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The Institute of Ismaili Studies

The Institute of Ismaili Studies was established in 1977 with the
object of promoting scholarship and learning on Islam, in the his-
torical as well as contemporary contexts, and a better
understanding of its relationship with other societies and faiths.

The Institute'’s programmes encourage a perspective which is
not confined to the theological and religious heritage of Islam,
but seek to explore the relationship of religious ideas to broader
dimensions of society and culture. The programmes thus encour-
age an interdisciplinary approach to the materials of Islamic history
and thought. Particular attention is also given to issues of moder-
nity that arise as Muslims scck to relate theiwr heritage to the
contemporary sittuation,

Within the Islamic traditon, the Insutute’s programmes seek
to promote rescarch on those arcas which have, to date, received
relatively littde attention from scholars. These include the intel-
lectual and literary expressions of Shi‘ism in general, and Ismailism
in particular.

In the context of Islamic societies, the Institute’s programmes
are mformed by the full range and diversity of cultures in which
Islamoas pracused today, from the Middle East, South and Central
Asia and Afnica to the induastrialised societies of the West, thus
taking inte considecatinon the vanety of contexts which shape the
ideals, belicfs and prectices of the faith,

These obiecivesare realised through concrete programmes and
activities orgrenised aod ihlph*l‘ﬂr:ltt‘tl by various departments of

\
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vi The Institute of Ismaili Studies

the Institute. The Institute also collaborates periodically, on a
l)mgr;umnu-s]wt'iﬁ{: basis, with other institutions of learning in
the United Kingdom and abroad.

The Institute's academic publications fall into several distinet 3
and interrelated categories:

];
L. Occasional papers or essays addressing broad themes of the :‘r
relationship between religion and society, with special refer- “’
ence to Islam. \
. Monographs exploring specific aspects of [slamic faith and :
culture, or the contributions of individual Muslim figures or g
Writers, &;
q. Editions or translations of significant primary or secondary f}

XIS, {é
1. Translations of poetic or literary texts which illustrate the rich !

heritage of spiritual, devotional and symbolic expressions 1n {

Muslim history. E
5. Works on Ismaili history and thought, and the relationship of

the Ismailis 1o other traditions, communities and schools of
thought in Islam,

-

- A w amrrors Lo SNTET

G. Proceedings of conferences and seminars sponsored by the
[nsttute.

-, Bibliographical works and catalogues which document
manuscripts, printed texts and other source materials.

This book falls into category five listed above.

In facilitating these and other publications, the Institute’s sole
aim is to encourage original research and analysis of relevant is- ¢
sues. While every effort is made to ensure that the publicauons
are of a high academic standard, there is n wurally bound to be a
diversity of views, ideas and interpret ations. As such, the opinions
expressed in these publications are 1o be understood as belong-
ing to their authors alone.

} i




Ismaili Heritage Series

A major Shi‘i Muslim community, the Ismailis have had a long
and eventful history. Scattered in many regions of the world, in
Asia, Africa, Europe and North America, the Ismailis have elabo-
rated diverse intellectual and literary traditons i different
languages. On two occasions they had states of their own, the Ia-
timid caliphate and the Nizari State of Iran and Syna during the

Alamut period. While pursuing particular religio-political aims,
the leaders of these Ismaili states also variously encouraged intel-
lectual, scientific, artistic and commercial activities.

Until recently, the Ismailis were studied and judged almost ex-
clusively on the basis of the evidence collected or fabricated by
their enemies, including the bulk of the medieval heresiographers
and polemicists who were hostile towards the Shia in general and
the Ismailis among them in particular. These authors in fact treated
the Shi‘i interpretations of Islam as expressions of heterodoxy or
cven heresy. As a result, a ‘black legend” was gradually developed
and put into circulation in the Muslim world to disceredit the Is-
mailis and their interpretation of Iskam. The Christian Crusaders
and their occidental chroniclers, who remained almost completely
irnorant of Ishun and its internal divisions, disseminated therr
own myths of the Ismailis, which came to be accepted in Europe
as true descriptions of Ismailt teachings and practices. Modern
orientalists, too, have studied the Ismailis on the basis of these

hostile sources and Ganciful accounts of medieval umes. Thus,

Vil
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legends and misconceptons have contunued to surround the Is-
mailis to the present day.

