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founded a madrasa which ended up attracting a large number of experts in
both the Maliki and Shafit legal schools.?°

To the advantages already noted for a founder of a madrasa who belonged
to the highest circles of power we might add the fact that founders and their
families were often buried within the madrasa precinct, thus guaranteeing
themselves the baraka associated with a site dedicated to the promotion of
religious knowledge. Furthermore, resources placed at the disposal of a
madrasa became invulnerable to possible confiscation. The relatively high
degree of depredation endured by civil populations at the hands of military
elites or foreign conquerors explains why many resorted to making wagf
endowments. Foundations were also a way not only to get around inheritance
laws but also to maintain some form of control over family assets short of
actual possession.*'

The specific conditions of each foundation were spelled out in the endow-
ment deed (wagqfiyya) Of each madrasa. The madrasa’s founder could choose
to be also the administrator (nazir) of the endowment or at least oversee the
appointment of that officer. He also had the power to define the intellectual
orientation of the madrasa or determine which school of law the madrasa’s
teachers had to pertain to. A founder’s control of a madrasa was naturally
greater if he decided to take up residence on the madrasa premises and could
supervise at first hand its functioning.

The previous system of teaching based around the figure of the individual
teacher and his network of disciples persisted both within the madrasas and
without. Mosques and the private homes of teachers continued to serve as
classrooms. The madrasas held no special educational status — in other
words, they did not constitute bodies whose legally recognised purpose
was to impart education. Teachers could teach either in the madrasa or at
home or in both places, for what gave authority to a student and allowed
him to become an ‘alim in due course was not the fact that he had attended
a particular madrasa but the fact that he had studied under a particular
master.

The madrasas proved to be very successful as an institution for the advan-
tages they offered the founders and for the benefits they gave to the ‘ulama’,
especially by guaranteeing them a steady income from the performance of
their scholarly activities. Prior to the development of the madrasa, those who
had wished to devote themselves to religious knowledge might find it difficult
to do so unless they were of independent means. This explains why many
‘ulama’ had only been able to pursue their scholarly interests by simultane-
ously earning a living as craftsmen or merchants.> Employment within the
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legal establishment was another option, though not always a welcome one,
since it placed the ‘alim in a position of direct dependence on the rulers.

The fact that madrasas were supported financially by independent foun-
dations — notwithstanding the fact that many of the benefactors came from
the ruling class — completely changed the world of scholarship. A part of the
endowment set up for the upkeep of a madrasa was reserved for not only
the payment of salaries to teachers but also financial assistance for those
students who could not support themselves. Previously, whether they
taught in their own homes or at mosques, the ‘ulama’ had received financial
contributions of some sort from their students. The madrasa initiated a
gradual professionalisation of the ‘ulama’, who could now live off their
own income without needing to depend on having wealthy students in
their classes. At the same time, the world of learning became more acces-
sible to all levels of Muslim society. In Cairo, the madrasas played an
important role in a different sort of social integration, by helping the sons
of the mamliitks (awlad al-nas), who were not allowed to follow their fathers’
footsteps into positions of military power, to seek other professional out-
lets.” Finally, as part of the systematisation of scholarly endeavour under-
taken by the Ottomans, even the madrasas themselves pertained to a kind of
hierarchy based on the salaries offered to the teachers they employed.
Having taught at one of the highest-ranking (and thus better-paying) madra-
sas was an indispensable requirement for access to the top posts in the
Ottomans’ legal-religious establishment.**

The madrasas and the social practices of the ‘ulama’

Since the madrasas were primarily intended for the training and education of
future ‘ulama’, it was largely ‘ulama’ themselves, sometimes as founders and
always as teachers and employees, who shaped the institution in such a way
that its goal was not simply the transmission of knowledge but also the
transmission and preservation of social practices intended to maintain the
‘ulama”s own status. Of the two main social effects that the madrasas had —
the professionalisation of the ‘ulama’ and the opening of the world of
learning to all social classes — only the first was universally true. The second
was always conditioned by the social practices of the dominant elites.

A noteworthy example of these practices is the clause included in the
endowment deed of one madrasa which permitted the filling of teaching
posts by hereditary succession. This meant that a teacher could be succeeded
by a son or other relative, or even by a ‘spiritual son’, in other words a
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favourite disciple. This practice of hereditary succession was widespread and
represented one of the most effective ways by which the ‘ulama’ kept their
privileges within their own community. In some cases, sons took over from
their fathers when they were still very young and lacked the training to be
teachers. This problem was solved by the appointment of a substitute (na’ib),
who assumed the post until the ‘heir’ had acquired the necessary experience
and stature.

At least in Damascus, the practice was for teachers to be formally
appointed to madrasa posts by the sultan, and each post was supported by
a permanent stipend (ma‘liim) depending on the financial capacity of each
endowment. As a result, there grew up a kind of informal hierarchy in the
terms that each post offered (as opposed to the formal system established
later by the Ottomans), naturally leading to competition among scholars for
the positions that paid best. If a teacher was particularly renowned, he might
hold posts in different madrasas at the same time, thus augmenting his
earnings. In early ninth/fifteenth-century Cairo, the several teaching posts
held simultaneously by Sir3j al-Din ‘Umar, the most important HanafT jurist
of his time, allowed him to accumulate great wealth.””

