier all dif-
fered in their level of education and social mobility, almost all of them trained as
hadith scholars before taking office.

Our investigations of the relevant individuals and groups also vary from
province to province. Ifrigiya, with its Berber population, Ibadi rulers, and
heavy involvement in the slave trade, requires a different approach than, for in-
stance, the Jazira or al-Sham, with their prominent Christian elites and more no-
ticeable state presence. Needless to say, each key province also has its own
source base, which we attempt to widen as much as possible. For example,
Ahmad Khan studied elites in the province of Khurasan. His work is partially
based on a small but crucial corpus of documentary sources from 8"-century
Khurasan. These documents pertain to a limited range of regions within the
province of Khurasan, but they nevertheless provide fascinating and (most im-
portantly) direct and reliable insight into the workings of the early Islamic Em-
pire and the mobility of elites in a remote region.”

Other regions boast a different set of sources. Christian works are a major
asset for the study of the early Islamic Jazira and al-Sham. They offer a look at
administrative and legal structures that were parallel to and sometimes intersect-
ed with the caliphal state.”® Just as significantly, Christian chronicles can also
serve as repositories of otherwise forgotten details of early Islamic history. The
local Arab lords that effectively controlled a considerable area of the Jazira in
the 9" century appear on a few coins from Northern Mesopotamia, but we
have to turn to Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286) and Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) for informa-
tion on their identity, actions, motivations, and ultimate fate. In Fars, local lords
and Kurdish chieftains played an important role, but they are rarely mentioned
in the Islamic sources. We make an extra effort to thoroughly study the few that
are attested, following the example of Jiirgen Paul’s investigation of Muhammad
b. Wasil in his contribution to this volume. Ultimately, we seek not only to ex-

70 See Hannah-Lena Hagemann’s contribution to this volume.

71 The meaning of the term mawali is controversial, in both primary sources and scholarship.
For an introductory discussion, see EP, “Client” (J. Nawas) and the references listed there.

72 See Ahmad Khan’s contribution to this volume.

73 See Philip Wood’s contribution to this volume.
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pand the usual source base, but also to push the standard Muslim sources and
tease out information on underrepresented and understudied groups.

Studying Early Islamic Elites

There are many different ways of studying early Islamic elites. Due primarily to
the nature of our sources, the methods most commonly used are prosopography
and biography. Recent examples of the application of these methods can be
found in Asad Ahmed’s or Teresa Bernheimer’s research on genealogy and mar-
riage patterns and Van Renterghem’s study of Baghdadi elites in the Seljuk peri-
od. Within our own project, we are in the process of building up a database of
early Islamic personnel that will be made available to the public once the project
finishes.” Unfortunately, a complete ethnography of the empire or a full proso-
pography is not possible, as such a task requires more evenly-distributed bio-
graphical data than historians of early Islamic history have at their disposal.

Network analysis is another promising approach slowly being added to the
methodological toolkit of early Islamic history. It has yielded fascinating results
in neighboring disciplines such as Byzantine Studies and medieval European
history; Johannes Preiser-Kapeller has published most extensively on the use
of network analysis in Roman and Byzantine history.”

Finally, the Digital Humanities have already provided many useful tools that
can be adapted to the study of early Islamic elites.”® The groundbreaking work of
Maxim Romanov and the KITAB project led by Sarah Bowen-Savant have the po-
tential to give fresh impetus to researchers seeking new ways of understanding
the history of the early Islamic world.”

To use our own work as an example, the most important issues concern the
selection of individuals to be studied and the kind of information we seek. Indi-
viduals and groups are chosen in a variety of ways. We look for all the incum-

74 Beginning in the 1990s, similar databases were set up by a few other scholars, most notably
by Michael Lecker for his ongoing Jerusalem Prosopography Project (JPP), and by John Nawas
and Monique Bernards within the framework of the Netherlands Ulama Project (NUP; 1994 —
2000). The former database is partially accessible to the public, but to our knowledge the latter
cannot be accessed. For more information on JPP, go to http://micro5.mscc.huji.ac.il:81/JPP/
homepage/ (last accessed 31 July 2018). On the Netherlands Ulama Project, see Nawas 1998.
75 See Preiser-Kapeller 2012 and 2015.

76 For an example of the use of digital tools within our own project, see Haro Peralta/Verkin-
deren 2016.

77 See Romanov 2013; http://maximromanov.github.io; http://kitab-project.org (last accessed
31 July 2018).
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bents of certain offices discoverable in written and material sources (such as coin
collections). Using Jedli, the digital tool we developed for this project, we also
search for names and offices connected to certain places in our provinces.”®

On the basis of the lists thus compiled, we look for all the relevant contacts
of our chosen individuals to further expand our collection of early Islamic elites.
The primary features we investigate are family background, including the social
and professional careers of family members; social, geographical, and professio-
nal mobility including marriage patterns; education; networks of patronage,
commerce, religion, and so forth; and office holding and the tasks associated
with exercising said office(s). We are less interested in representations of elite
status in written and material culture. The question of representation is of course
not a purely literary issue independent from social practice, but as it is one of the
few reasonably well studied aspects of early Islamic elites we instead focus on
the features listed above.”

One subject we are particularly interested in is that of changing elites. The
classic example is the military elite on the imperial level. Initially the military
consisted mostly of Arab tribesmen, who in the wake of the ‘Abbasid revolution
were largely replaced by Khurasanians, who were in turn superseded by Central
Asian (‘Turkish’) elites. We seek to detect similar structural changes on the pro-
vincial or local level of the empire that might or might not mirror developments
on the imperial plane. These can differ from region to region. In order to study
elite groups on these different levels, we use a rough classification of local, re-
gional, and transregional elites.

Under local elites, we subsume all those whose power, influence, and con-
tacts were mostly concentrated on the level of their own city or rural area. We
are forced to focus mostly on urban elites in the provincial cities, since with
few exceptions data on rural contexts is unfortunately scant for our regions.
As outlined in Hannah-Lena Hagemann’s contribution, a good example of this
type of elite are the gadis of Harran, most of whom came from Harrani families
and were deeply involved in the network of hadith transmitters in their city. The
ancestors and descendants of many of them can be shown to have been active in
Harran, but most of these gadis are not attested to very far outside the city as
holding offices or pursuing education or trade. A clear-cut distinction between
the urban and the rural contexts does not exist, of course. Landlords often
lived in the city, but their influence certainly extended at least to their city’s hin-

78 On Jedli, see Haro Peralta/Verkinderen 2016. To download Jedli, go to our website at https://
www.islamic-empire.uni-hamburg.de/en/publications-tools/digital-tools/jedli.html.
79 See Genequand 2006; Fuess/Hartung 2011.
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terland. Nevertheless, our information on the rural population is very limited.
There are other difficult questions: how long did one have to have lived in one
place to count as local? How did the imperial administration, for example, iden-
tify local elites?®® These and other issues mostly have to be investigated on a
case-by-case basis.

We call regional elites those whose influence was not limited to one specific
urban or rural area, but whose remit still did not spread far beyond the horizon
of the province (in our understanding, the province is the organizational form of
the region). This type of elite is exemplified by the figure of Muhammad b. Wasil.
He belonged to a family of Arab immigrants in Fars who had been settled there
for many generations. There they built up a regional power base, eventually con-
trolling about one third of the regional kharaj. Muhammad b. Wasil stepped in to
fill a power vacuum in Fars in the Samarran period, but never attempted to
spread his influence to other regions.®! It is often difficult to distinguish clearly
between local and regional elites, and indeed significant overlap between the
two was the norm.*

Elites active in more than one province are called transregional elites. This
transregionality can be expressed in three major ways: transregional mobility
(e.g. Ibadi traders with bases in Basra and Ifrigiya®); transregional influence
(e.g. Muslim scholars with influence in different regions, though this did not
necessarily mean they were very mobile themselves—see figures such as
Ahmad b. Hanbal); and transregional power (e.g. super-governors who headed
more than one province at the same time).

These terms—Ilike the realities they describe—are very fluid and can be used
for both elite groups and individuals. It was possible to move between these dif-
ferent elite levels. For instance, the Aghlabids started out as a transregional elite,
but once entrenched in Ifrigiya they became a regional one.

Conclusion

The paper at hand has suggested how early Islamic elites can be studied and
provided an overview of the difficulties involved in this pursuit. It aimed to illus-
trate some of the important questions that need to be asked and the ways in

80 On problems concerning the study of local elites, see Dreyer/Mittag 2011, 7—10.

81 See Jiirgen Paul’s contribution to this volume.

82 For an example of the intertwined nature of local and regional elites in late antique Egypt,
see Tacoma 2006, 115-116, 141, 149.

83 See Cyrille Aillet’s contribution to this volume.
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which our sources can best be exploited in order to investigate socially dominant
groups within the early Islamic Empire. It also sought to draw attention to the
crucial need for terminology and definitions. We opted for the term elite, but
what matters is not so much what term is used but that its meaning within a par-
ticular research context is clearly defined. This is particularly important because
of the diversity of elite groups over both time and space, along a vertical and hor-
izontal continuum of social hierarchy.

Much of this paper has turned on questions of terminology, definitions, the-
ories, and concepts. These are rather dry subjects, and not least because of that
many historians are reluctant to make use of theories developed in other disci-
plines. Indeed, why use theory at all in historical research?

First and foremost, theory provides historians with a common language and
vocabulary. The point here is not for all historians to arrive at an absolute theo-
retical consensus—that will remain impossible. But historical sociology, for ex-
ample, offers models that might allow researchers to understand each other bet-
ter and facilitate larger comparative studies. It is not even necessary to agree on
the use of specific terms: one scholar’s patricians might be another’s notables
and yet another’s urban elite. However, an exchange on the subject of theory
can help specify and stabilize the contents of the terms we all use. This is partic-
ularly true in our field of early Islamic history, which is nowhere near establish-
ing a more or less coherent vocabulary of empire and elites. Comparability is an-
other factor. Often, historians insist on the uniqueness of the historical contexts
they investigate. While that is certainly true to an extent, some of this emphasis
on uniqueness is due to the fact that researchers are put off comparative work in
part by seemingly different terminology that in reality often describes similar
structures and processes.

Another reason why it makes good sense to engage with theory—and not just
when discussing elites—became obvious in the process of writing this paper. As
Mann puts it, “a strong sense of theory enables us to decide what might be the
key facts, what might be central and what marginal to an understanding of how
a particular society works.”®* Just as importantly, we have to systematically con-
front our own preconceptions regarding the nature of the early Islamic Empire
and its elites: “If historians eschew theory of how societies operate, they impris-
on themselves in the commonsense notions of their own society.”®

Finally, developing theoretical approaches within (early) Islamic Studies
does not only improve our understanding of (early) Islamic history, but also fos-

84 Mann 1986, vii.
85 Mann 1986, vii.
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ters a dialogue between our field and other disciplines such as Roman and By-
zantine Studies, Chinese and Indian Studies, ethnology, historical sociology, and
anthropology. Instead of isolating itself (from the field of history in particular)
with assertions of uniqueness,® Islamic history can thus fully participate in
the fruitful exchange of interdisciplinary research.

Nevertheless, despite the importance of a theoretical framework, it is of
course equally necessary for historians to build theories from the ground up,
basing ideas off their source material rather than simply imposing a model
upon their work. The great sociologist Michael Mann argues that this “zigzag-
ging” between data and theory is the only way to achieve a working and work-
able model of any historical society:

The real world (historical or contemporary) is messy and imperfectly documented; yet theo-
ry claims pattern and perfection. The match can never be exact. Too much scholarly atten-
tion to the facts makes one blind; too much listening to the rhythms of theory and world
history makes one deaf.®”
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Abstract: This contribution aims to bring a tribal and provincial perspective to
the study of the early Islamic Empire. It begins with an exploration of the boun-
daries, functions and possible deployment of interpersonal networks formulated
in the terminology of common tribal affiliation during that period, building on
the author’s prosopographical study of the Arabic tribe (gabila) of Kinda during
the first three generations of Islamic history. It then considers the perspective of
tribally founded elites, demonstrating and addressing their mainly local areas of
authority as compared to administrative structures founded on visions of central-
ized power. In its last part, this paper moves from a longue durée comparison of
the trajectories of families of different Kinda-affiliated tribal notables towards an
assessment of the sources of authority at the disposal of a tribally-based leader,
especially one in conflict with the central powers. On these three levels, this
paper aims to determine the amount of independence available to tribal elites
negotiating multiple roles. These roles included those of loyal provincial admin-
istrators, equal peers of global rulers and rebels contesting the legitimacy of the
early Islamic Empire’s ruling elites on a potentially apocalyptic scale.
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Among the words of the Prophet of God [...] to the delegation of Kinda are the following:
God gave me the kingdom of Kinda, the fortresses of Himyar and the treasures of the Per-
sian King and the Byzantines!*

1 Al-Hamdani, al-Iklil, 1, 66. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Arabic are by the
author.
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Introduction

Two caveats must be stated at the outset of this article. First, it builds on a com-
prehensive prosopography of the Arabic tribe of Kinda established by reading,?
or at least perusing the tables of content and indices of,> a wide array of Arabic
historiographical sources for the first three generations of Islamic history.* All
were composed by authors who died before or around 350 H/962 CE. As a result,
the suggestions put forth here are firmly grounded regarding the tribe of Kinda
and the 1% century H/7™ century CE, but become more tentative in character as
the source materials are supplemented with episodes from later periods.

The second caveat concerns the very concept of tribes and tribal elites. It has
fallen into disrepute over the last decades because of colonialist and culturist
usage. In this article, the term ‘tribe’ is used exclusively to designate the interper-
sonal network described as a gabila in Arabic, connecting persons whose affili-
ation to this network is designated by means of a nisba or marker of tribal affili-
ation, as part of an individual’s names. This includes al-Kindi as well as the
nisba of subtribes such as al-Sakiini, al-Saksaki and al-Tujibi. The individuals
so connected were in the course of the early Islamic conquests spread out
over the whole Islamic oecumene and seem to include all the trades and life-
styles early Muslims engaged in. In this context, ‘tribe’ does not indicate homo-
genous lifestyles or pejorative connotations. The word is used as a mechanical
selecting device, enabling the establishment of a broad prosopography spanning
a wide array of historical contexts, iconic episodes and historiographical sources
pertaining to the early Islamic world.

2 Al-Azdi: Futith al-Sham; al-Baladhuri: Ansab al-ashraf; Futiih al-buldan; Tbn ‘Abd al-Hakam:
Futith Misr wa-l-Maghrib; Tbn A‘tham: Kitab al-Futih; Ibn Hisham: Al-Sira al-nabawiyya; al-
Isfahani: Magqatil al-Talibiyyin; Khalifa b. Khayyat: Ta’rikh; al-Kindi the Elder: Kitab al-Wulat
wa-l-qudat; al-Kindi the Younger: Fada’il Misr; Nasr b. Muzahim: Wagq ‘at Siffin; al-Tabari: Ta rikh;
al-Waqidi: Kitab al-Maghazi; Kitab al-Ridda; al-Ya‘qubi: Ta’rikh.

3 Abu Mikhnaf: Akhbar al-Mukhtar; Magtal al-imam al-Husayn; Abt Yasuf: Kitab al-Kharaj;
Agapius of Manbij / Mahbtb al-Manbiji: Kitab al- Unwan; al-Azraqi: Akhbar Makka; al-Dinawari:
Akhbar al-tiwal; Eutychius of Alexandria / Sa‘id b. al-Bitriq: Nazm al-jawhar; al-Hamdani: Kitab
al-Iklil; Sifat Jazirat al-‘Arab; Hamza al-Isfahani: Kitab Ta’rikh sini mulitk al-ard wa-l-anbiya’; Tbn
Habib: Kitab al-Muhabbar; Ibn Hisham: Kitab al-Tijan; Ibn Sa‘d: Kitab al-Tabaqat; al-Isfahani:
Kitab al-Aghani; al-Jahshiyari: Kitab al-Wuzara’ wa-l-kuttab; Khalifa b. Khayyat: Kitab al-Taba-
qat; al-Maqdisi: Kitab al-Bad’ wa-l-ta’rikh; al-Mas‘tdi: Akhbar al-zaman; Muriij al-dhahab; Al-
Tanbih wa-l-ishraf; Sayf b. ‘Umar: Kitab al-Ridda wa-l-futuh wa-kitab al-jamal wa-masir ‘A’isha
wa- ‘Ali; al-Waqidi: Futith Bahndasa; Futith al-Sham.

4 See Leube 2017.
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Boundaries and Functions of Tribally Formulated Networks

In the course of spirited polemical discussion sparked by Donner’s employment
of the ethnological fieldwork of Emrys Peters and others, with its concept of the
“segmentary lineage” supposedly underlying tribal structures in early Islamic
history,”> Lecker takes a skeptical stance regarding the utility of modern fieldwork
in reconstructing early Islamic conditions.

[...] it is possible that a camel can now carry the same load it could carry fourteen centuries
ago. But as regards the economic, social, and political aspects of life in ancient Arabia, we
have to rely, for the time being, on the evidence of the primary sources.®

Before embarking on a discussion of the possible modes in which early Islamic
Arab tribal networks could be employed by central and tribal elites, it is there-
fore a good idea to outline the structure and fixity of tribal affiliation as evinced
in the prosopography of Kinda.

Over the first three generations of Islamic history, affiliation to Kinda is often
expressed via a tribal nisba. The main instances in which individual affiliations
to Kinda (as opposed to another tribe) are ambiguous are those of the Egyptian
killers of the third caliph ‘Uthman and the fourth caliph ‘Ali. A contested Kindi
affiliation is given for Sidan b. Humran,” Kinana b. Bishr® and ‘Abd al-Rahman

5 Donner 1981, passim and especially chapter 1, 11-49.

6 Lecker 1989, xii.

7 Stdan b. Humran is designated as al-Sak@ini and therefore belonging to the Kindi subtribe of
al-Sakiin by Sayf b. ‘Umar, Ridda, 158, and al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 248 and 745, and in the form of
Sa‘d b. Humran al-Tujibi as belonging to the subtribe of al-Tujib by al-Mas‘tdi, Murij, 2, 380. He
is affiliated to the Madhhiji subtribe of Murad by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 175, 184, 193 and 205;
Ibn A‘tham, Futith, 2, 203, 236, 238 and 246; Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat 3, 47-48 and 54, and by al-
Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 761 and 775. An affiliation to the Himyari subtribe of the Banti dhii Asbah
is given by al-Kindi, Wulat, 17, where his name appears in the form of Siidan b. Riman al-Asbahi,
and also in al-Maqrizis Khitat according to footnote 5 of al-Kindi, Wulat, 17, where he seems to be
called Stidan b. Rayyan al-Asbahi. I have not been able to check this in the original. In al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 2, 248, a maximum of seven leaders of the rebellion against ‘Uthman are announced,
while eight names are given. One of these eight names is a certain Sawad b. Riman al-
Asbahi who is not mentioned anywhere else. This hapax legomenon may be explained as a du-
plicate of Siidan b. Humran, who would accordingly have been affiliated to Himyar in this nar-
rative as well. A further Asbahi is in this context mentioned by al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 775, as Nah-
ran al-Asbahi. He is also not mentioned elsewhere and can probably be explained as a duplicate
of Stidan b. Humran.

8 Kinana b. Bishr is identified as al-Kindi by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 205. He is affiliated to the
Kindi subtribe of al-Saktin by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 1, 49; 2, 219 - 220, and 4, 173. His affiliation to
the Kindi subtribe of al-Tujib is mentioned by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 1, 49; 2, 220; 4, 173-174, 177,
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b. ‘Udays,’ who were implicated in the murder of the caliph ‘Uthman. It is also
given for the killer of ‘Ali commonly known as Ibn Muljam.*®

As the deaths of these two rulers form iconic and contested moments in the
Islamic cultural memory of the first Islamic civil war, it is not altogether surpris-
ing to find the affiliation of the assassins contested as well. Statistically, the pro-
posed affiliations are summarized in Table 1, counting multiple affiliations via
nasab, hilf and ‘idad in the case of Ibn Muljam as separate complete affiliations
complete in themselves.

Table 1: Quantitative Distribution of Tribal Affiliations Alternating with Kinda

Name Kinda Himyar Madhhij Balt al-Layth
Sudan b. Humran 4 (18,2%) 4 (18,2%) 14 (63,6%)

Kinana b. Bishr 19 (90,5 %) 1 (4,8%) 1 (4,8%)
‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Udays 1 (6,7 %) 14 (93,3 %)

Ibn Muljam 6 (26,1%) 4(17,4%) 13 (56,5%)

While the variance in the tribal affiliations of these presumably well-known vil-
lains is certainly considerable, all remain within the sphere of Southern Arabic
tribes settling in Egypt after the early Islamic conquests. Otherwise, a Kindi af-

193 and 205; Ibn A‘tham, Futiih, 2, 203, 211, and 213; al-Kindi, Wulat, 17; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 745
and 775; and 3, 152. Differing affiliations are given for a Madhhiji subtribe as al-Nakha‘i by Ibn
A‘tham, Futuh, 2, 236, and to al-Layth by Sayf b. ‘Umar, Ridda, 158.

9 ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Udays is only affiliated to Kinda via the subtribe of al-Tujib by al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 2, 758, while being affiliated to Bali by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 174—175 and 205; Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hakam, Futiih, 133—-134 and 337-338; Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 3, 47; al-Kindi, Wulat, 17; al-Mas‘adj,
Muruj, 2, 380; Sayf b. ‘Umar, Ridda, 158; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 745, 751, 761, 766 — 767 and 787, and
al-Ya‘qubi, Ta’rikh, 2, 122.

10 Ibn Muljam is called al-Muradi according to al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 2, 265; al-Dinawari, Akh-
bar, 197; Ibn A‘tham, Futuih, 2, 255; Ibn Sa‘d, Tabaqat, 3, 24; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 193, and al-
Ya‘qabi, Ta’rikh, 2, 147.

In terms of multiple affiliations by nasab, hilf and ‘idad, the following versions are suggested:
min himyar, while an ancestor fled to Murad according to al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 2, 259. Al-
himyart wa-‘idaduhii fi murad wa-huwa halif bani jabala min kinda according to al-Baladhuri,
Ansab, 2, 260. Al-muradi wa-huwa min himyar wa-‘idaduhui fi murad wa-huwa halif bani jabala
min kinda according to Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat, 3, 25. Min murad, ‘idaduhi fi kinda by al-Isfahani,
Magatil, 32, and al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 176. Min tujib, ‘idaduhum fi murad by al-Mas‘adi, Murtij,
2, 457. Al-yahsubi [subtribe of Himyar: Caskel/Strenziok 1966, 2, 589] wa- ‘idaduhii fi murad ac-
cording to al-Mas‘adi, Tanbih, 296. Finally, he is introduced as a halif of the Kindi subtribe of
al-Sakiin by al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 448.
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filiation is only contested in a handful of dispersed instances during the first
three generations of Islamic history."* Considering there are about 3,000 entries
for Kinda as a tribe and individuals affiliated to Kinda in the author’s prosopog-
raphy of this period, this handful of cases where affiliation is actually contested
or conflicted points to an impressive stability of tribal affiliation. Even in the con-
text of supra-tribal contingents of troops mobilized from two or more tribes typ-
ically living in the same vicinity, Kindis continue to be identified as affiliated to
Kinda in their nishas, rathern than to a supra-tribal entity combining Kinda and
its various partner-tribes in war.

As one nears the timeframe of the composition of the great collections of
early Islamic historiography, one would expect the percentage of disputed affili-
ations to further decrease in proportion to the decreasing formability of events in
the course of shorter periods of narrative transmission and embellishment. By
contrast, what does shift during the timeframe of the first three generations of
Islamic history is the particular level seen as relevant for tribal or subtribal affili-
ation and reference in the given nisba. In the case of Kinda, the most notable in-
stance of this phenomenon is the subtribe of al-Tujib. This group mainly settled
in early Islamic Egypt. In the works of Egyptian historians such as Ibn ‘Abd al-
Hakam, their nisha is given as al-Tujibi, replacing the al-Kindi of more global Is-
lamic authors such as al-Tabari. This trend of an increasingly independent Kindi
subtribe in Egypt and the Islamic West giving al-Tujib as its tribal affiliation
seems to have increased during subsequent periods, as indicated by the dynasty
known as the Banii Tujib which came to prominence during the later period of
Umayyad dominion over Islamic Spain in Catalayud and Zaragoza.

What are the functions pertaining to common tribal affiliation in the context
of Kinda as mentioned in the sources? It has already been argued that the supra-
tribal confederation of al-Yamaniyya, based on supposedly common South Ara-

11 Malik b. Hubayra is usually affiliated to the Kindi subtribe of al-Sakain, but described as al-
Fazari by Khalifa, Ta’rikh, 127-128 and 143. His nisba of al-Yashkuri in al-Mas‘tdi, Muriij, 3, 104,
is possibly a simple scribal error. Abii I-‘Amarrata ‘Umayr b. Yazid, a companion of the Kindi
‘Alid martyr Hujr b. ‘Adi, is usually described as al-Kindi (e.g. al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 3, 427-
428 and 441; and al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 242-244), but affiliated to the tribe of Kalb as al-Kalbi
by al-Isfahani, Aghani, 17, 141. Al-Dahhak b. Qays is in a single instance described as al-Kindi
by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 3, 447, while elsewhere he is consistently called al-Fihri. Zufar b. al-Har-
ith is unanimously affiliated to the Banu Kilab, but his supposed Kindi descent is mocked in
verses reported by al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 382. Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 7, 298, confesses that he is
not quite sure whether the Syrian transmitter of hadith, Salama b. Nufayl, was affiliated to
Kinda or to Hadramawt. The possible Kindi descent of some of the pre-Islamic ancestors of a
group of clients of Quraysh in Mecca predates the timeframe of this paper and is therefore ex-
cluded from the present discussion.
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bic ancestry and usually including Kinda, was not as stable as later theories
would have us believe.’? Additionally, this supra-tribal body does not seem to
have had a noticeable impact on events, as opposed to its near omnipresence
in rhetorical arguments reported by some historiographical sources.'* Other ex-
amples of supra-tribal cooperation between Kinda and other tribes are mainly
reported in the context of the mobilization of troops from Kufa during the first
three generations of Islamic history. These also appear unstable, as evinced by
the bewildering array of quarters, fifths and sixths enumerated in the sources,
which are frequently contradicted by the actual composition of Kufan troops. I
will accordingly now focus on the functions attached to common affiliation to
Kinda, rather than to some supra-tribal entity encompassing Kinda as well as
other tribes.

In his discussion of the role of Arab tribes in Egypt during the first three cen-
turies of Islamic history, al-Barri describes the following fields in which tribal af-
filiation served as the main category of administration: the army, the organiza-
tion of the city quarters of al-Fustat,” the tribal list of the military administration
or diwan,® the organization of the spring pastures (murtaba‘),"” the mosques®®
and councils (majalis)*® of the tribes, the designation of a member of the tribe
responsible to the governor (‘arif)*° and the appointment of a guardian inside
the tribal quarter.”! It is quite clear that these administrative functions were
part of interpersonal networks formulated in the terminology of common genea-
logical descent. They were also interdependent. Tribal contingents of the army
drew their pay as a group, were settled in common quarters and were mobilized
together. While the historical relevance of these networks during the period of
Muhammad’s early successors is not as clear as their narrative importance in
the context of later Islamic cultural memory suggests, such tribal neighbor-
hood-networks are palpable from the time of the emerging Umayyads and
even seem to have outlasted the ascent of other networks that took away some
of their administrative importance.

12 Caskel/Strenziok 1966, I, 33.

13 Orthmann 2002, 287-292.

14 Al-Barri 1992, 282.

15 Al-Barri 1992, 283.

16 Al-Barri 1992, 283 -285.

17 Al-Barri 1992, 285-286, based mainly on Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam.
18 Al-Barri 1992, 286.

19 Al-Barri 1992, 286 -287.

20 Al-Barri 1992, 287-288.

21 Al-Barri 1992, 288.
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Sketching the impact of common tribal affiliation in interactions beyond this
level of tribally organized neighborhood committees is not an easy task. Drawing
once again on the prosopography of Kinda, I will therefore discuss the circum-
stances of trans-regional cooperation between individuals affiliated to Kinda
as reported in the sources. The first type of cooperation between Kindis from dif-
ferent regions that is presented as based on common tribal affiliation is the in-
tercession of Kindis for members of their own tribe. Instances of such interces-
sions along Kindi tribal networks include the restitution of property*? and the
pardon of a captive® after the Battle of the Harra. The latter case is especially
interesting since it is explicitly stated by al-Mas‘tidi that the captive ‘Ali b. ‘Ab-
dallah b. al-‘Abbas, the ancestor of the future ‘Abbasid Caliphs, was pardoned
thanks to the intercession of his maternal uncles of the tribe of Kinda (akhwa-
luhit min Kinda)* and not due to the pleas of his Qurashi relatives. Probably
the clearest instance of such an intercession based solely on common tribal af-
filiation is reported in the following story:

‘Abdallah b. ‘Aziz al-Kindi rebelled [against the Umayyad governor in Iraq] and took his
little son Muhammad with him... [When it became clear that the battle had been lost] he
called out: You people of Syria, is there anyone of Kinda among you? A number of men
went forward and answered: Yes, that’s us. He asked them: Take this your brother and
send him to your people in Kufa (ila gawmikum bi-l-kiifa), for I am ‘Abdallah b. ‘Aziz al-
Kindi! [After rejecting an offer to be personally spared, he fights alongside his comrades
until he dies.]®

‘Abdallah b. ‘Aziz is obviously otherwise unrelated to his Syrian fellow Kindis
and asks men who are strangers to him personally to return his son safely to
Kufa. This represents a clear instance of the employment of common tribal affili-
ation for trans-regional cooperation and cannot be explained by any other con-
nections between the personages involved.

An example of another way in which common tribal affiliations were acted
upon by Kindis from different regions concerns the shelter given to the Egyptian
Ibn Muljam (as shown above, widely held to be affiliated to Kinda) by the leader
of Kinda in Kufa, al-Ash‘ath b. Qays.?® However, as al-Ash‘ath and Ibn Muljam

22 Al-Dinawari, Akhbar, 244.

23 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 10; Ibn A‘tham, Futith, 5, 299; al-Mas‘tdi, Murwj, 3, 86, and al-
Mas‘udi, Tanbih, 264.

24 Al-Mas‘adi, Murij, 3, 86.

25 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 459.

26 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 2, 262; Tbn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 3, 26; al-Isfahani, Magatil, 33; al-Mas‘adj,
Murtj, 2, 458 - 459, and al-Ya‘qubi, Ta’rikh, 2, 147-148.
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are among the most popular ‘villains’ of the first civil war, this sheltering of a
fellow tribesman abroad may also be explained from a narrative perspective
as a ‘logical addition’ ordering the otherwise quite complicated relationships be-
tween early Islamic ‘villains’ of the first civil war. As other trans-regional instan-
ces of interactions between Kindis based on common tribal affiliation do not sur-
vive, this mode of trans-regional cooperation along tribal networks seems to
have been secondary in importance to the major role played by tribally formulat-
ed networks in the organization of local society, especially in garrison towns.

In conclusion, the tribal network of Kinda is surprisingly unambiguous in its
definition of Kindiness. The few cases where affiliation to Kinda is contested be-
long to early episodes of civil strife and may possibly be explained as the result
of a narrative shifting of blame over the course of transmission. The Kindiness so
defined serves mainly to facilitate mutually interdependent purposes of regional
administration and mobilization.

In contrast, instances of trans-regional utilization of tribal ties are few. Ac-
cordingly, the confrontation of the Kindis of al-Sham and the Kindis of Iraq dur-
ing the decisive phase of the Battle of Siffin can be seen less as an acute schism
in a closely-spun, interregional Kindi network relevant to the daily life of all of
its members, but rather as a traumatic manifestation of the regionalization of
Arab tribal networks some twenty years after the early Islamic conquests.?”

Foundations of Authority of Tribally Based Regional Elites

I will now examine the perspective of the families of Kindi elites and investigate
the origins of their authority. Following the research of Paul®® and Franz®, I pro-
pose to conceptualize locally based elites as negotiators between central author-
ities and local groups. Drawing once again on examples from the tribe of Kinda
but transcending the narrower focus of the first three generations of Islamic his-
tory contained in the systematic prosopography of Kinda, I will attempt to show
how claims to authority were maintained by the families of tribally based provin-
cial elites over several early Islamic generations.

The first case study of the foundation of the authority of provincial elites and
their integration in tribal networks is situated in early Islamic Egypt. Here, the
two most eminent Kindi families during the time of the Marwanid caliphs

27 Ibn A‘tham, Futiih, 3, 141, and Nasr b. Muzahim, Siffin, 227.
28 Paul 1996, passim.
29 Franz 2007, passim.
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both claimed descent from heroes of the early Islamic conquests, namely Shur-
ahbil b. Hasana and Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj. Interestingly, these two founding fig-
ures of the families of Kindi aristocrats in Egypt came from diametrically op-
posed backgrounds. Shurahbil grew up in Mecca as the son of a Kindi client
of Quraysh and appears to have been a close companion of Muhammad, as
shown by his early. During the conquest of southern al-Sham he is depicted
as leading troops from tribes other than Kinda or, for that matter, Quraysh. Ac-
cordingly, his authority must have been based not on tribal backing but almost
solely on his ties to Muhammad and his successors, the embodiment of central
Islamic authority. Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj, on the other hand, does not appear in the
vicinity of Muhammad or his immediate successors and apparently owed his au-
thority solely to the backing of the Kindi troops he commanded during the early
Islamic conquests.

In the aftermath of the conquests, both Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj and the de-
scendants of Shurahbil b. Hasana appear to have settled in Egypt. Several
sons of Shurahbil are portrayed as owners of houses in al-Fustat and leading fig-
ures among Egyptian ashrdaf.>° A house of Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj, also in al-Fustat,
is mentioned by the historian al-Kindi as pulled down by political opponents
during the first civil war.?

Outside the context of their settlement in al-Fustat, the sons of Shurahbil re-
mained relatively obscure.’> Mu‘awiya, on the other hand, took an active role in
leading the Egyptian opposition to the returning killers of the third caliph ‘Uth-
man during the first civil war.?® After moving out (kharaja) from the Egyptian gar-
rison town of al-Fustat and calling for vengeance for the slain caliph, he and his
followers are described as ‘al-Khawarij’. This is the first chronological instance of
this designation in the source material evaluated for the prosopography of
Kinda.** Subsequently Mu‘awiya played a crucial role in the Sufyanid conquest
of Egypt.*® Some years after the Sufyanid conquest of Egypt, he is reported to
have been appointed as its governor on the authority of al-Waqidi and al-

30 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futiih, 135-136, 138.

31 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 27.

32 Only Rabi‘a b. Shurahbil is mentioned in an isnad as reporting to his son Ja‘far that his own
father Shurahbil b. Hasana had bequeathed half his possessions to the caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khat-
tab. See Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futiih, 175.

33 E.g. al-Kindi, Wulat, 18.

34 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 145. Al-Kindi, Wulat, 27 and 29, and al-Ya‘qiibi, Ta’rikh, 2, 134, call the
supporters of Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj al-kharija.

35 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 145. His deposition is reported by al-Tabari Ta’rikh, 3, 230.
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Mada’ini,*® however, this appointment is not confirmed in the accounts of Ibn
‘Abd al-Hakam or al-Kindi who focus on Egypt and Egyptian affairs. He is
also held to have led several ghazawat to Ifrigiya and the Maghrib and is thereby
included in the lists of conquerors of North Africa.’” A client (mawla) of his (or
rather the descendant of a client of Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj) was deposed as gover-
nor of Tilimsan around 143 H/760 - 761 CE.*®

Despite the contrasting background of their founding fathers, the trajectories
of the families of Mu‘awiya and Shurahbil converged in the time of their sons
and grandsons during the Marwanid restoration. In 86 H/705-706 CE, after
the long-time Marwanid governor of Egypt ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan appointed
him sahib al-shurat *° and then qadi,*° ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj
was deposed and succeeded by ‘Imran b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Shurahbil, who
was also appointed gddi by the new governor.** He was in turn deposed in 89
H/707-708 CE and succeeded as gadi of Egypt by the son of his predecessor,
‘Abd al-Wahid b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mu‘awiya.*> The responsibilities of these
provincial notables appointed by centrally legitimized governors appear to
have included deputy control of the shurat when the governor was absent
from al-Fustat*® and the supervision of the tribal ‘uraf@’ caring for the affairs
of orphans.**

The intermediary position of such Kindi notables, constantly negotiating be-
tween local support and external governors, becomes evident when a new gov-
ernor sent to Egypt wished to appoint followers of his own to positions of author-

ity.

When [the new governor] ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-Malik came to Egypt, he wished to replace
the agents (‘ummal) of [his predecessor] ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. Accordingly, he wanted to depose

36 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 8, 143—144, and al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 224.

37 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futith, 351, and Khalifa, Ta’rikh, 126 —127 and 295 - 296.

38 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futiih, 246.

39 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 53.

40 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 324. See also Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futith, 264. For a general discussion of
later gadis in Egypt, see the work of Mathieu Tillier, most notably Tillier 2011. For the general
context of gadis under the Umayyads see most recently Judd 2015.

41 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 58.

42 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 60.

43 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 64. This is probably the khilafat al-Fustat mentioned in the biography of
‘Abd al-Rahman bh. Mu‘awiya; al-Kindi, Wulat, 324. Another instance of deputyship is mentioned
by Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futith, 264, according to whom ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mu‘awiya informed
the governor daily about “the dead and other things” when the latter took refuge from a plague
raging in al-Fustat.

44 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 326.
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‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mu‘awiya from his positions as gadt and sahib al-shurat. As he was un-
able to find anybody to field a complaint against him, however, he appointed him general
of the frontier guards of al-Iskandariyya, raised his salary and sent him away.*

While it is explicitly stated in another version of this story that the new governor
wanted to “replace agents with agents and companions with companions”,*¢
even the son of the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik was unable to depose ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. Mu‘awiya without a pretext and accordingly instead promoted him out of his
office. ‘Abd al-Rahman’s son ‘Abd al-Wahid was in turn dismissed when Qurra b.
Sharik came to Egypt as the new governor.””

While the family of Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj was not in any position to claim su-
periority over the Marwanid central administration, the descendants of Shurah-
bil b. Hasana were arguably able to advance claims of preeminence based on the
prestige of their ancestor as one of Muhammad’s closest companions. In this
context, ‘Imran b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Shurahbil apparently overestimated the
strength of his position in dealing with the newly arrived Marwanid governor:

[There is widespread unrest in Egypt during the administration of ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abd al-
Malik.] ‘Abdallah was told that ‘Imran [b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Shurahbil] had helped [a fu-
gitive poet who had derided the governor| and had also taunted him himself with the fol-
lowing verses:

I, the son of my father of Badyr, the hijra to Yathrib
and the hijra to the Negus, am most splendid.
I am exalted due to my largesse, have you forgotten the merit
of my fathers? While this one is called the offspring of Marwan.

When this was reported to ‘Abdallah, he deposed him from his rank as gadi and sahib al-
shurat.*®

A lampoon such as this would have been unthinkable from descendants of Mu‘a-
wiya b. Hudayj. The claim to preeminence ‘Imran voiced is voided by the gover-
nor, who according to another rendering of the story even has ‘Imran jailed.*
However, the conflict between ‘Imran and the governor is in another account
motivated by the judge’s intent to punish a secretary of ‘Abdallah for drunken-
ness.>® One is thus led to doubt the factual relevance of ‘Imran’s claim to preemi-

45 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 326. See also Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futith, 266.
46 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 58.

47 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 330.

48 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 327—-328.

49 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 60. See also Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futiih, 266.
50 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 328.
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nence in a story that could be told without reference to poetry. In this case, the
verses could be explained as rhetorical embellishments, which were taken up by
traditionalists happy to see a Marwanid governor of Egypt lampooned by a pious
gadi.

It is tempting to speculate on ‘Abdallah’s reason for appointing the son of
the predecessor of ‘Imran, ‘Abd al-Wahid b. ‘Abd al-Rahman, to be ‘Imran’s suc-
cessor as gadi in the light of ‘Abd al-Wahid’s patent unfitness for office. He is
described as a youngster (ghulam hadath)** of 25 years®® and “not a faqih”> by
al-Kindi. As the personal characteristics of the young man are clearly considered
negligible, his appointment may have been motivated by a desire to use ‘Abd al-
Wahid to mobilize the support of his tribal and other networks in al-Fustat, not
least the support of his father, the former gadi and sahib al-shurat.

In searching for foundations of transgenerational local authority among the
leading provincial families of Kinda, it is tempting to turn to the houses ascribed
to the descendants of Shurahbil b. Hasana and Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj. These appa-
rently still formed familiar landmarks in the urban topography of al-Fustat dur-
ing the time of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam. The account of the tearing down of Mu‘a-
wiya’s house in the course of his involvement in the first civil war is
paralleled inside the prosopography of Kinda by accounts of how al-Mukhtar
caused the house of Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath, the leader of Kinda in Kufa, to
be pulled down after his attempt to take Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath captive had
failed. In the course of this conflict between the locally based leader of Kinda
and the newly arrived ‘Alid agitator, the holdings of Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath
are described as follows:

Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath b. Qays was in the village of al-Ash‘ath near al-Qadisiyya. Al-
Mukhtar sent Hawshab, the guardian of the kursi, with a hundred men against him, saying:
Fly towards him, for you will find him playing and hunting, or standing confounded, mind-
less with fear or lying in ambush!** But if you catch him, bring me his head. [Hawshab] ac-
cordingly went out to his gasr and sieged it, but Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath escaped and
went to Mus‘ab [b. al-Zubayr]. So they sieged the gasr, thinking he was still inside, until
they entered, saw that he had escaped and returned to al-Mukhtar. He [al-Mukhtar] sent
word for [al-Ash‘ath’s] house to be pulled down and for the house of [the former Kindi
Kufan leader of an abortive ‘Alid revolt] Hujr b. ‘Adi al-Kindi to be rebuilt with the bricks
and stones of his house.”

51 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 328.

52 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 330.

53 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 328.

54 This part of al-Mukhtar’s speech is composed in the saj‘ or rhymed prose characteristic of al-
Mukhtar’s near-prophetical rank in the historiographical accounts.

55 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 510.
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The settlement of Kufa is described as consisting of tribal quarters, with the quar-
ter of Kinda surrounding the house of Muhammad’s father al-Ash‘ath b. Qays as
the most eminent leader of Kinda in Iraq during the early Islamic conquests. It is
tempting to see the houses of the leading families in the early Islamic garrison
towns as representing the tribally grounded urban capital at the disposal of
the leading families of Kinda. Accordingly, the rebuilding of the house of Hujr
b. ‘Adi, another Kindi aspiring to tribal leadership in early Islamic Kufa who
was eventually decapitated near Damascus following an abortive revolt, takes
on a strong symbolic significance as the vindication of Hujr’s family of “good
Kindis” in the re-founded Kufa after al-Mukhtar’s revolt.>®

Another material element of the prestige of the family of al-Ash‘ath b. Qays
in Kufa that was transmitted over several generations is mentioned in the above
report as “the village of al-Ash‘ath b. Qays.” This village, otherwise called Tiza-
nabad, is said to have been given to al-Ash‘ath as an igt@*” or sold to him in ex-
change for some possessions of al-Ash‘ath in Hadramawt by the third caliph
‘Uthman.*® It appears to have remained in al-Ash‘ath’s family at least until the
time of his son Muhammad, as evinced in the above account, and was a favorite
drinking venue among Kufans:

I never went past the vineyards of Tizanabad
Without wondering who would want to drink water!*®

Another garden, called Shumara and lying in the vicinity of al-Hira, seems to
have remained in the possession of descendants of al-Ash‘ath (ba‘d al-asha ‘itha)
at least until the time of al-Rashid.®® It is tempting to speculate that similar es-
tates on a smaller scale underpinned the authority of Kinda’s leading families in
other regions as well.

Regarding the troubled history of the descendants of al-Ash‘ath b. Qays dur-
ing the time of the unsuccessful revolt of his grandson ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Mu-
hammad b. al-Ash‘ath (usually known as Ibn al-Ash‘ath), it is at first glance
slightly surprising to find ba‘d al-Asha‘itha in continued possession of valuable
estates even after the suppression of the revolt. It may be possible to explain this
continued possession by re-interpreting the chronic infighting among the rela-

56 Relatives of Hujr b. ‘Adi appear as supporters of al-Mukhtar in al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 353,
and al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 506.

57 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 317-318.

58 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 704.

59 Al-Isfahani, Aghani, 25, 147.

60 Al-Isfahani, Aghani, 5, 189 —190.
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tives of Ibn al-Ash‘ath during his revolt. From the long-term perspective of re-
gional leading families who wished to preserve their status, it would have
been a wise decision not to back any provincial revolt unambiguously (not
even the revolt of one of their own), but rather to hedge by maintaining their in-
volvement with both sides.

As the regional families perpetuated their prestige by means of the establish-
ment of landed estates, their backing in tribal networks became less tangible.
While reports of al-Ash‘ath conquering Adharbayjan are underpinned by the set-
tlement of Kindis at Sara in Adharbayjan until the time of al-Baladhuri,®* and al-
Ash‘ath himself settled amongst his network of supporters from Kinda and other
backgrounds in Kufa, there is no indication of Kinda being particularly involved
in the revolt of al-Ash‘ath’s grandson against the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik. It is there-
fore crucial to distinguish between the generation of the early Islamic conquests,
when Kindi contingents were mobilized along tribal networks led by Kindi lead-
ers, and the time of the second civil war, when the leading families of the tribes
in Kufa to all appearances cooperated with Mus‘ab b. al-Zubayr against al-
Mukhtar as a collective body. I hesitate to discount the relevance of the formu-
lation of networks of support in a tribal terminology even in this context. Care
must be taken not to rigidly conceptualize local aristocrats active after the gen-
eration of the conquests as tribally founded. One should rather start by examin-
ing the different fields of authority available to local elites at the time and then
aim to ascertain the relative relevance of tribal and other support during the
event in question.

From the perspective of the various families among Kinda aspiring to local
eminence, it appears that notwithstanding the diverse backgrounds of their re-
spective founders, a fairly homogenous provincial aristocracy had emerged by
the time of the Marwanid restoration. Based on support from local Kindi net-
works and other provincial supporters, such families of ashraf appear to have
owned important houses in the early Islamic garrison towns, and in some instan-
ces also landed estates. They transmitted these over several generations. While
members of these families were forthcoming as judges or administrators for
the centrally appointed provincial governors, they were in general unable to suc-
cessfully challenge a governor designated by the global Islamic authorities once
he had taken charge of his designated province.®?

61 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 376.

62 Even in the pre-Marwanid anecdote where Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj succesfully rejects a governor
of Egypt, he is depicted as meeting the caliph’s candidate two journeys from Egypt and return-
ing together with him to the caliph Mu‘awiya. See al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 274—-275.
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Sources of Authority at the Disposal of Kindi Elites in Conflict
with Central Authority

During the early Islamic conquests, Kindi leaders were frequently depicted as
equals of the Islamic elite of Medina. This holds especially true for al-Ash‘ath
and his family. While a marriage planned between his sister and Muhammad
seemingly did not take place,®® al-Ash‘ath himself married a sister of Aba
Bakr.** He later married daughters of his to sons of the caliphs ‘Uthman and
‘Al1.% The daughter of al-Ash‘ath married to al-Hasan b. ‘Ali is said to have pois-
oned her husband, according to Ibn A‘tham on the instigation of the arch-villain
Marwan.*® However, this intermarriage of the family of al-Ash‘ath with the high-
est echelons of early Islamic elites ceased during the next generation. The stra-
tegically most advantageous marriage his son Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath could re-
alize was that of a daughter to the longtime Umayyad governor of Iraq
‘Ubaydallah b. Ziyad.®”

This shift in marriage patterns after the generation of the conquests corre-
sponds to a general descent of Kindi elites from global Islamic power to mere
provincial relevance in a number of other fields. On the level of court ceremony,
al-Ash‘ath is portrayed as boasting of his eminence even as he is led captive in
front of the caliph Abi Bakr after the ridda of Kinda.®® During the time of Mu‘a-
wiya b. Abi Sufyan, the caliph is shown as treating the Kindi leaders Shurahbil b.
al-Simt and Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj rather humbly when they visit his court in Dam-
ascus.®® The latter is even reported to have beaten Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan when
the caliph considered cancelling military stipends.”®

In contrast, such claims to acceptance as peers by the central Islamic au-
thorities were routinely brushed off in the next generation. Muhammad b. al-
Ash‘ath was severely scolded and sent away when he attempted to seat himself
next to the caliph Mu‘awiya on his sarir during an audience conducted between
Mu‘awiya and al-Ahnaf.”* In other accounts, he was ordered around by the pro-

63 Ibn Habib, Muhabbar, 95, and al-Tabari Ta’rikh, 2, 256.

64 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 138 and 140; Ibn A‘tham, Futiih, 1, 86— 87, corresponding to al-Waqidi,
Ridda, 319 -320; Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagqat, 6, 99; al-Maqdisi, Kitab al-Bad’, 5, 156; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2,
357-357, and al-Ya‘qubi, Ta’rikh, 2, 90.

65 Nasr b. Muzahim, Siffin, 20, and Caskel/Strenziok 1966, II, 286 and 466.

66 Ibn A‘tham, Futith, 4, 206 —207.

67 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 4, 47.

68 See Ibn A‘tham, Futith, 1, 84, corresponding to al-Waqidi, Ridda, 314.

69 See Nasr b. Muzahim, Siffin, 46-47.

70 Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, Futith, 126 -127.

71 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 287.



62 —— Georg Leube

vincial governor of Iraq.”> We have already seen how ‘Abd al-Rahman bh. Mu‘a-
wiya owed his honorable discharge merely to his positions as gadi and sahib
al-shurat in al-Fustat. Such a marginalization of Kindi elites, who appear to
have been reduced to a merely provincial relevance by the generation after the
conquests, is also apparent in the personal mobility of Kindi elites based on pro-
vincial tribal networks; they rarely if ever left their provinces.

In contrast to this decline in importance of the landed aristocrats founded by
Kindi leaders of tribal troops during the conquests, a new type of Kindi leaders
emerges in this period, commanding troops composed of different tribes based
on their appointment by central Umayyad authorities. This type continued to
act on a global Islamic scale in the early Islamic realms and includes figures
such as Malik b. Hubayra, described as a frequent leader of expeditions fi ard
al-Rum and a notable at the court of the Sufyanid caliphs, and Husayn b. Nu-
mayr, who played a crucial role in the period of the second civil war and led
troops in the Arabian Peninsula, Iraq and Syria. Both are depicted as jointly de-
manding the region of al-Balqa’ in today’s Jordan as an exclusively Kindi fief in
return for their support of Marwan b. al-Hakam.” This type of Kindi leaders ap-
pears to have been much less dependent on the support of their fellow Kindis.
They led troops composed of a number of Arab tribes and may be better under-
stood as renegade generals in search of a central authority that would guarantee
their continued prestige than as tribally founded Kindi leaders.

The regional tribal networks of the families founded by the conquerors
sketched in the first part of this contribution appear to have played a significant
role in later times only during times of general upheaval, such as after the ‘Ab-
basid conquest of al-Sham. The descendants of the conqueror of Hims, al-Simt b.
al-Aswad al-Kindi, seem to have played a particularly significant role in repre-
senting local unrest by mobilizing support along tribal and regional networks,
as evinced by the surprising number of members of this family whose crucifixion
after abortive revolts is reported by Ibn Habib’s Kitab al-Muhabbar.”™

Otherwise, it appears that tribal networks of merely regional importance
were not sufficient to successfully challenge the central Islamic authorities.
The great revolts led by Kindi notables after the establishment of a stable
post-conquest order do not appear to have depended on the mobilizing potential
of common tribal affiliation. Kindis are underrepresented among the followers of
the Kindi Ibn al-Ash‘ath in his revolt against ‘Abd al-Malik. Instead, his revolt is

72 E.g. al-Isfahani, Aghani, 17, 146 -147.
73 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 421.
74 Ibn Habib, Kitab al-Muhabbar, 485-488.
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presented as backed by the Iraqi milieu of pious readers of the Qur’an, or qurra’,
who were opposed to the splendor of the centralized Islamic administration. In-
terestingly, a certain accordance of interests between the pious urban opposition
of the qurra’ (or for that matter, Khawarij) and the ambitions of the leading fam-
ily of Kinda in Kufa can be traced across three generations, from al-Ash‘ath’s
leadership in the call for arbitration at Siffin via the singular inefficacy of his off-
spring sent out from Kufa against Khawarij in the surrounding countryside,” to
the backing given to Ibn al-Ash‘ath’s revolt by the qurra’.”® Unfortunately the ex-
tent, internal composition and external functioning of such cross-tribal networks
of provincial opposition joining persons of different social background is diffi-
cult to ascertain due to the lack of a stable common identifier such as a tribal
nisba like the one underlying this study.

In renderings of the revolt of Ibn al-Ash‘ath, one is also confronted with the
mobilizing potential of a challenge to existing Islamic order based on apocalyp-
tic claims. This use of apocalyptic iconography is frequently mentioned in histor-
iographical accounts of Ibn al-Ash‘ath’s revolt,”” and has even left material re-
mains in the form of Arabo-Sasanian dirhams minted during this revolt with
apocalyptic slogans and titles.”® A similar use of a globally Islamic iconography
of apocalyptic renewal used in challenges to Qurashi central authority also ap-
pears in the revolts of the Kindi Ibadi leader ‘Abdallah b. Yahya, commonly
known as Talib al-Haqq, or ‘searcher of justice’, in 8"-century Southern Arabia,”
as well as in the well-known revolt the later courtly poet al-Mutanabbi, literally
‘the one aspiring to be a prophet’, owed his nickname t0.%° I suggest interpreting
the use of such titles of globally Islamic relevance as an attempt to transcend the
limited regional potential of inherited tribally formulated networks. Kindi elites
could voice effective challenges to the Qurashi caliphs of early Islamic empires
only by leaving behind their uniquely Kindi tribal affiliations and presenting
themselves as redeemers of globally Islamic relevance, as exemplified in Ibn
al-Ash‘ath’s speech to his troops before the decisive battle against the Umayyad
governor of Iraq.

75 This is also remarked by Crone 1980, 110 - 111.

76 See Sayed 1977, passim.

77 E.g. al-Maqdisi, Kitab al-Bad’, 6, 35.

78 Gaube 1973, 32, 36 and 52.

79 See the long account in al-Isfahani, Aghani, 23, 233-270, and al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 6, 172—
186.

80 See Franz 2007, 95-103.
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Then Ibn al-Ash‘ath ascended a minbar in his camp, which he used to carry with him, prais-
ed God and proclaimed: You people! War is a contest in which the souls of men wither.®
Even the prophet of God, peace be upon him, never was victorious if victory was not
given to him and his companions. If this thing [hadha l-amr, scilicet rule over Islam] is
among Quraysh, there is nothing to be done.® If, however, it can rest on any other
among the Arab, then I am ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath b. Qays b. Ma‘di-
karib! [...] Afterwards, the soldiers began to fight, but Ibn al-Ash‘ath continued to stand on
his minbar while the misssiles were flying about him: He however did not in any way at-
tempt to shield himself from them or was in any way afraid.®

Notwithstanding Ibn al-Ash‘ath’s bravado, the subsequent battle was lost. In
conjunction with the frequent parallels drawn between his revolt and the later
‘Abbasid revolution,® it is tempting to consider the revolt of Ibn al-Ash‘ath as
some sort of a high-water mark of upheaval focused on a non-Qurashi pretender
against central Qurashi authority. Personally qualified for rulership due to his
education and his descent from the pre-Islamic kings of Kinda,® Ibn al-Ash‘ath
transcended the networks of his tribe to voice a universally relevant claim to op-
position. As the failure of his revolt became quite clear soon after his proud chal-
lenge of ‘Abd al-Malik, global Islamic authority remained invested in a Qurashi-
led central administration. Tribal networks of provincial elites remained impor-
tant only on a regional scale.

Conclusion

In the first part of this paper it has been shown that affiliation to the tribally for-
mulated network of Kinda as represented in the sources is remarkably stable. The
relevance of this network seems to be limited mainly to provincial or even urban
matters. While there is ample enough evidence of the administration of city quar-
ters being directed via tribal networks, cooperation along tribal ties is very rare
on a trans-regional scale.

Accordingly, the leaders of locally relevant tribal networks furnished suita-
ble personnel for provincial administration under a centrally appointed gover-
nor. They are best described as intermediaries between the official power of a

81 This first passage of the speech is composed in rhymed prose or saj“.

82 This passage is quite unclear. I translate ad sensum.

83 Ibn A‘tham, Futith, 7, 139 —140; a shorter version of his speech is given by al-Tabari, Ta'rikh,
3, 688.

84 E.g. Ibn A‘tham, Futuh, 7, 127-128, and al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 681.

85 Al-Jahiz, al-Hayawan, 5, 194—-195.



Insult the Caliph, Marry al-Hasan, and Redeem Your Kingdom —— 65

global Islamic administration and the support given to them and frequently also
their ancestors and offspring by local networks formulated along tribal and other
lines.

According to the local scale of such tribal networks, a global or Islamic chal-
lenge to central authority could only be voiced in a terminology other than tribal
affiliation. A central role in such challenges voiced by Kindis seems to have been
played by the personal character of the respective Kindi leader, frequently draw-
ing on apocalyptic or prophetic iconographies. When such a globally relevant
claims to counter-authority were voiced by Kindis, however, Kinda was underre-
presented among the supporters of the challenge. It almost seems as if a rebel
such as Ibn al-Ash‘ath had to leave behind the Kindi networks and regional pres-
tige underpinning his family’s status in early Islamic Kufa in order to claim the
universal Islamic authority of al-Mansiir or al-Qahtani, disavowing his status as
the scion of one of the leading families of Iraq in order to transform himself into
a redeemer capable of challenging ‘Abd al-Malik himself.
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Noémie Lucas
Landowners in Lower Iraq during the 8"
Century: Types and Interplays

Abstract: This paper aims to identify types of landowners in Lower Iraq, where
land was a social, political and economic issue, especially during the 8" century.
The focus on landholders determines the characterisation of the imperial as well
as regional Lower Iraqi elite. It takes into consideration Jewish and Christian
landowners (for example, ecclesiastical landed elites in the Nestorian communi-
ty), Persian landowners (for example, the dahdgin who settled in the region be-
fore the Islamic conquest) and the landed Islamic elites (who are related to the
conquering group). With this typology, I shed light not only on the diversity of
landed elites in Lower Iraq but also on the subgroup of Islamic landowners.
Defining landowner groups is a prerequisite to the study of the interplay between
local and imperial elites over the course of the 8" century. This period is regard-
ed as that of the rise of Islamic elites. Researchers agree these elites were no lon-
ger specifically bound to military functions, a development with consequences
for other landed groups. Subsequent interplays took place in the context of
inter- and intra-group relationships. This paper seeks to offer a typology of
these interactions in order to understand the relationships and power ratios at
stake.