In more recent decades, however, the field of Ismaih studies
his been revolutonised due to the recovery and studv of genuine
Ianaili sources on a irge scale = manusceript materials which in
different wavs survived the destruction of the Faumid and Nizan
lvinaili libraries, These sources, represenung diverse hiterary tra-
ditions produced in Arabic, Persian and Indic languages, had
hitherto been secretly preserved in private collections in India,
Centrl Asia, Iran, Afehanistan, Svria and the Yemen.

Modern progress in Ismaili studies has already necessitated a
complete reswriting of the history of the [smailis and their contn-
butions 1o Islamic civilisatuon. It has now become clear that the
[vimlis founded important ibrares and insututons of learning
cch as al-Azhar and the Dar al-'Ilm in Cairo, while some of their
learned das or missioniries developed unique intellectual tradi-
tons amadeamating their theological doctrine with a diversity of
phihm:phir;ll traditons in complex metaphvsical svstems. The
lsinaili patronage of learning and extension of hospitaliy to non-
[omaili scholars wis nuintained even in such difficult umes as the
ALimut period, when the communiny was preoccupied with 1ts
survival in an extremely hostule mihieuw.

The Ismaili Heritage Series, published under the auspices of
the Department of Academic Research and Publications of The
Institute of Ismaili Studies, aims to make available 1o wide audi-
cnces the results of modern scholarship on the Ismailis and their
rich intellecnul and cultural heritage, as well as certain aspects of

thetr more recent history and achievements.,
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Introduction

The Fatimids rose to political dominion in North Africa in 290/
goq after a long period of clandestine struggle in various regions
of the Islamic world and they formally proclaimed their caliphate
soon after in 2g7/910. The new caliph, al-Mahdi, was already the
Imam of the Shi< Ismailis but, until then, he had not actually
ruled a politically defined territory. His triumph, however, repre-
sented a true revolution in which he restored the rights of the
Prophet’s family by bringing back to power a descendant of ‘Al
b. Abi Talib in the line of ‘Ali’s wife Fatima, the Prophet’s own
daughter and the mother of his only grandsons. Therealter al-
Mahdi and his successors were thus both imams in the religious
sense and also rulers of an empire that grew from its original base
in what are now Tunisia, Algeria and Sicily. In 358/906¢, having by
then subdued nearly all of North Africa and the lands of the south-
crn Mediterranean, the Fatimids finally added Egypt, much ol
Syria and the holy cities of Arabia to their growing cmpire. In
Egvpt they founded the city of Cairo as thenr new headguarters
and proceeded, by further conquests, toward the completion of a
lnllg—hlnlghl ;_[u'.ll 1O *-.llp]}lnlll the Abbasid [‘;lli[}llillt'.

Over the next two centuries the fortunes of the Fatimid dy-
nasty both waxed and waned. Atone high pointin the middle of

.lfllt,,l_h_xu.l.d.u_w”n they brie Ih controlled Baghdad, the capital

e

city of their Abbasid rivals, Their decline was also prolonged .uul

-——.__.—r"

Jow. When the E uropean Crusaders captured Jerusalem in g/
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100, they took that city away from these same Fatimids, who had
L 1 ) ’

recovered it for themselves once again the previous year, Later
still, as the Latin crusader states under Amalric I, King of Jerusa-

lem, became directly involved in Egypt, the government there was
still Fatimid, Only in 5677/11771, over two hundred and sixty years
alter the foundation of their state, did Saladin (Salah al-Din), the
most Gunous of the Muslim opponents of the Crusaders, who was

at that time wazir to the last of the FFatimid imame-caliphs, finally
abolish the dynasty. Upon the death of the previous ruler he sim- “
ply refused to allow a successor to assume the caliphate.

Both for the extent of their government over time and terri-
tory and their challenge to Sunni Islam and s Abbasid caliphate
— or even for their opposition to the Umayyads of Spain, another

|
enemy — the Fatimids merit careful and extensive consideration th
in modern scholarship. Their two hundred-year rule over Egypt ll
is by itsell enough to warrant such interest. Under them Egypt E
became independent for the first time in the Islamic period and E
it remained so until the Ouoman_conquest-in_g29/1517. The ﬂ

history of this dynasty also involves North Africa, Sicily, Syria, the

-
ol i T e

Hijazand Yemen, and it comprises a religious dimension that func-
tioned outside of its political territory.