This context favoured a system of patronage. The most important ‘ulama’
oversaw the awarding of jobs and competed among themselves to place their
own protégés. The judge Ibn al-Zaki took advantage of the opportunity
offered by the Mongol occupation of Damascus to take control of all the
city’s madrasas and distribute their posts among his friends.** Even in less
exceptional circumstances, disputes among ‘ulama’ for the most coveted
jobs were common, for those who managed to secure such posts found
their fields of influence considerably enhanced. Strategies of competition
were based on kinship relationships and the ties of loyalty and dependence
formed between masters and disciples.

The madrasas were not simply arenas of competition and conflict, how-
ever. Many ‘ulama’ actually lived within their walls, as did students coming
from abroad. Travelling scholars, pilgrims and merchants could also find
temporary lodging there.”” The madrasas were thus points of personal
contact, where the ‘ulam@’ could exchange information among themselves
and form bonds of friendship. The madrasa had another equally important
function, which was to house the madrasa library, often made up of the
large collections left by the scholars who had lived there. As a major
element of the urban structure, the madrasa was also the hub of a complex
network of religious activities and services. Besides the teaching of classes,
daily prayers and recitation of the Qur’an took place on its premises. The
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maintenance of the madrasa community necessitated the creation of service
jobs and generated subsidiary economic activity, whose impact is difficult to
calculate but which was surely beneficial to a madrasa’s immediate sur-
roundings, providing employment to those craftsmen and merchants
involved in construction, papermaking and bookbinding, and the provision
of food and light.

It was above all in Syria and Egypt that the madrasas flourished, becoming
an essential feature of the urban intellectual and social landscape. In
Anatolia, the founding of madrasas did not take place on a large scale until
the seventh/thirteenth centuries, paralleling the progressive Islamisation of
the region.38 In the Muslim west, the first Andalusi madrasa of which we
have evidence was established in Granada by the Nasrid sultan Abi “1-Hajjaj
Yusuf (I) in 750/1349.* In the Maghrib, the learned and wealthy bibliophile
Ibn al-Sharri (d. 649/1251) founded a madrasa in Ceuta in which he also made
an endowment consisting of his personal library. This founding seems to
have been exceptional in character, and it was only later that the Marinid
dynasty promoted the creation of a large network of madrasas that spanned
the Maghrib.

The tardy acceptance of the madrasa in the Muslim west has been
attributed to a hindrance that is religious in nature. The Maliki school of
religious law that predominated there did not allow the founder of a waqf
endowment (in these regions called a hubs, pl. ahbas) to be at the same time
its administrator. This restriction eliminated some of the advantages asso-
ciated with setting up a madrasa discussed above. Nevertheless, the fact is
that once the Marinids determined that the founding of madrasas would
serve their political interests, they were clearly able to do so unimpeded.
Like the Ayyubids in the Muslim east, the Marinids succeeded a dynasty
that had created its own fiercely ideological elite (in the former case the
Fatimids, in the latter the Almohads), and one of the several factors that is
thought to have been decisive in the growth of the madrasas in the east was
precisely the need to replace the existing potentially hostile elite with new
elite groups who largely owed their existence to the Ayytbid regime and
would therefore give it loyal political support. In the Maghrib, the Marinids
resorted to the same strategy, with the difference that their programme of
madrasa construction, started in Fez in 675/1276, was exclusively promoted
by the political rulers themselves, who even set aside the poll tax paid by the
Jewish community for the financing of madrasas. The dynasty’s tight control
over the new madrasas guaranteed that the ‘ulama’ appointed to teach in
them remained docile instruments in the hands of their rulers. This strategy
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drew criticism at the time from the renowned scholars who had been passed
over when posts were being handed out, and they vented their spleen by
accusing the ‘ulama@’ of the new madrasas of being ignoramuses.*’

Scholarly knowledge and social mobility

The central role played by scholarly activity in Islamic societies has often
been remarked upon. Through learning it was possible in theory to tran-
scend handicaps of social origin or economic status. It is true that the ‘ulama’
cannot be described as a homogeneous group, given that in principle
dedication to the world of scholarly endeavour had no particular social
connotation. Indeed, as we have noted, the ‘ulama’ of the earlier centuries
of Islam usually depended for their livelihood on either some other form of
employment or inherited wealth, though some were also paid for their
teaching.”” This continued to be true in later periods, although the situation
changed substantially with the professionalisation inherent in the permanent
salaried positions offered by the madrasas. What were the social origins of
the ‘ulama’? Might or might not becoming an ‘alim alter an individual’s
prospects of social advancement? We need to ask whether the apparently
easy access to the world of scholarship did not in reality mask a rigid
hierarchical stratification.

We should keep in mind first of all that the ‘ulama’ not only were a
heterogeneous group in social terms, but also drew careful distinctions
among themselves in terms of intellectual achievement and social origins.
For example, we see that in Qus in Upper Egypt, side by side with ‘ulama’
coming from well-off families, there were others who lived off the income
provided by small agricultural holdings, commercial activities, or flour or
sugar mills. Once trained in the madrasas of the city, the more promising
among these students of modest means took up posts as readers of the
Qur’an, teachers, court witnesses and muezzins, or pursued careers in the
judiciary.** In other words, what we see is a set of individuals who were fully
incorporated into a system of individual advancement that guaranteed the
integration of their economic, social and intellectual pursuits. Therefore, the
evidence provided by the biographical dictionaries — in this specific case,
the dictionary by al-Udfuwi (d. 706/1306) — seems to confirm that the ‘ulama’
community offered the possibility of a certain amount of advancement within
it on the basis of intellectual achievement alone.

