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Introduction 

This book describes some of the manners that gave shape to 
the political life of a society that flourished a thousand years 
ago in the Near East. American readers will recall that de 
Tocqueville considered manners (moeurs), which he defined as 
"the sum of the moral and intellectual dispositions of men in 
society," to be the most important influence in maintaining 
American political institutions-more important than laws or 
physical circumstances. This "sum" is a figure too perfect for 
any observer of a contemporary society to obtain, even the 
brilliant de Tocqueville. It must remain still less obtainable 
for a society as long vanished as the society that is the subject 
of this book. Yet I feel confident that the manners discussed in 
this book were indeed important for the political life of that 
vanished society, important enough to be a significant part of 
the more nearly perfect sums that will be calculated by future 
historians .1 

My first interest has been the manners of individuals rather 
than the manners of groups. I have tried to describe the ways 
in which the individuals in this society formed commitments 
to each other and to suggest how the manners of these indi
viduals can account for the shape of political life in this society 
as a whole. Individuals, not unexpectedly, formed such 
commitments in roughly similar ways for generation after 
generation; and it is this similarity, after all, that enables us to 
give general descriptions of their manners. 

If the way in which commitments were formed remained 
roughly the same, the associations that were formed by these 
commitments seldom lasted more than a generation. The 
continuity in the way in which individual commitments were 
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formed and the discontinuity of the associations formed 
through such commitments may, at first, appear puzzling. 
Some of the associations of Western life, such as the feudal 
manor and the craft guild, were so stable that social historians 
of premodern Western societies often begin with a description 
of these units, and from them build a composite picture of the 
social structure of the societies in which they existed. Social 
historians of the premodern Islamic Near East have followed 
this example, and have tried to identify fundamental social 
units in the societies they study. These historians have tried to 
define either the primary "networks" or, in the phrase of one 
excellent social historian, the "basic units" or building blocks 
of which these societies were composed. 2 

A few of the more stable associations of local life discussed 
in later chapters do in some ways resemble the basic units of 
premodern Western society. Yet in other ways they are strik
ingly different from their supposed counterparts in Western 
history. Most of these Near Eastern associations lacked for
mal internal structure, unless such structure was imposed by a 
central government. Their leaders were spokesmen, not di
rectors. Entry into such groups was seldom marked by any 
formal observance, or datable from any specific moment. 
Men belonged to such groups because they identified them
selves and others as belonging to certain accepted categories 
such as "merchant" or "scholar"; and, in general, they rallied 
to such groups only when the categories with which they 
identified were threatened. Even neighborhood factions, in 
which some historians have hoped to find the basic units of 
these societies, were only rarely a focus for positive loyalties, 
the means for sustained and predictable local cooperation. In 
most cases they were a focus for negative loyalties, a means 
for local defense. One can hardly say that men participated in 
society through their membership in such groups. 

If, as will be argued below, men of the Buyid period did 
not participate in society primarily through their membership 
in basic building blocks, each of which could carry the al-
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legiances of its members, how did the fears and inclinations of 
men work together to create the amazingly resilient social 
order of this period, a social order that not only survived the 
initial ignorance and violence of its conquerors, but succeeded 
in transforming those conquerors into participants? For, 
without guilds, church, gentry of official rank, caste, and the 
myriad other well-defined divisions and groups familiar from 
the study of other cultures, this society managed both to re
produce its forms from generation to generation, and to ex
port these forms to new groups of people in lands farther to 
the east. It cannot even be said to owe its resilience to the sta
bility of kin groups; for, among the settled people of this soci
ety, kinship seems to be a very unpredictable element in 
cooperation, and does not provide the model for cooperation 
among nonkin. 

This book, in an attempt to answer the above question, 
makes the manners of individuals its central concern. Even if 
there had been formal and stable groups in this society com
parable to the feudal manor and the medieval European trade 
guild, there would be a strong argument for describing the 
moral attitudes and customs that governed the entry and par
ticipation of individual men in such groups. Social networks 
are only knit together, and social building blocks are them
selves only built, by the fears and inclinations of the individ
uals who form them. No society can hope to coerce all the 
people all the time; before the industrial revolution no exten
sive society could hope to coerce most of the people most of 
the time. Between coercion and chance lie the associations 
that are to some extent chosen. To understand these associa
tions we should at the very least give an account of the moral 
world in terms of which men explained their choices. 

It is, of course, possible to exaggerate the differences be
tween the society considered in this book and other societies. 
For example, a good part of the second chapter is devoted to 
describing the importance of ni'mah or "benefit" in creating 
formal ties of obligation between men who lived in the Buyid 
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period. Ni'mah is no stranger to us. Dr. Johnson in 1766 ex
plained to Boswell that in courting great men, "you must not 
give a shilling's worth of court for sixpence worth of good. 
But if you can get a shilling's worth of good for sixpence 
worth of court, you are a fool if you do not pay court." But 
even this analysis of the mechanics of benefit sounds more 
appropriate to a Western than to a Middle Eastern context; for 
the ties are less formal and are seen more strictly in terms of 
turning a "profit." Furthermore, a few self-perpetuating 
groups comparable to the building blocks of Western history 
did exist in Buyid society. Already in the Buyid period there 
were forerunners of the mystical brotherhoods that would 
later become a significant feature of Near Eastern societies; 
and some of these early brotherhoods were well defined in 
membership and structure. Yet, in the Buyid period, these 
brotherhoods were still uncommon and had few analogues in 
the society around them. There is only a difference of empha
sis and of style; but this difference is very evident, and forms 
part of the fascination of this subject for social historians. 

Buyid society was characterized by the formality of certain 
ties between individuals, and the informality of ties within 
groups that are not composites of ties between individuals. 
The moral world in which such ties could sustain a resilient 
and self-renewing social order are described below in terms of 
loyalty, obligation, and leadership. The second and third 
chapters consider the forms of loyalty and obligation which, 
in the moral world as understood by the men of the Buyid 
period, made this resilient social order possible. The second 
chapter discusses acquired loyalties, forms of obligation that 
men acquired by deliberate acts and not through the ascrip
tion of those men to a category. Such acquired loyalties 
formed associations that were not intended to outlive the 
people who participated in them; and, in fact, acquired loyal
ties in the great majority of cases died with the people who 
acquired them. The third chapter discusses loyalties of cate
gory, loyalties that men felt they owed each other because of 
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their common participation in categories that existed before 
they were born and would exist after they died. This chapter 
also considers the varieties and functions ofleadership in such 
categories. The last chapter deals with a different sort of 
leader, the king; and suggests why kings, although standing 
largely outside the categories discussed earlier, may have been 
necessary to the social order as a whole. The remainder of the 
present chapter attempts to give an idea of the historical con
text in which the examples of later chapters should be under
stood. 

ROUGHLY TWO YEARS before his death in 11/632, the Prophet 
Mul:iammad made his last pilgrimage to Mecca. On this occa
sion he gave a moving (and often quoted) address to his fol
lowers, in the course of which he said, according to one 
source, "God has given two safeguards to the world: His 
Book [the Koran) and the sunnah [that is, example) of His 
Prophet [Muryammad]." According to another source, 
Mul:iammad said: "God has given two safeguards to the 
world: His Book and the family of His Prophet." Taken to
gether, these two statements contain all the basic ingredients 
of Mul:iammad's legacy for the future political life of his 
community: the Koran, the family of Mul)ammad, and the 
example of Mu}:iammad. Yet the correct mix of these ingre
dients remained a subject of active (and sometimes bitter) dis
agreement among Muslims. Disputes over their relative im
portance reflected the variety of political positions among 
Muslims that developed in the three hundred years between 
the death of Mul:iammad and the rise of the Buyid dynasty. 3 

Even before he led a political community, it had been clear 
to Mu}:iammad that the moral vision of Islam had political 
implications. Islam was a religion in which public life was 
very much a collective responsibility of the community, and 
the Koran provided regulations according to which the com
munity should discharge the responsibility. When, for the last 
twelve years of his life, Mu}:iammad was the actual leader of a 



8 INTRODU C TI N 

political community, the political aspect of Islamic belief was 
confirmed and extensively elaborated. 

When Mub.ammad died, the Islamic community no longer 
had a divinely inspired leader, and quarrels over choosing a 
new leader immediately broke out. These quarrels have so 
preoccupied most historians (Eastern and Western) that they 
have neglected the gradual emergence of a remarkable 
unanimity among Muslims on an issue even more fundamen
tal than the choice of a successor to MuQ.ammad: the consen
sus of Muslims in the original centers of Islam in Arabia that 
the community should have a single leader. They agreed that 
the community of believers should neither be divided into 
separate Muslim political communities (like the separate 
Christian and Jewish political communities), nor accept some 
form of collective leadership, such as a governing council. In 
the decade after Mul)ammad's death, the Muslims of the 
Jjijaz thoroughly defeated separatist movements in Arabia, 
after which the great majority of Muslims everywhere and for 
centuries after accepted the idea that the Muslim community 
(ummah) should be politically unified under a single leader. 
This unity of the ummah and of its leadership was in perfect 
agreement with the character of the Islamic revelation. In the 
view of Muslims, God had revealed in Islam a moral law in
tended for all mankind, and the vehicle of this revelation was 
a single man (Mul)ammad) who lived a life of exemplary 
obedience to that law. Mul)ammad, the single vehicle of reve
lation and perfect example, had maintained a unified commu
nity under his sole leadership. After his death, Muslims quite 
naturally felt that his example of single leadership should be 
followed. 

The Muslim community also agreed on the status of the 
Koran, the first "safeguard" that MuQ.ammad had left for his 
community. The Koran is, in the belief of Muslims, the infal
lible word of God. The earlier revelations that are described in 
Jewish and Christian scripture have been distorted through 
time, and were never intended to have the completeness ofls-
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lam. The Koran is the undistorted revelation in which , as God 
tells the believers in the Koran itself, "I have perfected your 
religion for you and completed My favor (or 'benefit,' ni 'mah) 

to you" (5:3) . But the Koran discussed leadership in general 
terms. It gave no direct indication as to how a new leader 
should be chosen, although later commentators constructed 
many and conflicting interpretations of the implications of 
Koranic verses for this question. 

If the agreement of the Islamic community on the status of 
the Koran did not solve the constitutional problem of succes
sion to leadership, it did guarantee the central importance of 
the Koran for Islamic .culture. The most complete revelation 
must have implicit in it something of relevance for every 
human situation; and most Muslim thinkers sought to make 
some connection between their ideas and the contents of the 
Koran . It is also important for the purposes of this book to 
notice the linguistic formalism that can be built on a scrip
turalist tradition in which an immutable text lies at the heart 
of religious study. In the society discussed in this book, the 
formalism of the language in which personal ties were con
tracted and subsequently described was in conscious agree
ment with the universal desii;e to refer moral questions to the 
words of the Koran. 

The second safeguard left for the Muslim community was 
the sunnah of the Prophet. If there was widespread agreement 
as to the importance of the sunnah, there was equally wide
spread disagreement as to its contents. The word sunnah 

means customary practice; and in the context of Mul)am
mad 's speech quoted above, it means the practice established 
by the example of Mul)ammad (and, to a lesser extent, by his 
closest companions, who were presumed to be most deeply 
influenced by him). The Koran may have been comparable to 
the Christian Logos in its role and its preternatural perfection; 
but the Koran did not directly legislate for all circumstances, 
and the Koran was a book, not a person. Mul)ammad was the 
perfect example of a Muslim; and his example, therefore, was 
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a nearly indispensable guide to living the life of a Muslim and 

to making the implicit concepts of the Koran explicit. 

This example was known to later generations through 

hadith. The word hadith is often translated "tradition," and is 

explained as a report of a saying or action of Mul:iammad. But 

hadith is more than this; it is the body of accounts of what 

Mul:iammad said and did, what was done in his presence and 

not forbidden by him, and even includes some of the sayings 

and doings of his close companions. It is, in effect, all the his

torical material available to establish the sunnah. To draw 

another analogy with Christianity, from the point of view of 

many Muslims the Gospels are a form of Christian hadith 

about Jesus. 4 

The sunnah, therefore, was very much a "safeguard" to the 

community. It gave the Islamic community a means for ex

tending the teachings of Islam, and it assumed an underlying 

unity in these teachings. It assumed this unity not only be

cause an extensive spiritual and ethical system needs some de

gree of harmony between its parts, but also because reverence 

for the sunnah meant that such extensions would, if at all pos

sible, be traced to a single historical source, the life of the 

Prophet and his closest companions. The study of the Koran 

had primacy over the study of hadith; but anyone who has 

looked at the earliest extant Koran commentaries knows that 

in the first two Islamic centuries the greater part of such 

commentary consisted of hadlth. Together, the study of 

Koran and hadith gave a further unity of focus for future Is

lamic cultures, because Arabic philology developed in large 

part out of a desire to understand the sometimes difficult and 

often elliptical language of Koran and hadith. As a result, 

wherever there were Muslim men of learning they cultivated 

the so-called "Arabic sciences" as an integral part of religious 
learning. 

A body of material so important and so lacking in bound
aries could not pass through history unmolested. l:fadith ap

peared that were generally thought to be forgeries; and the 
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"science" or "knowledge" ('ilm) of hadith, which studied the 

validity of hadfths, developed gradually but with ever grow

ing elaboration over the first four centuries of the Islamic era. 

I:fadfth was the central ingredient of religious "knowledge" 

('i/m) and, consequently, ulema (Arabic 'ulama', "knowers" 

of religious knowledge, from the root 'ilm) were above all 

knowers of Koran and hadith. The knowledge or science of 

hadith involved a careful study of the chain or isnad of trans

mitters through which a hadith had been handed down from a 

companion of Mul:iammad to the generation of the scholar; 

and gatherings to transmit hadith were probably the most 

common occasions on which ulema met together in formal 

meetings. Only in the fifth Islamic century does the study of 

hadfth seem to have decreased in its importance among the re

ligious sciences. By this time, isnads were becoming impossi
bly long, and there was increasing consensus as to which 

written hadith collections were reliable. Moreover, other reli

gious sciences had been more fully elaborated. For example, 

the implications, or pseudo implications, of hadith for law had 

been distilled into law books, and however much early law 

and had"ith may have been intertwined, scholars-especially if 

they wanted a career involving law-could hardly study their 

subject without making the law books their principal con
cern. 

The third "safeguard" was the family of Mul:iammad. 

Neither of the other two safeguards was the cause of so much 

disagreement as was this one. Some believed that Mul:iam

mad intended his family to succeed him in leadership of the 

community, and saw in this safeguard the only correct under

standing of Koran and sunnah; for how could there be agree

ment in interpreting the Koran and the sunnah without the 

(possibly infallible) leadership of a member of this family? 

Others saw in this legitimist attitude a denial of the whole ra

tionale of the sunnah. If the sunnah was the example of 

Mul:iammad as reported by his close companions and con

firmed by the subsequent actions of these companions, how 
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could anyone claim that the reports and actions of these com
panions should be radically discounted unless confirmed by 
the interpretation and example of leaders from MuQ.ammad's 
family? 

At the death of Mul)ammad, the family-centered theory of 
leadership looked to 'All, Mu}:iammad's cousin and son-in
law, as the obvious successor (khalifah or caliph) to the 
Prophet. 'Ali had been one of the very earliest (possibly the 
earliest male) to accept Mu}:iammad's message. He was, 
moreover, the adopted son of MuQ.ammad and, through his 
marriage to Fa~imah, he was father of MuQ.ammad's only 
grandsons to grow to maturity, al-Hasan and al-Husain. 
However, at the death of MuQ.ammad, the majority of Mus
lims did not accept the family-centered theory. The advocates 
of the family said that because the other companions of 
MuQ.ammad wanted the leadership, these companions chose 
to disregard the obvious claims of 'Alt and the expressed in
tention of Mul:iammad that the descendants of'All themselves 
should take over the leadership. 

In contrast, the majority of Muslims did not believe that 
MuQ.ammad had clearly designated 'Ali as his successor, or 
that 'All was a choice clearly superior to other close compan
ions of Mubammad. 'All did not press his claims, but after the 
third caliph or "successor" was killed, many Muslims ac
cepted 'Ali as the new caliph. The death of'All's predecessor, 
however, had marked the beginning of the first civil war in 
Islam; and 'All was swept into this civil war without being 
able to bring it to an end. 'Ali, in turn, was killed in 41/661, 
and the successorship or caliphate passed away from his 
branch of Mul:iammad's family. 

The descendants of 'Alt, or 'Alids, as they will be called be
low, continued to play an important role in the Islamic world. 
Even those who rejected 'Ali's claim to be the appointed suc
cessor of Mul:iammad revered the 'Alids for the family ties 
that had distinguished their ancestors. In fact, because most of 
them were descended from al-Hasan and al-Husain, the sons 
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of 'AH and fl.~imah, they were through their mother lineal 
descendants of MuQ.ammad himself. Most Muslims consid
ered it a religious duty to show the 'Alids signs of their great 
respect, signs that sometimes included gifts of money. There
fore, even 'Alids who did not claim any special right to the 
caliphate had a certain advantage in seeking political power; 
and there have been many 'Alid kings in Islamic history, in
cluding the present King Hasan of Morocco and King Husain 
of Jordan. A hadlth of the Prophet says: "Every bond of rela
tionship and consanguinity will be severed on the day of res
urrection except mine." We will discuss this bond again in the 
chapter on loyalties of category. 5 

There were always 'Alids, however, who regarded the 
honor of their ancestry not as a possible focus for the rever
ence of other Muslims, but as a positive claim for their politi
cal allegiance. The supporters of these 'Alid claimants were 
called shl'atu 'All or "the party of' All''; hence they became 
known to Muslims as Sht'ts. Shl'ism was in the first instance 
based on a political claim; and for one branch of Sht'ts, the 
Zaidts, the political claim continues to be the most important 
element of belief that distinguishes them from non-Shl'ls. 
The Zaidis believe that any 'Alid who personally and militar
ily seeks the leadership of the Islamic community, and has the 
religious learning necessary for leadership, can be the caliph. 
The recent rulers of the northern Yemen, the Imams, are such 
leaders. The Zaidi theory recognizes that two or more 'Alids 
may make such a claim to leadership simultaneously. But the 
principle of unified rule is preserved in that, if the territories 
of two Zaidi 'Alid leaders come close enough to be in effective 
contact, one of them must resign (or be forced to resign) lead
ership in favor of the other. 

In the earliest Islamic period these political claims seem to 
have been the most important element in Shi'ism; but claims 
to spiritual leadership soon came to be of central importance 
to a large group of Shi'is. As was discussed above, such 
claims allowed the Shi'is to maintain a unified view of reli-
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gious life by making a single 'Alid leader the authoritative 
standard for the interpretation of legal, political, metaphysi
cal, and all other matters. It was also natural that some 
branches of Shl'ism should emphasize the spiritual leadership 
of their leaders because, in most cases, real political leadership 
remained in the hands of non-Shi'1s. Many Sh1'1s, therefore, 
came to distinguish between caliphate-actual political 
leadership--and imamate-the theoretical right to leadership. 
Muslims in their collective daily prayer stand behind an imam 
who leads them and is the model for their movements; and 
where an imam is not officially appointed by the government, 
any group of Muslims is supposed to defer to the "best" 
among them as imam. The overall leader of authority and 
model for the Islamic community was, in the view of the 
Sh1'1s, an 'Alid, who was also called "imam" in this more par
ticular sense. The Sh1'1s held that the imam should also be 
caliph, though circumstances might prevent him from attain
ing this office. Even if he passed his life in unrelieved obscur
ity, the one God-given imam for any period was, in the view 
of his followers, the only real authority for the spiritual and 
political life of his age. 

After a few generations, there were hundreds of descend
ants of 'All. If only one of them could be the imam (and, it 
was hoped, the caliph), which one should it be? As we have 
seen, the Zaidi answer was both clear and confusing-the 
imam was any learned 'Alid who was militarily successful in 
claiming leadership. But other Shl'ls laid much more empha
sis than the Zaid1s on the imam's role as authoritative in
terpreter, and they therefore sought to explain the presence of 
this authority as the result of something more than individual 
initiative. Most Sh1'1s other than Zaid1s felt that the 'Alid 
imam could be identified because he had directly inherited his 
station and/or had been specifically designated by his prede
cessor. 

Neither of these principles, however, could induce agree
ment among the non-Zaidi Sh1'1s. Inheritance was essential to 
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the overall claim of the 'Alids , and the line of imams most 
widely recognized by present-day Sh1'1s is a line in which the 
imamate usually passed to the eldest son. Yet the principle of 
primogeniture was never very strong in the Islamic Near 
East; and even in this widely recognized line , the imamate 
passed from al-}:iasan ('All's eldest son by Fa~imah, MuQ.am
mad 's daughter) to al-}:iusain (the second eldest son by this 
mother). Specific designation proved just as unreliable a 
means of guaranteeing an undisputed succession. Most non
Zaid1 'Alid claimants to the imamate kept such claims secret 
or, at least, were wise enough not to discuss them publicly, 
for these claims implied a challenge to the existing non-Sh1'1 
leadership, especially to the non-'Alid caliphs. Therefore, 
specific designation was almost never performed publicly, 
and the claims of any supposed designee were hard to estab
lish. As most such designations seem to have been made or
ally by the dying imam in his last hours, their authenticity 
was almost inevitably suspect to some of the followers who 
had not been present. 

It is not surprising, then, that Sh1'1s often disagreed as to 
which 'Alid was the imam. It is also not surprising that fre
quently, after the apparent death of an imam, some of his fol
lowers held either that he had not really died, or that his suc
cessor was living in such perfect secrecy that even those close 
to him did not know of his station. 'Alid pretenders had been 
repeatedly defeated, and God had allowed their opponents to 
continue in power. Therefore, some Shl'ls were not at all as
tonished to hear that their imam had not died, but disap
peared, and would reappear in the fullness of time to become, 
with divine aid, the actual ruler of the Islamic community. 

The most important instance of such an interruption to a 
line of visible imams took place in 260/873, when the eleventh 
imam in succession from 'All through al-}:iusain died in Iraq. 
Some of his followers held that he was succeeded by his infant 
son, the twelfth imam, who had disappeared to return as a 
messianic figure. The Sh1'1s who awaited the return of this 
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twelfth imam were called "Twelvers." The "Twelvers" 
changed their allegiance from a visible to an unseen imam at a 
juncture in' Islamic history when, as we shall see, divisions 
had forever destroyed the political unity' of the Islamic um
mah, and the caliphs who still ruled the core of the former 
empire, Iraq and surrounding territories, were being mur
dered periodically by their Turkish palace guard. It was a 
good moment for the Twelvers to put aside their aspirations 
for worldly power. Moreover, non-Sh:i'1 Muslims were will
ing to tolerate the Twelvers more than they did most other 
Shl'i groups, especially if the Twelvers had no immediately 
present candidate for the caliphate. At present the majority of 
the inhabitants oflran and southern Iraq are Twelvers. 

While Sh1'1s, deprived of power, were evolving a variety of 
political theories, historical events were hammering out the 
political theory of the non-Sh1'1s. Later Muslims would look 
back and call these early non-Shl'l Muslims Sunnis or ahl as
sunnah, as most non-Sh1'1s came to be called in a later period. 
In the early Muslim world, however, there were two groups 
of Muslims, the Sh1'1s and the Kharij1s (or Khawarij), who 
had strongly held definite positions on succession to the 
caliphate. For the other Muslims, events moved faster than 
theory, and their theory was to a large extent an explanation 
of events and a reaction to the more exclusive political 
theories of the Sh1'1s and Kharij1s. Only later did this initially 
less well-defined theory become the basis of conscious sectar
ian self-definition. Sunnism, the sect oflslam espoused by the 
great majority of present-day Muslims, was the historicist so
lution to the problems presented by Mul}.ammad's death; and 
the shape of this historicist solution only emerged when the 
Islamic community had lived through a sufficiently long his
torical experience. 