As imams of the Ismailis, the Fatimids controlled a network of
missions (da‘weas) that reached deep (often, though not always,

j.r-_ﬂw.nm:—l B

secretly) into areas inside the domains of their opponents. For

ey, e

his religious followers, the Fatimid ruler, in his capacity as [smaili
inam, was the absolute authority in all maters including most
especially any issue of religion and rehigious doctrine or interpre- A
ation. Naturally, this aspect of their government was not R
recognised by Sunni Muslims cither inside or outside the empire 4
and was poorly understood by them, if atall. The Abbasid caliphs
did not have the same degree of religious authority. Similarly, non-
lsiaili Shi‘a, such as the Twelvers and the Zaydis, although they
hetter r::mln':.-lnrmlc{l the Shi‘i theory of the imamate, did not ‘!
admit to any religious supremacy on the partof the Fatimid imams.
None the less, it is impossible to explain this dynasty and its rule LY
adequately without fully grasping the character and importance &
of its religions ideology, which was, moreover, all but unique In 1:

\
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Introduction 9

[slamic history. There are no examples like it in the Sunni world
and the Twelver Shi‘a never saw their imam achieve rulership in

the political sense. Only a few small Zaydi principalities in out of

the way regions had anything resembling a comparable-governs

e PR O e
mentamong-the-Shi‘a..

/All of these issues affect scholarship about the Fatimids. Medi-
L“"\{.\.]\H{Jlll(:l,h are divided into those that express a Sunni attitude,
on the one hand, or an Ismaili affinity, on the other. A few are
Shi‘a in sympathy but none the less are not actually Ismaili. The
degree of hostility displayed by the non- -Ismaili writers varies
oreatly. Most were then and are now simply ignorant of true Is-
maili doctrines. Some, however, objected to the Ismaili
anderstanding of Islam on basic principles rooted so deeply 1
how they perceived what they wrote that their anti-Ismaili h;llru(l
coloured their account of the facts. To a real extent modern schol-
arship proves that the same divisions continue to exist among those
who now write about the Fatimids,

In general, relative to slightly later but comparable periods 1n
the Middle East, the study of the Fatimids has received so much
less attention as to border on serious neglect, especially in Eng-
lish language scholarship. This judgement is less true for French
and Arabic. The documentation for Fatimid rule and for the soci-
cties that lived under it is certainly poorer than for a dynasty like
that of the Mamluks. But lack of materials and sources does not
entirely explain or justify the apparent disregard by Middle East
historians of this two hundred and fifty-year span of the Fatimid
caliphate, especially the two centuries during which Cairo and
thus Egypt was the capital of the empire. One reason for this over-
sight surely stems from an aversion to, or perhaps unease and

unfamliarity with, Ismatli Shi‘ism and its 5|n_*ciul doctrinal

ranure,

These religious issues, however, certainly require an explana-
nun one that sets outas clearly as possible the peculiar differences
it might arise in the investigations of the Fatimids and their
rule. Inaddition, itis essential to understand these matters in the
context of time and place. The Shi‘a, for example, were always
minority within Islam and thus in opposition to the dommant
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trends, They traced their origin to the refusal of the most power-
(ul of the Prophet’s Companions to admit that he had designated
his cousin ‘Ali as his successor. Failure to recognise ‘Alt’s rnights

wis condemned by the Shi‘a, who thus regard themselves as the

o — o

partisans of ‘Ali. Their enemies were the supporters of any of those
who denied ‘All, an opposition so basic and fundamental in carly

———
- e gi—

; ; £ I8 .
Islam as to leave its mark on the respective communities ever af- |
ter. As the weaker of the contending parties, however, the Shi‘a 'i *
were frequently persecuted accordingly, forcing them into a si-

\!

i
|
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fl-

lent dissent in which serious political action could be undertaken
only with great caution and secrecy.