A different — though not completely opposed — situation can be seen in
Timbuktu. The traditions of this city granted to its ‘ulama’ a degree of public
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recognition that gave them the authority to act as the representatives of city
interests before the political authorities and thus endowed their role with
great social prestige. The ‘ulama’ of Timbuktu perpetuated their status
through a complex system of transmission of knowledge in which family
and economic ties played a key role alongside the relationship between
masters and disciples (mulazama). However, the ‘ulama’ of Timbuktu clearly
differentiated among themselves according to their degree of learning and
social origins. At the apex of society were those ‘ulama’ who belonged to
powerful families, while somewhat lower down there was a stratum consist-
ing of ‘ulama’ with only a basic background in the Islamic sciences and limited
expertise in Qur’anic interpretation and Prophetic Traditions. These lower-
ranking ‘ulamd’ were, almost without exception, tailors by profession — or
more precisely, the profession of tailor was only open to those who wished to
become ‘ulama’. In this fashion, students of slender means were assured
financial support during their period of study. By apprenticing themselves
to a master tailor, who was naturally also an ‘alim, such students were able
at one and the same time to receive an Islamic education and to learn
a practical craft by which they could make a living once they reached adult-
hood. The large number of tailors” workshops recorded for Timbuktu at the
end of the tenth/sixteenth century, as well as the numbers of apprentices
working in them, gives some idea of the importance of that industry and its
connection with the world of the ‘ulama’.*

There are many recorded cases of social advancement being the reward
for knowledge, and this may explain why several modern scholars have
claimed that this powerful current of social mobility ensured a close rela-
tionship between the ‘ulama’ and the rest of society.** As an illustration of
social movement in a somewhat different direction, we have observed
previously how the sons of the mamliiks found a place in society as ‘ulama’.*
Something similar occurred in the case of women, for whom becoming a
scholar offered a rare opportunity to achieve a socially acceptable form of
public recognition. Nevertheless, as we have noted, the participation of
women in the world of scholarship was quite different from that of men
because of the social conventions that governed social contact between the
sexes. Though women might found madrasas, they could neither hold
teaching positions nor attend the classes that were taught in them. All the
students who lodged in the madrasas were single men, and even where an
‘alim lived in a madrasa with his family we have no indication that his
womenfolk took any part in his academic activities. Furthermore, given that
the madrasas served above all as training schools for those who went on to
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staff the legal-religious administration, it made no sense to admit women,
who would have no access to such positions.

This does not mean that the development of the madrasa left women
entirely outside the world of learning, as the madrasas did not completely
replace the traditional sites for the transmission of knowledge, and it was in
these places that women continued to find a niche. Female members of an
‘alim’s family had the best chances of obtaining a specialised education, by
studying under their father or husband, as already noted. Outside the purely
family context, once women had achieved sufficient recognition as scholars,
they were allowed to transmit their knowledge to students of either sex.
Some idea of their presence in the scholarly community is given by the fact
that, of the 130 scholars mentioned by al-Suytti (d. 911/1505) as having
mastered the Prophetic Traditions (hadith), thirty-three were women.*® In
fact, in the Muslim east, transmission of the hadith seems to have been a
particular speciality of female ‘ulama’. For one thing, the transmission of the
Prophetic Traditions required above all a superb ability to memorise, in
other words the qualities of patience and perseverance in one’s studies that
were traditionally associated with women. For another thing, the rules
governing the transmission of the Prophetic Traditions favoured those of
advanced age, for the older the transmitter, the fewer the links in the chain
of transmission from the original source. In this arena, women could easily
compete with men, and would become preferred transmitters if they
managed to survive all the men of their own generation.”” This tendency
was not universal. Though al-Andalus had its share of women scholars,*®
they were not known as hadith specialists. Instead they specialised in the
different styles of Qur’anic reading, a discipline that saw a spectacular
flowering in al-Andalus beginning in the fifth/eleventh century.

It thus seems clear that the system did indeed permit a certain amount of
both vertical mobility (to the sons of merchants, craftsmen and small land-
owners) and horizontal mobility (to the sons of mamlitks and women). A
possible further sign of horizontal mobility is the permeability of the division
between employment in the legal-religious establishment and employment
in the civil bureaucracy.*® But beyond looking at individual cases, it is actually
a question of knowing how competition was organised for access to such
salaried and socially prized jobs as were not directly controlled by the political
or military authorities.

It would seem obvious that the rise of the madrasa offered many Muslims
the chance to acquire the training they would need to join the urban elites.
Even where the madrasas were practically nonexistent, as in al-Andalus, the
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acquisition of learning itself was viewed as a legitimate path to upward social
movement. Nevertheless, the truth is that personal talent was rarely sufficient
in itself to achieve social advancement. Above all, having the right family
connections could greatly facilitate one’s entry into the networks that mono-
polised education, the courts and the system of patronage. This is hardly
surprising, given that family contacts played an equally important role in the
formation of other social elites (a“ydn, ‘notables’), foremost among them the
military class and the civil bureaucracy.”® Family networking in the case of the
‘ulamd’ was a particularly appropriate mechanism because it combined
a structure designed for the transmission of knowledge with kinship
relations. It is no accident that the vocabulary used to describe the former is
closely linked to the terminology of the latter.” The transmission of know-
ledge was organised along genealogical lines, parallel to those used to trace
family origins. In a society intensely concerned with the precise identification
of ancestry for any person of social consequence, the genealogy of the trans-
mission of an item of knowledge acquired an equally legitimising function.