On the day ofMul}.ammad's death, after~heated discussion, 
a large meeting in Mul}.ammad's capital city of Medina chose 
Abu Bakr as his successor; and in token of their choice, each 
of them swore a bai'ah, an oath of allegiance to Abu Bakr. 

INTRODUCTION 17 

Abu Bakr had a measure of authority among Muslims be
cause of his very long and close association with Mul}.ammad. 
He was, for example, Mul}.ammad's father-in-law, and had 
been appointed by the Prophet to be the prayer leader (imam) 
in his place during his illness. Just as important was Abu 
Bakr's membership in the tribe of Quraish, the tribe that 
ruled the nearby city of Mecca. Mecca was the most impor
tant city of the region; it had only recently been won to Islam, 
and had traditionally exercised leadership among the tribes of 
the region. The next day, when the Meccans heard that a fel
low Meccan of Quraish had been chosen as caliph, they 
accepted the choice. These historical eventS were later to be
come fundamental points of reference for sunni political 
theory. 

In Medina, several further choices of caliph by discussion 
and/or acclamation followed; it was a procedure familiar from 
the practice of Arab tribes in Islam, and sanctioned by a verse 
in the Koran that said, "[Better and more enduring is the re
ward of God] to those who obey their Lord, attend to their 
prayers, and conduct their affairs by consultation" (40:38). 
No clear precedent for the method of consultation emerged in 
these early choices of caliph, and the Islamic world was soon 
plunged into a civil war that ended, after the murder of 'Alt, 
with the victory of the Umayyads, a clan of Mul}.ammad's 
tribe, the Quraish. The Umayyads set up the first successful 
hereditary succession to the caliphate, though their right to 
this succession was not uncontested. 

Finally, in the 130s of the Islamic era, another family of the 
tribe of Quraish, the descendants of Mul}.ammad's uncle al
' Abbas, defeated the Umayyads and assumed the dignity of 
the caliphate. From their capital in Baghdad, they ruled virtu
ally all of the Islamic world except Spain, which passed into 
the hands of a descendant of the Umayyads. The 'Abbasids 
tried to win the support of the ulema by their extensive pa
tronage of religious learning. Even if they did not claim the 
infallibility that was attributed to various 'Alid leaders, the 
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'Abbasids hoped to be accepted as the spiritual guides of the 
Islamic community. Despite the caliphs' vacillating support 
of conflicting views of orthodoxy, however, the great major
ity of Muslims refused to concede to the 'Abbasid caliphs any 
special authority to regulate such matters. Yet their patronage 
of learning and their ostentatious use of religious symbols 
made the 'Abbasid caliphate itself a religious symbol. There
fore, as we will see, Muslims who had lost any desire to obey 
the 'Abbasids nevertheless defended the principle that the 
'Abbasid caliphs should, even if deprived of executive power, 
be maintained as a symbol of legitimate government and of 

unity among Muslims. 
That the 'Abbasids should lose actual control of an empire 

stretching from the Atlantic to Central Asia was hardly sur
prising. More surprising is the frequency with which both the 
'Abbasids and their usurpers agreed to cover each loss with 
the fiction that the caliph had kept full theoretical sovereignty 
over the province while granting actual control to the 
usurper. In token of this sovereignty, the actual ruler (often 
called an emir or "commander") had the name of the reigning 
'Abbasid caliph mentioned in the Friday congregational 
prayer and on the coinage. By the fourth/tenth century, these 
rulers (including theBuyids) called themselves "kings" (singu
lar: malik), a title that had been used in the pre-Islamic peri-

~ od. Because of the pagan associations of kingship, the caliphs 
had always sought to disassociate themselves from this title, 
and kingship and caliphate continued to have separate exist
ences. In exchange for the recognition offered by an·emir, the 
'Abbasid caliph often (but not invariably) sent a diploma in
vesting the emir with the right to rule his territories. Among 
the many advantages offered by this exchange of formalities 
was that it recognized the continuing agreement of,most Mus
lims to the principles that had prevailed after the selection of 

'the first caliph Ab ii Bakr, namely, an agreement that there 
was not nor could there be a plurality oflslamic communities. 
There was one Islamic community, by definition a unity of all 

I 
! 
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Muslims; and the symbol of its unity was the single leader, 
the "successor" or caliph of the Prophet. 

If the ruler was the personal symbol of the unity of the Is
lamic community, the principle that symbolized the will to 
unity was ijma', ~hich means "consensus" or agreement. 
Both Shi"i~ and those groups who later came to be called Sun
nis accepted the validity ~f the famous ~adith that "my com
munity (ummah) will never agree upon an error." The theory 
of most Shi'i groups in some sense anticipated the basic politi
cal needs of the Islamic community, and provided a precise 
means for their complete fulfillment: the community needed 
an 'Alid leader chosen according to a definite principle, and 
considered this leader to be the most authori~ative interpreter 
of Islam for his age. Most non-Shi'is believed that God had 
intended that the leader of the Islamic community be chosen 
by so:rµe sort of consultative process. Beyond that, they did 
not agree as to the procedure to be used in this consultative 
process, or' the scope of the authority of a leader so chosen. 
They believed in the historical mission of the community, 
which in the long term would not "agree upon an error." 

Early Muslims realized that the military achievement of the 
Islamic community was little short of miraculous. For some, 
the "miracle" of these successes must have been proof of the 
correctness of their leadership in this period. Even if it were 
not accepted as confirmation of this leadership, the. military 
achievement seemed to many Muslims too valuable a gain to 
risk in uncertain struggles for new leadership. Therefore, 
b?th for practical reasons and to live within the religious in
junction to consensus, they accepted leadership that was not 
necessarily the "best" that the Islamic community could pro
vide. They felt that unity was more important than purity, 
and that no leader or other individual could by himself estab
lish the norms for the Islamic community, since they were an 
extension of the norms of all of the close companions of 
Mui}ammad. It cannot have been clear to Muslims in the pe
riod immediately after . MuQ.ammad's death how Muslims 
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should treat variations in these extensions of the sunnah. 
Gradually, however, it became clear that ijmii' was one way of 
judging such variation. Interpretations of Islam that did not 
allow themselves to be judged by ijmii' could not, of course, 
be accepted within this framework. 

In general, consensus-minded Muslims were more prone to 
inclusion than exclusion, to postponement rather than haste, 
and remained close to the spirit of the famous saying of St. 
Thomas a Kempis that "man proposes but God disposes." In 
areas not unambiguously discussed in the Koran, men would 
act and suggest how other men should act according to their 
understanding of Islam; and the long-term judgment of the 
Islamic community would judge whether their actions and in
junctions were appropriate models for future Muslims. The 
reception of moral principle was similar to the reception of 
hadlth: anyone could elaborate the norms of Islam or transmit 
hadi"th, but only the collective judgment of the Islamic com
munity could accept a hadlth a~ genuine or accept that a prin
ciple was truly in the spirit oflslam. 

For a long time, this attitude of consensus-minded Muslims 
corresponded with the shared political and economic interests 
of Muslims. For over two centuries, Muslims were a minor
ity in their new empire. At first, their law and theology were 
far from being fully elaborated. More particularly, they had, 
as we have seen, only very general principles to guide them in 
developing a constitutional theory. Various legal and theolog
ical positions did, of course, appear in these early centuries. If 
factions had succeeded in persuading the majority of Muslims 
that they must choose a position and fight to impose this posi
tion on other Muslims, the Islamic empire might well have 
shrunk back to the wastes of Arabia from whifh it had 
sprung. The privileged Muslim minority did recpgnize its 
shared interests well enough ·to stay and prosper. 

Moreover, Islam, in the view of most of its followers, was 
more a religion of orthopraxis than of orthodoxy. Four of the 
five "pillars" of Islam, often listed as the fundamental princi-
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ples of the Islamic faith, are things one should qo, not ideas 
one should believe. To preserve a unified Islamic community, 
consensus-minded Muslims demanded considerable uniform
ity in the public acts demanded of Muslims in the Koran, and 
avoidance of open contradiction to the explicit teachings of 
the Koran. For the rest, they usually allowed variation and did 
not seek to anticipate the judgment of history. 

Through the collective judgment of the Islamic commu
nity, and especially of the ulema, history did slowly but in
eluctably render its judgment. There was not then, nor has 
there ever since been, a consensus even on the method for 
consensus. Was the ijmii' the consensus among the people of 
Medina, or among the ulema, or among all Muslims? The 
emergence of widely accepted views, in spite of the vagueness 
and variableness in the definition of ijmii', shows how 
strongly Muslims were determined to maintain some degree 
of unity. Often this consensus was achieved by virtue of al
lowing that a limited variety of positions was acceptable on 
certain questions. Accordingly, differing schools oflaw arose 
that came (sometimes reluctantly) to accept each other. 

The, consensus-minded scholars were able to preserve the 
sense that they were working within_ a shared tradition only 
by continual backward glances at the particular strand of that 
tradition which they were elaborating. Hence the strong piety 
o~ each school of elaboration toward its founders (often hadlth 
scholars), and toward the companions of Mubammad whose 
practice became a common reference point for these schools. 
This piety had actually increased as the period of the compan
ions receded into the remote past, and as the study of hadith 
became more elaborately scientific in its attempts to link each 
hadi"th with a known companion. 

Only after considerable historical experience could ijmii' 
create distinctive positions for the consensus-minded Mus
lims. Agreement as to the canonical body of had"ith, the sunnah 
in its strictest sense, was an essential element in the evolution 
of a defined Sunnism; but such agreement was slow in com-
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ing. For example, of the six books of hadith that are sup
posedly canonical to Sunnis, the Sunan oflbn Majah (d. A.H. 

209) began to be accepted as canonical only in the fifth cen
tury A.H. North African Muslims seem never to have ac
cepted it as canonical, yet they remained Sunnis both in their 
own view and in the view of Near Eastern Muslims. In its 
treatment of ~adith, as in so many other respects, the more 
clearly defined and sectarian Sunnism of later generations 
emerged only gradually, and was far from being fully devel
oped in the period discussed in this book. 6 

Another supposed mark of a defined Sunnism is the doc
trine that there were four and only four schools oflaw accept
able to Sunnis. This doctrine is based on the contention that 
the individual right to bring new ideas into Islamic law by in
terpreting Koran and ~adith ceased in the late third century, 
when the founders of the four schools and a handful of their 
most important followers had died. In the classic phrase of the 
Muslim lawyers, the "gate" of:individual interpretation had 
closed. While it is true that Muslim lawyers of the late third/ 
ninth century were increasingly persuaded that there was no 
more room for individual reasoning on the law, it is also true 
th~t they were not agreed as to which of the existing schools 
were "canonical," and would not agree for centuries. In 
Syria, the law school of al-Auza'i was predominant until the 
end of the fourth century A.H., and still existed in the 'fifth 
century. Its followers no doubt regarded themselves, and 
were widely accepted, as ahl as-sunnah, even though their 
school disappeared so that it could not be included in the ca
nonical four. The'school of Da'iid b. 'Ali b. Khalaf (d. A.H. 

270) or ~ahiris and the school of a{-Tabar'i (d. A.H. 310) were 
founded during or shortly after the period in which the 
"gate" of individual interpretation was closed. Both schools 
found influential supporters in the fourth century, and the fol
lowers of both schools regarded themselves and were often 
accepted as ahl as-sunnah. By the sixth century, these three 
schools of law were virtually dead. As with the six books of 
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l,adith, the definition of legal Sunni orthodoxy reflects a 
body of opinion which, growing in the fourth and fifth cen
turies A.H., solidified in the sixth century A.H. 

In becoming more rigid, Sunnism retrospectively estab
lished an early date in the Islamic period as the end of the pe
riod in which certain kinds of creative speculation were per
missible to qualified scholars. We should not confuse the time 
in which the view was adapted with the dates that were sub
sequently chosen to mark the end of a classical age. Many of 
the Muslims who lived in the fourth and early fifth centuries 
A.H., the period discussed in this book, believed that they 
lived in a period in which the canon. of acceptable law schools 
and ~adith was not closed. It was, in other words, a period in 
which Sunnism was still loosely defined, and tended to be 
more irtclusive than it became in later periods. 

There were, however, many reasons why there should be a 
constant movement toward tighter definition of what was or 
was not acceptable to the ahl as-sunnah. With the passage of 
time, Sunnism became rigid simply because the collective 
judgment of the Muslim community had established posi
tions on a great number of issues. But the historical circum
stances of the Muslim community were an even greater incen
tive to delimit a Sunni form of Islam. When the • Abbasid 
caliphs lost actual control of vast provinces of the Islamic em
pire, it became clear that the Muslims could not rely on a cen
tral government to preserve a community of belief among 
Muslims. To confuse matters further, most of the new re
gimes of the fourth century were Shi'i. And most of them 
were founded by men from peripheral areas of the Near East, 
nomads or mountain dwellers, who had little interest in the 
fine points of the religion of their city-dwelling subjects. The 
ahl as-sunnah saw that in the presence of alien and occasionally 
hostile governments they had to rely largely on themselves to 
.preserve the achievement of earlier consensus-minded Mus
lims, and to prevent deviant speculati~n from pulling the 
community in so many directions that it would be irretrieva-
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bly rent. An increasing number of scholars therefore sought 
to find an inclusive but clear definition of the boundaries of 
Sunnism. 

They were spurred on in this effort by the activities of the 
Isma'lll Shi'is and the I:Ianbali Sunnis. Other forms of Shi'ism 
were, compared to Isma'ilism-, ideologically benign. Zaidi 
Shi'ism was in most respects similar to Sunni Islam, except 
that it reserved the imamate-dliphate for descendants of 'Ali. 
By claiming that its leader had disappeared, Twelver Shi'ism 
left the confused and dangerous field of late third-century 
caliphal politics. The Isma'Ui branch of the Shi'is, however, 
refused to bury their claim. A successful Isma'Ui rebellion in 
Tunisia gave a living 'Alid control of an important segment of 
the Islamic world. In 358 his descendants conquered Egypt, 
where the Fatimids, as this 'Alid dynasty came to be known, 
ruled until the middle of the sixth century A.H. 

The Fatimids assumed the title of caliph, and claimed the 
doctrinal authority granted to the 'Alid Imam by most forms 
of Shi'ism. For the first time, this kind of Shi'ism had the 
support of a government; and law codes, works of theology, 
and other expressions of this interpretation of Islam poured 
forth from the pens of Fatimid supporters in Cairo. The Is
ma 'ill Fatimids also had a carefully organized propaganda 
service; and their agents were amazingly successful in estab
lishing clandestine groups oflsma'ilis throughout the Islamic 
Near East. The elaborate definition of this form of Shi'ism; 
the direct challenge of its leader's assumption of the title 
caliph, in open opposition to the 'Abbasid caliphate, the sym
bol of consensus-minded Islam; and its successful missionary 
activity-all these things forced the non-Shi'is to define their 
attitude toward the Shi'Is, and so to become, in their own 
turn, more sectarian. 

The I:Ianbalis were ready to answer this challenge even be
fore the Fatimids appeared. I:Ianbalism is a school oflaw and 
of theology. The I:Ianbalis insisted on finding ~adith solutions 
to questions whenever possible. Correspondingly, they in-
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sisted that the close companions of Mul)ammad were all to be 
respected, and I:Ianbalis were horrified ~hat the S~I'Is ~ho_u~d 
denounce some of the companion;; while veneratmg Ah m 
what was, to their mind, a pagan spirit. In the seat of the 
caliphate, Baghdad, I:Ianbalism became a genuinely popular 
movement, in part because'it seemed to offer a remedy for t~e 
decline of the Sunni.caliphate and the related fortunes ~fits 
capital. I:Ianbalis felt that Muslims should_ take individu~l 
action to combat innovations introduced mto the Islamic 
community since the time of the Companions. In ea~ly 

fourth-century Baghdad, the I:Ianbalis were the most active 
of all religious groups in mounting popular·demonstr~t~ons 
which, since they were often directed against other rehg1ou~ 
groups (the followers of Tabar!, Shi'Is, and_ s~ on), did a g;eat 
deal to sharpen the boundaries between rehg1ous groups. 

Fear of sharpened boundaries and annoyance at I:Ianb_alI 
agitation drove the 'Abbasid calip~ himself te com~rom1se 
the inclusive spirit of consensus-minded Islam. In A.H. 3~2, 

because of "their imposing conditions on people" and causing 
unrest, the caliph issued a rescript (tauql') declaring that if the 
I:Ianbalis persisted, he would use fire and sword against the~. 
Significantly, the decree accuses them of "as~ribin~ u~~ehef 
and error to the party (shl'ah) of the Prophets family. '!'he 
decree 'implicitly contrasts the I:Ianbalis with the ~reat ~aJOr
ity of Muslims; who only called each other unbelievers m ex
traordinary circumstances. I:IanbalI thinkers would probably 
have rejected the charge that. they called 'Shi'is unbeli~v~rs; 
but their attitude to anything that they regarded as dev1at1on 
from Islam was so severe that it may well have seemed to 
their victims as if they had been treated as unbelievers. 8 

Isma'ilism and I:Ianbalism, therefore, had a definite role in 
creating the more sharply defined Sunnism of later centuries; 
but such definition was slow in coming, and did not fully ar
rive until the Saljiiqs conquered the kingdoms of the Buyids. 
The period discussed in this book was a century and a half,of 
flux between two relatively clear and, in the view of later 
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Muslims, classical Sunni views on the relation of government 
and society. As we have scren, the Buyid kings were preceded 
by the 'Abbasid caliphs, whose empire at one time encom
passed almost the whole Islamic world, and who claimed a 
degree of religious a4thority over all Muslims. The Buyids 
were followed by the Saljiiq dynasty of the late fifth/eleventh 
and sixth/twelfth centuries, whose government reunited 
western Asia in an empire over which, however, the Saljiiqs 
exercised a looser authority than the 'Abbasids. 

Government and society may have changed as rap,idly and 
as significantly in the lat~ 'Abbasid and early Saljiiq periods as 
they did in the Buyid period. in both the 'Abbasid and the 
Saljiiq periods, however, scholars of Islamic law and experts 
in administration wrote accounts of the government of those 
periods that were considered classical points of reference for 
many later generations in the Islamic Near East. Since the rul
ers of both governments were a~l as-sunnah, both the 'Ab
basid and Saljiiq views on the relation of government and so
ciety were classical to Sunnis, and had an important influence 
on Shi'i political theory, as well. TheS.uyid period stood be
tween these two classical points of reference, and never 
achieved the prestige of either its successor or predecessor. It 
was subsequently seen, and is still seen, as a period of transi
tion. 

We have already described the 'Abbasid definition of a 
world of political and social ideas guided by an imam-caliph, 
an ideal that had been most fully elaborated in the third cen
tury, and then disappeared with the failure of 'Abbasid gov
ernment in the early fourth century. By the last ~alf of the 
fifth century, a period often called the Sunni revival, ~ qew 
definition was emerging to suit the new Saljiiq rulers of west
ern Asia. In this new definition, th~ ruler was called by a new 
title, sultan. While the sultan was the protector of Islam both 
as an orthodoxy and as a territorial entity, he could not claim 
that he was delegating power to his inferiors, as the imam
caliph had claimed. For example: the men whom the sultan 
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appointed as judges were often, in name, not the delegates of 
the sultan but of the 'Abbasid caliph, who was maintained 
partly to lend his name to such appointments by the sultan. 
The sultan was in this sense an arbiter and not a guide for the 
society he ruled. 

There was another sense in which the Saljiiq sultan was 
more of an arbiter than a guide: he was less able than the 
caliph to decree a change in anyone's social position. The 
'Abbasid ruler, as imam-caliph, could in theory raise men to 
honored positions and strip them of these honors, according 
to his wish. By the Saljiiq period, people were less dependent 
on recognition from the ruler for their social position, and the 
ruler was consequently more restricted in the number of pos
sible candidates for any appointive position. This difference, 
of course, is only relative; inherited distinctions of position 
and honor were far more numerous in 'Abbasid society than 
in American society today, and there was far more social mo
bility .among the subjects of the Saljiiqs than would have been 
allowable in the system prescribed by the Brahman lawgiver, 
Manu. The change was, nevertheless, discernible in several 
areas oflife. 

We have'said that Buyid society was characterized by the 
formality of ties between individuals, and the informality of 
ties within groups that were not mere chains of such individ~ 
ual ties. In this respect, as well, the Buyid period saw a transi-__, 
tion in the spheres in which formality or informality was 
thought to be appropriate. We have already given a brief 
sketch of the first three hundred years of Islamic political 
theory, and an even briefer sketch of the actual evolution of 
central government in the same period. As we have seen, 
theory sometimes tried to justify historical experience, but 
was made less flexible by the weight of these justifications. 
The ev~lution of actual governmental practices continued at a 
more rapid pace. There was an increasing rigidity in many of 
the religiously sanctioned forms of proper publi~ and private 
behavior. In private life, these forms continued to be widely 
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used for their original purposes. But in public life, they were 
increasingly used not for their original purposes, but to indi
cate the continued respect by the user for the private applica
tion oflslamic forms. It was partly for this reason that Buyid 
society showed a formality of ties between individuals and an 
informality of ties within groups. 

In the Buyid period, the collapse of many Islamic public in
stitutions in their original sense was clear; but it was not im
mediately clear what the Islamic community would do in the 
face of this collapse. The 'Abbasid caliphate was the most 
important of these public forms that ceased to have their orig
inal meaning. Should it be replaced by an existing counter
caliphate like that of the Fa~imids, in which the caliph was an 
effective ruler? Should an 'Alid be given the military support 
that would create an effective Zaidi imamate in the central Is
lamic lands? Or was there a way iQ which the seeming rigidity 
of the law could become less rigic;l, or the letter of the law be 
preserved, while adapting its prescriptions to new circum-
stances? 11 

These and many more solutions were advocated, out their 
advocates were treated with indifference by many of the 
Buyid rulers, who allowed a variety of constitutional theories 
to exist as long as no one attempted to put in practice any 
theory that would directly threaten Buyid rule. The Buyids, 
as we shall discuss below, were in some vague sense Shl'ls, 
but they preserved the 'Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad for its 
value as a public symbol. Cynicism on such issues, which was 
shown not only by the Buyids· but also by many Islamic 
dynasties that were their contemporaries, may have lost these 
rulers the respect of some of their morally punctilious sub
jects. But, in return, it allowed these subjects a latitude of 
patronage that few periods of the Islamic Near East could 
match. No single standard of religious orthodoxy, or even of 
taste, was imposed by these courts for the patronage that 
flowed to theologians, philosophers, astronomers, and men 
of every kind of written learning admired in this period. It is 
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not surprising that Ibn Sma (Avicenna), whose impact on phi
losophy and medicine would be felt for centuries . .after his 
death in 428/1037, fled from eastern Iran when it was con
quered by Mal)mud the 'Ghaznavid, one of a new breed of 
sternly Sunni rulers who appeared at the end ofahis period. 
Predictably, Ibn Sma. s'?ught refuge in the more tolerant 
courts of the Buyids and a like-minded dynasty in western 
Iran. 

The tolerance of the Buyid courts was well suited to the 
broadmindedness characteristic of much of the intellectual life 
of this period. Numerous Arabic translations from classical 
philosophers. had been made in a somewhat earlier period; and 
by the Buyid period, the Islamic philosophers (and some 
Arabic-speaking Christian and Jewish philosophers of the 
Near East) were folly at home in their own use of the analyti
cal and speculative style that they found in these translitions. 
Yet the works written by Muslim philosophers and theolo
gians stood in uncertain relation to the central beliefs of most 
Muslims; Islamic speculative thought had not yet found those 
points of agreement tha~ would give a common character to 
its later history. 