Keywords: Iraq; landholding; social conditions; Umayyads; ‘Abbasids

Introduction

In Akhbar al-qudat,* Waki‘ reports that between 173 H/789-90 CE and 181 H/
797-98 CE in al-Basra, then-judge ‘Umar b. Habib had to adjudicate a conflict
between Yahya b. Khalid al-Barmaki and some inhabitants of al-Basra (probably
landowners) regarding the fraudulent appropriation of estates.? Yahya was

This article is part of an ongoing doctoral research devoted to the power of land in Lower Iraq
during the 8th century. This research is conducted under the supervision of Prof. Anne-Marie
Eddé at Panthéon Sorbonne University (Paris).

1 Judicature of ‘Umar b. Habib in al-Basra: 173 H/789-90 CE to 181 H/797-98 CE.
2 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 143 — 144; Tillier 2009, 295; Sourdel 1960, I, 172.
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the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
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blamed, through his representative and intendant al-Qasabi, for appropriating
lands which already had owners. Eventually he failed to establish his claim.?

This story offers a point of access to landholding issues at the end of the
8" century. It also provides information about landowners in the region of
Lower Iraq. Yahya b. Khalid al-Barmaki was part of the imperial elite during
the early ‘Abbasid period. He and his relatives were major landlords in al-Basra’s
region”® and later also in Baghdad or al-Raqqga.’ They were not specifically tied to
the Lower Iraqi region, therefore they were imperial rather than regional land-
owners. The identity of the Basran landlords suffering from Yahya’s actions is
not specified. Their religious, social or economic backgrounds are unknown
but one can assume that they were part of the Basran (local?) elite. Therefore,
the conflict in which Yahya was involved opposed imperial and regional land-
owners and highlighted the competition for land between imperial and regional
elites. This story also shows that the purchase of Lower Iraqi lands may have oc-
curred at the imperial elite level as Yahya bought (abta‘a) lands from the caliph
Hartn al-Rashid.® However, these lands may also have been personal posses-
sions of Hariin al-Rashid or have been part of the bayt al-mal.

This conflict exposes that landholding was a topic of discussion in Lower
Iragi society and an economic and political issue during the 8™ century. It
also proves that studying landholding in Lower Iraq is relevant to understanding
the formation of the Islamic imperial elite as well as the evolution of the regional
elites, especially during the 8" century.

The sources preserved from this period are sparse for the historian of early
Lower Iraqi society. The available materials produced at the end of the 8® century
are mainly legal works: for example, the Kitab al-Kharaj written by Aba Yasuf”’
and then Yahya b. Adam,® or the Kitab al-Amwal of Tbn Sallam.® These books—
devoted to Islamic finance, taxation systems and economic issues—contributed
to legal codification. They contain many significant questions related to lands
and land taxation or landownership. This importance shows the land-based con-
cerns of the ‘Abbasid state (in formation at that time) and its desire for a system-
atized tax-system. The region of Lower Iraq is well depicted in these legal works;
al-Sawad is the subject of specific chapters. East Syrian sources, like the Judg-

3 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 144; the gadi decided in favor of the Basran population.

4 Sourdel 1960, 1, 154; many mentions in al-Jahshyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’, 189/229, 216 —217/266.
5 Al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’, 235/293.

6 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 143 -144.

7 Abu Yasuf, Kitab al-Khardj.

8 Yahya b. Adam, Kitab al-Khardj.

9 Ibn Sallam, Kitab al-Amwal.
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ments of Henanisho‘ and more generally canonical judgments, along with Jewish
documentation like Geonic responsa, discuss land matters as they relate to inher-
itance or tax. These materials strengthen the relevance of studying landowners of
this time and confirm that landholding was a discussed topic in society and an
economic and political issue.

The formation of an urban Muslim aristocracy or a Muslim bourgeoisie can
be situated with or shortly before the composition of these sources.'® The 8" cen-
tury in Lower Iraq is often seen as the period of the formation of an Islamic elite
who were no longer specifically bound to military functions. Obviously this
change had much to do with lands and landholding. This rise is twofold, inas-
much as it accompanied the economic and cultural growth of the region. The
urban triangle of al-Basra, al-Kiifa and Wasit, with their respective sawad and
swamps (al-bata’ih), played a key role in this formation of an elite as well.

The beginning of the period is marked by the suppression of Ibn al-Ash‘ath
in 81-82 H/700-701 CE. Following this upheaval, al-Hajjaj founded Wasit, a
new administrative and military capital, and the two cities of al-Basra and al-
Kafa were demilitarized. These circumstances did not prevent this area from
flourishing. This thriving situation can be observed until the 9™ century, when
the Zanj revolt broke out in 255 H/869 CE. Its consequences were far-reaching.
However, the arrival of al-Ma’min in Baghdad in 204 H/819 CE is chosen here
as an end point. This is owing to the emigration of some members of the elite
from Lower Iraq to the capital and more broadly to the intensified centralization
of that time. The dynastic rupture of 132 H/750 CE has to be taken into account,
and consequent changes or continuity in landholding and landowners have to
be kept in mind.

Many aspects of the Lower Iraqi region were singular within the Islamic Em-
pire. The main region of settlement for the conquerors was Lower Iraq, due to the
foundation of the two amsar al-Basra and al-Kiifa. It was an area previously in-
habited by important Jewish and East Syrian populations, mostly Aramaic but
also Arabic speakers, and to a lesser extent by Sasanian Zoroastrian groups.
These populations, who remained after the conquest owners of their lands,
were in the majority during most of if not the entire period we are concerned
with.

Lower Iraq is an alluvial land on the Euphrates and Tigris. Because of the
climate—hot and arid—even fertile agricultural areas had to be irrigated, entail-
ing the construction of irrigation canals. In 8 H/629 CE, just before the Islamic
conquest, dams breaking caused the Tigris to change its course and inundate

10 Crone 1980, 51; Decobert 1991, 81.
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large parts of cultivated land. These became marshes.' In contrast, the area
close to the former course of the Tigris became a desert. This new swamp was
frequently called al-batiha. Heavy investment in the system of irrigation and
its upkeep were necessary, as well as the revival of dead lands and the clearance
of swamps in order to make land farmable. Despite that, Lower Iraq can be con-
sidered a cultivated area during this entire period and more specifically after the
foundation of Baghdad because it participated in the food supply of the capital.

A central region of the Islamic Empire during the period we are concerned
with, Lower Iraq witnessed a number of changes in imperial dynamics. Whereas
Lower Iraq was previously a province of the Umayyad Empire, whose capital was
located in Damascus in Syria, it became the heart of the ‘Abbasid Empire with
the settlement of the dynasty in this area and with the foundation of Baghdad.
This movement toward Iraq had consequences. Lower Iraq was no longer periph-
eral to the capital; from now on it was situated in the area of influence of Bagh-
dad in Upper Iraq. Nevertheless the region remained distinct. For the purpose of
this study, these changes and the relationship between Lower Iraq and Baghdad
have to be considered in order to understand the implications for landholding
and landowners in the area.

This paper seeks to identify landowners in Lower Iraq during the 8" century.
In the abstract, trying to answer the question ‘who were the landowners in this
area during one century?’ forces us to pay particular attention to the evolution
and/or reproduction of landowners. One century after the conquest, it is neces-
sary to measure the changes or lack thereof brought by the end of Sasanian and
the emergence of Islamic rule. The building and politics of the Umayyad state
have to be taken into account. As far as the ‘Abbasid takeover, it obviously ob-
liges us to consider the question of reproduction or modification. But in the
game of local vs. imperial dynamics, it seems more relevant to question land-
holding in terms of regional and/or imperial landowners. This serves as a way
to go beyond the use of religious or ethnic classifications—though they can
prove relevant. Moreover, one of the questions to arise from these categories
is: were Lower Iraqi landowners regional elites? In other words, were they tied
to the region? Did their properties make them part of Lower Iraqi society or not?

This consideration can be related to Claude Cahen’s theory regarding the
rural economic history of the medieval Middle East.> According to him, during
the 10" century a decline in small landholding and the assertion of power by big
landowners can be observed. The deterioration of the peasant condition could be

11 Ibn Rusta, Kitab al-A‘laq an-nafisa, 95; al-Baladhuri, Futith, 292—-293.
12 Cahen 1953.
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seen as the result of a long process in which the igta“ and its wider enforcement
figured.” Under that theory, the Bayid period would show a surge in property
being grabbed from small landowners.*

In my opinion, this appealing theory has to be put to the test—not to deny or
confirm it but in order to gain a better understanding of it. A study on landown-
ers in Lower Iraq during the 8" century, about two centuries before the Bityid pe-
riod, may be useful to gain a better view of the process of decline of small land-
holding, and to underline chronological ruptures and differences.

As is suggested by the title of this paper, I am going to focus mainly on land-
owners (that is, people) and not processes. This work is not about landholding as
such.” I prefer to take a prosopographical approach—even one that is not sys-
tematic—and try to provide a classification. This prosopographical perspective
pertains to the characterization of Lower Iraqi elites, whether regional or impe-
rial, but also seeks to appraise the long process described by Cahen. The ‘people-
based’ point of view forms a useful basis to understanding inter-group and intra-
group relationships.

This work will offer a typology of Lower Iraqi landowners, using regional
and imperial elites as initial classifications. Obviously, the distinction between
the two categories is not rigid. The Arab conquerors who arrived in Iraq were par-
ticipating in the imperial project of the Islamic conquests. They were at first im-
perial elites, but since they settled in al-Basra and/or al-Kiifa with their families
and remained attached to the region, they can be considered by the 8" century
as regional elites. Such settlement in the region of Lower Iraq can be seen as an
indication of regional ties. On the other hand, imperial landowners may also
refer to trans-regional elites, that is to say, those who participated in the working
of the early Islamic Empire without being bonded to a specific region. The
Umayyad family can be regarded as part of this group of imperial landowners.

I am aware of the blurring dimensions of these categories and of the difficul-
ty in assigning one person to one box. The overlap between types will be to a
certain extent discussed and questiond in the course of this study. However, it
is useful to first identify these types separately in order to later examine the in-
terplays existing between each group. This interplay will be the focus of the sec-
ond part of this paper. In short, the pattern of Lower Iraqi landowners will be

13 Cahen 1953.

14 Cahen 1953, 34.

15 I will not return to the debate on private landed property in the Islamic world; I predicate
that it existed though I am aware it is and has to be a subject of discussion. For landholding
in early Islamic Iraq and debates about private landed properties, see Morony 1981 and Kennedy
2014.
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drawn out, and then the way imperial and local forces met, intertwined or faced
will be taken into consideration.

Regional Landowners

Jewish and Christian landowners who inhabited Lower Iraq before the Islamic
conquest and continued to own their lands afterwards can be simply referred
to as non-Muslim elites. The situation of Zoroastrian landowners is more difficult
to comprehend. Islamic legal sources composed at the end of the 8" century fre-
quently debate the question of land status in al-Sawad with regard to the way the
region was conquered.

It is worth considering the context of composition for these sources and the
so-called historical narratives formulated in the associated treaties.'® Whatever
the narrative, the facts show that non-Muslim landowners continued to own
their lands after the conquest. This is corroborated by the study of sulhan-‘anwa-
tan traditions. East Syrian sources regarding this matter (for example, the Judg-
ments of Henanisho) and Jewish sources®® reinforce that there were still non-
Muslim landowners in Lower Iraq at the end of the 8" century and beyond. In
this study, avoiding religious terminology is difficult given the available material
on these landowners. As the sources are from legal-religious backgrounds, they
promote the classification of regional landowners according to religious affilia-

16 Knowing that the book of Abti Yasuf was written at the request of the caliph confirms the
state desire for codification and systematization. The emergence of taxation literature at a
time when tax systems were systematized and re-organized forces us to draw a link between
composition and codification. The book of Yahya b. Adam was written at the same period or
shortly after the one of Abu Yasuf. It might have been composed for his students (we do not
have detailed indications of the reasons behind the composition) but it was in line with Aba Ya-
suf’s work. Ibn Sallam’s Kitab al-Amwal was not a commissioned work but its composition can
be related to land and tax cases Ibn Sallam dealt with at Tarstis when he was gadi, and thus
considered indicative of his will to resolve various issues concerning Islamic finance. More gen-
erally, the composition of these treaties was concurrent with a general period of formation re-
garding administration and legal codification.

17 See Noth 1974 (2008). In this article, A. Noth offers a study of these traditions, especially
those of the Sawad, and he corroborates that the ownership of the land of Sawad did not
pass to the Muslims after the conquest.

18 See Sachau 1908, II, which contains the Judgments of Henanisho‘ and the Regulations for Ec-
clesiastical Judgments and Inheritance of Timothy I. As for responsa, according to Brody
(1998, 186) approximately 5,000 —10,000 responsa survive but only a small portion has been
published in the various collections of Geonic responsa. Examples of collections include
Lewin, Osar ha-Geonim, and Neubauer, Mediaeval Jewish Chronicles and Chronological Notes.
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tion. However, a distinction has to be made between individual lay landowners
and ecclesiastical or religious properties that implied a non-individual owner-
ship.

Landowners within the Jewish Population

Prosopographical study of Jewish landowners in Lower Iraq is very sparse, but
some evidence suggests that a group were regional landowners during the 8%
century. At the end of the Sasanian period, the large Jewish population of
Lower Iraq was mainly settled to the north in the sawad of al-Kafa,*® although
we can also find some in the region of Maysan.?® A large number, especially
in the countryside, were farmers, either as owners of their lands or tenants. Larg-
er wealthy landowners, however, have to be taken into account. Newman?®! has
provided a lot of information about them.?

It is worth mentioning that during the last centuries of Sasanian rule, weal-
thy Jewish landowners took advantage of the difficulties faced by small Jewish
peasants and increased their own estates by buying up the debts of small land-
lords.?® It means that at the time of the conquest some Jewish landowners owned
large estates and even villages in Lower Iraq. But it is also necessary to consider
the continued presence of smaller landlords. At the other chronological boun-
dary, the end of the 8" century, a Geonic decree (tagganah) promulgated by
the academy of Sura and the Exilarch is indicative of the fact that Jewish land-
owners still owned estates in Lower Iraq while at the same time pointing out
some changes. ?* This decree, dated 169-170 H/786-787 CE, added some
changes to Talmudic laws regarding the collection of debts from the heirs of a
deceased debtor. Previously a creditor could only claim the landed property be-
longing to the deceased parent of orphans. Following the new ordinance, debts
could be collected from movable property as well. This tagganah is often quoted
to indicate the diminishing numbers of landholding Jews at the end of the 8%
century. However, some responsa from the 9™ and 10" centuries show that Jewish

19 Morony 1984a, 309.

20 Morony 1984a, 309.

21 Newman 1932.

22 Newman 1932, 33-46.

23 Morony 1984a, 310.

24 Lewin 1928 -1945, Ketubbot, Responsa, no. 535. About this decree: Brody 1998, 63; Morony
1984a, 312; Newman 1932, 35-36; Ackerman-Lieberman 2015.
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landowners still possessed lands at that time.> Without localization, it is hard to
know exactly which part or parts of the region saw a decrease in Jewish proper-
ties. If it seems immoderate to assume the total disappearance of Jewish land-
owners, this tagqanah associated with a responsum dating from the period of
the gaon of Sura, Moses b. Jacob (g. 214—-226 H/829 — 841 CE), can instead lead
to the conclusion of a decrease in the numbers of small Jewish landowners.?®
It is important to highlight that communal properties existed,” as well as
some sort of “religious institutional ownership”. The revenue of the Geonic aca-
demies of Sura and Pumbedita partly derived from investments in real estate.”®
In those cases, the landowners were an institution and not a particular person.
It is also necessary to gain a better understanding of the lands owned by the Ex-
ilarchs, like those of the Bustanai family who monopolized this function over the
entire period in question.” Do we add them to lay landowners? Did they own
their lands in a private capacity or did their lands relate to the Exilarchate?

Christian/East Syrian Landowners

The history of the Sasanian period shows that the East Syrian population in
Lower Iraq was of ancient settlement; Kashkar was the oldest diocese known
in the area.’® Two ecclesiastical provinces, Béth Aramayé and Maysan, were
noted in the region both during the Sasanian period and after the Islamic con-
quest. Our knowledge of the history of East Syrian population after that conquest
is still incomplete.

In Lower Iraq, this lack of knowledge is partially because studies have main-
ly been made on the Church of the East and its catholicos® or on monastic his-
tory. The lack of materials devoted to this region in comparison with what we are

25 A query addressed to Hayy Gaon (g. 939-1034) about “a Jew and a Gentile who took a field
in partnership” (mentioned in Gil, 2004, 597; reference Toratan shel re’s, 11, 57 (no. 3)) and a
query addressed to Nahshon Gaon (g. 872—879) about “a Jew who took a field from someone
and his deed of sale was lost” (mentioned in Gil 2004, 598; reference Akarga: Resp. Sha‘aré s,
53a (no. 53)).

26 Ackerman-Lieberman 2015, reference of the tagganah: Lewin, VII, no. 531.

27 Morony 1984a, 313.

28 Brody 1998, 15, 39. On the last page, Brody refers to a letter giving an indication of these
lands.

29 Goode 1940.

30 Fiey 1968, 151.

31 For example, Putman 1975.



Landowners in Lower Iraq during the 8" Century: Types and Interplays —— 77

able to trace for al-Jazira also explains the information gap.* It is, however, im-
portant to recall the ground-breaking works of Jean-Maurice Fiey,*®* who showed
that it is possible to gain information about ownership of lands and landowners
by leafing through chronicles or monastic histories.* It is also possible to resort
to the legal writings of Henanisho* (catholicos 65-73 H/685-693 CE),* or to the
ecclesiastical Regulations of Timothy I (catholicos 163-208 H/780-823 CE),*
which deal for example with inheritance law and monastic property and thus
provide information about East Syrian landowners. East Syrian synods also
need to be taken into account, especially regarding Church properties.’” This
documentation demonstrates that landholding was meaningful at that time,
and that land remained an important form of wealth. As Richard Payne wrote
in an inspiring article: “Bishops and Christian landed elites|...] dominated Chris-
tian communities in Mesopotamia and Fars on the basis of authorities, institu-
tions and properties established during the Sasanian period|...]”*® This is con-
firmed by the primary sources.

At the very end of the 7™ century, much evidence about inheritance laws dutr-
ing the patriarchate of Henanisho‘ can be found in the letters sent to him and
preserved in his Judgments. The case of Ahona is one such. Ahona came from
Karka d-Beit and married, in addition to his legitimate wife, another woman
in Akola (=al-Kiifa).?® When he died, his sons solicited an episcopal ruling on
whether or not the second wife was eligible to receive any inheritance. The letter
provides indications of the landed property belonging to Ahona, who owned not
only estates in Karka d-Beit but also in al-Kafa.*® The decision taken by Hena-
nisho‘ provides precious information about the conditions of private property.

One century later, catholicos Timothy I was also concerned with inheritance
issues and monastic property, as we can see from the 45 paragraphs (§44 to §99)
devoted to these matters in his Regulations for Ecclesiastical Judgments and In-

32 See the study of Robinson 2000.

33 Fiey 1968, 1980, 1990.

34 Among them: Zugnin Chronicle; Isho‘dnah, The Book of Chastity; Thomas of Marga, The Book
of Governors.

35 Henanisho‘, “Judgments”, in Sachau 1908, II, 1-51.

36 Timothy I, “Regulations”, in Sachau 1908, II, 54-117.

37 Chabot 1902.

38 Payne 2014, 4-5.

39 Karka d-Beit was located in al-Jazira outside of Lower Iraq and is usually referred to as Karka
d-Beit Slok according to Payne (2014, 4-5). I would like to thank Philip Wood who advised me
about the existence of another Karka: Karka de Ledan in Khizistan.

40 Henanisho‘, “Judgments”, in Sachau 1908, II, 26 —28.
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heritance.** 1t also proves that there were still East Syrian landowners at that
time. Timothy I begins his canonical rulings by explaining why he was late an-
swering the demands of Jacob, the metropolitan primate of Maysan, and those of
Rayy, Habbibha and many other laymen.** The East Syrian population were ask-
ing for regulation and the answer of the catholicos fulfilled that need. As far as
inheritance law is concerned, it can be assumed that the ruling answered many
problems encountered by East Syrian landowners, such as keeping estates with-
in the community after the death of a male family head. The potential loss of es-
tates after the death of one notable may also help to understand why paragraph
§57 states that when a man or a woman had no heir, their inheritance was to be
given to the Church.”® All these regulations may indicate changes that East Sy-
rian landowners had to face in Lower Iraq during the 8™ century, and points
out a concurrent decrease in non-Muslim Jewish and Christian landowners. It
may also indicate an attempt by the East Syrian Church to enlarge its properties,
since the question of unclaimed lands was also discussed by Muslim jurists.

Institutional ownership or ecclesiastical landholding—meaning lands be-
longing to the Church, including monastic property—were discussed in East Sy-
rian legal documentation. There is no doubt that institutional ownership existed
at that time; church and monastery estates were registered as early as 554 CE.*
The East Syrian Church, together with its monasteries, was an important land-
owner. In the Judgments of Henanisho and in the Regulations of Timothy I,
many cases related to monasteries. Paragraph §78 of the Regulations of Timothy I
is about lands belonging to a deserted monastery. As there was no other monas-
tery in the city, the question was whether the church of the city or a foreign mon-
astery inherited the property of the deserted monastery.* The rule does not apply
to Lower Iraqi monasteries in particular but there were monasteries located in
Lower Iraq,*® such as the monastery of Gabriel of Kashkar close to Dayr
Qunna in the village of Karsa*” or the monastery of Mar Sawrisho* (Dayr Wasit).*®

Some landowners within the Christian population cannot be regarded as re-
gional landlords but rather as imperial or trans-regional landowners; Jibril
Bukhtishii* was one of them, as was the entire Bukhtishii family. Both his father

41 Timothy I, “Regulations”, in Sachau 1908, II, 88 -115.

42 Timothy I, “Regulations”, in Sachau 1908, II, 56 —57.

43 Timothy I, “Regulations”, in Sachau 1908, II, 96-97.

44 Morony 1981, 145.

45 Timothy I, “Regulations”, in Sachau 1908, II, 108 —109.

46 As evidenced by the Kitab al-Diyarat, written by Muslim authors like al-Shabushti (d. 988).
47 Fiey 1968, 170.

48 Fiey 1968, 171.
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and his grandfather were directors of the Jundishapiir academy in Iran. Jibril was
first the physician of Yahya b. Barmak, then of Hartin al-Rashid, and finally of al-
Amin.*” Thanks to Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, author of ‘Uyiin al-anma’ fi tabaqat al-atib-
ba’, we know that during the fratricidal war between al-Amin and al-Ma’'min,
the houses and farms of Jibril in Baghdad, al-Basra and al-Ahwaz were sacked.*®
He thus owned properties in each of these areas. He also had multiple other es-
tates, notably in his home region of Khiuizistan.

It is also necessary to ask to what extent the East Syrian Church and its of-
ficials were imperial landlords.

The Case of the Dahagin in Lower Iraq

Dahagin have to be added to the group of regional landowners in the same way
as the previously named landowners. It is complicated to classify them as a non-
Muslim group owing to the fact that a large number of them converted to Islam.>
However, we cannot exclude the possibility that some of them were Christian or
Zoroastrian, before or after the Islamic conquest.

They represented regional landowners in the sense that they were tied to the
land of this region. It is worth noting that during the Sasanian period, they could
be regarded as imperial landowners because they were part of the Sasanian aris-
tocracy—its lower caste, in charge of administration in the name of the Sasanian
kings. They were also responsible for the collection of taxes and more generally
were village heads. Not all of them were of Persian origin; we have found Ara-
maeans among them.”?> As these Aramaean dahdqin were regional landowners
and part of the Sasanian administration, they can be regarded as imperial elites
as well. This again blurs the lines between specific types.

If the 7 century can be seen as a golden age for the dahdgin, the 8® century
was the period of their decline as landowners. Initially they took advantage of
the Islamic conquest to strengthen their administrative role on the one hand
and their estates on the other. Their conversion to Islam might explain this,
but not exclusively. In some cases, evidence indicates that they did not only
keep their lands, but also enlarged their estates by absorbing some of the former

49 Putman 1975, 98 -101.

50 Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyuin al-anma’, 255.

51 Morony 1984a, 205.

52 For example Saltiba b. Nistiina, who was lord of Quss al-Natif and of most of the lands be-
tween the two branches of the Euphrates in the sawad of al-Hira (al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 245; al-
Tabari, Ta’rikh, 111, 367).
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Sasanian crown lands.”® The beginning of the 8" century was a turning point in
their condition. As noted before, the upheaval of Ibn al-Ash‘ath in 81— 82 H/700 —
701 CE was important to the history of Lower Iraq and especially to the dahagin
who may have supported the rebellion.”* During this upheaval, the register of the
Sasanian crown lands, which had been recovered under Mu‘awiya thanks to ‘Ab-
dallah b. Darraj,” was burned.>® People then seized lands and made them their
own.

This anecdote, reported by al-Baladhuri, may be indicative of the dahagin’s
desire to keep the land they had seized after the conquest—land the Umayyad
state wanted to gain. The dahagin had suffered from the suppression of the up-
heaval, a suppression whose repercussions were far-reaching. Some dikes were
destroyed, making lands uncultivable, and al-Hajjaj refused to fix the irrigation
system, a decision which most probably ruined the dahagin.””

Once again, this obvious decline may not have applied to the entire region of
al-Sawad. AlYa‘qiibi, who wrote his Kitab al-Buldan during the 9* century, ex-
plained that Dayr ‘Aqul (not far from Nahrawan), Jarjaraya and Madaraya
were all inhabited by Persian notables, specifying gawm dahagin ashraf in the
case of Dayr ‘Aqul.”® In northeast Lower Iraq, there were thus still groups of land-
owners with Persian origins.

We must eventually discuss the relevance of the term dahaqin two centuries
after the conquest, especially once the dahdgin converted to Islam. Some of
those belonging to this group might have become henceforth part of the Muslim
regional elites, quoted in the sources under their Muslim names without any
clarification of their Sasanian background.

Muslim Landowners: Between Regional and Imperial Elites

By definition, the first Muslim landowners were originally part of the imperial
elite. They did not come from Mesopotamia, but settled there in the course of
the Islamic conquest and the founding of the amsar. These incoming imperial
elites were the ancestors of the regionally born Muslim landowners who lived
during the 8™ century, when the heirs of conqueror families can be counted

53 AlYa‘qubi, Ta’rikh, 11, 258.

54 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 293.

55 Al-Ya‘qabi, Ta’rikh, 11, 258; Al-Qadi 2006, 359.

56 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 272-273; Abu Yasuf, Kitab al-Kharaj, 1, 69.
57 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 293.

58 Al-Ya‘qubi, Kitab al-Buldan, 1, 158.
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among Muslim landowners in Lower Iraq. This was, for example, the case of the
family of Abhi Bakra,” one of the founders of al-Basra, whose relatives were
known as important landowners.*®

The grandson of Abfi Bakra, Bashir b. ‘Ubaydallah b. Abi Bakra, was in-
volved in conflicts related to land during the 8" century.®* The family of Abii
Miisa al-Ash‘ari,®® in particular his grandson Bilal b. Abi Burda, was also part
of the group of landowners in the area.®> The Banii I-Muhallab should addition-
ally be taken into account during this period, especially Yazid b. al-Muhallab
and his close family.

By multiple means, Banti 1-Muhallab and Yazid became major landowners in
Lower Iraq, but their territorial establishment was not limited to it. They forged
ties in Khurasan as well due to their government positions there.% These region-
al Muslim landowners, tied to Lower Iraq since the Islamic conquest, participat-
ed in the working of the larger Islamic Empire by holding offices that brought
them close to the imperial administration. The relation between government
function and landholding is obvious since parts of the estates of these families
were acquired by grants,® so that imperial elites and regional landholding were
intertwined. How regional landowners became eligible for government positions
is also consistent. Thus, it was through their regional power and networks that
they became imperial elites. This aspect of the explanation is strengthened by
evidence proving that estates of these families were not only the result of grants
but were also purchased.®® Nonetheless, participation in government does not
alter the fact that these landowners were regional ones, with regional ties.

59 Pellat, “Ab Bakra”, EP, 1, 14.

60 In Morony 1984b, 213, M. Morony gives, using al-Baladhuri’s Futiih, evidence of their estates
in Lower Iraqg.

61 With Yazid b. al-Muhallab, who dug a canal in a land grant of Bashir and then tried to pres-
sure him into a document of title to this canal (al-Baladhuri, Futih, 365); and also, under the
governorate of Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri, with Himyari b. Hilal when Bashir himself tried
to gain the possession of part of his land grants by digging a canal (al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 364).
62 Lecker, “Abii Miisa al-Ash‘ari”, EP, http:// referenceworks.brillonline.com.ezproxy.univ-par-
isl.fr/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-3/al-ashari-abu-musa-COM_24243?s.num=1&s.q=Abu+Ma-
sa+al-Ash‘ari (accessed May 30, 2017).

63 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 353, 364.

64 Crone, “Yazid ibn al-Muhallab”, EP, VII, 361.

65 It is, for example, known that Yazid b. al-Muhallab received as much of the swamps as he
wanted from Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik (al-Baladhuri, Futith, 369).

66 Bilal b. Abi Burda bought the land he then called Bilalan from ‘Abbad b. Ziyad (al-
Baladhuri, Futith, 353).
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Some elites owned lands in Lower Iraq but were not specifically tied to the
region at first. In the case of al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf or Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri, for
example, the political careers of both indicate they have to be considered trans-
regional elites. Their families were not specially bonded to Lower Iraq.*” Both be-
came landowners in the area during their respective governorates.®® Khalid
b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri lost most of his estates to caliphal confiscation following
his dismissal,®® implying his landholding was linked to his government posi-
tion.”®

The ‘Abbasid takeover and the shift of the center of gravity from Syria to Iraq
impacted landowners and landholding in Lower Iraq. A study of Muslim land-
owners in the area during the first decades of the ‘Abbasid rule indicates an in-
crease in those we can refer to as imperial landowners, in the sense that they
were less tied to Lower Iraq and lived in Baghdad.” This type of landlord was
not entirely new, since the Umayyad family had owned large estates in Lower
Iraq before.

Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik was the landlord of important parts of al-bata’ih.”
The caliph Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik also acquired large estates through reclama-
tion and development,” though to a certain extent it remains unknown whether
those estates were part of the sawdfi, the private property of the caliph, or both
at the same time. The ‘Abbasid takeover was followed by the rise of non-regional
landowners, mainly the ‘Abbasid family. Al-Mansiir possessed lands in Lower

67 Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri was, according to the prosopographic work of Crone 1980, 102,
the grandson of a man who settled in Syria. His father is known to have participated to the battle
of Marj Rahit on the side of Ibn al-Zubayr. Khalid was governor of Mecca before his nomination
in Iraq. As for al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf, he was born in al-T&’if in Arabia, where he spent his youth and
where he is known to have been a teacher, participated in some battles and served as governor
of Tabala. He then moved to Syria, served in the shurta and began his rise in importance (Die-
trich, “al-Hadjdjadj ibn Yasuf”, EP, III, 41-45).

68 Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri (see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, VII, 151-152; al-Baladhuri, Futih, 290);
al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf (al-Baladhuri, Futith, 289-90: in the course of the building of al-Wasit;
Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 92—95: Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik seized land belonging to the
grandson of al-Hajjaj).

69 See al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, VII, 152

70 That Khalid owed his wealth to his governmental function is made quite clear in al-
Baladhuri’s Ansab al-ashraf (IX, 31-109).

71 The question of absentee landlords is not broached here, but there is no doubt that in many
cases these imperial landlords were rarely personally present. Even regional landowners may
have lived in al-Basra or al-Kiifa and managed their estates in the countryside at a distance.
72 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 294; Qudama b. Ja‘far, Kitab al-Kharaj, 1, 169 —70.

73 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 293; Qudama b. Ja‘far, Kitab al-Kharaj, 240; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, VII, 142—
143.



Landowners in Lower Iraq during the 8™ Century: Types and Interplays —— 83

Iraq.” Al-Tabari reported that the canal al-Khayzuraniyya was named after the
‘Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi’s wife al-Khayzuran, and that another’s name was de-
rived from her secretary ‘Umar b. Mihran.” It seems accurate to say that these
were imperial, not regional, landowners.

Distinctions should be made when it comes to other members of the ‘Abba-
sid family, some of whom built links with Lower Iraq and settled there. One of
the best examples is Sulayman b. ‘Ali, who in all probability settled in al-
Basra when he was appointed governor of the area.” He acquired a large number
of estates through grants and irrigation projects and his son remained an impor-
tant landlord in the area after him; they can be considered regional landown-
ers.”” As in the Marwanid period, proximity to the caliph’s family or government
was a way to gain property under the ‘Abbasids; high officials were either grant-
ed numerous estates or purchased them. The case of Jibril Bukhtish@i‘ has been
mentioned before, as has the Barmakids’ case. As a matter of fact, these land-
owners—in comparison with the Marwanid period—were no longer regional
landowners but rather settled in Baghdad or in other cities where they owned
houses. They were typical trans-regional landowners.

It is important not to underestimate regional landowners. They did not dis-
appear. Non-Muslim landowners were obviously still important. Yet as far as
Muslim landowners are concerned, we can legitimately ask whether or not re-
gional landlords were as important after the takeover of the ‘Abbasids.

The seizing of the Umayyad estates and the suppression of their supporters
may have changed the pattern of landholding. New grants were given to regional
elites’ like Sulayman b. ‘Ubaydallah b. ‘Abdallah b. al-Harith b. Nawfal,” who
received land from Abu 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah in al-Basra region.®® Some elites who
had fallen into disfavor under the Umayyads managed to retrieve part of their
lands after the ‘Abbasid takeover; the Muhallabi example is a striking one.®!
In spite of some confiscation, a certain amount of Muslim landowners remained

74 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 362, 371-372.

75 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, IX, 491; Verkinderen 2018, 519 - 520.

76 He was first nominated in 133 H/751 CE (Ibn Khayyat, Ta’rikh, 412).

77 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 349, 369, 370 —371. His son Muhammad, who inherited his fortune when
he died in 173 H/789 CE, lost these estates when the caliph seized his fortune (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh,
VIII, 237).

78 Who may have been supporters of the ‘Abbasid cause.

79 Sulayman was an akhbari, as we may note from al-Tabari, and potentially from al-Saffah’s
reign. His grandfather ‘Abdallah (d. 84 H/703 CE) is said to have been a notable man settled in
al-Basra. He was governor of the city in 64 H/684 CE.

80 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 92— 95; Tillier 2009, 592-596.

81 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 367.
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on their lands, as indicated by al-Baladhuri regarding the estates named al-Mas-
rukhanan. These belonged to the family of Aba Bakra.®* Some parts of them were
confiscated by al-Mansiir, but the rest remained their property.®®

The regional landowner elite was then composed of non-Muslim (mainly Jewish
and East Syrian) as well as Muslim people. Two main differences existed be-
tween these two populations. The first group was of ancient settlement. After
the Islamic conquest, they continued to own land. The second group only settled
in Lower Iraq for about 50 to 60 years, and may be addressed in terms of gen-
erations since the first conquerors can be seen as imperial rather than regional
elites. It is different for their sons, even more so for their grandsons. Two gener-
ations after the conquest, Muslim inhabitants of Lower Iraq had become elite re-
gional landowners; they were born there and bonded to the area individually
and sometimes professionally.

The second difference between the two populations is in their relationship
with the Islamic Empire. The Muslim regional elites often played a role in the
working of the Empire and in that respect were regional as well as imperial
elites. There was apparently a link between governing and landholding, since
parts of the estates of these Muslim families were acquired by grants. To a certain
extent, the imperial role taken on by regional elites might also be applied to the
non-Muslim group, for example the ecclesiastical elites (particularly at the high-
est level of the Exilarch and catholicos).

These sample types of landowners in Lower Iraq are put forward to single
out relevant categories for the study of landholding, landowners and more gen-
erally for the history of Lower Iraq during the 8" century. These types should not
however be considered completely accurate without a study of the location of
specific estates. Grants were often located in the al-Basra area or in swamps.
The lands around al-Kiifa were mainly owned by Jews and those around Wasit
by East Syrians. This study of estate locations is difficult to carry out at scale
but it is certainly useful regionally. The interplay between the diverse groups
of landowners defined here aids in grasping the changes that occurred in the
course of the 8™ century, and helps the work of localization. The different modal-
ities and interactions also help to explain the power ratios at stake at that time in
Lower Iraq.

82 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 365.
83 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 365.
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Interplays

By interactions, I do not only mean inter-group relationships; intra-group ones
must also be considered. Types are inaccurate when not associated with a
study of their interactions. As far as landowners are concerned, these examples
of interplay may be distinguished in three ways. The first is related to the acquis-
ition of estates, the second to the loss of properties. The last stems from conflicts
over land; these were sometimes linked to the purchase of estates. These three
aspects of interaction sometimes became entangled.

Acquiring an Estate

Most people involved in purchasing land during the 8" century were Muslim
landowners. Non-Muslim landowners already owned lands at the time of the
conquest and in the main their heirs inherited them. The inheritance of estates
may be part of the acquisition of lands, but only passively. Non-Muslim landown-
ers were not marginalized and certainly purchased lands on occasion, but the
fact remains that written sources contain more information about Muslim land-
owners. According to the available materials, one of the first ways to become a
landowner was related to land grants. This type of acquisition did not necessarily
entail an interaction between two persons or two groups, as in (for example)
land reclamation.

Land Grants

Land grants are one of the main interactions regarding land purchase, linking
imperial elites—primary the caliphs—to regional elites. Those receiving land dur-
ing the 8" century were mainly high officials (governors, qudat, shurta chiefs) or
relatives of the caliphs and mawali. Al-Baladhuri can be singled out as one of the
main authors providing information regarding these grants.®* Although the
source is rather recent, al-Baladhuri notably®* used the works of al-Qahdhami
as a source.®® Al-Qahdhami was a Basran akhbdri whose grandfather Qahdham
was a financial secretary and/or in charge of the tax office in Iraq under al-Hajjaj

84 This information was found through al-Baladhuri’s Futith al-Buldan.
85 Al-Baladhuri used 35 pieces of information from this akhbari in the section about al-Basra.
86 See the article of al-Qadi 2010, 258 - 266.
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b. Yasuf, Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasri and Yasuf b. ‘Umar al-Thaqafi.’” He may
have transmitted information whose authority was based on some lost govern-
ment archive.

Literature about these land grants shows they are an interesting matter that
is worthy of discussion.®® For my purposes, this is primarily in terms of the inter-
plays that land grants broached. Thanks to the gata’i‘, grantees became land-
lords of their estates with full ownership.®* Land grants could be associated
with land reclamation,®® but such reclamation was also possible during the
8™ century without a grant.

Land grants established an interaction between two groups: the granter and
the grantee/receiver. For Islamic landowners, land grants can be seen as the pri-
mary way to acquire land, via a method implying a relationship with the caliph.
Such relationships were inter-group as well as intra-group: caliphs granted land
to regional officials and local notables (regional elites), ** especially during the
Marwanid period, but also gave estates to relatives and mawali (imperial
elites).”” I must emphasize the continuation of grants under ‘Abbasid rule to
members of the ‘Abbasid family®* and ‘Abbasid followers,** especially important
figures of the central government; that may indicate a rise of intra-group grants
within imperial elites.

Buying Land

The purchase of lands was another way to become a landowner, one that plainly
implies an interaction between the buyer and the seller. This interaction adds the
seller to the group of those losing land, while for the buyer the purchase is a way

87 al-Qadi 2010, 264 —265.

88 For example Morony 1984b; Kennedy 2004, 2014; Verkinderen 2018.

89 It is debatable, but I argue that at that time the gata ‘7 meant a grant of landownership. See
Ab Yasuf (Kitab al-khardj, 1, 73): a5 cué caalal) 5 1368 41 Lakily Lasl 2l 5 (e gl 351 8y
58T kel

90 About land reclamation see Verkinderen 2018.

91 For example, Yazid b. ‘Abd al-Malik granted ‘Umar b. Hubayra land seized from Yazid b. al-
Mubhallab (al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 367).

92 Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik granted some of the land confiscated from Yazid b. al-Muhallab to
his son (al-Baladhuri, Futith, 369).

93 This was for example the case of Sulayman b. ‘Ali, who was granted the estate called ‘Ab-
basan by Abu 1-‘Abbas (al-Baladhuri, Futith, 369).

94 Yaqtin sahib al-da‘wa—who was certainly Yaqtin b. Maisa—received several diya‘as in al-
Sawad in the early period of the ‘Abbasid caliphate (Qudama b. Ja‘far, Kitab al-Khardj, 1, 17;
about Yaqtin, see also Elad 1992, 315-316).
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to join the group of those who own an estate. There is evidence of a real-estate
market in the sale of land between Muslim elites. Bilal b. Abi Burda, for exam-
ple, is known to have had acquired the estate of ‘Abbad b. Ziyad in this way,*
among other tracts of land.*® According to Khalid b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Thaqafi,
Waki‘ also reported that Yahya b. Barmak bought land close to al-Basra from
Hartn al-Rashid.”” In the Kitab al-Wuzard’, Ibrahim al-Mawsili, a famous singer
close to Harin al-Rashid, is recorded as wanting to buy the estate (day ‘a) next to
his, up for sale at 100,000 dirhams.”®

As far as these examples are concerned, the purchase created an intra-group
relationship within the Muslim group of landowners. In the case of Bilal b. Abi
Burda and ‘Abbad b. Ziyad, the interaction was established within the regional
group of Muslim landowners. In that of Yahya b. Khalid al-Barmaki and Harin
al-Rashid, it happened within the imperial group. Despite this, there is nothing
to preclude the purchase of lands between non-Muslim and Muslim groups,
though there is no extant evidence of it over the course of the 8% century in
Lower Iraq. Legal sources composed at the end of the 8" century do indicate
some examples of selling of lands following the Islamic conquest, and provide
interesting information devoted to the question of kharaj lands and transactions
between ahl al-kitab and Muslims.?® The fact that the jurists found it important to
broach this theme shows that some Muslim elites must have bought land from
non-Muslim elites.

The market did not represent the principal interaction between groups of
landowners. Land purchase was not the main way of gaining an estate, especial-
ly from the end of the century when legal sources began to forbid (up to a point)
the purchase of kharaj lands. This ban may be understood as a way for the ‘Ab-
basid rulers to keep control of the land market and avoid the reduction of taxes.

It may be possible to connect the normative decision formulated in these
sources with another way to acquire land.

95 He was one of the four sons of Ziyad b. Abihi.

96 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 353: ‘Abbad b. Ziyad’s land is called gati‘a, indicating he received it as
grant. It attests that the grantee was allowed to sell his grant.

97 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 1, 143.

98 Al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’, 214.

99 For this matter see, in their respective English translations: Ibn Sallam from tradition 194 to
230 dealt with “The purchase of lands annexed by force...”; Yahya b. Adam collected 57 tradi-
tions (136-193) about “The ban of the purchase of kharaj lands”.
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Talji’a and Himaya: A Process of Purchasing Land?

Interactions between landowners regarding the purchase of land include what
have been called talji’a and himaya. These concepts refer to habits and institu-
tions of protection more or less unknown by the figh, even though they seemed
important in Islamic society. The talji’a indicates an interaction concerning the
acquisition of land as well as its loss. It is particularly noteworthy since on
the one hand it connects groups with each other but not necessarily within
themselves, and on the other it contributes to the decrease in small landowners
in Lower Irag—perhaps specifically to the decrease in non-Muslim landowners.

The talji’a referred to a process via which an independent landed proprietor
asked for protection (himaya), or more precisely placed his land under the pro-
tection (alja’a) of a bigger landowner. This protector was then registered in the
fiscal diwan, preserving the smaller landowner from extortion. The protégée,
who had secured himself and indemnified his estates, had to provide financial
compensation to the protector in addition to the usual taxes.’®® The definition
given by al-Khwarizmi in Mafatih al- ‘uliim does not say anything about this com-
pensation, though.'* In the chapter devoted to secretaryship (al-kitaba), in the
section on the technical terms used by the secretaries in the diwan al-kharaj,
the talji’a is defined as “when a weak person hands over (yulji’a) his property
(day‘a) to a strong one so that the latter may protect it. Plurals for the word
are malaji’ and taldji’. The strong person usually protects the property which
its owner (sahib) has entrusted to him.”?°* Even if financial compensation is
not mentioned, the fact that during the 10® century the talji’a was considered
one of the technical terms a secretary of the diwan al-kharaj needed to know
and understand suggests that it was a custom at that time.

The process of talji’a was not limited to Lower Iraq. Evidence of it can be
found in Fars, Khizistan'®® and even further—Mafatih al-‘ulim may have been
dedicated to a Samanid wazir of Nishapur.'®* In Khizistan, a landlord from al-
Ahwaz asked Abu Ayyib, a secretary of al-Mansir,'® to register the landlord’s
estate under his name in order to protect him from the ‘ummal in exchange
for 100,000 dirhams every year.®® As far as the south of Iraq is concerned,

100 Cahen, “Himaya”, EP, III, 406 —407; Lokkegaard 1950, 67— 68.

101 Al-Khwarizmi, Mafatih al-‘ulim, 73.

102 Translation of Bosworth 1969, 138.

103 Fars: al-Istakhri, Kitab Masalik al-mamalik, 158; Khuizistan: al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’,
118.

104 Sabra, “al-Khwarizmi”, EF, 1V, 1100 -1101.

105 Sourdel 1960, 1, 78 - 87.

106 Al-Jahshiyar, Kitab al-Wuzara’, 118.
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one of the most striking examples of the talji’a is recorded in al-Baladhuri’s
Futuh al-buldan and concerns Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik.'®” At the beginning
of the 8™ century, under the governorate of al-Hajjaj and the reign of al-Walid,
Maslama is known to have invested 3,000,000 dirhams in the restoration of
an irrigation system and in return gained possession of certain lands.'® Many
landowners are said to have voluntarily turned their lands over to him.'®®
Some evidence can also be found in the first ‘Abbasid decades, when according
to al-Tantikhi a landowner offered al-Manstir 25 percent of the products of his
land in addition to the usual tax provided that the caliph registered the land
under his own name.'° In al-Jazira, the author of the Chronicle of Zugnin ex-
plained that around 155-163 H/772-779 CE, some landowners/farmers sought
protection from local chiefs.’™ These few examples are representative of the im-
plicit relationship in the talji’a: between the one seeking protection and the pro-
tector, or between the small landowner and the larger.

These examples also make it possible to understand two of the reasons ex-
plaining the cause of the process. The himaya of Maslama needs to be contex-
tualized. Because of the upheaval of Ibn al-Ash‘ath, damage was done to the
dikes that grew worse. It is possible to link this and the demand of al-Hajjaj
to al-Walid.''? In that case, the talji’a may be related to the caliphal refusal to
take over upkeep and the subsequent recourse to a private investor in the person
of Maslama. The small landowners seeking himaya might have been in a difficult
economic situation (perhaps with uncultivable lands).

The other two examples, plus that of Khiizistan, are quite different. They
refer to the harsh tax-levy and its excesses, especially those of the tax collec-
tors.!3 They are representative of the reasons behind the talji’a, at least at the
beginning of the ‘Abbasid period. Epistles dedicated to al-Manstr and al-
Mahdi condemn this harsh tax-levy as well as the abuses of the tax collectors.
So much can be read in the Risalat al-sahaba composed by Ibn al-Mugaffa‘
for al-Mansir," and in the Risala addressed to al-Mahdi by ‘Ubaydallah b. al-
Hasan al-‘Anbari, who was gadi of Basra between 156 H/773 CE and 166 -167

107 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 294; Qudama b. Ja‘far, Kitab al-Kharaj, 1, 169 —70.

108 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 294.

109 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 294; in Arabic: 4 5 5,58 lelua Lol (el G g o Y1 @l jae
110 Al-Tantkhi, Nishwar, VIII, 76.

111 Chronicle of Denys of Tell Mahré, 138.

112 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 294.

113 Chronicle of Denys of Tell Mahré, 138, and al-Tantkhi, Nishwar, VIII, 76.

114 Tbn Mugqaffa‘, Risala, 117.
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H/782-784 CE.** The consequences of the ‘Abbasid tax policy on landholding
patterns''® may explain why the process still went on in the 10" century and
thus be part of the explanation of the lessening of small landholding after all.

In terms of interplays, the talji’a created interesting relationships between
the groups of the typology. No indication is provided regarding those who turned
their estates over to Maslama. Knowing that it took place in Lower Iraq at the
beginning of the century, it can be assumed that the protégées were either
from groups of non-Muslim landowners or the dahagin (whether Muslim or
not). The hypothesis of the dahdgin using this seems likely because of the diffi-
culties they faced at the time.' In the Jaziran example, there is no doubt that the
landowners asking for protection were Christians.''® As far as the village chiefs
are concerned, we can also assume that they were a part of the Christian popu-
lation if we follow Chase F. Robinson’s discussion of the shahdrija.* It corre-
sponds to an intra-group relationship or an inter-group one. The al-Mansir
case is more complicated but as in Maslama’s example it was an inter-group
meeting between imperial and local elites.

Why can talji’a be added to the process of purchasing lands? Strictly speak-
ing, the protected individual should have remained the owner of his estates. This
was a subject of debate between academics who wrote about talji’a and
himaya.**® This agreement was unstated, and the name of the original owners
was removed from the tax register—meaning that it could become impossible
for them to establish actual ownership. According to Claude Cahen and
Husam al-Samarraie, what was at first joint property became, as time passed,
the property of the protector. The original landowner was reduced to a share-

115 Tillier 2006, 147-148, 162.

116 Ackerman-Lieberman 2015, online. The question of the consequences of the ‘Abbasid tax
policy can also be related to the promotion of a new assessment system in al-Sawad, the muga-
sama. On this question, see for example Campopiano 2011.

117 See above regarding the dahagin and the refusal of al-Hajjaj to fix irrigation infrastructures.
118 The Chronicle of Zugnin/Chronicle of Denis of Tell Mahré deals with the Christian popula-
tion.

119 According to Robinson 2000, 90 —108, the name shaharija was given to some local notables
who were part, like the dahagin, of the nobility of al-Sawad during the Sasanian period. They
were however superior in rank to the dahagin.

120 Claude Cahen and Fred Lokkegaard seem to disagree, since Lokkegaard wrote that “On en-
tering the talji’a the one who cedes his day‘a loses his milk in it” (1950, 68) and Cahen thought
that the protégée remained the official owner of his land but lost real control of it over time
(Cahen, “Himaya”, EF, III, 406 - 407).
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cropper.”! This observation may be corroborated by the use of the term muza-
ri‘un.*?? For the protectors, the talji’a was a way to gradually purchase land.

The use of talji’a as a way to protect property may explain the decrease in
numbers of small landowners, especially among the non-Muslim groups, or
rather their drop in status to estate share-croppers rather than owners. It is
not a coincidence that figh literature about contracts, and especially all types
of sharecropping contracts, is fairly developed even when talji’a is still unknown
by the figh.'> Since precise examples of talji‘a are scarce, it was either not a very
extensive phenomenon, or practically speaking it referred to share-cropping or a
similar contract. The latter may also explain why the talji’a was an unstated
agreement since the rules governing share-cropping were strict in figh literature.
The links between talji’a and share-cropping need further study in order to better
understand the difference between ownership and possession of an estate. The
scope of the phenomenon needs to be properly reckoned since narratives give
little evidence of the talji’a as such.

The fact remains that the talji’a may be regarded as part of a process leading
to the loss of an estate.

The Loss of Estates

Losing an estate is the other side of the transaction, whether via selling or the
talji’a. Some loss of estates might also be related to inheritance. The heirs of a
landowner inherited his estates. Without heirs, notably without sons, various is-
sues emerged regardless of the concerned landowner group.’** Questions of in-
heritance will not be tackled in the course of this paper; I will rather concentrate
on the seizure of estates, which reflects an important power dynamic of the time.

The confiscation of estates occurred frequently during the 8" century. It
could only happen as part of an unequal relationship. The power to seize land
was the exclusive preserve of the supreme authority, the caliph. Even leaving
out the massive confiscation of Umayyad landed estates carried out immediately
following the takeover of the ‘Abbasids, land seizure remains significant. New
landlords were promoted whereas others lost their lands. Lands owned by Mas-
lama b. ‘Abd al-Malik,'?> for example, were confiscated by the ‘Abbasids and

121 al-Samarraie 1972, 131; Cahen, “Himaya”, EI%, III, 406 —407.
122 Cahen 1956, I, 273.

123 See al-Tabari, Kitab Ikhtilaf al-fuqgaha’, 141-170.

124 See above regarding Jewish and Christian landowners.

125 And in the course of which some farmers asked for protection.
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granted to Da’ad b. ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah b. al-‘Abbas, a brother of Sulayman
b. ‘Ali.’*® The seizing of Umayyad lands took place in a characteristic context.
What must be remembered is the ‘Abbasid action of confiscation was not only
limited to the takeover period and to Lower Iraq. It may be regarded as an ‘Ab-
basid policy, “a general process encompassing the entire caliphal domains.”**

A pattern can be seen in the cases of confiscation described during the
Marwanid and the ‘Abbasid periods. The seizing of land points out interplays be-
tween imperial elites and regional elites as well as within imperial groups. Both
instances take place within the Muslim group of landowners who work as high
officials for the Islamic Empire. There are multiple cases among them, including
the confiscation of the Muhallabid estates as a result of the upheaval of Yazid
and his suppression'*® and the seizing of the possessions of Khalid b. ‘Abdallah
al-Qasri after his dismissal.'?® During the ‘Abbasid 8" century, there is the con-
fiscation of Muhammad b. Sulayman b. ‘Ali 1-‘Abbasi’s estates after his death
ended his governorate in al-Basra,"*® and the seizing of the Barmakids’ estates.”*
In each case, seizure took on the guise of punishment and was added to a set of
other sentences.'® Seizure was the most relevant because it linked caliphal pol-
icies of centralization and land control. Seizing these estates meant properties
gained by the caliphal authority swung the balance of power in the state’s
favor. It may even be indicative of a formal state policy designed to monopolize
as much land as possible in the strategic region of Lower Iraq. Land remained an
essential basis of wealth.'*

126 Al-Baladhuri, Futiith, 294.

127 Elad 2016, 103.

128 Al-Baladhuri, Futith, 369.

129 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, VII, 152.

130 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, VIII, 237.

131 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, VIII, 296; al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’, 237-293.

132 Yazid was accused of rebelling against the caliphate. Khalid b. ‘Abdallah al-Qasr1 was ac-
cused of embezzlement or at least of the fraudulent acquisition of his fortune. Muhammad b.
Sulayman b. ‘Ali did not comply with Harlin al-Rashid’s orders, especially regarding the ap-
pointment of judges (Tillier 2009, 109 —111). As for the Barmakids, the reasons behind their dis-
favor are not yet clear.

133 In this respect, the article of Albrecht Noth, “Some Remarks on the Nationalization of Con-
quered Lands at the Time of the Umayyads” (1984, 227—228), is inspiring since he reaches a sim-
ilar conclusion from the study of sulhan/‘anwatan traditions in the Iraqi sawad. According to
him, these traditions date to the period between the end of the 7" and the beginning of the
8" centuries. Thus they may reflect a power struggle between the Umayyad government,
which tried to claim as much ‘anwatan land as possible, and the descendants of the conquerors,
who had become landowners and wanted to claim to as much sulhan land as they could.
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Contentious Interplays

While land was a debated legal matter, as may be read in the various Kitab al-
Kharaj, it was also at the heart of conflicts between landowners in Lower Iraq
during the 8" century. One may say that it even generated those conflicts, or
at least led to contentious relationships. In line with Georg Simmel’s theory
about conflicts, these troubled interplays should not only be seen as creators
of opposition between groups, but also perceived as an interaction forming links.

Lands could be passed down via inheritance and were an important source
of wealth. For that reason competition over who inherited land was fierce follow-
ing the death of the primary male householder. The Judgments of Henanisho*
contain many typical inheritance questions and their resolutions. In Ahona’s
case,” the question asked is whether or not his second wife in al-Kifa was al-
lowed to inherit something when he already had a wife and children.”® In other
words, the sons of Ahona spoke out against their father’s second wife. In this
case, in the end the whole inheritance reverted back to the legitimate widow
and the sons, but the second wife “received an estate” as a residence and source
of income for her lifetime.**® This story is not an isolated case. Others like it can
be observed in the Judgments of Henanisho‘ and also in the Regulations of Timo-
thy 1.3 These troubled interactions happened among East Syrian landowners
but it is not hard to imagine that similar conflicts existed within the groups of
Jewish or Muslim landowners. The question is, to what extent were issues of
land inheritance the subjects of lawsuits or of legal resolution? The existence
of troubled interactions due to inheritance issues regarding lands is highlighted
in this work, and all the questions around it are still an ongoing subject for re-
search.