The ‘ulama’ and their kinship networks

A special note has already been made of the relationship between the
madrasas and particular families, and that many of the jobs in these institu-
tions were passed on from father to son. In Mamliik Cairo, the study of this
practice has led some to conclude that the social world of the most privileged
‘ulama’ was not as permeable as has been supposed, with the opportunities for
jobs and careers concentrated in the hands of a few families.”® Research about
other Islamic cities has yielded similar results. Thus, certain families have
been identified that constitute ‘ulama’ dynasties, such as the Bant Marziiq of
Tlemcen (fifth-tenth/eleventh-sixteenth centuries)” or the al-Bulqgini, the
predominant family of Cairo in the eighth-ninth/fourteenthfifteenth centur-
ies, whose members held important posts in both the madrasas and the legal
systems of their respective cities. The al-Bulgini family brought together the
various ingredients needed to make it a focus of urban power: the possession
of scholarly knowledge, social prestige, political connections and wealth.>
A similar phenomenon can be seen in Ottoman times, when an ‘alim’s
professional status tended to be simply inherited.”

Such ‘ulama’ dynasties did not always manage to survive for long, however.
Social and political changes affected them just as such things affected the
other components of society. Sometimes the emergence of a particular family
would be quickly followed by its sudden demise. Such an event can be easily
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detected in the biographical dictionaries by noting the absence of posterior
family members. This historiographic phenomenon indicates not that the
family itself disappeared, but simply that its members ceased to play an
important role in scholarly circles. The rise or fall of ‘ulama’ families some-
times coincided with moments of political upheaval. A good illustration of an
‘ulama’ family weathering a major political crisis and then accommodating
itself to a new power group is provided by the Bant ’l-Jadd of Seville. The
family began their rise to prominence during the Almoravid period, occupy-
ing posts in Seville and Niebla, the region from which the family originated
and where they were major landowners. However, it was under the Almohad
regime that Abli Bakr Ibn al-Jadd (d. 586/1190) joined the caliph’s inner circle
of power and became one of his most senior advisers, as well as one of the
most prominent citizens of Seville. The Banii °l-Jadd held onto their position
until the conquest of the city by Fernando III of Castile in 646/1248, at which
point they moved to Malaga. In the ninth/fifteenth century they moved
again, this time to Morocco. There, under the family name al-Fasiyytin, they
acquired such enormous prestige that by the eleventh/seventeenth century
they had become the most important family in the city, their influence
extending into all cultural, economic and religious areas.’® Abid Bakr ibn
al-Jadd skilfully navigated the historical circumstances which came his way:
he knew how to gain the Almohad caliph’s favour and then use his new
personal power and the power of his family to compete against the other
family groups of Seville. In the cities of al-Andalus, the transition from the
Almoravid emirate to the Almohad caliphate had brought with it a radical
shift in the balance of power among local notables, and not all the ‘ulama’
families were able to weather the change as dexterously as the Bant ‘1-Jadd.”

A similar transition took place in Damascus as Nur al-Din (d. 569/1174) and
his successors upset the traditional situation of the local ‘ulama’ by the
introduction of the madrasa. The new salaried positions that became available
provided a new field of competition that was open not only to members of
the local elites but also to individuals and families from outside the city. As a
result of this, several important Damascene families lost the status they had
enjoyed previously, while others managed to find a place for themselves in
the new patronage structure.”

The ‘ulama’ and the political establishment
There exists a general consensus that after a particular unspecified date

sometime during the early ‘Abbasid period the ‘ulama’ assumed the mantle
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of religious authority in Islamic society. To what extent did the ‘ulamad’
maintain a critical attitude of moral oversight relative to the political establish-
ment, or did they rather adopt a more prudent posture of co-operation which
would secure them all sorts of advantages? As the ‘ulama’ were not a homo-
geneous group, the answer to this question must be of commensurate com-
plexity. In fact, the ‘ulama’ reflected a spectrum of positions relative to political
power, positions expressing a sense of either shared or conflicting interest,
which derive sometimes from individual attitudes and at other times from
the ‘ulama’s collective consciousness of being the standard-bearers of specific
religious and social values.

It was not uncommon for ‘ulama’ to take on political roles, especially as
advisers to the royal court. This reality should be weighed against a theore-
tical stance common among the ‘ulama’ that they should stay far removed
from the corridors of political power and reject all contacts with the power-
ful.®® These were not mutually exclusive positions, however, since it was
often the political circumstances themselves that determined the ‘ulama’s
behaviour. For instance, when changes of dynasty and foreign invasions
were critical moments for the greater civil community, the leading ‘ulama’
would assume the role of representatives acting on behalf of that community
to negotiate with the new political masters the conditions for survival. A
good example of this can be seen in Damascus, where in 699/1299 the ‘ulama’
negotiated with the Mongol army to prevent the sack of the city, and even
urged the city’s Mamluk governor to surrender — a vain effort, as it turned
out. Another example is offered by the gadis who acted as rulers in
al-Andalus.*