It is often stated that this common character came at the be
ginning of the fourth century. A. J. Wensinck, for example, 
wrote that the theologian al-Ash'ari, who died in A.H. 324 at 
the very beginning of our period, "enjoys the credit of having 
overcome· the antipathy of the older Muslim scholars to 
dialectic in articles of faith by his successful utilisation of it to 
combat the Mu 'tazilites and the chiefs of other sects who were 
suspected of heresy. He is, therefore, the founder of orthodox 
scholasticism (kalam)." In his lifetime and in the century fol
lowing, however, al-Ash'arl's right to this credit was very 
hotly disputed, and the antipathy of Muslim scholars to 
dialectic far from overcome. The leading, though never 
overwhelming, position of Ash'arism was the achievement of 
early Saljuq thinkers such as al-Juwaini (d. A.H. 478) and al
Ghazali (d. A.H. 505). In the intervening century and a half, 
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the "other sects," including Mu'tazilism, thrived and pros
pered; and systematic expositions of Islamic thought showed 
a variety that was seldom matched in subsequent periods.9 

This wider, freer, and less directed discussion of theology 
and philosophy produced expressions of religious uncertainty 
that would also rarely be matched in subsequent periods. The 
polymath Abu }:Iaiyan. at-Tauliidi makes Abii Sulaiman, one 
of the most influential thinkers of his period, express this un
certainty in a dialogue that is supposed to have taken place in 
the presence of Ibn Sa'dan, a vizier of the Buyid king of Iraq. 
When Abu Sulaiman was asked why he believed in Islam 
when he claimed that religious groups were all equal·in their 
ability to defend their positions, he answereq, "Because it has 
a veneration that belongs to no other [religion). That is, [I 
feel this veneration because] I was born into it, raised in it, 
was nurtured on its sweetness, and have become accustomed 
to the practice ~fits followers. I am in the situation of a man 
who has entered the courtyard of a caravansary by day to 
seek a moment's shade; at a time when the sky was cloudless. 
The keeper of the caravansary brought him to an apartment 
without asking about his condition or health. In this situation 
he suddenly found that a cloud had blown up and released a 
downpour. The apartment leaked, so the occupant looked at 
the other apartments in the inn, and saw that they too were 
leaking. He saw mud in the courtyard of the b~ilding, and 
considered staying where he was and not moving to another 
apartment; [for, by remaining,] he could enjoy his ease and 
avoid getting his legs splattered by the thick mud and slime of 
the courtyard. [So] he was inclined to wait patiently in his 
apartment and stay in the situation in which he foui;.d himself. 
This man is like me: at the time of my birth I could not rea
son; then my parents brought me into this religion without 
my prior experience of it. Then, when I examined it closely, I 
found its ways to be like the ways of other religions. [How
ever] I considered my staying in it patiently to be a more in
viting course than my abandoning it, since I could leave it and 
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become inclined to another [religion) only ifI had some clear 
preference of choice for that [religion], and predilection for it 
over [my present religion). Yet I have not found any proof in 
its favor without finding a like proof of another religion 
against it." No wonder this was the age of Abu 'l-'Ala al
Ma'arri, the greatest skeptical poet of the Arab tradition, and 
of al-Biruni, the most impartial observer of non-Muslim 
societies in the pre-mod~rn Islamic Near Eastern tradition. 10 

The vigor and variety of the cultural life of this century and 
a 'half caused Adam Mez, one of the most percephve· Euro
pean historians of the pre-modern Islamic Near East, to call 
this period "the renaissance oflslam." If this description does 
not quite fit (what is being reborn?), no one would deny the 
great flowering of culture of his period, a flowering that pro
duced not only Avicenna and al-Biriini, but many of the other 
men known even to European medieval learning. Buyid rule 
did not produce these men, and it is unlikely that most Buyid 
rulers, had any understanding of the works that they or their 
high officials' patronized. Nevertheless, a writer of this period 
had a better chance of patronage because of the competition of 
many small courts that now offered patronage, in place of a 
single imperial court. Since no single standard of taste or reli
gious orthodoxy could be imposed as the price of patronage, 
even if a ruler were not broad-minded, a writer who found 
that his views began to offend had only to travel a hundred 
miles or so to find a ruler whom his views might please. Fur
thermore, as we have seen, it was an age in which a man';:' 
standing was not as dependent on the recognition of the cen
tral government as it had been in the 'Abbasid period, nor aS' 
inheritable as it would become in the Saljuq period. It wa~ 
therefore, an age in which men were presented with a some
what wider variety of paths to recognition and patronage; and 
their great achievement shows the eagerness with which they 
pursued these paths. 

Some historians would deny that the society of southern 
Iraq and western Iran flourished in the fourth and fifth cen-
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turies; they would maintain that it languished. And they 
would find support in the statements of many of the writers 
who lived in this period and thought themselves to be in ape
riod of decline. For two hundred years after the collapse of the 
'Abbasids, Baghdad remained the most important center of 
Islamic religious thought. But this was a Baghdad severed 
from the prestige of imperial government, and from the vast 
territories whose revenues had sustained its luxuries and large 
population. Not only were imperi~l revenues lost, but so 
were the profits of the carrying trade from the countries bor
dering the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean world; for this 
trade began to shift from the Persian Gulf route, which bene
fited Iraq, to the Red Sea route, which benefited Egypt. As 
we have discussed, implicit in the Islamic belief in the perfect 
example of Mubammad's life and the very high example of 
the lives of his companions was a doctrine that the farther one 
moved away historically from the time of Mubammad, the 
more diluted the infl4ence of Mubammad's example was 
likely to become. The scholars of Baghdad, sitting in view of 
the decayed palaces of the 'Abbasids and the nearly empty 
quarters of their city, claimed that they saw the physical evi
dence that this doctrine was true. :The still influential Iraqis 
had both regional and theological reasons to believe that the 
disappearance of actual government by an imam-caliph was 
yet another evidence ofjasiid az-zamiin, "the [ever-growing] 
corruption brought by time"; and they reinforced the general 
tendency among Islamic religious scholars to accept this doc
trine. 

If the general Muslim community needed any confirmation 
of this corruption, the military successes of the Christian 
Byzantines against the Muslims seemed to,offer such confir
mation in the most dramatic form. The Byzantines had been 
on the defensive for so many generations that it was hard for 
Muslims to understand that the Islamic governments of north
ern Syria and northern Iraq were no match for their Christian 
opponents. For much of the tenth and early eleventh cen-
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turies, the Muslims of these areas were fighting desperate 
wars to prevent the ever-deeper penetration of Byzantine ar
mies, one of which was reported to have gone as far as the 
outskirts of Palestine. 

Western historians, impressed by the .great interest of the 
Crusading movement to the European world, have often re
marked on the comparatively subdued reaction of the Islamic 
sources to the arrival of the first Crusade in Palestine in A.D. 

1096. When the Muslim chronicles for the preceding century 
are read, this subdued reaction can be e~sily understood: the 
violent shock had taken place a hundred and thirty years be
fore the arrival of the Western European Crusaders. For the 
Byzantines, their wars against the Muslims were already a 
kind of Crusade, and the. Western Crusaders believed that 
they came at the explicit invitation of the Byzantines, wh9 
had long claimed some special right to protect the Christians 
and Christian holy places of the Near East. The Muslim belief 
in the continuity of these wars with the <;::rusades was not, 
therefore, so very different from the Christian understanding 
of these events. 

Many Muslims were probably first aware of the dramatic 
change in the fortunes of warfare with Byzantium in 351/962, 
when Aleppo was temporarily captured by the Byzantine 
emperor who, after nine days of pillaging, led ten thousand 
Muslim children into captivity. When the people of Baghdad 
heard what had happened in Aleppo, they went to the caliph's 
gates, raised a tumult, and demanded that the caliph write to 
all regions and gather armies. The powerless caliph could do 
little, of course, except appe;µ to the Buyid king, who was the 
actual ruler of Iraq. Alarm spread through the Islamic world, 
and in 352/963, six hundred Muslim volunteer fighters from 
Khurasan appeared in Mosul, which was also under threat of 
Byzantine attack.11 

Worse was to come: in A.H. 354, the Byzantines perma
nently recaptured Tarsus, which had been in Muslim hands 
for over thn;e hundred years, and turned the mosque into a 
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stable. The following year an estimated twenty thousand 
Muslim volunteer warriors started on the twelve hundred
mile road from Khurasan to the Byzantine frontier, and rather 
unrealistically tried to bring along a number of elephants. The 
seriousness with which the Muslim volunteer warriors 
viewed the Byzantine advance is shown in their address to 
Rukn ad-Daulah, the Buyid ruler of Rayy, through whose 
territory they passed. They demanded the entire income from 
land tax of his kingdom, which, they said, had been collected 
only "for the treasury of the Muslims to be used if a disaster 
occurs; and there is no greater disaster than the ambition of 
the Byzantines and Armenians toward us, their conquest of 
our border strong points, and the inability of the Muslims to 
resist them." Not surprisingly, Rukn ad-Daulah refused to 
comply. 12 

Byzantines continued to make successful raids into Islamic 
territory for over a century, and their more successful cam
paigns were followed by violent riots in Baghdad, where the 
populace expressed the general indignation of Muslims that 
nothing was being done to restore to Islamic armies the ad
vantage they had held in previous centuries. But no concerted 
Muslim reaction was forthcoming, and Muslim rulers near 
the border had to fend for themselves against their powerful 
Christian neighbor. The slender economic and military re
sources of more distant Muslim governments, such as the 
Buyids oflraq and Iran, prevented them from taking over any 
of these border states; and all the governments of the period 
were too jealous of each other to cooperate effectively in a 
military effort against the Byzantines. 

For many, these reverses were positive proof of the corrup
tion brought by time, and they strengthened the resolve of 
most religious men to preserve the integrity of Islam and its 
intellectual unity in the face of divided government that was 
so ineffective against external enemies, as well as indifferent to 
them. Then, in the early fifth/eleventh century, the ardent 
Sunni, Mal)miid of Ghaznah, began his victorious campaigns 
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from southeastern Iran into India. Mal)mud's success at ex
panding the eastern boundaries of the Islamic world seemed 
to more partisan Sunnis to be a confirmation that the corrup
tion brought by time might to some degree be arrested ifShi'i 
kings like the Buyids disappeared. 13 

The resolution sought by these more partisan Sunnis was 
achieved in two senses 'by the Sunni Saljiiq Turks. First, the 
Saljiiqs removed the remaining Buyid rulers in the mid-fifth/ 
eleventh century. Next, the Central Asian Turkish warriors 
who formed the army of the Saljiiqs defeated the Byzantines 
at Manzikert in 463/1071, a victory that put the Byzantines on 
the defensive and opened the center of Anatolia to Islamic 
conquest. As we have said, the resolution of the struggle on 
the Anatolian frontiers was only one chapter in the long 
struggle between Muslim and Christian powers in the Le
vant. A generation after Manzikert, Western Europeans came 
to the aid of the Byzantines; and after this event, Western 
Europe, Byzantium, and the Islamic powers were entangled 
in a seesaw of warfare in the Levant that was only ended by 
the Muslim conquests of Acre in 1291 and of Constantinople 
in 1453. 

It was not only in military affairs that Buyid society ap
peared to languish in the fourth and fifth centuries; it also 
seemed to be reduced from the comparative prosperity of the 
preceding period to a hand-to-mouth existence. Again, the 
decline of Iraq makes this change seem disproportionately 
sharp. The Iraqis, as we have said, were harder hit than most 
areas by the collapse of empire and the change in trade routes. 
Yet the Iraqis were still the intellectual leaders in several fields 
of Islamic learning, and their complaints at the impoverish
ment of their province therefore occupy a disproportionately 
large portion of the literature that has survived from this peri
od. They also felt more keenly than others thanheir poverty 
did not have the compensation of supporting an august and 
imposing government. Many Iraqis preferred to see an 
'Abbasid caliph squander their m9ney in shows of imperial 
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grandeur than to have a Buyid king squander it in endless and 
usually indecisive warfare against his relatives and equally 
petty neighbors. 

Yet the change in the economic life of the whole area, in
cluding the still prosperous regions of western Iran, was not 
merely a projection of the Iraqi scholars. The Islamic caliphal 
empire had united gold- and silver-producing areas for a long 
period, which allowed the extensive use of a bimetallic cur
rency of fixed standards of purity. With the loss of provinces, 
this union ceased, and the currency of the area went haywire. 
The political confusion of the late 'Abbasid period had suffi
ciently disrupted supply routes to make prices fluctuate vio
lently. As gold and silver began to fluctuate equally violently 
in their supply, in their comparative value, and in· the stand
ard of purity at which they were struck into coins, Buyid 
governments.had to find a way to buy services that would not 
financially harm the government or cause the seller of such 
services to flee from fear of an exaggerated loss. 

Their solution was to make extensive use of the iqfa' 
(plural: iqfa'at), a financial arrangement in which government 
revenues were assigned to specific employees or pensioners of 
the government. Since the largest part of the government's 
revenues came from taxes on agriculture, assignments of in
come from the kharaj or land tax made up the largest category 
of iqfa'at. However, virtually any governmental source of in
come could be assigned as an iqfa'at, even water right~ or 
rights of access. Through these assignments, the government 
was freed from the burden of anticipating fluctuations in cur
rency. These assignments were for a short period, usually a 
year, so that some degree of government control was pre
served. The Buyids made extensive use of iqfa'at before any 
other Near Eastern Islamic regime, partly because they were 
in an area very severely affected by the monetary crisis of the 
fourth/tenth century. The system may. have had its origins in 
this monetary crisis, but it was so well suited to the post
'Abbasid style of decentralized government, and to the aspira-
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tions of military regimes, that it continued to exist in the Near 
East in various forms for nearly a millennium after the B~yids 
came to power. Regimes founded by military leaders were, of 
course, pleased to put soldiers more directly in charge of the 
revenue of the state. 

Economic life in the nongovernmental sphere in this period 
showed a somewhat different pattern of formality and infor
mality from the one discussed above. Open-ended formal 
commitments. were rare; in general, businesses did not have 
employees, and landlords did not have serfs. Long-term in
formal commitment, however, was common. If a business 
contracted with a porter or broker to do a specific job, that 
business would be likely to use that porter or broker 
whenever the need arose, often without looking for a cheaper 
source of services. More permanent ties of subordination 
would probably have required a stable hierarchy of individ
uals and groups; but, as will be discussed in the next two 
chapters, a very different system of hierarchy existed. These 
informal but long-term forms of subordination were some
times reinforced by the enchainment of debt; not only did the 
farmer owe the landowner and the retailer owe the whole
saler, but the ordinary man made many of his purchases on 
credit, and settled up only periodically. 

If the fourth/tenth and early fifth/eleventh century was one 
of the great creative periods of Near Eastern intellectual his
tory, no people seem less.likely candidates to preside over this 
cultural efflorescence than the Dailamis, the people from 
whom the Buyid dynasty and their original armies were 
drawn. Dailam was a region of the rugged mountains that 
surrounds the southern coast of the Caspian Sea. It had been 
conquered by Muslim armies about a century after the rest of 
Iran; and it soon slipped out of the control of the caliphal gov
ernment. Its subjects showed their hostility to 'Abbasid cen
tral control by becoming Shi'is. At first, as they conquered 
areas beyond their mountain homelands, non-Shi'i Muslims 
feared that if the Dailamis conquered the heartlands of the 
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caliphate, they would replace the 'Abbasid caliph with an 
'Alid. 

After many rapid changes of fortune among the leaders of 
these Dailamls, three brothers emerged as their leaders. They 
were rough soldiers, the sons of a fisherman, Buyah, who 
gave his name to their dynasty. After the two elder brothers 
had conquered most of western Iran in the 320s and 330s A.H., 

the youngest brother conquered Iraq and took possession of 
the 'Abbasid caliph himself in 334/945. The Buyids preserved 
the 'Abbasid caliphate, as they had every reason to do. The 
majority of their subjects were non-Sh!'ls, and respected the 
'Abbasid caliphate as an institution (while being indifferent to 
which 'Abbasid held the office). The 'Abbasid caliph oblig
ingly granted the Buyids titles like Mu'izz ad-Daulah, 
"Strengthener of the ['Abbasid] Dynasty," and diplomas au
thorizing the Buyids to rule in the name of the 'Abbasids. In 
any case, the Buyids were Shl'!s of a \rery vague cast, and felt 
no specific obligation to hand the caliphate over to any 'Alid. 
They also realized that, had they done so, they would have 
created someone whom they could not treat with the cyni
cism that governed their treatment of the 'Abbasid caliphs, 
whom the earlier Buyids deposed at will. 

The three Buyid brothers maintained three courts: one in 
Baghdad, one in Rayy (near modern Tehran), and one in 
Shiraz in southwestern Iran. For forty years the separate 
kingdoms of Buyid rulers cooperated. Then this family sys
tem broke down, and the remainder of Buyid dynastic his
tory is a sad story of recurrent quarrels between the different 
Buyid kingdoms. The Buyids were further weakened by the 
internal division in their armies; for, like the 'Abbasids before 
them, they bought Turkish slave boys and raised them to be 
the elite cavalry of their army. The bad feeling between the 
Dailamls and the Turkish slave soldiers allowed the Buyids to 
play these elements off against each other, however, and no 
rebellion in any of their armies ever succeeded in permanently 
replacing a Buyid by a member of another family. External 
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powers capable of displacing the Buyids eventually appeared. 
MaQmfid of Ghaznah, a staunch Sunni and the conqueror of 
northern India for Islam, put an end to the Buyid kingdom of 
Rayy in 420/1022, and the Saljuqs conquered the Buyid king
doms of Iraq and Fars in the 440s/1050s .14 

The comparative weakness of ~e Buyids and their some
what makeshift attempts to validate their rule by use of cal
iphal diplomas, claims of descent from the pre-Islamic Ira
nian kings, and the like, have in the end deprived this period 
of the share of attention that it deserves. The very:weakness 
and makeshift character of government encouraged ex
perimentation in administration, and some of the fruits of this 
experimentation, like the iqta', were imitated by governments 
for centuries afterwards. We have also argued that the decen
tralization of government encouraged intellectual life. But 
most importantly, from the point of view of the social histo
rian, the weakness of government threw society back on its 
own resources•. Society proved able to generate self-renewing 
patterns of loyalty and of leadership, while accepting and 
even expecting a different role to be played by government. 
These patterns of loyalty and leadership are the subject of the 
following chapters. 



~ CHAPTER ·II ~ 

Acquired Loyalties 

In the Near East of the tenth and eleventh centuries, deliber
ately acquired obligations created the positive and predictable 
loyalties that shaped society. Such loyalties were not "posi
tive" because they were good, or "predictable" because men 
always lived up to them. Acquired loyalties were "positive" 
in that they were used as a basis for cooperation even when 
group self-interest was not threatened. And they were "pre
dictable" because, thanks to their somewhat formal nature, 
men who accepted them knew in consider,able detail just what 
commitments such loyalties were believed to imply. 

These acquired loyalties are best seen in times of stress, 
' 

when men were trying to make effective their demands on 
others by explicitly referring to the validity of such loyalties. 
The rebellion of the caliphal army in 317/929 provided such a 
moment. In a letter written by the caliph al-Muqtadir in these 
circumstances to his troops, we have a striking and unusually 
clear example of the explicit evocation of the basic varieties of 
such loyalties and obligations. The caliph, faced with deposi
tion, presented his troops with a statement of the most impor
tant motives that, in his opinion, ought to impel them to sup
port his rule. In the first section of the letter, the caliph tries to 
placate the troops; then he says, "most of your benefits (sin
gular: ni'mah) are from me, but it would not be my way to 
reproach you with any favor that I have conferred, and that I 
regarded at the time-and still regard-as small compared 
with your merits; rather, it suits me to fertilize and increase 
them ... [and] I long to bring you to the utmost.limit of your 
aspirations .... I claim from you that oath of allegiance 
(bai'ah) which you have affirmed time after time. Whoever 
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has sworn allegiance to me has sworn allegiance to God, so 
that whosoever violates that oath, violates the covenant with 
God ('ahd Allah). I also claim gratitude for benefits and favors 
you enjoy, benefits and gifts from me that I hope you will ac
knowledge and consider binding."1 

Even though the troops had strong grievances against the 
caliph al-Muqtadir, th, rebellion collapsed, largely because 
al-Mu'nis, the leading general to whom the letter was ad
dressed, disappointed the rebels, who had expected his open 
support. There is no ,reason to believe that the letter changed 
his mind. Yet the arguments used in the letter are characteris
tic of all discussions ofloyalty in this period. We have every 
reason to think that al-Muqtadir wrote in the belief that if any 

arguments could change the mind of 111-Mu'nis and his 
troops, they, would be arguments of the kind quoted above. 

The two bases of loyalty mentioned in the letter of al
Muqtadir ar~ath and benefit-:)r'he first part of this chapter 
discusses oath-bound loyalties in general, and their relations 
to the covenant between man and God that forms a fund~
mental feature of Islamic belief. Then several specific cate
gories of oath are described, such as oaths between ,caliphs 
and emirs. The following section of this chapter deals with 
the vow, a close cousin of the oath. Vows are "personal" in 
the sense that they are an oath between a person and God. But 
since others could be the beneficiaries of vows, they were fre
quently used to express a formal commitment to others. 

The second part of the chapter is concerned with benefit, or 
ni'mah, as it is called in the above letter and in many other 
contexts. The formal ties created by giving and accepting 
benefit are a persistent, if disregarded, subject in the literature 
of this period; and patronage, particularly of the variety called 
i~(inii', is an outgr9wth of the idea of formal exchange of ben
efit. A more elusive extension of the formal ties of ex
changed benefit can be seen in the loyalty of men who rose 
together. The chapter concludes with ~ discussion of the gen
eral character of acquired loyalties, and the distinction be-
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tween them and the loyalties based on category, which are 
discussed in the next chapter. 

Oaths -Not only in the caliph's letter, but in the great majority of dis-
cussions of political loyalty, oaths are regarded 'as the explicit 
and formal vehicle by which one man committed himself to 
another. There were other equally formal vehicles, and marly 
vehicles less formal and less explicit. Since, however, oaths 

,. are the best attested of all these vehicles, it is appropriate that 
this discussion of acquired loyalties begin with oaths. Oaths 
are also a vehicle of commitment that appear prominently in 
the formal discussions of morality written in this period. 
And, to some extent, men regarded oaths as prototypes of 
other forms of commitment. They did so in part because, as I 
try to show in later sections of this chapter, oaths were typical 
of all of th~se vehicles of commitmeµt. 

The bai'ah mentioned in the letter was an oath of allegiance 
taken in God's name between the caliph and any Muslim. 
Quite naturally, in his letter the caliph al-Muqtadir sought to 
bring home forcibly to the rebels that to break such an oath 
was to perjure oneselfbefore God. Yet for men of the fourth/ 
tenth century, al-Muqtadir's reference to covenants-and 
even to ties of gratitude-had a less obvious but profoundly 
important point of reference in the compactual relations that 
existed between man and God. In the Koran, a whole series of 
covenants between man and his Creator, starting with the 
primal covenant of Adam, stand as the archetype and the ul
timate guarantee for all solemn and weighty undertakings be
tween one man and another. The Koran directly addressed 
the perennial religious questions of the origin of man's re- ' 
sponsibility to God; and it is of great significance that1 in the 
Koran, the proof of man's responsibility is a solemn covenant 
between man and God made at the beginning of time. 