For ‘Al himself, who finally achieved the ank of supreme leader
of the Muslims as the Commander of the Faithful only after Abt
Bakr, ‘Umer and ‘Uthman, the ultimate enemy was the surviving
head of ‘Uthmian’s Umayyad clan, Mu‘awiya. The Umayyads were
then, and were to remain, implacably hostile to ‘All, to his lineage,
and to his Hashimite clan, That is important because, although
the Umayyads were eventually overthrown by the Abbasids, they
survived in Spain where much later they continued their Opposi-
Gon to both the more distant Abbasids and the closer, newly
cmerging Fatimids, The Abbasids, though once eager for the sup-
port of ‘Ali’s descendants, had, by the late ninth century when
the Ismaili da‘wa began o spread most rapidly, long since aban-
doned their pro-Shi‘a policies. They had become equally hosule.

In that era the majority in a given Muslim (Sunni) community,
as, tor example, in the provincial capital of North Africa, nor-
mally consisted of various factions divided in the first instance by
schools of legal interpretation. Law in Islam has a fundamental
bearing on religious rites and rituals, personal status, and many ‘-
netters not covered in other, non-Muslim systems. The Shi‘a of
that same city, as was common there and elsewhere, hid their reli-
sious inclination altogether, to the point that some among them,
in order to gain an education, pretended an interest in one of
these Sunni schools. Bevond the domain of law, moreover,
additional issues of religious difference were subsumed within
theological doctrine or what was called more generally the o
‘principles of faith’ (usul al-din). As with law there were competung

Marfat.com
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schools in this area too. In Qayrawan in the third/ninth century,
most citizens were either Malikl or Hanafi with respect to their
legal affiliation. These two legal schools traced their origin
respectively to the Madinese jurist Malik b. Anas or to the Iraqi-
Abut Hanifa and his immediate followers. Most of those who
subscribed to either tendency were simply uninterested in theology
and the majority refused to engage in speculation about 1t.
Therefore, since theology occupied such a minor role, only those
few who actually espoused a deliberate position on an important
issue belonged to what might be termed a school in this area. In
Qayrawin at the time of the advent ot the Fatimids, to be called a
Mu‘tazila = the one clearly recognisable school of theology -
indicated to the majority a theological heresy opposed by the ma-
jorty. Few Milikis were ever, therefore, also Mu‘tazila, although
still among the Sunnis a number of the Hanafis had espoused this
brand of theology. By that time, however, a considerable number
of the Shita, some even in Qayrawan, but most in the cast, had
adopted Mu‘tazili positions.

The Ismaili movement itself developed largely within Shi‘i circles

that, in part because of the obvious requirement of secrecy, remain

obscure. Still some general features of this early Shifism are rea-

sonably clear from surviving evidence. The story s, however, not

simple. From the time of ‘Al b. Abi Talib to the beginning of the

| Fatimid caliphate —a span of almost two hundred and fifty years —

| the Shita themselves split up frequently into various sectarian

croupings, later just as frequently reformed into a larger cohesive

movement. The e of the Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq (dog8/705) wit-

nessed rre accord across a broad range of the Shi‘a, but the

succession to him was fraught with difficulty leading to major sepas-

rations between the supporters of one son over another. The

lamaili movement commenced in the aftermath of these troubles;

what wats later to become the Twelver Shi‘a followed one Tine and
the Ismaalis another,

What is at stake in the line of succession is the imamate, a doc-

trine of ntunost importance to the Shita but liade understood by

the Sunnis. In Sunni theory the community itself chooses the

|
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supreme leader of the Muslims, a form of clection. What actually
happened in nearly all cases, however, involved the sclection of
an heir or successor by the previous ruler, For the Shifa it is axi-

omatic that God would never abandon humans to the folly of their
own desires and whims. In fact, in their view, God guided His

= B —
-

Prophet to select and designate ‘Al as his immediate successor;
not to admit this point was and is tantamount to rebellion against
God Himself, ‘All thereafter designated his son Hasan who like-
wise designated his brother Husayn, the latter his son ‘Ali, and so
on. Designation precludes election, just as it conveys instead God'’s

e — — T

-

choice. The imams, according to the Shi‘a, are divinely appointed.
Each is infallible, incapable of sin and error. Religion, true reli-
gion, lives in them and through them. Only they know what it is

i
i - ——

with absolute incontrovertible accuracy. Moreover, they are its only

source: hence not to recognise the imams, most especially the
living imam of the present, carries with such refusal the threat of
perdition and hell.