Conversely, political rulers sometimes intervened quite actively in the
world of the scholars, and not just by dispensing jobs and funds. The judicial
reform undertaken during the reign of Baybars first in Cairo (663/1265) and
then in Damascus (664/1266) involved a fundamental change in the legal-
religious order. Whereas previously a single Shafi7 judge had been the
highest legal authority, that role was now to be shared equally among
four chief judges, each representing one of the four schools of Islamic
law. This move has traditionally been interpreted (and reasonably so) as
an attempt by Baybars to undermine the unity of the religious establish-
ment, as embodied by the Shafi1 chief judge. The sultan also assumed the
power to appoint not only judges but also teachers for the madrasas and
preachers for the mosques. Following these reforms, judges obviously found
their room for manoeuvre considerably reduced, though on occasion they
still managed to stand up to the sultan, such as when Baybars attempted to
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take over the Ghuta orchards at Damascus to finance his campaigns.
Similarly, in the Ottoman state, the elaborate legal system incorporated a
judicial hierarchy whose summit was occupied by two supreme judges, who
were members of the imperial diwan. The mufti of Istanbul (also called the
shaykh al-islam) did not belong to the diwan. Nevertheless, along with the
chief vizier, this man held the second-highest post in the Ottoman state after
the sultan. In the Ottoman system, the ‘ulama’ were subordinate to political
authority and many operated entirely within the judicial structure.

Albeit lacking a judge’s executive powers, the preacher or khatib per-
formed a social function whose symbolic value also linked religion with
political power. Although much of the khatib’s job was highly ritualised, it
was nonetheless of supreme importance, because at the Friday prayers he
gave public voice to the ‘ulama’’s endorsement — or questioning — of a ruler’s
legitimacy to the public. The khatib might also pay a price for this role.
When al-Sulami, the preacher of the Grand Mosque of Damascus, dared
publicly to censure al-Malik Isma‘il’s policy of collaboration with the
Crusaders, he was jailed and then exiled in Cairo.”"

Tensions between ‘ulama’ and political rulers arose, therefore,
in situations where the former maintained a relatively independent attitude,
in other words when they freely juggled tactics of adherence to the regime
and confrontation with it. The ‘ulama’ were the repository of sacred know-
ledge, and this endowed them with a moral authority that the political and
military elites lacked. Yet these elites needed precisely that moral authority
to confer legitimacy to their rule, and therefore needed the co-operation of
the ‘ulama’. The only way that a political ruler could attempt to bypass this
limitation was by claiming to be himself the supreme religious authority,
that is, by proclaiming himself caliph, and thus above the power of the
religious community. Within the historical period covered by this volume,
this strategy was resorted to by both the Fatimid and the Almohad regimes.
And though the ideological orientations of these two regimes were quite
different from each other, their practical approaches to social control were
also similar, being based around the creation and organisation of new
‘ulama’ elites who were entirely at the service of the regime’s politico-
religious programme.

The structure used to spread the Fatimid doctrine and programme was a
network of itinerant missionaries who combined their dedication to learning
with the practice of a manual craft. In this system, the ‘inner’ hidden
knowledge was available only to those devotees who had been initiated
into the secret. However, the ‘outward’ forms of interpretation of the law
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were revealed at public sessions open to the entire population, with special
sessions for women. Throughout this system, whose unquestionable effec-
tiveness has led the period extending from the mid-fourth/tenth century to
the mid-fifth/eleventh century to be dubbed ‘the ShiT century’ of Islamic
history, the ‘ulama’ played an indispensable role in the propagation of the
politico-religious doctrine of the Fatimids. They even earned a new name: a
Fatimid ‘alim was known as a da%, or ‘summoner’, who disseminated what
they believed was a revived and renewed Islam. Like the ‘ulama’ of Sunni
Islam, they were primarily teachers and guarantors of orthodoxy. But unlike
their Sunni counterparts, they formed part of a specific political programme
to which they showed an unwavering adherence. They constituted therefore
a hugely effective political instrument, as can be seen in the surviving
documents that describe their pedagogical methods. Even so, among the
Fatimid ‘ulama’ we also find evidence of the social tactics employed in Sunni
Islam, particularly the transmission of ideological power down generations
of the same family, as illustrated by the continued presence of descendants
of al-Qadi 'I-Nu‘man at the apex of the daT hierarchy.**

This very strict hierarchy distinguishes the da‘%s from other ‘ulama’ groups.
The da‘%s received their instructions and ideological orientation from the
Fatimid imam by means of letters from the central authority. They passed
on the doctrine at gatherings (majalis, sing. majlis) which were directed at
different social groups and in which the transmission of learning was graded
according to the degree of initiation possessed by the participants. This
structured use of scholars and scholarly knowledge was an efficient instru-
ment for the propagation of Fatimid beliefs and practices, and thus constitutes
a clear example of political activity coming from within a scholarly group
itself rather than from an external political master.