In a sense, man is depicted as having full moral responsibil-
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ity only because of this covenant. All men were brought forth 
in posse: "And when your Lord drew the descendants of 
Adam from the loins of the sons of Adam, and called on them 
to bear witness: 'Am I not your Lord?' They answered, 'Yes, 

.truly; we bear witness to this.' [We called on them to bear 
witness] lest you shou!d say, on the day of Resurrection, 'We 
have been unmindful (ghiifitin) of this,' or lest you should say: 
'Our ancestors before us·have given partners [to God]. We 
are their descendants after them; will you then destroy us for 
what was done by upholders of falsehood?' " (7:171-172/ 
172-173). According to these verses, it is no excuse for a man 
to claim that he is "unmindful" (whether this means, as some 
commentators believe, that men pretend they have forgotten, 
or-as others believe-that men pretend never to have been 
told of this covenant). It_ is not even an excuse that a man is 
born to parents who have turned from God, and who might 
therefore be held responsible for the heedlessness of their 
children. All future men were in some sense present at this 
primal compact, and they have individually "borne witness" 
and thereby entered into an agreement with God that makes 
them responsible to God. Some Muslim thinkers have said 
that God could hold men responsible even if there had been 
no compact, and that this compact merely confirmed a re
sponsibility inherent in man's situation. For our purposes, it is 
only important to notice that the Islamic tradition considered 
this solemn primal covenant between man and God to be a 
powerful argument for the fundamental moral responsibility 
of every human being. 

The force of this argument came from-and was borne out 
by-the respect with which the Islamic tradition in its early 
centuries regarded oaths, compacts, and covenants. In the 
time of the Buyids, formal oaths were the most prominent 
feature of all discussions about duties and obligations that 
could be,enforced without coercion. Undoubtedly, oaths car
ried only a comparatively small part of the weight of that 
sense of obligation and loyalty which held society together; 
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but because oaths were formal statements of obligation, they 
make explicit some of the presuppositions that underlay other 
forms of social obligation. And because oaths were univer
sally acceptable, other forms of social obligation were to 
some extent adapted to the pattern of oaths. 

The Islamic tradition did not give such a central position to 
oaths on the basis of a single passage in the Koran. It did so 
because the system of oaths was well suited to contemporary 
Near Eastern society, and because the Koran and the example 
of Mubammad offered many precedents in which oaths had 
precisely this central importance. In the following paragraphs 
I discuss a few of these Koranic passages, and attempt to show 
their central importance to the moral view that the Koran pre
scribes for mankind. 

As we have seen above, in the Koranic view man accepted 
moral responsibility in a kind.of oath, a primal compact with 
God. Three verses before describing 'this compact, the Koran 
mentions a more restricted kind of oath which, nevertheless, 
remained a classical point of reference: God's covenant with 
Israel. The ancient Israelites thought that everything would 
be forgiven them; yet, says the Koran, "Was not the covenant 
(m'ithaq) of the Book taken from them, that they would not 
ascribe to God anything but the truth?" (7:168/169). One rea
son that this covenant is mentioned a few verses before the 
primal compact is that the word here used for covenant, 
m'ithaq, also means the confirmation of the compactual 
agreement between man and God which every believer 
makes: "Those who violate the compact with God ('ahd Al
lah), after its confirmation (mlthaq), and who cut the ties 
which God has ordered to be joined, and do evil in the earth, 
those will truly lose" (2:25/27; compare 13:25). The more re
stricted covenant of God and Israel, and by extension any 
oath-bound agreement, can be seen as confirmations or ratifi
cations of the fundamental oath by which men accepted moral 
responsibility. As the caliph al-Muqtadir said to the rebels, 
"Whoever has sworn allegiance to me has sworn allegiance to 
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God; so that whoever vi9lates that oath, violates the compact 
with God ('ahd Allah)." 

The degree to which violators "will truly lose" is described 
in many passages in the Koran. For example, in one such pas
sage the Koran says, "He who fulfills his compact ('ahd) and is 
righteous [will be rew~rded], for God loves the righteous. 
Those, however, who sell the compact with God ('ahd Allah) 
and their oaths (singular: yam'in) for [what must in exchange 
be] a paltry price, they have no portion in the Heteafter; nor 
will God speak to them, and theirs will be a pairtful torment" 
(3:70-71/76-77). The Koran repeatedly emphasizes the sever
ity with which such perjurers will be punished. 

In another Koranic passage, the sanctity of oaths and im
portance of gratitude. to one's benefactor are linked together 
in much the same way as in the caliph's letter. This passage 
seems to refer both to the so-called "constitution of Medina," 
an oath-bound agreement that was the foundation of 
Mubammad's authority when he moved to Medina and estab
lished a state, and to the primal compact between man and 
God: "Be mindful of the favor (ni'mah) of God to you, and 
His covenant (m'ithaq), which He confirmed (wathaqa) with 
you when you said 'We hear and obey.' Be righteous before 
God; God knows the secrets of your hearts" (5:8/11). 

God, therefore, is "our Lord" to whose moral law we owe 
obedience through a primal compact. This compact over
shadows any later oaths we take; we cannot, for example, in 
any valid sense, swear to commit a sin. We cannot do so, 
moreover, because God is a party to all valid ·oaths. Some
times an oath "by Mubammad" or "by the Koran" is recog
nized as valid, but only because an oath by the vehicle or con
crete form of God's revelation recognizes both the l:ordship 
of God and the original covenant to obey the moral law, 
which the Islamic revelation brings in its most perfect form. 
God is an active and not just a passive witness to a valid oath; 
for, when we swear by God, we are in effect invoking God's 
curse if we do not live up to the oath. This reasoning seems to 
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have been accepted by the great majoriy of Muslims both in 
the time of the Buyids and in the centuries immediately be
fore and after the Buyids. The very widespread use of the 
oath in this period to create or confirm obligations shows that 
it was a line of reasoning that men took very much to heart. 2 

The seriousness of oaths is shown most dramatically by the 
shock and horror with which the medieval Islamic historians 
discuss those occasions when men openly perjured them
selves. Every age knows hardy villains who boldly, and 
sometimes successfully, disregard its central moral principles. 
The reaction to such men, however, tells us something about 
the strength with which other men claimed to support these 
principles. Twenty pages of any chronicle (Buyid, medieval 
European, or of any· people or time) will offer a variety of acts 
that might offend a tender conscience. Yet few of the acts de
scribed in the chronicles of our period could so arouse the 
moral outrage of the Near Eastern chroniclers as could acts of 
perjury. 

The drama of such an act to contemporaries is well repre
sented by the accounts of Tiiziin's arrest of the caliph in 333/ 
944, shortly before the Buyids occupied Baghdad. Tiiziin was 
the most successful of the several generals who, for ten years 
before the Buyids took Baghdad, controlled the caliph's af
fairs, much as the.Buyids would subsequently control them. 
The caliph in whose name he served was al-Muttaqi; and 
al-Muttaqi, in violation of agreements with Tiiziin, had run 
away from Tiiziin's control in Baghdad and openly flirted 
with independent dynasties that ruled nearby kingdoms: the 
I:Iamdanids of Mosul and the Ikhshidids of Egypt. The caliph 
had thereby shown his desire to break permanently with Tii
ziin, and to replace him with a new mayor of the palace or 
amir al-'umarii. Nonetheless, when intermediaries obtained 
from Tiiziin the most solemn oaths of good conduct toward 
al-Muttaqi, witnessed before judges, notaries, the leading 
members of the 'Alid and 'Abbasid families, and clerks, all of 
whom gave their attestation to this effect, al-Muttaqi started 
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back toward Baghdad; and on the way, an envoy of Tiiziin 
renewed the oaths. On 28 Safar 333, Tiiziin met al-Muttaqi 
north of Baghdad and kissed the ground before al-Muttaqi, 
then kissed his hand and leg. After this, he arrested and 
blinded him. As the fourth/tenth century history of Mis
kawaih tells us, "the w<?rld trembled with shock (irtajjat). "3 

A more circumstantial account in an eleyenth-century 
chronicle describes even more vividly the extreme seriousness 
of this act of perjury to contemporaries. This versipn of al
Muttaql's arrest may be based on the account of a court 
chamb~rlain of the time of Tiiziin; in any case it reflects the 
kind of emotions that perjury could evoke. According to this 
account, when someone first suggested to Tiiziin that he ar
rest al-Muttaqi, he said, "how could I do such a thing when 
he has made an agreement ('iiqada) with us, and I have had all 
the people of the court (niis) testify to my compliance, and this 
matter is well known in other regions?" The advjsor said to 
Tiiziin: "Master, these 'Abbasids are men with little fidelity." 
Then, according to this account, Tiiziin .and the future al
Mustakfl, Tiiziin's candidate to replace al-Muttaqi, ex
changed oaths (yata~iilafiina) in secret before the arrest. 
Clearly, Tiiziin still believed in tqe utility of oaths, even ifhe 
was about to break an oath publicly. 

"When," the chronicle continues, "in this manner Tiiziin 
blinded al-Muttaqi and betrayed him, broke his oath to him 
(~anitha aimiinahii), and violated the covenants ('uhiid) which 
he had tal}en before God to support and obey him, [this act] 
deeply troubled men both high and low, and they thought it a 
momentous event. Everyone who has believed and had faith 
in His promise and warning [knew] that God-He is power
ful and glorious-would grant him no respite or enjoyment 
of life hereafter." The chronicle then quotes from a source 
clearly identified as a contemporary ofTiiziin: "When Tiiziin 
betrayed and blinded al-Muttaqi, he bitterly regretted what 
he had done. He sat on one of the boxes [in his tent] and asked 
for wine to drink; and when the wine came, he had a stroke. 



48 ACQUIRED LOYAL TIES 

He fell from the top of the box to the ground stricken, and 
remained in this state for the rest of his life; [that is] from the 
time he did this act until he died. His sight went before he 
died. This is God's way with such people." The theologian 
Ibn al-Jauz! in his later chronicle mentions that Tuzun died in 
334, "not a year having passed since his foul (qabih) act and his 
disregard of the oaths he had taken. " 4 

The seriousness of oaths is confirmed by other men's ef
forts to avoid oaths that they knew they might have to re
pudiate. Few men wanted to. risk the infamy (and, perhaps, 
the distress of conscience) experienced by perjurers like Tu
zun. When the Buyid Sharaf ad-Daulah was advancing on 
Iraq in 375 to free his full brother from his half brother Sam
~am ad-Daulah, cities fell into Sharaf ad-Daulah's hands 
without a struggle. Sam~am ad-Daulah was soon willing to 
meet all of the demands of Sharaf ad-Daulah, and swore to 
this effect before intermediaries. They returned to the advanc
ing army, and found that the lack of resistance had changed 
Sharaf ad-Daulah's mind: he had-decided to take Baghdad as 
well as gain his brother's release, and so "did not swear to his 
[half] brother." Similarly, the great conqueror of northern 
India, Mabmud ofGhaznah (d. 421/1030), is supposed to have 
asked his son Mas'ud to swear that he would not fight 
Mubammad, his brother, after the death of their father 
Mabmud. Mas'ud said, "I will do so as soon as our master 
[Mabmud] swears that I am not his son." "How could that 
be?" asked Mabmud. "Because," said Mas'ud, "ifl were his 
son,_ I would have a claim (f,aqq) to Khurasan and to the 
wealth [which has been assigned to Mul;iammad]." After a 
long dispute, Mabmud said, "swear to me that you will never 
marry with the Dailam," and to this [less confining oath] 
Mas'ud agreed. 5 

The system of oaths was so universally accepted and so es
sential to many forms of political action that no leader could 
afford to disregard it for long. The Buyid ruler Baha' ad
Daulah (d. 403/1012), known to have broken his oath on I 
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several occasions, was a man with no morals but with some 
practical sense. It is not surprising, therefore, to see him in the 
following anecdote bow to the general expectations of society 
and pretend to treat with great seriousness the oaths that 
others imposed on him. Abu 'All b. Isma'll, the talented 
minister of Baha' ad-Da,ulah whom that king had disgraced, 
escaped from prison in 392/1002 and then, after a while on the 
run, wanted to return to the capital city of Shiraz in safety. He 
therefore sent an emissary to ask that Baha' ad-Daulah grant 
him a guarantee of safety attested by a leading 'Alid, Abu 
Abmad al-MusawL Baha' ad-Dauiah agreed, though he re
quested that the document not be "exhaustive." The emis
sary, however, turned up with a long written oath (yamin), 
and Baha' ad-Daulah immediately noticed that it was, in fact, 
intended to be exhaustive. He started to read it out loud, then 
stopped in the middle to ask a question. The emissary kissed 
the ground before the king and asked his gracious favor in 
reading straight through from the beginning again without 
interruption. Baha' ad-Daulah was angry but did reread the 
document without interruption, and at the end of the docu
ment, he wrote: "I have sworn to this oath (yamln) and under
take to observe its stipulations. "6 

This story illustrates the seriousness with which people of 
this period took even the oath of a comparatively immoral 
ruler like Baha' ad-Daulah. Abu 'All's emissary doubtless 
knew that the king was treacherous, but still thought it worth 
risking the king's anger to make sure that the oath was techni
cally sound because read without interruption. He also knew 
the seriousness with which Abu Abmad al-Musaw! would 
take the oath, and that Baha' ad-Daulah might be restrained 
from treachery by fear of future embarrassment before this 
revered leader of the family of' AIL It was precisely the grave 
importance of oaths to such prestigious men that allowed the 
oath to remain a central form of political action, in spite of 
dishonorable kings like Baha' ad-Daulah. 

When Mul};immad b. 'Umar, a rich and highly political, 
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but less revered, descendant of 'Ali returned in.388 from the 
"Marsh" in southern Iraq, where he had sought refuge during 
a period of disfavor, he secured his safety by getting an oath 
(yamin) in Baha' ad-Daulah's own handwriting, and had the 
ruler of the Marsh, Muhadhdhib ad-Daulah, write at the end 
of the document, "Good faith toward the sharif [Mul}.ammad 
b. 'Umar] is bound up with good faith to me, and treachery 
to him. If he should deviate from the compacts [here] under
taken (al-'uhud al-ma'khudhah), then Baha' ad-Daulah has no 
further claim on me (Iii 'ahda li Bahii' ad-Daulahfi 'unqi) or my 
allegiance." Even men who did not fear God had reason to 

fear an attestation like this. 7 

The Bai'ah or Oath of Allegiance 

If some men foreswore themselves, or avoided oaths, or 
feared only oaths laced with fearful th~eats, most men seem to 
have shown their unambiguous respect for oaths by honoring 
them. One form of oath we have briefly described is the 
bai'ah, the oath of allegiance that the caliph al-Muqtadir refers 
to in his letter to his army. The bai'ah was used to swear al
legiance to kings as well as caliphs; it was an oath notorious 
for the completeness of its sanctions; and so we sometimes 
read of a personal oath taken "with the oaths of the bai'ah" 
(bi-aimiin al-bai'ah). s In its usual sense, however, the bai'ah 
was the oath of allegiance, and was not confused with other 
oaths. For example, the officers who killed al-Muqtadir chose 
the future al-Qahir to be his successor; "and when they had 
made sure of him by oaths and compacts (al-aimiin wa'l-'uhud) 
they took the oath of allegiance (al-mubiiya'ah) to him"
eloquent testimony, by the way, that there existed no better 
method of making sure of men than the formal oath. 9 

The bai'ah had become by tradition distinct from a mere 
private compact. From the time of the bai'ah rendered to the 
first caliph at the death of Mul}ammad, the bai'ah was a volun
tary offering of allegiance to a ruler. Later theory, bowing to I 
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almost universal later practice, made the bai'ah to the caliph 
more a public recognition of an established rule, a sort of 
"homage." It was claimed that a dangerous interruption to 
the sequence of caliphs would be avoided if the bai'ah were 
given by a few men immediately around the dead caliph to an 
heir apparent. The rest of the Muslim community therefore 
swore the bai'ah as an oath of public acceptance of the succes
sion by this heir apparent. Yet it was hard to argue that such a 
justification could be extended to the swearing of bai'ahs to 
emirs, who often owed their rule to conquest, and created a 
confusion as bad as any interregnum by their military ambi
tions. The first time any person took such an oath to a ruler or 
pretender, therefore, his bai'ah to the emir was usually con
sidered to be something more than homage to an established 
succession. 10 

To receive the bai'ah continued to be.a sign that one claimed 
military authority, and not just "deputized" rule--within, of 
course, the system by which the caliph authorized emirs to 
assume such authority. In the period in which the caliph gave 
independent authority to the amir al-'umarii' in his capital of 
Baghdad, the vizier Ibn Shirzad tried, during a brief vacuum 
of power after the death of Tiiziin in 324/935, to establish 
himself as the equivalent of an emir. He was already head of 
the civil administration, bµt he published and tried to make 
effective his new claim by taking the bai'ah from the entire 
army in Baghdad by himself. He had been "vizier" before the 
event, but the title of vizier did not in practice convey any 
claim to an independent military following; to take the bai'ah 
to oneself clearly did make such a claim. The semi
independent dynasties of the 'Abbasid p~riod had, of course, 
already imported the bai'ah from the political world of the 
caliphate to the world of kingship. The Samanids, for exam
ple, took the bai'ah not only to themselves, but even to their 
heirs apparent, as the caliphs had done. 

The Buyids continued this practice, and' considered the 
bai'ah as a powerful means to ensure the loyalty of their active 
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supporters. When 'A9ud ad-Daulah died, his attendants hid 
his death, and told his son Sharaf ad-Daulah that he had been 
appointed heir apparent (wall 'ahd), while his brother was to 
be deputy ruler of Fars; then letters to this effect were written 
in 'A9ud ad-Daulah's name to all regions, and with each letter 
was a copy of an oath (yamfn) of the bai'ah to be taken by 
commanders, officers, and their men. Only after such prepa
ration did the attendants and Sharaf ad-Daulah announce 
'A9ud ad-Daulah's death.11 

New dynasties in some circumstances took the bai'ah from 
a town. To do so meant, of course, to take the bai'ah from 
leading men and volunteer soldiers of the town, since there 
were no municipalities that could swear on behalf of their 
members. Generally, however, the bai'ah was taken from the 
awliyii', those actually empleyed as agents of the dynasty: the 
high officials and, above all, the soldiers. The bai'ah conveyed 
a real commitment, and soldiers gave the bai'ah only with de
liberation. Officers might signal their intention to cast off al
legiance and seek independent military authority by suddenly 
takihg the bai'ah to themselves, as did Mardawij when he 
lured the army from loyalty to Asfar. If, however, a com
mander intended, as was far more often the case, to enter the 
service of a new monarchy, he openly took the bai'ah from his 
soldiers in order to commit the soldiers individually to his 
new policy. Thus, when Ibn Mul}.taj in exile in Buyid terri
tory decided in 334 to support a fellow exile, the Samanid pre
tender Ibrahim, he took the bai'ah to Ibrahim from his fellow 
soldiers in exile, even though Ibrahim had not yet joined him. 

Since the bai'ah conveyed a real obligation, soldiers were 
not willing to concede it cheaply. In the time of the 'Ab
basids, the army usually demanded from the caliph "the cus
tomary payment for the oath of allegiance" or rasm al-bai'ah in 
exchange for the formal oath, and the troops took the same 
toll for their first oath of allegiance to any Buyid king. With
out a satisfactory payment, the troops would sometimes re
fuse even a temporary and informal commitment. For exam-
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ple, whenJalal ad-Daulah died in 435/1043, his son al-Malik 
al-'Aziz was nearby in Wasit, but was unable to satisfy the 
Baghdad garrison as to what would be paid for their bai'ah; he 
was therefore unable to occupy Baghdad, and unable to ~on
solidate his position against a richer Buyid, Abu Kalijar, to 
whom the troops eventually offered their loyalty. 12 

It is not surprising, therefore, that oaths were a necessary 
part of political conspiracies. Oaths were, of course, essential 
to any plot because the sanctions of the oath were the only 
device for ensuring loyalty when all other sanctions belonged 
to the established government. But oaths were also the basic 
means of expressing political loyalty, and it was natural that 
men should swear an oath to their future leader which would 
be renewed with the public bai'ah when the plot succeeded. In 
a typical conspiracy of this fort, 'Abd al-'Aziz b. Yusuf, dis
gusted with his joint vizierate with Ibo Barmuyah to Sam~am 
ad-Daulah, plotted in 375 with a leading general to have Abu 
Man~ur (the future Baha' ad-Daulah) rule Iraq as the deputy 
of his brother, Sharaf ad-Daulah, in place of Sam~am ad
Daulah. To get the conspiracy under way, the leading general 
obtained from his soldiers "th.e assurances of oaths" (mawiithiq 
al-aimiin) to support his policy. This conspiracy failed, though 
only when the general and his followers were defeated. 'In a 
more successful conspiracy, the vizier Ibo 'Ab bad arranged 
during Mu'ayyid ad-Daulah's illness for the succession of 
Fakhr ad-Daulah, in spite of the contrary instructions in the 
will and testament of Mu'ayyid ad-Daulah. In this case, the 
vizier sent some of his "reliable men" (thiqiit) to get Fakhr 
ad-Daulah's oath (yam1¢) of fidelity to the compact ('ahd) that " 
regulated the new succession. 13 11 

Even when the ruler was not chosen in secret, and the sol
diers, as the sources often say, gathered openly "to choose an 
.emir," that choice was most probably confirmed in every case 
by some form of O'ath. We read, for example, that when, in 
the middle of the tenth century, a provincial Samanid army in 
Ghaznah found themselves without a leader, they gathered 
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and compared their options, and at first disagreed. Eventually 
they agreed to put Sabuktakin in charge of themselves, and 
"swore to him (J,alafo lahii)." By this act they inaugurated the 
Ghaznavid dynasty, which would last over two hundred 
years. 14 

Oath between Caliphs and Emirs 

Of the oaths between men who already held some established 
authority, none 1re better documented than the complex 
chain of oaths that bound the Buyid emir and the 'Abbasid 
caliph together. Relations between the first Buyid emir of 
Baghdad, Mu'izz ad-Daulah, and the 'Abbasids, were at first 
clouded with suspicion. When Mu'izz ad-Daula~ arrived in 
Baghdad he took the bai'ah to al-Mustakfi in the caliph's pres
ence, and swore "with the most solemn of oaths" (bi-aghla:? 
al-aimiin) to him; the caliph in return swore (J,alefa) to 'Ali b. 
Biiyah (the eldest Buyid) and his, two brothers, and a docu
ment containing their oaths was attested. 

It may seem strange that Mu'izz ad-Daulah does not receive 
the opprobrium that covers the name of Tiiziin, since he de
posed al-Mustakfi a few months later. But it was widely 
known that Mu'izz ad-Daulah believed that al-Mustakfi was 
plottip.g agains~Buyid rule and therefore felt released fr01µ hi~ 
oath. Al-Mustakfi, moreover, had come to the caliphate by 
participating in Tiiziin's crime against al-Muttaqi, proving 
himself to be, like the other 'Abbasids, "a man oflittle fidel
ity." In any case, successful treachery to a caliph always car
ried a built-in pardon; the next caliph always obliged by pub
licly blessing the act that had brought him to the throne. Even 
so, in355 Mu'izz ad-Daulah, who was still on principle suspi
cious of any 'Abbasid, decided to make even more sure of 
(tawaththaqa) his candidate, al-Muti' lillah. He took the caliph 
into custody, and made him swear great oaths not to separate 
himself from the Buyid emir, or to side with his enemies, or 
to harbor evil designs; only then was al-Muti' let go. Ob-
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viously, whatever he had done to al-Mustakfi, Mu'izz ad

Daulah still believed in oaths. 15 

From this time on, caliphs and Buyid emirs regularly ex
changed mighty oaths of sincere good faith and good inten
tions, both at accessions and at bestowals of patents of 
investiture. They also exchanged such oaths at threatening 
moments, when the caliph and emir felt obliged to reassure 
each other, as when Musharrif ad-Daulah found out that the 
caliph suspected (without cause) that the Buyid emir intend~ 
to depose him in 415/1024. It was in the reign of Musharnf 
ad-Daulah's successor, the long-suffering Jalal ad-Daulah 
(416-435), that we find the most fulsome and florid oaths 
sworn between caliph and emir. The caliph by now had re
gained a certain amount of authority, yet neither caliph nor 
emir could live without the support of the other. As happened 
so often in the Buyid period when there was dependence and 
suspicion between near equals, a complex set of oaths was 
employed to give form to, and make enforceable, the appro
priate kinds of obligation. The caliph al-Qadir recognized the 
weight of these obligations, and probably also recognized that 
although the caliph had become almost as powerful as the 
Buyid emir who ruled alongside him in Baghdad, it was too 
soon for the caliph to try to exercise independent military au
thority in defiance of the neighboring Buyid kingdoms. 