Other conflicts arose from individuals who opposed each other over owner-
ship of land or its fraudulent purchase. One example of a conflict over land in
Lower Iraq in the course of the 8" century is the case of Bashir b. ‘Ubaydallah
b. Abi Bakra and Himyari b. Hilal, which occurred under Khalid b. ‘Abdallah
al-Qasri’s governorate in Iraq. Himyari b. Hilal blamed Bashir for attempting
to gain possession of some of his estates®® by digging the al-Murghab

134 Henanisho‘, “Judgments”, in Sachau 1908, II, 26 —28.

135 Henanisho‘, “Judgments”, in Sachau 1908,II, 2-28.

136 Henanisho‘, “Judgments”, in Sachau 1908, II, 26-28.

137 See for example Henanisho*, “Judgments”, in Sachau 1908, II, 18 - 21 and 22-23; Timothy I,
“Regulations”, in Sachau 1908, II, 90 - 93.

138 His estates actually belonged to his father and had been granted to him by Yazid b. ‘Abd al-
Malik.
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canal.”® This troubled relationship between two local landowners shows the
depth of competition for the ownership of land at that time. Bashir, who is
known to have been an important landowner, sought to increase his estates.
This example also shows that the building of canals and dikes was not only
vital for agriculture but might also have been a way to gain possession of land.

Some conflicts are specifically linked to land grant issues. This is true of the
case under al-Mahdi’s reign between Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Nawfali, whose
grandfather received a land grant from Aba 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah, and the Bani
‘Abd al-Malik, whose ancestors owned estates granted at the time of the Marwa-
nids until Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik seized them.'*® During al-Mahdi’s reign the
Bani ‘Abd al-Malik tried to reclaim the land their ancestors had lost. They resort-
ed to being helped by the gadi and trying to charge Muhammad b. Sulayman al-
Nawfali with acquiring their land by force (ghasabahum).*** Details of such trou-
bled interplays are not necessarily useful here, but the conflict is a good illustra-
tion of the complexity and consequences of confiscation and ownership. It also
points out issues that might have been raised after the ‘Abbasid takeover and
their redistribution of the Umayyad estates.

The landowner point of view offers a relevant angle to grasp the diversity of
Lower Iraqi elites. This variety can be couched in terms of religion and also in
ties to the larger Islamic Empire. The distinction between regional and imperial
or trans-regional landowners is inspiring but needs to be further discussed. The
presentation of interactions between group types helps to understand the nature
of the relationships that existed between the different groups of landowners. At
the same time, it enables an understanding of the power ratio between various
Lower Iraqi landowners, and between them as a group and the caliphal state.

This attempt to describe Lower Iraqi landowners is not only useful in gaining
a better view of Lower Iraqi society during the 8" century. It also sheds a light on
the multiple processes that disrupted or changed the workings of this empire and
its society, such as the decreasing numbers of small landholders. The role of the
imperial state in all this has now been sketched, but still needs to be studied.

139 Al-Baladhuri, Futiih, 364.
140 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 92—-95; Tillier 2009, 592—596.
141 Waki‘, Akhbar al-qudat, 11, 93-94.
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Hugh Kennedy

The Rise and Fall of the Early ‘Abbasid
Political and Military Elite

Abstract: This paper explores the composition and role of the military and polit-
ical elite of the early ‘Abbasid caliphate (750 —809) whose support enabled the
caliphs to maintain sovereignty over their far-flung domains. It considers the im-
portance of different groups, including members of the ‘Abbasid family, military
commanders from Khurasan and members of powerful and wealthy families like
the Muhallabis and the Shaybani tribal chiefs. The paper concludes with a dis-
cussion of the reasons for the disappearance and effective extinction of this
elite in the years after the great civil war that followed Hariin al-Rashid’s
death in 809.

Keywords: Caliphs; armies; political power; Syria; Khurasan

The governance of the early ‘Abbasid caliphate was a remarkable political and
organizational achievement. For half a century, between the establishment of
the dynasty in 132 H/750 CE and the death of Hartin al-Rashid in 193 H/809
CE, the area from Tunisia in the west to Sind and Central Asia in the east was
governed effectively and largely peacefully from Iraq. From 145 H/762 CE, the
city of Baghdad served as the administrative capital, though the distances
which separated it from the far-flung provinces were enormous: it is over
2,000 kilometres from Baghdad to Merv, the political centre of the great province
of Khurasan, and 1,500 kilometres from the capital to the Holy City of Mecca.

The barid postal system inherited from the Umayyads and Sasanians was
surprisingly effective at communicating urgent messages over these huge distan-
ces.! When the caliph al-Rashid died in the year 809 at Tas (near Mashhad in
north-east Iran) a messenger brought the news to Baghdad in twelve days, trav-
eling 1,900 kilometres at an average speed of 150 kilometres per day. Similar

| will not be dealing with the bureaucratic elite of the kuttab or the religious elite of the fugaha’
and gadrs that would require a whole other study. For the general history of early ‘Abbasid ca-
liphate, Kennedy 2016; El-Hibri 2010, 269 —304; Bennison 2009. For earlier studies of the ‘Ab-
basid elite with full references to sources, Crone 1980, esp. 173-189, and Kennedy 1981/2016,
73-86.

1 On the barid and the distances covered, see Silverstein 2007, 191-193.

8 OpenAccess. © 2020 Hugh Kennedy, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-005
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speeds are recorded for the reporting of other crucial events. Not until the inven-
tion of the electric telegraph in the late 19 century was such swiftness bettered.
Information was clearly very important.

Enforcement was much slower. Even without opposition or resistance, ar-
mies could travel no more than 20 kilometres a day, and usually managed
less. That left plenty of time for a provincial rebellion to gather support and mo-
mentum before the forces of central government arrived on the scene. Exercising
control and authority over such enormous distances was always going to be dif-
ficult, and demands for provincial autonomy were correspondingly hard to re-
sist.

Despite these formidable obstacles the ‘Abbasids maintained their authority
and the cohesion of their caliphate for more than half a century. No later Islamic
dynasty established the same degree of authority over so wide and diverse an
area. The achievement was not the result of absolutist authority, but of the devel-
opment of a stable political and military elite, or rather a series of elites, which at
the same time represented the caliphal government in the provinces and the
provinces to the central government in Baghdad.

While this must have been true for all large pre-modern empires in the Mid-
dle East from the Achaemenids onwards, one factor that distinguishes the ‘Ab-
basid example is the wealth of information that survives in the sources about
the government of the caliphate. In al-Tabari’s great Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-I-
mulitk (History of the Prophets and Kings),” there are enough details to build
up a detailed prosopography of the ruling elite, of their origins, connections, suc-
cesses and failures. This is supplemented by universal chronicles such as al-
Ya‘qubi’s Ta’rikh (History),> and provincial accounts such as al-Kindi’s Kitab
Wulat Misr (Governors of Egypt)* and al-Azdi’s Ta’rikh al-Mawsil (History of
Mosul).®

Despite occasional contradictions, we can trace individual families through
several generations in the evidence and get a clear idea of their influence. There
is perhaps no other period in early Islamic history when so much attention was
paid to the appointment of provincial governors and officials far away from the
court and capital. It did not last. By the mid-9" century, the caliphate was domi-
nated by the Turkish and eastern Iranian military of Samarra. Hardly any infor-
mation survives regarding provincial appointments and we cannot reliably trace
the names of governors, even of really important cities such as Basra. The care

2 Al-Tabari 1879 -1901.
3 Al-Ya‘qtibi 1883.

4 Al-Kindi 1912.

5 Al-Azdi 1967.
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with which earlier annalists recorded this type of information clearly shows how
important these people and the offices they held were then considered to be.

The key to these patterns of provincial power was the office of wali, which is
usually translated as governor. The richness of the sources means we can build
up a virtually complete fasti of the governors of all the major provinces of the
caliphate from the ‘Abbasid revolution to the reign of al-Ma’'mn, though (as
is only to be expected) there are some confusions and ambiguities. The identities
of the men who held these posts are an invaluable measure of the political com-
plexities of the caliphate. The term ‘a@mil was also employed to designate this
type of provincial official. The sources sometimes make a distinction between
the office of wali, in charge of leading prayers and the people in war, and the
‘amil, in charge of taxation, but the terms were often used interchangeably
and the distinction between the two offices blurred.®

If the annals superficially make the caliph appear as a powerful absolute
ruler, further down the chain of power the governors display effective executive
power over military and civil affairs in the province. These areas are often simply
characterised as harb and salat (war and prayer), but when sources like al-Kin-
di’s history of Egypt allow us to peer below the surface, we find governors in a
more complicated situation.” The governors of Egypt were the middle men be-
tween the caliph and his government in Baghdad, which was always seeking
to extract more tax revenue from this rich province, and the local Muslim elites,
who were determined to retain as much of the revenue as possible in the local
diwan to pay their salaries and those of their followers. The governors’ position
was made more precarious in that they were usually outsiders with few Egyptian
connections; they had to cooperate with or at least not alienate the wujith, the
local Arab Muslim elite. The wujith were led by the sahib al-shurta, the chief of
police. Unlike the titular governor, the sahib al-shurta was always chosen from
a small circle of prominent local families and they often served for longer
than their ephemeral superiors. At one level this seems a weak system of govern-
ment, ultimately dependent on the consent of local notables. In reality the sys-
tem was very resilient: the local Egyptian Muslim elite, who never held office out-
side their province and seldom left it, were stakeholders in the ‘Abbasid rule that
assured their high status. One of the main reasons for the collapse of the caliph-
ate in the 9™ century was the breaking of bonds between Baghdad and local
elites by the influx of Turks and eastern Iranians to the top ranks of central gov-
ernment.

6 For an overview of the role of provincial governors, see EP, “Amir” (A. A. Duri).
7 Kennedy 1981, 26 -38; Kennedy 1998, 62— 85; Mikhail 2014, esp. 136 —159.
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The provincial elite was largely formed by the political genius of the second
‘Abbasid caliph Aba Ja‘far al-Manstr (136 —158 H/754—775 CE). This cadre gov-
erned the vast ‘Abbasid Empire; its broad-based nature was vital in keeping
the caliphate together politically and its disappearance after the great civil
war that followed the death of al-Rashid in 193 H/809 CE was a major factor
in the caliphate’s breakup.

It is sometimes easy to forget how exceptional this pre-war period was and
how impressive was the political success that kept this multi-ethnic, multi-cul-
tural state together. In what follows, I will investigate some important constitu-
ents of the elite of this time to determine the sources of its power and the dynam-
ics of its political operation.

The ‘Abbasid family formed an important element in this elite.® The caliph’s
numerous uncles, the Bana ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah b. al-‘Abbas, and his cousins were
appointed to governorates in the western part of the caliphate, notably in Syria,
Egypt and the prosperous and peaceful province of southern Iraq (most impor-
tantly in the city of Basra). They did not, however, serve in the Iranian provinces;
al-Saffah’s brief appointment of one of his uncles as governor of Fars was abrupt-
ly terminated by AbG Muslim.’ Nor did they serve in the Caucasus or North Afri-
ca, areas likely to see serious military activity and where Khurasani soldiers were
stationed in large numbers. In some cases these ‘Abbasids formed sub-dynasties
passing the title of governor from father to son, for example Salih b. ‘Ali (d. 152
H/769 CE) and his sons al-Fadl (d. after 163 H/780 CE) and ‘Abd al-Malik (d. 196
H/811-12 CE) in Syria, and Sulayman b. ‘Ali (d. 142 H/759-60 CE) and his son
Muhammad (d. 173 H/789 CE) in Basra.

The granting of these prominent roles assured the loyalty of the wider ‘Ab-
basid family to the ruling branch of the dynasty, discouraging internecine rebel-
lion or usurpation. Governors also provided a focus of dynastic loyalty for the
people of the provinces. This is especially clear in the case of Syria. Many ele-
ments in this large and potentially turbulent province found themselves exclud-
ed from positions in the army with the end of Umayyad rule, but the patronage of
Salih and his sons assured the continuing loyalty of at least some of them to the
‘Abbasids. This was made very clear during the short reign of al-Amin, when
‘Abd al-Malik b. Salih was able to recruit large numbers of Syrians to support
the caliph against the eastern Iranian armies of his brother al-Ma’miun.*

8 This section expands on Kennedy 1981/2016, 7395, where I first began to investigate the elite
of the early ‘Abbasid caliphate.

9 Al-Tabari 1879 -1901, iii, 71-72.

10 Al-Tabari 1879-1901, iii, 841—845.
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Members of the ‘Abbasid family were also wealthy property owners; for ex-
ample, Salih b. ‘Ali, who took over most of the extensive property in northern
Syria developed by Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik and other Umayyad princes.
This meant that even when they held no formal government position, the ‘Abba-
sids retained influence in their provinces. Although they visited the caliphal
court in Baghdad, it seems that they resided in their own districts most of the
time.

It is clear that al-Rashid, or rather his Barmakid mentors, sought to under-
mine the power of these sub-dynasties. Upon Muhammad b. Sulayman’s death
in Basra, his house and vast fortune were confiscated by the caliph. Neither
his brother Ja‘far or any children he may have had were allowed to inherit his
position in the city. Similarly, ‘Abd al-Malik b. Salih spent the last six years of
Haran’s reign in prison because the caliph was apprehensive about the power
he wielded in Syria. Members of the family were still property owners in comfort-
able circumstances but their place in the political elite was greatly diminished.
After the death of ‘Abd al-Malik b. Salih in 195 H/811 CE no ‘Abbasid remained
who could rally the Syrians to the support of the caliph as he and his father had
been able to.

During the 3“ century H/9™ century CE, the role of the ‘Abbasid family was
greatly restricted. No members of the dynasty governed provinces or commanded
armies except for the caliph, those of his children designated as heirs, and occa-
sionally a brother—as in the case of al-Muwaffaq, brother of the caliph al-Muta-
mid (r. 256 -279 H/870 —892 CE) and leader of the campaign against the Zanj in
southern Iraq. With these changes, the ruling dynasty became disconnected from
the inhabitants of many of the provinces, for whom the ‘Abbasid family became
an absent and increasingly irrelevant group.

Some other families who had been important in Umayyad times continued to
be powerful under the new regime, either because they opposed the later
Umayyads or because they offered support to the new dynasty allowing their pre-
vious allegiance to the old rulers to be conveniently overlooked. The most nota-
ble of these families were the Muhallabis." Originally from the Azd tribes of
‘Uman, the Muhallabis rose to prominence in Umayyad service and played a
major role in defeating the Kharijite rebellions that threatened the caliphate in
Fars and other areas of Iran. Al-Muhallab and his son Yazid had been major fig-
ures in Umayyad politics, but in the later decades of Umayyad rule they had
been marginalised. However, they still retained power and influence in the

11 For the general history of the family, see EF, “Muhallabids” (P. Crone), and Crone 1980,
133-35. For their role in the ‘Abbasid elite, Kennedy 1981/2016, 82-3, 190 -2.



104 —— Hugh Kennedy

city of Basra, and on the approach of the ‘Abbasid armies in 132 H/749 CE they
brought the city over to the cause of the new dynasty. Over the coming decades,
they were rewarded with important provincial governorates and military com-
mands, notably in Egypt and North Africa and eventually in Sind as well. In
North Africa they formed a minor dynasty referred to many centuries later by
the local historian Ibn ‘Idhari (d. c. 712 H/1312 CE)** as the dawlat al-muhaliba.
If things had turned out differently, it might well have been the Muhallabis
rather than the Aghlabids who were remembered as the first independent rulers
of Muslim Ifrigiya (Tunisia). In the event, their rule was terminated by the caliph
al-Rashid and their evanescent dawla disappeared. Nonetheless, the history of
the family shows clearly that the ‘Abbasids had no qualms about making use
of the talents and influence of these important supporters of the previous dynas-
ty. The Muhallabis brought with them influence in Basra itself and in the Basran
trading networks that led from North Africa through Egypt (where there were Mu-
hallabi governors) to Basra and the Gulf and finally to Sind (where there were
also Muhallabi governors). In return for governorships, the family brought the
caliph influence in areas where ‘Abbasid armies seldom reached. It could be ar-
gued that the Muhallabis mediated caliphal soft power in the southern fringes of
the empire and among the merchant and commercial classes.

The most important source of military power for the caliphs was the group
known collectively as the quwwad. The term ga’id (pl. quwwad) is one of a num-
ber of Arabic words for leadership used throughout Arabic historiography. In the
early ‘Abbasid period the term had an almost technical meaning, describing the
cadre of military officers who formed the backbone of the contemporary ‘Abba-
sid army. By tracing the careers of members of some of these families, we can
establish a profile of the group and their trajectories. Among the well-known
families were those of Malik b. al-Haytham al-Khuza‘l, Musayyib b. Zuhayr
and al-Dabbi, ‘Uthman b. Nahik al-‘Akki, Isa b. Mahan and others. Here I
have chosen to concentrate on two, the families of Khuzayma b. Khazim al-
Tamimi and Qahtaba b. Shabib al-Ta’i. I shall also discuss the family of Ma‘n
b. Za’ida al-Shaybani, who though their origins were different had much in com-
mon with the other guwwad dynasties.

Almost all the quwwad came from Khurasan. The first known members of
this elite joined the armies of the ‘Abbasid revolution from 130 H/747 CE on-
wards. Many of them had served Abii Muslim, the leader of the revolution in
Khurasan, but changed their allegiance to the caliph al-Manstir after Abti Mus-
lim’s execution. They all bore Arabic names and their nishas show that they

12 Ibn ‘Idhari 1948.
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claimed to be descended from well-known Arab tribes. Whether this is actually
true or they were Iranian mawali who wanted to claim Arab origin is impossible
to ascertain. They seem to have been Arabic speaking and the language of the
army was probably Arabic, though it is likely that the Arabic-Persian hybrid lan-
guage we now know as New Persian was developed in their ranks at this time.
The non-Muslim populations of the Jazira were certainly aware of their eastern
origins, and describe them as Persians.'

This elite had a number of distinctive features. Firstly it was geographically
mobile. Members typically served in different provinces of the caliphate, return-
ing to Baghdad between terms of office to be given new appointments. Alterna-
tively they might enjoy a period of office in the capital itself by serving as mem-
bers of the elite military units attached to the caliphal court, the shurta (police)
and the haras (guard). When they were appointed to governorships or military
commands, this was symbolised by the handing over of a liwa’ or banner of of-
fice. They were, in fact, an elite who owed their loyalty to Baghdad and the ca-
liphate rather than to the provinces they governed, a truly pan-imperial cadre.

The leading figures among the quwwad retained contacts in the Khurasani
places where their families originated. They may well have returned on visits
and almost all the major families produced at least one provincial governor.
At the same time they were also given properties called gata’i (sing. qati‘a) in
Baghdad.” Typically these included dwelling houses, a market, a square
(rahba) and sometimes a mosque. They settled their troops in these urban quar-
ters, where the men could benefit from the commercial opportunities afforded by
the expanding new capital. It is likely that the quwwad families recruited soldiers
from their native Khurasan and from those of Khurasani descent who had settled
in Baghdad. They may well have been responsible directly for the payment of sal-
aries to their men, but we have no clear information regarding this.

The composition of the military following of the first family of guwwad stud-
ied here repays more detailed examination. The family of Khazim b. Khuzayma
al-Tamimi'® was closely connected with his town of origin: Marw al-Ridh, a
small city on the Murghab river whose site now lies on the border between Uz-
bekistan and Afghanistan. When he was sent to ‘Uman in 751/2 to fight the Khari-

13 Bulliet 2009, 140 —142, argues that New Persian emerged as a language used by cotton trad-
ers to do business. I would argue that it is at least as possible that it emerged among the
Khurasani military contingents led by the ‘Abbasid period quwwad.

14 The Chronicle of Michael the Syrian (1899 -1910) makes this very clear.

15 For the distribution of properties in Baghdad, see al-Ya‘qiibi 1892, 140 — 55, now available in
an English translation, al-Ya‘qubi 2018, I, 73-87.

16 Crone 1980, 180 —1; Kennedy 1981/2016, 81-2.
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jite rebels, his forces consisted of men from his ahl (family), his ‘ashira (tribe),
his mawali (freedmen), the people of Marw al-Ridh and some Tamimis who
joined him as he passed through Basra. All these men were in some way depend-
ent on or related to him. Four years later he was fighting Kharijite rebels again,
this time in the Jazira with 8,000 men of Marw al-Radh. In 758 -759 he was or-
dered back to Khurasan to fight the governor, who had rebelled against the ca-
liph. On his approach the people of Marw al-Ridh rose up against the rebels,
captured their leader and handed him over to Khazim, showing that despite
some ten years absence in the west he still retained close links to his native
town. When he died, his power and position passed to his son Khuzayma,
who was able to raise 5,000 armed supporters in Baghdad on the night in 169
H/786 CE when the caliph al-Hadi died. The family owned a prestigious house
in a central part of Baghdad, strategically placed at the east end of the city’s
main bridge of boats. In 198 H/813 CE, though Khazim himself was old and
blind, this house became a meeting place for supporters of al-Amin who wished
to negotiate his peaceful surrender to Tahir and the supporters of al-Ma’mun."”

We are well informed about the family of Khazim because of the high-profile
campaigns he fought in, but he was likely typical of the ga’id cadre. He raised
the troops he commanded and he probably distributed their pay. He was in
fact not a mere employee of the caliph, but (along with the rest of his family)
a contractor who needed to be rewarded and respected for his services. Without
the loyalty of such figures, the caliph would have been unable to maintain con-
trol over his vast empire.

Another typical family of guwwad were the descendants of Qahtaba b. Sha-
bib al-Ta’i,*® but the trajectory of this elite family is rather different from that of
Khazim. Qahtaba came from the same Arab-Khurasani background as Khazim.
He had been the leader of the army Abii Muslim sent to the west to install the
‘Abbasids as caliphs, and would certainly have enjoyed a leading position
under the new regime if he had not been killed crossing the Euphrates in the
final stages of the campaign. He left two adult sons, al-Hasan and Humayd,
who both enjoyed long but very different careers in the ‘Abbasid imperial
elite. Al-Hasan took over his father’s command and joined the siege of the last
Umayyad governor Yazid b. Hubayra in the old Umayyad garrison city of
Wasit. Here he came in contact with the caliph’s brother Aba Ja‘far, later caliph
himself under the title al-Manstir. Together they forced the surrender of this last
outpost of Umayyad resistance.

17 Al-Tabari 1879-1901, III, 916.
18 For this family, see Crone 1980, 188 —189; Kennedy 1981/2016, 79 — 80.
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The bond the two men struck up was the foundation of al-Hasan’s subse-
quent career. He followed the future caliph when he became governor of the
Jazira and provided him with crucial support in his final showdown with Aba
Muslim in 755. He spent most of the rest of his long career on the Byzantine fron-
tier and in Armenia. Here he worked closely with military leaders in the frontier
districts (the thughiir), leading expeditions deep in Byzantine territory and lead-
ing projects like the rebuilding of the frontier fortress of Malatya. Like all the
leading quwwad he was given property in Baghdad (including a street, a
rabad and houses) on which to settle his Khurasani followers. He died in 181
H/797 CE at the age of 84, full of years and distinction.

By contrast, his brother Humayd was in some ways the black sheep of the
family. He made a number of unwise career decisions that would normally
have resulted in disgrace, if not execution. The fact that he survived shows
how dependent successive caliphs were on the support and loyalty of these
Khurasani families. While al-Hasan attached himself to the future caliph al-Man-
str, his younger brother took the side of the caliph’s uncle ‘Abdallah b. ‘Ali when
he challenged al-Mansir for the supreme title. However, ‘Abdallah also sought
the support of the Syrian military elites who had supported the Umayyads.
Deep-seated tensions between them and Humayd’s Khurasani followers meant
he deserted before the final battle that saw al-Mansir victorious.

Despite Humayd’s support of al-Mansr’s rival, he was appointed governor
of Egypt just five years later in 142 H/759 CE. He subsequently jeopardised his
position yet again at the time of the great ‘Alid rebellion led by Muhammad
the Pure Soul in 145 H/762 CE, when he fled the battlefield and almost caused
a disastrous panic in the ‘Abbasid army. Once more he was rehabilitated, serving
as governor of Armenia and finally in the most powerful position open to any of
the Khurasani military elite: as governor of Khurasan from 151 H/768 CE until his
death in 159 H/776 CE. Like his brother, he had properties in Baghdad.

Both al-Hasan’s and Humayd’s sons carried on the family tradition. The third
generation played an important role in supporting al-Amin against his brother
al-Ma’'miin in the great ‘Abbasid civil war after the death of al-Rashid. Like
most of these families, the descendants of Qahtaba b. Shabib lost everything dur-
ing the long conflict. Their properties in Baghdad were destroyed and their con-
nections with Khurasan cut off. They were completely excluded from government
office during the caliphates of al-Ma’miin and al-Mu‘tasim.

Not all of the families who constituted the military elite were of Khurasani
origin and not all had supported the ‘Abbasid revolution. The family of Ma‘n
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b. Za’ida in fact broke most of the rules that might lead to advancement.'® They
were the most prominent of the ashraf (nobles) of the bedouin tribe of Shayban,
which dominated most of the northern Iraqi steppes. They had a substantial fol-
lowing among their fellow tribesmen and could bring experienced and hardy
warriors to serve in the ‘Abbasid armies—but they also had fierce and deter-
mined enemies within their own tribe. As tribal leaders, they were opposed by
Kharijite groups from Shayban and by other tribes bitterly hostile to the ashraf
who served both Umayyad and ‘Abbasid caliphates.

Ma‘n b. Za’ida had been a leading supporter of the last Umayyad caliph Mar-
wan II; he went so far as to claim that it was he who killed Qahtaba b. Shabib at
time of the crossing of the Euphrates. Those two facts would have made relations
with the new regime strained, to put it mildly. With his record, it would seem
most improbable that his family would enjoy elite status under the ‘Abbasid ca-
liphs. Yet that proved the case. Ma‘n went perfunctorily into hiding after the fall
of the Umayyads but he was clearly hovering, looking for an opportunity to in-
gratiate himself with al-Mansir. His chance came with the rebellion of the Raw-
andiyya, a group of radical Shi‘ites, in Baghdad. It caught the caliph off his
guard and Ma‘n was present to save his life. After this al-Mansiir recognised
that Ma‘n, along with his Shaybani tribesmen, was a valuable supporter. He
was sent on distant and unglamorous postings to places like Yaman and Sistan,
and was killed in 152 H/772-773 CE in Bust (in the modern Helmand province of
southern Afghanistan) when a group of Kharijites dug through the flat roof of his
house and surprised him.

He seems to have left no sons. His position within the tribe and his feud with
the Kharijites was inherited by his nephew Yazid b. Mazyad, whom Kharijites
pursued to Baghdad and attempted to murder on the city’s bridge of boats.
Yazid b. Mazyad became a leading military commander in the reign of al-
Mahdi but found himself on the wrong side of a major political conflict when
the caliph was succeeded by his son Miisa al-Hadi. Miisa enjoyed strong support
among military leaders and Yazid played an important part in this. He is said to
have been among those who urged the new caliph to remove his brother Hartin
from the succession and to execute his mentor and leading supporter Yahya the
Barmakid. In the event, the sudden death of Miisa al-Hadi and Haran’s accession
meant that Yazid, like other quwwad, was in deep disgrace and perhaps lucky to
escape with his life.

Apart from a short spell as governor of Armenia, Yazid remained in the po-
litical wilderness for almost a decade until the caliph was once more in need of

19 For this family, see Crone 1980, 169 —170.
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his military abilities and tribal following. The Jazira was disturbed by a wide-
spread Kharijite rebellion led by the charismatic and romantic figure of al-
Walid b. Tarif al-Shari, who was said to have been from the same Shaybani
tribe as Yazid. The forces sent by the Barmakid administration were unable to
deal with these fast-moving opponents until, despite the advice of Yahya b. Khal-
id, the caliph called on the services of Yazid. He led his tribal following (‘ashira)
against the enemy, defeated the rebels and killed their leader al-Walid, whose
grief-stricken sister composed one of the greatest laments in classical Arabic lit-
erature on his death. Yazid was now firmly back in favour with the caliph. His
career prospered and he served Hartin in Khurasan, on the Byzantine frontier
and in Armenia, where he died in 185 H/801 CE.

His son Asad inherited his tribal following and it would seem his prestige.
During the great civil war, he was a vigorous supporter of al-Amin and was
known as faris al-‘arab, the ‘knight of the Arabs’. Like his father and uncle,
he was looked up to as an exemplar of the ancient bedouin virtues of courage
and generosity. Unfortunately, the defeat of al-Amin meant that Asad lost
power and influence. He had no place in the new ‘Abbasid caliphate as it was
reconstructed by al-Ma’miin and al-Mu‘tasim; Arab tribal followings were not al-
lowed to participate in the new military organization of the time, dominated as it
was by eastern Iranians and Turks. However, unlike many of the other quwwad
families under discussion here, the Shaybani ashraf reinvented themselves, sur-
vived and prospered.

In 171 H/787 CE Hartan had appointed Yazid b. Mazyad as governor of Azer-
bayjan, a province requiring a firm military hand to keep the locals peaceful
whilst defending them from the Khazars to the north.?® When he died in the pro-
vincial capital of Bardha‘a, his son Asad was appointed to succeed him. It seems
as if the family connection with the province continued. In 245 H/859-860 CE
the caliph al-Mutawakkil appointed Yazid’s grandson Muhammad b. Khalid as
governor of Bab al-Abwab (Derbent) and its surrounding districts. “He rebuilt
the city of Ganja and was granted it and the estates (diya‘) in the area as heredi-
tary possessions (irthan)”.

With the assassination of al-Mutawakkil in the next year, caliphal control
over the Caucasus effectively collapsed and left the family in control. In the
years to come the descendants of Ma‘n b. Za’ida changed their collective identity
and with it their familial claim to leadership. Instead of being ashraf of Shayban,
they took the ancient Iranian title of Shirvan Shah and claimed descent from the

20 For the complicated events taking place in Azerbayjan in the 3™ century H/9™ century CE, see
Madelung 1975, 243 -249.
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semi-mythical Sasanian hero Bahram Gur.*! Beginning with Manuchehr, who
succeeded in 418 H/1028 CE, the members of the family bore Persian rather
than Arab names. The dynasty survived in the eastern Caucasus in one form
or another until the mid-13" century, coincidentally disappearing at almost
the same time as the ‘Abbasids finally lost Baghdad.

The Shaybani elite survived when other families of guwwad lost their status
and identity for a number of reasons. The most important was their enjoyment of
tribal support that was not necessarily dependent on salaries from the diwan in
Baghdad or revenues from Khurasan. Though the tribe was clearly divided be-
tween supporters of the ashraf and supporters of the Kharijites, there were tribes-
men who had followed their leaders and settled in Azerbayjan where the family
established their power base in later generations, having an almost hereditary
position in the eastern Caucasus before the death of Hartin and the great civil
war. Although they fought on the losing side that time, they had a power base
beyond the reach of al-Ma’miin and his victorious general Tahir. They did not
even suffer from the loss of their property in Baghdad after the civil war, because
seemingly they never had any. As we have seen, the family survived, but only by
adapting themselves to new circumstances in new areas and adopting an entire-
ly new political personality: as Iranian shahs, not Arab ashraf.

The last family I want to consider in detail is that of al-Ash‘ath b. Qays al-
Kindi. Their history illustrates another pattern of continuity and survival
among the elite of the Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid caliphates. Descended
from the kings of the great south Arabian tribe of Kinda, the family of al-Ash‘ath
came from the highest echelons of the pre-Islamic Arab nobility. Al-Ash‘ath him-
self had pledged allegiance to the Prophet but joined the ridda (apostasy) after
his death. Despite this, because of their status as tribal leaders the family still
remained influential among the Kindis who settled in Iraq during the Umayyad
period. Al-Ash‘ath’s grandson, ‘Abd al-Rahman, led the last great, unsuccessful
rebellion of the ashraf of the Iraqi tribes against the Umayyads in 82 H/701 CE.
Under the early ‘Abbasids, the Kindi leaders enjoyed a modest revival of their
power, with several of their members appointed as governors of Kufa.

Unlike the Shaybanis, who could clearly mobilise a nomad force from their
tribesmen, the influence of the Kindis seems to have been urban and based in
the city of Kufa. Though they never reached the top ranks of the ‘Abbasid
elite, they were important in securing the loyalty of the people of Kufa to the ‘Ab-
basid cause, especially when faced with the ‘Alid rebellion of Muhammad the
Pure Soul in Medina in 145 H/762 CE. The fact that the city, so turbulent in

21 See Vacca 2017, 144—145.
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Umayyad times, was peaceful throughout the first ‘Abbasid half-century must
have been in part due to their influence.

This was the family that produced the famous intellectual Ya‘qab b. al-Sibah
al-Kindi, known as the ‘philosopher of the Arabs’. Like many of the leading fig-
ures in Kufa, he had moved to Baghdad as the city lost economic and political
status in favour of the capital. Ya‘qiib seems to have built up his famous library
from the wealth he inherited from his illustrious family, but appears to have had
no personal military or political ambitions himself. With his death, we lose touch
with the family, but their story is an interesting one of elite survival and progres-
sive adaptation to the Rashidin, to the Umayyads and to the ‘Abbasids. They
moved from tribal leaders, to defeated rebels, to functionaries of the ‘Abbasid
state, and finally to the intellectual eminence that ensured the Kindi name
was the only one of the early ‘Abbasid elite families to remain well-known in
later centuries, as its reputation spread to the cathedral schools and universities
of western Europe.

The dominance of this early ‘Abbasid elite was ended by the great civil war
that followed the death of the caliph al-Rashid in 193 H/809 CE. His son al-Amin
enjoyed the support of most of the early ‘Abbasid elite. Led by ‘Ali b. Isa b.
Mahan, the quwwad of the Khurasaniyya were defeated near Rayy in northern
Iran by the much smaller army of the supporters of al-Ma’'miin. Although
some figures of the elite remained at al-Ma’min’s court, the army commanders
(notably Tahir b. al-Husayn) came from eastern Iranian families with no previous
connection with the ‘Abbasid court. They had been thoroughly alienated from it
by the harsh taxation policies of ‘Ali b. Tsa.

This defeat, and the subsequent siege and ruin of Baghdad, destroyed the
power base of much of the elite. The quwwad no longer enjoyed the financial
support of the government to recruit and pay their followers, and they were
cut off and excluded from their ancestral homes in Khurasan. None of the
quwwad families who had dominated the military structures of the early ‘Abba-
sid caliphate played any important role in the caliphate re-established by al-
Ma’miin and al-Mu‘tasim. The only member of the group known to us is Nasr
al-Khuza‘i—and not as a supporter of the caliphate, but as the man who led
the rebellion in Baghdad protesting the enforcement of the doctrine of the creat-
edness of the Qur’an.

It was not only the quwwad whose power was destroyed by the coming of the
new order. The members of the ‘Abbasid family who had played such important
roles in the early ‘Abbasid elite, representing the family (so to speak) in the great
cities of Basra and Kufa, in the sawad of Iraq, Syria and sometimes Egypt, dis-
appear at this time from the political stage. It is a sign of the changes in the early
3" century hijrT that the sources no longer tell us the names of the governors of



112 —— Hugh Kennedy

these great cities and provinces, except when they are involved in some disturb-
ance or battle like the defence of Basra against the Qaramita. When we are told
their names, they are always members of the Turkish and eastern Iranian milita-
ry, not members of the ruling family. We are informed incidentally that the de-
scendants of the great ‘Abd al-Malik b. Salih, effective ruler of much of northern
Syria, still lived in the neighbourhood of Manbij where he had constructed a
celebrated palace, but there is no indication they played any part in the political
life of the province. The provincial elites could no longer look to the patronage
and protection of ‘their’ members of the ruling family, and this connection with
the dynasty was lost.

The elite of the early ‘Abbasid caliphate is remarkable in Islamic history be-
cause of its variety, its broad base and its many contacts. We cannot understand
the history of this great dynasty unless we look beyond the narrative of the ac-
tions of the caliphs to those who supported and influenced them.
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Who Were the Mulik Fars?

Abstract: Taking a passage in al-Istakhri as its starting point, this paper presents
the Fars rural elites called muliik and ahl al-buyiitat. It argues that these families
were the dominant influence in the province, controlling many sources of reve-
nue (including overseas trade routes and agricultural taxes). The main body of
the paper is a study of one representative of such a family, Muhammad b.
Wasil al-Hanzali al-Tamimi. His pedigree can be traced for more than four cen-
turies, from early Islamic times to the 11" century. Finally, the paper discusses
earlier scholarship on this figure, showing serious misrepresentations.

Keywords: Fars; malik; ra’is; ahl al-buyiitat; local lordship; aristocracy; castle;
taxation

Introduction

Talking about elites in pre-Mongol Iran or in other parts of the Muslim world gen-
erally means talking about military commanders, emirs, or governors, or, on the
civilian side of state administration, viziers and clerks. Of these, Muslim scholars
are best documented, to the point of producing the famous quote “ulemology is
a noble science—at least we have to think so, because it is almost all the Islamic
social history we will ever have for this period.”* A prominent example of this
state of affairs is the recent study on Baghdadi elites in the Seljuq period.” In
the context of pre-Mongol Iran, but also Iraq and Syria, the urban notables
tend to be ‘ulama’.’?

Thanks are due to Peter Verkinderen and Hannah Hagemann, who read an earlier version of this
article and gave valuable comments. Their support is gratefully acknowledged. All remaining
shortcomings and errors are mine.

1 Mottahedeh 1975, 495; famously also quoted in Humphreys 1991, 187. It is worth noting the
reservations about the period—Mottahedeh has in mind the 1™ and 12" centuries, a little
later than the focus of the present contribution.

2 van Renterghem 2015, I, 57. The author distinguishes three major fields of elite activities: re-
ligious and legal encadrement, government service, and economic activities (which at the end
are restricted to long-distance trade). Rural elites are not covered in this work.

3 The word “notables” to indicate a group of urban elite persons was first used by Albert Hour-
ani in his “Ottoman Reform and the Politics of Notables”, reprinted in Hourani 1981 (first pub-
lished 1968). See also Gelvin 2006.

8 OpenAccess. © 2020 Jiirgen Paul, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-006
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This situation is of course due to the available source material. Whereas
chronicles and other narrative histories yield information about emirs and viziers
(the latter group are also the subject of source monographs), Muslim scholars
profit from their own literary genre, the biographical dictionary. This has two
forms, general and regional, and scholars appear in both.* In certain cases,
this abundant material allows complex prosopographic studies; one of the ear-
liest was Bulliet’s book on the notables—he calls them patricians—of Nishapir.®
There have been more studies of this kind, Mottahedeh on Qazwin for example.
The vast material available for Baghdad made van Renterghem’s work possible.®
For other well-documented cities, a mix of sources has also allowed detailed
studies for longer periods; the best example is Durand-Guédy’s monograph on
Isfahan.”

This focus means that another social group has remained largely unstudied
until the present day. These are the rural aristocrats: large landowners, castel-
lans, and so forth.® They must have been there, and must have played very im-
portant roles in their provinces and sometimes on a geographically broader
level, but we rarely get more than a glimpse of who they were, what they did,
where they came from, how they saw their position in society, and so forth. Most-
ly, they are not mentioned by name—and thus prosopographic studies are out of
the question—but they appear under generic identifications like ru’asa’, ahl al-
buyitat, and so on, or are described with older Iranian terms such as dihgan.’
This plurality of terms confirms the situation sketched in the introduction to
this volume: many somewhat fuzzy terms are in use for persons and groups of
elite status.

There is no type of source that explicitly deals with rural aristocrats, though
there is some overlap with the biographical dictionaries where rural lords appear
if they were also Muslim scholars. We may conversely surmise that many schol-
ars were landlords, but the sources do not often talk about such profane things
as a man’s position in society when they can instead give long lists of whose
hadith he heard and to whom he transmitted.'®

4 For a recent review of the state of the art, al-Qadi 2009.

5 Bulliet 1972. See also Mottahedeh 1975.

6 Mottahedeh 1973.

7 Durand-Guédy 2010.

8 Paul 2016, and for the ra’is as a type of rural notable, Paul 2015.

9 For this stratum of the elites, see Tafazzoli and Paul 2013. Articles from the Encyclopedia Ira-
nica are quoted exclusively with reference to the online edition.

10 Cohen 1970.
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Despite this, since we know that the rural lords must have been a decisive
part of the upper class we should endeavor to find out more about them.
There are two ways to do so. First, the extant corpus of narrative and non-narra-
tive sources must be scrutinized and the tiny bits of information available there
put together. Second, the exceptional passages where rural lords are focused
upon must be identified. One of these exceptional passages can be found in
al-Istakhri’s geography, and it concerns the mulitk (“kings”) of his home prov-
ince, Fars."! He also writes here of the ahl al-buyutat (“noble houses”), another
type of rural lord whose position probably was one step below muliik status;
mulitk commanded greater wealth and were eligible for high offices to which
ahl al-buyiitat apparently had no access. It is interesting to note that the
mulitk families were all of Arab stock whereas the ahl al-buyiitat descended
from Iranian nobles.

Al-Istakhr1 knew this province very well. The people he was writing about
were active within living memory, and some of their families still held very
much the same positions their ancestors had. I suspect that he included this pas-
sage in order to show that important people and families came from Fars—the
enumeration of the provincial mulitk is part of the province’s fada’il, part of
his praise of it. He may be exaggerating, but only a little; at least some of the
events, persons, and families he speaks of can be identified in other sources.
The passage in question does not resurface in Ibn Hawqal, who otherwise fol-
lows al-Istakhri closely, but nevertheless some information on these elites can
also be gained from his work."

In this article, I shall first give examples of the use of the term muliik in sour-
ces dealing with pre-Mongol Iran, before presenting the passage in al-Istakhri in
some detail, and finally turning to a case study of one of the representatives of
the muliik Fars: a man called Muhammad b. Wasil b. Ibrahim al-Hanzali al-Tami-
mi, whose career in Farsi politics can be followed between ca. 255 H/869 CE and
ca. 262 H/876 CE. This case study includes dealing with the image of Muhammad
b. Wasil found in earlier scholarship. He would not necessarily warrant the de-
tailed examination presented here, except that he is one of the rare individuals
regarding whom such a study is possible. More such individuals could be iden-
tified. Here, I regard Muhammad b. Wasil as a specimen of his social group—how
typical a specimen must be left to future research.

11 Al-Istakhri 1870, 140 —144.
12 Ibn Hawqal 1939 and 1964.
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Muliik as a Term

Today, malik means “king” in Arabic. In earlier sources, the meaning is broader
and the term applied to different kinds of elite persons and families. The term is
used for rural secular notables (as opposed to Muslim scholars), who are large
landholders, nobles, aristocrats, and/or local lords. They are more important,
wealthier, and have better connections at court than the rural gentry of Iranian
extraction, whom the sources more frequently call dahagin. In some ways, these
noble families, the muliik and the dahagin, run the province together. They are
central to its administration and to a large degree manage taxation (often as
tax farmers). Later, some of these families become known as the province’s
ruw’asa’.

Apart from the passage in al-Istakhri that serves as the starting point for this
contribution, a survey yields more occurrences of the term in pre-Mongol sour-
ces. A detailed analysis is beyond the scope of this paper; what follows is a cur-
sory summary.*?

For pre-Islamic times, the term is used for the Persian kings (regional as well
as Great Kings), but also the rulers of Rim, India, and China. For the Arab world,
it is interesting to see which groups have muliik; most prominently, Kinda, but
also Himyar and less frequently other groups. There is also mention of muliik
al-Yaman, “kings of Yemen.”" In the following passage, I will concentrate on
mulitk from the Islamic period.

Sources from the early Islamic period have an “extensive discussion of the
terms used to designate holders of authority.”” Malik is only one of those
terms, but one that is sometimes privileged.

Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi includes the biography of a singer of the Umayyad pe-
riod, Ibrahim b. Mahan. Describing his career, al-Khatib notes that Ibrahim met
caliphs and muliik.*® Since there were no independent regional “kings” in early
Umayyad times, what is probably meant are extremely wealthy and well-connect-
ed landowners, and in this case not necessarily rural ones. In his version of the

13 I profited from Peter Verkinderen’s expertise who ran a search on my behalf in the ‘Jedli’
toolbox: https://www.islamic-empire.uni-hamburg.de/en/publications-tools/digital-tools/down
loads/jedli-toolbox.html. The search was for muliik, muliik al-tawa’if, and muliik al-atraf. Peter
Verkinderen’s generous help is gratefully acknowledged here.

14 In the Islamic period, some Arab groups had mulitk. Some of the Arab dynasties of the 10"
and 11" centuries are called by this term, e.g. the Mazyadids at Hilla are presented as muliik al-
asadiyya. Al-Hilli 1984.

15 Marlow 2016, 113 -26.

16 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi 1931, 6:175.
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biography of Ya‘qab b. Layth al-Saffar (r. 861-879) which also includes ‘Amr b.
al-Layth, Ya‘qtb’s brother and successor (r. 879 —900), Ibn Khallikan gives some
details about the ‘revolt’ of Rafi‘ b. Harthama in Khurasan. In May 896 CE (Rabi
11, 283 H) Rafi‘ sent to the neighbouring muliik, asking them to help him against
‘Amr b. al-Layth." In this case, apart from landed properties we can suppose
that these families also maintained military resources such as castles, retainers
and so forth. Al-Muqaddasi has a report about the emergence of Dari (Persian) as
the court language in which the main character is one of the local rulers (muliik
Khurasan).*® In al-‘Utbi’s history of Mahmiid the Ghaznavid, we also meet muliitk
Khurasan, and he speaks of the mulitk Khurasan wa-ashab al-juytish biha.*®* How-
ever, Ibn Funduq Bayhaqi informs us that the province has not produced any
muliik, only military commanders. The author regrets that he cannot include a
chapter on the province’s muliik; such a chapter, in his words, is a standard fea-
ture in regional historiography.?® He calls dynasties such as the Tahirids and the
Saffarids mulitk. Ibn Khurdadhbih, on the other hand, has a list of muliik
Khurasan together with their titles; probably pre-Islamic figures are meant and
some may have survived into the early Islamic period.* This also is the way
the anonymous Persian Hudiid al-‘alam uses the term.*? In the eastern provinces
in particular, the regional or vassal kings can appear as mulitk al-atraf; some of
these kings are also included in Ibn Khurdadhbih’s list. Such regional dynasties
are typical of these mountainous regions (now part of Afghanistan).

Ibn Hawqal offers a list of local and regional rulers in Azerbaijan and the
Caucasus whom he calls collectively mulitk al-atraf. 1t is interesting to note
that the master of the province, Ibn Abi 1-S3j, is also called malik. This yields
a hierarchy of local and provincial muliik.>* In this region, the mountainous
northwest of Iran, local rulers are often called muliik. This also applies also to
the rulers of Daylam.?

The term muliik al-atraf could be used for people whose rank in pre-Islamic
Iran was that of marzban; this is the definition found in al-Khwarazmi’s treatise

17 Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:468.

18 Al-Mugaddasi 1906, 334-5; see Marlow 2016, 68.

19 Al-‘Utbi 1424/2004, 434. In another instance, he calls the Samanids the muliik al-sharq,
“kings of the east”, 184. For the use of the title malik by Samanid rulers, see Treadwell 2003.
20 Ibn Funduq Bayhaqi 1317/1938, 65.

21 Ibn Khurdadhbih 1889, 39.

22 Hudud al-‘alam 1962, and Paul 1994.

23 I have discussed terms for rural notables and local ruling houses in Paul 1994, 182-183; see
also Paul 2016, 113-116.

24 Tbn Hawgqal 1939, 347-348 and 354; Ibn Hawqal 1964, 341-2 and 347.

25 One example only: al-Istakhri 1870, 112.
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on administrative terminology. It is also employed for the regional kings who
ruled Iran whenever there was no empire.?® One of the most salient later narra-
tive patterns is that of the central government sending out messengers to the
muluk al-atraf.

Closest to al-Istakhri in time and space is the hagiographic account of the
life of Ibn Khafif Shirazi. It includes a report of a man of high descent who start-
ed out on the mystic’s path, after which upper-class families—mulitk wa- ru’asa’
—of Shiraz began offering him their daughters in marriage. The marriages took
place, hundreds of them, but the man divorced the brides before consummation.
Some of the girls were allowed to stay; one (a vizier’s daughter) for over forty
years.”® In another context, this same source uses mulitk together with saldtin,
saying that such people are in the habit of having soldiers run before them to
drive the people out of the way as they ride through towns. The rider in question
was ‘Amr b. al-Layth the Saffarid, and the setting Nishapar.?

This term is thus not always correctly translated as “king” and not even as
“ruler.”?® Its meaning is broader since it includes figures and families who did
not rule as royalty but were aristocrats, landholders, and very wealthy and influ-
ential persons, the top families of the upper class. Later, particularly in Seljugid
contexts, the term is mostly used for subordinate rulers who are members of the
dynasty; as is well known, the term al-sultan al-a‘zam was reserved for the im-
perial overlord, al-sultan al-mu‘azzam for whoever ruled over a significant part
of the imperial territory, and malik for a ruler on the provincial level.

In the earlier periods, however, the term sometimes is paired with tunna’,
“landowners.” Tunna@’ in turn comes alongside dahdgin or in other cases tujjar
(“merchants”, and particularly those in long-distance trade). Al-Istakhri himself
brings together mulitk and tunna’ when he describes their apparel and other fea-
tures.? Al-Muqaddasi combines tunna’ and tujjar in his description and praise of
Samarqgand.® For Fars, he mentions tunna’ among the notables otherwise enum-
erated as mashdyikh and wujith.®® Ibn Hawqal has a very interesting passage

26 Al-Khwarazmi 1895, 114.

27 Al-Sam‘ani 1963, s.v. Bishkani, 2:249, repeated in Yaqiit 1955, same lemma, 1:428.

28 Al-Daylami 1955, 224.

29 Al-Daylami 1955, 10.

30 Karev 2015, 300. Karev notes that the great landholder ‘Ujayf b. ‘Anbasa, a representative of
the new supra-regional elite forming in Transoxiana after the conquest, is introduced as malik in
a list of “kings” who came to submit to the caliph al-Mu‘tasim.

31 Al-Istakhri 1870, 138.

32 Al-Mugaddasi 1906, 278.

33 Al-Mugaddasi 1906, 430.
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about fashion styles of various upper-class groups in Fars; the tunna’, he says,
hold a middle course between the secretaries and the merchants tujjar.>* This
is also their place in Mafarrakhi’s ranking of social strata.

Morony describes a hierarchy within the upper class in the conquest period
in Iraq. Beneath the royal family, he places the ahl al-buyiitat, people descended
from the noble houses of the Parthian period.>® This was presumably the group
best matching the muliik of later centuries. Morony continues: “At the bottom of
this aristocratic hierarchy were the small landed proprietors (ar. tunna’, syr. mare
qorye).”®” Whereas Morony’s study is based on western—Iragi—material, de la
Vaissiére has studied the eastern centers of the emerging Muslim world. He de-
scribes the transition from Sogdian nobles to “the sons of Sogdian muliik” and he
insists on a ranking of nobility there.?® David Durand-Guédy gives some details
about old Isfahani families in his monograph on Isfahan in the Seljuq period.
Quoting Ibn Hawgqal, he observes that the dahagin of pre-Islamic times were
now the great tunna’. Several families, he continues, were “directly connected
to the Sasanian elite.”*

Returning to Fars, al-Istakhri and Ibn Hawqal stress the continuity between
pre-Islamic and Islamic times. They list a number of noble families (ahl al-
buyutat, buyiit) who have held hereditary leading positions in the provincial ad-
ministration for many generations; there is no doubt that these families were
also large landholders.*® Some had such positions still in the mid-10® century,
and had therefore transmitted their rank for no less than four centuries. But
they are still considered separately from the muliik: they occupy an elevated
rank, but it is one level below the muliik.

It would be interesting to follow the idea of precise social ranking within the
upper class through the early Islamic centuries, but this is beyond the scope of
this contribution.** It is however clear that the term muliik is one of several used
in marking social rank, and that invariably the muliik occupy a place beneath the
actual ruler, but above the rural gentry mostly known as the dahagin.

34 Tbn Hawgqal 1939, 289; Ibn Hawqal 1964, 283.

35 Mafarrikhi 1933, 87-8; English translation Durand-Guédy 2010, 28-9.
36 Pourshariati 2011, 58—9.

37 Morony 1984, 186—7.

38 de la Vaissiére 2007, 33-6.

39 Durand-Guédy 2010, 29; Ibn Hawqal 1939, 367.

40 Al-Istakhri 1870, 147-148; Ibn Hawqal 1939, 292; Ibn Hawqal 1964, 286.
41 See Marlow 2016, 113-126 as a starting point, and also Hayes 2015.
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Muliik in al-Istakhri: Leading Families of Fars

In al-Istakhri’s text,*? various kinds of mulitk appear. He opens the passage stat-
ing that the province has produced many muliik and first mentions (but does not
enumerate) the Persian kings of pre-Islamic times. Second comes the Sasanian
general Hurmuzan; he is probably included because of his major role in the
early Islamic community and because he was married to a woman from the fam-
ily of ‘Ali b. Abi Talib.”* Then al-Istakhri names Salman al-Farisi,** to whom leg-
end also ascribes noble birth (although not quite of the rank of a malik). All this
history appears merely as an introduction, however. The main part of the pas-
sage is devoted to very real and very contemporary people. These families are
of Arabic stock but have been living in Fars since the early Islamic period;
some of them could even have arrived on the northern shores of the sea in
pre-Islamic times. It is beyond the scope of this contribution to go into details
regarding all those families. After a brief introduction of the various muliik fam-
ilies of Fars, therefore, only one of them will be discussed at length.

The first family al-Istakhri presents are the Al ‘Umara, whom he says are
identical with or part of the Al al-Julanda. The family was well connected on
both sides of the sea, with its Farsi center on the coast. The Fars branch derived
its wealth and influence mainly from control of the sea passages of the Persian
littoral. Their main base was the fortress of Dikdan.*® This fortification, also
known as Dakbayah,*® was renowned as one of the most impregnable in the
world;* it allowed its masters to take in the ‘ushr of all the ships that passed
by. Other branches of the Al al-Julanda were prominent on the Arab side in
‘Uman, where they were for a while a ruling dynasty.*® Al-Istakhri links the
Fars branch to the story of Masa the Prophet on his quest for the Water of
Life, and he tells us that the Qur’anic verse “beyond them was a king who seized

42 Al-Istakhri 1870, 140ff. The passage has been noted by previous authors, including Spuler
1952, 434. Spuler’s focus is on the preservation of the Iranian pre-Islamic culture rather than
the significance of these families in the political sphere.

43 See Shahbazi. He was indeed born into a family who had the rank which Morony describes
for the early mulitk (Morony 1984). His province was Khuizistan (with al-Ahwaz as a center), so he
is not immediately from the Fars area, but some of his fights against the Arab invaders took
place next to Istakhr. See also Pourshariati 2011, 336 -338.

44 On him, see Levi della Vida 2004; Levi della Vida notes that some versions see Salman as
coming from a dihgan background.

45 Pellat 2004.

46 Ibn Hawqal 1964, 268; Ibn Hawqal 1939, 272, also has gal‘a Ibn ‘Umara.

47 Al-Mas‘adi 1962, 1, 181 (§ 501).

48 Wilkinson 1975.



Who Were the Mulik Fars? — 125

every ship, unlawfully” refers to them.*® This detail implies they held the posi-
tion in question since pre-Islamic times.

We thus see a family—or rather a cluster of families or clans—of Arab de-
scent, long resident on the Fars coast, deriving enormous incomes from ‘taxing’
the sea trade but still able to mobilize support from inland groups as well. We are
not informed of what their landholdings consisted of, but it must be supposed
they were large.

Another family, the Al Abi Zuhayr al-Madini, is most interesting because one
of their number, Abi Sara, ‘rebelled’ in the times of the caliph al-Ma’miun (r.
813-833). His revolt is not dated more precisely, but it may well have been linked
to the uprisings during al-Ma’miin’s prolonged stay in the East. Abti Sara claim-
ed authority for himself in Fars.>® His rebellion had to be quelled by an army sent
from Khurasan and led by the Khurasani general Muhammad b. Ash‘ath.>* An
earlier representative of the family, Ja‘far b. Abi Zuhayr, led a delegation of
Farsi rural lords—the muliitk Fars—to Harun al-Rashid (r. 786 —809), who was ex-
tremely pleased and is quoted as having seen him as a potential vizier (unfortu-
nately, he was prohibitively deaf). The Al Abi Zuhayr controlled a strip of the
coast like the Al al-Julanda and were also landholders; one of their members
owned an entire district. This particular family apparently controlled a fuller
set of resources than the Al al-Julanda, and they were well connected to the cen-
tral government.*?

The muliik Fars were thus a group of enormously wealthy families of Arab
descent with two main sources of revenue: control of long-distance overseas
trade and agriculture. Regarding the latter, we can assume these families actively
owned vast stretches of land. They also farmed the taxes of many districts. In
some cases, their economic importance translated into political influence; they
were seen as representatives of their class at the caliphal court, and even some-

49 18 (al-Kahf): 79, tr. Khalidi. Wa-kana wara’ahum malikun ya’khudhu kulla safinatin ghasban.
“Ghasban” could also be translated by “violently”.

50 Al-Istakhri 1870, 141, yad U ila nafsihi.

51 I have been unable to identify this person. He cannot be the Abti 1-Saraya who revolted in
southern Iraq (around Kifa) in the beginning of al-Ma’mtn’s caliphate (in 199 H/814-5 CE) be-
cause as far as I can see this revolt never spread to Fars (al-Tabari 1994, 8:528 —535). This revolt
was ended by Harthama b. A‘yan. On the other hand, the Muhammad b. Ash‘ath who is said to
have quelled the revolt in Fars cannot be the Muhammad b. Ash‘ath al-Khuza‘i who died during
a summer raid into Anatolia in 149 H/766 CE (al-Tabari 1994, 8:28). Did al-Istakhri follow oral
traditions here and mix up the names of both rebel and general? Other sources date Abii
Sara to the reign of al-Mansir (al-Baladhuri 2000, 11:31), and this would fit the context better.
52 The information that ‘Umara and Zuhayr came to Fars in the ‘Abbasid period therefore may
well be mistaken, see Oberling/Hourcade.
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times rebelled against the central authorities. This seems to show that they also
had some military power.