A specific group of ‘ulama’ performed a similar role for the Almohads,
whose rule lasted from the middle of the sixth/twelfth century to 668/1269.
These scholars were known collectively as the talaba, a term which
conferred on them a corporate identity. The talaba had their own special
place within the Almohad power structure, with members of the dynasty
itself above and civil functionaries (including non-talaba ‘ulama’) below.
Acting as true ‘doctrinarians’ of the regime, they were recruited throughout
the empire, trained for their mission and sent out to spread the Almohad
doctrine. Wherever they established themselves, the talaba received
the official correspondence from the caliph containing the information
that they were then to make known to the population. They attended
meetings in their capital at Marrakesh when summoned by the caliph and
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accompanied him on his military expeditions. In short, the talaba comprised
an extraordinarily effective system for the dissemination of Almohad doc-
trine, thanks to which it spread throughout North Africa and al-Andalus
(though not without encountering a certain amount of resistance).*

As with the Fatimids, the talaba not only actively co-operated with the
political establishment, they actually constituted one of its fundamental sup-
porting elements. In both cases the ‘ulama’ claimed allegiance to a specific
ideological programme and occupied a particular space within a hierarchical
system that received its inspiration from a single central authority. And the
fates of both of these groups were therefore closely tied to those of their
respective regimes. Once these dynasties collapsed, the ‘ulama’ reverted to
their traditional role as the representatives of a religious authority that was
essentially separate from the political establishment, a distance across which
the ‘ulama’ might choose either to advise or to admonish their rulers. In like
fashion, the Ottomans converted the ‘ulama’ into functionaries who were
specifically trained to fulfil an essential role in the administration of the empire,
thus forming part of a power structure dominated at its apex by the sultan.

In a period when the world of Islam faced various serious threats from
outside, whether from the Christians in the Iberian Peninsula, the
Crusaders in Palestine or the Mongol invaders, the need for military
resistance provided the ‘ulamd’ one avenue for intervention in the political
arena that was properly theirs: the call to jihad. Particularly after the fall
of Jerusalem in 492/1099, the ‘ulamd’ began to raise their voices in
sermons or in written tracts reminding the population and rulers of the
religious obligation to repel the invaders. To that end, they also claimed,
it was necessary to revive the flagging spiritual state of Islam. This
explains why we find tracts written at this time that praise jihad on the
one hand and condemn the pernicious innovations (bida) that had cor-
rupted the purity of Islam on the other. This conjunction of concerns has
no better illustration than the figure of Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), who
not only authored an influential body of works on the need to purge
Islam and defend the territory against outside aggression, but also himself
played an active part in the defence of Damascus against the Mongols.*

At the other end of the Mediterranean, the call to jihad against the
Christian armies constituted a powerful tool of legitimisation for the inter-
vention in al-Andalus of the various dynasties of North African origin, begin-
ning in the fifth/eleventh century with the Almoravids and continuing with
the Almohads and Marinids. But as the Christian conquests crept relentlessly
southwards, the ‘ulama’ found themselves increasingly facing the dilemma of
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whether to stay put and live under Christian rule or to emigrate to Muslim
territory. After the seventh/thirteenth century, most took the latter course,
sometimes because they were forcibly expelled by the Christian conquerors.
Among the ‘ulam@’ of al-Andalus, North Africa and Egypt there arose an
intense debate about what to advise the Muslim population in this respect.

The lack of unanimity of opinion reflected in the writings they have left us

highlights the complexity of an issue in which once again the debate among

the ‘ulama’ transcends the purely intellectual as its grapples with the concept

of the community as a political body.”
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Glossary

‘abid, sing. ‘abd: slaves.

‘adl and ‘adalet (Turk.): justice.

agha (Turk.): chief eunuch.

ahdath: armed militias of young people, civic militia.

ahl al-bayt: the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad.

ahl al-kitab: people in possession of a Scripture revealed by God, such as Jews
and Christians.

ajnad al-halga: “soldiers of the ring’, freeborn soldiers in Mamlak times.

‘alim, pl. ‘ulama’: religious scholar.

aljamia, aljamiado (Spanish): Romance language written in Arabic script.

aman: safe conduct.

amir: prince, military commander

amir al-mwminin: Commander of the Faithful, Prince of the Believers (caliphal
title). This title implies caliphal authority, which originally included
leadership of the entire Muslim community. The term continues to be
used as a title by Moroccan rulers to this day.

amir al-muslimin: Commander of the Muslims, Prince of the Muslims
(Almoravid title).

amr Allah: God’s order.

al-Andalus: those portions of the Iberian peninsula (i.e., today Spain and
Portugal) that submitted to Islamic authority, whose boundaries shifted
based upon the successes or failures of Muslim expansion vis-a-vis the
Iberian Christian kingdoms from the second/eighth to the ninth/fifteenth
centuries.

‘asabiyya: fighting spirit, clan solidarity.

atabak: see atabeg.

atabeg: military chief, senior commander.

awlad al-nas: sons of the mamliiks.
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a‘yan: local notables.

‘azab (Ottoman): infantryman.

baraka: blessing, grace of God; spiritual power; usually associated with holy men
or sharifs, it can impart benefits to the holy man’s followers, even when visiting
their tombs long after the holy man’'s death. Salary paid to the army in
Almohad times.

bay‘a: oath of allegiance.

beg: Ottoman title used for holders of military/administrative positions;
autonomous ruler.

beglerbegi: governor.

beglerbegilik: province.

beglik: Turkish state.

bilad al-makhzan (Maghrib): lands submitted to the authority of the central
government by paying taxes.

bilad al-siba (Maghrib): lands ‘running to waste’ or lands of dissidence’, lands
that resisted the authority of the central government or operated largely
independent of it, even though local leaders often theoretically
acknowledged the sultan’s authority.