When in 418/1027 the Turkish soldiers went to the caliphal 
palace in Baghdad and off ere~ the caliph their d~re~t al
legiance, the caliph, therefore, did not accept. The cahph s an
swer was that "you are the children of our regime (abnii' 
daulatinii) . . . [and] you have entered a formal agreement 
('aqadtum 'aqdan) with Abu Kalijar which it would be im
proper to dissolve (J,all) casually. The Buyids have compacts 
('uhiid) incumbent on us (ft riqiibinii), which it is not permiss~
ble [for us) to disregard." The caliph probably refused their 
offer both for genuine reasons of conscience, and also because 
he was reluctant to become part of a political game in which 
he had more to lose than gain. Nevertheless, he did quietly 
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strengthen his position by reminding the soldiers that they 
might some day be solely devoted to the caliph's interests like 
the first 'Abbasid army, the original abnii' ad-daulah, and by 
offering to write on their behalf to Abii Kalijar, which re
affirmed the impression that the caliph was an honest broker 
in a world of unscrupulous men. 16 

After Abii Kalijar's repeated hesitations, Jalal ad-Daulah 
finally came to Baghdad', where he "tried continually and 
never quite succeeded in .evoking an effective loyalty in this 
same group of Turkish soldiers. The soldiers had turned to 
the caliph more than once;' for this and other reasons, in those 
periods in which he had the upper hand, Jalal ad-Daulah made 
the caliph swear elaborate and exhaustive statements of fidel
ity. In 423/1031, Jalal ad-Daulah and the caliph al-Qa'im ex
changed oaths, and we are fortunate enough to have the text 
of most of the caliph's oath: "al-Qa'im bi Amr Allah, Com
mander of the Faithful, has sworn and said: 'by God ... and 
by the claim (baqq) [owed to] his messenger Mu}J.ammad ... I 
will most certainly continue in [my] loyalty of intention 
(ikhlii$ an-niyah) and sincerity of friendship (a$-$ajii) to Rukn 
ad-Din Jalal ad-Daulah Abii Tahir b. Baha' ad-Daulah Abu 
Na~r, and will most certainly comply with the requirements 
(shuriit) of support and fideli~, without failing in anything . r 
which might be beneficial to his situation and might preserve 
his condition; and that f will most c~rtainly be vigilant as he 
would desire in protecting him in his person and whatever is 
associated with it, and I will do so for the wazlr al-wuzarii' 
Abu al-Qasim [b. Makiila] and his retinue; and I will do so in 
maintaining him in his station (rutbah). A compact before God 
('ahd Alliih) toward him in this manner is [hereby] imposed 
on me, as well as His covenant (mithiiq) and whatever 
[covenants] He has assumed to His Angels who are drawn 
near to Him·, and to His Prophets, whom He has sent as Mes
sengers. God is a witness, .. .' " Here, as in several other 
cases, the oath derives some of its force by directly stating 
that it was part of the universal system of covenants between 
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God, men, and the angels that maintained the moral order of 
the universe. 17 

It is also significant that, in the anarchic world oflate Buyid 
Iraq, the number of participants named in oaths was growing, 
along with the chain of people tied by oaths. But Jalal ad
Daulah found that, mucp as he needed such oaths, their en
tanglements ,could even deprive him of what little authority 
he had left. In 420, when Jalal ad-Daulah arrested his vizier 
'Amid ad-Daulah, the caliph and the Turkish soldiers refused 
to condone this act on the basis of oaths they themselves had 
sworn, and that Jalal ad-Daulah had sworn, to the vizier; the 
vizier was therefore restored to office. The caliph was even 
faithful to his oaths to the last Buyid, al-Malik ar-Rabim, and 
sent his agent to Tughril Beg before he entered Baghdad to 
have the Saljiiq conqueror swear to both the caliph and ar
Ral)im. The caliph need not have included the Buyid, whose 
resources to resist the Saljiiq were laughable; and Tughril, 
who wanted to pose as champion of the caliph's interest 
against the Buyids, had no reason to admire the caliph's fidel
ity to this ancient alliance. In any case 1;'ughril, like the ocher 
early Ghuzz leaders, respected the caliph's position, but had· 
scant respect for oaths; after entering Baghdad he arrested 
ar-Ral)im, apparently without any qualms. 18 

Oaths between the Emir and His Officials 

These vast conjurations that appear at the en~ of the Buyid 
period are only the culmination of the long-standing practice 
whereby members of the administration made sure of each 
others' loyalty and avoided the effects of an unrestrained 
competition. Very occasionally, when viziers were unusually 
powerful, emirs and viziers exchanged vows, as did Jalal 
ad-Daulah. Fakhr ad-Daulah, as related above, exchanged 
oaths with his vizier when lbn 'Abbad brought him to the 
throne. 'Izz ad-Daulah, who ruled in the early Buyid period, 
had no similar reason to become formally beholden to his vi-
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zier. Nevertheless, through his incompetence 'Izz ad-Daulah 
was obliged to exchange oaths with several of his officials, 
since they feared what he might do, yet recognized how 
much they in turn depended on him. In 360, his vizier ash
Shirazi asked for and got "an inviolable oath" (yam'in ghamiis) 
with all the oaths of the bai'ah sworn before army officers, 
judges, and other leading men, that 'Izz ad-Daulah would 
never again appoint a certain rival of the vizier to any post un
less this official came out of concealment within a month. In 
362, 'Izz ad-Daulah and his commander-in-chief swore a 
"binding oath" (yamln mu'akkadah) to be friends. After 'Izz 
ad-Daulah was restored to power his vizier Ibn Baqiyah, who 
was much the more strong-minded of the two, exchanged 
oaths of good will with the king in 364. 19 

Although we hear more about oaths that inyolved the king 
himself, we have evidence that oaths were a major feature of 
life in other levels of the administration. Officials who had 
quarreled with each other made th~ sincerity of their reconcil
iation clear by exchanging oaths; and such oaths were even 
more frequently exchanged when an official arranged for the 
release of a general or another official who might harbor a 
grudge against the adll}inistration that had imprisoned him. 
Oaths between officials without quarrels, who nonetheless 
wanted to rely on each other's help through the future wind
ings of public life, were probably just as common, although 
they are far less often attested. We know that when two offi
cials, al-l:lasan b. Harlin and al-Muhallabi, were among the 
strongest candidates to succeed a~-Saimari as vizier in 339, 
they swore (ta~iilafa) that they would help each other no mat
ter which of them might get the job; and, as far as we know, 
they lived up to these oaths. Similar oaths must have cemented 
together the inner cores of the powerful factions of officials 
from the time of the' Abbasids through the Buyid period, and 
after. The officials had no reason to reveal such agreements 
and every reason to hide them from the king, who preferred 
to pretend that he could elevate or disgrace an official without 
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dragging along the secret allies of that official. It is not· surpris
ing, then, that these oaths are almost never mentioned in the 
sources. 20 

Factions in the army may also have thrived on secret oaths. 
We do know that soldiers were often involved in public 
ceremonies in which very large numbers of officers (and, pos
sibly, soldiers of all r;nks) swore friendship to each other. 
One such conjuration took place at the end of the 'Abbasid 
period, when the Saji regiment in 332 feared that their com
mander would be arrested by the caliph; their officers met 
with the leaders of the l:lujari regiment, who were the poten
tial ally of the caliph, and the officers of the two regiments 
swore (ta~iilafa) to act in common, "after which [the officers] 
took an oath from the rest of both regiments to do the same." 
Presumably, other extensive conjurations among soldiers fol
lowed the same patterns; they were still, basically, oaths be
tween individuals, but were taken between a large number of 
individuals to ensure that they could count on each other's 
help. 'Izz ad-Daulah made the personal nature of these exten
sive oaths apparent when he used them to end hostilities be
tween his Turkish and Dailami soldiers in 360; he arranged 
marriage alliances between the two parties, and had the sol
diers from each party involved in each alliance swear to offi
cers of the other party. Similarly, when fighting started be
tween Turks and Dailamis in 379, and Baha' ad-Daulah 
joined the Turks as the stronger side, both parties saw that 
they had more to lose than gain in such fighting. They agreed 
to make peace, and "they swore oaths to one another." Such 
oaths, as we have seen, could be sworn during- an interreg
num, and could-as in the case of the Ghaznavids-become 
the first formal agreement from which a new dynasty, might 
grow.21 

Oaths extended even further down the hierarchy of gov
ernment, and were used in some instances to ensure the com
pliance of local leaders. When 'Ac;iud ad-Daulah's soldiers 
marched from Jirift in Kirman to the Persian Gulf, they 
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passed through areas that had hardly ever seen an army of 
Muslims. The people of the conquered area offered their 
submission and agreed to adopt Islam, and they gave oaths to 
this effect. Not long after, however, the Balli~ (Baluchee) of 
the area, the most courageous "and most pagan (kafir)" of the 
local tribes, threw off their submission, "and violated the 
.compacts ('uhiid) which they had undertaken." When they did 
so, 'A<;iud ad-Daulah became convinced that there was no 
means to reform them. At this point he personally undertook 
a more systematic reduction of the Baluchees, and trans
ported the survivors to a new area. 

Populations better integrated into the political system of 
this period took their oaths more seriously,. and thereby 
showed themselves to be more "civilized" than faithless pa
gans like the Baluchees. When Hibat Allah, a I:Iamdanid 
prince, killed an important officer of his uncle, Saif ad
Daulah, he fled to the town of I:Iarran in Mesopotamia. He 
falsely told the townspeople that Saif ad-Daulah was dead, 
and asked them to swear to fight with him against those who 
might fight him, and to make peace with whomever he made 
peace. They swore (halafii) to do so with the reservation in 
their oath (yami'n) that they would not fight Saif ad-Daulah, 
since they did not wholly believe the prince's story. In spite of 
their doubts, they stuck by their oath at great risk, and locked 
out an officer of Saif ad-Daulah who came to their gates. Sub
sequently, when Hibat Allah realized that they would soon 
hear that his uncle was still alive, he fled and left the towns
people to their fate. They suffered a heavy fine for their 
generosity and their fidelity to this oath. 22 

Oaths of Treaty 

Oaths of treaty constituted another category of formal oath 
that played an extremely prominent role in the political style 
of this period. If two rulers did not swear oaths to each other 
there was no treaty between two kingdoms, only a state of 
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"non belligerency." To some extent, of course, by their oaths 
of loyalty to the caliph who gave them patents ('uhiid) for 
their provinces, rulers of this period were limited to these ter
ritories and not supposed to attack a neighbor who held an 
equally valid patent. While the 'Abbasids still exercised some 
independent military power, this argument was used by 
semi-independent rulers in their quarrels. But even in this pe
riod, the 'Abbasid caliph was not above granting patents for 
the same province simultaneously to two rulers; and after the 
'Abbasids lost military power, everyone recognized that such 
patents were simply acknowledgments of the fact of conquest 
(or of the intentions of the Buyid emir of Baghdad). 

Oaths of treaty were sometimes between equal~, and s·ome
times they implied suzerainty. They were almost always pub
licly witnessed by such important dignitaries as the caliph, the 
qa#s, witness-notaries, and notables. In this' way both parties 
to a treaty had full assurance that their remote neighbor had 
actually sworn to the agreement. Moreover, both parties rec- . 
ognized that the shame of public exposure as a perjurer added 
considerable strength to the treaty-oath. 

The importance of public witnessing to treaty-oaths is 
shown by the instruction given by the ever-astute 'Adud ad
Daulah to the three judges whom he sent as envoy~ to the 
Samanids in 371. He told them that if they succeeded 'in mak
ing peace with the Samanid general in Nishapiir, they should 
then go to Bukhara, the Samanid capital, and conclude the 
agreement with a deposition (mah4ar) froni the qa#s, wit
ness-notaries, leading courtiers, officers, ghazi's (volunteer 
fighters against non-Muslim governments), and'great men of 
the region witnessing that the Samanid ruler had actually 
agreed to the peace. When such agreements were prepared, 
apparently two copies of them were made, each of which 
concluded with the oath by one of the rulers, contingent on 
the taking of a similar oath by the other ruler. 23 

All the oaths described above were between real persons.\ 
They were, moreover, between real persons present in this 
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world (including, of course, God). None of these oaths was 
sworn, for example, ~etween two men on behalf of their de
scendants; and none of them was between a man and an artifi-1 
cial person like a municipality or clan or school. When people 
expected a city to be carried along by the oaths of its notables, 
it was not because those notables could legally obligate their 
followers by their oaths, but because these notables could de
liver the cooperation of their followers, who were bound to 
them by other loyalties. The oaths that the notables took were 
not oaths to the "state"-no such artificial person existed 

~ 

with whom one might exchange oaths. Even the first genera-
tion of men, the sons of Adam, in the primal oath that was the 
example and guarantee that overshadowed all later oaths, 
could not swear on behalf of all his descendants to recognize 
God's eternal sovereignty; all future men had to be brought 
forth in the form of seed ·so that they could individually 
swear. 

The Vow 

The vow is, by its nature, a close kin to the oath. Oaths, as we 
have seen, were almost the only manner in which Muslims of 
this period formally accepted new obligations to each other; 
and in the eyes of the law, most formal obligations were 
newly contracted by each individual, and not transferred to 
him by virtue of inheritance, or some status not wilfully ac
quired by that individual. The vow had a related function. 
The vow follows the style of the oath, except that it is unilat
eral swearing by one man to God, instead of a swearing be
tween two men with God as a witness. We have abundant 
evidence of the importance of oaths to political action, but 
somewhat less evidence for the vow. This is not surprising, 
since a vow, by its nature, is a more private affair. -

What evidence we have does show that the vow must have 
been an extremely common manner of stating an obligation, 
and was perhaps even more important than the formal oath. 
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Certainly the "private" vow, in which the pledge to act in a 
certain way does not importantly affect anyone except the 
taker of the vow, still forms a basic part of the spiritual life of 
very many people in the Near East. Such "private" vows 
cannot directly affect social and political life, and so are not 
directly relevant to this book. Nevertheless, we can gauge the 
seriousness with which· men regarded public vows, which 
had the added sanction of shame, by the seriousness with 
which they regarded vows to which God alone was the wit
ness, and for which a sense of guilt was the only sanction. 

There are many examples of this sort of "private" vow. 
One occurs in a story told by the ex-vizier al-Kha~ihi; and 
since al-Kha~ibi paints himself in such a bad light, the story 
may well be true. Ibn Muqlah, on becoming vizier in 322, 
exiled al-Kha~ibi and Sulaiman b. al-Ha~afi to Oman; on the 
way, when he almost drowned in a storm, al-Kha~ibi re
pented of his sins and vowed to God never to pay back those 
who had done him harm, with the exception of Ibn Muqlah. 
" 'Ifl am given power over [Ibn Muqlah, he said] I will repay 
him for this night and what has happened to me in it, and go 
to the utmost extremities in mistreating him.' Sulaim:in said, 
'in circumstances like these, when face to face with death, you 
talk in this manner?' 'I was not,' said al-Kh~ibi, 'going to de
ceive my Lord.'.~' God saved al-Kha~ibi, and-good to his 
vow-he seems not to have taken revenge on his enemies 
when he again received high office. But al-Kha~ibi had 
shrewdly saved himself the satisfaction of mistreating Ibn 
Muqlah, whom he cheerfully handed over to a torturer. 24 

The "public" vow was useful not only as a spiritual tool, 
but also as a political instrument; it was the most solemn way 
that one man could unilaterally assure another that he was in 
earnest. Like the oath, but probably even more commonly 
than the oath, it was strengthened by the offer to give up 
things vitally important to the swearer if he did not fulfill the 
vow. When in 328 Abu 'Abd Allah al-Baridi wanted the envoy 
to the amir al-umarii, Bajkam, to return to Baghdad, and to 
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assure Bajkam that he had no reason to be suspicious of the 
Baridis, who controlled al-B~rah, Abii 'Abd Allah said to the 
envoy: " 'Give me your hand.' I [the envoy] held it out and 
he put it on his ear and said: 'Take me to the slave traders and 
sell me [ifl let you down]; but just take care of this matter for 
me and don't ask how.' "The envoy knew that Abu 'Abd Al
lah's limitless ambitions made him a fountain of lies. All the 
same, he was impressed with the seriousness of Abu 'Abd Al
lah's vow to be sold as a slave (with a ring in his ear, the mark 
of servitude) if he were not in this instance sincere. The envoy 
kissed Abu 'Abd Allah's hand and agreed. 

Such vows were so serious that men often organized elabo
rate forms of symbolic action so that the maker of a vow 
could carry out the letter if not the spirit of his vow. fur 
example, when the Kurdish l:lasanwai.Qid ruler, Badr, as
signed to his son Hilal a district too insignificant for Hilal's 
dignity, Hilal vowed to conquer the more important neigh
boring district of Shahrazur, which was ruled by a close and 
obedient friend ofBadr. Badr wrote instructing Hilal to leave 
Shahrazur alone; but Hila.I replied, " 'I have sworn not to stop 
in this matter and not to turn back until I have entered his 
city.' So Badr said, 'go to his city with a few men and I will 
order him to open the gate and you will enter and be freed 
(tabarra'a) from your oath (yamln).' " Hilal, incidentally, re
fused to settle for this symbolic resolution ofhis vow; instead, 
in about 401, he conquered Shahrazur. 2s 

Vows and oaths are usually treated together in works of Is
lamic law; the amiin. or guarantee of safe conduct, is, how
ever, often treated in chapters on the ethics of war. The amiin 
is essentially akin to the vow, because it is a unilateral swear
ing before God to adhere to some future course of action. 
Consequently the amiin, the oath, and the vow very often 
overlapped in actual practice. When, in 392/1002, Abu 'Ali 
Isma'il, as discussed above, asked for an amiin from Baha' 
ad-Daulah, the king, after he had read it through, wrote on it, 
"I have swam (haleftu) to this oath (yamln) and undertake to 
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observe it with fidelity (waft')." RebelliQus military officials, 
disgraced officials, and even tributary kings often requested 
and received amiins; and they usually acted as if they could 
give full trust to these guarantees. Such guarantees were, of 
all formally sworn oaths and vows, the most tempting to 
break, since reasons of.state argued so strongly for disarming 
a rebel by any means, even by perjury. When al-Man~ur, the 
second 'Abbasid caliph, offered an amiin to the 'Alid 
Mubammad an-Nafs az-Zakiyah, who had started a militarily 
weak (if morally threatening) rebellion in the l:lijaz in 145, 
Mu}Jammad replied "which of [your] amiins are you offering 
us [the 'Alids], that of Ibn Hubairah, or your uncle 'Abd 
Allah b. 'Ali, or of Abu Muslim?" Each of these important 
men had received an amiin from al-Man~ur or from his 
brother, and each one had been betrayed; in the short run, the 
'Abbasids had prospered through their bad faith. 26 

Vows had a more basic political function than just indicat
ing the earnest seriousness of the swearer, or his intention to 
guarantee someone's safety; but to understand this function, 
we must describe the larger importance of nlyah, intention, in 
contemporary Islamic ethics. Oaths, amiins, and vows respect
ing future conduct toward others very often included a decla
ration of good nlyah or intention; and "intention"· was one of 
the bridges that joined oath-bound loyalties to other loyalties 
in Buyid society. There is a famous hadith that states, "works 
are really according to intention"; that is, that the value of a 
man's works will be reckoned by God only according to what 
a man intended, ano not according to what a man actually 
did. This concept of niyah forms a central axis around which 
all Islamic disdlssions of morality revolve, both in this period 
and in most other peri6ds. When Rukn ad-Daulah's vizier 
Abu 'l-Fac;il b. al-'Amid said that Rukn ad-Daulah had de
feated the Khttrasanian ghiizis in 355 because of "his good in
tention (husn niyatihi) and the prayers of his subjects (ra!iyah) 
on his behalf, and Almighty God's concern for men," the vi
zier was speaking both of the good "intention" made explicit 
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in certain of the king's vows, and of the intention implicit in 
his many cognate acts of solicitude for his subjects. This 
"good intention" was understood to cause God to support his 
rule. It was assumed that if the consequence of the king's 
good intention was both the support of God and the gratitude 
of his subjects, this good intention would so inspire his sub
jects that they would pray to God on the king's behalf.27 

Sovereignty and the Vow 

It could be said that in some respects both a ruler and his dy
nasty believed themselves to hold their position through a 
special compact, resembling a vow, which the ruler and the 
dynasty had contracted with God. This compact did not 
amount to a "social contract," of course, since the subject 
population were not parties to the compact. Subjects were, 
nevertheless, the beneficiaries of the compact; and it was 
therefore in the interest of the dynasty to encourage the popu
lation to believe that the compact was still in force, and was 
still acting to the advantage of its beneficiaries. A striking 
example of this kind of compact is offered by the story that 
Abii '1-Fac;ll b. al-'Amid himself told to explain the unex
pected success of Rukn ad-Daulah when heavily pressed by 
the Samanid army near Isfahan in 340. Rukn ad-Daulah, short 
of supplies and outnumbered, told his vizier, Ibn al-' Amid, 
that he wanted to flee. " 'A week ago,' Ibn al-'Amid replied, 
'you were respected by kings throughout the Islamic world; 
now you only rule a small encampment. There is no refuge' " 
he continued, " 'except in God Almighty. So purify your in
tention toward Him (ukhlu$S niyataka lahii), and make a reso
lution (i'qid 'azimataka) privately between yourself and Him, 
the sincerity and earnestness of which He may know; and de
termine henceforth to do good to the Muslim community and 
to all mankind. Make vows to Him ('iihiduhii), which you will 
perform and fulfill, to do good works (al-a'miil aNiili~ah), and 
to show kindness (i~siin) to all those over whom you may 
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come to rule; for all human expedients are exhausted.' He 
smiled [related Ibn al-'Amid}, and said to me, 'Abu '.l-Faql 
[Ibn al-'Amid}, I had resorted to those expedients before you 
spoke. I have already made my intention correct (#dq an

nlyah) and formed vows appropriate for such a case! " Later 
that night, Rukn ad-paulah summoned Ibn al-'Amid, and 
said that in a dream, " 'I seemed to be on my horse Firiiz and 
our enemy had fled; and you were riding at my side and re
minding me of God's favor (ni'mah) in this matter, and how a 
victory had come that we had not expected. We were talking 
of this and of similar things until my eye reached through the 
dust of the cavalcade to the ground and 1 saw the glint of a 
signet (khiitam) on the ground where it had fallen from it:> 
owner into the dirt. I said to my rikiibi, "ghuliim, bring me 
that signet.'' He bent and raised it to me, and it proved to be a 
khiitam of turquoise (firiizaj). I took it and put it on my index 
finger and considered myself blessed through it (tabarraktu 
bihi).' " Sincefiriiz meant "victory" andfirnzaj meant "vic
torious" in Persian, Rukn ad-Daulah took their appearance in 
his dream to be an omen. At dawn the next day the king and 
his followers found that the Samanid army, unable to endure 
hunger with ·the fortitude of the Dailamis, had given up and 
deserted their camp; and when they rode into their camp, 
Rukn ad-Daulah, according to Ibn al-'Amid's story, found a 
signet of turquoise (firiizaj). 28 

The night before this unexpected victory, the vizier may 
actually have said, "better to die on a throne than in a stable,'' 
or, "the Samanids are more desperate than we; tomorrow, 
when they have fled, let us represent the victory as God's 
work." It is even possible that the vizier said the words he 
quoted himself as saying. fur us, all that matters is that Ibn 
al-' Amid thought· it worth telling a story that represented 
God as saving the rule of Rukn ad-Daulah because the ruler 
had formed an "intention" that was "correct .. for a king, and 
because the king had made the appropriate vows. As we have 
seen, Ibn al-'Amid also told people that Rukn ad-Daulah had 
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defeated the Khurasanian ghazls because of his "goodness of 
intention, and the prayers of his subjects on his behalf, and 
Almighty God's concern for men." The vizier was clearly try
ing to establish for his employer an image consonant with the 
social style and the self-interest of his subjects-the image of a 
king confirmed in his rule by a compact with God. · 