None of the local persons al-Istakhri enumerates in this passage can be
found in the indexes of al-Tabari and Ibn al-Athir. The families likewise do not
appear in the general historiography with its focus on the imperial center and
its Arabocentric worldview. The man to whom the case study is devoted is an ex-
ception. In his case, the narrative in al-Istakhri can be confirmed in the universal
chronicles; there is also some extra information in Ibn Hawqal, Ibn al-Balkhi,
and Ibn Khallikan.

Muhammad b. Wasil and the Descendants of ‘Urwa b. Udayya
in Fars

My case study concerns Muhammad b. Wasil b. Ibrahim. He came from a prom-
inent family of Arab stock who moved to Fars in the late 7™ century and settled
around the provincial center of Istakhr. The family grew very wealthy over time
(it is unclear how) and it may be supposed many members of it held leading po-
sitions in the province. It is not possible to establish a genealogical tree. Only a
few members emerge from the sources, and only a couple of episodes are told in
sufficient detail to gain an idea of the family’s social profile. It is clear, however,
that they did not reside on the coast and were not as important in the overseas
trade as other families; they were primarily landowners and tax farmers.

The family belonged to the Hanzala branch of the Banti Tamim and Ibn
Wasil therefore is introduced as al-Hanzali al-Tamimi. The Banti Hanzala were
still present in the region in later days, but further west: Ibn al-Balkhi reports
them living between Ahwaz and Basra and from there down to the coast. In
the time under discussion here, Muhammad b. Wasil’s power and landholdings
were centered in the region of Istakhr.>

The first members of the family whom we can trace in the sources were Khar-
ijis, opponents of both ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (r. 656—661) and the Umayyad caliph
Mu‘awiya (r. 661-680) whose governor in southern Iraq, Ziyad b. Abihi, killed
many out of their numbers. These included the ancestors of Muhammad b.
Wasil, ‘Urwa b. Udayya and his brother Abii Bilal Mirdas b. Udayya; Ab Bilal
Mirdas, a prominent man among the Kharijis, was killed in 61 H/680—681

53 Ibn al-Balkhi 1921, 69.
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CE.>* In the sources, Abu Bilal is shown as a model of ascetic piety, a quietist for
most of his life until his final ‘rebellion’ (khuriij). This khurij (literally “leaving”
or “going out”) drove him from Basra. He went to Ahwaz with a small group of
followers, won an unexpected victory over an Umayyad detachment, and finally
was defeated and killed next to Darabjird, in Fars.”® His brother ‘Urwa does not
seem to have participated in Aba Bilal’s khuriij, but he was still executed in
Basra later.

Al-Ma’'miin appointed ‘Umar b. Ibrahim, one of this family, as leader of the
maritime ghazw in the Persian Gulf. The target of this expedition was a group
called the Qatariya—the real or presumed successors of a central figure in
early extreme Kharijism called Qatari b. al-Fuja’a, active in the last decades of
the 7 century.®® Ihn A‘tham al-Kifi details the battles against Qatari, who whilst
fleeing the caliphal troops followed the same route as Abi Bilal Mirdas via
Ahwaz to Darabjird.”” Ibn Hawqal links the Qatariya to the Sufriya, another ex-
tremist group of Kharijites, saying that ‘Abadan (next to the mouth of the Tigris
on the Persian Gulf coast) “is a stronghold where warriors live who fight the
Sufriya and the Qatariya and other pirates.”>®

The family thus either dropped their Khariji sympathies in the early 9" cen-
tury or followed a quietist form of Kharijism as their ancestors had done. The
campaign is presented very much as a family enterprise: it was equipped (and
apparently at least partly paid for) by another family member, Abt Bilal Mirdas
b. ‘Umar, son of that ‘Umar b. Ibrahim who led the enterprise. As this Mirdas was
called by his kunya Abt Bilal, the name Abu Bilal Mirdas resurfaced; a reminder
that in such genealogically conscious families, names were passed on.

The family was extremely wealthy, evident in the fact that it could muster
the funds for such a campaign. Aba Bilal Mirdas b. ‘Umar was charged a
kharaj or annual land tax of roughly three million dirham. His relative Muham-

54 He even has an entry in the EI*: Levi della Vida 1993. Levi della Vida completes the geneal-
ogy in pre-Islamic times: the Arab tribal group was Rabi‘a b. Hanzala b. Malik b. Zayd Manat,
also called Rabi‘a al-wusta. Mirdas was descended from Hudayr b. ‘Amr b. ‘Abd b. Ka‘b; Udayya
was the name of his mother or grandmother. He was mostly known by his kunya Abu Bilal.
55 Hagemann 2016, 41-42. The narrative of this khuriij also appears in Levi della Vida 1993. For
the figure of Aba Bilal, see also Gaiser 2014. Both Hagemann and Gaiser do not aim at recon-
structing the events, but concentrate on the narrative itself.

56 Van Ess 1992, 573, 613.

57 Al-Kafi 1392/1972, 1-41. No Hanzala appear in this narrative.

58 Ibn Hawgqal 1939, 48: kana fihi al-muharibun li-I-Sufriya wa-l-Qatariya wa-ghayrihim min mu-
talassisa al-bahr. Van Ess 1992 does not list a group called the Qatariya but has much informa-
tion on the Sufriya.
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mad b. Wasil had to pay about the same sum.* In total the family’s members
owed a sum of 10 million dirham to the state. (To put this in perspective, the en-
tire province was good for about 30 million dirham.®) The sum probably means
that the family was engaged in tax farming, so that the amount stated was not
due merely from their own landholdings but was the sum total they had to de-
liver to the caliphal administration. On the other hand, al-Istakhri explicitly says
they owned many villages. For their administration, they may have employed
Iranian experts, at least in earlier periods; we hear of a man of dihgan extraction
who managed Hanzali holdings in Fars and was himself a client of the
Hanzala.®

Another asset which made the Hanzali family influential was their control of
castles. Castles were a necessary feature of local lordship. As mentioned above,
the Al al-Julanda held the castle of Dikdan on the coast. Muhammad b. Wasil ac-
quired at least one castle in the region of Istakhr, next to Ramjird, called Sa‘ida-
bad. This was an old fortress, as Ibn Hawqal tells us. It had been in use in Sa-
sanian times and in the early Islamic period it had served as a stronghold for
the governor Ziyad b. Abihi (who killed so many Kharijites, among them the
two ancestors of Muhammad b. Wasil). Muhammad b. Wasil ordered it demolish-

59 Al-Istakhri 1870, 142.

60 Ibn Khurdadhbih 1889, 48, who adds that in pre-Islamic times the state took 40 million from
the province. For the year 350 H/961 CE, Ibn Hawqal 1964, 299 and Ibn Hawqal 1939, 304 gives
1.5 million dinar (the exchange rate between silver dirham and gold dinar is a matter of dispute;
the figures presented here would make a rate of 20 dirham to the dinar probable). Ibn Hawqal’s
figures may point to an organized financial bureaucracy; these were the times of ‘Adud al-Dawla
the Bayid (338 —372 H/949-983 CE). Compare this to the 15 million dirham which Ya‘qab b. al-
Layth (in 255 H/869 CE) reportedly offered to get the caliphal administration from the taxes of
Fars if he were appointed over the province; Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:447. When Ya‘qib
came to Fars again in or around 260 H/873 -4 CE and was able to administer the taxes in a reg-
ular way, he got the 30 million that seem to have been the norm in this period. He had his rep-
resentative in Fars, Muhammad b. Wasil, send only five million on to the caliphal administration
(Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:453). The same source mentions that the Saffar had an appointment
for a number of provinces (including Khurasan, but also Fars) on condition that he deliver two-
thirds of the taxes he collected. In that case, the caliphal court would have expected around 20
million dirham from Fars. Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:462. For more figures relating to the taxes
due from Fars, see Spuler 1952, 468 — 469.

61 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadi 1931, 6:175, no. 3231. One member of the family of the singer Ibrahim
b. Mahan is quoted as saying kanat fi aydina diya‘ li-ba‘d al-Hanzaliyin. There is a problem here,
however. Ibn al-Nadim puts it differently. He has the family come from Arrajan (in western Fars,
where Muhammad b. Wasil’s family is not attested), and says they fled from there in the
Umayyad period because of unjust tax collectors. Ibn al-Nadim also has them as clients of
the Hanzala, mawaliyuna [min] al-Hanzaliyin, wa-kanat lahum diya‘‘indand, which does not nec-
essarily mean that the Iranian family managed these estates. Ibn al-Nadim n.d., 157.
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ed, only to later have it rebuilt.®> He then kept his treasure there—we learn that
because it was carried off when Ya‘qiib b. al-Layth the Saffar conquered the cas-
tle. The place was later used as prison.

It is not stated which castle or castles the family had before Muhammad b.
Wasil took over Sa‘idabad, but we can suppose that all branches of the Hanzala
in Fars had such strongholds. Al-Istakhri speaks of 5,000 castles in Fars, a figure
Ibn Hawqal repeats; this figure refers to the fortresses in the mountains and sim-
ilar places that were close to settlements but not an integral part of them. Cita-
dels and urban fortifications come on top of that.®® It is interesting to note that
Ibn Hawgal quotes a man of the tunna’ group as his source: evidently that is who
was knowledgeable in such matters—probably because they owned such places
themselves.

There can be no doubt that the Hanzali family was one of the pillars of ‘Ab-
basid power in Fars, together with the other noble houses of the muliik and the
ahl al-buyitat.

Muhammad b. Wasil’s ‘Rebellion’

In the mid-9™ century, the caliphal administration weakened and troops of mili-
tary slaves dominated the new capital of Samarra’. The most striking single
event, remembered because it ushered in a long period of ‘anarchy’ in Samarra’,
was the assassination of al-Mutawakkil in 247 H/861 CE.%*

For some time, the caliphs had been ruling large parts of Iran including Fars
through a hereditary line of super-governors, the Tahirids. From the perspective
of Fars, the Tahirids were overlords, but also always—at least formally—agents of
the caliphal central administration. In this time of instability in Fars, the main
actors were representatives of the Tahirids and Ya‘qaib b. al-Layth the Saffar
as external powers on the one hand, and regional figures on the other.

What was at stake was evidently the tax revenue from Fars, money of in-
creasing importance for Samarra’: Iraq had become problematic to tax, and
not much could be expected from Khurasan any longer. To give an example:
in Muharram 256 H/early December 9, 869 CE, ten million dirham and a half

62 Ibn Hawqal 1964, 268, Ibn Hawqal 1939, 272-273.

63 Ibn Hawqal 1964, 268, Ibn Hawqal 1939, 272. Ibn al-Balkhi mentions more than 70 castles
conquered and then destroyed by the Seljugid governor Chawli, and he specifically enumerates
only those which were not in this number. Therefore, it is not completely surprising that
Sa‘idabad is not mentioned. Ibn al-Balkhi 1921, 158.

64 Kennedy 2016, 147.
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in tax payments arrived in Samarra’ from Fars.®® This money allowed a clique of
military slaves to pursue an action against al-Muhtadi (r. 869 —70) that they had
been forced to postpone for lack of funds. Some kind of tax administration was
still at work in the province.

Until 255 H/869 CE, a man called ‘Ali b. al-Husayn b. Quraysh intermittently
controlled Fars.®® At some times he had a caliphal appointment and at others he
rebelled against the official representative of Tahirid and caliphal power. The
exact details of the struggle in the 250s H/860s CE between the Tahirids, the
Saffar (the rising power in the east), and local actors like ‘Ali b. al-Husayn
need not detain us here. According to al-Tabari (at the beginning of the story
of Muhammad b. Wasil), the Tahirid representative in Fars was Harith b. Sima.
Muhammad b. Wasil and a Kurdish emir called Ahmad b. al-Layth rose against
Harith b. Sima and killed him in 256 H/870 CE.*’

Muhammad b. Wasil in Power

Muhammad b. Wasil controlled Fars from 256 — 261 H/870 — 875 CE. But he always
accepted an overlord’s authority, either that of the caliph or Ya‘qib b. al-Layth or
both. Ibn Khallikan calls him the governor of Fars, in charge of finances and war
at the same time; this may go back to an agreement between the caliph and
Ya‘qub. Al-Tabari also says Ibn Wasil submitted to the Saffar; when Ya‘qiib in-
sisted that he hand over the province to a representative of the caliph, this
was done in 258 H/872 CE.%®

The Tarikh-i Sistan has Ya‘qiib come to Kirman at the beginning of al-Mu‘ta-
mid’s caliphate (r. 256 —279 H/870 — 892 CE). Muhammad b. Wasil met him with
his army and offered submission and obedience together with presents and
much wealth.® This presupposes that Ibn Wasil had been in control of Fars
for some time, so the event should probably be dated to 257 H/870 -871 CE. In
return, the source continues, Ya‘qiib gave him Fars. Ibn Wasil also sent some

65 Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:221.

66 Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:447— 450.

67 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:474 (111:1839 in de Goeje’s edition); Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:240.

68 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:490 (III: 1859); Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:257.

69 Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935 216; Istoriia Sistana 1974, 216, with note 638 which repeats Smirno-
va’s note 543.
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tax monies to the caliphal court at that time.”® He had his own tax agents (bun-
dar): these men were later remembered as having worked for him.”*

In 258 H/871- 872 CE, Ibn Wasil returned to the caliphal t@‘a (obedience);
that is, he formally submitted to the caliph—he had been obedient before, but
then rebelled. At the same time, he accepted a new caliphal agent, Muhammad
b. al-Husayn b. al-Fayyad, as responsible for the finances (al-kharaj wa-I-diya“) of
Fars.”? This agent is not mentioned again. There is no information regarding
what his appointment meant for the holder of the corresponding military posi-
tion (al-harb): in some cases, one man held both positions, but they also some-
times devolved onto two appointees.

Some years later, in 261 H/874—875 CE, Ibn Wasil defeated a caliphal force
sent against him. The commander of this caliphal force was ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Muflih and his second-in-command was Tashtimur. In the battle, Tashtimur was
killed and ‘Abd al-Rahman taken prisoner. Ibn Wasil refused to negotiate his lib-
eration, and Ibn Muflih died in captivity.”> Muhammad b. Wasil now was master
of the province again, and he expanded into neighboring provinces such as Khii-
zistan. It was from there that he hastened east to meet Ya‘qiib b. al-Layth, only to
be defeated at al-Bayda’ (see below).

At some point, Ibn Wasil had the ruined fortress of Sa‘idabad (Ramjird, dis-
trict Istakhr) repaired, and tried to put down local resistance by conquering other
fortresses held by recalcitrant local lords. But he had trouble taking some of
them: Al-Istakhri (and Ibn Hawqal following him) specifically name the fortress
of Kariyan in the Tin mountains—he could not break the resistance of the castel-
lan there, Ahmad b. al-Hasan al-Azdi.”

In general, however, Muhammad b. Wasil seemed well established. His rela-
tionship with the caliph was troubled, but he must have been followed by a ma-
jority of the local lords and castellans. He had his own agents, including taxation
specialists, working for him. He delivered some of the taxes produced to the ca-
liphal court, if irregularly. The caliph could not remove him—an attempt to do so

70 Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:453. The sum quoted is five million dirham; Ya‘qab had taken the
(usual) thirty million at the same time. See above, note 60.

71 In their list of old families who produced able administrators, al-Istakhri and Ibn Hawqal
quote the Marzban b. Zadbih family (judging by the name, of dihgan stock). Al-Hasan b.
Marzban worked as bundar for Muhammad b. Wasil and later for Ya‘qub b. al-Layth; Ibn
Hawgqal 1964, 286; Ibn Hawqal 1939, 292; al-Istakhri 1870, 147.

72 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:490 (I11:1859); Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:257.

73 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:513; Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:275. Both commanders participated in earlier cam-
paigns against the Zanj.

74 Al-Istakhri 1870, 116; Ibn Hawqal 1964, 269/Ibn Hawqal 1939, 272. It is not stated whether old
grudges between Azd and Tamim played a role here.
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had failed, and most of the caliphal military and financial resources were now
directed against the Zanj who were clearly the more dangerous threat.”” The ge-
ographer al-Istakhri, a regional source, calls Ibn Wasil “governor” of Fars (wali),
and probably he reflects local feelings.”® And as we have seen, all the other sour-
ces see Ibn Wasil as the legitimate governor of Fars as well, at least up to a point.

Reasons for ‘Rebellion’

In order to understand the reasons for this movement, we turn to a story told
only in al-Istakhri. A group of Turkish military slaves, reportedly forty officers,
were given land grants (igta‘) in Fars, or at any rate they went there and claimed
they had. Their commander-in-chief, whom al-Istakhri calls al-Muwallad and
who therefore was probably the noted slave general Muhammad b. al-Muwal-
lad,” tried to prevent abuse, and therefore his subordinates rebelled against
him. He sought refuge with Mirdas b. ‘Umar, Muhammad b. Wasil’s paternal
cousin. Abl Bilal Mirdas gave shelter and asylum to al-Muwallad and saw to
it that he made his way back to Baghdad. With al-Muwallad gone, the Turkish
officers elected another leader—Ibrahim b. Sima, apparently the brother of
that Harith b. Sima whom Ibn Wasil is reported to have killed.”

The caliphal administration now asked Mirdas to pursue and to punish the
Turks, whom they wanted killed; however, Mirdas excused himself. The caliph
then addressed the same request to Muhammad b. Wasil, and Ibn Wasil indeed
took action by executing almost all forty Turkish officers. Only Ibrahim b. Sima

75 Their revolt lasted from 255-270 H/869 - 883 CE. Popovic 2002.

76 Al-Istakhri 1870, 116; Ibn Hawqal 1964, 269; Ibn Hawqal 1939, 273: kana Muhammad b. Wasil
al-Hanzali wali Fars yalitha harban wa-kharajan; note the explicit mention of both financial and
military matters.

77 Al-Istakhri 1870, 142. This man led military action against the Zanj in Basra in late 257 H/871
CE. In Rabi‘ I, 259 H/January 873 CE, he was appointed to lead the war against the Zanj in the
region of Wasit. In 261 H/874— 875 CE, when Ya‘qub defeated Muhammad b. Wasil, he was not in
the Fars region either. In later years, e.g. in 264 H/877-878 CE, he was still busy fighting the
Zanj as military commander of Wasit. Thus his presence in Fars is not documented for the rel-
evant years in al-Tabari. Later, he defected to the Saffarid army.

78 Ibrahim b. Sima is also a known commander. In 257 H/871 CE, he fought the Zanj west of
Ahwaz, and al-Tabari explains that he “retreated from Fars where he had been together with
al-Harith b. Sima in the field/steppe known as the Arbuk steppe, this is between al-Ahwaz
and the bridge” (al-Tabari 1994, 9:479). In the following years, Ibrahim was also involved in
the wars against the Zanj. He was killed in the battle of Dayr ‘Aqil (otherwise a victory for
the caliphal troops) in Rajab 262 H/April 876 CE.
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and a handful more escaped. Subsequently Muhammad b. Wasil took over in
Fars.

If we consider that the report of the killing of Harith b. Sima is not in al-
Istakhri and the story of the killing of the Turkish officers is not in al-Tabari,
we may ask whether both stories could refer to the same chain of events. Al-
Tabari shows Ibrahim b. Sima, who escaped the massacre, as coming to
Ahwaz “retreating from Fars where he had been with al-Harith b. Sima” in 257
H/871 CE.” If the killing had taken place just a bit earlier, it can be dated to
256 H/870 CE, the year al-Tabari reports the killing of al-Harith and Ibn Wasil’s
usurpation of Fars. This date also works well with reports in other sources. Al-
Istakhri’s report is biased: the killing took place on caliphal orders, so it cannot
be laid at Ibn Wasil’s door.

The sources do not give any reason for Ibn Wasil’s action; they put it into the
general basket of insubordination and rebellion. Clues can be obtained (with
caution) from the timing of the uprising. Al-Istakhri explicitly links the killing
of the military slaves in Fars to two factors: firstly, the breakdown of central au-
thority, and secondly, the greed (“injustice”) of the Turks who held igta‘at. When
they came to Fars they apparently tried to seize both money and goods. This en-
croached on the traditional rights of the established upper rung of the landed
elites in several ways. They were no longer the direct partner of the central ad-
ministration. They could no longer make a profit themselves out of tax farming.
They probably had to disburse taxes and tax arrears in unprecedented amounts.
And they had to confront a group of people who were quite prepared to use vio-
lence to get what they wanted. Taken together, these reasons were enough to
make the provincial nobility think of rebellion and therefore it is unlikely that
Muhammad b. Wasil acted only for his own sake.

The End

The end came quickly. Again according to al-Istakhri,®® Ya‘qhb the Saffar was
called in—not by the caliph, but by Mirdas, Ibn Wasil’s cousin, who feared for
his life if Ibn Wasil were to continue. Ya‘qab invaded Fars in Shawwal 261 H/
July 875 CE, and in the ensuing battle near Bayda’ in the region of Istakhr Ibn

79 Al- Tabarl 1994, 9:479-480. There is no explanation of why and fearing whom Ibrahim
should have “retreated” from Fars.

80 According to the Tarikh-i Sistan, an erstwhile Saffarid commander, Muhammad b. Zayda-
wayh, enticed Muhammad b. Wasil to rise against Ya‘qtb. Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935, 226; Istoriia
Sistana 224.
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Wasil was defeated. Ya‘qib also took his fortress or fortresses. The booty was
enormous—40 million dirham® —and according to al-Tabari Ya‘qib took Ibn Wa-
sil’s maternal uncle Mirdas prisoner.®? There is a difficulty here: al-Istakhri sees
Mirdas as Ibn Wasil’s paternal cousin, and in an entirely different role. Ibn al-
Athir adds to the confusion over this man, whom he sees as conducting negotia-
tions between Ya‘qiib and Ibn Wasil.® In his version, when Ya‘qiib entered Fars,
Ibn Wasil was in the region of Ahwaz west of his home country. He sent his ma-
ternal uncle (khal) Abt Bilal Mirdas to negotiate with Ya‘qab, and as a result Abx
Bilal tendered Ibn Wasil’s submission. This was not what Ibn Wasil had intend-
ed, and when Aba Bilal came back he had him imprisoned together with Ya“-
qub’s emissaries. Battle thus became inevitable. Ibn Wasil had lost many men,
foot soldiers as well as cavalry, from hunger and thirst. Just as the fighting start-
ed, Ya‘qib said to Abi Bilal (whom the account does not previously mention as
freed): “Ibn Wasil has betrayed us.” Ibn Wasil’s men then fled without doing bat-
tle.?

Besides these accounts of the war and battle between Ya‘qiib and Ibn Wasil,
there is the material found in the Tarikh-i Sistan. The Tarikh-i Sistan underlines
Ya‘qub’s resourcefulness; Ya‘qib wins because he outwits Ibn Wasil.®® Its end
sees Muhammad b. Wasil locked up in a fortress and Ya‘qitb proceeding to
Ahwaz accompanied by Abt Mu‘adh Bilal b. al-Azhar.®® One would like to
know whether there is any link between this Bilal and Abi Bilal Mirdas, but
that cannot be established and would seem unlikely at first glance because of
the nasab of Aba Mu‘adh.*

81 In comparison, Ya‘qib is said to have left at his death the fantastic sum of four million dinar
(in gold, ‘ayn) and fifty million dirham (silver, waraq), not counting equipment and so forth. Ihn
Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:462. The rendition of the fortress is also related in the Tarikh-i Sistan, and
there is a much embellished story regarding how Muhammad b. Wasil finally unveiled the secret
of how to get into it. Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935, 229 —230; Istoriia Sistana 1974, 226 —227.

82 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:514 (I11:1888).

83 This dilemma has been noted by Bosworth already, and I am unable to offer a solution. Bos-
worth 1994, 151.

84 Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:276 -277.

85 The prototypical ‘ayyar, Ya‘qub is often shown outwitting his enemies; see Tor 2007. It is
therefore no wonder that later authors relate further stories about Ya‘qiib duping Muhammad
b. Wasil. One of those is in al-‘Awfi 1393/2015, 195-196. In the subsequent anecdote (196-
198), the lord of Dinawar in his turn bests Muhammad b. Wasil. In the India of the 13" century,
Muhammad b. Wasil was still remembered as a bit dumb and no match for the Saffar (or even for
ordinary local lords). My thanks to Peter Verkinderen for the reference to al-‘Awfi.

86 Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935, 226 - 230, Istoriia Sistana 1974, 223 —227.

87 This man’s career can be followed to some extent in the Tarikh-i Sistan. (He is, however, un-
known to the central chronicles.) He ruled Fars on behalf of ‘Amr b. al-Layth in 274 H/887 CE
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After the battle at Bayda’, Ibn Wasil’s troops dispersed. According to al-
Tabari, Ibn Wasil escaped into the mountains. After a short while, the political
wind changed again. In the question which continued to occupy policy makers
at the caliphal court, namely whom to appoint over the eastern provinces, the
Saffar or one of the Tahirids, the pendulum swung again—this time in favour
of the Tahirids. Ya‘qiib had been beaten at Dayr ‘Aqiil on Rajab 9, 262 H (April
8, 876 CE),® and though the defeat was not a catastrophic one it did much to
harm Ya‘qub’s reputation as a military leader. Ya‘qiib was once more publicly
cursed, and the caliph appointed Ibn Wasil to rule Fars.®® But according to
the same source, in that year Ya‘qiib regained control of Fars and Ibn Wasil
fled. The following year, in 263 H/876 — 877 CE, one of Ya‘qab’s commanders suc-
ceeded in taking him prisoner.”® Perhaps al-Istakhri’s report about Ibn Wasil’s
imprisonment should be related to this second occasion: Ibn Wasil was taken
prisoner either immediately after the battle at Bayda’ or shortly after. He was
brought to Siraf and later handed over to Ya‘qib who transferred him to
Thamm, another fortress. Ibn Wasil spent two years in this fortress. For a
short while, when Ya‘qiib was in Jundayshapiir, Ibn Wasil was able to get free
and take over the fortification; but Ya‘qab soon sent orders to kill him.** No
source gives a death date for Ibn Wasil.

Later History
The end of Muhammad b. Wasil did not mean that his family had lost all influ-

ence. When the Bayid ‘Ali b. Biya (‘Imad al-Dawla) conquered Shiraz in 322 H/
934 CE, the resulting taxes (or tax arrears) were farmed out. Three local land-

(Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935, 247, Istoriia Sistana 1974, 239); he is said to have accomplished his task
there well. He continued in Fars but was employed also on campaigns elsewhere. At the end,
perhaps in 291 H/904 CE, he was ordered to go into exile in Sistan; he gathered “his belongings,
his people, and set in march his slaves and his warriors and everyone who was beholden to him
and had them depart for Sistan” (mal wa-ahl-i khwish bar girift wa-ghulaman wa-sipah-i khwish
harchi khass-i u bud wa-rah-i Sistan bar girift), Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935, 275, Istoriia Sistana 1974,
263. But he was intercepted by Saffarid forces and imprisoned in Muhammad b. Wasil’s fortress.
If by any chance he was a member of the Hanzali clan, this would be ironic indeed. It seems
clear that he was a Farsi nobleman, and even if he was not Aba Bilal Mirdas’ son, he might
still belong to the larger family.

88 Bosworth, “Dayral-*Aqal.”

89 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:519.

90 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:530.

91 Al-Istakhri 1870, 143 - 144.
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holders are named explicitly among those who took the contracts, among them
an Ibn Mirdas. There can be no doubt that this is a member of the Hanzali fam-
ily.”

Ibn al-Balkhi speaks of a family of gadis in Fars who were admired for both
their knowledge in legal affairs and for their long-lasting influence. The first man
whom he mentions is Abtt Muhammad ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad b. Sulayman b. Abi
Burda al-Fazari, dated to the times of the caliph al-Radi (r. 322—329 H/934-940
CE).” Abt Muhammad’s descendants spread into Kirman and Fars, acquiring
positions and landed property as far afield as Ghazna. At some point, his son
Abi Nasr (who apparently stayed in Fars) got married to a girl from the Mirda-
siyan ra’is (this word probably meaning wealthy landowners, well connected,
with a potential for high positions in the provincial administration; as men-
tioned above, ra’its is a term which continues an association with malik in
some contexts).”

As a consequence, their son ‘Abdallah held both positions: he was gadi as a
legacy from his father and he inherited the riydsa from his mother’s family.>® It
cannot be shown definitely that the Mirdasiyan in Ibn al-Balkhi are the descend-
ants of Abt Bilal Mirdas—whether the early Kharijite or the later malik—but it is
highly probable. Mirdas is not a frequent name and there is no other candidate
for an eponym of any Mirdasiyan as a ra’is family in Fars. The descendants of
this ‘Abdallah were in turn highly respected in their offices, both the gada’
and the riyasa, and Ibn al-Balkhi proudly informs his readers that his grandfa-
ther had the privilege of working with one of them in the beginning of the
Jalali era (the reign of the Seljugid sultan Malikshah, 1072-1092).*¢ This
would give the Fazari/Mirdasi family of gadis and ru’asa’ an active timespan
of over a century. If we include this period, the Hanzali muliik of Fars have a his-
torical record of four centuries and a half, ranging from ‘Ali b. Abi Talib in the
mid-7™ century to the reign of Malikshah in the late 11™.

92 Ibn Miskawayh 1916, 300. The other two were al-Nawbandajani and a member of the Fasan-
jus clan.

93 I have been unable to identify this person.

94 This kunya is the only part of the name Ibn al-Balkhi quotes, and therefore it is impossible to
find out more about him.

95 Ibn al-Balkhi 1921, 117—-118. Pas qada’-i Fars ba-mirath-i pidar wa riyasat-i an wilayat ba-mir-
ath-i khanadan-i madar badi rasid.

96 Ibn al-Balkhi 1921, 118. It is known that Ibn al-Balkhi’s grandfather was a mustawfi under
various rulers in the late 11" century; see Bosworth, “Ebn al-Balki.”
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Muhammad b. Wasil as One of the Mulik Fars

We have seen that al-Istakhii’s mulitk Fars were the top level of the provincial
landholding elite, enormously wealthy, politically influential, and eligible for
high offices. The Hanzali family to whom Muhammad b. Wasil belonged was
one of several, but it seems that Ibn Wasil himself was an exceptional figure.

Even if the narratives in the various sources seem to defy attempts at recon-
structing the chain of events, some points are clear on the level of social history.
First, it is clear where Muhammad b. Wasil got his financial resources. His entire
family had huge landholdings and they were possibly also involved in tax farm-
ing, although there is no clear indication of the latter in the sources. His military
resources included control over at least one castle (which he had repaired while
he was in power), and probably other places too.

But military resources also mean military manpower. Here the sources are
less forthcoming. In his action against the Turks from Samarra’ whom he had
killed on caliphal orders (as al-Istakhri claims), he relied on his personal retain-
ers, a group of people whom al-Istakhri introduces as hashiyatuhu wa-ahl
ta‘atihi.”” It is interesting to see that a figure like Muhammad b. Wasil had
men in his ta‘a, his obedience, a term normally used to indicate those serving
and obeying rulers. The hashiya may have been something like household
troops, people personally dependent on Muhammad b. Wasil as their lord,
whereas the ahl ta‘atihi could correspond to a larger group of supporters and
people who followed him for the time being. In the Tarikh-i Sistan, it is taken
for granted that Ibn Wasil had his own troops, though we do not learn who
they were. In Ibn al-Athir’s report on the events leading to the battle at al-
Bayda’ between Ibn Wasil and Ya‘qab the Saffar, infantry and cavalry troops
are mentioned in Ibn Wasil’s army; this might point to an ancient type of mobi-
lization with a comparatively high proportion of drafted followers of local lords
fighting on foot.

Muhammad b. Wasil is also reported to have mustered Bedouin troops in
Fars, from Tamim (the source mentions they were from his tribal group), and
from ‘Abd Qays in Bahrayn. Both groups had sent ill-equipped and ragged
men.”® Since this information comes from a contemporary source, two points
are interesting: first, it is taken for granted that Muhammad b. Wasil has a mili-
tary following, and second, his rule extends as far as Bahrayn.

97 Al-Istakhri 1870, 142. See also the description of Bilal b. al-Azhar’s following when he left
Fars for Sistan, above, note 88.
98 Ibn al-Mu‘tazz 1939, 407. I owe this reference to Peter Verkinderen.
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Another important asset were allies, political resources that could be turned
into military ones in case of need. Groups the sources identify as Kurds appear as
allies of Muhammad b. Wasil (and of other local lords as well). One of the rele-
vant Kurdish lords was Ahmad b. al-Layth (no relation of the Saffarids, of
course). Whereas Ibn Khallikan shows this man as Ya‘qab’s most important
enemy and as an ally of ‘Ali b. al-Husayn b. Quraysh in the conquest of
Fars,” he appears as Muhammad b. Wasil’s accomplice in the uprising against
Harith b. Sima in al-Tabari.'®® Apparently in both cases Kurdish fighters were
seen as a necessary but problematic factor in military action in Fars; they
were always pillaging and raping, and their loyalties were shaky. Still, Muham-
mad b. Wasil must have made use of Kurdish forces repeatedly since after his de-
feat Ya‘qiib cracked down on a Kurdish group, the men of Miisa b. Mihran, for
sympathizing with Ibn Wasil. Probably some out of their numbers had partici-
pated in Ibn Wasil’s campaigns.'®*

Apart from the Kurdish lords, what about the Iranian or Arab local lords, in-
cluding the families of the muliik Fars? Here, we have no information besides the
anecdote that one of them refused to join Muhammad b. Wasil who therefore laid
siege to his castle—without, however, managing to take it. It is tempting to con-
jecture that many others did in fact join Ibn Wasil, but this is clearly stated no-
where.

After his initial successes, Ibn Wasil may have pursued the goal he achieved
at the end: to be appointed as governor of Fars. It seems that he also was Ya“-
qib’s man in that province; at any rate, he was prepared to serve the Saffar
as well as the caliph. The Tahirids were no longer part of the game in any prac-
tical way as far as Fars was concerned. Ibn Wasil was one of those who aspired
to positions of leadership in their own province. The sources are silent about
who he may have had in mind as a role model (if anyone), but perhaps it is
no coincidence that al-Istakhri makes some comments about the Samanids im-
mediately after his passage on Ibn Wasil, and that the Samanids appear as
muliik al-Furs.*®?

99 Ibn Khallikan 1367/1948, 5:448 — 450. Ahmad’s Kurds were made responsible for a number of
outrageous deeds, among them the raping of hundreds of noble girls. See also Tor 2007, 129.
100 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:474, year 256 (111:1839); Ibn al-Athir 1965, 7:240.

101 Al-Tabari 1994, 9:514, year 261. Al-Istakhri presents Misa b. Mihrab (not Mihran) as leader
of the Badhinjan ramm of Kurds in Fars, the most warlike group because of the horses they
raised. The group lived closer to Isfahan than to Fars, but their leaders owned many estates
and villages in Fars (al-Istakhri 1870, 145).

102 Al-Istakhri 1870, 144.
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It is possibly in this context that his conflict with prominent family mem-
bers, in particular with Ab Bilal Mirdas, can be explained. Abti Bilal is present-
ed as a ‘traditional’ local lord: he was prepared to act on behalf of the caliphal
authorities, but not to confront the military powers, sticking to paradigms of ne-
gotiation and mediation instead. When Ibn Wasil started to assert himself as
head of the province, he must have felt threatened, as indeed he was. If he
was a senior member of the senior branch of the family, he clearly stood in
Ibn Wasil’s way.

Muhammad b. Wasil in Earlier Scholarship

Ibn Wasil is by no means an unknown figure. Since sources on his career have
been readily available for a long time, it is no surprise that many earlier scholars
have devoted lines or pages to him. In general, he appears as a lesser figure in
the story of Ya‘qiib b. al-Layth and therefore has not been the subject of a de-
tailed study until now.

Noldeke gives a brief rendering of the main source narrative in his study of
the Saffarids. He (wrongly) claims that Muhammad b. Wasil was already recog-
nized as governor over Fars by the caliphal administration in 256 H/861 CE dur-
ing Ya‘quab’s advance, and again Ibn Wasil appears as caliphal representative
fighting Ya‘qub after the Saffar had been defeated. In all, Ibn Wasil is not a
prominent figure and not described as a rebel.'

Vasmer’s study on the coinage of the Saffarids and their enemies in Fars and
Khurasan not only has basic numismatic information, but also a summary of the
narrative in the main chronicles, much fuller than the one found in Noldeke.
Vasmer presents Ibn Wasil as a powerful provincial figure, allied at some
times to the caliphal side and at others to Ya‘qub.'%*

Bosworth strikes another note in his study on the armies of the Saffarids. He
touches briefly on the conquest of Sa‘idabad, Ibn Wasil’s castle, by Ya‘qub’s
troops in 263 H/876 CE, and comments that it “belonged to the adventurer Mu-
hammad b. Wasil al-Hanzali.” In a footnote, he asks whether this man was
“the Muhammad b. Wasil who had rebelled in Bust against the Tahirid governor

103 Noldeke 1892, 185-217 (193, 200, 203). Noldeke does not quote his sources, but it is evident
that his study is based on al-Tabari, Ibn al-Athir, and Ibn Khallikan. There is no trace of his hav-
ing used al-Istakhri (who is not a central source for the history of the Saffarids).

104 Vasmer 1930.
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there.”'% This is the first time that Ibn Wasil is categorized: he is an adventurer,
and it is possible that he is a Kharijite on top of that. One has to ask whether
either of these identifications is plausible. In my view, the answer has to be neg-
ative.

Muhammad b. Wasil of Bust is mentioned in the Tarikh-i Sistan (and appa-
rently in no other source). His rebellion is dated to approximately 222 H/837 CE,
or 33 lunar years before his Farsi namesake makes his first appearance. In Bust,
in the years preceding 222 H there had been several movements the Tarikh-i
Sistan classifies as uprisings, all with a more or less clear Kharijite background.
In 220 H/835 CE, famine broke out due to the drying up of the Helmand river and
an uprising took place. Its leader was one ‘Abdallah al-Jabali, and many Khari-
jites gathered around him. After some fighting the revolt was ended, not by a
massacre but by some kind of agreement: ‘Abdallah was even given a robe of
honor. Another uprising took place under Muhammad b. Yazid; the source
says that many of those who had dispersed (probably out of the Kharijites) gath-
ered again. This revolt was quelled by the military and many people were killed.
After further actions, the Kharijites (or at least a substantial number of them) left
for Kirman. Again, the governor did not succeed in establishing his rule at Bust
on behalf of the Tahirids; again, there was an uprising, this time under Muham-
mad b. Wasil, and again, those who had previously dispersed gathered around
him. (This reference to people who had earlier dispersed prompts thoughts of
a Kharijite background.) Muhammad b. Wasil succeeded in taking the new gov-
ernor prisoner for a while, but the movement was quickly subdued.*®® We do not
hear anything more of this Muhammad b. Wasil in the context of Bust or of
Sistan in general. Should the two men be identified, as Bosworth suggests?

Bust is situated in present-day Afghanistan'®” in the Helmand valley, and is
roughly 1,500 km (by modern road) away from Istakhr in Fars. It belonged to Si-
stan, where Khariji movements were frequent and occurred even when Kharijism
was largely extinct elsewhere. And there is not the slightest hint that Muhammad
b. Wasil al-Hanzali of Fars ever travelled to Sistan, let alone led an uprising
there. The time difference of 33 lunar years also speaks against this identifica-
tion, if it does not preclude it.

105 Bosworth 1968, 534 - 554 (551), with note 75. This note has elicited a comment by L. P. Smir-
nova in Istoriia Sistana 1974, p. 432, note 543. Smirnova claims that al-Tabarl has Muhammad b.
Wasil as a Kurdish leader from Fars (al-Tabari has nothing of the sort). She then quotes Bos-
worth’s attempt to identify this person with Muhammad b. Wasil of Bust without taking a
clear position.

106 Tarikh-i Sistan 1314/1935, 185188, Istoriia Sistana 1974, 192—193.

107 Present-day Lashkargah-i Bazar, see Fischer / de Planhol.
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Regarding the argument of Kharijism, as I have shown above the Hanzali
family of Fars had a prominent record of Kharijism but their ancestors were qui-
etists. Moreover, the family may have opted out before the early 9™ century. A
Kharijite past is no argument for a Kharijite present in the times of Muhammad
b. Wasil. The Kharijite argument regarding Muhammad b. Wasil of Fars was not
prominent before Shaban’s Islamic History of 1976. In an altogether inadequate
summary of events in Fars, he states: “It is a remarkable fact that Muhammad
b. Wasil was of a genuine lineage of Umayyad Kharijites who had long since set-
tled in Istakhr in the heart of Fars.”'°® This is correct, as we have seen, but it does
not mean what Shaban apparently wants us to believe, namely that Muhammad
b. Wasil was a Kharijite or a crypto-Kharijite or something of the sort, and that
Kharijism was a synonym for revolt and rebellion.

Shaban’s statement was taken up by Bosworth in his monograph on the His-
tory of the Saffarids and the Maliks of Nimruz. In this work, Bosworth quotes the
early Kharijite connections of the family but does not claim that Muhammad b.
Wasil himself had Kharijite leanings, and he does not come back to the question
of whether the man in Sistan should be identified with the man in Fars. This
book’s passage on Fars during the three-cornered struggle between the caliphal
forces, the Saffar, and Muhammad b. Wasil is otherwise an excellent summary of
what the sources tell us.'*?

In Kennedy’s textbook on the history of the caliphate, Ibn Wasil is briefly
mentioned. Kennedy follows Bosworth: Ibn Wasil is “a local adventurer”. He es-
tablishes a context for Ibn Wasil’s movement and the caliphal policies in the
context of the revolt of the Zanj in southern Iraq, and indeed we have seen
that all the military commanders who came to Fars to fight [bn Wasil were oth-
erwise engaged in this struggle.'°

Gordon follows the general trend in his work on the military slaves (where,
of course, the focus is not on Fars). Tracing the career of the slave general Masa
b. Bugha, he notes that Masa’s forces (under the command of ‘Abd al-Rahman b.
Muflih) were defeated by “local rebel” Ibn Wasil.***

Deborah Tor has most to say on the subject: she sees the Muhammad b.
Wasil in Bust as the same person as the Muhammad b. Wasil in Fars, and there-
fore she can state that when Ibn Wasil usurped the province (Fars) in 256 H/870
CE, he “had a long history of disruptive behavior.” She also calls him an “erst-

108 Shaban 1976, 98 —99.
109 Bosworth 1994, 147-152.
110 Kennedy 2016, 153.

111 Gordon 2001, 145.
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while Kharijite” or an “at least erstwhile Kharijite” as indeed he was if he was the
rebel of Bust. She does not note his background as one of the muliik Fars, nor
mention the family’s Kharijite antecedents.’*? When she describes Ya‘qab’s
later campaign against Ibn Wasil that ended with the former’s victory, she
tells us that “at this juncture one of the leading magnates of Fars appealed to
Ya‘qiib to save Fars from the arbitrary rule of Muhammad b. Wasil.” She omits
that this magnate, Aba Bilal Mirdas, was a relative of Muhammad’s, and she
does not give details as to how Ibn Wasil’s rule was arbitrary.'** Her picture of
Ibn Wasil as a Kharijite with a long record of disruptive behavior is therefore
based on an identification I think is spurious, and in order to make this dubious
identification work she has to disregard all other information about Ibn Wasil’s
background. Moreover, the identification of Kharijism with “disruptive behavior”
does not do justice to the quietist (and later Ibadi) movement current in Kharij-
ism.

I hope this essay has shown that Muhammad b. Wasil was neither a Kharijite
(if that means an irredeemable rebel) nor an adventurer. He may have been a
rebel in that he ‘usurped’ power in Fars, but at times he also was the appointed
governor there on behalf of Ya‘qiib or the caliph. He was a representative of the
mulitk Fars, interested in safeguarding his influence, wealth, and power. Earlier
research has more or less completely disregarded his family history (with only an
occasional hint at its early Kharijite stages) as well as his social standing. This is
a consequence of the central perspective taken by most researchers, to whom lo-
cally powerful people appear as rebels as soon as they come into conflict with
the imperial center, and outright rebellion starts as soon as these local power-
holders take action in defense of their own interests against the central powers.
Let it be noted, however, that Bosworth came back to this question in one of his
latest publications, and that in his entry “Saffarids” in the Encyclopedia Iranica
Online he calls Muhammad b. Wasil a “local magnate”.* This coincides with the
results of the present analysis.

112 Tor 2007, 130 —-131.
113 Tor 2007, 157.
114 Bosworth, “Saffarids.”
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Ahmad Khan
An Empire of Elites: Mobility in the Early
Islamic Empire

Abstract: This study uses prosopographies pertaining to political elites from
Khurasan in order to examine patterns of social mobility, professional circula-
tion, and structures of imperial rule in the ‘Abbasid Empire during the 8" -9™
centuries. It suggests that the early ‘Abbasid Empire was dominated by informal
patterns of rule that depended disproportionately on personal retainers and elite
gubernatorial and military families to maintain structures of an otherwise bu-
reaucratic centralized empire.

Keywords: Early Islamic Empire; elites; Khurasan; ‘Abbasids; governors; mobili-
ty

Introduction

The early Islamic Empire exhibits one of the most ambitious attempts in late an-
tique and medieval history to maintain structures of economic, political, and ad-
ministrative control over territories ranging from North Africa to the Hindu Kush.
The truly labyrinthine scale of this empire and its diverse communities raises the
question of how to write the history of the early Islamic Empire and its provinces.
One 10"-century observer of medieval Islamic politics and society has suggested
one approach to this historiographical conundrum:*

Ahmad Khan, Assistant Professor, The American University in Cairo. This research was conduct-
ed under the auspices of the ERC project ‘The Early Islamic Empire at Work—The View from the
Regions Toward the Center’ (Advanced Grant no. 340362). | should like to thank the two anon-
ymous reviewers for their helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper. | am grateful to
Professor Jiirgen Paul for reading and commenting on this paper with his usual rigor and ana-
lytical precision.

1 [Pseudo-] al-Mawardi, 1988, ed. Khadar Muhammad Khadar, 186 = [Pseudo-] al-Mawardi,
1988, ed. Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Ahmad, 239. On the false attribution of this text to al-Mawardj,
see the pioneering contribution of Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Ahmad, “Mugaddimat al-tahqiq wa-1-
dirasa”, in Nasihat al-mulik (1988), 5-33; Fu'ad ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Ahmad, Abi l-Hasan al-
Mawardi (n.d.). The most recent and comprehensive investigation belongs to Marlow 2016a. Mar-
low has published some of her findings elsewhere in publications going back some ten years:
Marlow 2007, 181-92; Marlow 2016b, 35— 64.

8 OpenAccess. © 2020 Ahmad Khan, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-007
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In the maintenance of the empire and its great provinces, it is impossible to dispense with
viziers, deputies, secretaries, commanders of armies, overseers of military affairs, directors
of police, overseers or leaders, officers of the guard, gatherers of information, financial
agents, governors, and judges (la budda fi igamat al-mamlaka wa-l-wilayat al-‘azima min
wuzara’ wa-khulafa’ wa-kuttab wa-ashab juyiish wa-‘aridin wa-ashab shurat wa-nugaba’
wa-ashab haras wa-ashab akhbar wa-wulat wa-qudat).

The unknown author of Counsel for Kings was convinced of the indispensable
contribution elite officials made to the maintenance of the empire and its impe-
rial provinces. The study of these elite officials is as good a place as any to begin
an inquiry into elites in early Islamic societies and what impact they had on the
organisation, administration, and management of the early Islamic Empire.? This
article uses a prosopographical approach to document and study social trends
relating to the functions of elite officials in the 8" and 9™ centuries. First, I docu-
ment the mobility of elites across the various regions of the early Islamic Empire.
Second, I highlight the circulation of elites within different offices and positions
of authority, providing instances of social climbing among elite officials; that is
to say, examples of elite officials who acquired higher offices. These social pat-
terns are discernible based on a prosopographical analysis of the careers of
state officials, and they bring into clearer focus the extent to which transregional
mobility was a fundamental dimension of the early Islamic Empire’s bureaucrat-
ic, military, and gubernatorial elite.

Prosopography of elites has long been recognised as a sine qua non of social
histories of ancient and medieval empires.? Since the beginning of the 20" cen-
tury, historians of ancient Rome have worked towards a prosopography of the
empire.* Theodor Mommsen began work on a prosopography of officials assum-
ing secular and ecclesiastic offices as early as 1874.° H. I. Marrou and A. H. M.
Jones made great strides in advancing Mommsen’s endeavour and by 1972 pub-

2 In a separate publication, I have studied the organisation of empire in one region of Khurasan
based on a prosopographical analysis of officials who appear in 8"-century documentary sour-
ces. See Khan (forthcoming), “The idea and practice of empire: the view from the documentary
sources.”

3 Olszaniec 2013; Tackett 2014; Preiser-Kapeller 2010. I would like to thank Johannes Preiser-Ka-
peller for discussing with me his combination of prosopographical methods and network anal-
ysis.

4 For a broad overview of prosopographical studies of the Roman Empire, see Cameron 2003;
Barnes 2007, 83—-94, 231-40.

5 In 1874, Mommsen submitted a hand-written proposal for a prosopography of the imperial pe-
riod. This has been published by Eck 2003, 11-23.
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lished their landmark Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire.® A decade later,
Patricia Crone made an important case for early Islamic prosopographical stud-
ies in Slaves on Horses, her iconic study of medieval Islamic society,” which pur-
ports to offer nothing less than an explanation for the form and structure of the
medieval Islamic polity. The book continues to be remembered and debated be-
cause of its erudite (though controversial) historical assertions, delightful locu-
tions, and analogical and comparative historical writing (a form in many ways
unique to Crone’s oeuvre).® Still, the written prose sections of Slaves on Horses
extend to only ninety pages. The remaining two hundred pages of the book con-
stitute a vital prosopography of the early Islamic Empire and its imperial and
provincial elites.

Slaves on Horses noticeably fails to integrate this valuable prosopographical
data into the text,” and there seems to be no attempt to interpret these details

6 Jones and Marrou 1951, 146 —7; Marrou 1951a, 26 —27; Marrou 1951b, 28 -32; Jones and Martin-
dale 1971-2.

7 Crone 1980, 16-17.

8 On this point, see Hillenbrand 1982, 116 —9: “The style of the book is difficult and convoluted.
Valuable and penetrating insights are often hidden behind a dense hedge of verbal pyrotech-
nics...In general, there is no steady exposition of a hypothesis, and only a minimum of back-
ground information. Instead, much of the book consists of staccato generalisations, couched
in terms that brook no contradiction...Her weakness for the telling image permits such state-
ments as the following: ‘Nothing less than a restoration of Adam’s faith in a post-physical
world could now save the marriage between religion and power to which the Islamic polity
owed its existence. And whether this polity could survive the divorce proceedings was still an
open question’ (p. 85). Dr Crone’s style, moreover, makes a fetish of antithesis; this feature
even pervades the footnotes. Note 649 is a typical example: “Merovingian fainéance meant Car-
olingian consolidation, just as ‘Abbasid fainéance was in due course to mean Seljuq unifica-
tion.” On the book’s comparative historical method, “Another stylistic weakness of the book
—indeed, one which becomes a weakness of method—is its frequent use of analogies from a
wider sweep of history than any single scholar can be expected to control..Whilst it is no
doubt worthwhile to avoid interpreting early Islamic history, or indeed any other kind of history,
in a hermetically sealed way, analogies such as these—and many others too numerous to cite—
which appear both in the text and the footnotes, and which cover such a wide geographical area
and chronological time-scale, are at once facile and contrived. This is comparative historical
analysis at its most superficial, and it distracts the reader from the main subject of the
book.” Similar objections to this method and style can be found in Donner 1982, 367—-71. Wick-
ham describes Crone’s method as “analogical” in Wickham 1982, 106.

9 Consider the following observations: Wickham 1982, 105-7, 107: “Although Slaves on Horses
seems long enough, at 300 pages, it is in reality rather short, and this in itself explains the dense
and abbreviated nature of the writing: the main text is less than 90 pages, the remainder divided
between appendices and notes...the appendices, all prosopographical...are useful, certainly,
though surprisingly little-integrated into the text; yet it does not seem to me that they stand
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and records.'® This is all the more surprising in light of the emphatic case Crone
makes for the value of prosopography to the study of early Islamic history. “Early
Islamic history has to be almost exclusively prosopographical,” she states in the
introduction of Slaves on Horses.™' Nevertheless, the prosopographical data
Crone furnishes represents a remarkable achievement, not least because of the
painstaking and penetrating reading it demanded in an age when digital and
searchable Arabic texts were not available to scholars. It is unfortunate that
her superb prosopographical appendices have received little scholarly atten-
tion.’? In what follows, I build on the prosopographical research of scholars
such as Crone, Amikam Elad, and Hugh Kennedy, and pursue a line of inquiry
proposed by the author of Counsel for Kings to show how the early Islamic Em-
pire was constituted of mobile and transregional elites.

Mobility

In governing such a vast landscape of imperial provinces one of the immediate
problems that presented itself to the early Islamic Empire was connecting dispa-
rate and demographically diverse communities. The provinces of Iraq, Egypt,
Fars, Khurasan, Sham, Ifrigiya, and the Jazira were shaped by very different so-
cial and political realities. Their communities belonged to different though not
incongruent confessions, each with its own ecclesiastical organisations and in-

on their own, either, for they are confessedly incomplete, and an incomplete prosopography has
much the same drawbacks as an incomplete dictionary. I leave it to Arabists, though, to deter-
mine whether these lists will be as useful as the book as a whole.” In a similar vein, Hillenbrand
1982, 116 -9 writes: “Perhaps the most impressive section of the book is the corpus of prosopo-
graphical information contained in the appendices (93 -200)...Generally, however, the mass of
information in the appendices is not integrated into the main sweep of the book’s argument...
in general her superbly documented appendices remain largely unexplained...instead of mar-
shalling the majority of such evidence in the text itself and integrating it into the argument,
Dr Crone has chosen to hide it away in the book’s 711 footnotes or to assume that such facts
are simply too well-known to require any explanation.” See also Robinson 2015, 597-620,
606, fn. 44.

10 Crone 1980, 3, where Crone herself describes the work as “simply an overextended footnote.”
11 Crone 1980, 17.

12 A critical work in the field of prosopographical studies in early Islamic history is Ahmed
2011. The title, perhaps too modestly, describes the work as a study of the religious elite. In
fact, the book is an exceptionally detailed and lucid account of religious and political elites
in early Islamic society.
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stitutions.”® Another layer of complexity was added by a dizzying variety of eth-
nicities and tribal identities in these provinces.

The 7™ century represented an experimental phase in the early Islamic Em-
pire’s attempts to establish some semblance of provincial authority.** The case of
Khurasan points to the important role played by large-scale migration in the pro-
jection and practical implementation of imperial power. When the first Arab gov-
ernors were appointed over the province of Khurasan, they arrived in the prov-
ince along with a substantial proportion of their tribal group.” The logic
guiding this kind of mass migration was simple and pragmatic. Governors
from outside the province of Khurasan belonged to a new cadre of transregional
elites. They realised that establishing their authority in any one of the imperial
provinces was no straightforward task. They depended therefore on the secure
power base provided by members of their own tribe. As the Counsel for Kings re-
minds us, however, the makeup of the imperial elite was not limited to gover-
nors. Commanders of armies and overseers of military affairs (ashab juyiish
wa- ‘aridin) were perhaps the most mobile and transregional elite group.

Elite Families: the Abi Ghanims?®

The imperial elite consisted of both a military and civilian elite. Both groups
were integral insofar as they were willing to be deployed anywhere in govern-
ment service. Flexibility was paramount.

The career of Abti Ghanim ‘Abd al-Hamid b. Rib‘T and that of his family ex-
emplifies the transregional mobility demanded of military elites.”” Aba Ghanim
first appears in the literary record as a propagandist of the ‘Abbasid revolution in

13 See Robinson 2000, 9-108; Payne 2015; Mikhail 2014; Tannous 2010, 379 —569.

14 Hoyland 2015.

15 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), ii: 1291 = XXIV, 14; ii: 49-2 = XX: 72— 74.

16 A genealogical table of this family is appended to this article.

17 My examination analyses the transregional mobility of this family in the provinces and re-
gions of the early Islamic Empire. Modern prosopographical summaries or mentions of Abi
Ghanim and some of his descendants can be found in: Crone 1980, 174-5; Elad 2013,
245 -84, 270 —5; Kennedy 2001, 81 (Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Hamid), 104 (Muhammad b. Humayd
al-Tasi), 120 (Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Hamid), 123 (Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Hamid), 124 (Humayd b.
‘Abd al-Hamid); Kennedy 1981, 165 (Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Hamid); Al-Janabi 1980, 221-45;
Amabe 1995, 132-333; Agha 2003, 339. For Abii Ghanim in the medieval sources from the Dam-
ascene perspective, see Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh madinat Dimashq (1996), 34: 66 — 67, who also quotes
from Abt 1-Husayn al-Razi’s (d. 347 H/958 CE) lost history of Damascus. With respect to this lost
work, see Conrad 1991.
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Marv.’® He served as a general and chief of police (sahib al-shurta) under his
cousin Qahtaba b. Shabib al-Ta’i, one of the leading army commanders of the
‘Abbasid revolution in Khurasan.”” Abi Ghanim’s role in Khurasan seems to
have come to an end with the death of Qahtaba b. Shabib in 132 H/749 CE,*
but he was sufficiently prominent enough to find himself in the assembly of
al-Saffah (r. 132749 H/136-754 CE) during his initial coronation as caliph.* A
year later, he participated in the battle of the Zab in Iraq.”> In the same year,
he emerged in the province of Sham as one of the leading military commanders
(quwwad) under ‘Abdallah b. ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah b. al-‘Abbas.?®> When ‘Abdallah b.
‘Ali departed to attend to a rebellion in Qinnasrin, he appointed Abii Ghanim as
his deputy in Damascus. Abi Ghanim governed the city with four thousand
troops, the majority of whom were Khurasani.*

Abii Ghanim’s significance as a military leader can be gleaned from the fact
that his involvement in the political life of two different provinces occurred dur-
ing pivotal episodes in the history of these provinces: his service in Marv was on
the eve of the ‘Abbasid revolution, whilst his role as ‘Abdallah b. ‘Ali’s deputy in
Damascus came in the context of the latter’s claim to be al-Saffah’s successor in
opposition to al-Mansar.” Clearly, men of Abli Ghanim’s military pedigree were
in demand in more than one province, and they were called upon in the most
precarious political situations.