Bilad al-Sudan: land of the blacks’.

da‘T: ‘summoner’; Isma‘ili missionary and propagandist.

dar al-harb: the abode of war.

dar al-islam: the abode of Islam.

dar al-tivaz: see tiraz.

da‘wa: a summons to allegiance; mission.

devshirme: ‘collection of boys’ from Christian households to serve in the
Ottoman army.

Dey: commanding officer of the Janissaries in Algiers.

dhimma: ‘the covenant of protection’ granted to Jews and Christians.

dhimm1: a non-Muslim granted a covenant of protection.

dinar: gold coin.

diwan (Divan): ministry, office or board (for example, in charge of the army,
and of revenue and expenditure); commercial facility.

emir: see amir.

faqih: legal scholar.

fatwa, Turk. fetwa: legal opinion.

figh: Islamic law.

fitna: disruption; civil and military unrest. It is frequently translated as ‘civil
war’ or ‘civil strife’.

funduq: commercial facility.
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Geniza: chamber of the synagogue in Fustat that served as the burial room for the
various kinds of writing that originated within the Jewish community,
including letters of traders written in Judaeo-Arabic and, occasionally, Arabic.

ghazi/ Ghazi: fighter in the holy war or jihad.

hadith: Prophetic Traditions.

hajib, pl. hujjab: chamberlain or person who acts as delegate of the ruler.

hajj: pilgrimage to Mecca.

halga: a unit composed of military slaves in Saladin’s army. In Mamlak times, a
non-mamlitk corps (including the mamliks’ children, awlad al-nas, and
masterless veteran mamliiks).

Hanafism: one of the four Sunni legal schools.

Hanbalism: one of the four Sunni legal schools.

haram: forbidden, inviolable, sacred.

hijra: migration of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Medina, signalling
the beginning of the Islamic calendar; migration from one place (usually
considered un-Islamic) to another.

hisba: control of the market; the precept of ‘commanding good and forbidding evil".

hizb, pl. ahzab: lit. “party’; coalition crossing factional boundaries among the
Mamliks.

hubs, pl. ahbas: pious endowment. See also wagf.

huffaz, sing. hafiz: lit. ‘memoriser’. In Almohad times, those trained both as
scholars and as soldiers who served in the administration of the empire.

‘ibra: revenue per year for a certain area of land.

‘ilm: religious knowledge.

iltizam: tax-farming.

imam: religious and political head of the Muslim community.

imam: prayer leader.

iqta‘, pl. iqta‘at: the allocation of a source of revenue in payment for military
service; land-tax farms assigned to the military.

jamd‘a: lit. ‘community’. From it derives the Spanish term ‘aljama’ that refers
to Muslim communities under Christian rule. Oligarchy of notables who
competed for supremacy (Timbuktu).

janissaries (Turk. yeni geri): ‘new troops’, the sultan’s infantry corps.

jaysh: armed forces. In Morocco, jaysh troops were tribal regiments, derived from
tribes allied with the government and usually receiving special favours, such as
tax breaks or regional authority, in exchange for their military service.

jihad: holy war; war conducted according to Islamic norms.

jizya (Turk. jizye): poll- or head-tax.

kadi (Turk.): see qadi
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kafir, pl. kuffar: unbelievers, pagans.

kanun (Turk.): see ganiin.

khan: title of the Mongol rulers.

khanqa: Sufi lodge.

kharaj: land-tax.

khatib: ‘spokesman’, preacher of the Friday sermon.

khutba: Friday sermon.

kuffar: see kafir.

kufr: unbelief.

madhhab: legal school.

madrasa (Turk. medrese): college, educational establishment for the teaching of
religious knowledge and a source of power for the ‘ulama’.

al-maghrib al-aqsa: the extreme Maghrib, nowadays Morocco.

mahdi/Mahdi: ‘the rightly guided one’, Messianic figure who is expected to
return at the end of time and to establish the rule of justice upon earth. In
the history of the Maghrib — and in other Islamic regions — there have been
many claimants to this title, who sought to establish religio-political
movements often with the goal of capturing government authority.

majlis, pl. majalis: gathering, session, council.

makhzan: literally, ‘storehouse’. In the Maghrib, central government and
administration, ‘treasury’ state.

malik, pl. muliik: king.

Malikism: one of the four Sunni legal schools, predominant in North Africa
and al-Andalus.

mamliik: slave soldier.

Mamluk: dynasty.

marabout (French from murabit): a charismatic spiritual leader known for baraka,
manifested through miracle working, pious deeds and an ability to intercede
between disputing groups. These holy men often played decisive roles in the
history of the Maghrib, not only spiritually, but sometimes politically as well.

matjar: the state commercial office under the Fatimids and Mamlaks in Egypt.

Mawlay: literally ‘my master’, it is a title applied to sharifs, and particularly to
sultans of the Sa‘di and ‘Alawi dynasties. The only exception is for
individuals named Muhammad in which case the term Sidi is used.

mawlid al-nab?: the festival of the Prophet’s birthday.

medrese: see madrasa.

mellah (mallah): Jewish quarter in Moroccan towns.

milla, Turk. millet: religious community.
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Moriscos: ‘New Christians’, Muslims forced to convert to Catholicism in the
Iberian Peninsula.

Mozarabs: Arabised Christians in the Iberian Peninsula.