Exactly because such vows and the support or sanction that 
God gave them were so well understood, we know of many 
rulers and dynasties who were represented as ruling in the 
shadow of the divine grace that such compacts granted to 
them. The caliph ar-Ra91 (ruled· 322/329/940-944) told his 
courtiers that when the soldiers of the previous caliph, al
Qahir, who meant him great harm, were searching the house 
in which he was hiding," 'I made a compact before God [that 
is, obligated myself before God ('ahadtu Allah)] that if he 
saved me from the hand of al-Qahir, I would refrain from 
many sinful things; and that I would, if invested with the 
caliphate, grant amnesty to those who went into hiding, re
lease the estates of those disgraced, and give pious endow
ments for the support of the Talibids [the clan of 'All]. I had 
hardly finished my vow (nadhr) when the people [searching 
for me] left. "29 He fulfilled his vows on acceding to the 
throne. In a larger sense, when Abii '!-'Abbas said in the in
augural speech of the 'Abbasid dynasty in 149, "you have th1:: 
guarantee of God (dhimmah Allah), of his Prophet, and of al
' Abbas that we will govern you in accord with what God has 
revealed . . . and will behave toward both high and low 
among you according to the example of the Messenger of 
God," he was stating the original compact under which his 
dynasty would claim to rule; for dhimmah Allah, like 'ahd Al
lah, is one of the basic forms of stating a pledge to God. 30 

It is important to realize how often public works were rep
resented as fulfillments of vows, and therefore served to con
firm that the basic contractual relation of the ruler and God 
was in force and was working, as God wished, to benefit the 
subjects of such a ruler. The great vizier 'All b. 'lsa was the 
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exemplar in the late 'Abbasid period of the tradition of ethical 
administration as scrupulous custodianship. When the Buyid 
Mu'izz ad-Daulah conquered Iraq, 'Al!, although an old man, 
came to pay his respects. He said to the young king, " 'one of 
the matters most worthy of receiving the attention of the emir 
and of priority in his regard is the repair of these breaches [in 
the irrigation canals of central Iraq], which are the root of the 
ruin and devastation of the Sawad.' Mu'izz ad-Daulah said, 'I 
take a vow to God (nadhartu li-llah) in the presence of those 
here that I will give nothing precedence over this matter, even 
if I must spend all I possess on it.' " 

His subjects knew that Mu'izz ad-Daulah was sincere in his 
vow, and his efforts to fulfill this vow evoked the kind of 
nonmilitary loyalty that helped the Buyid regime consolidate 
its rule. When Mu 'izz ad-Daulah reentered Baghdad after de
feating the rebellious Dailam1 general Riizbahan in 345/957, 
"the people gathered on the banks and invoked blessings 
(da'ii) on him, and curses on Riizbahan. For indeed the popu
lace ('ammah) were attached to the reign (muhibbln li-ayyam) of 
Mu'izz ad-Daulah because of what he had done to repair the 
breach of the Nahr Riittl and that of Badiiriya. For he had 
himself gone out to repair this breach and himself carried 
earth in the bosom of his cloak, to set an example to his whole 
army ... , . When he had repaired the breaches, Baghdad be
came prosperous, fine bread being sold at twenty rafls the dir
ham. Hence the 1populace were attached to his reign and loved 
him." No doubt, for such benefits they would have loved 
him without any vow. It is significant, howe\rer, to find that 
here, as in so many other places, at an important psychologi
cal moment in his regime, the ruler signals his intentions to
ward his subjects by publicly forming a covenant with God. 
'Al! b. 'lsa, as a "grand old man" of the previous regime, had 
taught the young king a political as well as a moral lesson.31 

The "dream of sovereignty" as a form of the compactual 
basis for rule is closely similar to the vow. Such dreams are a 
common theme in Near Eastern literature, but little attention 
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has been paid to the compact between the ruler and God that 
these dreams imply. It is not surprising that the dream is used 
to express a compact of sovereignty, since dreams were 
commonly taken as omens that predicted political events. For 
example, the Buyid king 'A<;lud ad-Daulah told his courtiers 
that his mother, whert she was pregnant with him, saw the 
revered 'Ali in a dream and asked 'Ali to pray to God for her. 
'Ali promised her a son, whose brilliant future he predicted, 
with suspiciously accurate detail; and 'Ali also predicted the 
future of his grandsons descended through 'A<;lud ad-Daulah. 
It cost the great king nothing to tell such a story, which may 
have had a kernel of truth; in fact, a similar story was appar
ently told by the first three Buyids about a dream of their 
father, Biiyah. Doubtless all these stories confir:med that the 
achievements of the Buyids were divinely ordained, and that 
they were men of destiny. 

The dream of sovereignty is found in its full form in the 
history of the Tahirids, the dynasty that ruled Khurasan from 
205/82Q to 259/872. In a dream, Tahir, the founder of the dy
nasty, had been promised worldly greatness if he protected 
the Prophet's descendants. Then, when Tahir's grandson 
killed the 'Alid Yal;iya b. 'Umar in 250, the Prophet 
Mul;iammad told the grandson in a dream that "you have vio
lated your oath (nakathtum)"; and, of course, this grandson 
was the last king of his line. The story may well have been 
fabricated by descendants of'Ali; but none of its traits seemed 
improbable to its audience. A story told on more certain au
thority concerns the dream that the future caliph al-Qadir had 
when he was a refugee in the Marsh. He claimed that he 
dreamed that 'Ali helped him cross a body of water, then told 
him that sovereignty would come to him, and instructed him 
to treat the 'Alids and their partisans well. Al-Qadir (ruled 
381/991-422/1030), according to his O\\'.'.n account, acceded to 
the caliphate almost immediately after this event. Other 
dynasties and rulers probably used such dreams to express the 

l ' 
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divine compact that had conferred rule upon them, or so they 
wished their subjects to believe. Unfortunately, we only 
rarely hear a full account of the conditions, if any, joined by 
God to the promises of sovereignty 'that are given in such 

dreams. 32 

All of these vows and vow-like promises share certain gen
eral characteristics. They are all, like oaths, compacts involv
ing two persons, God and a man. While God is merely the 
divine witness to an oath, He is one of the two principal par~ 
ties in the making and accepting of a vow. Since God has no 
need for the benefits that men can exchange by oaths, the 
principal object of vows is some form of conduct by the 
human party to the vow. The human party may form a vow 
that involves only himself. But vows often include a resolu
tion to act toward certain groups of people, or toward every 
one in the future, in a certain fashion: one may vow, for 
example, to treat one's subjects with justice and generosity, 
or the like. Oaths between two humans do at times contain 
such clauses concerning other parties, but the treatment of 
third parties is usually incidental to the main purpose of the 

oath. 
In the case of vows, the treatment of third parties is very 

often the main purpose of the vow, since God, the owner of 
the world and of the day of judgment, can hardly be said to 
need the promise of good treatment from men who contract 
a vow with Him. Vows, therefore, come closest to formal 
open-ended commitments to groups of people, even to 
people one has not yet met, and even to those unborn. In the· , 
absence of artificial or juridical persons like the corporation 
and the municipality to which, in contemporary law, 'One can / 
undertake certain obligations, the vow was as near as anyone 1 

came in the Buyid Near East to undertaking a personal and : 
formal commitment to a group. There is still a very great dis-J 
tance between the vow and our contemporary understandirig 
of such a personal and formal commitment. Almost no group 
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in the Buyid period could be committed de jure by the oaths or 
vows of its leaders, since capacity, the legal right tp contract, 
still remained individual; and the vow was a form of unilateral 
contract between God and a single man. Western societies 
are familiar not only with commitments by individuals to 
groups, but also by groups to an individual and by groups to 
each other. The vow cannot admit these other categories; 
and, in fact, in the Near Eastern context of the fourth/tenth 
and fifth/eleventh centuries, commitments of these varieties 
were virtually all informal. 

Gratitude for Bene.fit 

We have seen how some form of loyalty was inspired in the 
subject population when the ruler was believed to carry out 
good works in fulfillment of his vow. In consequence, his 
subjects invoked God's blessings on the ruler, and offered 
cooperation with the processes of government. Yet even 
when a king or caliph performed good works to the benefit of 
his subordinates outside of the context of a vow, these good 
works were understood to carry some kind of obligation. It is 
this obligation to which al-Muqtadir referred when he said in 
his letter to his rebellious troops, "I claim gratitude for bene
fits and favors; you enjoy benefits and gifts from me which I 
hope you will acknowledge and consider binding." The ties 
created by "benefit" were obviously not contracted in the 
ceremonious fashion in which men made oaths; these ties 
could, nevertheless, be formal and were often considered 
binding. 

Again, the moral relation that was created by benefit had 
been prefigured by the relation between man and God as 
Muslims understood it to be described in the Koran. In the 
Koran, benefits that God has granted to men, for which men 
are repeatedly urged to be "grateful," extend from the very 
substances oflife and the beauty of creation to the blessing of 
revelation and the Koran itself. Collectively, these benefits are 

'' 
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beyond counting (16:18), yet God holds men accountable for 
the acceptance or rejection of any specific benefit; speaking of 
the signs of the truth of revelation, the Koran says, "if any 
one, after God's benefit (ni'mah) has come to him, substitutes 
[something else], God is strict in punishment" (2 :211). 

The Koran repeat~dly emphasizes that the Believer is 
"thankful" (shakir) for these countless benefits; and that grati
tude is one of the basic spiritual qualities that accompanies 
true belief. Man should be like Abraham, who was "a 
model," "showing gratitude for His benefits (shakiran li
an 'umihi)" (16:121). The opposite of shukr an-ni'mah, "grati
tude for benefit," with its implications of the appreciation and 
recognition of God's lordship and generosity with a respon
sive heart, is kufr an-ni'mah, "ingratitude for benefit," with its 
implication of rejection, resistance, and denial. Hence, of 
course, the disbeliever is called in the Koran, and in the Is
lamic tradition in general, al-ka.fir, the "ingrate." Speaking of 
the ancient Israelites, the Koran says, "And remember, your 
Lord caused it to be proclaimed, 'If you are grateful, I will add 
-more [benefits]; but if you show ingratitude, my punishment 
is terrible indeed'" (14:7). 

It is not surprising, therefore, that when subjects received 
any sort of bounty from their ruler, he shouhl describe the 
loyalty. and obligation created as shukr an-ni'mah, "gratitude 
for benefit." For those immediately associated with the re
gime, the benefits were so obvious that the ruler regarded his 
ni'mah as tying them to a very self-evident obligation. Corre
spondingly, ambitious men asked for open benefit if they 
wished to be associated with the regime. The venomous and 
ill-tempered Abu I:Iaiyan at-Taul].idi, who spent much of his 
life ·wandering from court to court hoping to be benefited in 
the extravagant fashion that he felt he deserved, expressed this 
idea very succinctly when he said, "the exclusion of an aspir
ant by a leader (ra'ls) is like the ingratitude of a follower for a 
benefit (ni'mah). "34 

The obligations imposed by ni'mah were so openly ac-
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knowledged that we find rulers and subjects continually in
volved in a calculus of their mutual liability. 'Ac;lud ad-Daulah 
said that if troops were paid a day before their pay was ac
tually due, "the difference (al{aql) weighs on them in our 
favor." But if paid late, they would complain to the paymas
ter and "the gratitude arising from generosity (al-minnah) is 
lost," and the government, 'Ac;lud ad-Daulah concluded, 
thereby loses far more than it could profit from delay. A letter 
written to congratulate the l:famdanid Abu Taghlib for his 
victory over his brothers in 360/971 tells us that his expedition 
has returned "with the people's gratitude (shukr ar-ra'iyah) and 
their blessings . . . [since] God has realized the thoughts (?u

nun) of his friends and subjects ~ahl tii'atihi) concerning him, 
and has confirmed ... the suppositions of his servants, and of 
the slaves of his benefits ('abid ni'amihi)." 

If the loyalty of the general population is described in terms 
of the' collective ni'mah received by the population, the far 
more direct loyalty of servants of the government to the ruler 
is often described in terms of the specific benefits these ser
vants enjoy. In 315, at the end of the Abbasid period, when 
'Ali b. 'lsa was interrogating the ex-vizier al-Kha~ibi on his 
handling of the government's finances, 'Ali explained that he 
did not dispute the right of officials to become wealthy 
through legal salaries assigned to them. "How [he said], shall 
we challenge you in this respect when we, like all clerks (kut

tiib) of the Commander·of the Faithful, have our livelihood 
only through his bounty (ni'mah) and beneficence (i~siin), and 
possess estates we have earned in his service and the service of 
his ancestor?"35 

The obligation imposed by God's ni'mah found its nearest 
analogy in the ni'mah of the king to his subject; but the obliga
tions that existed between near equals and even the obliga
tions of superiors to inferiors are also often described in terms 
of ni'mah. The l:I amdanid Na~ir ad-Daulah had let his sons at
tack Baghdad in 346, while the Buyids were challenged by the 
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rebellion of one of their officers, Riizbahan. After his forces 
defeated both the attacking l:I amdanids and the rebel Ruzba
han, the Buyid king Mu 'izz ad-Daulah wrote Na~ir ad
Daulah to remind him that N~ir ad-Daulah should have con
trolled his sons, and that he owed his Buyid neighbor better 
treatment. After all, Mu'izz ad-Daulah had restored Na~ir 
ad-Daulah when Takin ash-Shirzadi had rebelled against the 
l:famdanids; and, said Mu'izz ad-Daulah, "I thought that you 
[Na~ir ad-Daulah] would recognize my claim for this benefit 
(haqq hii~hihi an-ni'mah), and that, as a result, your soul 
would move you to repay it (al-mujiiziit)." Instead, said 
Mu'izz ad-Daulah, he had been greeted. with "betray~!" 
(ghadr). Na~ir ad-Daulah in his answer acknowledged that 
Mu'izz ad-Daulah was right to reprove him, and said his sons 
had acted on their own initiative. 36 

In one remarkable conversation, we even hear the possible 
beneficiary of a political plot tell his chief supporter that the 
expected benefit would oblige him, the beneficiary, as deeply 
as would an oath sworn to the supporter. During the final ill
ness of the caliph al-Muktafi (d. 289/902), the vizier al-' Abbas 
considered possiDle candidates for the succession in the 
'Abbasid family. For this purpose he secretly interviewed 
Mul:iammad, the son of the former caliph al-Mu'tamid: 
" '[The vizier said to him,] what will I get if I hand this gov
ernment over to you?' Mul;iammad, son of al-Mu'tamid, said 
to him, 'You will get the reward, esteem, and favored posi
tion that you deserve.' Al-'Abbas said to him, 'I want you to 
swear to me that you will not abandon me in either of two 
situations: if you wish my services, I will advise you sincerely 
and exert every effort in obedience to your wishes and in col
lecting money for you, as I have done for others; and if you 
favor someone else, then treat me with honor and preserve 
me, not laying a hand on my person or w;ealth, nor on any 
one of my dependents.' Mul;iammad, son of al-Mu'tamid, 
who had a good mind and excellent principles, said, 'If you 
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do not hand this authority to me, I will·not have the means to 
reward you justly and appropriately; [otherwise] how could I 
[fail to do so] when you have been the cause and means [of 
my access] to such [authority]?' "Al-'Abbas again asked him 
to swear, and he said, " 'If I do not fulfill what you desire 
without an oath, I will not fulfill it with an oath.' The judge 
Mubammad [who was probably the only other person pres
ent] said to al-'Abbas, 'Be pleased with this much from 
him-it is better than an oath~' " The implication is that for a 
truly honorable man, acknowledgment of ni'mah is as sacred 
as the tie of an oath; by extension, of course, we see that the 
oath seemed a safer way to guarantee a specific course of con
duct in the future. Mubammad b. al-Mu'tamid, incidentally, 
never became caliph.37 

The reverse of this explicit identification of loyalty and 
gratitude was, of course, the association of ingratitude and 
disloyalty. As the Koranic analogy implied, ingratitude was 
morally reprehensible between man and man, as well as be
tween man and God. Men were sincerely troubled to think 
that they might be considered "ingrates." When the caliphal 
general Yaqut was in southern Iraq in the 320s, he hesitated to 
fight a hostile army because, he said, "it will be thought that I 
was ungrateful to my benefactor (kafartu ni'mata maulaya), and 
so people will curse me." Eventually this hesitation cost 
Yaqiit his life. Doubtless Yaqiit feared not only what his con
temporaries would think of him, but also the disgrace to his 
name after his death. When the severed head of Abu 'l-Haija' 
b. l:lamdan, the ancestor of the l:lamdanids, was paraded 
through Baghdad in 317 (after the collapse of the rebellion in 
favor of the caliph al-Qahir), it was accompanied by a crier 
who called out, "this is the recompense of one who rebels 
against his master and is ungrateful for his benefits." The 
opinion of one's contemporaries and post-mortem disgrace 
were not, However, the only sanctions against ingratitude; 
God, it was.said, would even seal the fate of a dynasty for its 
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ingratitude. When the last of the semi-independent Sillljiirid 
governors of Khurasan was defeated in 385/995, it was "the 
end of the importance of the house ofSimjiir,·as a retribution 
for their ingratitude to the kindness of their master (jaza'an 

li-kufran i~san maulahum). "3B 

Since one acknowledged ties by accepting ni'mah, a man 
could cast off ties, and in particular could cast off his al
legiance, by claiming that no ni'mah had been given by the 
other party. Men even extended this argument to their rela
tions with God; and in spite of the horrifying blasphemy of 
disclaiming God's bounty, at least two authors of the fourth/ 
tenth century ask why a man owes anything to God ifhe gets 
almost nothing in return. An author living in Bukhara in the 
early tenth century writes, "as a pauper I do not pray to God; 
to Him pray the powerful and wealthy .... Of course Nub 
[the Samanid ruler] prays, since the East bends before his 
power; but why should I pray? Where is my' power, my 
house, my horse, my bridle, my fine belt? ... Were I to pray 
when my right hand does not possess an inch of earth, I 
would be a hypocrite. Yes, if God creates prosperity for me, 
then I will not stop praying as long as lightning fl.ashes in the 
heavens; but the prayer of one in evil condition is a fraud. "39 

Ni'mah, then, like the oath, was a means to establish impor
tant new ties in society; and like the oath, it remained largely 
concerned with ties between individuals. A vizier, according 
to the Buyid official and historian Miskawaih, should beware 
lest the soldiers attribute what they receive to him "rather 
than to their master and the [real] author of their benefits 
(wall ni'amihim)," since the king wili resent their forming 
gratitude to anyone but himself. No abstract gratitude to the 
state is imaginable. Some forms ofni'mah, like public works, 
resembled the vow in that they were transactions between a 
single man and an abstractly defined category of men; out 
those men were presumed to be grateful individually, and "to 
invoke God's blessing" on the donor rather than to be grate-
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ful in any corporate fashion. They were in many ways like 
those who benefited from a vow. 

Nevertheless, ni'mah differed from the oath and the vow in 
that benefaction and gratitude were less definable commit
ments, and commitments that could be retracted; in contrast, 
an oath or vow was a clear commitment that could be re
tracted only in extraordinary circumstances. The commercial 
analogy fitted the continuing barter of ni'mah and gratitude, 
while it was appropriate only for the final and irrevocable 
"sale" that took place at the origin of a course of action de
pendent on an oath or vow. This commercial analogy was 
therefore frequently and self-consciously used; but it was an 
analogy appropriate to a commerce of long-standing patterns 
of trade, in which, for all the calculus of benefit, neither seller 
nor customer wanted a final ''.reckoning" of accounts be
tween them, since such a reckoning would sever the bonds of 
loyalty that the exchange had created. 

Al-l:Iasan b. 'All b. Zaid al-Munajjim, long employed as 
tax collector for Wasi~ under the Buyid Mu'izz ad-Daulah, 
used to be praised for establishing pious endowments in his 
district, for repairing the local irrigation system, and for giv
ing alms to the appropriate people. Privately, al-Muna.ijim 
said that he did these things for God; but, he added, ifhe had 
done them for appearances, that would be good to~, and why 
shouldn't the local population keep up appearances (riyii'an) 
by a matching hypocritical pretense that they believed in the 
high-minded motives of the benefactor? Nowadays, he com
plained, if a man is munificent Uawiid) they say he is "making 
commerce w,ith his munificence" (mutiijirnn bi-jiidihi) and 
consider him a miser. We can discount the claim in this anec
dote that men were so much more pious in a period before 
al-Muna.ijim's governorship; al-Muna.ijim wants the ex
change of gratitude and benefit to continue, since he believes 
men should continue to praise him to his face, .and he only 
hopes they will practice similar hypocrisy behind his back.40 
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Royal Generosity and Ties of Benefit 

To establish a loyalty based on such an open-ended barter in 
benefits and gratitude took time, especially when several 
benefactors were competing for the loyalty of the same bene
ficiaries. Contemporary observers clearly understood that the 
Buyids-and their competitors-were struggling to establish 
these ties with their troops, and that the consolidation of their 
power was a direct reflection of their success in doing so. The 
series of events by which the B,uyids came to control their fel
low countrymen, the Dailamis, show their gradual success in 
establishing these ties. When the Shi'i Dailamis invaded the 
Iranian plateau, they entered regions in which the majority of 
the population in some sense or other recognized the 'Abbasid 
claim, a claim in which ~ost of the Dailamis had never be
lieved. Even the traditional "kings" of the Dailamis, who had 
once exercised relatively weak and localized authority over 
them; had been cast aside. No traditional source of authority 
seemed capable of restraining them, and in the first instance, 
before they adopted the views of the other inhabitants of 
western Iran and Iraq, the obligation of ni'mah proved to be 
the most powerful means to persuade the Dailamis to adhere 
to any fixed loyalty. 

The rulers of the early fourth/tenth century who accepted 
Dailami mercenaries into their armies recognized the urgency 
of creating such ties even if they were, at first, a very fragile 
basis for loyalty. In order to frighten the caliph and extort 
money from him, Abu 'Abd Allah al-Baridi sent him a mes
sage when he occupied Baghdad in 329/941 that the Dailami 
soldiers of fortune in the army of the Baridis "do not recog
nize the bai'ah [to the 'Abbasids ], and no acts of generosity 
from you have laid tltem under any obligation (la minan laka fi 
riqiibihim)." The Dailamis at this period were not greatly re
strained by short-lived ties of ni'mah; they were ready to bolt 
from one leader to another in search of enormous and im-
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mediate grants of money. Al-Baridi was not the only political 
leader who feared them; the Dailami leaders themselves faced 
this problem. When Mardawij, for example, revolted against 
the freebooting Dailami general Astar b. Shirawaih, the latter 
decided to give up the struggle, in spite of his considerable 
prestige among the Dailamis, because he found he had too lit
tle money to lure back his troops. 

The only resource open to these condottieri was an unstint
ing generosity and a frank avowal that self-interest argued for 
cooperation in plundering these new conquests, so that all
leaders and simple soldiers-might have a larger share. The 
independent Turkish general Tiiziin, after he defeated the 
J::lamdanid Saif ad-Daulah in 332/943, distributed some of the 
stores captured in the battle, then gathered his men and said, 
"I am one of you, and it is your interest that I want·." In this 
manner some leaders could buy time and nurture the sense of 
obligation that such benefaction might create; then, gradu
ally, other arguments could be advanced to give leadership a 
dimension of royalty. 