Despite Abi Ghanim’s residence in more than one of the empire’s imperial
provinces, he seems to have made Khurasan his home before ‘Abdallah b.
‘Ali’s defeat forced him to flee to al-Ruha’, where he was discovered and dis-
patched to al-Mansiir.?® Once again, his reputation came to his rescue. Firstly,
a close companion of Abii Ghanim was dispatched to al-Ruha’ to restore

18 Anonymous, Akhbar al-dawla al-‘abbasiyya (1971), 1: 217, 220.

19 On their kinship, see: Ibn al-Kalbi, Gambharat an-nasab (1966), 257; Ibn Hazm, Jamharat
ansab al-‘arab (1962), 404. On Abh Ghanim’s military service under Qahtaba, see: al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh (1879-1901), ii: 2001 = XXVII: 107-8 (as a military officer in Tas); iii: 15 = XXVII: 137
(as Qahtaba’s sahib al-shurta).

20 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879-1901), iii: 11-19 = XXVII: 134-40 (Qahtaba’s death); al-Safadj,
Umara’ (1983), 50, 72.

21 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 28 = XXVII: 151-2 and 36 = XXVII: 160.

22 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 38 = XXVII: 107-8.

23 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 53-54 = XXVII: 177-8.

24 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879-1901), iii: 53—54 = XXVII: 177-8; Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh madinat Di-
mashq (1996), 38: 428; al-Safadi, Umara’ (1983), 72.

25 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 93 = XXVIII: 9; al-Safadi, Umara’ (1983), 72; Ibn Kathir, al-
Bidaya (2010), 10: 277.

26 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab (1978), 3: 109.
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order, a man who could be depended on to treat him respectfully despite the cir-
cumstances. Secondly, al-Manstir overlooked his advocacy for the rival claimant
to the caliphate. The caliph claimed that he could not bring himself to kill a
member of the Qahtaba family and instead pardoned him.?” Some reports even
suggest that he spent the rest of his life in exile on one of al-Manstr’s ancestral
estates.?®

Abt Ghanim’s two sons, Asram b. ‘Abd al-Hamid and Humayd b. ‘Abd al-
Hamid, were from Khurasan.? It is likely that Asram was the eldest. Like their
father, they pursued military careers all over the empire. The Tarikh-i Sistan in-
forms us of Asram’s appointment as governor of Sistan in the year 170 H/786
CE, after Hartin al-Rashid (r. 170 —193 H/786 - 809 CE) appointed al-Fadl b. Su-
layman as the super-governor of Khurasan and Fars.>® Al-Fadl b. Sulayman in
turn installed Asram in Sistan,* where his gubernatorial reign was initially
brief. It seems that he was appointed governor in 170 H/786 CE, removed, and
then reappointed as governor a decade later.?? In this second period, he appoint-
ed his younger brother Humayd as one of his two deputy governors.>* When
Asram died in Sistan,> Hariin al-Rashid promoted Humayd to governor in his
brother’s place.®

Humayd resided in Khurasan, where he cultivated a career as a military
commander, but must have spent some considerable time in Sistan deputising
for and then replacing his older brother.>®* When his term in Sistan came to an
end, he seems to have returned to Khurasan, where he came to al-Ma’man’s at-
tention when al-Ma’mun arrived in the province in 199 - 200 H/815-6 CE. In 201

27 Al-Baladhuri, Ansab (1978), 3: 109 —110.

28 Al-Baladhuri, Futuh (1878), 180.

29 Khalifa b. Khayyat, Ta’rikh (1985), 463.

30 Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 168 (caliph al-Hadi’s appointment of al-Fadl b. Sulayman
as governor of Khurasan), 169 (caliph Hartn al-Rashid’s appointment of al-Fadl b. Sulayman as
governor of Sistan and Khurasan (Hariin al-Rashid ‘ahd-i Sistan va Khurasan suwi Fadl b. Sulay-
man farastad)). On al-Fadl b. Sulayman, see below (‘II Circulation’).

31 Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 168 (va Fadl b. Sulayman Asram b. ‘Abd al-Humayd [ra)
Sistan dad).

32 Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 168 -9 (first appointment as governor), 172 (second ap-
pointment as governor).

33 Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 168 (va Asram Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Humayd ra baradar-i
khwish ra bih khilafat-i khwish bih Sistan farastad). Asram’s other deputy governor was
Hamam b. Salama: Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 172.

34 Khalifa b. Khayyat, Ta’rikh (1985), 463; Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 168 (a grave illness
befell Asram b. ‘Abd al-Hamid (chiin Asram bih Sistan amad ‘llati-i sa‘b u ra pish amad).

35 Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 169, 172.

36 Anonymous, Tarikh-i Sistan (1935), 168.
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H/817 CE, al-Ma’miin decided to send Humayd to Iraq to take charge of its
kharaj,* and the rest of his career was in Baghdad.

Things began well. He received instructions directly from al-Ma’min during
the latter’s epochal journey from Khurasan to Baghdad,*® and he was one of al-
Hasan b. Sahl’s (d. 203 H/819 CE) leading commanders.*® One can infer from the
sources that he was a very effective one,*® and also a man not reluctant to ex-
press his dismay at the decisions of those he served.*! In the distressing circum-
stances of the fourth civil war, Humayd corresponded with ‘Isa b. Muhammad
Abi Khalid to secure the latter’s surrender.*> Above all, he led the military efforts
to diminish the authority of Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi.** For these reasons, it is clear
that he was integral to al-Ma'man’s success in seeing off Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi’s
caliphal challenge.**

Humayd retained his position as chief commander when al-Ma’miin arrived
in Baghdad in 204 H/819 CE; he oversaw the army and the payment of salaries*
and was tasked with reorganising the military.*® He owned an estate (gasr) on
the Tigris river.*” One 9%-century source describes him in 204 H/819 CE as seated
next to al-Ma’miin during an intimate private banquet and as participating in the
caliph’s assembly (majlis).*® Al-Ma’mun singled him out for praise on account of
his practice of invocation (tasbih),* and the caliph was even aware of panegyrics

37 AlYa‘qubi, Kitab al-Buldan (1860 —1861), 306.

38 Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab Baghdad (1949), 9.

39 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 1005 = XXXII: 51; Elad 2013, 245- 84, 271.

40 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1005-7 = XXXII: 51-54; 1018 = XXXII: 69; 1029 = XXXII:
82; 1034 = XXXII: 90; 1034 = XXXII: 90 -91; 1036 = XXXII: 92.

41 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 1019 = XXXII: 71.

42 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1030 — 4 = XXXII: 86— 89; al-Ya‘qibi, Ta’rikh (1883), 2: 548.
43 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 1034-6 = XXXII: 89-92.

44 See also al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1019 = XXXII: 71.

45 Tbn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab Baghdad (1949), 10.

46 Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab Baghdad (1949), 4; al-Jahiz, Ras@’il (1964), ii: 206 8.

47 The purchase and fortification of an estate in the town of Qasr Ibn Hubayra by al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh (1879-1901), iii: 1012 = XXXII: 60; al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani (1867), 28: 106; and for
other estates, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1018 = XXXII: 70. For a description of one
of his fortresses, see al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani (1867), 106. For more information concerning
his wealth, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1019 = XXXII: 71.

48 Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab Baghdad (1949), 13, 16.

49 Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab Baghdad (1949), 58 —59: Humayd was praised for the quality of
his sacred incantations, Qahtaba for his prayers, Nashjani for his fasting, al-Marisi for his ritual
purification, Malik b. Shahi for building mosques, Ibrahim b. Bariha for his weeping at the pul-
pit, al-Hasan b. Quraysh for attending to orphans, Manja for his story-telling, ‘Ali b. Junayd for
spending his wealth in the way of charity, Ishaq b. Ibrahim for hosting travelers, and so on.
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composed in Humayd’s praise. Humayd is said to have been embarrassed by this
fact and insisted on the pre-eminence of panegyrics composed in praise of the
caliph.*®

It appears, however, that something went terribly wrong. We only know of
Humayd’s rapid downfall because al-Jahiz, always a contrarian, responded to
a book praising officials with one condemning them.** Al-Jahiz speaks of Hu-
mayd’s suggestion to al-Ma'miin that the army be reorganised to eliminate
non-Khurasani elements and undeserving soldiers’ salaries.”> Humayd shared
the task with his secretary Mahmid h. ‘Abd al-Karim. Together, they made a
complete and unmitigated mess of it, and in the process Humayd’s reputation
was severely damaged.>® Al-Ma’miin eventually intervened and took matters
into his own hand.>* Humayd’s influence subsequently waned,> and in 210 H/
825-6 CE he was poisoned.*®

Humayd’s career was spent in the highest echelons of military and govern-
ment service in the early Islamic Empire, from Khurasan to Sistan and from the
empire’s eastern provinces to its centre. He assumed a pivotal trust by supervis-
ing the collection of the kharaj. Humayd’s loyalty to al-Ma’miin and the stability
of the empire’s authority was also on display when he spearheaded the military
and diplomatic efforts to quash Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi’s precarious counter-caliph-
ate. Humayd’s trajectory is defined by the transregional mobility characteristic of
his elite family and many others: a career that began and thrived in the empire’s
eastern provinces, only to end in ignominy in the empire’s dynastic capital whilst
dining with the caliph.

The career of Humayd’s son Muhammad b. Humayd was scattered across the
empire’s regions and provinces. Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfiir speaks of Muhammad b.

50 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 1153 -4 = XXXII: 246 -7. This was known to al-Isfahani,
Kitab al-Aghani (1867), 18: 100 — 8. Panegyrics extolling Humayd were not an isolated occurrence.
See al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani (1867), 3: 167 (describing the majesty of Humayd’s military ret-
inue and his stature); 14: 36 — 37 (Humayd’s confrontation with Tahir prior to the latter’s omission
of the conventional invocation for the caliph al-Ma’'min in the Friday sermon); 16: 163 (recited
whilst passing by Humayd'’s grave and reflecting on the irony presented by Humayd’s impressive
resting place and his wrecked body); 18: 100 — 113 (panegyrics and Humayd’s generous payment
on hearing of them).

51 AlJahiz, Rasa’il (1964), 187.

52 AlJahiz, Rasa’il (1964), 206—7.

53 Al-Jahiz, Rasa’il (1964), 207-8 (al-Jahiz is explicit about Humayd’s mismanagement).

54 Al-Jahiz, Rasa’il (1964), 208.

55 AlJahiz, Rasa’il (1964), 207-8.

56 Ibn Habib, Asma’ al-mughtalin (1975), ii: 105-278, 199 - 200, where Ibn Habib sets the scene
for Humayd’s poisoning.
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Humayd’s appointment in Mecca in 210 H/826 CE to supervise its imam and the
rites of pilgrimage.”” However, Muhammad b. Humayd was most active in Mosul,
where the local historian al-Azdi describes his critical role in restoring order in
212 H/827- 8 CE. Al-Ma’miin was furious when he learned that the local governor
of the Jazira, al-Sayyid b. Anas al-Talidi, had been killed whilst trying to sup-
press the rebellion of Zurayq b. ‘Ali b. Sadaqa b. Dinar al-Azdi.>® The caliph ap-
pointed Muhammad b. Humayd to lead the charge against Zurayq.>® His cam-
paign was a success, and he delivered Zurayq to the caliph.®® The caliph in
turn dispatched a victory letter to Muhammad b. Humayd in which he extolled
him (and his father) and praised their loyalty and service.®* Al-Ma’miin turned
to Muhammad b. Humayd again in order to quell Babak’s rebellion in Azerbai-
jan.®? This time, Muhammad b. Humayd was unsuccessful, and he was killed by
Babak’s soldiers.®

The story of Abfi Ghanim ‘Abd al-Hamid b. Rib‘’’s important and well-trav-
elled family did not end there. Absi Ghanim’s grandson Mahdi b. Asram followed
his grandfather and father into a military career, suppressing revolts against the
early Islamic Empire. 10®-century cultural critics such as Abii Tammam (d.
335-6 H/946-7 CE) were well acquainted with the significance and memory
of Abfi Ghanim’s family. Abti Tammam dedicated encomiums to Muhammad
b. Humayd and another grandson of Absi Ghanim, Mahdi b. Asram; both were

57 Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfir, Kitab Baghdad (1949), 116 (wajjaha Muhammad b. Humayd al-Tusi ila
Makka li-yaqgifa ma“ al-imam f1 l-mawqif karahat al-tahallul fihi, fa-tawajjaha ila Makka wa-na-
fadha lima amara bihi wa-lam yakun shay’ karihahu wa-raja‘a bi-l-salama). There are at least
two possible philological interpretations for al-Ma’'miin’s pretext for sending Muhammad to
Mecca: that Muhammad was dispatched to supervise the imam of Mecca at the physical location
where the restrictions of the state of ihram end; or alternatively that concerns had been raised
concerning the imam’s handling of pilgrimage rites, Muhammad was sent to investigate, and he
returned to Baghdad because he observed no such irregularities. Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab
Baghdad (1949), 117, informs us that Muhammad b. Humayd wrote to the governor of Mecca,
Salih b. al-‘Abbas b. Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abbas, to give him the all clear to
lead the official hajj procession in 210 H/826 CE.

58 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil (1967), 372—81; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil (1987), 5: 484.

59 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil (1967), 374, 378; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil (1987), 5: 484.

60 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil (1967), 378 —81; al-Ya‘qubi, Ta’rikh (1889), 2: 564-5.

61 For the letter, its contents, and Muhammad’s response to it, see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil
(1967), 381-2.

62 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil (1967), 378, 382—-4; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1099-4 =
XXXII: 176 — 7. See Crone 2012, 46 —76, esp. 58 —59 concerning the uprisings of Babak and Zurayq.
63 While Humayd was the subject of poetical encomiums, Muhammad b. Humayd was rebuked
severely by poets. We are told that (unlike his father) he was a miser and fled from battle. For a
particularly scathing example, see al-Isfahani, Kitab al-Aghani (1867), 12: 104-5.
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killed whilst trying to put down Babak’s rebellion.®* There is an astonishingly
singular thread running through these four generations of the Ghanim family: se-
nior military commanders and governors from Khurasan, operating in multiple
regions of the empire, quelling revolts and uprisings against the caliph, and de-
fending caliphal authority.

Ghanim b. Abi Muslim b. Humayd al-Taisi, the great-grandson of Abi
Ghanim and the grandson of Humayd, appears in the historical record outside
the province of Khurasan and in Mosul defending the territorial and political in-
tegrity of the early Islamic Empire and the caliph. In the year 231 H/846 CE, the
persistent rebel Muhammad b. ‘Amr al-Shaybani initiated a small revolt in Diyar
Rabi‘a.®® Ghanim b. Abi Muslim was one of Mosul’s most senior political figures,
in charge of military affairs (wa-kana ‘ala harb al-Mawsil).*® Upon learning of
Muhammad’s uprising, Ghanim b. Abi Muslim and a small military entourage
made their way to Diyar Rabi‘a. They made very quick work of Muhammad b.
‘Amr al-Shaybani and his rebellion. While Muhammad b. ‘Amr was taken captive
and sent to Samarra’ before being transferred to Matbaq prison in Baghdad,®” no
such charity was shown to his fellow rebels. Their heads and banners were pub-
lically displayed at Khashabat Babak: a truly macabre ‘Abbasid lieu de mémoire
signifying the fate of those who rose against the empire.

Ghanim b. Abi Muslim’s brother ‘Abdallah [b. Abi Muslim] b. Humayd al-
Tasi was not so fortunate. In 256 H/870 CE, the caliph al-Muwaffaq (r. 256 —
279 H/870 - 892 CE) was faced with the substantial uprising of the Zanj. Follow-
ing the precedent of his ancestors, ‘Abdallah b. Abi Muslim b. Humayd was in-
volved in attempts to subdue the rebels, and he and his son were both killed dur-
ing a skirmish with the Zanj.®®

The Ghanim family represents a broader pattern of (military) elite mobility in
the early Islamic Empire. Khurasan was the ancestral home of the Ghanims, but
more importantly, in the late 8® and 9" centuries Khurasan was at the very cen-
tre of the empire’s production and training of military commanders and elites.®”
It was from Khurasan that the Ghanims established their presence in the em-
pire’s nearby and remote provinces and regions, making a name for themselves
in Khurasan; participating in battles in Iraq; quelling rebellions in Sham; assum-

64 Al-Ya‘qubi, Ta’rikh (1883), 2: 565; Sezgin 1975, II: 583 and the sources cited therein.

65 For this episode, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1351 = XXXIV: 367; al-Ya‘qubi, Ta’rikh
(1889), 2: 589; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil (1987), VI: 88.

66 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —-1901), iii: 1351 = XXXIV: 367.

67 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 1351 = XXXIV: 367; Le Strange 1900, 27; Lassner 1970, 243.
68 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 1837 = XXXVI: 110 -1.

69 De La Vaissiére 2007.
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ing governorships in Sistan; serving as Chief Commanders in the dynastic centre
of the empire; and putting down major revolts in north-western Iran. The case of
the Ghanims serves to show how mobility was essential not only to the interests
of Khurasani elites, but also to the preservation of the early Islamic Empire’s au-
thority in all of its major provinces. The history, people, and elites of Khurasan
were implicated in the lives and fate of the entire empire.

Circulation

The study of the prosopography of elite officials reveals yet more important his-
torical patterns concerning the contributions they made to the work of empire.
The phenomenon of social climbing and the prospect of professional circulation
within the vast imperial bureaucracy of the early Islamic Empire was reflected in
the careers of a number of officials.

Such prospects were certainly brighter when one happened to be a scion of
an illustrious family from Khurasan and Transoxiana. In the case of al-Fadl b.
Sulayman al-Ta’1 al-Tasi, his paternal uncle was Aba 1-‘Abbas al-Tiisi, known
for his active participation in a number of military skirmishes in Transoxiana
during the caliphal reigns of Yazid II and Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik.”® On the
eve of the ‘Abbasid revolution, al-Fadl b. Sulayman was busy instigating the ‘Ab-
basid revolution in Khurasan and Transoxiana, and he was described as an ‘Ab-
basid propagandist operating out of Abiward.”* He appears to have been a close
confidante of Abti Muslim, who instructed him to move between the cities and
villages of Khurasan and Transoxiana in order to communicate messages on
Abu Muslim’s behalf.”

In 130 H/747-8 CE, al-Fadl b. Sulayman was in Tas under the command of
Qahtaba, where the former served alongside Abti Ghanim ‘Abd al-Hamid b.
Rib1.7? A few years later, al-Fadl b. Sulayman was in Wasit with al-Hasan b.

70 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), ii: 1422 = XXIV: 152-3 (battle at the fortress of al-Bahili at Sa-
marqand in the year 102 H/701-2 CE); ii: 1521-2 = XXV: 59 (siege of Kamarja in the year 110 H/
728-9 CE).

71 Anonymous, Akhbar al-dawla (1971), 218, 221. His name appears alongside AbG Ghanim
(again at 218) and Tsa b. Nahik (at 218 with ‘Uthman b. Nahik).

72 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), ii: 1950 = XXVII: 61-2, ii: 1963 = XXVII: 73, where the same
story is repeated; Anonymous, Akhbar al-dawla (1971), 218 -9.

73 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879-1901), ii: 2001 = XXVII: 107-8.



An Empire of Elites: Mobility in the Early Islamic Empire == 159

Qahtaba,” and it seems he found himself employed in Wasit again in the service
of al-Manstr during al-Saffah’s reign.””

Upon the death of al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s long-time compatriot ‘Uthman b.
Nahik, the position of caliph’s guard passed on to the latter’s son Isa b.
Nahik’® and then to al-Fadl b. Sulayman (fa-ja‘ala ‘ala l-haras Aba I-‘Abbas al-
Tiisi).”” The precise year of al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s appointment is unclear. First,
the year of ‘Uthman b. Nahik’s death depends on the dating of the incident
with the Rawandiyya.”® Al-Tabari believed this occurred in 141 H/758 -9 CE,
though he is aware of reports that dated the event to 1367 H/754—5 CE.” Kha-
lifa b. Khayyat understood the employment history for the office of the caliph’s
guard and seal (‘ala l-haras wa-l-khatam) to have progressed in this way from
‘Uthman b. Nahik, to his son, and then to al-Fadl b. Sulayman. Khalifa b.
Khayyat, however, provides no date for al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s appointment,
and it is worth noting that he describes the two offices as having been passed
on to al-Fadl b. Sulayman, whereas al-Tabari speaks only of the position of
the caliph’s guard.®® To further complicate al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s employment
history we might add that al-Jahshiyari (d. 331 H/942 CE) was of the view that
al-Manstir appointed al-Fadl b. Sulayman over the caliph’s seal in 153 H/770
CE.8" Al-Fadl b. Sulayman replaced Muhammad b. Ibrahim as commander of
al-Mahdi’s haras.® He is described as being in charge of the private guard (al-
haras) in the reign of al-Mahdi, which then passed on to his son, ‘Abdallah b.
Abi 1-‘Abbas al-Twsi.®

In 146 H/763 - 4 CE al-Fadl b. Sulayman was ordered by the caliph al-Manstr
to track down Abti Zakariyya’ Yahya b. ‘Abdallah. The latter was in charge of the
accounts of Baghdad and its markets. It was discovered that he had a connection
to the ‘Alid rebels Muhammad al-Nafs al-Zakiyya and Ibrahim b. ‘Abdallah. Al-
Fadl b. Sulayman captured Abfi Zakariyya’ and al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s chamber-
lain, Masa, killed him (fa-qatalahu bi-yadihi hajib kana li-Abi I-‘Abbas al-Tiist).®*

74 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879-1901), iii: 20 -21 = XXVII: 142-3 (in the year 132 H/749-50 CE).
75 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879-1901), iii: 68 = XXVII: 191.

76 On ‘Isa, see Anonymous, Akhbdr al-dawla (1971), 218; Omar 1969, 73; Crone 1982, 189.

77 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 131 = XXVIII: 64— 66.

78 ‘Uthman b. Nahik and al-Fadl b. Sulayman served together in Tiis and Wasit. See al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), ii: 2001 = XXVII: 108 and iii: 68 = XXVII: 191.

79 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 129 = XXVIII: 62.

80 Khalifa b. Khayyat, Ta’rikh (1985), 436.

81 Al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’ (1980), 124 (qallada al-khatam al-Fadl b. Sulayman al-Tusi).
82 AlYa‘qubi, Ta’rikh (1883), ii: 483.

83 Khalifa b. Khayyat, Ta’rikh (1985), 443.

84 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —-1901), iii: 324 = XXIX: 9.
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Al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s chamberlain must have acquired quite a reputation for
himself by this act, for he was thereafter tasked by al-Manstir himself to execute
certain individuals.®

There was no doubt that al-Fadl b. Sulayman was critical to the imperial
household. In one source, he appears as al-Mansr’s close confidante, exhibiting
no reluctance whatsoever to express himself to the caliph, even in cases where
his was a voice of dissent concerning significant decisions involving the caliph’s
son and heir-apparent.®®

Al-Mansir had gathered al-Fadl b. Sulayman, along with Tsa b. ‘Ali, al-‘Abbas b. Muham-
mad, and others from among his select advisers (khawassihi) and told them: I have decided
to assign the lands of the Sawad and Kuwar Dijla to al-Mahdi. All of the advisers present
agreed with the caliph’s judgment except al-Tusi (fa-istaswaba jami‘uhum ra’yahu khala l-
Tusi). Al-Tasi then requested the caliph whether he could speak with him privately (fa-in-
nahu astakhlahu). When they were alone, he said to the caliph: “Would it please you to
know that al-Mahdi might pursue a policy different to yours and begin to run things care-
lessly?” “By God, no it would not please me,” the caliph responded. “But, you would like to
endear him to your subjects. The problem is that appointing him over these lands will make
him loathed by your subjects, especially those among them who are loyal to you. Instead,
you should appoint Tsa b. Miisa as governor of this province and appoint al-Mahdi to over-
see peoples’ complaints. And you should command him to dispense justice to them in a fair
manner.” Al-Mansir began to laugh, and he stamped his feet on the ground [acknowledg-
ing al-TasT’s sagacious counsel].

Having served the caliph for many years in various provinces and in different im-
perial offices, al-Fadl b. Sulayman believed his relationship with al-Manstr per-
mitted such frank exchanges of policy. Delicate matters pertaining to the caliph’s
son and heir-apparent could be discussed between the two men. Based on this
report, it might even be argued that al-Mahdi’s interest in establishing courts of
complaints (mazalim) originated with the idea al-Fadl b. Sulayman planted in al-
Mansir’s mind.¥’

85 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 373 = XXIX: 68. From this source we learn that the name
of al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s chamberlain was Miisa b. Dinar. Kennedy in his translation cited above
(XXIX: 68, fn. 181) remarks that Masa is “unknown elsewhere.” This is not correct.

86 Al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’ (1980), 37-38.

87 This report places the origins of the mazalim courts in a new light. To my knowledge, modern
scholarship on the mazalim courts has overlooked this reference: Tyan 1938, 474; Tillier 2009,
42— 6; Tillier 2006; Hallag 2005, 99-101, and others place the origins of the mazalim courts
with al-Mahdji, because of a dialogue preserved by Waki* in which the gadi ‘Ubaydallah speaks
of being instructed by the caliph al-Mahdi to hear and investigate complaints: Waki‘, Akhbar al-
qudat (1947-50), 2: 92.
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Circumstances continued to improve for al-Fadl b. Sulayman. Al-Mansiir’s
granting of properties to his senior commanders enabled al-Fadl b. Sulayman
to amass a significant amount of property on the west side of Baghdad.®® Al-
Fadl b. Sulayman in turn remained a loyal and dutiful officer. Upon al-Mansir’s
death in 158 H/774-5 CE, in his capacity as keeper of the caliphal seal he had
that seal sent to al-Mahdi (ba‘atha Abii I-‘Abbas al-Tisl bi-khatam al-khilafa).®®
Even when all the imperial offices were placed under the ministerial control of
Yahya b. Khalid during the caliphate of Hartin al-Rashid, the office of the caliph-
al seal maintained its independence under the authority of al-Fadl b. Sulayman
(wa-kanat al-dawawin kulluha ila Yahya b. Khalid ma“ al-wizara siwa diwan al-
khatam fa-innahu kana ila Abi l-‘Abbas al-Tusi).*® This was something that per-
turbed Yahya b. Khalid, who was concerned over the delay in obtaining the ca-
liphal seal from al-Fadl b. Sulayman for official letters.”*

Provincial troubles in Khurasan, however, signalled al-Fadl b. Sulayman’s
return to his home province of Khurasan. Al-Mahdi had appointed Musayyab
b. Zuhayr as governor of Khurasan in 166 H/782-3 CE. Troubles for him began
immediately on account of his decision to raise the land-tax above the amount
at which it had been fixed.”® Within eight months, Musayyab b. Zuhayr’s guber-
natorial reign was over and al-Mahdi replaced him with al-Fadl b. Sulayman.
Gardizi provides us with the precise details of the smooth transition of power:”

Abii I-‘Abbas sent out Sa‘id b. Bashir as commander of the advance guard, and Sa‘id came
to Marv in Muharram of the year 167 H/783 CE. He went into Musayyab’s presence, greeted
him, and gave him a letter instructing him to hand over his charge to Sa‘id. Musayyab had
had no prior knowledge of this change of appointment. When Musayyab had read it, he
rose from his place and said, “The seat of authority is now yours” (va Sa‘id bi Marv
amad...va bi nazdik-i Musayyab shud va Musayyab hich khabar nadasht, va bar vay salam
kard va nami-yi taslim-i ‘amal badu dad. Va chiun bi khwand az jay-i khwish bar khast va
guft, “majlis tura ast”).

The man whose career began as an agent and messenger of Abii Muslim, scurry-
ing between the cities and villages of Khurasan and Transoxiana to convey mes-
sages on his behalf, returned to the province as its governor, an office that in-

88 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 367 = XXIX: 59.

89 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —-1901), iii: 455 = XXIX: 165.

90 Al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’ (1980), 177.

91 Al-Jahshiyari, Kitab al-Wuzara’ (1980), 178.

92 Gardizi, Zayn al-akhbar (1968), 282-3.

93 Gardizi, Zayn al-akhbar (1968), 283. For this article, I have used ‘Abd al-Hayy Habibi’s edi-
tion and not Rahim Rida-zada Malik’s more recent edition (Tehran: Anjuman-i Athar va Mafa-
Kkhir-i Farhangi, 2005).
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cluded the regions of Sistan and Tabaristan.* His impact was felt across the em-
pire’s provinces and at the imperial centre, where there was even a quarter be-
longing to al-Fadl b. Sulayman.®

It is notoriously difficult to pursue the career of provincial governors beyond
their gubernatorial reign. Upon being dismissed from their position, provincial
governors often disappear into oblivion. In this respect, al-Fadl b. Sulayman is
an important exception. His dismissal as governor of Khurasan and Sistan in
171 H/787-9 CE by the caliph Haran al-Rashid was apparently not prompted
by improper conduct or any incompetence in his handling of provincial affairs.
That he was still trusted and honoured was shown on his arrival in Baghdad in
171 H/787-8 CE, when he was given charge of the caliphal seal.*®

Conclusion

The aim of this study has been to deploy prosopography in order to document
historical patterns and trends concerning the activities of elites in the early Is-
lamic Empire. I have used this methodology to document the lives of elites
who occupied leading positions in 8™ and 9™-century government in order to

94 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 —1901), iii: 517-8, 521 = XXIX: 234-5, 239; iii: 740 = XXX: 305; Ibn
Isfandiyar, Tarikh-i Tabaristan (1941), 1: 189. Abt 1-‘Abbas al-Tasi is described as one of the gov-
ernors of Tabaristan sent from Baghdad (dar al-khilafa). 1t is unclear to me whether this appoint-
ment occurred earlier or whether Tabaristan was included under his autonomy along with
Khurasan and Sistan. When al-Dinawari states that al-Fadl b. Sulayman remained governor
for two years (“wa-‘aqada li-Abi I-‘Abbas al-Tust ‘ala Khurasan fa-labitha ‘alayha ‘ammayn thum-
ma ‘azalahu”), he must intend by this two years into Har@in al-Rashid’s caliphal reign. I am read-
ing ‘agada instead of the passive, ‘ugida, on account of the entire sentence’s syntax: al-Dina-
wari, Akhbar al-tiwal (1888), 383. For his and, subsequently, his son’s governorship, see
Hamza Isfahani, Ta’rikh sini mulitk (1844—1888), 222—3; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 521
= XXIX: 239; Khalifa states that Aba 1-‘Abbas al-T@isT’s gubernatorial reign continued under
the caliph al-Hadi: Khalifa b. Khayyat, Ta’rikh (1985), 446; al-Fasawi states that he was governor
of Khurasan from 166-170 H/783—-4-787—-8 CE: al-Fasawi, Kitab al-Ma ‘rifa (1989), i: 154, 162
(where the end of his gubernatorial reign is noted). For a full historical reconstruction and com-
prehensive discussion of his governorship, see Khan (forthcoming monograph), ch. 3 (‘Govern-
ing the Empire’).

95 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh (1879 -1901), iii: 274-5 = XXVIII: 242 (al-murabba‘a al-ma‘rifa bi-Abi I-
‘Abbas al-Fadl b. Sulayman al-Tusi). See Lassner 1970, 67.

96 See Khalifa b. Khayyat, Ta’rikh (1985), 465: Abti 1-‘Abbas was in charge of the seal after Ja‘far
b. Muhammad b. al-Ash‘ath. When the latter replaced Abi 1-‘Abbas as governor of Khurasan,
Abii 1-‘Abbas commanded the seal (al-khatam). He kept this office until he died and was re-
placed by Yahya b. Khalid b. Barmak.
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point out larger themes and developments they represent. Prosopography prom-
ises to illuminate the study of early and medieval Islamic history when it ad-
dresses larger conceptual and thematic questions.

This study has been devoted to two neglected areas in the study of the early
Islamic Empire and the role of elites towards the empire’s stability. It has argued
that transregional mobility, especially among military commanders, was founda-
tional to the empire’s maintenance. The elites studied in this chapter were active
all over the empire’s regions: from Mosul to Baghdad, from Khurasan to Sistan,
from Tabaristan to Ts, from Azerbaijan to Baghdad. The circulation of elites re-
flects the extent to which the fate of the empire was tied to elite activity. Offices
and appointments circulated among family members, going from brother to
brother, father to son; and officials were ambitious and enterprising, not always
content with the offices and level of employment they or their ancestors had se-
cured. Many of them were social climbers, who began their careers as soldiers,
progressed to the caliph’s special military entourage, and rose to prominence
as governors of provinces. There were great opportunities to rise in the imperial
bureaucracy but even the highest offices were not without their risks. When loy-
alty was rewarded, it was rewarded generously. But when it was breached, the
consequences were grave and delivered swiftly. Heads could rise one day and
fall quite literally the next, only to be raised and displayed with the hallmark,
macabre display of imperial triumph in the empire’s capital.

This mobility and circulation points to two further dimensions of the early
Islamic Empire. The first was the cultural commensurability of the imperial
provinces. Subjects and administrators floated across different regions of the em-
pire. Cultures and customs differed, but the vast territorial diversity of the em-
pire’s landscape did not prevent a high degree of inter-cultural traffic. The sec-
ond and perhaps more important dimension was the early Islamic Empire’s
creation of a commensurate system. A trans-empire identity made it possible
for elites to move easily from province to province and swiftly embed themselves
in a bureaucratic system where there were similar expectations; social roles were
understood; positions of power were known; privilege and education were ex-
pected and recognised; and achievements in different provinces were accorded
respect.” This cultivation of a commensurable social world that enabled elite of-

97 On this point, see Ando (2000), 410, who states about the early Roman Empire: “It does not
matter that most provincials probably never left the province in which they were born. Rather,
their appreciation of the empire grew from the belief they shared with Orosius, that they could
travel the length of the empire and still know precisely what benefits accrued from their mem-
bership in the Roman community.”
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ficials to thrive whilst serving the interests of the early Islamic Empire was a sig-
nificant achievement.*®

Beyond these two hypotheses concerning the nature of the early Islamic Em-
pire as an empire of mobile elites, this study has also advanced a less explicit,
though obvious, argument about the history of Khurasan and its relationship to
the early Islamic Empire at large in the 8" and 9" centuries. Khurasan was a
major province of the empire. In a forthcoming monograph, I study the ways
in which officials from Khurasan were instrumental in supervising the affairs
of small villages and towns within the province,” as well as managing and di-
recting the affairs of other provinces such as Egypt and Iraq.'®® The present
study has highlighted the kinds of interventions and contributions that Khura-
san’s people and resources made in the lives of other regions of the empire.
The impact its residents had outside Khurasan was both spectacular and highly
consequential. The sources do not detail the motivations or rewards for imperial
service. What they do allow us to deduce is how fundamental elite activity of this
kind was for the stability and maintenance of the early Islamic Empire. It could
not have survived for as long as it did without reproducing generations of elites,
from Khurasan in particular, to do the work of empire in the province of Khur-
asan, in the empire’s other key provinces, and in the imperial centre.

Elites from Khurasan can be found all over the early Islamic empire. This
study has identified precisely where some of them were and what they were
doing. It has presented a picture of the early ‘Abbasid Empire as one dominated
by informal patterns of rule that depended disproportionately on personal re-
tainers and elite gubernatorial and military families to maintain structures of
an otherwise bureaucratic centralised empire. Only on the basis of a larger
pool of prosopographies can we determine whether this pattern of rule charac-
terises the nature of the early Islamic Empire more broadly.

98 Haldon 2016, 159 —92. Charles Tilly’s landmark study of mobility in early modern Europe has
generated new typologies of mobility in medieval societies. Unfortunately, historians of early Is-
lamic history have a long way to go before we can propose stable typologies of this kind. For
some sense of what has been achieved by historians of the early Roman Empire, see the edited
volume Migration and Mobility in the Early Roman Empire (2016).

99 See Khan (forthcoming journal article), “The Idea and Practice of Empire: the View from the
Documentary Sources.”

100 Khan (forthcoming monograph), The Idea and Practice of Empire in Early Islamic Society.
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Appendix
Abi Ghanim ‘Abd al-Ham1d b. Rib‘T
Asram b. ‘Abd al-Ham1d Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Hamid
Mahdi b. Asram Muhammad b. Humayd

Ghanim b. Abi Muslim ‘Abdallah b. AbT Muslim

Genealogical table of Abl Ghanim and his descendants
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Amikam Elad

Preliminary Notes on the Term and
Institution of al-Shakiriyya in Early Islam
(ca. 14-218 H/635-36-833 CE) Mainly
According to the Arabic Sources

Abstract The aim of this paper is to study the nature of the term and institution
of al-Shakiriyya by re-examining the Arabic sources pertaining to the Umawi and
early ‘Abbasi caliphate. It is difficult to discern the character of the Shakiriyya in
the service of the Arab commanders in Central Asia from the Arabic sources.
They provide no information on ethnic composition, mobilization, military train-
ing or potential ties between a commander/master and his Shakir. This applies
mainly to the Umawi period, but also to the first ‘Abbasi period up to al-Ma’-
min’s rule (813 -833). It is also impossible to determine from them the possible
connections between the ancient Central Asian military institutions and military
institutions in the Islamic world. From evidence about the Shakiriyya in the Ara-
bic sources we can usually discern a distinct military character, though it is note-
worthy that in some cases the term Shakiri can be translated as meaning a loyal
adherent, or even a servant. While relatively extensive, the evidence at hand from
the Umawi and the early ‘Abbasi periods is too limited to fully demonstrate that
a) the Shakiriyya units denote Turks and b) that these allegedly Turkish units per-
formed their service for the ‘Abbasi caliphs according to concepts and practices
derived from the Central Asian steppe.

Keywords: Shakiriyya; Umayyads; early ‘Abbasids; early Islamic army; early Is-
lamic history and historiography

Introduction

During my current study of al-Ma’'miin’s army in Khurasan, I came upon several
pieces of evidence relating to a corps of Shakiriyya at al-Ma’mun’s court in Marw.
In checking the nature of the term and institution in the Arabic sources, I natu-
rally went back in history to the Umawi period and even earlier, to the period of

A shorter preliminary version of this paper was read at the workshop on The Origin and Early
Nature of Military Slavery in the Islamic World held at the Hebrew University in memory of
the late Prof. David Ayalon (17-22 December 2008).

8 OpenAccess. © 2020 Amikam Elad, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-008



172 —— Amikam Elad

the Arab conquest. I am now in the preliminary stage of processing the material
so gathered. However, the Arab sources I examined are for the most part not de-
cisive. It is difficult, if not impossible, to determine the characteristics of the con-
temporary Shakiriyya from them.

A Brief Summary of Scholarly Views Regarding al-Shakiriyya

Barthold commented that the Shakiriyya is sometimes mentioned in Arabic sour-
ces as a ruler’s personal guard. He presents several examples related to Transox-
ania, according to which non-Arab rulers and also some tribal leaders and senior
Arab commanders possessed a guard of this type.* Barthold argued that the ori-
gin of the word is the Persian chakar (literally, servant).” This seems to be the
accepted opinion among some scholars.> From Narashakhi’s description of the
queen of Bukhard’s court, it seemed to Barthold that the Shakiriyya was a
kind of honour guard. It included young noblemen sent in mutual exchange
from the courts of other rulers, like the sons of European knights who served
at the courts of their kings and dukes.*

Shaban described this institution as an Iranian one in its origin, agreeing
that the root of the word is Persian and its meaning is servants.” He argued in
a similar vein to Barthold (but without citing him) that the Shakiriyya performed
the same military service for their leaders that European knights in the Middle
Ages did for their kings. In the ‘Abbasi period, primarily in that of al-Mu‘tasim,
this institution was transferred from the east to the heart of the caliphate. Many
leaders and local princes from the east joined al-Mu‘tasim. Following ancient
customs prevalent in the east, their loyal followers accompanied them and cre-
ated the Shakiriyya regiments, as a way to continue to serve their leaders in the
heart of the empire when those leaders became mawali of the ruler. Others came
individually and joined the Shakiriyya of the ruler himself. Shaban brings a
string of references to prove his claims. However, though these references men-
tion the Shakiriyya, most of them are from the period of al-Mu‘tasim and onward.

1 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1159 [= Barthold 1928, 180]: the year 85 H/704-705 CE, the Shakiriyya of
Tarkhiin, the king of Samargand, ruler of Sordia, see no. B/4, below; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1155:
an Arab tribal leader of Khuza‘a, see no. B/3, below.

2 Barthold 1928, 180.

3 E.g., Beckwith 1984, 38, note 43: “the word is merely the Arabicized form of Persian chakar;”
Yonggyu 2004, 40.

4 Barthold 1928, 180 (quoting Narshakhi, Ta’rikh Bukhara, pp. 7-8 [= Frye 1954, 9]).

5 Shaban 1976, 2: 64-65, quoting the translation of al-Marwazi in Minorsky 1942, 18.
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They do not provide enough information to justify Shaban’s broad and detailed
explanation.®

Forand argued that the Shakiriyya of the Iranian/Soghdian princes and rul-
ers in Central Asia mentioned by the Arabic sources denotes “corps of slaves”
and that it is “impossible to establish beyond a doubt that individuals constitut-
ing a shakiriyya among the Umayyads [governors and senior commanders] were
of servile status.”

Beckwith argues for a Central Asian (Soghdian) origin of the institution of al-
Shakiriyya, and this has been accepted by some scholars.® He quotes Chinese
sources of the period describing the chakars’ Turkish and Soghdian guard
corps as courageous and fierce warriors.® More comprehensive studies in this
vein have been carried out by Yonggyu and (recently) De La Vaissiére (see
below).

From a single Arabic passage where a Turkish general says: “I am the slave
(‘abd) of the Khagan from his Shdakiriyya,”*® Beckwith concludes that:

...the relationship between lord and chakar was extremely close indeed; al-Iskand’s ally
Gharak, the king of Samarkand, speaks of his feudal relationship to his Western-Turkic
liege-lord...It appears, therefore that the members of the central Asian guard corps spoke
of themselves as the slaves of their lord [my emphasis].

We need more than one (equivocal) piece of evidence to corroborate such a so-
cial-cultural and ethnic institution, despite Beckwith’s lively depiction.
Yonggyu is more cautious in his definitions. Regarding the above evidence,
he believes that the word “slave” (‘abd) is used here metaphorically and does
not denote “simple slaves.”'' Chdkars “often labelled themselves as their
lords’ slaves, even if mostly metaphorically and nominally.”*? Yonggyu brings

6 Shaban 1976, 2: 64-65, quoting al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 8, 928, 1373, 1427, 1605; Ibn al-Athir, al-
Kamil (ed. Tornberg), 7, 32; Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Kitab al-Futih, 2, fol. 271a [= ed. Hyderabad, 8,
331].

7 Forand 1962, 10-11.

8 Beckwith 1984, esp. 39-40; Yonggyu 2004, chapter one, esp. 39-75; De La Vaissiére 2007, esp.
59-158.

9 Beckwith 1984, 37: Chinese sources describing the chakars in Bukhara and Samarqand; the
word chakar in the Chinese sources is che-chieh (Beckwith 1984, 37, nn. 41 and 42); I cannot
judge these pieces of evidence.

10 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1542: < S e g8 e Uiy see the discussion of Yonggyu below.

11 Yonggyu 2004, 63: “Indeed they are not simple slaves, because they are also of the highest
echelons of society.”

12 Yonggyu 2004, 63.
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several pieces of evidence from Chinese sources (some from the 7" century),
where the chakars of the Turkish gaghan are called “slaves of the gaghan,” de-
noting in his view subordinates.'®* Regarding Forand’s assertion that “the Shakir-
iyyah of the Iranian rulers must have been slaves,”* Yonggyu argues that this
conclusion “is somewhat extreme...it is probable that the chakars in Iran and
Central Asia were fully subordinate to their rulers and that they were servile el-
ements in the service of the rulers.”® It is noteworthy that Beckwith speaks only
of Central Asia while Yonggyu distinguishes between Iran and Central Asia.
Yonggyu adds (following Forand’s examples) that al-Tabari provides many ex-
amples showing that the Iranian ruler had the “right of life and death over
the members of shakiriyya.” But this assertion cannot be proved from the texts
he adduces.*®

Some Major Characteristics of al-Shakiriyya in Central Asia.

Yonggyu asserts that Chinese sources from the 7" century attest to special mili-
tary forces called chakars.

..inner Asian historians and Sinologists have in general regarded the term as referring to
the elite armed forces constituted by Central Asian Turko-Persian ethnic groups.”...Other
currently available sources in Chinese also indicate that chakars are peoples associated
to Iranian groups.'®

The military skills, courage and extreme loyalty of the chakars are well attested
to and demonstrated in the Chinese sources.’ Unfortunately, Yonggyu adds,
“The Chinese sources are not forthcoming when it comes to the question of by
what mechanism such a special bond between the inner Asian ruler and his re-
tainers was created.”? The same can be said about the Arabic sources pertaining
to the Umawi and the early ‘Abbasi caliphate.

13 Yonggyu 2004, 63.

14 Forand 1962, 11.

15 Yonggyu 2004, 68.

16 Yonggyu 2004, 68, quoting Forand 1962, 11, citing al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 965, 1155, 1609, 1927
(nos. B/1, B/3, B/11 and B/15 in this paper).

17 Yonggyu 2004, 44—45.

18 Yonggyu 2004, 46.

19 Yonggyu 2004, 68-69.

20 Yonggyu 2004, 70.
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De La Vaissiére’s Conclusions

De La Vaissiére devotes large parts of a recent book to a broad in-depth discus-
sion of the Shakiriyya. He expands some of the conclusions of Beckwith and
more especially of Yonggyu, arguing that the Shakiriyya was strictly a special in-
stitution within the Soghdian armies in Transoxania.? In his view the professio-
nal soldiers called chakar constituted “the most specific element of the military
Soghdian life.”*

De La Vaissiére relies mainly on two groups of Chinese and Arabic sources.
The Chinese sources enable him to establish unequivocally that the chakars were
“an elite guard restricted to a few selected companions.”*

Les chakar étaient les soldats d’élites des nobles et des rois, distingués par leur bravoure,
entretenus, éduqués et adoptés fictivement par eux afin de s’assurer de leur fidélité. Ils les
suivaient a la guerre comme dans le service quotidien. La plupart d’entre eux devaient étre
des gens du commun, mais des rois pouvaient avoir des chakar nobles.**

Persian or Soghdian Origin?

Unlike some of the scholars that preceded him, De La Vaissiére argues against
the Persian-Sasanian origin of this institution via the word itself. The etymology
of the word is from the Soghdian and not the Persian language; although it does
not appear in known Soghdian sources (mostly religious texts), it is found in the
Arabic and the Chinese sources.” All the Arabic (almost exclusively from al-Tab-
ari) and the Chinese sources that mention the Shakiriyya pertain to Central Asia
(Transoxania). Al-Tabari never mentions these units in his descriptions of the
Arab conquests of the Sasanian territories.?

De La Vaissiére admits that the word chakar does appear in 10" century Per-
sian texts (for example, Narshakhi), but unlike Barthold®” he argues that the
meaning of the word is servant or apprentice and that it refers to an institution

21 De La Vaissiére 2007, 59.

22 De La Vaissiére 2007, 68: “Les soldats professionnels nommés chakar forment I’élément le
plus spécifique de la vie militaire sogdienne.”

23 De La Vaissiére 2007, 69-70: “d’une garde d’élite restreinte a quelques compagnons choi-
sis.”

24 De La Vaissiére 2007, 86.

25 De La Vaissiére 2007, 68.

26 De La Vaissiére 2007, 72-73.

27 See above.
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basically different from that of the chakars of Central Asia.?® The main difference
between the chakars of Transoxania and Narshakhi’s chakars is the inferior so-
cial status of the latter. According to the Zoroastrian point of view, they are non-
noble servants performing base work. The descriptions of the court of the Queen
of Bukhara by Narshakhi are completely different from the military institution of
the chdkars depicted in the Chinese sources.?

The difference between the meaning of the term chakar in the Persian versus
the Arabic and Chinese texts explains (in De La Vaissiére’s opinion) the appa-
rently single text of al-Mutahhar b. Tahir al-Maqdisi (Kitab al-Bad’ wa-I-ta’rikh)
in which he describes the Shakiriyya units in the army of the Sasanian general
Rustam during the battle of al-Qadisiyya in the year 15 H/636 CE.>° This conclu-
sion poses some difficulties.

A) There is a similar text recorded by al-Tabari (no. 1): “The army of Rustam
consisted of one hundred and twenty thousand men. Sixty thousand were ac-
companied by Shakiri men; and from among these sixty thousand fifteen thou-
sand noblemen (also) were accompanied.”>!

B) The term al-Shakiriyya in different forms (e.g., wa-Shakiriyyatuhu) appears
at least two more times in Ibn Tahir’s book in connection with two different pe-
riods of the ‘Abbasi caliphate 1) In the year 136 H/754 CE, the Shakiriyya of caliph
Abt 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah (r. 132 H/749 CE-134 H/756 CE) is mentioned in al-Kifa/al-
Hashimiyya.?* (No. C/3 [20]) 2) The mawali and the Shakiriyya in Samarra’ rebel-
led during the short reign of caliph al-Musta‘in (Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Mu‘-
tasim; r. 248 H/862 CE-252 H/866 CE) due to the latter’s political deeds, among
them the imprisonment of al-Mutawakkil’s two sons al-Mu‘tazz and al-Mu’ayyad
and the release of al-Hasan b. al-Afshin from prison.*

28 De La Vaissiére 2007, 88.

29 De La Vaissiére 2007, 74-75.

30 De La Vaissiére 2007, 73, and note 194, quoting Zakeri 1995, 184; “on peut assurer que lorsque
Magqdisi decrit des chakar parmi les suivants de Rostam et de Yazdergerd III durant la bataille de
Qadissiyya, dans son Livre de la création et de Uhistoire, il se sert simplement d’un mot commun
a Balkh au X° siécle pour décrire des serviteurs de souverains sassanides trés différents des
chakar centre-assiatiques et qui, dans 'Iran sassanide portaient certainement un autre nom.”
31 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 1, 2258 : dused Wl cyind) (g5 (s SLEN Ja M) ga g piie all s sl 0 piie 5 Qe sin (IS
& st Gyl Gl e,

32 Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir, al-Bad’, 6, 76, records a tradition relating the plot by the caliph and
his brother al-Manstir to assassinate AbGi Muslim; the caliph backs down from his decision, or-
dering one of his Shakiriyya («38W (el J&) to tell his brother not to kill Abti Muslim.

33 Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir, al-Bad’, 6, 123: 4. _SUill 5 J sell 2,5 according to al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3,
1533, al-Hasan was released from prison in 250 H/864 CE. The insurrection against al-Musta‘in
and the release of al-Mu‘tazz from prison occurred in 251 H/865 CE (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1545;
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C) It is difficult to accept the historiographical method applied by De La
Vaissiére to al-Mutahhar b. Tahir’s work in general and to this specific text in
particular. Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir was a native of Jerusalem, a contemporary of
the famous geographer Muhammad b. Abi Bakr (known as al-Mugaddasi/al-
Magqdisi, d. ca. 1000). Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir emigrated from Jerusalem to Bust
in Sijistan, where he wrote his book around 355 H/966 CE (not in Balkh as De
La Vaissiére believes). Very little information survives regarding him; it is not
known exactly when he left Jerusalem and when he settled in Bust.>* His work
was written in Arabic, not in Persian.

the rebels referred to are Turks). I did not find the expression al-mawalt wa-l-Shakiriyya in al-
Tabari’s work, but this phrase does appear even earlier in other sources, e.g. during al-Mutawak-
kil’s reign (r. 232 H/847CE-247 H/861 CE), when the latter ordered the preparation of an extraor-
dinary celebration in honour of his young son, al-Mu‘tazz, who had finished learning and recit-
ing the Qur’an. This unprecedented celebration was held in Barkuwara, one of al-Mutawakkil’s
palaces. See al-Mu‘afa b. Zakariyya’, al-Jalis al-Salih, 3, 103-105; 105: “he [the caliph) ordered the
most prominent dignitaries, the most distinguished mawali and al-Shakiriyya to be present in
Barkuwara...”: 10158 Jsany g SLally (Jsall osass Y e Gl ) e sl the isndd: o3 omall s
Gan J8 A G (ga 0 dena 0 daal Gulial) g Wiaa JB Gl gl o sy Gy gl fiaa JB S 1) andldl)
s 508 (je deles 5 o 3 Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Miisa (236 H/850-851 CE-291 H/904 CE) belonged
to the famous Bant 1-Furat family, several of whose members held the offices of secretaries and
viziers under the ‘Abbasis (mainly from the end of the 3"/9™ century) and the Ikhshidis (in the 4
/10" century). They were pro-Shi‘a. On Banii 1-Furat, see D. Sourdel, “Ibn al-Furat”, The Ency-
clopedia of Islam, new edition, 3, s.v. (on Ahmad and his father, see p. 767b.), but esp. Sourdel
1959-60 (index); for parallel sources for the tradition, see for example Ibn al-Imrani, al-Inba’, 1,
118-119 and 281, n. 285, an exhaustive bibliography; Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya, 8, 3764-3765; Ibn
‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 18, 314-316. On Barkuwara, see Yaqut, Mu jam (Beirut ed.), 1, 410; Le Strange
1905, 52. See also al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1627, where we find the phrase al-atrak wa-l-mawali (in
al-Musta‘in’s army); Gordon 2001, 224, n. 242, argues that the mawali mentioned here are
Turks as well: “there is good reason to think Turks are meant here as well. In other words, a dis-
tinction is made here between two groups of Turks.” See also al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1582 (year 251
H/865 CE): “The Shakiriyya and the Abna’ [contingents] support[ed] al-Mu‘tazz while the Turks
and their supporters broke rank and fought against him”: aelS cas &l 51 J e 5 £V 5 4 ,SLall 4jlal
o5 ks, It is noteworthy that there is a distinction here between the Shakiriyya and the Turks; for
the involvement of the Shakiriyya corps in the civil war, see for example, Saliba 1985, index
(“Shakiriyyah™); for a historical survey of the civil war, see Shaban 1976, 2: 80-85, but esp. Gor-
don 2001, 90ff., and 224, n. 238 for further bibliography.

34 Kitab al-Bad’ wa-l-ta’rikh was for a long time ascribed to Abti Zayd Ahmad b. Sahl al-Balkhi
(d. 322 H/934 CE), mainly due to the assertion of Haji Khalifa in Kashf al-zuniin, 1, 227, but see
also Ibn al-Wardi, Kharida, 249 (mentioned by Morony 1988, 353); van Ess 1978, 322 (S. 581);
Adang 1996, 49. On al-Mutahhar b. Tahir al-Maqdisi (a brief mention of the author and his
book), see Goitein 1982, 192-193 (the original Hebrew version of this article appeared in 1953);
Sarkis 1928-30, 1: 241-242; al-Zirikli 1980, 1: 133-134, 7: 253, 8: 285; Kahhala 1957-61, 12: 294;
“Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir,” p. 762a; GAL, 1, p. 337; S. I, p. 222; Sezgin 1967, 1: 337; Rosenthal 1968,
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[It] recalls al-Mas‘adi’s Muriij [al-Dhahab], but history here is envisaged from a more phil-
osophical and certainly from a more critical point of view. The author displays a good
knowledge of ancient and alien religions, whose cultural value he stresses without however
ceasing to place Islam above them. He follows the usual order. Beginning with the creation
of the world, he devotes the first three volumes (half of the whole work) to ancient history
and to philosophical, theological, geographical, etc. considerations and does not reach a
consideration of Islam until the fourth volume (cf. the parallel lay-out of al-Mas‘adi’s
work, in which these earlier topics occupy only two volumes out of five), finally reserving
a restricted place for the Umayyads and ‘Abbasids....Such a disdain may possibly arise pre-
cisely from the originality and free thought of a writer who seems to have maintained a cer-
tain independence and not to have been an adherent of any religious movement of the age
when he lived.”

The historical parts of this work preserve many pieces of evidence of utmost im-
portance, which are not found in other sources known to me.?®

In the introduction to the historical section of his work, the author asserts
that it “is based on what we have found in the books of the authors of history
(ULaY) Jal € 8).” From a cursory reading it is clear that Ibn Tahir relied heavily
on earlier sources, including well-known works such as al-Tabari’s (or his sour-
ces; this should be established by a special study).’” Many times he quotes writ-
ten works or transmitters from which he accumulated his historical information.
This is done according to the traditional methodology of the great historical writ-
ten Arabic works. The examples are numerous and it is sufficient to cite only a
few here.’®

From a cursory check of Ibn Tahir’s work al-Bad’ wa-I-Ta’rikh it is clear that
he was very learned in hadith, figh, historical and other kinds of Islamic litera-
ture. The sections of pre-Islamic history that deal with al-mabda’ and gisas al-
anbiya’ until the beginnings of Muhammad’s mission, the life of the Prophet

index, esp. 114-115; Khalidi 1976. Khalidi quotes the short mention of the author by Sezgin,
Rosenthal and Miquel (see the bibliographical citation above in this note); Miquel 1967, 1:
212-217, and index; see also Khalidi 1994, 153-154; Adang 1996a, esp. pp. 48-50, and index;
Adang 1996b, esp. 59-60; Morony 1988.

35 “Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir.” But see Khalidi 1976, who considers him a Mu‘tazili.