<_For the Sunnis this is a doctrine quite foreign to their under-

nl;h(ling of Islam. The imamate in their theory exists but on a i
much less serious plane and the consequences of having elevated ?«
an unfit leader can be remedied by his removal from office. An
imam is a leader, the leader of Friday congregational prayer, for
example, or the founder of a legal school, or even the caliph, as
wits the case with the Umayyad or Abbasid rulers, all subject in %

theory to review and recall. But npne of these positions commands
absolute authority in religious affairs. Nor does replacement re-
quire the officcholder necessarily to select his own successor, as 1S
the ease with the Shis imam. For the Ismailis there is no other ;
procedure; the community cannot replace the imam under any Vo
civenmstincees at all. Thus, in the view of the Sunnis, the Faumid
caliphs were simply at best equal to the Abbasids in the degree of Conl
their religious authority. For Ismailis, however, the Fatimid caliph
was the imam of his time. In him and through him Islam is pure;
there is no valid religion without him. Moreover, while religious
doctrine follows the ruling of previous imams, it does so only un-
til superseded by the judgement of the living imam, if and when 1t
occurs. One consequence is that for the Ismailis Islamic law

Marfat.com
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depends solely on the imam (or on his predecessors, if, in the
absence of a new ruling, it remains as it was under them).

\Most historians who have written about the Fatimids fail to take
qote of this doctrine which means that the imam-caliph was not |
obliged to follow any previously-held notion of Islamic law orany
other aspect of the faith. The da‘wa, the mission in support of the
- mamate, was in fact less generically in favour of the Fatimids as a
dynasty than of each individual imam, one by one. The da‘wais a
call for obedience and loyalty to the imam, the living imam. Line-
age is of course essential; the Fatimids always named their
prophetic ancestor and honoured the deceased members of their
line. Sacred descent was crucial to their legitimacy, but it meant
nothing without the living representative of 1tin every age.

The da‘wa also consisted of a vast network of missions each
directed by regional authorities commonly called da‘is. Prior to
the commencement of the caliphate, the Ismaili da‘wahad spread
(o most areas of the Islamic world. The centre of all this attention
was the imam but, following upon the creation of the caliphate,
what was previously purely an Ismaili movement became territo-
rial with responsibility for a p:_npnlum- of considerable size, only a
few of whom were Ismailis. While many of the rest lived in those
domains simply as citizens by default, many accepted Fatimid rule
and, despite religious reservatons, actively sought to enter gov-
crnment service. Over the long period of Fatimid rule, there are
examples of important officeholders who belonged personally to
a complete range of Muslim factons: Malikis, Hanafis, Shafitis
and Hanbalis, to name the four Sunni legal schools, Shi‘a of vari-
ous non-Ismaili groups, even Jews and Christians, all with great
|'r.-.pnn~.-.i|1i]ilj.' in the state, a condition that presumes their per-
sonal political loyalty to it. Thus the imam, whatever his position
with respect to his own Ismaili followers, could not risk the out-
right alicnation of his non-Ismaili subjects. Religious policy within
the Fatimid empire was, therefore, always a matter of consider-
able delicacy. Accordingly, the historian's reconstruction of how
that policy plaved out must account for both private sentments
of extravagant devotion or bitter hosulity (or somewhere in be-

tween) and the l"mhlir rx]n'ruium of cither one. The imam'’'s da‘wea
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could teach one set of doctrines to initiates sworn by oath to
undying secrecy even as, meanwhile, his regime attempted to ac-
commodate a much broader spectrum of the populace with official
tolerance and compromise, Needless to say, however, this policy