As we have seen, in western Iran and in Iraq, the Buyids 
eventually outstripped all other leaders in this effort; but the 
Ziyarids had already begun to succeed in this respect when 
the Buyids started their career, and their dynasty outlasted the 
Buyids. As the fortunes of the Ziyarid Mardawtj improved, 
Dailamis came to him from all sides because of his "generos
ity" to his army. The young sons of the fisherman Biiyah, 
who were then officers in the service of Makan, felt the attrac
tion of Mardawij's success. When Makan was defeated, 'Ali 
b. Biiyah and his brother al-J::lasan asked his permission to 
join Mardawtj, adding with winning candor, "if you become 
powerful again, we will return to you." Permission was 
granted, and the Ziyarid immediately assigned the small town 
and district of al-Karaj in western Iran to 'Ali. 

From this point on, all sources emphasize the role of 
generosity in 'All's success. "The cause of the rise of 'Ali b. 
Biiyah," says Miskawaih, "and of his attaining what he did, 
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was the great generosity (samii~ah) in his temperament, and 
his patience (sa'ah a$-$adr)." For over a decade, 'Ali gave away 
everything he got; he understood the soldiers' game of the 
mid-tenth century as few other leaders did, and ended as its 
most successful player. After he defeated the caliphal army 
under Yaqiit in 322, 'Ali was "generous" to the prisoners, and 
gave them the choice of staying with him or joining Yaqiit; 
naturally, most of them chose to stay. For the first generation 
of Buyid leaders there was no other policy; as Miskawaih 
points out, al-J::lasan b. Biiyah (Rukn ad-Daulah) "was the 
leader of the [Dailamis] only by virtue of his great generosity 
(samii~ah) and his indulgence (musiima~ah) in matters that [a 
genuine] ruler does not tolerate from those he rules." Yet, in 
the long run, these first Buyids also knew when to circum
scribe their liberality, so that their generosity did not become 
an automatic and therefore worthless trait. 41 

The Buyids were also fortunate in their opponents. 'Ab
basid pretenders had always offered the central 'Abbasid army 
generous rewards for support against the ruling member of 
the 'Abbasid family, and the army of Baghdad had con
sequently become the most cynical and frankly mercenary 
army of the early fourth century. When Mu'nis was advanc,
ing on Baghdad in 320, the caliph's chief commander told his 
master that "the soldiers only fight for money; if it is pro
duced, fighting will be unnecessary, for most of Mu'nis' men 
will desert." The caliph, however, was bankrupt, ,and was 
duly overthrown and replaced by a caliph chosen by Mu'nis. 
At least an 'Abbasid, if not obeyed, would be replaced by 
another powerless 'Abbasid; but many other opponents of the 
Buyids were not as fortunate as the 'Abbasids, and lacked the 
awe ofking~hip created by a rule of even two generations. For 
example, when the first Baridi ruler was killed in 332, he was 
succeeded by his brother and murderer Abu al-J::lusain. But 
Abii al-J::I usain did not give lavishly to the troops in a spirit of 
camaraderie, as his brother had done; instead, he treated the 
Turks.and Dailamis with haughty contempt. From this point 
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on, the unexpected good fortune of this family of former 
clerks disappeared, and they were progressively deserted by 
their troops until their power disappeared about ten years 
later. 42 

Patronage 

Gradually, the Buyids were able to transform their control of 
their army so that it was no longer based purely on transient 
moods of gratitude from .the soldiers who received their 
largesse. The Buyids were able to establish a more permanent 
loyalty partly because soldiers became enmeshed in the cal
culus of ni'mah, partly because the Dailamis came to believe 
that their own good fortune was tied to the success of the 
Buyids, and partly because the Buyids ruled long enough to 
foster a generation of soldiers who regarded themselves as the 
special proteges of the Buyids, for whom these kings were 
almost foster parents. The foster-parent relation was one of 
the most important ways in which new ties were established. 
This relation is described in the various forms of the word 
$ana'a, which in its simplest sense means "to make," but also 
means "tb do a kindness," "to tend well," and "to nourish, 
rear." 

Moses, the classic foundling of fortune, is told by God in 
the Koran that when his mother put him in the Nile, "I cast 
[the garment of] loveableness from me over you, and did so 
that you might be reared (tu$na'a) in my sight" (20:39/40). 

~ Moses therefore grew up with the education and experience 
that God had desired for him, at which point God said to 
him, "Wa-$/ana'tu-ka li-nafsl" (20:41/43), which Muslim com
mentators understood to mean, "I have chosen you for my
self [to establish my proof and to serve as my spokesman]," 
or, "I have reared you for myself [for a special task]." 

The form of the verb used in the last quotation, i$fana'a (in
finitive i$finii'), appears frequently in the texts of the fourth 
and fifth centuries in the sense "to foster someone's career." 

' , . 
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1$/inii' is a surprisingly formal and serious relationship; a man 
expected frotll his protege (mu$tana' or $anl' or sani'ah) not an 
easy gratitude and affection, but a lifelong commitment of 
sizable dimensions. To say "he is my $ani' ah" meant "he is the 
person I have reared, educated, and trained well," and the ob
ligation to such a patron .was like the obligation to a parent, 
except that it was neither inherited nor transferable by legacy. 
It was, moreover, an obligation that could be made between 
men more nearly equal in age than father and son. It was an 
ideal way for political men to make formal ties out of the 
ni'mah that they bestowed on a few chosen subordinates.43 

The most dangerous and unstable element in the state was 
the army; and the Buyids turned to i$finii' to control and make 
stable the loyalties that they could command at first only by 
lavish and necessarily short-lived displays of generosity. The 
Buyids were not the first Islamic regime to make extensive 
use of i$/inii'. The 'Abbasids had rebuilt their army by com
bining slavery and i$finii' in a powerful new institution. This 
institution survived and became a central feature of most 
Near Eastern empires right up to the nineteenth century; since 
it is one of the best documented forms of in$/inii', it offers a 
convenient point to begin a discussion of loyalty acquired 
through patronage. 

The 'Abbasids had originally built their empire with an 
army from the large northeastern Iranian province of Khura
san. But the disgrace of the Khurasanian officials of the Bar
makid family, and the antagonism of the civil war against 
al-Amin and al-Ma'mun, destroyed the trust between Bagh
dad and Khurasan that had given the Khurasanians a reason to 
be actively loyal. Speaking on behalf of eastern Iranians, one 
poet who supported the Saffi.rid rebellion against the 'Ab
basids wrote, "our fathers gave you your sovereignty, but 
you showed no gratitude for our benefaction." When this 
poem was written, very few of their subjects seem to have felt 
that they had reason to stand up and fight for the 'Abbasids; 
the hopes raised by the 'Abbasid revolution had long since 
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disappeared, and it was clear that no category of the 'Ab
basids' subjects or province of their empire felt they owed 
military support for the doubtful benefits that they could be
stow. The 'Abbas ids reached beyond the borders of their 
state, and by purchase or gift acquired Turkish slave boys, 
ghilmiin (singular ghuliim), who were brought up as if they 
were foster children of the caliph. 44 

The Turkish "slave" soldier and his patron were bound to
gether by the tie of walii' or clientshit>. as well as i$tinii', 
though patrons in the fourth and fifth centuries seem to have 
very frequently reminded these soldiers of their obligations in 
terfns of i$finii', and very seldom in terms of walii'. The mili
tary ghuliim owed his training, his equipment, and above all 
his privileged place in society to the care and interest of his 
patron, who usually acted as the foster parent of the ghuliim 
from adolescence. This training included continual efforts to 
inculcate obedience and gratitude to his patron. The gratitude 
of the ghuliim for these benefits was strengthened by the gen
eral ethic of ni'mah and of filial duty. Even the teachings of 
Islamic law on the duty of the freed man to his former master 
supported this relationship, and scrupulous men did not set 
these teachings aside with indifference. When Yaqiit, the 
greatghuliim commander referred to above, found that a lesser 
man had gained control of the caliph ar-Ra<;li in 324, and had, 
in the caliph's name, arrested Yaqiit's sons, this commander 
sought the opinions of the jurists (fuqahii'), who told him that 
they did not regard it as lawful for him to rebel against his 
master. Yaqiit, for this and other reasons, remained in 
Hamletic indecision in southern Iraq until he was destroyed. 

The legal ties, however, were less important than the en
during ties of affection that often developed between a master 
and hisghuliim, especially when theghuliim became an impor
tant military figure whom the law could not easily call to ac
count. In 329, Bajkam, the Turkish amlr al-umarii', heard that 
the patron who had raised and trained him, the fierce condot
tiere Makan b. Kaki, had died. Bajkam had risen far higher in 
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the world than Makan, whom he had left years ago; nonethe
less, he was deeply affected by news of Makan's death, and sat 
to receive condolences. "He was my master (mauliiya)," said 
Bajkam, "I have never seen a cavalier (faris) like him." 

When, as we have related above, in the reign of ar-Ra<;li the 
prominent general Yaqiit was squandering his resources in 
southern Iraq because of hi~ reluctance to rebel against the 
caliph, who was then controlled by an amir al-umarii' who had 
arrested Yaqiit's sons, one of Yaqiit's lieutenants decided to 
take the initiative. The lieutenant took three thousand of 
Yaqiit's troops and marched against the Baridis in al-Ahwaz 
so that Yaqiit might at least have a province to rule, after 
which he cauld either compromise with the amlr al-umarii' or 
go to Baghdad and himself become amlr al-umarii'. A mes
senger from Yaqiit overtook the lieutenant and foolishly dis
suaded him from continuing his march. In his conversation 
with the messenger, the lieutenant graphically described his 
debt to Yaqiit. "I will not rebel against my master [Yaqiit]," 
he said, "for he bought me, raised me, and showed me favor 
(i$fana'a-nl). "45 

According to the Islamic lawbooks, a patronage of clients 
was inheritable or transferable; but the more important per
sonal tie of the ghuliim to his foster parent was, by its nature, 
impossible to pass on. The ghuliim sometimes extended his 
feelings of loyalty to his patron's children, whom he might 
have known since childhood; further extension of the tie be
tween ghuliim and patron was usually a formal working ar
rangement in which personal loyalty could only be created by 
a whole set of new acts of generosity to the ghuliim: in effect, 
by a concerted effort of i~finii' or patronage. After the defeat 
and death of the Buyid ruler of Iraq, 'Izz ad-Daulah, his fam
ily took refuge with Alftakin in Damascus; for even.though 
Alftakin had led an unsuccessful rebellion against 'Izz ad
Daulah, he had originally been the client (maulii) of Mu'izz 
ad-Daulah, the father of 'Izz ad-Daulah. Alftakin, hearing 
that the family of his patron was coming, "lived up to his 
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duty by them" (qaqa ~uqiiqahum). Together, they fought 
against al-'Aziz, who had determined to bring southern Syria 
permanently under Fa timid control. Al-' Aziz won, but was 
so impressed with his captured opponent that he purchased 
(presumably, from the family of 'Izz ad-Daulah) the right to 
be Alftakin's patron (ishtara wala'ahii), and Alftakin became 
"like a slave" to al-'Aziz. Here, the transferrence of loyalty 
was accomplished by the marked favor of al-'Aziz, which 
soon made Alftakin a major figure in the Fatimid state. 46 

In most cases, people expected the ghulatn to have his 
strongest loyalty to his original patron. Since this patron 
might be the subject or even the ghulam of a king, the state 
was supported by a many-tiered loyalty that needed frequent 
adjustment. The landlords of Fars hadghulams (as very likely 
did large landholders elsewhere); and 'Ali b. Buyah had to 
fight some of them when he first entered Shiraz in 320/932. 
An argument appointing the tax-farmer l:Iamid b. al-' Abbas 
as vizier. in 306 was that he possessed four hundred personal 
ghulams, each of whom possessed his ownghulams. I:Iamid's 
subsequent arrival in Baghdad, accompanied by the trumpet 
blasts of his personal army, caused a great sensation. Most 
often, however, we hear of the ghulams who belonged to im
portant ghulam commanders in government service. Mu'nis, 
when he quarreled with the caliph al-Qahir in 320, left Bagh
dad accompanied by about two thousand ghulams, including 
many blacks. This practice continued throughout the Buyid 
period; for example, in 363 the leading Turkish commander 
of the Buyid 'Izz ad-Daulah had four hundred "mamliik 

ghulams. " 47 

Such regiments, founded on the patronage of a leading 
commander, lasted a generation or two after their founder's 
death. It is common in the later 'Abbasid and Buyid periods 
to read of a group of soldiers named after their original but 
deceased patron, as, for example, we read of the Mu'nisiyah 
in 323/935, several years after the death of Mu'nis. If aghulam 
died before his patron, the patron inherited his wealth and fol,. 
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lowers; in 332/944, ,for example, the Turkish amir al-umara' 
Tiiziin inherited from his ghulam commander Yanal not only a 
considerable fortune, but also the ghulams who belonged to 
Yanal. In.most cases, however, the patron was older and died 
first; and the subsequent transfer of the allegiance of the 
ghulams was a sensitive matter. When· Ya'nis al-Muwaffaqi 
(originally aghulam of th~ 'Abbasid al-Muwaffaq, as his name 
indicates), an excellent officer of the palace guard, died in 311, 
the caliph's chamberlain advised the caliph to have the heir 
apparent gather all of the soldiers, servants, and retinue of 
Ya'nis·and say to them: "I now have Ya'nis's position with 
you and over you. Increasing magnanimity will be shown to 
you, and careful examination will be given to your circum
stances." Instead, however, the caliph allowed himself to be 
persuaded by the vizier, lbn al-Fiirat, to plunder the dead 
man·~ estate. By failing to create an honorable transfer of the 
loyalties of the ghulams from their former commander to a 
new commander, the caliph drove one more nail into the 
coffm of 'Abbasid rule. In general, ghulam regiments, insofar 
as tliey preserved a separate identity without a formal trans
fer, eventually regrouped around one of their outstanding 
officers of the next generation, and were soon called after 
their new patron-commander. 48 

Theghulam was in general supposed to conduct his dealings 
with the ruler through his patron; to do otherwise would be 
to reject the primacy of his tie to that patron. Mu'nis, for 
example, had bought the clientship of a talented Turkish sol
dier, Shafi', after that soldier had been freed by the caliph 
al-Mu'ta<jid. A decade or so later Mu'nis attached Shafi' to the 
service of the caliph al-Muqtadir, and Mu'nis soon grew furi
ous with his "client" when Shafi' failed to support the policy 
of Mu'nis inside the government. The final straw, however, 
came in the reign of al-Qahir, successor to al-Muqtadir. 
Under this caliph, Shafi' was in disfavor, but did not ask his 
legal patron, Mu'nis, to intervene with the new caliph for a 
guarantee of safety (aman); instead, Shafi' turned to al-
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Kalwadhani, the deputy vizier. Al-Mu'nis, in a rage, had 
Shafi' (who was by now a prominent general) brought and 
sold at auction in his presence; as a patron, Mu'nis had every 
right to do so. Al-Kalwadhani bought Shafi' on behalf of the 
caliph for 70.000 dinars, and freed him. Eventually, Shafi' and 
Mu'nis were reconciled.49 

Essential to the survival of each ruler was the corps of 
ghulams whose training he had himself fostered, and who 
shared the strong affection that ghulams usually felt only for 
patrons who had sustained their careers in this manner. These 
were the "king's men" in a very special way, and no one else 
was supposed to tamper with their affection for the king or 
call them to account; and outside parties seldom did so unless 
they intended conspiracy or open revolution. For example, 
when Abu 'Ali b. Isma'il's ghulams were playing polo in 
Shiraz with the ghuiams of the Buyid king, Baha' ad-Daulah, 
one of the brawls considered common to the game arose be
tween the two sides. The vizier, Abu 'Ali, withdrew to his 
palace, refused to receive anyone from the other side, and sent 
a message suggesting that certainghulams on the other side be 
handed over to him. The king was angry at being addressed 
on the subject of his ghulams, and even angrier at the sugges
tion that they be handed over. No one could call the king's 
men to account until he had shown the king that it was to the 
advantage of the regime. Abu 'Ali's mistake was considered 
one of the important reasons for his downfall. so 

Ghulams, as we have seen, could serve at many levels of 
government, and might be obliged by the death of their pa
tron or by circumstances to have mixed loyalties. The at
tachment of ghulams who had been acquired as children or 
young adolescents to their first master was, however, usually 
an emotional and direct loyalty that a generous master could 
count on. This is why they could become, in this special 
sense, "the king's men." On several occasions the deeply felt 
loyalties of the ghulams were all that saved a Buyid ruler from 
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defeat and death. The Dailami general Ruzbahan led most of 
the army of Iraq into rebellion against Mu'izz ad-Daulah in 
345/957; and in the final battle, when the Buyid king seemed 
near defeat, he addressed the ghulams of his palace, those 
whom he had himself acquired and whose careers he had fos
tered: "My children, I have raised you as though you were 
my sons-now show me your worth." In fact, theit final des
perate charge carried all before it and crushed the rebellion. 
Similarly, in 419, when the Buyid Jalal ad-Daulah was be
seiged in his palace by the older ghulams and was on the verge 
ofleaving Baghdad, "the youngghulams" (as,aghir al-ghilman), 
who must have been theghulams whom he had raised himself, 
rallied to his cause and made it possible for him to stay. 

So strong'was the tie of foster parenthood and patronage 
that even ghulams in open rebellion were loath to press home 
an advantage over their former master. In 363, 'Izz ad-Daulah 
was in southern Iraq nearly:defenseless in the face of the rebel
lion of his army under Sabuktakin. Every time a Turkish sol
dier of the rebellious army would approach him in the thicket 
where he and•a few followers were. making a last stand, 'Izz 
ad-Daulah would remind the soldier of the "benefit" (ni'mah) 
he had received, and of God who, presumably, frowned on 
su~h ingratitude, and that the soldier was" the "protege" 
($anl'ah) of himself and of his father; affected by his speech, 
the soldier would leave him. 51 

I$fina', or continued patronage, covered a wide variety of 
relations; and the relation of the freed ghulam to his master 
was only one form of i$fina'. Ibn Khaldun, the, great Arab so
cial thinker of the fourteenth century, describes the similarity 
of all i$fina' in hi~qaddimah;l'When people of group feeling 
('asabiyah) take as follow::ers (i$fan'a) people of another de-. 
scent; or when they take slaves and clients (mawall) into ser
vitude and enter into close contact with them, as we have 
said, the clients and followers (mu$fana'iin) share in the group 
feeling of their masters. and take it on as if it were their own 
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group feeling." Sustained patronage was, therefore, an im
portant means of creating new ties on all levels of life; and, 
undoubtedly, if we had more information on the lowest levels 
oflife, we would see it at work in the relations oflandlords to 
peasants and of grocers to sweepers. 

Its importance to the cohesion and structure. of the bureau
cracy is, however, very well attested in our sources. The 
Christian clerk 'Isa b. al-I:lasan b. Abruna, who was private 
secretary to the Buyid vizier al-Muhallab'i, was beaten after 
the vizier's death when he refused to reveal his patron's hid
den wealth. His torturers then threatened him with death, and 
he said, "God be praised. Shall I be Ibn Abruna, the doctor 
and phlebotomist plying his trade on the street for a [measly 
fee] of one and a half diiniqs, whom the vizier Abu Mul}.am
mad took and patronized (i$fana'ni), and made his private sec
retary, and :who has become knoWn as one in his service-and 
[yet] inform people of a treasure lie has stored up for his son? 
By God, I would indeed hot do so even if I were to perish." 
Ibn Fasanjas and•al-'Abbas b. al-I:Iasan ash-Sh'iraz'i, the offi
cials who had succeeded al-Muhallabi, thought so well of him 
for his loyalty to a deceased patro'n, that they treed him; and 
lbn Abruna advanced in their service. 52 

Most professional government clerks, especially those who 
mastered the official styles of handwriting and composition, 
started as apprentice clerks at a comparatively young age, and 
were paid their salaries by the head of the department or sec
tion, who was apparently free to choose whichever young 
men he wanted as copyists and trainees. These heads of de
partment or section were, therefore, in. later life acknowl
edged by these trainees to be their original patrons, and this 
tie and the obligations it carried are frequently mentioned. Ibn 
al-Furat, for example, rose to be the ~ost powerful vizier of 
the late 'Abbasid period, the model of the civilian minister 
who totally dominated the government. Yet he never forgot 
that Ibn Bistam had been his "chief" (ra'ls) at some early state 
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in his career, and Ibn al-Furat always acted t\.)ward him with 
great deference; for, he said, "one's obligation to his superior 
is not forgotten, and one's debt to him is not discharged." 
The histories sometimes note the calculated rudeness neces
sary to overlook such ties of patronage among bureaucrats. 
When in 333·the vizier tbn Sh'irzad began to fine prominent 
men arbitrarily in a desperate attempt to keep the government 
solvent, he included on the list of victims 'Ali b. 'Isa, who 
"had fostered" (i$fana'a) Ibn Sh'irzad's career. 'Ali b. 'Isa came 
to visit him; Ibn Sh'irzad, covered with embarrassment, re
fused to see him. SJ 

A corollary of the important role of i$/inii' among the clerks 
was that a man who failed to "foster" proteges thereby failed 
to create the supporters (or even factions) necessary to 
monitor and manipulate the bureaucracy effectively when he 
achieved a positibn of authority. A man who did not give sus
tained patronage had, in fact, less chance of ending his career 
of governmental service alive. In 233/847, one of the former 
attendants of the ex-vizier Ibn az-Zayyat said to his former 
master, as he was being tortured to death, "it was with a view 
to this or something like it that we used to urge you to act 
with kindness, to lay people under obligation by showing 
generosity (imtiniin), and by doing favors ($anii'i') while pow
erful so that you might reap the benefit when in need."54 

In the Buyid period, sustained patronage or i$finii',in the full 
sense seems to have been extended only by clerks to clerks 
and by soldiers to soldiers. The caliph was both a civilian and 
a soldier, and· could claim that his civilian proteges were his 
"men," as were hisghuliims; but even in the 'Abbasid period, 
this claim is seldom heard. In the post-'Abbasid period, when 
the king was clearly a soldier, insofar as i$finii' could cross the 
lines between the civil and military branches of the govern
ment, clerks do not seem to have become the proteges of rul
ers. In fact, had the ruler fo~tered the career of protege clerks 
in the same ·way as the head of a department fostered the 
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career of his apprentice clerk, he would have felt embarrassed 
to disgrace his ministers-an embarrassment no effective ruler 
would want. The clerks owed their resilience and survival to 
this distinction. The clerks could· not throw their influence 
around as easily as the officers and generals who were so 
closely identified with their patron, the king. Yet the clerks, 
by not becoming "the king's men," were better able than the 
soldiers both to survive changes of dynasty and to enter the 
service of new masters. 