36 See the short evaluation of the man and his work in this vein by Sezgin 1967, 1: 337 (quoted in
Gil 1992, 421).

37 For example, compare al-Mutahhar b. Tahir, al-Bad’, 6, 75-76, to al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 85-86
(partly related by al-Tabari from al-Mada’ini); see full discussion below (‘Abbasis, no. C/3 [20])
38 E.g., II, p. 150: 4xial) (s oo Las ;o1 el QLS (30008 (G alus G dl 2o 55555 p. 151 LS s
A ol gy pl 1520 @i Jesl QS b il Pl 1530 5 0 i e 45 Led Glas) ¢ 2esa Bl O
L) eyl 5515 S8 aail) ol iany (S 3 el Jlss pL 154: 0 A jSe o a8 (e alad (s B[4l o] 5 s
aie dil pmy e ol p. 1550 be gl oo Gmodl Cp el aie 55 LAY dalels ) L S5 p.L156: e s 55
SIS A ol o ) e 4wl e )M
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and the history of the caliphate are written in the familiar tradition of the impor-
tant Islamic historians of the 9" and 10™ centuries. Even an anecdote about an
alleged disputation between the chief commander of the Arab force in front of
Yazdajird (no. A/1.3, below), is written in accordance with the style, spirit and
contents of many of the traditions of the early Arab-Muslim conquests, as
found in the early Arabic Futiih literature—for example, the works of Abii Mikh-
naf (d. 157 H/774 CE), al-Azdi (d. around 190 H/805-806 CE or 210 H/825-826
CE), al-Qudami (d. between 201 H/816-17 CE or 210 H/826-27 CE), Muhammad
b. ‘A’idh (d. 232 H/847 CE) or Sayf b. ‘Umar (d. ca. 184 H/800 CE). Tahir seldom
quotes his historical sources in these early sections. Although his work has long
been edited and used in research, it has not been properly studied; I do not
know of an in-depth study of the author or his important work.>®

Though it is tempting to compare the Shakiriyya and the institution of
knighthood in the European Middle Ages (as argued by Barthold and Beck-
with*?), there should be reservations regarding the equation. It is refuted, for ex-
ample, and treated with great caution and reservation by De La Vaissiére.** If
such comparisons are made, they should be put forward in great detail and
with profound caution. The regimes in the east and in the west were very differ-
ent in character.*?

Other researchers mention the Shakiriyya but do not discuss it or attempt to
clarify its character.?

The Term Shakiri/Shakiriyya in the Arabic Sources

Used to mean military contingents: marked MC

39 See Khalidi 1976, 2.

40 Beckwith 1984, 35 and note 26: comparing the Shakiriyya guard corps with “the system
found among the Germanic peoples of late Classical and early medieval Europe,” the comitatus.
41 De La Vaissiére 2007, 83—-84, argues against Beckwith but mainly against two articles by P.
Golden from 2001 and 2004 (not read by A. E.).

42 For example, see the reservations of Cahen and Lambton in their discussion of the igta“ re-
gime in the east and attempts to compare this regime with European feudalism, Lambton 1965;
Cahen, “Ikta*”, EP, 3, 1088-1091.

43 Pipes 1981, 137, note 215; Lassner 1980, 136 (regarding al-Mu‘tasim’s period). Levy 1969, 418-
419, translates the Shakiriyya of al-Mutawakkil (847-861) as referring to new recruits in contrast
to the old regiments. He was mistaken in his understanding of the term. In relation to the citation
(al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1510) according to which al-Abna’ wa-l-Shakiriyya rebelled against the
Turks, he believes that Abna’ means “sons”, that is, new recruits. What is meant here are in
fact the veteran Abna’ regiments.
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Used to mean non-military, servant or slave: marked NM/SE/SL

A) The Period of the Conquest of al-‘Iraq (14 H/636 CE): MC? Instead of S/:
SE/NM?

These may be the earliest pieces of evidence at our disposal, recording the term
Shakiriyya/Shakiri as in use in the year 14 H/636 CE[!], during the battle of al-
Qadisiyya in al-‘Iraq. Two versions of these terms appear in the sources. Both de-
scribe the army of Rustam, the chief general of the Persian army.

A/1) The First Version, According to Tabari

This version is recorded by al-Tabari from Sayf b. ‘Umar (d. ca. 184 H /800 CE),
who transmitted the following tradition from three informers: “The army of Rus-
tam consisted of one hundred and twenty thousand men. Sixty thousand were
accompanied by the Shakiri man; and from among these sixty thousand fifteen
thousand noblemen (also) were accompanied.”** Friedmann renders the term
Shakiri in this sentence as “servant:” “The army of Rustam consisted of one hun-
dred and twenty thousand men. Sixty thousand were accompanied by servants
(shakiri); from the [other] sixty thousand, fifteen thousand were noblemen ac-
companied [by dependents].”*

In another place, al-Tabari (via Sayf b. ‘Umar) records: “Rustam set out with
one hundred and twenty thousand men, all of them accompanied by depend-
ents. Together with their dependents they numbered more than two hundred
thousand. He set out from al-Mada’in with sixty thousand men, accompanied
by dependents.”* In this version the Shakiriyya are not mentioned.

A/1.2) The second version, According to Kitab al-Bad’ wa-I-Ta’rikh

“Rustam arrived and encamped in al-Hira at the head of sixty thousand regular
(paid) soldiers, besides (the accompanying units) of the supporters, the followers

44 Al-Tabar, Ta’rikh, 1, 2258: duses Wl iadl (a5 5 SW da ) g g st il s sl 0y 5 Aila sin (IS
g st il Gl e,

45 Friedmann 1992, 53.

46 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 1, 2250: ,<a) ile (e JST aelidy 1S5 o siia wglS ol e cpdic (8 oy 3
¢ sie Qall i 8 il e z A the translation is that of Friedmann 1992, 46.
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and the Shakiriyya:” gli¥ls glad¥) 5o AWE o W gpin G sl I3 Ju) elag
3 LAl 47

Here, the Shakiriyya is mentioned not as part of the regular paid army but as
one of the auxiliary units. *®

A/1.3) The Shakiriyya of Yazdajird: MC?/; S/NM?

Ibn Tahir relates in another tradition that several senior commanders were sent
to Yazdajird by Sa‘d b. Abi Waqqas to persuade the king to recognize the supe-
riority of Islam, demanding that he become a Muslim or “pay the jizya while
being humiliated,*® standing while a whip is over his head” sl 5 s 4 )
(e, e Ll 5 28 2la They were received by Yazdajird’s son who responded:
“If you were not messengers I would have killed you.” So they answered: “We
shall take your land and send you to exile from it.” So he asked: “What is
your proof (for this)?” and they said: “Our Prophet (sal‘am) informed us about
this, and there was nothing that he informed us about which did not material-
ize.” Yazdajird’s son (or is it the king himself?) said something in Persian to
one of his Shakiriyya («3:_SLi =z bl %) and he came quickly with a date-basket
which contained dust of the earth, and he said: “Take this, this is what you’ll get
from me...”%°

This tradition is undoubtedly a topos, a literary convention, with many par-
allels in early Islamic sources on the conquests. Still, it was woven around some
solid historical events, incorporating the names of real Arab commanders and
places. Whoever spread this tradition was certain that the Sasanian prince
and/or king had a Shakiriyya. The nature of the Shakiri himself is not clear
from this anecdote; he may have been a servant, or a soldier who belonged to
a Shakiriyya military institution.

It is also noteworthy that this example is from a very early period, and that it
deals with the Sasanian (Persian) army in al-‘Iraq; it does not touch on Central
Asia.

47 Al-Maqdisi, al-Bad’ wa-l-ta’rikh, 5, 171.

48 For a different analysis and interpretation of this evidence, see De La Vaissiére 2007, 73, who
doubts the authenticity of this evidence (quoting only al-Maqdisi); and see the discussion above.
49 This is a paraphrase of the well-known Qur’anic verse (9 (al-tawba):9), as well as an inter-
pretation of this verse, which clearly attests to the later origin of the text.

50 Al-Maqdisi, al-Bad’ wa-I-ta’rikh, 5, 172.
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B) The Umawi Period
B/1) al-‘Iraq: MC

The first time the Shakiriyya is mentioned is in 77 H/696-697 CE, during the
fierce battles between al-Hajjaj b. Yaisuf and Shabib b. Yazid al-Shaybani al-
Khariji in al-‘Iraq (mainly near al-Kafa). One of al-Hajjaj’s notables and
commanders, Khalid b. ‘Attab al-Riyahi al-Tamimi,** was sent from al-Kifa at
the head of his Shakiriyya (fi Shakiriyyatihi) to fight Shabib. The tradition was
recorded by al-Tabari from ‘Umar b. Sahabba through Khallad b. Yazid from
al-Hajjaj b. Qutayba.>?

B/1.1) MC

Miskawayh relates that Khalid b. ‘Attab headed a company of soldiers of Ahl al-
Kifa together with his mawali and his Shakiriyya.>?

B/1.2) MC

Ibn Abi 1-Hadid relates that Khalid b. ‘Attab “came out with a group of his
mawali and his Shakiriyya and his cousins:” 4se s 4% SUis 4l se (40 a4 7 )38

On the face of it, this is an exception to the geographic-social pattern estab-
lished by some scholars, since its setting is not connected to the east (Khurasan)
and certainly not to Transoxania. Khalid b. ‘Attab was a Kafi, who during his ca-

51 On Khalid b. ‘Attab, see Crone 1980, 112; al-Zirikli 1980, 2: 297 (his entry); see also Ibn Hazm,
Jamhara, 227; al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 12, 161-162; Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 16, 172-175: his biography;
172: governor of al-Rayy; Ibn al-Kalbi, Jamhara (ed. Hasan), 217 and al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 12,
161: governor of Isfahan after his father; al-Baladhuri, Ansab, 7, 403: governor of al-Rayy; al-
‘Askari, Tashifat, 2, 872.

52 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 965 (4 SLi & e o A& ¢la s my emphasis); the isnad is on pp. 963 and
964: ‘Umar b. Sahabba < Khallad b. Yazid< al-Hajjaj b. Qutayba [b. Muslim?]. In some of the tra-
ditions, ‘isaba (a company of soldiers) appears instead of the Shakiriyya (see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh,
2, 961; al-Dhahabi, Ta’rikh, 5, 333), or jama‘a (Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya, 9, 24: a jama‘a of 4000 sol-
diers). See also the next footnote.

53 Miskawayh, Tajarib al-umam, 2, 308. The text is slightly garbled: fibac 4ra s=5] oz 420 7 ja8
S a0 o 08550 al e [fime i 28,

54 Ibn Abi I-Hadid, Sharh, 4, 271; Forand 1962, 10. His conclusions regarding this and other ex-
amples are farfetched.
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reer served as the governor of al-Rayy and Isfahan in the Jibal district (also far
away from Transoxania). This was the heart of the Sasanian kingdom. Did he re-
cruit his Shakiriyya there?

Crone has already noted that at least two members of Khalid b. ‘Attab’s sub-
tribe (Riyah b. Yarba‘) were connected to Khurasan. The first was Habib b. Qurra
[b. Nu‘aym b. Qa‘nab...b. Hammam b. Riyah b. Yarbti‘], who was the governor of
Balkh in 29 H/649-650 CE on behalf of ‘Uthman.>® But there is a chronological
gap of about 50 years between Khalid b. ‘Attab’s campaign and Habib b. Qurra’s
governorship. The evidence in al-Tabari (from 29 H/649-650 CE) is the only men-
tion of Habib b. Qurra in the sources. Nothing more is known of him, certainly
not about any Shakiriyya contingents of his, nor is anything known about his re-
lations with the family of Khalid b. ‘Attab.

The second person mentioned by Crone is al-Abrad b. Qurra b. Nu‘aym, the
brother of Habib.>® His daughter was married to Yazid b. Qurra‘ al-Riyahi or al-
Hanzali al-Tamimi, who lived in Marw.” As in the case of Habib b. Qurra, no con-
nection is recorded between Khalid b. ‘Attab and al-Abrad b. Qurra or between
their families. It seems that the Khurasani background and connections of Khal-
id b. ‘Attab with these distant relatives and with the districts of Khurasan and
Transoxania need to be established on firmer ground.*®

All the other pieces of evidence from the Umawi period (except two) are con-
nected to Khurasan and Transoxania.

55 Crone 1980, 113 (according to al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 1, 2831).

56 On him, see Ibn al-Kalbi, Jamhara, 216; Ibn Hazm, Jamhara, 227; Ibn Makala, al-Ikmal, 1, 10—
11; he is only mentioned in these sources.

57 Crone 1980, 113 (according to al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1569: al-Riyahi); but see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh,
2, 1691: al-Hanzali, a different sub-tribe of Tamim.

58 De La Vaissiére 2007, 72-73, note 193, mentions the evidence (according to al-Tabari’s Ta’r-
ikh) about Khalid b. ‘Attab’s Shakiriyya in al-Kafa (al-‘Iraq), but argues, relying on Crone’s ob-
servation, that “mais Crone 1980, p. 113, souligne les forts liens de sa famille avec le Khorassan
(elle compte dans ses rangs un gouverneur de Balkh).” Crone’s assertion (1980, 113) about the
Khurasani connection of Khalid and his father ‘Attab to Khurasan is not attested to by the sour-
ces she quotes. Furthermore, she confuses ‘Attab and his son Khalid, mistakenly arguing that it
was ‘Attab who had a Shakiriyya (quoting al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 950). ‘Attab’s different contin-
gents are mentioned on this page, but no Shakiriyya contingents are listed. I am unable to
trace any connection between ‘Attab and his son Khalid and Khurasan.
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B/2) Khurasan: MC

In 82 H/701-702 CE Thabit and Hurayth, the sons of Qutba, mawali of Khuza‘a
and two commanders of the governor of Khurasan al-Muhallab b. Abi Sufra,
left al-Muhallab’s camp with “three hundred of their Shakiriyya and their loyal
and close Arab adherents.” The isnad is as follows: al-Tabari < ‘Ali b. Muham-
mad al-Mada’ini (most probably from a written work) < al-Mufaddal b. Muham-
mad b. Ya‘la al-Dabbi (d. ca. 163 H/780 CE),*® whose “father was one of the au-
thorities of al-Tabari on the events in the wars of the Arabs on the frontiers of
Khurasan in 30-90 H/651-709 CE.”%°

B/3) Transoxania: MC

In 85 H/704-705 CE, Thabit and Hurayth, the two tribal leaders and commanders
mentioned above, found a refuge in Tirmidh (in Transoxania, on the Oxus river)
dominated by Miisa b. ‘Abdallah b. Khazim al-Sulami.®* At a certain stage Thabit
turned against Miisa and with the help of the princes of Transoxania fought
against him. Thabit had to guard against assassination and ordered a group of
his Shakiriyya “to guard him, to sleep in his house at night, and with them, a
group of Arabs (sl (e o agnes)”.?

Barthold argued for the Iranian origin of this personal guard (Shakiriyya),
but no indication of this guard’s ethnicity is included in the source he quoted.
He further argued that the phrase “and with them, a group of Arab tribes”
means Thabit’s enemies in the camp of the leader of Khuza‘a. The text is not
as clear-cut as Barthold deems, and it is definitely possible to assume that the
Shakiriyya that appears in this text also included Arabs.®

59 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1082: <2l (e Legal Conaiall 5 Legly SUE (j0 2D b s 38 Forand 1962, 11; the
expression cp=hiidl 5 is rendered by Hinds 1990 as: “three hundred of their shakiriyya and Arab
adherents [my emphasis]” and by De La Vaissiére 2007, 71 as “et leur suivants arabes [my empha-
sis].”

60 Lichtenstadter, “al-Mufaddal b. Muhammad....al-Dabbi,” EP, 7, 305-306.

61 On Miusa b. ‘Abdallah b. Khazim al-Sulami, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, index, esp. 1145ff.; Sha-
ban 1979, index, esp. 58—-49, 58—62; on al- Thabit and Hurayth, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, index,
esp. 1145ff.; Shaban 1979, index, esp. 57-61.

62 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1155; sl (e a8 agaes o3 (& sdic () s 5 43 sm sas 4% SLE (e L el 5; Barthold
1928, 183; De La Vaissiére 2007, 71, note 181.

63 Barthold 1928, 183; Hinds 1990, 99: “they being accompanied by some Arabs.”



Preliminary Notes on the Term and Institution of al-Shakiriyya —— 185

B/4) Transoxania: SE/NM

The Shakiriyya of Tarkhiin, the king of Samarqand and ruler of Soghdia, is men-
tioned in the year 85 H/704-705 CE. He is in a military camp, leading a coalition
of non-Arabs and Arabs against Maisa b. ‘Abdallah b. Khazim al-Sulami, who has
gained control over Tirmidh. Tarkhiin is described sitting in his tent, “and his
Shakiriyya had lit fires before him.” They scattered when they heard the voice
of one single enemy soldier who entered the tent and is killed by Tarkhiin.
Then the Shakiriyya returned and Tarkhiin scolded them, saying “You fled
from a [single] man.” Then his slave girls entered the tent and the Shakiriyya fled.

It seems that the Shakiriyya in this case are servants, not soldiers; certainly
not courageous warriors since they did not even try to resist their lord’s attack-
er.®* The isnad is as follows: al-Tabari < ‘Ali b. Muhammad [al-Mada’ini].®® It is
unsound to conclude from this text, as Forand did, that “the Shakiriyya of the
Iranian rulers must have been slaves.”%°

B/5) Jurjan/Khurasan: NM/SE?

In 98 H/716-717 CE, in the course of Yazid b. al-Muhallab’s long siege of Jurjan
(located southeast of the Caspian Sea), “a non-‘Arab (soldier?) from Khurasan—
who was with Yazid—went out to hunt with a Shakiriyya of his.” While chasing a
wild mountain goat (antelope?: Je s), he discovers a small path in the mountains
leading to the besieged fortress. This evidence is connected to the east via
Khurasan (but not Transoxania); the identity of the “hunter” is not clear. Was
he a commander or an Iranian notable? The isnad is as follows: al-Tabari <
‘Ali b. Muhammad [al-Mad&’ini] < “the group that transmitted to him the report
about Jurjan and Tabaristan.” ¢

Al-Tabari records two additional conflicting versions (see below) of the iden-
tity of this soldier or commander who discovers the secret pass to the besieged
city while hunting. In these versions, the “heroes of the anecdote” are Arabs.

64 Cf. De La Vaissiére 2007, 71: “ils veillent sur sa tente mais ne résistent pas a une attaque.”
65 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1159-1160; the beginning of the long tradition (mention of al-Mada’ini)
is on 1146; Barthold 1928, 180; Forand 1962, 10; De La Vaissiére, 2007, 71, note 182 (quoting al-
Tabari).

66 Forand 1962, 11.

67 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1330—-1331: 4 & SLi d4xa s sl 3 3 g IS Ol )3 pae e da ) z A Y s it pos-
sible that the phrase 4 48L& denotes a female Shakir?
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B/5.1)

The second version of this story is related by Hisham b. Muhammad al-Kalbi (d.
204 H/819 CE) from Aba Mikhnaf (d. 157 H/774 CE), who reports that the “hunter”
was an Arab soldier from the Tayyi’ tribe (cch ¢ s_Sue (w JaJ). He is accompa-
nied by a group defined as ashab, which may denote close associates and in this
case most probably means close commanders or soldiers who were attached to
him or were part of the contingents he commanded.®® The term Shakiriyya/
shakiriyyatihi is not mentioned in this tradition or in the next version.

B/5.2)

The third version is recorded by al-Tabari, who does not name his source and
uses the term “and it is said” (J4:). It may have originally been part of Ibn al-
Kalbi’s tradition. This third version says that the hunter’s name was al-Hayyaj
b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Azdi, from the (Arab?) inhabitants or warriors of Tas
(oeskl AT e s23Y) ea )l 2o ¢n zlell). According to this version, he came out
from Yazid’s camp for the purpose of hunting.*

B/5.3)

Ibn A‘tham al-Kiifi records only the last, third version of this anecdote and
weaves it around al-Hayyaj b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Azdi. No sources are recorded,
but it is most probably taken from al-Mada’ini’s work. This is a long and detailed
tradition, describing how during the prolonged siege of the fortress by Yazid b.
al-Muhallab, “one of his close associates/commanders, from the (Arab?) contin-
gents of al-Tis, named al-Hayyaj b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Azdi went out hunting
with a dog...and there were with him a group [of soldiers] from the army camp...””®

68 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1331: o J85 ..l sl (e o Sue (e Ja) 8 Ciide 3l e dena o oliin JB
Sl ) e S Adaal N diay (s oSS |5 4

69 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1331.

70 Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Kitab al-Futih (Beirut ed.), 7, 218: 4l J& (s sk Jal e adaal (o o) z A Y
Sl e o s e OIS S, S dae s el 2381 Ges ) e 03 zbedl [my emphasis]; al-Mada’ini is men-
tioned in Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Kitab al-Futith (Beirut ed.), 7, 206. Ibn A‘tham relied heavily on al-
Mada’ini’s works; see Conrad 2015, 99, n. 77, 115-116, 118, 125; Lindstedt 2014, esp. 107-108, 110,
117.
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It is clear that we are again faced with a topos, but some elements of the an-
ecdote may have a grain of authenticity.”* It is interesting (and may be of impor-
tance) that the Shakiriyya is mentioned in connection with an Iranian. The two
other Arab commanders are not connected to a Shakiriyya.

Again, it is worth reminding ourselves that the term al-Shakiriyya was a com-
mon, well-known term in the mid-9" century when al-Mad&’ini lived and
worked.

B/6) Syria/Dabiq. Between 96 H/715 CE and 99 H/717 CE, the Reign of
Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik: NM/SE?

Yaqit quotes an anecdote that he most plausibly copied from Akhbar al-Naha-
wiyyin (The History of the Grammarians),”> a book by Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-
Malik, Abai Bakr al-Sarrdj, known as al-Ta’rikhi (d. 291 H/903-904 CE)”: “And
he related in the tradition whose isndd concludes with al-Dahhak b. Ziml/
Zaml al-Saksaki, who was one of the close associates of al-Manstr = <)
(Uil laal 7 who said:

We were together with Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik [r. 96/715-99/717] in Dabiq,” when al-
Shahhaj [b. Wada‘] al-Azdi al-Mawsili’® rose up in his presence and said [in incorrect Ara-

71 Cf. the summary of al-Mada’ini’s tradition in al-Baladhuri, Futith (Beirut, 1987), 471: “[Yazid]
laid siege to the fortress for seven months, with no apparent results, then a man (a soldier?) di-
rected and guided them towards a road to their fortress”: Sa ) o) &....e s leta 38 ¥ el Arsu Lgle (38
aeiali ) 55k e aed; De La Vaissiére 2007, 71, note 183 (according to al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1331),
refers only to one man, “un Iranien de Tiis.” This combines the two versions and two different
commanders rendered by al-Tabari.

72 Yaqut, Udaba’, 1, 27. Yaqiit copied the traditions from the book that was before him, see 1, 5
and 13; 2, 551: J& cmssill JLal 3 A ellad) se 0 2ese QIS b culisg, ;s this book was already men-
tioned by Ibn al-Nadim, al-Fihrist, 95; al-Safadi, al-Waft, 46: o s~ é-,uii JS; see also GAL, S3,
157. It is not mentioned by Sezgin.

73 On him, see al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 3, 151; 11, 69: al-Khatib al-Baghdadi used an au-
tograph of the author (quoted by Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 59, 254): b clldl se (g dene QIS 3 i 3
aliy al-Sam‘ani, al-Ansab, 1, 442; Yaqit, Udaba’ , 1, 5-6; al-Dhahabi, Ta’rikh, 23, 278-279, who
does not give the exact date of his death; al-Safadi, al-Waft, 4, 35; al-Tihrani, al-Dhari‘a, 21, 28
quotes Yaqut and gives birth and death dates (200 H/815-816 CE to 291 H/903-904 CE).

74 For this social-political institution within the early ‘Abbasi court, see Elad 1995, 93, n. 17; al-
Dahhak should be added to the list of the sahaba of al-Mansiir: ) sl lawal e IS,

75 “A locality in the ‘Azaz region of northern Syria. It lies on the road from Manbij to Antakiya
upstream from Aleppo on the river Nahr Kuwayk.” Sourdel , “Dabik,” EI, 2, 72; see also Le
Strange 1890, 426.

76 For more on him, see below.
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bic, not according to the rules of the Arabic grammar]: ‘Oh Commander of the Faithful, Our
father has died and left a large sum of money but our brother took control of our father’s
money and took it...” Upon hearing the incorrect Arabic the caliph became very angry and
addressed the speaker with harsh bold words and added ‘Take this man who speaks incor-
rect Arabic from me.” So one of the Shakiriyya took his hand saying [also in incorrect Ara-
bic]: ‘Get up for you have offended the Commander of the Faithful.” Hearing the incorrect,
faulty Arabic, the caliph cursed the Shakiri and ordered to drag him away by his legs.”

Yaqut records only the last transmitter of the tradition, al-Dahhak b. Ziml/Zaml
b. ‘Amr al-Saksaki (Kinda), a well-known Umawi Arab notable who lived in Bayt
Lihya, one of the villages of Damascus.”® His father was one of the closest and
most senior associates of caliph Marwan b. al-Hakam (r. 64 H/684 CE-65 H/
685 CE). He was also a minor transmitter of hadith.” His son, al-Dahhak b.
Zamal/Ziml] related traditions about Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik; in another tra-
dition he gives an eyewitness description of the audience of caliph Yazid b.
‘Abd al-Malik (r. 101 H/720 CE-105 H/724 CE).2° He was appointed by caliph
al-Walid b. Yazid b. ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 125 H/743 CE-126 H/744 CE) as the governor
of al-Yaman.?! Yazid b. al-Walid (r. 126 H/744 CE) confirmed his appointment as
the governor of al-Yaman and Hadramawt where he remained as governor under
Marwan b. Muhammad (r. 126 H/744 CE-132 H/750 CE) for two years and a few
months.®? His brother al-Hajjaj b. Ziml accompanied Marwan b. Muhammad on
his flight to Egypt and was killed with him in Basir.®* Yaqat adds an interesting
and otherwise unknown fact about him: that he continued to serve the ‘Abbasi
caliphs as well and was one of the sahaba of caliph al-Mansiir.

77 Yaqut, Udaba’ , 1, 27; on p. 25 Yaqiit starts to quote al-Ta’rikhi’s work: @liauall ) sxiul Lad Cuaa
L JE o Lia sall éJJS!\ gladll 4l BB ) el ellall de G Gl ge WS JB ) sacaiall Claal (e 1S (SaSall day o
¥ bl ol i ¥ Ll A s D sobades JE 0308 UL Jle Gl BT s e el i ella Ul ¢ spiasall
iy alal) 138 51U e pall paal ol a8 o8 15 By SLAN (e o 2208 e lalll 13 ) a AT e ) g Lad Sl ) &)L
s | saul 44l,; the underlined words were spoken in incorrect Arabic; the text is quoted by al-
Maymani, Simt al-la’ali, 66, explaining that the meaning of the word Shakiriyya is al-khadam
(servants/eunuchs?) and it is derived from Persian: 4w @ a4,

78 On him see Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 24, 263-266; Ibn Khayyat, Ta’rikh, 2, 384, 432; Tbn Abi
Hatim, al-Jarh, 4, 461; Ibn Hajar, al-Isaba, 4, 96.

79 On him, see Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 19, 79: &Sall ¢ () s e laal o525 0 (NS5,

80 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 24, 264: on Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik; 265: in the presence of Yazid (=
al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 15: called Ibn Ramal instead of Ziml/Zaml); on the lineage of the fam-
ily, see Ibn al-Kalbi, Nasab Ma‘add, 1, 195.

81 Ibn Khayyat, Ta’rikh, 2, 384.

82 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 24, 265; see also Ibn Khayyat, Ta’rikh, 2, 432.

83 Al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 136-137: related by his brother al-Dahhak to al-Haytham b. ‘Adj;
Crone 1980, 104.
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Very little is known of al-Shahhaj b. Wada“ al-Azdi al-Mawsili, who went from
al-Mawsil to Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik in Dabiq.®* In the year 101 H/719-720 CE,
he was sent by caliph Yazid b. ‘Abd al-Malik at the head of a force of 2,000 men
to fight the Khawarij near al-Kafa. There he was killed by the Kharijites.®

B/6.1)

A parallel tradition recorded by Ibn ‘Asakir gives us the complete isnad. It was
related by al-Dahhak b. Ziml/Zaml to the famous scholar al-Haytham b. ‘Adi
(d. 207 H/822 CE). The name of al-Shahhaj b. Wada“ is not mentioned. Instead
an anonymous man (rajul) is mentioned: “....al-Haytham [b. ‘Adi]: It was related
to me (haddathani) by al-Dahhak b. Ziml who said: ‘I witnessed Sulayman b.
‘Abd al-Malik when he was checking (reviewing) horses in Dabiq when a man
rose up to him and said ... [the same corrupted Arabic sentences about his father
and brother; then the angry answer (curse) of the caliph is mentioned and in-
stead of the Shakiri, the caliph calls to his slave (:>¢)] : ‘Oh slave, bring the

» 986

whip (or: whip him)’.

B/6.2)

A parallel tradition is recorded by al-Marzubani. The only word that is omitted is
“the slave” (al-ghulam).¥”

84 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 20, 142 [= Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya, 9, 4187]: Sahhaj instead of Shahhaj.
85 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1376 is the only source that mentions his father Wada‘; see also al-Azdj,
Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 7.

86 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 24, 264: Jall (i ym sa 5 lld) ae G Gladls el 1B oy (p dllaall Baa Sl U,
Ll 2Be b LU ) s Y [l e 0 gladla] JU, L) Cptasall el b JUE Ja ) 4d) Al Gl

87 Al-Marzubani, Niir al-qabas, 3: S Gam a5 dldl e G Glale Gagd i[dai=] day pn dlauzll JE
b pdllle 35 Y AT e Vg Al ) aa ) 8 [elld) ve o Glal] JUEL 0 sel) A mleal JE Ja ) 4] QL Gl
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B/6.3)

A partially parallel tradition (again, not mentioning the Shakiri/ghulam) was re-
lated by al-Dahhak b. Ziml to another famous scholar, ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak
(118 or 119 H/736 or 738 CE-181 H/797 CE).%®

A Short Analysis of this Tradition

The impression one gets from reading this tradition is that it has some grain of
authenticity. It was related by well-known notables and scholars (that is, real
historical figures). The last link is an Umawi/‘Abbasi notable, who was the asso-
ciate of both Umawi and ‘Abbasi caliphs and himself an eyewitness to the event.
It is of importance that al-Haytham b. ‘Adi and ‘Abdallah b. al-Mubarak, two
completely different famous scholars from different regions of the Islamic
world, both reported this tradition from al-Dahhak b. Ziml.

Both al-Dahhak b. Ziml (the last transmitter) and al-Shahhaj b. Wada“ al-
Mawsili were contemporaries of Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik; al-Shahhaj came
to him to Dabiq, where this caliph lived for several years, and died there.®

However, some of the main features of the tradition were related about an
anonymous man (J>_), who appears before Ziyad b. Abi Sufyan, the governor
of al-‘Iraq (d. 53 H/672-673 CE), complaining in incorrect Arabic that his brother
had seized his father’s inheritance. Upon hearing his Arabic, Ziyad scolds and/or
curses him. No ghulam/shakiri is mentioned. No isnad is attached to this version
of the tradition; no names beside that of Ziyad are mentioned, and nor is any
geographical background or name. We are facing a stereotypical literary form
or topos. It is similar to other examples of this kind found in special chapters
in the adab literature dealing with anecdotes about the lahhaniin (those who
spoke incorrect Arabic).*°

88 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 20, 142 [=Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya, 9, 4187]: z\>x instead of... ¢» 4 2 Ui J&
i ella Ui o) cpiesal) el Ly QU Golay Gl e o Sl ) Loa sl [rlanili=] zlad) o8 QU ellanall e & 5l
Glla Vg el elle 2y Vg Al e Vs il 4 aa ) ¥ U andasils Llle 2ala LAl

89 Eisener, “Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik,” EP, 9, 821-822.

90 For the tradition about Ziyad b. Abi Sufyan and the man who was cheated by his brother,
see for example al-Jahiz, al-Bayan, 2, 222: &) e 3 053l s oy sy ) @i )] sageany J45...; al-Jahiz, al-
Mahdsin wa-l-addad, 8: < L o) 343 ds, JSs....; Ibn Qutayba, ‘Uyin al-akhbar, 2, 159: J>) J32
Laae Lal o) 5 ella Ul ) 1) Q& 345 e ... al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-A‘shd, 1, 206-207: e Ja Jass
Alle (o dinal Lan e juial LS (pa Anaial (530 35 i IS LT Jle o iy Ll o5 e Ul o) JUs 4l 0 305,



Preliminary Notes on the Term and Institution of al-Shakiriyya = 191

This last section has taken me beyond my field of expertise. My aim is to un-
derstand the social-military meaning of the Shakiriyya institution in the early Is-
lamic period, and I am afraid that this long discussion has brought me to a dead
end. Reading version A of the tradition gives the sound impression that it is au-
thentic. But after reading the second version (where Ziyad b. Abihi is the main
figure instead of Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik), that seems less clear. All that
can be safely said is that the word was used in the middle of the 8" century,
and in this specific tradition about Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik and al-Shahh3j
b. Wada“ it can denote a servant or a slave. In this case I prefer this meaning
to a military interpretation.

B/7) Transoxania; Soghdia: MC

In 104 H/722-723 CE, the governor of Khurasan Sa‘id b. ‘Amr al-Harashi led the
campaigns against Soghdia. Al-Tabari reports the events of the conquest (as in
most of the traditions relating the history of Khurasan during the Umawi period)
from the book[?] of Abi 1-Hasan al-Mada’ini (d. ca. 225 H/840 CE) from his au-
thorities (ashabihi). Al-Harashi’s army conquers the city of Khujanda.”® After
the city’s surrender, one of the Soghdian senior commanders, Karzanj, sends a
message to his nephew that al-Harashi is plotting to kill the Soghdian noble
commanders; therefore the nephew “took out pieces of green silk cloth, cut it
into strips and tied the strips around the heads of his Shakiriyya, then he
came out, he and his Shakiriyya and attacked the (Umawi soldiers) and killed
some.” The isnad is al-Tabari < ‘Ali [b. Muhammad al-Mad&’ini] < from his au-
thorities (‘an ashabihi).”

B/8) Khurasan; Transoxania: MC

In the year 111 H/729-730 CE during Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign, two army
commanders, ‘Asim b. ‘Umayr al-Suraymi, al-Samarqandi, and Wasil b. ‘Amr al-
Qaysi, are mentioned as having fought the Turks in Transoxania and command-
ing a Shakiriyya with whom they attacked the enemy. The isnad is as follows: al-

91 On the city, see Bosworth, “Khudjand(a)”, EP, 5, 45—46.

92 Al-Tabari, Ta'rikh, 2, 1445: 43 Stis s z 3 & 4% SLE (ush p lenas 5 ilas Leaki o) jund 5218 Al
Ll Jié Ul o= pelss mentioned by De La Vaissiére 2007, 71, note 184; I do not know whether
the green colour had any significance in Transoxania/Soghdia; noteworthy is that al-Ma’mtn
changed the colour of the ‘Abbasis from black to green.
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Tabari < ‘Ali b. Muhammad [al-Mad&’ini] < Aba 1-Dhayyal [Zuhayr b. Hunayd al-
‘Adawi].”* We do not know anything about the ethnic character of the soldiers of
this Shakiriyya.

Abti I-Dhayyal al-Zuhayr b. Hunayd was one of al-Mada’ini’s main informers
about the battles of the Muslims in Khurasan (especially in Transoxania) during
the Umawi period, mainly during the reign of Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 96 H/
715 CE-99 H/717 CE). Abt 1-Dhayyal most plausibly had a work about the Muslim
conquests of Transoxania. In that case the information in it was related to him by
members of his family, either by his uncle al-Muhallab b. Iyas, or perhaps direct-
ly by his grandfather Iyas b. Zuhayr b. Hayyan b. Qam1’a, or by the latter’s two
brothers ‘Ubaydallah and ‘Abdallah, commanders of the Arab forces in Transox-
ania in 96 H/714-715 CE during the governorship of Qutayba b. Muslim®* and
probably later on as well. Iyas’ father Zuhayr b. Hayyan and Iyas himself were
in Khurasan already in 65 H/684-685 CE and are mentioned among the Arab
commanders in Khurasan who took part in the tribal war in the province follow-
ing the death of Yazid b. Mu‘awiya.*” Zuhayr b. Hayyan was the leader of Bani
‘Adi (Quraysh) and carried the clan’s flag in battle.”

B/9) Khurasan; Transoxania: MC/?

In the year 112 H/730-731 CE, within the framework of the battles of the governor
of Khurasan al-Junayd b. ‘Abd al-Rahman in Transoxania, al-Tabari reports from
the book[?] of Abh al-Hasan al-Mada’ini from Aba 1-Dhayyal [Zuhayr b. al-Hu-
nayd al-‘Adawi (on him see the preceding note)], that in one of the battles (of

93 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1528: & SUs (8 cadll 5 yee (g daal 55 5238 saudl jpee (o male 7 )38 mentioned by
De La Vaissiére 2007, 71, note 185; cf. al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1528, note n, according to ms. BM:
44 Sls [read: 4 SL] instead of 4 SLs; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1528, lines 12-13: 4 S5 Jual s Jass
sl e |

94 Naqa’id Jarir wa-Farazdagq, 1, p. 357 (cited by Blankinship 1989, p. 42, note 189): correct Blan-
kinship 1989, p. 42, note 189, “al-Hunayd b. Iyas” to “Zuhayr b. Hunayd”; al-Tabari records doz-
ens of his traditions via ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Mada’ini. Abai 1-Dhayyal, Zuhayr b. Hunayd was
also a minor muhaddith, for example, see Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 3, 305 and al-Mizzi, Tahdhib, 9,
428. Is Abu 1-Dhayyal, a rawi of Khalifa b. Khayyat, relating traditions about the battles of
Abli Muslim in Khurasan in 129 H/746-747 CE, and also about the battles between Marwan b.
Muhammad and the ‘Abbasis in 132 H/750 CE, Abu 1-Dhayyal al-‘Adawi? See Ibn Khayyat,
Ta’rikh (index). Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil, 5, 370, informs us of a commander of the governor of
Khurasan (Nasr b. Sayyar) named Aba 1-Dhayyal fighting against the forces of AbG Muslim.
95 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 495, 11. 7ff.

96 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 490; 495: carrying the flag of Adi.
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that year), the Muslim army was defeated. One of the Muslim commanders re-
ceived a safe-conduct from Ghirak, a Turkish prince of Samarqgand, but the Kha-
gan of the Turks did not approve of the safe-conduct and Ghiirak consequently
apologized to the Arab commander for its withdrawal saying: “I am a slave of
the Khagan, from his Shakiriyya.”®”

Beckwith concludes from this passage that:

..the relationship between lord and chakar was extremely close indeed; al-Iskand’s ally
Ghiirak, the king of Samarkand, speaks of his feudal relationship to his Western-Turkic
liege-lord...It appears therefore that the members of the central Asian guard corps spoke
of themselves as the slaves of their lord. [my emphasis]

De La Vaissiére also stresses the importance of this text:

C’est un texte important. Il ne s’agit pas la d’une simple alliance militaire: le roi de Sog-
diane se définit comme le subordonné du gaghan dans la stricte continuité de I’histoire
longue de I’Asie centrale. Un siécle et demi aprés Maniakh, c’est bien sur la longue
durée que sont établis les liens politiques entre qaghans turcs et princes sogdiens.”®

Again, we need more than one (equivocal) piece of evidence to corroborate this
social-cultural and ethnic institution.

B/10) Transoxania: MC/?

In 119 H/737 CE, in one of the battles in Transoxania between the Khagan of the
Turks (who was aided by al-Harith b. Surayj al-Tamimi)®® and Asad b. ‘Abdallah
al-Qasri, the governor of Khurasan, “the Khagan drew support from Transoxania,
the inhabitants of Tukharistan and Jighawayh [read Jabghtyah?] al-Tukhari,
along with their kings and their Shakiriyya, to the number of thirty thousand.”*°

97 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1542: 43 S (e (BAl 2 Ui [my emphasis); see also the discussion of Lee
Yonggyu above.

98 De La Vaissiére 2007, 96; ibid., 72 and 96: “Je suis ’esclave du Khagan de sa shakiriyya: read-
ing J¥iJ instead of JE&l

99 On him, see Kister, “al-Harith b. Surayj,” EP, 3, 223-224.

100 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1604 (after the translation of Blankinship 1989, 140): no specific
source is given by al-Tabari (“it is said”: wa-yugalu) Jals sedl el)s e daiu) ¥, QEA Jdly Ji
Walf 0 agiy SLE 5 aeS slay (g Jadall [€ 4y sin=] 43 sian s (i a1 mentioned by Forand 1962, 10, and trans-
lated by De La Vaissiere 2007, 72, note 188.
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B/11) Transoxania. The Same Year, 119 H/737 CE: MC

Within the same framework of the battles of Asad b. ‘Abdallah, who appointed
al-Qasim b. Bukhayt al-Maghari al-Azdi in charge of the overall order of the army.
“He put the Azd, the Bani Tamim and al-Juzjan b. al-Juzjan and his Shakiriyya on
the right wing.” The transmitter, ‘Amr b. Miisa, is not otherwise identified.'®*

B/12) Transoxania (al-Khuttal). The Same Year, 119 H/737 CE, Once Again
within the Framework of the Battles of Asad b. ‘Abdallah in Transoxania:
SE/SL? NM?

Asad led an army against al-Khuttal, conquered the city, captured its king and
executed him. It is related that during the battles, Asad “came upon a river,
while thirsty—with none of his servants around, he asked for water.” One of
his commanders, al-Sughdi b. ‘Abd al-Rahman, Abt Tu‘ma al-Jarmi, had with
him a Shakiri, who had with him a Tibetan horn; so al-Sughdi took the horn,
put sawiq'®® in it, and then poured water from the river on it, turned it and
gave the drink to Asad and a small number of the senior commanders of the
army.'®® There is no indication that this Shakiri was a soldier; he may have
been a servant.

101 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1609: 4iias 4% SLis lajsal) (n olasalls maai s 2391 Jeads ibid., note i, in
ms. B: 4ies; the name of the transmitter is on 1608, 1. 16; mentioned by Forand 1962, 11, and De
La Vaissiére 2007, 72.

102 Blankinship 1989, 163: “parched barley;” for the meaning of the term, see Waines, “Sawik,”
EFP , 9, 93.

103 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1631: sl S5 iuiuld 4a2d e aal (K als (ihae 35 a8 ) el i 2l (e
0 sla e Capa g g 4 Jrad 0l ool 3816 (B (oSN gay 4d 5 SUE 4xa (g pall x5l pn Sl 2 0
dall el ) e e sy lad Liu s 4S a5 el ; Beckwith 1984, 37, note 40 (correct: 1637 to 1631); De la Vais-
siére 2007, 72; Beckwith 1984, 37, speaks about al-Iskand, “the displaced king of Kish and
Nasaf...against whom the Arabs-including Nasr b. Sayyar-had fought for nearly a decade. Al-Is-
kand was known to the Chinese as the “King of the Chakars.” [quoting Wang Ch’in-jo, et al., ed.
Li Ssu-ching, Ts’e fu yiian kuei, i-xx, Taipei, 1972]. “...in 737 Nasr was with Asad in the so-called
Battle of the Baggage [quoting al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1597] against the Qaghan of the Turkish who
had al-Iskand...with his chakars and their allies.” And on p. 38, Beckwith speaks again of al-Is-
kand and his chakars (quoting al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1717-1718); I was unable to find al-Iskand’s
chakars (Shakiriyya) in al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1597, or 1717-1718, or in any other page of this work.
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B/13) Secretary/ Transoxania; Farghana: NM

In 121 H/739 CE, Nasr b. Sayyar, the governor of Khurasan, sent Sulayman b. Sal
to the ruler of Farghana with the written pact of reconciliation between them
(Lgin mlall G, When Sulayman reached the ruler’s court, the latter asked
him, “Who are you?” Sulayman answered: “a Shakiri, the deputy of the (chief)
secretary of the governor (UsY) <ilS 44l (g SL ), ”104 Who is this Sulayman b.
Sal? This is the only source that mentions him. It is highly plausible that this
Shakirt’s father was the ancestor of the famous family of scholars and notables
known by the nickname al-Suli. Sl was of Turkish origin, the ruler of Dihistan
(near Jurjan) and then for a short time the lord of Jurjan, who (according to one
version) was converted to Islam by Yazid b. al-Muhallab when he conquered
Jurjan in 98 H/716-717 CE. According to family tradition, though, Yazid b. al-Mu-
hallab sent him to become a Muslim at the hands of Sulayman b. ‘Abd al-Malik,
and he was sent by the latter to al-Madina where he converted to Islam.'*> Many
of his descendants are known to have had flourishing careers under the early
‘Abbasis. His son, Muhammad b. Sil, was one of the 70 du‘at of the ‘Abbasi
“Revolution.”’®® If our assumption is correct, an unknown son of Sil worked
as a secretary at Nasr b. Sayyar’s court in Marw. In any case, he defines himself
as a “Shakiri, the deputy of the (chief) secretary of the governor.” In this case, the
meaning of the term does not seem to be connected to military service.

104 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1695; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil, 4, 449; cf. De La Vaissiére 2007, 72: “Je suis
shakir et I’envoyé secrétaire de 1’émir.” (“I am a shakiri, the messenger, secretary of the Amir.”)
105 The first version: al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 6, 115; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 1, 45; the
second version: al-Sahmi, Ta’rikh Jurjan, 236; the tradition is recorded from the Ta’rikh of al-Sal
[I?]ami (that is, Aba ‘Ali al-Husayn b. Ahmad al-Bayhaqi al-Sallami; lived around 350/961); his
book was entitled ¢ s 3Y 5 Jbal 8 &l S ysually mentioned as )3 U, On him, see Sezgin
1967, 1: 352 (rendering his name as al-Salami); and esp. Rosenthal 1968, 321-322 and n. 7 (al-Sal-
lami); for quotation from al-Sallami’s book, see for example, Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 2, 521[= al-
Safadi, al-Wafi, 16, 228]: Jua 3¥ 5 Jlal & D) JB,

106 On the family and some of the its most important members, see Leder, “al-Siili,” EF, 9,
846-848. On Muhammad b. Siil, one of the 70 du‘at, see Akhbar al-‘Abbas, index; al-Tabari,
index. Stl died in the “battle of al-‘Aqr,” that is, ‘Aqr Babil near Karbala’, al-‘Iraq, at the side
of his master Yazid b. al-Muhallab who rebelled against Yazid II in 101 H/720 CE. See Ibn Khal-
likan, Wafayat, 1, 45-46; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 6, 115; for detailed accounts of the revolt
and battles, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, II, 1395ff (Sal is not mentioned though); Shaban 1976, 93-95;
Crone 1980, 133; Hawting 2000, 75-76.
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B/14) Khurasan; Marw: MC? NM?

In the year 121 H/738-739 CE the noted ‘Asim b. ‘Umayr (no. 8) served as
commander of the army of the people[?] of Samarqand.'®” In the year 128 H/
745-746 CE he came (from Samargand?) to Nasr b. Sayyar, the governor of Khur-
asan, and joined him along with additional Arab forces in his battle against Abi
Muslim and his armies.'®® In the year 131 H/748-749 CE ‘Asim was captured and
executed by Abfi Muslim. The tradition tells that while yet captive and before he
was killed, a Shakiri that he had in Khurasan recognized him and ordered his
slave [? ghulam] to hide him in a subterranean place (a conduit by which
water enters?:sarab), and not to disclose this hiding place to anyone.’® I do
not know if what is meant is a servant or a soldier of the Shakiriyya army with
whom he fought in Transoxania. It is noteworthy that this Shakiri owned a
slave. Perhaps he was well-to-do and of noble Iranian (Turkish?) descent. Well-
hausen, who most probably had before him a large part of the sources (though he
does not cite them) explains that:

...following the example of the distinguished Iranians, the Arab gentlemen took with them
into the field a personal following of servants (Shakiriyya). These servants also took part in
the fighting and sometimes decided the struggle.'*°

B/15) Khurasan; Marw: MC

In the year 128 H/745-746 CE, during the fierce tribal wars in Khurasan between
the coalition of governor Nasr b. Sayyar’s Mudari (Qaysi) and the Azd and Rabi‘a
led by Juday‘ b. ‘Ali al-Kirmani al-Azdi, the governor’s forces in Marw were on
the verge of defeat. “Tamim b. Nasr b. Sayyar, sent his Shakiriyya, who were sta-
tioned[?] in the Dar of Janib bt. al-Qa‘qa‘ [b. al-A‘lam al-Azdi], but the soldiers of
al-Kirmani shot at them from the roofs, so they (the Shakiriyya) knew of the

107 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1690: 38 jau Jal xia e s 5

108 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1920.

109 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 8: on his Shakiri (mentioned by Shaban 1976, 2: 65): 4 S (s SL 4l
hal alSe o Gallas V5 4 Saia) 4 2D Q55 a8 aladli,, 488 iy cf. De La Vaissiére 2007, 72,
with a different translation: “‘Asim b. ‘Umayr ....est fait prisonnier par un chakar, qui le connais-
sait car il lui avait été attaché au Khorassan.” On the execution of ‘Asim b. ‘Umayr, see al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 2, 1691; on him, see also Akhbar al-‘Abbas, index.

110 Wellhausen 1963, 496.
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enemy and were on their guard against them.” The isnad is as follows: ‘Ali b.
Muhammad [al-Mada’ini] < his authorities (ashyakhihi).***

B/16) Khurasan; Marw: NM/SE?

The same date (128 H/745-746 CE), the same isndad. Two commanders of al-
Kirmani unhorsed A‘yan, the mawla and one of the chief clerks (in charge of
the ink stand) of the governor Nasr b. Sayyar, killed him, and killed some of
his Shdakiriyya (as well). > While the previous source references the Shakiriyya
of a distinguished Arab tribal leader (most probably of a military nature), this
evidence speaks of the Shakiriyya of the chief clerk of the governor, a mawla.
One wonders whether this Shakiriyya consisted of soldiers at all. Nothing is
said regarding their ethnic origin or social status.

B/17) Between 105 H/724 CE and 107 H/725-726 CE: NM/SE?

Ibn al-‘Adim quotes from the book of Abi Hafs, ‘Amr b. al-Azraq al-Kirmani
(flourished in the first half of the 9" century), “The History of the Barmakis”
(Akhbar al-Baramika),"> who heard from an eyewitness (Ishaq al-Balkhi the

111 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1927, 11. 12-14: Sl aabe i g il iy gindl s 3 b 5 4% SUE eai (n add Cang g
a2 150X 5 z shudl (4 e SV 5 [my emphasis]; Forand 1962, 11; the Shakiriyya were stationed in a dar.
This must have been a huge dar with a large court. There are many examples of descriptions in
the Arabic sources of such very big dars comprising many buildings and a very large coutrt.
112 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1928, 1L 4-5: (e 1 1585 eai 3153 Caalia (S5 o 5l5 jeat Jsa el Ve puad
44 SU%; the isnad starts on 1917.

113 Very little is known about Aba Hafs, ‘Amr [‘Umar?] b. al-Azraq al-Kinani. He is thoroughly
discussed in Bosworth 1994. He wrote a book on the history of the Barmakis, briefly discussed by
Bouvat 1912, 19, who quoted Abii Hafs especially through the citations of the mid-14" century
Persian work of ‘Abd al-Jalil Yazdi, Ta’rikh Al Barmak (Bouvat 1912, 10-13); Sourdel 1959-60,
129, mainly relying on Bouvat. Both Sourdel (1959-60, 130-131) and Bouvat noticed several ci-
tations from Abu Hafs’ work, mainly in Yaqat, Mujam (Wiistenfeld ed.), 4, 817 (Beirut ed., 5,
307) [= Ibn al-Faqih, Buldan, 232-235 (with slight changes)]. Yaqut is the only Arabic source
quoted by Bouvat and Sourdel that mentions our author by name (rendering ‘Umar instead
of ‘Amr), but neither he nor Ibn al-Faqih mention the title of the author’s book. The first to
cite the title Akhbar al-Baramika was Rosenthal 1968, 429, footnote 3, according to the manu-
script of Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughyat al-talab (Paris ms. ar. 2138, fol. 15h.). Rosenthal 1968 and Bos-
worth 1994 name him ‘Umar, but in all cases he is quoted by Ibn al-‘Adim (Bughya, 3, 1547; 7,
3019 (ed. Sezgin, 6, 651); 10, 4706 (ed. Sezgin, 10, 451); 4753 (ed. Sezgin, 10, 484), his name is
‘Amr; but see al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 10, 184; Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 16, 7 (the title of the
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poet, of whom it is said that he lived in Rusafat Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik during
the latter’s reign) who saw Barmak (the ancestor of the Barmakis), arriving at Hi-
sham’s palace in al-Rusafa at the head of 500 Shakiri.*** This occurred at the be-
ginning of Hisham bh. ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign (between 105 H/724 CE and 107 H/
725-726 CE).'*®

Barmak was a Buddhist high priest of the temple of Nawbahar near al-
Balkh.'® According to Aba Hafs, ‘Amr b. al-Azraq al-Kirmani, Barmak arrived
at al-Rusafa with his son Khalid, where (according to several traditions) he
was converted to Islam at the hands of the caliph himself.*”” Even if the number

book is rendered differently [?]: aelibads 3al_l JLal & Yaqit, Mujam (Wiistenfeld ed.), 4, 817
(Beirut ed., 5, 307): in the last three sources his name is given as ‘Umar. He transmitted directly
from al-Jahiz (d. 255 H/869 CE) (Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya, 7, 3020). In another tradition, transmitted
by the famous poet Abii Tammam, Habib b. Aws (d. 231 or 232 H/845 or 846 CE), caliph al-
Ma’min (d. 218 H/833 CE) demands Aba Hafs, ‘Umar [read ‘Amr] b. al-Azraq al-Kirmani to be
his wazir and the latter refuses politely and wittily (al-Khatib al-Baghdadj, ibid.).

114 Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya (ed. Zakkar), 3, 1547 [ed. Sezgin, 4, 40]: selill AL Glaul s, 0S5
el b el de o ol Ailea s, ey op AlA ol Gl g e (S = deall ] et (o calls A ) LAl B
JE Sl SU G0V 0 seer el AL Glan Jans s SLE Dlened 8 el 2 o i o el s 4,
G 4 yells el anl jia,

115 In 107H/725-726 CE, Barmak was appointed as governor of Balkh by Asad b. ‘Abdallah al-
Qasri. See al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1490 [= Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil (Beirut ed.), 4, 378]; Ibn al-Jawzi, al-
Muntazam, 6, 118; Ibn Taghribirdi, al-Nujum, 1, 261.

116 Sourdel 1959-60, 1: 129-133; Abbas 1988; Barthold-[Sourdel]), “al-Baramika,” EF, 1, 1033.
117 Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya (ed. Zakkar), 3, 1547 [ed. Sezgin, 4, 40]; see also the long and detailed
traditions of Abxi Hafs al-Kirmani about Barmak and his son, Khalid at Hisham’s court at al-Ru-
safa. Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya (ed. Zakkar), 7, 3019ff. Cf. the reserved and cautious remarks of Crone
1980, 76 (relying on Bouvat 1912, 32): “...a similar behavioural pattern is exemplified in the story
that Barmak had gone to the caliph’s court to convert.” Sourdel 1959-60, 1: 132 casts doubt on
the authenticity of the traditions about Barmak’s associations with the Umawi caliphs ‘Abd al-
Malik and Hisham, arguing against Bouvat’s assertions (“mais tout le reste parait étre pure 1é-
gende...Nous n’oserons donc pas dire, aprés L. Bouvat, que ‘Barmak et son fils Khalid, par leurs
mérites et leurs richesses, exercérent une grande influence a la cour des khalifes umayyades).””
D. Sourdel, in Barthold-[Sourdel]), “al-Baramika,” EF, 1, 1033: “He is a figure known to us by
information which is to a large extent legendary. Thus it is that he is held to have possessed med-
ical knowledge and to have treated among other patients [the text lists only one patient, Masla-
ma; no other person is mentioned] on which he bases the Umayyad prince Maslama b. ‘Abd al-
Malik (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1181).” See also Sourdel 1959-60, 1, 132, note 2: “mais tout cela reste
trés hypothétique.” It seems that the information about Barmak’s skills as a physician is corro-
borated by the tradition recorded by Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughya, 7, 3019. The prince was Maslama b.
Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik, and not Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik as Sourdel believed (his source, al-
Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1181 mentions Maslama, with no name of the father added). The tradition was
related by Sa‘id b. Maslama b. Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik to Aba Hafs, ‘Amr b. al-Azraq al-Kirma-
ni, and was read by Ibn al-‘Adim from the former’s book on the History of the Barmakis, describ-
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of Shakiris is exaggerated, the narrator defines a big company who came with
Barmak as Shakiris. In the case of Barmak the Buddhist priest, it is doubtful
that they were a personal military guard and so were probably not similar to
the Shakiriyya contingents in the service of the Soghdian noblemen in Transox-
ania. Nothing is said about their ethnic origin or social status.

It is noteworthy that both Bosworth and De La Vaissiére interpret this text
differently. Bosworth’s translation reads: “[H]e saw Barmak brought before Hi-
sham b. ‘Abd al-Malik in a body of 500 slaves (shakiri). Hisham treated him
with honour...”"8 It seems that the sentence:? <lldl ae o5 lia e a3 ey (sl 4
s SLi Zlewad should be rendered: “He arrived [at Hisham’s court] at the head
of 500 shakiri.” De La Vaissiére translated (following Bosworth): “Barmak fut
conduit devant Hisham b. ‘Abd al-malik au sein d’un groupe de 500 shakir....”
De La Vaissiere concludes in regard to this text that:

Un corps de 500 chakar aurait été présenté au calife omeyyade Hisham (724-743) a Damas.
Ce sont sans doute des prisonniers capturés au Tokharestan, car parmi eux se trouvait I’an-
cétre des Barmécides, gardien du grand monastére bouddhique, le Nawbahar de Balkh.'*®

This text has served as a basis for arguing for the Central Asian rather than Mid-
dle Eastern origin of the Shakiriyya in the early ‘Abbasi period within the elites of
the ‘Abbasi court. The Barmakis are also considered by De La Vaissiére to have
been military troops (“étant donnée l’origine centre-asiatique des troupes
comme des Barmécides...”),’?° but this cannot be deduced from the Arabic text.