Mudejars: from the Arabic mudajjan. Muslims living under Christian rule who were
permitted to practise Islam and run their own affairs according to their own laws.

mufil: jurisconsult who advised on matters of Islamic law.

muhtasib: market inspector.

mujaddid: religious renewer.

muqta‘: iqta holder.

murabit, pl. murabitiin: ‘holy warrior’” or militant reformer; when turned into
saint, see marabout.

n@’ib: deputy; lieutenant of the ruler in the government of the country;
substitute of a teacher in a madrasa.

ojaq: hearth, corps of Janissaries.

parias (Spanish): tribute paid by the Muslims to the Christians.

pasha: Ottoman title for high-ranking military officers and civilian officials.

qadi (Turk. kadr): judge.

qa’id: military commander; provincial governor.

qaniin (Turk. kanun): Ottoman state law.

qasaba: fortress or stronghold. The qasba is the fortified part of a city, or a
military outpost in regional areas.

gintar: weight measure.

quloghlus: “sons of the Sultan’s slaves’.

ra’ts (Turk. re’%s): headman, leader, chief.

rawk: cadastral survey in Mamlik Egypt.

reconquista: Christian conquest of the lands under Muslim rule in the Iberian
Peninsula which resulted in the elimination of al-Andalus.

re’tsii’l-kiittab (Turk.): head of the chancery clerks.

ribat: military fortification; Sufi lodge.

rihla: journey; journey in search of reliable informants.

sanjaq (Turk.): district, subdivision of a province.

saqaliba: slaves of Slavic or European provenance.

sekban (Turk.): mercenaries, musketeers paid only on campaign.

Shafi‘ism: one of the four Sunni legal schools.

shah: title of the Safavid imam.

sharTa: Islamic religious law.

sharif: descendant of the Prophet; man or family claiming patrilineal descent
from the Prophet Muhammad.
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shaykh (Turk. sheykh): elder, head or leader of a tribe, a council or a Sufi
order. Usually the authority of a shaykh is obtained informally as opposed to
a formally appointed position.

shaykh al-islam: the mufit of Istanbul.

sheyhiilislam: see shaykh al-islam.

shihna: military governor of a town or province.

Sidi: literally ‘my master’; in the Maghrib it is an honorific title given to sharifs
with the name of Muhammad.

sipaht (Turk.): cavalryman.

siidan: blacks.

Sufi: mystic.

sultan: ruler.

siig: market.

ta’ifa: division, faction, petty kingdom, Taifa kingdom.

tajdid: religious renewal.

talaba: lit. students; Almohad religious, military and administrative elites.

taqlid: imitation of human interpretation of the religious law.

tariqa: way of the Sufi, mystical brotherhood.

tashbih: anthropomorphism.

tekke (Turk.): dervish lodge.

timar: a military fief, consisting usually of one or more villages or parts of villages,
together with the surrounding agricultural land and pasture, the holder of
which received the tax income from the land in exchange for military service.

tirdz: production of inscribed textiles and luxurious fabrics under
governmental supervision.

‘ulama@’ (Turk. ‘ulema): pl. of ‘alim.

umma: community of the faithful, Muslim community.

‘ushr: tithe of the revenue off Muslim land; a 10 per cent tax on imports.

usiil: legal methodology.

vakf (Turk.): see waqf.

vezir (Turk.): see wazir.

wali: governor.

wali: saint.

walt Allah: God’s friend, saint.

waqf: pious endowment. See also hubs.

waqfiyya: pious endowment deed.

wazir: vizier.

zakat: alms-tax.

zawiya: Sufi lodge; residence of the marabout.
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Chapter 9: Western Arabia and Yemen (fifth/
eleventh century to the Ottoman conquest)

1. Western Arabia
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Despite the region’s importance, there is no comprehensive study on the history of the
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Haramayn during that time in Western languages.
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Stadt und ihre Herren, The Hague, 1888, and Gerald de Gaury, Rulers of Mecca, London, 1951.
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and Gaston Wiet, Matériaux pour un corpus inscriptionum arabicarum, part 4: Arabie, inscrip-
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‘Umara al-Yamani, Najm al-Din, Ta’rikh al-Yaman al-musamma al-Mufid f akhbar San‘a’ wa-
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2. Yemen

Practical suggestions for further reading

There is no comprehensive study on the history of Yemen in its different aspects for the
period treated. Even overview-studies on the most important political actors, Sunni
dynasties as well as Zaydi imams, are lacking.

An exception is Venetia Porter, “The history and monuments of the Tahirid dynasty of
the Yemen 858-923/1454-1517°, Ph.D. thesis, University of Durham (1992).

Historical sketches on most of the early dynasties up to the Ayyubid invasion are
available in Gerald Rex Smith, The Ayyiibids and early Rasulids in the Yemen (567—694/
1173-1295), vol. II, London, 1978. Some important religious developments of that time are
dicussed in Ayman Fw’ad Sayyid, Ta’rikh al-madhahib al-diniyya fi bilad al-Yaman hatta
nihayat al-qarn al-sadis al-hijri, Cairo, 1988, and Husayn ibn Fayd Allah al-Hamdani,
al-Sulayhiyyiin wa’l-haraka al-fatimiyya fU'l-Yaman (min sana 268 H ila sana 626 H), Cairo,
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islamiyya fU'l-Yaman, Damascus, 1980.

On aspects of trade and mercantile history see Roxani Eleni Margariti, Aden and the
Indian Ocean trade: 150 years in the life of a medieval Arabian port, Chapel Hill, 2007, and its
up-to-date bibliography.

Primary sources
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