Thete are some cases of i$finJ'. ·patronage between adult 
men who were roughly equal' in station or influence. Ibn 
Abi 's-Saj, for example, fostered the Kurdish leader Daisam, 
who afterwards became ruler 0£ Azerbaijan. The most elab
orate example of a formal cultivation of i$finJ' between grown 
men appears in the relations of the Turkish am'ir al-umarii' Baj
kam and the caliph ar-Rat;li. The caliph disliked Ibn Ra'iq, his 
first mayor of the palace, and secretly encouraged Bajkam to 
come to Baghdad and replace him as amlr al-umarii'. The 
caliph sent Bajkam his testament (wa$'iyah) that he would be 
constantly faithful to Bajkam if Bajkam took over his affairs, 
while telling Bajkam that "it is incumbent on you to be faith
ful to the one who has fostered you (i$fana'aka) and been kind 
to you." Bajkam agreed to come, and accepted his role as the 
(pseudo) protege of the caliph, even though the caliph was 
now powerless, and could give Bajkam nothing except hon
ors. The caliph was grateful; he told his intimates that 
whereas Ibn Ra'iq would say, "I created you ($ana'tuka)," or 
" 'I put you on the throne,' ... on the contrary [in Bajkam's 
case] we took the step of making him a protege (i$finii'). If one 
of his subordinates acted wrongfully, we [said the caliph] 
found that [Bajkam] would be content with execution and the 
most severe punishments [for the wrongdoer]. . . . So I am 
pleased with him .... [Still, the caliph concluded,] it would 
be better if I had all the power, as those before me used to 
have; but destiny has ndt granted' this to me." In a sense, these 
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counterfeit forms of i$finii' pay tribute to the basic form of i$

tinJ' that exists between superior and inferior. In many situa
tions, when men wanted to portray their sustained affection 
for one another as something more than the result of an oath, 
they imitated a style of patronage whose effectiveness was to 
be seen all around them in society. ss 

The benefits of i$finii' (or a protege encouraged wide-scale 
imitation of the vocabulary of i$finii' by men who hoped by 
th~s means to curry favor with others. The vocabulary was 
initiated not only by men like Bajkam and the caliph, who 
wanted to give an honorable and recognizable name to their 
mutual respect, but also by men 'who had very casual and 
temporary ties. Bajkam himself, before he took Baghdad and 
found a patron w~rthy of his continued display of feigned 
humility, had tried to deceive a high secretary of Ibn Ra'iq 
and to win his confidence by saying, "I am your $an'i'ah and 
the $ani'ah of [Ibn Ra'iq] and the seedling [planted] by the 
two of you." 

1$/inii' even became a common word for favor, including 
the favor shown by a king to a courtier. After 'A dud ad
Daulah arrested the rich and powerful Mu}:tammad b. 'Umar 
al-'Alawi in 369', he "showed favor" (i$fana'a) to his brother, 
who was doubtless supposed to give the king advice and sup
ROrt in the same way as Mu}:tammad had done. In 322, when 
the head of the Baghdad police found it impossible to contr~l 
the famous robber chieftain Ibn J:Iamdi, the police tried to 
come to some agreement with him by showing him favor 
(i$[inii'); fostering a criminal's career was a long way from the 
tie of master and apprentice clerk. 

The most degenerate word of this family was mu$iina'ah, a 
relative of the words i$[inii' and$aniah. It meant, in its simplest 
sense, "acting with favor toward a particular person," but 
was also a common word for bribe. These uses do not imply 
that the tie of the semiformal i$finii' was weak or weakening; 
by their flattery, they show its importance. 5 6 
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The Loyalty of Men Who Rose Together 

Akin to the sustained patronage of i$finii', and derived in like 
manner from the ethic of ni'mah, was the loyalty to those who 
shared one's ri~e., Like i$finii', this loyalty was often (though 
not exclusively) a tie between superior and inferior; and like 
i$finii', it was an acquired tie that was often explained as ap
proximating the inborn ties of common ancestry. Like i$/inii', 
however, it was strongly influenced by the belief in daulah, 
the "tum of good fortune" that was given by God to an indi-
vidual, to a family, and even to a people. ' 

This loyalty to those who shared one's rise is nowhere seen 
mor~ vividly than in the ties between the rough soldiers who 
founded new states and their secretaries. 'Ali b. Biiyah 'Imad 
ad-Daulah felt that he received the blessing of fortune (tabar
raka) through his first secretary, Abii Sa'd Isra'u, and g_reatly 
favored him even after he founded a kingdom and had taken 
more technically competent men into royal service. When 
one of these more competent secretaries persistently attacked 
Abii Sa'd, the king said to him, "You so-and-so, this man 
was my companion WQen I was of humble station. Now I 
have achieved. the position you see, and I cannot tell whether 
it is my good fortune (daulati) or his that has brought me here. 
His position cannot be shaken; so beware of applying t!J me 
again on this matter." Similarly, when a high official urged 
Ibn Ra'iq to dismiss his chief secretary in 325, he replied, "I 
have; no intention of dismissing al-l:Iusain b. 'Ali [an
Naubakhti], whose advice to me has been sincere, and 
through whom I have the blessing of good fortune (talJarrukl 
bihl)." When an-Naubakhti was ill and Ibn Ra'iq was tricked 
into believing that he would die, the emir appointed anqther 
official in his place. Then, realizing he had been deceived, Ibn 
Ra'iq considered reappointing an-Naubakhti because of "his 
blessing for my turn of good fortune" (barakatuhii 'alii 
daulatl). 57 

The ties of men who shared their rise probably existed on 
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many levels of life; and doubtless these ties reinforced the ties 
of men who, for example, left their village and went to Shiraz 
or Rayy, where at first their only friends were men from the 
same village. Ties of shared rise may have even helped to 
cement together the factions of clerks (or even the mixed 
civilian-military factions) in government that had been as
sembled in the first place for very different reasons. Once 
such a faction achieved a turn of good fortune, it had a meta
physical as well as strategic reason to hope that, if its com
position remained stable, it might achieve good fortune 
again. But even·shared experience of growing up, of having 
"seen life through together," which creates bonds in any cul
ture, was said to create an explicit tie between two men. 
When a secretary under the Buyid vizier al-Muhallabi sud
denly and tragically died, the vizier said he would attach the 
orphan son of the dead secretary to his own son of the same 
age; that way, he explained, "they wili learn together and 
grow together, and [the orphaned child] will have a claim 
(~aqq) on him. "58 

The Character of Acquired Loyalties 

All the ties described in this chapter were openly discussed 
and frequently invoked when men hoped to make effective 
demands on others.· All of these ties were openly engaged, 
often with a ceremonial or semiformal undertaking between 
the two parties who claimed to accept these ties. Only the tie 
o(:~fientship, which in this period meant the tie of the freed 
slave to his former master, could in turn be passed on legally 
to one's children. There are a few instances in which a former 
slave, or a protege (mu$fana'), actually felt some obligation to 
the children of his patron. For example, the vizier Ibn al-Furat 
agreed that al-Muqtadir would be an acceptable choice as the 
successor of the caliph al-Muktafi, because al-Muqtadir was 
the son of an earlier caliph, al-Mu'taQid, and "most of those 
we see around are proteges ($anii'i') of al-Mu'ta<;lid." But it is 
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doubtful that this sense of obligation would have been felt for 
the grandchildren of any patron. In most cases acquired ties 
died with the men who acquired them. 59 

All these ties are alike in that they are individual ties (again, 
with·the possible exception of the freed slave who had some 
sort of attachment to the family of his former master). Men 
fostered the career of chosen individuals, not of predeter
mined groups. Behind all these acquired ties we see the indi
vidualistic presupposition that a man can accept or offer an 
obligation only on his own behalf, and not on behalf of a 
group. 'Spokesmen existed, of course; ~ut, as we shall see in 
the next chapter, they were obliged to get the personal 
agreement of those for whom they spoke. As the Koran re
peatedly says, "no man bears the burden of another." 

Yet 'these ties also work within certain presuppositions 
about the categories and capacities of men. None of the ties 
we have discussed is in itself based on a tie of category: it is 
not. stated that, for example, all µ<en born in Isfahan owe 
obedience to the family of a certain lord because of oaths or 
any sort of contract engaged upon by their ancestors. Never
theless, the presumptions of the likely capacities of different 
categories of men were always present; these acquired ties 
were not made at random, but they were repeatedly engaged 
upon by similar groups of mc:n, generation after generation. 
It is to these less personal, less formal and usually inherited 
ties of category that we turn in the next chapter. 

~ CHAPTER III ~ 

Loyalties of Category 

Men of a common interest will, on some occasions, make 
common cause, whether their interest is the protection of 
their profession, their city, or their family. But such interests 
need to be self-conscious in order to produce self-conscious 
loyalties; and the purpose of this chapter is to describe some 
of the self-conscious interests that created loyalties in the soci
ety of western Iran and neighboring areas in the Buyid peri
od. In order to give an account of'these interests and loyalties, 
we will first describe how a man of this period believed that 
he had come to be included in a category that had such a 
common interest. In particular, we will discuss how, in the 
tenth and eleventh centuries, a man was presumed in the first 
instance to have or not to have the capacity to be a member of 
a certain profession, or to maintain a certain station in life. 
Then we will describe the vocabulary of "category," the 
abstract words that were used for an identifiable sociaf group, 
as we now, for example, use the words "social class." Finally, 
we will deal with the loyalties that were produced by partici
pation in these categories. 

No sharp line can be drawn between these loyalties and the 
loyalties discussed in the last chapter. The loyalties shared by 
the Turkishghulams, for example, were the result both of cer
tain contractual relations they had with their patrons, and of 
common membership in a special category to which even 
their patron, who was often himself aghulam, might belong. 
Nevertheless, the ties of formally acquired loyalty and the ties 
of category were relatively distinct to men of the Buyid 
period, who generally did not use words like ."station," 
"class,';· or "category" to describe a group united by such 
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each faction to be drowned in the Tigris. Such exemplary 
punishment was ~ssential to the haibah of the king and to the 
enforcement of compromise.12 

By disengaging itself from government and the moral bur
dens of government, and at the same time giving enormous 
power to governments, 'Islamic society of the Buyid period 
freed itself to maintain a community of duties and obligations 
in levels of life below the government. Ibn al-Ath:ir explains 
that even though Qabus lost his kingdom in helping the 
Buyid king Fakhr ad-Daulah, Fakhr ad-Daulah on becoming 
king did not give Jurjan back to the homeless Qabus because, 
as the proverb says, "kingship is bereft of ties (al-mulk 
'aqim)." Men expected kings to be above category and to put 
reasons of state ahead even of important acquired loyalties 
like ni'mah. Among themselves, however, the structure of 
obligation remained intact, and served functions that a decen
tralized government was not interested in or capable of serv
ing. The government, by its remote threat and its ties of per
sonal patronage, encouraged local communities to maintain 
the structure of obligation and of riyiisah that we have exam
ined.13 

Yet even beyond the local community, an "international" 
community of credit and of law was maintained. A moral 
community of highly personal and yet endlessly overlappirig 
loyalties had been evolved, which took over many of the 
functions of government. It was as members of this commu
nity that so many people clung to the fiction of a universal 
Islamic caliphate. In the course of the tenth and eleventh cen
turies, this community had learned how to define its relations 
with actual governments so that it might withstand repeated 
changes of central government. This community understood 
its constraints and possibilities so well, in fact, that it has 
never entirely disappeared. 
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Chapter II, Acquired Loyalties 

1. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam I, 191. Parts of the letter with var
iants are quoted in several chronicles; only al-Hamadhani, 
Takmilah ta'rikh af-Tabari (Beirut, 1961), p. 59 quotes nearly as 
much as Miskawaih. 

2. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, II, 74 (an oath "by the Koran
al-ma~/Jaf-and [other] solemn oaths"). This book is only con
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]. Pedersen's article, "~asam," Shorter Encyclopaedia ef Islam, 
pp. 224-226, and his book Der Eid bei- den Semiten (Strass
burg, 1914). 

3. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, II, 67-72; anon., al-'Uyiin wa'l /:ia
dii'iq (Berlin ms. 9491), f. 219A. 

4. Anon., al-Uyun, ff. 216B-217A, £ 221B (quote); Ibn al-Jauzi, 
al-Munta:?am, Vols. VI, VII, vm (Hyderabad, 1357, 1358, 1359), 
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Daulah in 381; see Ibn al-Athir, al-Kiimil (Vols. VIII, IX, Leiden, 

1862), IX, 62. . 
5. Ibn al-Athir, al-Kiimil, IX, 32 (Sharaf ad-Daulah); S1bt ~- al-

Jauzi, Mir'iit az-Zamiin (Istanbul n_is., Kopriilii 1157, _Yo . XI), 
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tive of the Buyid (and, therefore, Dailami) kmg, Abu Kaluar. 

6. Hila! a~-Sabi, Ta'rikh (Cairo, 1919), p. 431. , 
7. ar-Rudhrawari, Dhail tajiirib al-umam (Cairo, 1916), P· 308. 

19 8. at-Tanukhi, Nishwiir '°al-Mu'1ii4arah (Beirut, 1971-1972), II, • 
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Akhbiir ar-Rii# bi'lliih wa'l-muttaqi l i'lliih (Cairo, 1935), P· 
(bai'ah to Samanids); Ibn al-Athir, al-Kiimil, VIII, 301, 345; at
Tabari, Ta'rikh a(-Tabari (Leiden, 1890), III, 2290; ar
Rudhrawari, Dhail, p. 78 ('A9ud ad-Daulah's death). 

12. Ibn al-Athir, al-Kiimil, VIII, 142 (Mardawij); IX, P· 3
0
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1
3 ((labl

Malik al-'Aziz); Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, II, 1 . n 
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tion; e.g., Ibn al-Athir, al-Kiimil, IX, 374; ar-Rudhrawan, 
Dhail, p. 231; a~-Suli, Akhbiir, PP· 87-88. , 

13. ar-Rudhrawari, Dhail, p. 104 (Abii Man~ur); P· 93 (Ib_n At 
bad); cf. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, I, 262 for details o a 

conspiracy in 321. _ 
14. Ibn al-Athir, al-Kiimil, VIII, 503 (Sabuktakm); compare ~/36~ 
15. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, II, pp. 85, 105-106; lbn a - auzi, 

al-Munta:?am, VI, 340. _ . ,_ 
16. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, III, 240; Sibt b. al-Jauzi, M1
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(K .. ··1··) pp 349 483· Ibn al-Jauzi al-Munta?:am, VIII, ; opru u, . , , • . 
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17. Ibn al-Jauzi, al-Munta:?am, vm, 66 (Rukn ad-Daulah m the 
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18. Sibt b. al-Jauzi, Mir'at (Kopriilii), p. 456; Ibn al-Athir a/-
Kami/, IX, 417. ' 

19. Miskawaih, T_aJari~ a/-umam, II, 286-287 (ash-Shirazi); p. 315 
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between o.ffic1als m 360); ar-Riidhrawari, Dhail, p. 308 (official 
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233. • ' • 

21. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 1, 286 (322); II, 282 ('Izz ad
Daulah); ar-Rudhrawari, Dhail, p. 158; see at-Taniikhi 
Nish.war, m, 284 (officials take oaths of Dailami officers t~ 
m~tmy a?d demand the dismissal of the vizier). 

22. MISka~aih, Tajarib al-umam, 11, 299-300 (Baluchees); p. 199 
( }:Iarran); cf. also n, 36. 

23. ar-Riidhrawari, Dhail, p. 26 (Bukhara); p. 125 (contingency). 
Other ex~mples of treaty oaths: Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 
II, 31_2 (k~tab al-ittifiiq, signed and witnessed); 1, 385; 11, 108; 
ar-Rudhrawari, Dhail, pp. 15, 184; Ibn al-'Athir al-Kami/ 1x 
182, 309, 421. • • • 

24. al-!-fama~hani, Ta'rlkh, p. 86 readingjazaytuha forjazabtuhu. 
25. M1skawa1h, Tajarib al-umam, 1, 412 (al-Baridi)· Sibt b. al-Jauzi 

Mir'at (Kopriilii), p. 322 (Hilal). ' ' 
26. Hilal a~-~abi, Ta'rlkh, p. ~31 (Abu 'Ali b. Isma'Il); cf. also p. 

441 (again called an aman); Ibn al-Athir, a)-Kamil, IX, '39 
(ex~mple of a~ aman to a rebellious general who returns to al
le~1ance)'. at-Tabar!, Ta'rikh, m, 211 (al-Manst1~). 

27. M1skawaih, Tajarib al-umam, II, 228. 
28. Ibid., ~P· 141-142; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayata/-a'yan, (Vols. 1, II, 

Ill, Beirut: 1968, 1969, 1970); II, 119 quotes the better part of 
the story. 

29. Sibi b. al-Jauzi, Mir'iit (British Museum ms. OR 4169 v l 
11, £ 107A-107B). ' 
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30. al-Ham~dhani, Ta'rlkh, p. 83 (ar-Radi); Pedersen, "~asam," p. 
224 (dh1mmah Allah and 'ahd Allah in oaths). 

31. al-Hamadh:ini. Ta'rikh, p. 156 ('Ali b. 'is:i)· Miskawaih 
Tajarib a/-umam, II, 165 (Nahr Ruftl). For ano:her example: 
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among many, of a vow and public works, see Ibn al-Athir, 
al-Kami/, IX, 154, and Ibn al-Jauzi, al-Munta?am, VIII, 246. 

32. Ibn }:Iamdlin, at-Tadhkirah, quoted in Miskawaih, Tajarib al
umam, u, 416, note 1 (mother of 'A<,iud ad-Daulah); Ibn al
' Athir, al-Kami/, vm, 97-99 (dream of Btiyah); at-Tantikhi, 
Nishwar, u, 241-242 (the Tahirids; the Tahirids were suspi
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fight certain 'Alids); ar-Rudhrawari, Dhail, p. 206 (al-Qadir; 
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when the Prophet Joseph promised authority to him in a 
dream; see Ibn al-Athir, al-Kami/, vm, 88. For other political 
dreams, cf. lbn al-Athir, VIII, 483; at-Taniikhi, Nishwar, III, 

248-249. 
33. See a~-Stili, Akhbar, 1, 121 for a generalaman to the inhabitants 

of Baghdad who had helped Ibn Ra'iqi for a vow to punish a 
group, whose individuals are not named. See Miskawaih, 
Tajarib al-umam, 1, 323, ar-Ra<,ii's decree of 323, which ends 
with "a solemn oath which he [the caliph) surely must repay" 
that if the }:Ianbalis persist, he will use sword and fire against 

them. 
34. at-Tau~idi, Mathiilib al-wazirain (Damascus, 1961), p. 15. 

Compare a~-Suli's poem of330/941 (Akhbar, p. 221) where his 
patron's generosity is said to be so great that "time (az-zaman) 
will pay every debt [imposed by his generosity) with a long 
life, and by giving him leadership," with the words of Ulysses 
in Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida: "Time hath, my lord, a 
wallet at his back/ Wherein he puts alms for oblivion,/ A 
great-sized monster of ingratitudes" (act m, sc. 3). 

35. ar-Rtidhrawari, Dhail, p. 45 (A<,iud ad-Daulah); at-Tantikhi, 
Nishwar, 111, 262 (Abt1 Taghlib); Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 1, 
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(Miskawaih, 1, 229). 
36. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, II, 169-170. 
37. al-'Arib, Silah ta'rikh at-Tabari (Leiden, 1897), p. 20. Al-' Arib's 
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account of this conversation is much better and fuller than tl).e 
account in Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 1, 4, where the conver
sation is to exactly the same effect, although it takes place after 
al-Muktafi dies. On the date of these negotiations, cf. D. 
Sourdel, Le Vizirat (Damascus, 1957), p. 366. 

38. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, I, 344 (Yaqiit; maulaya probably 
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feated); p. 199 (Abu '1-Haija' b. fiamdan); Ibn al-Athir, a/
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liars and ingrates of the fourth/tenth century, correspondence 
with them frequently discussed ingr11titude, as when Ibn Ra'iq 
told them in 325 that "they had shown ingratitude for benefits 
(kufr an-ni'mah) and paid good treatment (i~san) with evil, and 
thrown off obedience" (Miskawaih, Tajarib a/-umam, I, 358). 
Similarly, the vizier Ibn Muqlah told the Baridis in 323 not to 
persist in "ingratitude to my favor and my good treatment of 
you" (kufr ni'mafi wa i~sanii/aika), ibid., p. 327. 

39. Adam Mez, Die Renaissance des Islf!ms (Heidelberg, 1922), p. 
331, where the passage is quoted from Yaqiit and Tha'alibi; cf. 
also pp. 237-238 for a similar passage from the Rasa'i/ of al
I:Iamadhani. 

40. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, II, 302 (vizier and gratitude); at
Taniikhi, Nishwar, II, 21 (al-Munajjim); on the style of com
mercial loyalty described here see Clifford Geertz, Peddlers and 
Princes (Chicago, 1963). 

41. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 11, 16 (al-Baridi); 1, 277 (quote on 
'Ali's gen~rosity, and Biiyids leave Makan); p. 278 ("Next to 
the divine decree, the only cause [of 'Ali's success] was his 
freehandedness and liberality"); p. 280 ('Ali's generosity); Ibn 
al-Athir, al-Kam ii, III, 143 (Astar); p. 167 (Mardawij's generos
ity); p. 206 (defeat ofYaqiit); ali-Siili, Ak~bar, p. 254. 

42. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 1, 235 (Mu'nis); 11, 60 (al-Baridi). 
43. E.W. Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon (London, 1872), pt. 4, p. 

1734. 
44. S. M. Stern, "Ya'qiib the Coppe!smith" in Iran and Islam, 

edited by C. E. Bosworth (Edinburgh, 1971), pp. 542, 545 
quoting from Yaqiit, Irshad al-arib (London, 1907), 1, 322-323. 

45. al-Hamadhani, Ta'rikh, p. 61; Miskawaih, Tajiirib a/-umam, 1, 

343 (Yaqiit); compare p. 319 where Yaqiit asks for tajdid a$
~ani'ah; 11, 7 (Bajkam); a~-Suli, Akhbar, 1, 197 (quote from Baj
kam); compare Ma].unud of Ghaznah's grief at the death of a 
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Samanid in Sibt b. al-Jauzi, Mir'at (Kopriilii), p. 475. Actually, 
Bajkam had originally been the mamliik of Abii 'Ali, the secre
tary of Makan, and was given to Makan on the latter's request; 
see Miskawaih, Tajarib a/-umam, 1, 383. 

46. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, 11, 384-385 (Alftakin). 
47. Ibid., 1, 298 (ghulams oflandlords); n, 326 (ghulams in 363); al

Hamadhani, Ta'rikh, 33; al-'Arib, .Si/ah ta'rikh, p. 168 
(Mu'nis's ghu/ams). 

48. a:;-Siili, Akhbar, p. 64 (Mu'nisiya); p. 269 (Tiiziin); al-'Arib, 
.Si/ah Ta'rikh, pp. 115-116 (Ya'nis). 

49. Sibt b. al-Jauzi, Mir'at (British Museum), f. 103A. 
50. ar-Riidhrawari, Dhail, p. 330. 
51. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 11, 332 ('Izz ad-Daulah); 162-163 

(Mu'izz ad-Daulah); Mu'izz ad-Daulah could not at first be
lieve that Riizbahan had rebelled against him, since he had fos
tered Riizbahan's career (i~fana'ahii); Ibn al-Athir, al-Kami/, IX, 

257 (Jalal ad-Daulah). 
52. Ibn Khaldiin, The Muqaddimah, translated by Franz Rosenthal 

(Princeton, 1967), 1, 276 (the Arabic terms in parentheses are 
not given in the translation); al-Hamadhani, Ta'rikh, p. 185 
(Ibn Abriina). 

53. :!$-Sabi, Kitab al-wuzara' (Cairo, 1958), p. 275 (Ibn Bistam); 
al-Hamadhani, Ta'rikh, p. 146 ('Ali b. 'Isa). 

54. at-Taniikhi, Nishwar, 1, 17 (lbn az-Zayyat). Compare in a:;
Sabi, Wuzara', p. 324, the remark ofNaziik, the head of police, 
as he excused himself when al-MuQ.assin ibn al-Furat proposed 
to torture 'Ali b. 'Isa: "I do not like being present at the torture 
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55. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 11, 32; :1$-Siili, Akhbar,.pp. 41-43. 
56. Miskawaih, Tajiirib al-umam, I, 376 (Bajkam); II, 412 

(MuQ.ammad b. 'Umar); see 'Imad ad-Daulah's remark, p. 
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2i6 (mu~ana'ah), as also Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, II, 97. 

57. Miskawaih, Tajarib al-umam, 1, 303-304 (Abu Sa'd); p. 361 (Ibn 
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situation and I want no substitute for him." Al-Hamadhani, 
Ta'rikh, p. 105 (reappointment ofan-Naubakhti considered). 

58. at-Taniikhi, Nishwar, I, 70. 
59. a$-Sabi, Wuzara', p. 132 (lbn al-Furat); compare a$-Suli, 
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