Partial Conclusion

Forand argues, following some of the examples above (nos. B/4, B/10; see also n.
121 below, al-Aghani), that:

...the shakiriyyah as it occurs in the Arabic sources refers to a corps of slaves, partly domes-
tic and partly military, in attendance upon the person of local potentates in Iran and central

ing how Barmak treated his father and cured him (perhaps of impotence). These traditions from
the book of Abii Hafs were not known to Sourdel; Ibn al-‘Adim’s Bughya was still unprinted
when Sourdel’s book was published. See the detailed discussion of this matter by Bosworth
1994, 270-271.

118 Bosworth 1994, 273-274.

119 De La Vaissiére 2007, 144; see also 155.

120 De La Vaissiére 2007, 150: argues against Gordon’s view of the Middle Eastern origin of
these units.
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Asia...it is impossible to establish beyond a doubt that individuals constituting a shakir-
iyyah among the Umayyads were of servile status the shakiriyyah of the Iranian rulers
must have been slaves.

This unequivocal conclusion cannot be derived from the texts quoted by For-
and.™ He finds support for this assertion from the fact that in all the cases he
checked the term Shakiriyya “occurs with the possessive pronominal suffix and
in each case it would be rendered into English as ‘his shakiriyyah’, possibly in-
dicating the master’s actual possession of the servant.”*? Unfortunately, mere
use of the possessive pronoun does not enable us to understand the nature of
the Shakiriyya nor the nature of the connection between the leader and his
Shakiriyya. Moreover, one of the decisive pieces of evidence for the slave nature
of the Shakiriyya is the “passage in Tabari (II, 1159-1160), where an incident is
described in which Tarkhiin threatens to exercise his right of life and death
over the members of his shakiriyyah.”*> The Arabic text (al-Tabari, II, 1159—
1160) does not imply any such assertion. Forand’s conclusions were accepted
in full by Yonggyu, so the same reservations regarding Forand’s conclusions
and method can be applied to Yonggyu’s treatment of the Arabic sources regard-
ing al-Shakiriyya."* In regard to the last piece of evidence adduced by Forand,
Yonggyu says inaccurately that, “In fact Tabari provides many examples [! my
emphasis] that the Iranian ruler had the right of life and death over the members
of the Shakiriyya.”**

121 Forand 1962, 10 (al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 2, 1159-1160, 1604); 11: corps of slaves. The text in al-
Isfahani, al-Aghani (ed. Balaq), 14, 110: &t o 8 s1a) o (g SLE 5 50al8 g s i g s (8 Eiplai Lala
a4 ks, is certainly equivocal. See also the discussion below.

122 Forand 1962, 11.

123 Forand 1962, 11.

124 Yonggyu 2004, 41-42, 68, quoting Forand’s text and sources, 10—11; 68: “The great Islamic
historian Tabari seems to have understood the chakar as someone who was possessed by the
ruler.” Here Yonggyu also follows Forand’s argument about the use of “the possessive pronomi-
nal suffix with the term Shakiriyya” concluding “Thus, this Arabic expression...is used to indi-
cate the master’s actual possession of the servant.” It is almost superfluous to remark that
this is not al-Tabari’s interpretation, but that of his early sources.

125 Yonggyu 2004, 68, quoting Forand 1962, 11; and several references from al-Tabari, also
after Forand, but the only citation for this matter brought by Forand, that is al-Tabari,
Ta’rikh, 2, 1160, is not mentioned by Yonggyu.
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C) The ‘AbbasT Period
C/1) [18]: MC/SE?

The first piece of evidence is connected to the famous 2"¢/8%-century siifi Ibra-
him b. Adham (ca. 112 H/730-161 H/777 CE).**® 1t is recorded by Abi Nu‘aym
al-Isfahani (d. 430 H/1038-1039 CE) through ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad b. Sawada
(d. 285 H/899 CE in Tarsiis), **” < al-Hasan b. Muhammad (unidentified) <
Bakr (unidentified): ‘Abbas b. al-Fadl al-Mar‘ashi (unidentified) related to me:

I met ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Abi Rawwad and we exchanged memories regarding Ibrahim b. Ad-
ham’s matter [that is, his becoming a Sifi]. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz said: ‘May God have mercy on
Ibrahim b. Adham, I have seen him in Khurasan, whenever he rode there were about 20
Shakirts in front of him, but [in spite of all this], may God have mercy on him, he was look-
ing for the middle place [that is, the best part] in Paradise.”**®

‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Abi Rawwad (d. 159 H/775-776 CE) was a mawla of al-Muhallab
b. Abi Sufra al-Azdi, a pious (Siifi) hadith scholar and adherent of the Murji’a
school. His family was originally from Khurasan, where he could have met Ibra-
him b. Adham. He moved to Mecca, where he died.*®

C/1.1-1.3) [18.1-3]

Three variants of this tradition were recorded by Ibn ‘Asakir. The first was trans-
mitted through Abt ‘Uthman al-Aswad, ‘Abd al-Malik b. Sa‘id, whose nickname
was rafiq Ibrahim b. Adham (the companion [in travels/journeys] of Ibrahim b.
Adham),*3°

126 On him, see Jones, “Ibrahim b. Adham,” EP, 3, 985-986.

127 On him, see Ibn Hibban, Tabagat al-muhaddithin, 3, 292; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 9,

381; Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 27, 31-33.

128 Abii Nu‘aym, Hilya, 7, 371: &} 8 :dsi 0S 0 dena 0 cmnd) Crnans :J8 330 s 0 2ead 00 i e 0 &l
A aal (e ) as )U:J\mcJ\Asf.ulwﬂljlflbﬁlmaljjwlw})d\mg_ml e all Jemdll o (e

Al da syl ) des Sl By an S 1Y) lad i i,

129 On him, see al-Bukhari, al-Kabir, 7, 22: Mawla al-Muhallab b. Abi Sufra al-Azdi; Ibn

Hibban, al-Majriihin, 2, 136-138; Ibn Makala, al-Ikmal, 4, 105-107: biographies of his extended

family; al-Dhahabi, Mizan, 4, 364-365; idem, Siyar, 7, 184-187; al-Mizzi, Tahdhib, 18, 136—139.

130 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 37, 18 (a short biography). I was not able to find additional information

on him.
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... from Abii ‘Uthman al-Aswad, who accompanied Ibrahim b. Adham for 14 years, who said:
“I went to Mecca for the Hajj and I met ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Abi Rawwad who said to me: ‘What
has become of your brother?’ I said: ‘He is in al-Sham, in such and such a place.” He said: ‘I
met him and saw him in Khurasan, riding with 30 Shakiris in front of him but he preferred
to be in the best place (centre) of Paradise.’

The two variants are very similar with minor changes.”!

C/1.2) [18.2]

Another similar but garbled tradition is allegedly transmitted by a different well-
known siifi, Shaqiq b. Ibrahim al-Balkhi, who relates in the first person how he
met Ibrahim b. Adham in al-Sham:

And I had seen him in al-‘Iraq [sic. Variant reports: Khurasan [?]] with 30 Shakiris in front of
him. I said to him: ‘You have left the kingdom of Khurasan (c/_A ¢k << ) and departed
from your pleasant privileged life;’ but he said: ‘Be silent, I have not enjoyed bread [life?: W
Uil cuigd], except here [that is, in al-Sham].**?

C/1.3) [18.3]

Several sources record the last part of the tradition without the section that men-
tions al-‘Iraq and the 30 Shakiris in the kingdom of Khurasan. It seems that Ibn
Kathir mixed together two different separate traditions.'*

As is well known, Ibrahim b. Adham was born in Balkh, Khurasan, and mi-
grated to Syria some time before 137 H/754 CE. Jones claims that:

131 1) Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 6, 293: ...l 106 4w yie )l aadl 0 s ) G, 8 IS5 2 01 e i o
O 4y S A 5 45 sage o) 1 1S5 138 g B LI Ul Sl AT Jrd Lo 2 3 U o) 5 ) o 0 el e il
Aial) 8 sy of a5 Gl A 3 S 2) Thin “Asakir, Ta’rikh, 6, 293 and 293-294, similar parallels
with small changes (Khurasan is omitted); 3) Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 6, 293, another parallel, the
same transmitter: 252 i (2 32w instead of 25, =l or 2=l 2= | but see the exact parallel text
in Ibn Mangzir, al-Mukhtasar, 4, 23: 35> 3 & a2l xe,

132 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya, 10, 146 (biography of Ibrahim b. Adham).

133 The last part is recorded as a separate tradition by Abt Nu‘aym, Hilya, 7, 369; Ibn al-Jawzi,
Safwat al-safwa, 4, 155; al-Dhahabi, Siyar, 7, 390; al-Mizzi, Tahdhib, 2, 33: L a»lY iy 385 J
ALl a3 (B V) el i Le JW lud A <S5 sl ) the isnad (in Abd Nu‘aym’s and al-Mizzi’s
works): ...Abt Ya‘la < ‘Abd al-Samad b. Yazid I heard Shaqiq al-Balkhi...; ‘Abd al-Samad b.
Yazid was a well-known muhaddith and Sift who died in 253/867. On him, see for example,
Ibn Hibban, al-Thigat, 7, 415; Tbn Abi Hatim, al-Jarh, 6, 52; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 11,
40; al-Dhahabi, Mizan, 4, 356; Ibn Hajar, Tahdhib, 6, 293.
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Ibrahim b. Adham is known widely in legend as the ruler of Balkh, who abdicated his
throne to take up the ascetic life...[but there]...seems to be no historical basis for this belief.
The first source to give him royal status is al-Sulami (d. 412 H/1021 CE), the legendary nature
of whose account is sufficiently demonstrated by the fact that it includes a description of
Ibrahim’s encounter with the immortal prophet Khidr; however, from al-Sulami onwards
this legend is found firmly rooted in the accounts of Ibrahim’s life.”**

Without going deeper into this topic which is far from my scholarly expertise,
suffice it to say that even from a cursory reading of some of the relevant sources
on Ibrahim b. Adham (e.g., the works of Abti Nu‘aym, al-Qushayri, al-Sulami and
Ibn ‘Asakir), it can be argued that these authors did not invent the traditions,
they relied upon earlier sources and traditions and quoted them faithfully. By
checking the isnads of the (relatively) late sources, it can be safely argued that
Ibrahim’s noble Iranian [?] origin was well established in the 8" century.’®®
The imaginative, inventive, colourful and clearly biased traditions that describe
his revelations and awakening from the earthly, materialistic world must have
had some basis. Not every siifi was a noble prince. Even if the traditions
about the 20 or 30 Shakiris of Ibrahim b. Adham were invented, they were beau-
tifully invented, based on a real kernel of history. The term was widely current in
the 8™ century and well known to the authors, who naturally assumed that a
noble Khurasani must have had Shakirs. What the nature of these Shakirs was
cannot be ascertained from these traditions.

The following examples are from the reign of Abu 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah (r. 132
H/750 CE-136 H/754 CE).

C/2) [19] Khuttal, Transoxania, 133 H/750-751 CE: MC?

In this year, the governor of Balkh on behalf of Abti Muslim, Abéi Dawad, Khalid
b. Ibrahim al-Raba‘i, al-Dhuhli,

set out from al-Wakhsh towards al-Khuttal and entered the city. The king of the province,
H.n.sh b. al-S.b.l offered no opposition to him; a group of the dahagin of al-Khuttal
came to him and entrenched themselves with him. Some of them fought in the roads,
mountain passes and the fortresses. When Abx Dawid laid a close siege on the fortress,
the king went out of the fortress at night; with him were his dahagin and Shakiriyya
until they arrived at the land of Farghana, then he left it, and through the land of the

134 Jones, “Ibrahim b. Adham,” EP, 3, 985-986.
135 The many traditions in his biographies in Abii Nu‘aym, Hilya, 7, 367-395; 8, 3—-58, and Ihn
‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 7, 277-352, can serve as case studies.
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Turks reached the king of China; Abti Dawiid took whoever he managed to take as prisoners
and brought them to Balkh, then he sent them to Ab#i Muslim.*®

C/3)[20] al-‘Iraq, al-Kafa/al-Hashimiyya (?), 136 H/754 CE: SE/SL/NM?

Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir reports that Abii 1-‘Abbas al-Saffah, under the influence of
his brother al-Manstr, plans to kill Ab@i Muslim, but at the last moment when
Abti Muslim enters the caliph’s chamber the latter “said to one of his Shakiriyya:
Tell Abii Ja‘far not to do it” (€3 daiy ¥ sies (oY J84i SUE (aed JS),. ., 17 This affair is
described at length by al-Tabari, partially quoting al-Mada’ini.**® Ibn Tahir com-
bined parts of these same traditions and created one long tradition, omitting his
sources. In al-Tabari’s tradition, the Shakiri turns into a eunuch (khasiyy).

It was said (gila) that Abx 1-‘Abbas [al-Saffah], when he gave permission to Aba Ja‘far [al-
Mansr, his brother] to kill Aba Muslim, the latter entered the audience of Aba 1-‘Abbas.
The caliph sent one of his eunuchs ordering him: ‘Go and see what Aba Ja‘far is doing.’
The eunuch came to him and found him in a sitting position, his sword put against his
knees (4isw Liiss), Abii Ja‘far asked the eunuch: ‘Is the Commander of the Faithful sitting
(for an audience)?’ The eunuch answered: ‘He is getting ready for the sitting.” Then the eu-
nuch came back to Abii I-‘Abbas and told him what he saw; the caliph sent him back to Abx
Ja‘far telling him: ‘Do not carry out what you had planned to do,” so Abt Ja‘far withdrew
from what he had planned.”

136 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 74: Gl 4de aiia by Lelash (SN U 525D (e it al 0 A 3513 sl 4853 L
e sl sl Al Ll o Sl 5 el 5 s pall 3 agaiany aial 5 f4ma | sizand (Jia) (plan e Gl ol 5 dleSle Jeadl o
) s i el )  Lete A e b il ) e s 4 SUA y 438l dnes S Gl G A lia
i (ol () pas o3 il ) per sl cagie ar ik (e 512 sl 3315 ¢opal) ke [my emphasis]; Thn al-Athir,
al-Kamil, 5, 448-449 (an abridged version; the name of the king: Js&l) ¢n (iws; Gibb 1923, 95:
adding that in China the king was given the title Jabghu in recompense for his resistance.
Abt Dawiid was one of the 12 nugaba’ of the ‘Abbasi da‘wa, and one of its senior command-
ers; on him, see Agha 2003, Appendix One, 356, no. 237; on al-Khuttal, see Bosworth, “Khut-
talan, Khuttal,” EF, 5, 75-76. Bosworth briefly mentions this event. On Wakhsh, located in the
vicinity of al-Khuttal on the Oxus, see Bosworth, “Wakhsh,” EF%, 11, 100-101; briefly men-
tioned by De La Vaissiére 2007, 72: “le roi du Khuttal s’enfuit au Ferghana avec ses nobles
et sa shakiriyya.”

137 Al-Mutahhar b. Tahir, al-Bad’, 6, 76.

138 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 85-86.

139 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 86, 11. 5-11; partly translated and discussed by Ayalon 1999, 71-72: J&5
i Lol a3 U3 4l ead (aal) 5l Cond Gulaall ol e e sl J05 alusa o OB 3 i (Y (3 W Gaall W )
Lo o_uald anl) o ) ot g o ol g o8 4 88 (il el allaf a1 4oy Lafins o3 g olild in
Jhaa gl S8 000 Y adde e (s eVl Al Bl Qi s (ol () 03k 4k 51y 4dis Liinse : Williams 1985, 210:
“sitting on his heels propped by his sword.” For a description of this kind of sitting, see Lane,
Lexicon, h.b.w.: “for the Arabs not having walls in their deserts to lean against in their assem-
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Noteworthy is another parallel text (quoted almost verbatim from al-Tabari or his
source) in (pseudo-) Ibn Qutayba’s al-Imama wa-I-siyasa, but here, the term eu-
nuch (e=3) is used interchangeably with another term, <=5 Ayalon con-
cludes his discussion on the wasif by saying:

As for the term itself, it was mainly used as a designation for a particular stage of slavery
(of non-eunuchs or eunuchs). It was also a proper name. Thus wasif (or wasifa) usually de-
noted a very young slave or slave-girl, at the early period of their service in their patron’s
court...*

Regarding the long tradition of al-Tabari, Ayalon concludes: “Even if this ac-
count is not historically true, it certainly reflects truly the unlimited reliability
of the eunuch [or the Shakiryya of the caliph according to the first version of
the tradition].”#?

The following examples are from the reign of al-Mansir (r. 136 H/754 CE-158
H/775 CE).

C/4) [21] Iraq, Baghdad (?): MC?NM?

A long tradition related from Tayfar, al-Manstr’s mawla, who relates part of his
tradition from al-Rabi‘ b. Yainus, al-Mansiir’s mawla and his hajib, who reports
in the first person about al-Mansiir’s dream which caused him to leave Baghdad
at the head of the hajj caravan from al-‘Iraq. The tradition is combined with exten-
sive legendary and literary motifs. On their way they stayed in al-Najaf for a few
days. Al-Rabi‘ says: “When al-Mansir ordered to move on, his army and [? the

bling, the man used to set up his knees in his sitting, and put against them a sword, or surround
them [and his back] with a piece of cloth, or knit his hands, or arms, together upon them, and
rest against them...”

140 (Pseudo-) Ibn Qutayba, al-Imama wa-l-siyasa, 2, 158:04u=)) sl lea oubaall o e b ol Jaa Wl
B a0 Cpiagall el Gullal ina ol QU8 Ay Lina san g ol i o oy Lo ield ) 10 o) Lead
G Y M8 Y o el e sl J iy Gina I L eap oianl) (oY Gl 83 Cia ) gy o cuslall G
Al e S8 e Gude

141 Ayalon 1999, 282; for the discussion on the wastf, see ibid., 281-284; on the interchangea-
bility of the terms, see ibid., 273ff.

142 Ayalon 1999, 72. Ayalon did not analyse the account in al-Bad’ wa-l-Ta’rikh, where the eu-
nuch (in al-Tabari’s narration) becomes a Shakiri.
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word is unclear] moved on while I and he [the caliph] remained in the Qasr while
his Shakiriyya [was stationed] at the gate (b 4% Slis juadll & sas Ul cuiy) ?143

This is a typical conventional tradition, one of many that provides inner ‘do-
mestic’ information about al-Manstr such as dreams, palace or court intrigues
and the like, often from servants, mawadli or slaves/(both female and male), sec-
retaries or chamberlains of the caliph and even from his mother.**

The following examples are from the reign of Hartin al-Rashid (r. 170 H/786
CE-193 H/809 CE).

C/5) [22]: SE?/MC?

The Shakiriyya of Yahya b. Khalid al-Barmaki, al-Rashid’s wazir:

Ibn Mazri‘ related from his father who said: ‘While riding along with the entourage of
Yahya b. Khalid [al-Barmaki, d. 190 H/805 CE], a common man carrying a letter appeared
before him and said: “May God bestow his favours on the Amir; sign this letter”; but the
Shakiriyya hastened towards him, chiding him away from the sides of his cortége, but he
(Yahya) said: ‘Leave him alone’ ... and he asked him to get closer and signed the letter
for him. '

Ibn Mazrai‘ is Nasr b. Mazra‘ al-Kalbi, one of the earliest Arab genealogists, who
composed a book about the vices of the Arabs (mainly dealing with defects in, or
causes of blame or reviling of, the lineage of Arab notables: <) 146

143 Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 32, 340-341: sxis 5 [¢]4x) 555 Ibn al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam, 8, 220, and Ibn al-
‘Arabi, al-Futithat al-makiyya, 4, 546: s3> 5 4\ 53 the isnad :..... Manstr b. Abi Muzahim < Abi Sahl
al-Hasib < Tayfiir; Manstr b. Abi Muzahim (Bashir) was a katib of Turkish origin, who held a
secretarial office in Baghdad. He left it to dedicate his life to the study and transmission of
hadith and died in 235 H/850 CE; on him, see al-Bukhari, al-Kabir, 7, 349; Ibn Abi Hatim, al-
Jarh, 8, 170; Ibn Hibban, al-Thigat, 9, 173; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 13, 80-82; Ibn
‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 60, 304-310; 305: 4S_jis o) 2 41 0S5, T was not able to identify Abai Sahl al-Hasib.
144 For example, Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 32, 303; 69, 231; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 1, 87: a
similar isnad to the previously discussed tradition which ends, however, with al-Mansiir’s moth-
er: ...Mansiir b. Abi Muzahim < Aba Sahl al-Hasib < Tayfar mawla amir al-mu’minin < Salama
umm amir al-mu’minin: about a dream she had while pregnant with al-Mansir.

145 Al-Bayhaqi, al-Mahdsin wa-l-masawi, 184: JB4ul ge & 530 0 S sr el i€ A& o any (S 5 3
On oyl i b JU IS dne s Aualall; QU8 4 0 3l 5 (o 435y Ay SLAD) 4] 50l S 13 2580 ¢yl ) el
ssed,,,, Al Aaidd olixiul g

146 So far I have not found a biography dedicated to him; he is not mentioned by Rosenthal,
Duri (Conrad), Humphreys, Khalidi or Robinson, or by Brockelmann (Geschichte der Arabischen
Litteratur) and Sezgin 1967; nevertheless he is quoted in the sources (mainly relating to the ge-
nealogy of Arab tribes and notables), e.g. al-Isfahani, al-Aghani (ed. al-Hay’a al-Misriyya), 20, 75,
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C/6) [23]: SE?/MC?

From the second piece of evidence it is learned that Yazid b. Mazyad al-Shaybani
(d. 183 H/799-800 CE), one of Hariin al-Rashid’s senior commanders,*” sent one
of his chamberlains (ahad hujjabihi) from al-Raqqa in al-Jazira with a gift of
money to the poet Muslim b. al-Walid (d. 208 H/823 CE).**® The hajib, dressed
in black clothes, a woolen head cover, and a girdle, was accompanied by a
Shakiri.'*® No information is given about this Shdkiri, who may have been a sol-
dier, one of the Shakiriyya of Yazid b. Mazyad (if he had one), or a domestic serv-
ant/slave.

C/7) [24] al-‘Iraq. Baghdad (?): SL/SE

Al-Mas‘udi records an account by Muhammad b. ‘Ali al-‘Abdi al-Khurasani al-
Akhbari (d. after 332 H/943 CE),*° related by him to caliph al-Qahir (r. 320 H/
932 CE-322 H/934 CE): Zubayda, Umm Ja‘far, Hartn al-Rashid’s wife and al-
Amin’s mother, “was the first [among the caliphs’ wives?], who employed the
Shakiriyya, the eunuchs and the slave-girls in all kinds of duties and messages,
performing them on (the back of) riding animals, going out to fulfil her needs
with her letters and epistles.”*!

where he is mentioned among those authors that composed a book on the mathdlib [of the
Arabs] ; al-Mas‘Gdi, al-Tanbih wa-l-ishraf, 81, 1. 13; Abu 1-Baqa’, al-Mandgqib al-mazyadiyya, 1,
302, 327-329, where he is termed Nasr b. Mazrii‘ al-Kalbi al-Nassaba; Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rikh, 47,
348; Ibn al-Athir, Usd al-ghaba, 5, 605.
147 On him, see Crone 1980, 169.
148 On him, see al-Zirikli 1980, 7: 223; Kahhala 1957-61, 12: 233; Sezgin 1967, 2, 528-529; I.
Kratschkowsky, “Muslim b. al-Walid,” E.P, s.v.
149 Al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 19, 42 (ed. Samir Jabir, Beirut, Dar al-Fikr, n.d.):

(§ LS dxa g Aihaia g 4355 3 g adde Ja ) 14, ; see the parallel sources: Ibn Hamdin, Tadhkira, 8,
50; Ibn Munqidh, Lubab, 138.
150 On him, see Rosenthal 1968, 52-53; al-Mas‘tdi, Muriij, 7, 658: index prepared by Ch. Pellat,
the editor.
151 Al-Mas‘adi, Murtij, 5, 213 [= 8, 298]: b sl o o siliag (g5l sally aaally dy SLal 323 (e sl a5
i€ 5 Leliles o Leail sa (A (5525 Leiles; mentioned by Forand (in connection with the Shakiriyya); part-
ly translated with a discussion (not on the Shakiriyya, though) by Ayalon 1999, 129 (translation)
and 130; I relied on Ayalon’s translation.
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I understand the expression al-Shakiriyya here not as a military unit, but per-
haps as household attendants. They are mentioned together with other domestic
servants and slaves who performed secret or discreet errands for Zubayda.'?

C/8) [25] al-‘Iraq. Baghdad: MC

Al-Rashid b. al-Zubayr records in his book al-Zakha’ir wa-I-tuhaf (written in 463
H/1070-1071 CE) a long tradition from al-Fadl b. al-Rabi‘ (the son of the above-
mentioned al-Rabi‘), the famous wazir of Hartin al-Rashid and al-Amin, in which
he gives a long detailed description of the clothes, fine objects, weapons etc. that
were found in Haran al-Rashid’s store houses (c#33V) upon al-Amin’s ascend-
ance to the caliphate. Among the weapons he mentions “50,000 swords of
[for?] the Shakiriyya and the slaves (Jlalsl),”153

C/9) [26] al-‘Iraq, Baghdad (?): SE/NM

The famous singer Mukhariq relates that he visited the poet Abii 1-‘Atahiya alone

“and I had no ghulam (slave) and no shakiri with me (g_SLi ¥ oMo e (il )7 154
The following examples are from the reign of al-Amin (r. 193 H/809 CE-197

H/813 CE).

C/10) [27]: SE/NM

Upon ascending the caliphate al-Amin took the famous singer ‘Arib from her
owner for himself. Her owner ‘Isa b. ‘Abdallah b. Isma‘il, known as the Marakibi

152 Forand’s translation of this text (1962, 11-12): “the first (of the Abbasid house) to form a
shakiriyya to wait upon her personally and serve as a mounted cortege when she went out in
public,” is not accurate. De la Vaissiére 2007, 146 translates: “la premiére qui organisa une
troupe de chakar, d’eunuges et de filles esclaves, qui chevauchaient a ses cotés, exécutaient
ses ordres...” I follow Ayalon’s translation of the Arabic phrase: Wiles & <l e sdlisy,

153 Ibn al-Zubayr, al-Zakha’ir, 214 (the beginning of the inventory), 217 (the 50,000 swords) [my
emphasis]; quoted by al-Hamawi, Thamarat al-awrag, 405; al-Ghazali, Matali* al-budir, 2, 479
(both quote al-Rashid b. al-Zubayr); De La Vaissiére 2007, 146, note 382 (quoting al-Rashid b.
al-Zubayr).

154 Al-Raqiq al-Qayrawani, Qutb al-surir, 622.
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(that is, the one who is in charge of the royal stables), passed by the new caliph
and wanted to kiss his hand but the caliph, who held a grudge against him,

ordered that he be held back (from him); the Shakiri did this, but the Marakibi beat him and
said: ‘Do you prevent me from kissing the hand of my master?” When the caliph dismount-
ed, the Shakiri came and complained against al-Marakibi, so al-Amin summoned him and
ordered that his head be cut off.**®

One wonders if the Shakirt who was beaten was really a soldier and one of the
caliph’s bodyguards, as asserted by Forand.*®

The following examples are from the reign of al-Ma’'mun (r. 198 H/813 CE-
218 H/833 CE).™ There are a few instances in the early ‘Abbasi caliphate in
which a Shakiri or a Shakiriyya are in the service of a caliph. In the period of
al-Ma’min’s rule, a military unit named “al-Shakiriyya” is mentioned in the serv-
ice of the caliph. It is also recorded by the sources that some of al-Ma’min’s se-
nior commanders had Shakiriyya contingents in their service.

C/11) [28]: MC

The first piece of evidence we have is from Marw, Khurasan between the years
193 H/809 CE and 202 H/817 CE. It is related by al-Rayyan b. al-Salt, one of
the close associates of al-Ma'mun’s wazir, al-Fadl b. Sahl: “I was summoned
one day by him (al-Fadl), who informed me that he wished to gather for me
4,000 [soldiers] from the Shakiriyya and the jund and appoint me as their
commander, thereby turning me into one of his commanders, with conditions
and rights of his commanders.” Al-Rayyan refuses this proposal.’*®

155 Al-Isfahani, al-Aghani (Dar al-Kutub ed.), 21, 63 (Balaq ed. XVIII, p. 180): sl 4Dall I, L
O s 3 e imiadl sl Q5 ) yall 4y g (o SLAl GllY Jaih axdy s dniag peld 02y il ()5 [0aaV] dena s (STl
e i Jaly (Sl dena Lo oS58 2aae 3 Ll S slad Sleldl; mentioned by Forand 1962, 12
on al-Marakibi, see al-Zirikli 1980, 5: 105.

156 Forand 1962, 12 (quoting al-Aghani (Bulaq ed.), 18, 180): “Amin himself was served by
household attendants called, in the singular, shakiri, and who in one instance at least func-
tioned as his bodyguards.” The text does not allow for such farfetched conclusions.

157 The following four pieces of evidence (no. 11[28]-14[31])were also dealt with in Elad 2010,
45-48.

158 Al-Tantikhi, al-Faraj, 2, 346: & Sled ailiuly o 48 e 4gde @S L o Jeu ¢ Juadll dadd 3 i)
(il (g0 ale Caniiald o3l (5 e sy pele (355 A SLEN 5 i) e Ty ) s 0 ) B (00 B 5
the long tradition was copied by al-Taniikhi from the lost part of al-Jahshiyari’s Kitab al-Wuzara’
wa-l-kuttab; al-Tanikhi’s text was copied by ‘Awwad 1964, 31-36 (the mention of the Shakiriyya
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In the tradition, the joining of the two expressions al-Shakiriyya and al-jund
may indicate the different expressions have different meanings, though the term
al-Shakiriyya seems to denote a unit with a military character. We do not know
the relative size of each unit with any precision, as the number 4,000 also in-
cludes soldiers from the army (al-jund). The combination of the terms al-jund
and al-Shdkiriyya is most common during the Samarran period.**®

C/12) [29]: MC

The second tradition is from the year 201 H/816-817 CE, when al-Ma’mdn (still in
Khurasan), decides to nominate ‘Ali 1-Rida as Crown Prince. Therefore he sum-
mons the wulat, the judges, the (senior) commanders (al-quwwad) and the
Shakiriyya and the offspring of al-‘Abbas, explaining “he wants this matter to
be rooted in the hearts of al-‘@mma, al-jund and al-Shakiriyya.” In the first
part of the tradition the army, al-jund, is not mentioned, and al-Shakiriyya ap-
pears by itself among groups of notables. Therefore it seems that the Shakiriyya
also has a special high status. In the second part, the pairing (this time reversed)
of al-jund and al-Shakiriyya appears again.'®°

C/13) [30]: MC

From a tradition that describes the end of the siege of Baghdad in Muharram 198
H/September 813 CE, we learn that Tahir b. al-Husayn also had a special unit
called Shakiriyya. Tahir writes to al-Ma’miin describing how he plans to trap
al-Amin, who wanted to go over to Harthama b. A‘yan’s camp:

..and I turned with the choicest of the faithful (khassat thigati) and I relied on them and
trusted that they would be brave and determined, and would be unsullied faithful advisors,
and I already prepared war ships (harragat)*** and (regular) ships (sufun)....And I went
down to them with a group that rode with me from among my faithful and my Shakiriyya.

and the jund is on p. 36); see also De La Vaissiére 2007, 157 (according to ‘Awwad 1964): with a
different interpretation.

159 See Gordon 2001, index (jund and Shakiriyya), esp. 40-42.

160 Ibn Babuyh al-Qummi, ‘Uyiin akhbar al-Rida (al-Najaf ed.), 2, 148 (Beirut ed., 1, 161); al-
Majlisi, Bihdr, 49, 134: 2iadls delall sl b a0 )0 Ll ulaall a5 3 SLEN 5 sl o1 ) oy salall Lo
a1 138 4, SLalls; 87, 360: the second part of the tradition, from al-Rayyan b. al-Salt.

161 Warships with installations for throwing fire at the enemy whilst at sea or on large rivers
(sometimes described as a warship that contains sailors and fighters, see Elad 1986, 68, note 53).
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And I sent a group of them (some of them) riding and some of them on foot between the
Gate of Khurasan and al-Mashra‘a [the watering place in the river|, and along the banks of
the river (al-shatt).'®?

What is mentioned in this tradition is not the jund, the regular army, but the Sha-
kiriyya. The Shakiriyya is mentioned together with Tahir’s closest and most loyal
adherents, and it is possible that the intent here is to a kind of personal select
guard, perhaps (though we have no proof of this) connected by ties of wala’
or even servitude to Tahir. Almost nothing is given regarding their origin.'¢>

C/14) [31]: MC

The fourth tradition in which the Shakiriyya is mentioned is from the year 214 H/
829-830 CE. A number of military missions are defeated by a Khariji rebel, Bilal
al-Dababi al-Shari in al-Jazira. In the end, al-Ma’miin himself leaves Baghdad,
reaches al-Jazira, camps in the village of al-‘Alath, and afterwards sends the
commanders and al-Shakirdiyya after Bilal al-Shari.'** From this tradition, it ap-
pears that the commanders are at the head of an army which is separate from the
special military unit, called Shakirdiyya and not Shakiriyya. Shakird is rendered
as a scholar, student, apprentice, a disciple; a boy servant, groom.'®® 1 do not
know what the difference (if any) is between the two words.

C/15) [32]: MC? SE?

Another senior commander of al-Ma’mun, ‘Ali b. Hisham (d. 217 H/832 CE), had a
Shakiriyya. We learn this from the tradition relating how he sent the poet ‘Umara

162 Al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 928: Ul agie 830 Cijmay S5 JE Lald e 2e ) (ee bae L3 38
Lall Je s de yially il A Gb ow Als 55 De La Vaissiére 2007, 157.

163 Cf. De La Vaissiére 2007, 157, for a different interpretation of this evidence. We know that
some of these soldiers spoke Persian and were also of non-Arabic origin, but it is hard to
prove that they indeed comprised the Shakiriyya contingents. On Tahir’s army, see Elad 2010,
esp. 37-40, 53-54, 61, 67f.; Elad 2013, esp. 246-264.

164 Ibn A‘tham al-Kafi, Kitab al-Futith (ed. Hyderabad), 7, 331: mentioned in a note by Shaban
1976, 2: 65, as proof that al-Shakiriyya were the mawali of the ruler. There is no confirmation for
this in the sources quoted by him; on the revolt, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1101-1102 (no mention
of al-Shakirdiyya, though). Al-‘Alath is on the border of al-Jazira-al-‘Iraq, see Yaqut, Mu jam (Bei-
rut ed.), 4, 145-146.

165 Steingass 1963, 724; see also Haim 1953, 486.
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166

b. ‘Aqil to Tamim b. Khuzayma [b. Khazim] al-Nahshali al-Tamimi*®® and then to
the house of Khalid b. Yazid b. Mazyad al-Shaybani (Rabi‘a)'®’ escorted by a
Shakiri from his Shakiriyya.

Al-Jahiz’s Opinion on al-Shakiriyya

The Shakiriyya’s closeness to the regime and to the ruler is also emphasized by
al-Jahiz. As part of his discussion of the various components of the army of the
caliphate he tries to diminish contradictions and differences as much as possi-
ble, and to stress what is equal and similar. As an example of this he compares
al-Shakiriyya and the army (al-jund):

People think that since there is a difference in the form of the script and the pronunciation
of the names of the (different) types of human race, that their character in reality and their
(internal) meaning is also different in the same way. However, things are not like they think.
For you will see that even if the name al-Shakiriyya is different in form and in pronunciation
from (the word) al-jund, the internal meaning (al-ma‘nd) respecting both is close to each
other, for both stem from one meaning (one source) and one action...obedience to the ca-
liphs and support of the regime.'*®

Al-Jahiz knows, of course, the Shakiriyya’s character; therefore he does not both-
er to explain it precisely to us. All he wants is to bridge the difference between
this unit and the army. Through this explanation, we nevertheless understand
that there is a difference and that this unit is not identical to the regular army
regiments.

In another place al-Jahiz mentions al-Shakiriyya, evidently in the period of
al-Mu‘tasim or al-Wathiq, but here too he does not clarify the character of this
military unit.**® Relying on this text and on the previous text cited, ‘Abd al-

166 The son of one of the most prominent commanders of al-Abna’. On his father and grand-
father, see Crone 1980, 180ff. Tamim is not mentioned by Crone.

167 Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfar, Kitab Baghdad, 286—289; al-Isfahani, al-Aghani (ed. Balaq), 20, 186—
187: aaai b e o 88y An 4% SUE (e G SUE 26 Sds Tbn Hamdan, Tadhkira, 2, 3441.; on Khalid b.
Yazid b. Mazyad, see Crone 1980, 170, to which the three sources quoted should be added.
168 Al-Jahiz, Managqib al-Turk, 30.

169 Al-Jahiz, al-Hayawan, 2, 130; al-Jahiz describes a dog that used to attack the hoofs of the
horses of al-Shakiriyya which apparently accompanied Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Malik b. Aban b.
Hamza, known as Ibn al-Zayyat. When this occurred is not said, but Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Malik
was a wazir, first of al-Mu‘tasim between 219-220 H/834-835 CE, then of al-Wathiq (r. 227 H/842
CE-232 H/847 CE), and even for a short period in the first year of al-Mutawakkil’s reign (233 H/
847 CE), at the end of which he was executed. See Sourdel,”Ibn al-Zayyat”, EF, 3, 974. Although
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Salam Hariin claims that the term means a mercenary army and that al-al-Jahiz
uses the word to denote an army.

Conclusion
The Importance of the Study of the Shakiriyya

In Islamic studies, controversies have emerged over the relation between the
Shakiriyya institution and the Mamliik system, the dominant military mode in
medieval Islam. It has been the dominant view that the Shakiriyya system is
uniquely Islamic and indigenous to Islamic civilization (see the references
here to Ayalon, Pipes, Crone, Bosworth and most recently Gordon, and the de-
tailed discussion above). In the last few years a group of scholars has started
to test the prevailing views on the origin of the system. Noteworthy is Shaban,
who as early as 1976 argued that the chakar system stemmed from the Persian
tradition. Other scholars (Beckwith, Yonggyu, De La Vaissiére) argue for the Cen-
tral Asian (Soghdian) origin of the institution of al-Shakiriyya.

Both Shaban and Beckwith, when referring to the Samarran period from al-
Mu‘tasim’s rule on, identify the Shakiriyya regiments with the Turkish Shakiriyya
units. De La Vaissiére argues that the Shakiriyya was a distinct institution in the
Soghdian army that made its way from Samarqand to Samarra’."’® Accepting
Shaban’s main argument (although arguing for a Central Asian origin and not
a Sasanian one as suggested by Shaban), De La Vaissiére dedicates a long and
exhaustive discussion in his book to the view that al-Mu‘tasim organized his
new army units according to the Central Asian pattern. Gordon strongly refuted
this argument:

The arguments of Shaban and Beckwith [De La Vaissiére’s book was not yet published],
which identify the Samarran Turkish guard with Iranian (Shaban) or Central Asian (Beck-
with) use of the chakar institution, are to be rejected...the Turks and Shakiriyya of Samarra
remained as entirely separate forces.”* [See the discussion above.]

it was not specifically stated that al-Shakiriyya rode immediately after or in front of the wazir
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Malik, it is possible that they constituted a kind of special personal
guard.

170 De La Vaissiére 2007, 59.

171 Gordon 2001, 40.
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Yonggyu and De La Vaissiére argue that the Inner Asian and the ‘Abbasi institu-
tions of the personal guard, as well as that of the Tang dynasty (618-907 CE),
show similarities with the Shakiriyya. Their systems were based on a process
geared to generate loyalty to the ruler within the personally attached servitor
group. Thus, each system stressed the special individual relationship between
the ruler and his personal servitors and guards.

As my limited study has shown, it is a difficult if not impossible task to judge
where these similarities came from. Do the correlations stem from origin, or are
they (as Yonggyu argued'’?) an indication that peoples of different regions hap-
pened to share similar political needs and consequently had similar institutions
that evolved separately and indigenously? Even if the Turkish/Central Asian tra-
dition was an influence, due to the different socio-cultural contexts we can ex-
pect that each region’s system developed in a way uniquely compatible and ac-
ceptable to the pre-existing cultural norms of the host society. When we gauge
the degree of possible influence coming from the steppe tradition of personal
guards, it is also important to inquire to what extent and in what ways the insti-
tutions Turks carried from their life in the steppe interacted with pre-existing so-
cial norms.

I started this research when I came upon the evidence of al-Shakiriyya units
in al-Ma’'man’s army, hoping to gain a better understanding of this term or insti-
tution. It seems that the relatively large amount of evidence available from the
Umawi and the early ‘Abbasi periods are still too limited to fully demonstrate
that a) the Shakiriyya units denote Turks and b) that these allegedly Turkish
units performed their service for the ‘Abbasi caliphs according to concepts
and practices from the Central Asian steppe.

As already stated above, from the little on the Shakiriyya in the Arabic sour-
ces we can discern a distinct military character. Its other characteristics are dif-
ficult to understand. A number of army commanders in the Umawi period are
known to have had Shdakiriyya. All of them (except two, B/1 and B/6), took
part in the Transoxanian campaigns, and the Shakiriyya units that are mentioned
are thus connected to Central Asia. We do not know the size of these units and
whether they were incorporated within the Umawi army in al-‘Iraq. In some
cases, when the term Shakiri appears in the sources it does not seem to have a
military connection or connotation. Sometimes it can be rendered as a loyal ad-
herent or even a servant (B/6 and B/16); in other cases it is equivocal (B/12, B/14
and B/17).

172 Yonggyu 2004, 34.
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During the early ‘Abbasi period (the reigns of al-Saffah until al-Ma’min), ex-
cept for two cases in which the term unequivocally denotes a military unit, the
few other texts are ambiguous and equivocal (C/1, C/3, C/4, C/5 and C/6); in sev-
eral cases a servant or non-military person or unit is alluded to (C/3, C/7, C/9 and
C/10). As to the military units (C/2 and C/8), the last piece of evidence (C/ 8) is
unique: the long and detailed description of the clothes, fine objects, weapons
and so forth found in Hartn al-Rashid’s store houses (c#33!) upon al-Amin’s as-
cendance to the caliphate. Among the weapons he mentions “50,000 swords of
(for?) the Shakiriyya and the slaves (Jx)”,

This brings us to al-Ma’miin’s reign. From the few pieces of evidence at our
disposal, it is clear that al-Ma’miin already had military units in Khurasan
named al-Shakiriyya. This Shakiriyya had a high status in al-Ma’'miin’s court. It
is most plausible that this unit consisted of non-Arabs. It seems that this caliph’s
army also included Shakiriyya units in al-‘Iraq. The size of these Shakiriyya units
is not attested by the sources. At least in Khurasan, it seems that the size of this
unit was not big.

Two of al-Ma’miin’s senior commanders, Tahir b. al-Husayn and his relative
‘Ali b. Hisham, had Shakiriyya military units. Tahir’s Shakiriyya is mentioned to-
gether with his closest and most loyal adherents, and it is possible that the in-
tent here is to describe a kind of personal select guard, perhaps—though there is
no proof of this—connected by ties of wala’ or even servitude to Tahir. The close-
ness of the Shakiriyya to the regime and its ruler is also emphasized by al-Jahiz,
but even he does not provide any information regarding their ethnicity and ori-
gin. The sources checked provide no information on the ethnic composition, mo-
bilization or military training of the Shakiriyya, or the possible ties between the
commander/master and his Shakir.

In later periods, we find al-Shakiriyya mentioned more frequently from 227
H/842 CE (the period of al-Wathiq’s rule) and particularly during al-Mutawakkil’s
reign (232 H/247 847 CE-861 CE) and onwards (dozens of times), until the year
266 H/880 CE (the reign of al-Mu‘tamid ‘ala Allah, d. 279 H/892 CE), when this
unit is no longer mentioned by al-Tabari. Al-Shakiriyya in this period is beyond
the scope of this article. No comprehensive study has yet been made of the
‘Abbasi army after the period of al-Ma’min’s reign.'”

173 The most up-to-date study, mainly based on the Arabic sources, is Gordon’s; useful com-
ments with historical insight are rendered by Kennedy 1981; Shakiriyya are also mentioned (with-
out analysis) by Amabe 1995, 141, 147, 155-161, 255; for the term Shakiriyya in the Samarran pe-
riod one should consult several volumes of al-Tabari’s History in translation, esp. vols. 34-36
(indexes), which will enable thorough checking of the Arabic text. However, in order to conduct
a broad study of the term and institution, all the possible Arabic sources must be examined. This
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In my previous articles' I argued against the accepted view in research
which claims that from its foundation, the ‘Abbasi caliphate is distinguished
by the decisive influence of non-Arab elements, and that this influence increases
rapidly and is already obvious at the time of the caliph al-Mahdi (r. 158 H/775
CE-169 H/785 CE)."”®> Al-Ma’min’s reign (198 H/813 CE-218 H/833 CE) is consid-
ered by all scholars to be the peak of the non-Arab (mainly Iranian) penetration
of the caliphate, especially in the army. Students of the period of al-Ma’'miin’s
reign are united in the opinion that the major part of his army was composed
of non-Arab Khurasanis, mainly of Iranian origin.””® However,

[s]crutiny of the political and social background in Khurasan under al-Ma’'mun’s rule re-
veals... that this description of al-Ma’mun’s armies and commanders is imprecise and
one-dimensional. An examination of this army, its mobilization, consolidation and battles,
from al-Ma’mun’s arrival in Marw in 193/809 until his death in 218/833, provokes interesting
conclusions that transform the accepted picture of al-Ma’'miin’s activity in Khurasan and of
the characteristics of the armies he raised in this province.’...In all probability, al-Ma’-
min’s army included non-Arab units, called ‘Ajam or ‘Ajam Ahl Khurdsan, but references
to them are very few. We have not found evidence of massive mobilization of non-Arab sol-
diers from Khurasan or beyond it, in Transoxania.'”®

Two pieces of evidence bear witness to relatively large non-Arab units in al-Ma’-
miin’s army. The first refers to the non-Arab units in Tahir b. al-Husayn’s army,
units of Turks, Bukharis and Khwarizmis.}”® From the second we learn of units

is possible to a large extent due to the extensive repository of Arabic literature recorded on com-
pact discs (such as the al-Turath CDs, Ahl al-Bayt and al-Maktaba al-Shamila), containing many
thousands of books from different genres of Arabic literature (hadith, adab, fatawa, figh, sira,
Qur’an, tafsir, geography, biography, poetry and more) now at our disposal for the first time.
174 Elad 1995; Elad 2005, esp. 317-320.

175 Ayalon 1994, 2-4, 35-36 and the important information in the addenda; Crone 1980, 68 and
esp. 74; Kennedy 1981, 102-103; Elad 1995, 118-119.

176 For a discussion and bibliography, see Elad 2005, 317, n. 151; Elad 2013, 279, nn. 272, 273;
add De La Vaissiére 2007, 151ff.

177 Elad 2005; the quotation is from 317; and see also Elad 2010 and 2013; see De La Vaissiére
2007, 150ff. for a different interpretation; for two more examples cf. Elad, 2005, 295-316 (the long
text in al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 773-774: al-Ma’man’s appeal to the Arab tribes in Khurasan) and
Elad 2010, 49-50 (in regard to the recruitment of non-Arab contingents by al-Ma’min), mainly
according to al-Baladhuri, Futith, 430-431 (de Goeje’s ed.; ed. al-Tabba‘, 606): to De La Vais-
siére’s analysis and arguments in De La Vaissiere 2007, 152.

178 Elad 2005, the quotation is from 318; and cf. De La Vaissiere 2007, 152.

179 Turks: al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 799; Khwarizmis: ibid., 801: at least 700 soldiers [!]; al-Mas‘adi,
Murtij, 4, 263; al-Bukhariyya: al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 800, 802; the important and unique tradition
in al-Tabari is related from Ahmad b. Hisham, who was most probably the cousin of Tahir b. al-
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of slave soldiers (ghulam; atrak), most of whom were already purchased by al-
Mu‘tasim already during his brother’s reign. They numbered between 3,000 to
4,000 soldiers.’®® In 213 H/828 CE a slave regiment of 4,000 soldiers is men-
tioned in al-Mu‘tasim’s army in Egypt. This is the first time that a slave military
unit on such a large scale is mentioned.! The Shdkiriyya units in al-Ma’min’s
army mentioned above most probably bear witness to additional non-Arab re-
cruits from Khurasan (Transoxania?).

What is the reason for this far-reaching research pattern regarding the non-
Arab makeup of al-Ma’'miin’s army? It seems the mere fact that al-Ma’min lived
in Khurasan and chose it as the centre for his governorship, was sufficient for
scholars to argue in favour of this thesis. It is possible that this view developed,
at least in the case of Tahir b. al-Husayn, given the fact that the army he fielded
against ‘Ali b. Tsa included non-Arab units (this is, as noted above, a rare evi-
dence).

Nonetheless, none of al-Ma’min’s senior commanders can be considered as
belonging to a new non-Arab Khurasani army. It is clear that al-Abna’ forces and
their commanders who joined al-Ma’miin’s army cannot be included in the new
non-Arab Khurasani army.'®? The picture is not one-dimensional. But the many
reports that Arab political and military power had not completely disappeared
in various regions of the caliphate; that al-Ma’'miin was required to take them
into consideration and to use them as a military force which he mobilized for
battle in the different parts of the caliphate; and that the tribal make-up of
this or that area often dictated the caliph’s policy*® all cannot hide the clear

Husayn (see Elad 2010, 39); he was sahib al-shurta of Tahir’s camp (see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 799—
802; according to al-Mas‘adi, Muriij, 4, 263-265, he is one of the senior commanders (min wujith
al-quwwad)); he is also mentioned as one of the commanders of al-Ma’miin and al-Mu‘tasim
(Elad 2010, 39).

180 AlYa‘qiibi, Buldan, 256: > N1 43 ol 33 al-Kindi, Wulat, 212: 4S5 g« <Y1 4as )i i Ayalon
1994, 26; Isma‘il 1996, 14; Pipes 1981, 146-147; Lassner 1980, 113; Kennedy 1981, 167; Elad 2005,
318; De La Vaissiére 2007, 155; but esp. Gordon 2001, 16ff.

181 Al-Kindi, Wulat, 212 (I follow the accepted rendering of the word atrak as slaves); Pipes
1981, 51; Lassner 1980, 113; Kennedy 1981, 167; but cf. the careful rendering of Gordon 2001,
16: Turks.

182 Elad 2005, 283ff. (al-Abna’), but especially Elad 2010 and 2013.

183 For examples, see 1) al-Jazira: al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 326-327: year 196 H/811-812 CE;
ibid., 332-333; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil, 6, 300-301: year 198 H/808-809 CE; al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-
Mawsil, 332, the same year: Tahir b. al-Husayn’s leniency and favourism towards the southern
tribes in Mosul; ibid., 336—337; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil, 6, 317: year 199 H; al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Maw-
sil, 343-348; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil, 6, 349: year 202 H/817-818 CE; ibid., 350: in the same year al-
Ma’min bluntly interferes in the tribal feuds in Mosul; for other examples for tribal feuds in
Mosul during al-Ma’min’s reign, see al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 359-360: year 206 H/821-822
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waning of Arab power in the ‘Abbasi caliphate, which reached its highest point
in the days of al-Mu‘tasim.'® They do, however, show that this process was a
slow and complex one.

Appendix

The Term Shakirf in the Meaning of Servant/Attendant from the Middle to the
End of the 9" Century.

A. Two of the imams of the Shi‘a (al-Ithna ‘Ashariyya), are described as having
a Shakiri. The first is Masa (al-Kazim) b. Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 183 H/799 CE),
who is described as riding escorted by a Shakiri (¢_SL 42«5 <1 5). The second
is al-Hasan (al-‘Askari) b. ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Jawwad (d. 260 H/874 CE). A
Shakirt of his (le o (al) e o LY sal (5 SL3), called Aba ‘Abdallah Muham-
mad al-Shakiri, relates some anecdotes about his master (ustadhi).*®®

CE; 365-366: year 208 H/823-824 CE; 371: year 210/825-826; 373: year 211 H/826-827 CE; 422-423:
year 219 H/834-835 CE (al-Mu‘tasim’s reign); 378, 380-382,386-394 (years 212-213 H/827-829
CE): the army and Arab commanders of Muhammad b. Humayd b. ‘Abd al-Hamid, see discus-
sion in Elad 2013, 272-275); Diyar Bakr and the surroundings of al-Raqqa (the rebellion of
Nasr b. Shabath), see Kennedy 1981, 169-170; al-Ya‘qlbi, Ta’rikh, 2, 540; Ibn al-Athir, al-
Kamil, 6, 303-304: year 198 H/813 CE; Armenia and Adharbayjan: al-Ya‘qabi, Ta’rikh, 2, 566;
al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 384: year 212 H/827-828 CE; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1112: year 212 H/
827-828 CE; 2) al-‘Iraq: al- Daskara’s vicinity (50 miles north of Baghdad): al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-
Mawsil, 364; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil, 6, 385; al-Kafa and its vicinity: al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 956,
977; al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Ta’rikh, 12, 413; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1019, 1022: year 202 H/817-
818 CE [= Crone 1980, 110-111]; al-Basra: for the Muhallabi family in the city, see Crone 1980,
135; add al-Isfahani, al-Aghani, 17, 46 (Bulaq ed.) [Dar al-Kutub ed., 18, 24] to her bibliography;
correct Crone 1980, 135, Dawiid b. Bishr to Dawiid b. Yazid; see also, al-Ya‘quibi, Ta’rikh, 2, 557-
558: Muhammad b. ‘Abbad al-Muhallabi, who is defined as: 4l 8 5 jadl Jal 2 (/< 5; Thn Hazm,
Jamhara, 369: 'x S5 add him to Crone’s biographies of the family; al-Isfahani, al-Aghani
(Balaq ed.), 18, 19-20, 60 [=Dar al-Kutub ed., 20, 99-101; Ibn Hazm, Jamhara, 369, 370: the
poet Ibn Abi ‘Uyayna al-Muhallabi and his strong satire against the northern tribes; Ibn
Khayyat, Ta’rikh, 384; al-Tabari, Ta’rikh, 3, 1144-1145: Banti Tamim in al-Basra; Baghdad: al-
Isfahani, al-Aghani (Bulaq ed.), 18, 29, 51, 53, 54, 60 [=Dar al-Kutub ed., 20, 120, 166167, 170,
172, 186]; al-Azdi, Ta’rikh al-Mawsil, 239, 354; Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfir, Kitab Baghdad, 286-289;
al-Isfahani, al-Aghani (ed. Balaq), 18, 186—187; for socio-cultural examples of the period, e.g.
the Arab socio-cultural supremacy and Arabism that continued well into the early ‘Abbasi ca-
liphate with an emphasis on al-Ma’'min’s reign, see Elad 2005, 118-127.

184 Ayalon 1994, 21-22; Kennedy 1981, 165; Pipes 1981, 150.

185 Misa al-Kazim: al-Tasi, Ikhtiyar, 2, 735-736; al-Rawandji, al-Khara’ij, 2, 327; al-Irbili, Kashf
al-Ghumma, 3, 43: s _SW 4da 5 5 al-Hasan b. ‘Ali: al-Tabari (al-Imami), Dala’il al-Imama, 429-430.
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B. In his epistle “An Answer against the Christians,” al-Jahiz remarks:

We have known them (the Christians) to possess hackneys of mixed breed
and excellent swift horses; they congregate in big crowds and play with
the curved sticks [while on horseback]; and they feign [to be dignified
Arabs] by donning al-Madini dress [? 2l ) $83s%] and are dressed in [clothes
made of the kind of cloth called] mulham and in clothes inlaid with precious
stones (mutabbaqa); and they possess al-Shakiriyya, and they call them-
selves al-Hasan and al-Husayn and al-‘Abbas, Fadl and ‘Ali...'%¢
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Khurasani and Transoxanian Ostikans of
Early ‘Abbasid Armenia

Abstract: This chapter examines the relationship between Armenia and
Khurasan in the early ‘Abbasid period by focusing on the Khurasani governors
(ostikans) placed in the north between the rise of the ‘Abbasids and the Samar-
ran period. It argues that the presence of Khurasani governors and troops in Ar-
menia challenges the idea that Armenia was separated or isolated from the
broader concerns of the Caliphate.

After a brief introduction to the ostikanate, the chapter discusses the Khurasani
governors chronologically along five main periods: (1) the ‘Abbasid Revolution;
(2) the Battle of Bagrewand in 775; (3) Hartin al-Rashid and al-Amin; (4) the
fourth fitna; (5) the rise of Transoxanian ostikans. This discussion demonstrates
that ‘Abbasid rule relied heavily on Khurasani ostikans and troops in Armenia. It
further establishes the caliphal north as a region where ‘Abbasid power and at
times intra-Khurasani conflict played out.

Keywords: Armenia; Khurasan; ‘Abbasid; ostikan; Bagrewand; fourth fitna

Introduction

Sometime in or after the 12" century, an Anonymous Storyteller assembled a
treasure trove of Armenian oral histories about the Arcruni nobles of the 8™
and 9% centuries. His compilation patches together curious information from a
number of early sources and reveals plenty of anachronisms and manifestly in-
correct details, preserving tales that aimed to entertain rather than inform. In
one story, Arabs from the west chase the king of Baghdad out of his capital.
The king decides to flee to Khurasan, where his relatives could provide funds
and troops to retake Baghdad. Along the way, the king’s servants abandon
him, so he travels to the city of Van to entreat the aid of Derén, an Arcruni noble-
man. Derén pays a guide to escort the king safely to Khurasan, and when the
king retakes Baghdad the Armenian nobleman reaps the rewards for his loyalty.

I’d like to extend my thanks to the organizers of the conference Regional and Transregional
Elites—Connecting the Early Islamic Empire for all the work that went into planning and conven-
ing such a fascinating conference. I’d also like to thank Rob Haug and Amikam Elad for reading
through the draft of this paper and providing useful feedback

8 OpenAccess. © 2020 Alison Vacca, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110669800-009
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This folktale inserts a celebrated Armenian notable into broader drama of ca-
liphal history. While he never identifies the king by name as al-Ma’miin, the
storyteller suggests the loyalties of Armenian nobles during the fourth fitna,
and more importantly reveals that even centuries after the war people enjoyed
tales boasting of Armenian involvement in the drama of an ousted 9"-century
caliph and his relatives in Khurasan.*

This paper relies on Arabic and Armenian sources to explore the close rela-
tionship between Armenia and Khurasan throughout the early ‘Abbasid period,
a closeness that did not exist merely in exaggerated popular tales. In particular,
it examines the post of caliphal governor (ostikan) as evidence of Armenian-
Khurasani relations and posits that the Arab, Iranian, and Turkish elites in
the service of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate served as direct links between the two fron-
tiers. ‘Abbasid reliance on Khurasani troops extended well past the revolution
throughout the period of ‘Abbasid control over the North, not just at moments
of Khurasani ascendancy such as the reign of al-Ma’miin. Since most studies
of the ostikanate center on the Jazari ostikans, this serves as a reminder that
‘Abbasid Armenia responded clearly to political and military impetuses from
the broader caliphate and particularly Khurasan. As al-Muqaddasi notes in pass-
ing, Armenians and Albanians of the 10™ century spoke Persian with a
Khurasani accent: “in Armenia, they speak Armenian and in Albania, they
speak Albanian. Their Persian is comprehensible and sounds similar to
Khurasani [Persian].”? There were direct lines of communication between the
two provinces.

1 Anonymous Storyteller 1971, 117-121. Like many of the stories preserved in the Anonymous
Storyteller’s compilation, this layers several different moments. The most recognizable storyline
here is the fourth fitna, when al-Ma’min gathered his powerbase in Khurasan before taking the
caliphate from his brother al-Amin. The war lasted from 195 H to al-Amin’s death in 198 H. The
“Arabs from the west” likely refer to the maghariba, also seen in this same work as matripikk".
The genealogy provided in this text for the nobleman Derén presents a number of problems. The
best guess is that the Anonymous Storyteller refers to Grigor-Derenik, who ruled from 847 to 887
CE, making it unlikely he would have been old enough to aid al-Ma’miin. The association be-
tween Derén and Grigor-Derenik presents other chronological and genealogical inconsistencies,
too. Interestingly, al-Tabari more believably places Derenik (in Arabic: Dayrani) in the cam-
paigns of al-Muwaffaq against the Saffarid Ya‘q@ib b. al-Layth in 262 H and 263 H; al-Tabari
1893, III, 1894-1895. It is likely that the Anonymous Storyteller is conflating the famous war
with the actions of a celebrated nobleman who worked in the service of the caliphate half a cen-
tury later.

2 Al-Mugaddasi 1906, 378.
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A Brief Introduction to Caliphal Armenia and the Ostikanate

Khurasan serves as an excellent model to discuss Armenia as a caliphal prov-
ince. Khurasan and Armenia were located on the edges of both Sasanian and ca-
liphal territory, where Islamization and Arabization stalled in the Umayyad and
early ‘Abbasid periods. Once bastions of Parthian society, the Khurasani and Ar-
menian elite (the dihgans in the East and the naxarars in the North) maintained
some semblance of social stability, slowing the effects of regime changes. The
provinces were the outskirts of the Iranian oikoumene, and while they were cul-
turally distinct exhibited extensive ties to the broader Iranian world. Early Islam-
ic texts use the imprecise and ill-defined catch-all terms mashriq (the East) and
jarbi (the North), underlining problems of mapping imperial power on the edges
of the empire, yet both provinces boasted specific frontier outposts (thughiir) that
delineated Islam/Iran from the “Other.”® Sources chronicle massive gates along
the edges of both provinces, built by the Sasanians to protect Iran from Taran
and then maintained by the Umayyads and ‘Abbasids to safeguard the caliphate
from Turkic hordes.

There is some evidence that historians writing in Arabic in the ‘Abbasid pe-
riod also recognized the common ground between Khurasan and Armenia. Al-
Mas‘Qdi, for example, explains that Khurasan was a model for Sasanian rule
in the North:

...when Anushirwan built the town known as al-Bab with its wall protruding into the sea,
and extending over the land and mountains, he settled there various nations and kings for
whom he fixed ranks and special titles and defined their frontiers, on the pattern of what
Ardashir b. Babak had done with regards to Khorasan.*

The legacy of Sasanian rule has continually informed discussions of caliphal Ar-
menia. In his 7"-century history, Sebéos employs ostikan to refer to a Sasanian
governor in Armenia. Modern scholars identify the word ostikan as an Armeni-
cized version of the Middle Persian ostigan (trustworthy); it is used to refer to
the caliphal governor over the North.

3 On the North, see Ter-Eevondyan 1976b and, independently, Bates 1989; Vacca 2017b. Arme-
nia, Albania, and Azerbaijan continued to be administered together into the ‘Abbasid period.
The East and the North were both inherited from the quadripartite division of the Sasanian Em-
pire; cf: the Sasanian-era geography by Sirakac‘i, who identifies K‘usti Xorasan and K‘usti Kap-
koh (Armenicized versions of the MP “direction of Khurasan” and “direction of the Caucasus,”
respectively). See Ter-Levondyan 1958. The word jarbi appears in Arabic texts about the Sasanian
North; it renders the Syriac , or North.

4 Minorsky 1958, 144; al-Mas‘adi 1861, II, 3-4.
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There are two problems moving the title of ostikan into the period of caliphal
rule. First, a recent study identifies ostikan as a loan word from Parthian, not
Middle Persian,® suggesting that the term evokes the memory of Arsacid rather
than Sasanian power. Second, we have no evidence that the title was used to
refer specifically to the caliphal governor until the 10™ century. Most medieval
historians who wrote about this period in the North, and in particular Lewond,
who wrote his history under the ‘Abbasids, do not employ ostikan in reference to
the period of caliphal rule. Yovhannés Drasxanakertc‘i, writing in the 10™ century
after the collapse of ‘Abbasid control in the North, is the first to reclaim ostikan
to describe caliphal governors.® Prior to this, governors appear with a number of
other Armenian titles, including hramanatar (commander), karcec‘eal marzpan
(the so-called marzpan), zérawar (general), zoraglux (commander), verakac‘u
(overseer), mec hazarpet (great chiliarch), iSxan (prince), marzpan, and hawatar-
im (trustworthy); in Arabic, the governor appears as wali, ‘amil, or amir.” We can-
not look to the term ostikan to elaborate on the connection between Sasanian
and ‘Abbasid rule.®

The ostikan claimed control over two posts. He was responsible for the tax
revenues of the province (‘ala I-khardj) and its administration (‘ala I-harb wa-l-
salat, literally: over war and prayer).® Sources on the Marwanid and early ‘Abba-
sid periods indicate a preoccupation with the military aspects of the ostikanate.®
Ostikans appear in these writings most regularly in response to unrest in the
North, including the revolts of Muhammad b. ‘Ubaydallah al-Warthani or Abii
Muslim al-Shari, and threats beyond the imperial borders posed by the Byzan-
tines, the Khazars, and the Sanariyya/Canark‘. Quotidian administration seems
to have fallen to the regional Armenian, Albanian, Georgian, Arab, or Iranian
elites. To facilitate this decentralized model of rule, the ostikan appointed or ap-

5 Gippert 1993, II, 217-219.

6 It is not even clear that Drasxanakertc‘i defines the word ostikan as “caliphal governor”. Dras-
xanakertc‘i 1996, 110, specifies that a certain ostikan was made governor of Armenia.

7 Ter-Eevondyan 1962; Ghazarian 1904, 194; Hiibschmann 1908, 215 -216.

8 Vacca 2017b deals with the relationship between Sasanian and caliphal rule in the North in
depth, including (chapter 4) the position of the ostikan.

9 There is only one example in ‘Abbasid Armenia of these two posts being separated and given
to different individuals.

10 This may relate to the position of Armenia as a frontier. See Nicol 1979, 209: “The very nature
of frontier provinces such as Armenia and Khurasan required a governor with military experi-
ence.”
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proved one of the primary noblemen as Prince of Armenia," thereby freeing him-
self for his military duties.

‘Abbasid ostikans served in Armenia for short periods before being assigned
to other provinces, usually for only one or two years though sometimes for up to
five. They tended to be Arabs or mawlas, but there were also Iranian ostikans.
Only one ostikan identified as Armenian, a Muslim named ‘Ali b. Yahya al-Arma-
ni. The position was frequently hereditary, as is easily evidenced by the Shaybani
and Sulami lines. If we take a step back to view ‘Abbasid governors as a group
instead of only considering those within Armenia, other families emerge across
the caliphate to boast several generations of governors. For example, the family
members of one of the more famous ostikans, al-Hasan b. Qahtaba, served over
many decades as the governors of Khurasan, Sistan, Damascus, and Tabaristan.
Other families, such as the Banii Muhallab, are perhaps better known for their
governorship elsewhere, but appear occasionally in Armenia as well. This prac-
tice allowed the ‘Abbasids to retain power in the hands of a few trusted families,
while short tenures kept governors from achieving the kind of local stability that
might empower them to threaten caliphal control.'?

Armenia was frequently ruled as part of a much broader swath of territory.
Just as “Greater Khurasan” or the “East” can refer to territories outside of the tra-
ditional boundaries of Khurasan (encroaching typically over Transoxania), so
too does Armenia at times expand to include Caucasian Albania (roughly, the
modern Republic of Azerbaijan and eastern Georgia). It was part of a flexible
“North” including Armenia, Albania, Azerbaijan, and frequently al-Mawsil
and/or al-Jazira. It was also sometimes joined with Khurasan and other eastern
provinces; for example, al-Mutawakkil assigned Armenia, Azerbaijan, Rayy,
Fars, Tabaristan, and Khurasan to his son al-Mu‘tazz in 234 or 235 H.> Armenia
and Khurasan were also administered in tandem under al-Fadl b. Yahya al-Bar-
maki and ‘Ali b. Isa b. Mahan, as we will see below.

Beginning with the publication of J. H. Petermann’s 1840 De Ostikanis Ara-
bicis Armeniae Gubernatoribus, modern scholars have evinced a preoccupation
with the incumbents of the ostikanate. A number of studies list the ostikans chro-
nologically, outlining the relevant primary sources and expounding on each os-
tikan’s relationship with the local nobility. The most obvious threads through the

11 Ter-Eevondyan 1964 and 1969. Interestingly, the Armenian word for “prince” (iSxan) is etymo-
logically derived from Sogdian, like the title ikhshid; see Benveniste 1929. See De La Vaissiére
2007, 27 n. 42, for the Sogdian ’xSysé.

12 Karev 2015, 346.

13 Al-Tabari 1893, 111, 1395; Laurent / Canard 1980, 445 - 446 n. 76; Nalbandyan 1958, 121 n. 96;
Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 127 n. 106.
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rosters of early ‘Abbasid ostikans are the Banii Shayban and Banii Sulaym, two
Qaysi (North Arabian) tribes spread across the caliphate but located predomi-
nantly in al-Jazira. The longevity of these family lines demonstrates their signifi-
cance in Armenian history, the close political ties between al-Jazira and Armenia,
and the apparent preference in the ‘Abbasid period for hereditary succession
within provincial positions. The Shaybani and the Sulami ostikans are also sig-
nificant because they signal the initiation of efforts to Arabize Armenia. Arab
tribes moved from al-Jazira into the North to support the contested claims to
power the ostikans made against the comparatively stronger local nobility.** In
later years, the Shaybani and the Sulami amirs emerged as the leaders of post-
‘Abbasid Albania: the Bant Shayban as the Sharwanshahs and the Bant Sulaym
as the amirs of Bab al-Abwab/Darband. Most modern studies therefore under-
standably center on the Shaybani and Sulami ostikans, linking Armenia to neigh-
boring al-Jazira and avoiding the connection between Armenia and Khurasan.

Khurasant and Transoxanian Ostikans and Their Armies

In his study of early ‘Abbasid administration, Nicol identifies only two Khurasani
ostikans: ‘Ali b. Isd b. Mahan and Hatim b. Harthama, who ruled Armenia for a
combined total of just four years. The present paper challenges and explains Nic-
ol’s conclusion to explore how Armenia integrated into much larger networks of
power reaching far beyond its immediate neighbors. The prosopographical study
of the early ‘Abbasid ostikans demonstrates that the political fate of Armenia,
like that of the caliphate as a whole, was clearly tied to Khurasani generals
and armies.

The ‘Abbasid period is here divided into subsections: (a) the ‘Abbasid Rev-
olution; (b) the Khurasaniyya at the Battle of Baghrawand/Bagrewand; (c) the
ostikanates of Hartun al-Rashid and al-Amin; (d) Armenia during the fourth
fitna; and (e) the rise of Transoxanian administrators. These divisions are intend-
ed to facilitate discussion rather than impose strict periodization and should
consequently be understood merely as an organizational tool.

14 Ter-Eevondyan 1976a.
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a The ‘Abbasid Revolution

The idea that the ‘Abbasids relied on Khurasani governors and troops is certainly
nothing new. Even the Armenian priest Lewond, writing at the start of Hartin al-
Rashid’s reign, mentions that the ‘Abbasid Revolution relied on a Khurasani
army: the relatives of the Lawgiver called the sons of HeSm “united the troops
of the land of Xorasan and appointed generals over them, Kahat‘ba [Qahtaba
al-Ta’1] and a certain Abu Mslim [Abi Muslim al-Khurasani|, who was cunning
in astrological sorcery.”*

Al-Ya‘qiibi dates the appointment of the first ‘Abbasid ostikan to either 132 or
133 H, when Abii 1-‘Abbas appointed Muhammad b. Siil to govern Armenia.'® Mu-
hammad b. Sil belonged to a Persianized Turkish family in Khurasan. His father
Stl, whose name was an Arabized version of the Turkish title Chiir, was a king of
Jurjan who converted from Zoroastrianism to Islam under the Marwanids and
served as governor of the East. Al-Azdi specifies that there were Khurasani troops
under Muhammad when he was governor of al-Mawsil, before he moved to Ar-
menia. Since al-Ya‘qiibi claims that he transferred from al-Jazira to Armenia
with a large force at his command, we may surmise that Muhammad brought
these same Khurasani troops into Armenia as ostikan. However, no explicit evi-
dence supports this."”

Al-Tabari and al-Baladhuri both skip over Muhammad entirely, although al-
Baladhuri claims that Aba Ja‘far (the future al-Manstr) sent a Khurasani leader
(ga’idan min ahl Khurdsan) against the Umayyad troops under Musafir b.
Kathir.®®* M. Canard, while recognizing that this could refer to Muhammad b.
Stl, points out that it could equally mean Salih b. Subayh al-Kindi. Salih, who
appears in Armenian as the “lawless and bloodthirsty” Caléh. He served as os-
tikan in 133 and 134 H and was apparently appointed on the orders of al-Saffah,
although the chain of command is again blurry. Eewond claims that “Abdla”
placed Salih/Caléh over Armenia: while al-Saffaih and al-Mansiir share the

15 Eewond 1857, 156 —157. See also Asotik 1885, 131; Vardan 1927, 55.

16 Al-Ya‘qubi 1960, II, 357. NB: Forand 1969, 91 n. 9, claims that al-Saffah appointed an Azdi gov-
ernor from Banii Muhallab as the first ‘Abbasid governor of Armenia in 133 H based on his read-
ing of al-Azdi, 1967, 145-146. On Muhammad, see Amabe 1995, 45; Crone 1980, 244 n. 428; Gor-
don 2001, 157-158; Laurent / Canard 1980, 423 — 424 n. 24; Nalbandyan 1958, 111 n. 24; Nicol 1979,
89-90 n. 1; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 120 n. 24; Vasmer 1931, 7.

17 Forand 1969, 91 n. 9.

18 Al-Baladhuri 1866, 209.
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name ‘Abdallah, here Eewond refers to al-Saffah as Abdla and al-Mansir as “the
other Abdla.”?’

b The Khurasaniyya at the Battle of Baghrawand/Bagrewand

The reliance of the early ‘Abbasid state on its Khurasani military persists into the
Armenian ostikanate well past the revolution. Al-Hasan b. Qahtaba al-Ta’i, the
“ferocious” (katati) son of the famous general of the ‘Abbasid Revolution,?
served as ostikan twice. His first appointment lasted from 136 to 141 H and his
second from 154 to 158 H.** Ibn A‘tham explains that al-Hasan remained in Ar-
menia and appointed his sons to regional posts in the North, placing Qahtaba b.
al-Hasan over al-Bab/Darband, Ibrahim over Tiflis/Tp‘ilisi, and Muhammad over
Qaliqala/Karin and Khilat/Xlat‘.** Lewond further notes that al-Hasan’s army
was composed of Khurasani soldiers when he entered Armenia: “When the gov-
ernor Hasan son of Kahadba assaulted this land of Armenia along with a large
regiment from the house of the land of Xorasan, who frequently committed lew-
der and disgusting acts, they also increased the miseries and woes of this
land.”*

According to Eewond, two significant battles between the Khurasaniyya and
Armenian nobles took place in 158 H during al-Hasan’s second tenure as ostikan,
first at Arjish/ArCéS and then at Baghrawand/Bagrewand. In her description of
the ostikanate, N. Garsoian claimed that the Armenian defeat at Baghrawand/Ba-
grewand “marked one of the darkest hours in Armenian history.”** The Mamiko-
nean family united various Armenian houses there, with the notable exception of
the Bagratunis (some of whom abstained from the battle), against the caliphal
army.

19 kewond 1857, 129. On Salih, see Ghazarian 1904, 187; Laurent / Canard 1980, 425 n. 26; Nal-
bandyan 1958, 111 n. 27; Nicol 1979, 91 n. 2(b); Ter-tevondyan 1977, 120 n. 27; Vasmer 1931, 8.
20 Vardan 1927, 56

21 On al-Hasan, see Amabe 1995, 72—73; Ghazarian 1904, 187; Laurent / Canard 1980, 426 — 427
n. 28 and 428 - 429 n. 30; Markwart 1903, 37; Nalbandyan 1958, 112 n. 29 and 112-113 n. 32; Nicol
1979, 91-92 n. 3; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 121 n. 29 and 121 n. 33; Vasmer 1931, 8ff.

22 Ibn A‘tham 2016, VIII, 366.

23 Eewond 1857, 131-132. Nalbandyan 1958, 112—-113 n. 32, claims that these Khurasani troops
are Arabs, but there is no explicit evidence for their ethnicity. Al-Baladhuri 1866, 187; Nicol 1979,
92 notes that al-Hasan was with the governor of al-Jazira at the head of an army of Khurasani
soldiers, but these troops were engaged in raids against Byzantium, not Armenia, in 140 H.
24 Garsoian 2004, 132.
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Eewond specifies that the caliphal army was Khurasani and under the com-
mand of a certain Amr, identified as the Khurasani general ‘Amir b. Isma‘il al-
Harithi.

[Abdla, meaning al-Manstr]| gathered the best cavalrymen, some 30,000 choice riders in
heavy armor from the regiment of the house of the land of Xorasan. He handed them
over to a general whose name was Amr and sent him from him, from the vast and famous
city that Abdla had built, fortified for safety with extremely strong and impregnable walls,
called by the name Baghdad. The general rose up from the regions of Syria and arrived in
the city Xlat¢ [Khilat] in this land of Armenia very cautiously and readily armed. When he
arrived in the city, he was informed by the citizens there about the state of the Armenian
forces...””

Lewond’s phrase “of the house of the land of Xorasan” (i tohmé Xorasan aSxar-
hin) renders the Arabic min ahl Khurasan and so refers to military units (gund in
Armenian, analogous to the Arabic jund) from the East. These units were com-
prised in large part of Arab soldiers, many of whom were banawis or supporters
of the ‘Abbasid Revolution and their descendants.?® We might wonder if the ap-
pearance of this phrase in an Armenian history indicates familiarity with Arabic
expressions and/or the oral transmission of akhbar across linguistic lines. One of
Eewond’s sources is “the enemy himself” and the story of Baghrawand/Bagre-
wand may have served as a shared point of interest between Muslims and Chris-
tians in the North.

Al-Baladhuri explains that al-Mansiir sent troops under ‘Amir b. Isma‘il, al-
lowing al-Hasan to defeat Mush&’il al-Armani or Mu$el Mamikonean.” At first
glance it seems plausible that the Arabic accounts may well confirm the refer-
ence to the Khurasaniyya found in Lewond’s history. Yet Arabic sources in fact
complicate the usual narrative of Baghrawand/Bagrewand. The first clue that
there might be a problem with Eewond’s rendition is a chronological hiccup.
Eewond claims that the Battle of Arjish/ArCéS occurred on a Saturday, the fourth
day of the Armenian month hrotic‘, while the Battle of Baghrawand/Bagrewand
was on a Monday, the fourteenth day of hrotic’. Modern scholars have identified
this as April 15 and 24, 775 CE, which corresponds to the 9" and 18" of jumada I
158 H. Lewond further clarifies that al-Manstr “received the curses of the proph-
et and soon died there desperately in that same year.” This confirms the year he

25 tewond 1857, 177. Vardan 1927, 108 n. 1: Muyldermans inexplicably labels these forces as
Turks.

26 Elad 1996, 98; Elad 2005, 281 and 318 on non-Arab elements (‘ajam ahl Khurdsan); perhaps
these were Iranian? See Kennedy 2001, 105.

27 Al-Baladhuri 1866, 210.
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is discussing, as al-Mansiir died on the 6™ of dhii l-hijja 158 H, or October 7, 775
CE. However, ‘Amir b. Isma‘il in fact died in Baghdad in 157 H. The caliph him-
self prayed over his body and he was buried in the ‘Abbasid family cemetery.?®
Assuming, of course, that ‘Amir did not command forces in Armenia after his
own death, we are left to either explain away ‘Amir’s date of death as misinfor-
mation, reject Lewond’s date for the battle, and/or revisit the story in a broader
context. This latter solution also requires revisiting Eewond’s claim regarding the
involvement of the Khurasaniyya.

Ibn A‘tham supplies pivotal information about the Khurasaniyya in Armenia
during the ostikanate of al-Hasan b. Qahtaba that forces us to reread Eewond’s
text. Al-Manstir appointed al-Hasan, who immediately faced a rebellion of the
Sanariyya/Canark’, a Christian people who lived in Khakhit/Kaxet‘i, farther
north than the Armenian heartland. Ibn A‘tham explains that al-Hasan moved
against them with a mixed army of 50,000 min ahl Khurasan wa-ahl al-Sham
wa-l-‘Iraq, but he was not able to pacify them and wrote to the caliph to request
reinforcements. These came in the form of ‘Amir b. Isma‘il al-Jurjani [al-Harithi],
‘Isa b. Miisa al-Khurasani, al-Fadl b. Dinar, and Mugatil b. Salih, along with
30,000 cavalry.”® If we follow the hypothesis above regarding this oral transmis-
sion, we may speculate that Ibn A‘tham is reporting the same khabar as Lewond:
he describes 30,000 cavalry (faris) under the command of someone named
‘Amir, moving north on al-Mansiir’s orders. Ibn A‘tham’s account, though, has
‘Amir defeat the Sanariyya/Canark‘ and then return to Iraq without engaging
with the Armenians at all.

This campaign is also corroborated in al-Ya‘q@ibi’s history. He explains that:

..the Sanariyya rebelled in Armenia. Aba Ja‘far [al-Mansar] sent al-Hasan b. Qahtaba as
governor (‘amil) over Armenia. He fought them, but he did not have their strength. So he
wrote to Abi Ja‘far to inform him of them and how many of them [there were]. He [al-Man-
siir] sent to him [al-Hasan] ‘Amir b. Isma‘il al-Harithi with 20,000 [men)].

‘Amir defeated the Sanariyya/Canark’, killed 1,600 of them, and returned to Ti-
flis/Tp‘ilisi.>® Like Ibn A‘tham, al-Ya‘qiibi does not place ‘Amir against the Arme-
nians.

Ibn A‘tham continues his discussion of al-Hasan b. Qahtaba’s ostikanate
with the most detailed explanation of the battle of Baghrawand/Bagrewand ex-
tant in medieval Arabic sources. Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. Qahtaba (who ap-

28 Al-Tabari 1893, 111, 380.
29 Ibn A‘tham 2016, VIII, 366.
30 Al-Ya‘qabi 1960, 1II, 372.
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pears in Lewond’s history as an unidentified Mahmet) was responsible for ad-
ministering Qaliqala/Karin and Khilat/Xlat‘ in his father’s name. The patrician
Mishabidh (read: MuSel Mamikonean)* challenged his authority. Mashabidh
gathered the Armenian nobles against al-Hasan’s rule, inspiring Hamra b. Jurjiq
(read: Hamza b. Jajiq for Hamazasp the son of Gagik Arcruni) to move against
Ibrahim b. al-Hasan.*? Al-Hasan was not able to rally his forces effectively
against the Armenians and so wrote again to al-Manstr to request aid. This ar-
rived in the form of 10,000 soldiers min ahl al-‘Iraq. They met al-Hasan in Khi-
lat/Xlat‘, a detail that aligns with Lewond’s account. After routing the Armenian
army, al-Mansr’s forces looted a Mamikonean church and beheaded the leaders
of the Armenians, including Miishabidh, sending their heads to al-Mansiir. Ibn
A‘tham’s next khabar is the death of al-Mansr, which is in line with the tradi-
tional date of Baghrawand/Bagrewand.

While modern scholars have long recognized the battle of Baghrawand/Ba-
grewand as a significant moment in the history of ‘Abbasid Armenia, we learn
several things by bringing the Arabic sources regarding it into dialogue with
the Armenian. First, and most relevantly for our present purposes, Lewond’s ac-
count showcases the significance of the Khurasaniyya in maintaining the ‘Abba-
sid presence in the North: al-Manstir sent a Khurasani army under the supervi-
sion of several Khurasani generals to reinforce a Khurasani ostikan. Yet the
Arabic sources do not allow for this. According to Ibn A‘tham, whose history of-
fers the only detailed description of the battle in Arabic, al-Hasan relied on Iraqi
troops at Baghrawand/Bagrewand. If we create a narrative of al-Hasan’s ostika-
nate based on Arabic sources, then, we find that ‘Amir b. Isma‘il led the Khura-
saniyya north against the Sanariyya/Canark’, returned to Baghdad, and died in
157 H. In 158 H, the Armenians rebelled. Al-Mansir sent Iraqi soldiers north to
reinforce al-Hasan at the Battle of Baghrawand/Bagrewand and died soon there-
after.

It is striking how many common threads are shared in the Arabic and the
Armenian accounts, despite a few glaring differences. Stories about the Khura-
saniyya may well have circulated orally in the North, potentially accounting
for the common ground between Eewond and Ibn A‘tham. If that is the case,
Eewond’s placement of the Khurasaniyya at the Battles of Arjish/Ar¢és and

31 The corruption of MuSel’s name here is a result of the similarity of JiLi s and 4L s in Arabic.
32 Hamazasp would have been in Basfurrajan/Vaspurakan, so it seems out of place that Ibn
A‘tham further identifies Hamazasp as the lord of Georgia. To my knowledge, the Arcruni family
did not hold positions in Georgia at this time. It is likely that the title sahib bilad Jurzan (3 wsba
o)50a) is a scribal error for sahib al-Basfurrajan (o il sba); the Lord of Vaspurakan. Vacca
2019.
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Baghrawand/Bagrewand in fact conflates the akhbar about two separate rebel-
lions against the ‘Abbasids in the North during al-Hasan’s ostikanate, one of
the Sanariyya/Canark‘ and the other of the Armenians. Ibn A‘tham’s version re-
ports the akhbar separately but back-to-back; perhaps the stories of both rebel-
lions circulated as a pair.* Details about ‘Amir’s arrival at the head of 30,000
Khurasaniyya from Baghdad filtered into Lewond’s description of the battle
even though the information originally referred to the Sanariyya/Canark’. It is
clear Eewond did not preserve the information completely correctly because
(1) the rebellion of the Sanariyya/Canark’ is corroborated elsewhere in al-Ya‘qa-
bT’s history and (2) we know from al-Tabari that ‘Amir was already dead by the
date Lewond provides for Baghrawand/Bagrewand.

This reexamination of accounts about the battle of Baghrawand/Bagrewand
does not imply that the Khurasaniyya were not important in enforcing ‘Abbasid
rule in the North. Indeed, their appearance against the Sanariyya/Canark‘ con-
firms the significance of the Khurasani army and its generals in upholding al-
Hasan b. Qahtaba’s authority. Yet Eewond’s claims regarding their involvement
at Baghrawand/Bagrewand cannot be substantiated.

¢ The Ostikanates of Harin al-Rashid and al-Amin

As both heir apparent and caliph, Hariin al-Rashid appointed a number of
Khurasani ostikans. Yahya b. Khalid al-Barmaki sometimes appears among the
lists of ostikans under al-Mahdi during Harin al-Rashid’s viceroyalty, although
there is no compelling evidence for his ostikanate.>* However, one of the most
famous and well-attested ostikans under Harin was Khuzayma b. Khazim al-Ta-
mimi, whose family was from Marw al-Riidh. Known in both the Arabic and Ar-
menian sources as a harsh governor, Khuzayma served as ostikan for a year and
two months in 169 and 170 H. He was associated with over-taxation and severe
oppression, so much so that Eewond confirms that his name Xazm referred to his
character: the Armenian adjective xazmarar means warlike.* Drasxanakertc‘i re-

33 This is reminiscent of Conrad’s study of Arwad, where akhbar about the conquest of one is-
land shift to that of another; Conrad 1992.

34 Laurent / Canard 1980, 429 - 430 n. 34, has Hariin al-Rashid as ostikan and Yahya as finan-
cial administrator; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 121 n. 37; Nalbandyan 1958, 114 n. 36. The passage in
question is al-Tabari 1893, III, 500.

35 Lewond 1857, 195-196; for more on his name, see Laurent / Canard 1980, 430 —431 n. 37; on
Khuzayma, see also Nalbandyan 1958, 114 n. 39; Nicol 1979, 98 —99 n. 13; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 122
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counts his residence in Dabil/Duin and details his plots to wrest land from the
patriarchate unjustly, since he was “led astray by his wicked desires and demon-
ic avarice.”*® Al-Fadl b. Yahya al-Barmaki also served as ostikan under Harin al-
Rashid. He was in Khurasan in 175 H, but there are Armenian coins minted in his
name in the same year; written sources describe him as viceroy over Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Jibal, and Tabaristan in 176 H. This list was expanded in 177 H to in-
clude Khurasan and Sistan.”

Coins minted in Armenia and al-Bab attest the rule of Yahya al-Harashi, who
served as ostikan in 178 and 179 H. This Yahya was probably Khurasani, but we
cannot identify his ancestry or provenance with certainty.*® Regardless, Yahya re-
lied on Khurasani troops to face two rebellions in the North. Al-Ya‘qiibi explains
that when Hartin al-Rashid appointed the Jazari Ahmad b. Yazid al-Sulami as os-
tikan in 179 H, Ahmad faced a rebellion of troops min ahl Khurdasan: “those who
came with al-Harashi and who were there before al-Harashi” (man kana fi I-
balad min ahl Khurasan miman qadima ma“ al-Harashi wa-qabla al-Harashi).
The fact that he had to face not just al-Harashi’s troops, but also those “who
were there before al-Harashi” implies that some of the Khurasani troops were
stationed there prior to becoming part of the retinue of any particular ostikan.
Unsurprisingly, they claimed significant political clout. To assuage the displeas-
ure of these Khurasani troops in Armenia, for example, Hartin al-Rashid recalled
Ahmad b. Yazid and sent Sa‘id b. Salm al-Bahili to serve as ostikan in 181 H.*

After Sa‘id b. Salm’s ostikanate, Hartin al-Rashid appointed the governor of
Khurasan, ‘Ali b. Isa b. Mahan, over Armenia. Armenian sources omit the

n. 41; Vasmer 1931, 28 - 29. Note that Eewond and others claim he was appointed by al-Hadi; oth-
ers say Haran.

36 Drasxanakertc‘i 1987, 115; Drasxanakertc‘i 1996, 114.

37 On al-Fadl, see Amabe 1995, 79; Laurent / Canard 1980, 432 n. 43; Nalbandyan 1958, 115 n. 45;
Nicol 1979, 102 n. 17; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 122—-123 n. 48; Vasmer 1931, 32.

38 Studies on the ostikanate identify him as Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Harashi. There are a few Sa‘id al-
Harashis who could be his father. Al-Tabari 1990, 196 —197 n. 637, has his full name as Yahya b.
Sa‘id b. Dawiid; this Sa‘id was a Turk deployed in Khurasan against al-Muganna“ in 163 H.
Amabe 1995, 79 assumes that this identification is correct, but calls him Yahya b. Dawid, the
son rather than the grandson of Dawtid. Crone 1980, 144 — 145 suggests that he was a descendent
of Sa‘id b. ‘Amr, the Qaysi general from Qinnasrin. Alternatively, he could be the son of Sa‘id b.
Muhammad al-Harashi, himself the son of a Harrani ostikan named in al-Ya‘qaibi 1960, II, 426 for
the year 177 H. I would like to thank Prof. Amikam Elad for sharing a draft of a paper in which he
offers another suggestion: that al-Harashi (. _~l") may be a misreading of al-Khursi (~_V), an
alternative form of Khurasani. He cites al-Tantikhi re: a Sa‘id al-Khursi as min awlad muliik
Khurasan under al-Manstr. On Yahya, see also Forand 1969, 97-98; Laurent / Canard 1980,
433 n. 48; Nalbandyan 1958, 115 n. 51; Nicol 1979, 105-106 n. 22; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 123 n. 54.
39 AlYa‘qabi 1960, II, 427.
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Khurasani ‘Ali b. Isd’s ostikanate entirely, but we find Armenian and Albanian
dirhams minted in his name in 183 H.*® According to al-Ya‘qubi, “when he ar-
rived, his conduct was terrible. The people of Sharwan rose against him and
the land was in disarray. And so al-Rashid appointed Yazid b. Mazyad al-
Shaybani and he returned ‘Ali b. Isa to Khurasan.”®* When ‘Ali returned to
the East, he faced more complaints of oppression and tyranny until the caliph
himself started the fateful campaign to reign him in.** After the ostikanates of
three Shaybanis in short succession, Khuzayma b. Khazim returned to Armenia
as ostikan in 187 H. Al-Ya‘qubi claims that he remained for only a short time, but
there are coins minted in his name every year from 187 to 191 H.** These last two
Khurasani ostikans (‘Ali b. ‘Isa and Khuzayma b. Khazim) served as the heart of
al-Amin’s army during the siege of Baghdad. Since Armenian coins survive mint-
ed in al-Amin’s name during Harin al-Rashid’s reign, we can assume that the
North entered the fourth fitna on his side.

d Armenia During the Fourth Fitna

Soon after Hartin al-Rashid’s death, though, the North fell squarely into al-Ma’-
min’s territory. The first ostikan under al-Amin was Khurasani: Muhammad b.
Zuhayr b. al-Musayyab al-Dabbi. He was appointed ostikan before Hardn’s
death in 193 H, the same year that his father and brothers joined al-Ma’'mun
in Marw. We do not know when Muhammad’s ostikanate officially ended, but
it is reasonable to assume that he did not remain in control of Armenia long
after al-Amin took office.** In fact, Armenian sources suggest the land was en-

40 Vardanyan 2011, 37 n. 52 and 64 n. 127.

41 Al-Ya‘qubi 1960, II, 428; Markwart 1903, 456.

42 Nicol 1979, 109 n. 29: There is an Armenian coin in his name as late as 187 H. By this point,
Muhammad b. Yazid b. Mazyad al-Shaybani was ostikan and ‘Ali b. ‘Isad was back in Khurasan.
On ‘Ali, see Pellat, “‘Ali b. Isa b. Mahan,” EIr; Sourdel, “Ibn Mahan,” EP; Laurent / Canard
1980, 433 n. 52; Nalbandyan 1958, 116 n. 55; Nicol 1979, 107-108 n. 26; Ter-Levondyan 1977,
123 n. 59; Vasmer 1931, 39.

43 On Khuzayma’s second tenure, see Laurent / Canard 1980, 433 n. 52; Nalbandyan 1958, 116 n.
55; Nicol 1979, 107-108 n. 26; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 123 n. 59; Vasmer 1931, 39.

44 Vardanyan 2011, 123, 71 n. 148, 72 n. 149: There are Albanian dirhams from 194 H in his name,
but Zambaur and Vasmer date his ostikanate only to 193 H. On Muhammad, see Crone 1980,
186-188; Laurent / Canard 1980, 435 n. 59; Nalbandyan 1958, 116 n. 63; Nicol 1979, 112 n. 35;
Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 124 n. 69; Vasmer 1931, 43. On his family’s involvement with al-Ma’miin:
Elad 2010, 56; Elad 2013, 268.
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tirely independent during this time and ruled by local princes.* While al-Amin
did appoint ostikans, they were Jazari or ‘Abbasid.

Extant coins provide evidence both for al-Ma’miin’s contested claims over
the North during the fourth fitna and for potential ties between Armenia and
Khurasan. There are Armenian coins minted in the name of Ahmad b. Yazid b.
Usayd al-Sulami during al-Amin’s reign,*® which led Ter-Levondyan and Nicol
to conclude that Ahmad served as ostikan in 195 and 196 H despite a lack of writ-
ten evidence (Ahmad did in fact serve as a ostikan, but earlier—from 179 to 181
H). Ahmad would later fight alongside Tahir b. al-Husayn. He may have changed
loyalty over the course of the war,” but if we assume that he supported al-
Ma’miin even at the start of al-Amin’s reign, then his Armenian coins potentially
add weight to the theory that local powers in the North supported al-Ma 'min
and perhaps even confirm the hypothesis that al-Ma’miin’s generals were recruit-
ing Arab troops from the North to fight against al-Amin.*®

Studies on the ostikanate have identified Tahir b. Muhammad al-San‘ani as
al-Ma’'miuin’s first ostikan. His earliest Armenian coins date to 196 H, two years
before the death of al-Amin.* Nicol marks this Tahir as “ancestry unknown,”
but Amabe instead renders al-Ya‘q@ibi’s text with the nisha al-Saghani (<),
meaning that Tahir was from Chaghaniyan in Transoxania instead of San‘@’
((S=all) 5° Whether from Chaghaniyan or San‘a’, Tahir’'s appointment suggests
that Armenia was looking to Khurasan, not Baghdad, as the center of the caliph-
ate. Al-Ya‘qiibi claims that either al-Ma’miin or Harthama b. A‘yan sent Tahir b.
Muhammad to the North, where he allied with the Armenian and Albanian pat-

45 Vardan 1927, 58.

46 Vasmer 1931, 54.

47 Elad 2013, 260: “We have no information of his activities during al-Amin’s rule,” so it is ad-
mittedly entirely possible that he had not yet declared for al-Ma’'miin and was in al-Amin’s serv-
ice in the North.

48 Elad 2013, 267 and 273.

49 Vardanyan 2011, 72 n. 151, 73 n. 152, 73 n. 153.

50 Amabe 1995, 100 and 131. He cites both al-Ya‘qtibi 1960, II, 461 and al-Tabari, III, 802: the
former clearly reads i=i=ll and the latter does not refer to either nisha and concerns Tahir b.
al-Taji. Amabe explains that “In Hamadan Harthama sent Tahir b. Muhammad of Chaghaniyan
to Armenia and Adharbayjan as governor.” This relies on his reading of al-Ya‘qiibi 1960, II, 461.
Amabe clearly reads Harthama as the subject and Tahir as the direct object of the verb 4¢ss,
meaning that [some say that] Harthama dispatched Muhammad. Nicol 1979, 113 n. 39 cites
the same passage in passive voice: “It is said that Harthama b. A‘yan was sent from Hamadan
while Tahir was headed for Iraq and then towards Warthan in the prefecture of Azerbaijan.”
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ricians in 196 H to lay siege to Bardha‘a/Partaw in order to take the province
from al-Amin’s ostikan.

The connection between the administration of Khurasan and Armenia con-
tinued in the first days of al-Ma’miin’s reign. A few curious coins minted without
the name of a governor in Ma‘dan Bajunays/Apahunik‘ in 199 H bear the title dhii
l-riyasatayn, or “possessor of the two posts.” Vasmer concludes that “die Dir-
hems von Ma‘din Bagunais 199...geben leider gar keinen Aufschlufy dariiber,
wer um diese Zeit Statthalter war.”>? Yet this title is well attested and commonly
refers to al-Fadl b. Sahl, who at that time would have been al-Ma’'miin’s governor
of Khurasan, where he served from 197 to 202 or 203 H.>®* While studies of the
ostikanate do not typically include al-Fadl b. Sahl, these coins suggest that his
authority did indeed reach as far as the North. Al-Tabari explains that al-Fadl
controlled the East from Tibet to the Indian Ocean and the “sea of Daylam
and Jurjan.”** It stands to reason that Armenia was part of al-Fadl’s East. The Ar-
menian coins represent an extension of the power of the Banii Sahl, and of
course al-Ma’'miin, outside Khurasan. Furthermore, Ter-Eevondyan mentions a
comparable coin minted with that title in Albania in 197 H, even before al-
Amin’s death.*

Al-Ma’'miin appointed Harthama b. A‘yan’s son Hatim b. Harthama as osti-
kan in either 200 or 201 H.%® His father, one of the main generals of the fourth
fitna and former governor of Khurasan, had fallen out of favor and died in a pris-
on in Marw. When the news of Harthama’s death reached Armenia, Hatim wrote
to the local patricians (wa-kataba al-batariga wa-wujith ahl Arminiya) to muster a

51 On Tahir, see Laurent / Canard 1980, 435 n. 62; Markwart 1903, 457; Nalbandyan 1958, 117 n.
67; Nicol 1979, 113 - 114 n. 39; Ter-tevondyan 1977, 124 n. 75; Vasmer 1931, 55 (his coins read Tahir
b. Muhammad, so they cannot add anything to the discussion of the correct reading of the
nisha).

52 Vasmer 1931, 58 —59; see photos in Vardanyan 2011, 97 n. 217-218.

53 Sourdel, “al-Fadl b. Sahl b. Zadhanfariikh,” EP; Bosworth, “Fazl, b. Sahl b. Zadanfarrik,”
Elr. On al-Fadl’s coins with the title dhii l-riyasatayn, see Karev 2015, 322; Nastich 2012,
39-40 (although his Samargandi coin has since been corrected to Shirazi online).

54 Al-Tabari 1893, III, 841.

55 Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 124 n. 76: he attributes this coin to Sulayman b. Ahmad b. Sulayman al-
Hashimi, citing al-Ya‘qiibi 1960, II, 462. The passage in question identifies Sulayman as al-
Ma’'miin’s ostikan. This coin does not appear in Vardanyan.

56 On Hatim, see Amabe 1995, 116; Crone 1980, 177-178; Laurent / Canard 1980, 436 n. 66;
Lewis, “Hatim b. Harthama,” EP; Markwart 1903, 458; Nalbandyan 1958, 118 n. 73; Nicol 1979,
115 n. 44; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 125 n. 79; Vasmer 1931, 57.
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rebellion,*” one that did not survive his death in 203 H. Crone identifies this re-
bellion as in line with comparable movements in Khurasan:

It must have been the mutual fear between the caliph and Khurasan that triggered the sur-
prisingly numerous revolts by apparent pillars of the regime who made sudden changes of
allegiance. Ziyad b. Salih apart, Jahwar b. Marar, Zuwara al-Bukhari, al-Ishtakhanj, ‘Abd al-
Jabbar, and Rafi b. Layth are all in that category. There is a later example in Hatim b. Har-
thama, the governor of Azerbaijan who had hitherto been a pillar of the regime along with
his father, who planned to rebel when he heard that his father had been executed: he must
have assumed (undoubtedly correctly) that he was next on the list. The only reasonable ex-
planation of the behaviour of the earlier Khurasanis is that, like Hatim, they suspected that
they had fallen out of favour.®

Hatim was not dragging Armenian patricians into a battle to pitch the
Khurasanis against the caliph, but rather into an intra-Khurasani struggle for in-
fluence over the caliph. Harthama’s main concern was the extensive power the
Banii Sahl wielded under al-Ma’miin. In this he was perhaps similar to Rafi
b. al-Layth, whose rebellion against the caliph was sparked by the abuses of
‘Ali b. ‘Tsa. Harthama did not set out to challenge the caliph or even the “Abba-
sid-Khurasani axis of power.”®® His fight was to determine who represented
Khurasani power within that axis. In calling upon the Armenian elites to join
his rebellion, Hatim drew the North into broader political patterns, some of
which were internal to Khurasan.

e The Rise of Transoxanian Administrators

In his passage on Hatim’s rebellion, al-Ya‘qiibi explains that he wrote not only to
the Armenian patricians, but also to Babak; Crone dismisses this as “implausi-
ble.”® This does mark a shift in the ostikanate, though, as the administration
of Armenia is certainly sidelined by the ongoing Khurrami rebellion in neighbor-
ing Azerbaijan (usually administered with Armenia and Albania as a single prov-
ince). From that point, all of the ostikans, whether Jazari or Khurasani, were gen-
erals appointed in hopes of their fighting Babak. Khurasani ostikans of this time

57 Al-Ya‘qubi 1960, II, 462.

58 Crone 2012, 119.

59 Daniel 1979, 157. He calls it “the supposed Abbasid-Khurasani axis of power.” I have dropped
the “supposed” because it seems quite clear that there was a relationship between ‘Abbasid
power and Khurasan. Daniel’s concern is to account for Khurasani resistance to the said axis.
60 Crone 2012, 65, though she is responding to Ibn Qutayba.
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include banawis®* who were either Arabs or mawlas of Arab tribes, such as
Yahya b. Mu‘adh b. Muslim al-Dhuhli (204-5 H),** Ahmad b. Yahya b. Mu‘adh
(205 H),%® ‘Isa b. Muhammad b. Abi Khalid (205-208 H),** Muhammad b. Hu-
mayd al-Tasi (212-213H),%* and ‘Abdallah b. Tahir (214 H).*® Al-Mu‘tasim
named al-Hasan b. ‘Ali al-Badhghisi as ostikan; he was either a mawla or a rel-
ative of al-Ma’miln; he appears as Badoli in Armenian, where Fumnnh (Badoti) is
a corruption of Fumnuf (Badlsi).”

In the wake of the fourth fitna, ‘Abbasid policy towards Transoxania shifted
and the effects are visible in the ostikanate. According to al-Baladhuri, al-
Ma’miin and following him al-Mu‘tasim sent envoys to Transoxania with gifts
to encourage Transoxanian leaders to join the caliphal army. They recruited sol-
diers by entering their names into the diwan:®® “cette action d’al-Ma’miin donne
I’occasion a beaucoup de nobles de faire une brillante carriére au califat...mais
elle arrive trop tard pour qu’ils puissant rattraper leur position politique et écon-
omique au Mawara’annahr méme.”® With the Samanid takeover of Transoxania
in 205 H, these generals and soldiers were sent elsewhere, including to Armenia.

Several of the ostikans have nishas from the East, i.e., Khurasan itself and
“Greater” Khurasan, including Transoxania.”® Al-Mu‘tasim appointed one of
the most famous ostikans: al-Afshin Haydar b. Ka‘Gs al-Usriishani, Ap‘Sin in Ar-

61 I am using this term as it commonly appears in modern scholarship, though Crone 1998, 5
points out that some of the more famous banawt actually do not claim that nisba explicitly in our
primary sources.

62 On Yahya, see Crone 1980, 184; Elad 2010, 43; Laurent / Canard 1980, 436 n. 67; Nalbandyan
1958, 118 n. 74; Nicol 1979, 115 n. 46; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 125 n. 80; Vasmer 1931, 59f.

63 On Ahmad, see Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 125 n. 81; Vasmer 1931, 60.

64 On Isa, see Laurent / Canard 1980, 436 —437 n. 68; Markwart 1903, 458; Nalbandyan 1958,
118 n. 75; Nicol 1979, 115-116 n. 47; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 125 n. 82; Vasmer 1931, 60 —61.

65 On Muhammad, see Amabe 1995, 117; Crone 1980, 175; Elad 2013, 272-275; Nalbandyan 1958,
119 n. 79; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 125 n. 88; Vasmer 1931, 64— 65.

66 On ‘Abdallah, see Bosworth, “‘Abdallah b. Taher,” Elr; Laurent / Canard 1980, 438 n. 70;
Markwart 1903, 459; Nalbandyan 1958, 119 n. 80; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 125 n. 89; Vasmer 1931,
65 and 71.

67 Dowsett 1957, 457 n. 1 argues convincingly that Markwart’s attempt to read Funny| as Uqu
to refer to Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Azdi al-Samarqandi is incorrect; cf: Markwart 1903, 462.
On al-Hasan, see Amabe 1995, 140; Crone 2012, 63 n. 118; Elad 2010, 41-42; Laurent / Canard
1980, 439 - 441 n. 72; Nalbandyan 1958, 120 n. 86; Nicol 1979, 119 n. 51(d); Ter-Eevondyan 1977,
126 n. 96; Vasmer 1931, 81.

68 Al-Baladhuri 1866, 431; Kennedy 2001, 118—-119 and 124; Gordon 2001, 31; De La Vaissiére
2007, 174 -175.

69 Karev 2015, 350.

70 On the definition of Khurasan, see Rante 2015.
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menian, the general who finally routed Babak and forced him to flee to the Al-
banian lord Sahl b. Sinbat. This lord, whose name is Persianized in Armenian as
Sahl-i Smbatean, offered Babak sanctuary but then handed him over to al-Af-
shin, all while disparaging the idea that caliphal governors could ever hold
sway over him. Al-Mu‘tasim awarded al-Afshin the governorship of Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Jibal, and Sind. From 220 to 225 H, al-Afshin was based in Barzand
and sent a number of ostikans to rule Armenia in his name, including Muham-
mad b. Sulayman al-Samarqandi”* and Muhammad b. Khalid Bukharakhuda.
This last ostikan’s title is corrupted in Armenian to read Bulxar Xoyta P‘atgos;
p‘atgos is the Armenicized version of the Persian padhgospan.” Afshin similarly
appointed his brother-in-law Mankjir al-Farghani over Azerbaijan in 224 H. This
shifts al-Mu‘tasim’s ostikans from Arabs and mawlas to Turks and from Khurasan
proper to the edges: Usriishana, Farghana, Samargand, and Bukhara.

These generals were charged with continuing the campaigns against Babak
and other upheavals in the North, but also administered Armenia and Albania.
The Albanians assumed that the ostikans had a direct line of communication to
the caliph himself, not one made via the viceroy al-Afshin. For example, Dasxur-
anc‘i explains that Badoti (al-Hasan b. ‘Ali) was established in al-Nashawa/Nax-
C¢awan in 283 AE “at the command of the prince of the Taciks called Amir
Mumin,” where he martyred an Armenian Christian.”® The same source claims
that the Bukharakhuda received the catholicos Yovhannés, whom Dasxuranc‘i
identifies as “the Lord of Lords, the lord of the Armenians, Georgians, and Alba-
nians,” and served as an intermediary between the Armenians and “the court of
the Amir Momnin” in 287 AE (the same year as the sack of Amorium, 223 H).™
His attention was pulled north against the Sanariyya/Canark‘ and Ishaq b. Is-
ma‘il, the independent amir of Tiflis/Tp‘ilisi.

Abt Sa‘id Muhammad b. Yasuf, known as Apusét‘ in Armenian, was another
Khurasani commander who fought against Babak. He later returned to Armenia

71 On Muhammad, see Amabe 1995, 115; Ghazarian 1904, 189; Laurent / Canard 1980, 441- 443
n. 73; Nalbandyan 1958, 120 n. 88; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 126 n. 98; Vasmer 1931, 63.

72 Dowsett 1957 459 n. 7 and 461 n. 2 and 3 offer manuscript variants of this title: Fnijuwp
}\]anm q)lllll'lqllll, P‘l]LllUlll[] ]\]IlJIJ'llll d)mlnqnu, and FHLIJU[U[]IUI]J Slllll'llllll'lqllll, but DOWSett
leaves P‘atgos unresolved. Minorsky 1958, 57 identifies the word p‘atgos as an abbreviation of
padhgospan in reference to another ostikan mentioned in Dasxuranc‘’s text: Muhammad b.
Khalid b. Yazid b. Mazyad al-Shaybani. On the Bukharakhuda, see De La Vaissiére 2007, 175—
176; Laurent / Canard 1980, 441-443 n. 73; Markwart 1903, 461; Nalbandyan 1958, 120 n. 89;
Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 126 n. 99; Vasmer 1931, 84.

73 Dasxuranc‘i 1961, 216; Dasxuranc‘i 1983, 329.

74 Dowsett 1957, 459; Dasxuranc'i 1983, 330 —331: “the court of the Amir Momnin” is rendered as
l.llLiI'lIl linliﬁlllj Il,lllIlllllL]LllLl.
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as ostikan for al-Mutawakkil from 234 to 236 H. Abti Sa‘id was a mawla of Banii
Tayy from Marw. T‘ovma Arcruni, the Armenian historian who offers the most ex-
tensive discussion of Abui Sa‘id’s ostikanate, describes him as a noble (naxarar)
who was, interestingly, “familiar with Hebrew literature.”” The two main noble
Armenian families at the time, the Bagratunis and Arcrunis, refused Aba Sa‘id
entrance to their territories and so he returned to Samarra’.’® Al-Mutawakkil
sent Abii Sa‘id’s son, Yasuf b. Muhammad al-Marwazi, Yovsép‘ in Armenian,
to Armenia as ostikan following his father’s death in 236 H. Facing the caliphal
army, the Armenian families capitulated immediately. Ostensibly in revenge for
the humiliation of the Bagratuni patrician, the Khuwaythiyya/Xut‘ (inhabitants
of the region of Khoyt/Xoyt‘) killed Yasuf al-Marwazi, triggering the Caucasian
campaigns of Bugha al-Kabir which devastated the North from 237 to 241 H.””
This marked the end of the Khurasani presence in the ‘Abbasid administration
of Armenia, if only because the backbone of the ‘Abbasid army had shifted.
Bugha entered Armenia with an army of Turkish and Maghribi Arabs (al-atrak
wa-l-maghariba).

Conclusions

This selective narrative of the ostikanate demonstrates how early ‘Abbasid rule in
Armenia relied heavily on Khurasani ostikans and troops. Nicol has come to the
opposite conclusion, i.e., that very few Khurasanis served as ostikan, for a few
reasons. First, he labels mawlas as a separate category without recognizing
that most of his examples, like Muhammad b. Sil and Yahya b. Mu‘adh, were
also Khurasani. Second, some ostikans such as the Barmakis appear in his
study as “Iranian” ostikans despite their familial ties to Khurasan. Finally,
Arab Khurasanis frequently appear in Nicol’s study as representatives of their
tribes instead of their regions. This is particularly surprising since he also incor-
rectly identifies his two Khurasani ostikans, ‘Ali b. Isa and Hatim b. Harthama,
as Arabs.”® In order to conclude that Armenia rarely saw a Khurasani ostikan, we
would have to take our cues from al-Jahiz and draw definitive lines between the

75 T‘ovma Arcruni 1985a, 174; T‘ovma Arcruni 1985b, 170.

76 On Abii Sa‘id, see Ghazarian 1904, 190; Laurent / Canard 1980, 446 n. 77; Nalbandyan 1958,
121-2 n. 97; Ter-ELevondyan 1977, 127 n. 107; Vasmer 1931, 92.

77 On these campaigns, see Vacca 2017a. On Yasuf, see Laurent / Canard 1980, 447 n. 78; Nal-
bandyan 1958, 122 n. 98; Ter-Eevondyan 1977, 127 n. 108; Vasmer 1931, 93.

78 Crone 1998, 8: ‘Ali b. ‘Isa was Iranian, the son of a mawla of Banii Khuza‘a. Crone 1980, 177:
Harthama b. A‘yan was a mawla of Bana Dabba.
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mawlas, the Iranians, the Khurasanis, and the Arabs as if these were distinct and
mutually exclusive identities.”

By focusing on the Khurasani ostikans, this partial narrative of the ostikanate
demonstrates how Armenia was integrated into caliphal politics and not just an
extension of al-Jazira or a buffer between the caliphate and Byzantium or Kha-
zaria. Since the ostikanate was primarily a military position, these Khurasani os-
tikans came from the backbone of the ‘Abbasid army and accordingly were usu-
ally Arabs or affiliated with Arab tribes through wala’.

It is entirely possible to write wholly different narratives about the ostikanate
than that presented here: for example, the close connection between al-Jazira
and Armenia, focusing on the Shaybani and Sulami ostikans, would offer signif-
icant insight into regional politics. But this paper has sought to make sense of
the Khurasani element specifically because it has never been noted in the liter-
ature on the ostikanate. It centers the discussion of Armenia in an ‘Abbasid im-
perial setting.

Along with Islamic numismatics, the ostikanate is one of the few well-re-
searched topics concerning caliphal rule in Armenia, but even studies of caliphal
governors demonstrate the pervasive presumption that Armenia is separate from
the caliphate. Articles on the ostikans seek to make sense of discrepancies in the
sources, listing dates, sources, and deeds of each incumbent without reference to
the broader political schemas in which they lived. Scholars have studied the os-
tikans based on what they did in Armenia and to a lesser extent how they inter-
acted with Armenian and Albanian elites, not for their role in the caliphal ad-
ministration. Yet without the broader lens of both imperial concerns and
transregional elites, we cannot trace responses to political stimuli outside of Ar-
menia such as the fourth fitna or the rising influence of Transoxanian adminis-
trators. Accordingly, these studies underestimate the significance of the caliphal
North as a region where ‘Abbasid power and (as in the case of Hatim’s rebellion)
intra-Khurasani conflict played out. Their assumption that Armenia differs from
the rest of the caliphate also predicates modern understandings of extant sour-
ces. Armenian sources, if “othered,” appear to serve as independent corrobora-
tion for the Arabic, but the accounts of Baghrawand/Bagrewand demonstrate
discourse and engagement, not isolation. Accordingly, focusing on the relation-
ship between Armenia and Khurasan can help us maneuver around modern ex-
pectations of ethnoreligious borders to tell a story of a far-flung but integrated
caliphate.

79 Al-Jahiz identifies the branches of the ‘Abbasid army as the Khurasaniyya, abna’, mawali,
Arabs, and Turks. Crone 1998, 5-6; Kennedy 2001, 104.
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