was not always and everywhere as benign as it was at its best

The historiographical implications of Fatimid religious policy Jg
are likewise complicated by the attitudes and points of view ex- i
pressed both in the sources and by the historians who write about A;
them. Still what made the Fatimids unique was their religious claim ‘1;1
(o the imamate in the Shi‘i sense of the term. To ignore this di- H
mension of their rule deprives the dynasty of its reason for *‘1.
existence. But it must also be admitted that the issues involved B
are not easy to investigate. Perhaps the inherent secrecy of the T‘i
da‘wa, a result of long experience of persecution and danger, con- :
tributed to the suppression of information that might now help 1,
explain it and its activities. Even after the establishment of the :
very state in which the appeal for Ismaili loyalty was surely well i
protected and thus safe from harm, the da‘wa continued to func- ?
tion Lurgely in seclusion from the public. There were, to be sure, !~
programmes ol v more open nature; the preachers of Ismailism :
did offer their guidance to the citizens when and where they found '.
2 suitable opportunity. But, because the da‘wa remained commit- 1
ted 1o the spread of the movement abroad and because the |
government feared alienatung its non-Ismaili subjects, its activi- f
les were less obvious than they might otherwise have been. Outside :
the empire, conditions were now even more dangerous than be- |
fore because of the Imlitir;ll consequences inherentin supporting o '.
the Fatimid caliph against either the Abbasids or Umayyads. | :

The peculiar interaction of religion and state in the case of the ] '.
Fatimids is, even so, highly significant and a proper understand-
ing of how it functioned is a critical factor in the history of the
dynasty. It has not, however, been well covered in previous schol-
arship. Historians most often treat the Fatimids as if the religious §
questions are secondary or of little import. Some tend to avoid ':
discussing the dvnasty because of the difficulty of adequately 'L-'*t',
investigating such matters. Those most comfortable with Sunni 'ri
cources and the concomitant view of Islamic history represented (.

A
|
i
i
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in them shy away from the unfamiliar Shi‘ism involved here. Ironi-
cally, researchers who have a command of Shi‘i theory and are
sympathetic to it find the Fatimids an awkward subject because
what we can discern of their history depends heavily on later Sunni
chroniclers who were blatantly hostile to them on religious
grounds.

Another major part of the problem of studying the Fatimids 1s
qccess to Ismaili sources. Whereas the standard Arabic sources
such as, for example, the bhetter known works of Ibn ‘Idhari, Ibn
al-Athir, and especially al-Maqnizi, arce indispensable, many ex-
tremely important sources exist only in the libraries of the Tayyibi
lanailis. This literature is almost always sectarian, and much of it
« doctrinal rather than historical. Nevertheless, it provides valu-
\ble information that cannot be ignored in analysing Fatimid rule.
For the subject of religion in the Fatimid state, these sources of-
ten supply the only authentic evidence that we have. Yet, these
cectarian works fall outside the normal competency of most Is-
lamic historians.

While the religious dimension of Fatimid rule is difficult to ex-
plain for the reasons just mentioned, there is also another problem.
The Ismailis, even in their own state, never constituted a majority.
As a result, their teaching and proselytising institutions hardly
cver functioned without due circumspection and caution. The
religious policy of the Fatimids, even for such critical issues as suc-
cession to the imamate, was thus often shrouded in semi-secrecy.
This tendencey frequently ereated confusion among those who ob-
served what was or was not policy and what did or did not happen.
[Lis 2 confusion reflected in the oldest sources, particularly those
not privy to the highest Ismaili authority. Even now, many miscon-
ceptions about the nature of Fatmid institttions persist,

There are, however, also valid reasons for the study of the Fa-
timids and the Fatimid period quite apart fromomatters of rehgion.
In the Maghrib, for example, the Fatimids came after the Aghlabids
and before the Zivids: the situation in Sicily is similar, In Egypt
the Fatimids fall between the Ikhshidids and the Ayvubids. For
the history of either the Maghrib or Egypt, what came before and

after are a part of the story of those regions, The Fatimids do not
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of necessity occupy a distinet place in it, In North Africa they
founded al-Mahdiyya, an important capital city for several centuries
after they had departed; likewise Cairo owes its very existence to
them and, in contrast to al-Mahdiyya, Cairo has never ceased to
be the centre of Egyptian life. The Fatimid city was, and continues
to be, the capital of the country, Long after the Ismailis had disap-
peared, the inhabitants of Cairo remembered the Fatimids not as
Shi‘l imams but as a dynasty of caliphs who had been responsible
for building and embellishing their city. Even while the Fatumids
ruled, the majority of their subjects were of another madhhab.
Therefore there is an important difference between the study of
Ismailisim and of the Fatimids caliphate or of the period of their
political empire. While some issues overlap, many others in Fa-
tmid studies have less to do with Ismailism, and some have no
connection at all,

Accordingly, historians of the various geographical regions that
once belonged to the Fatimid empire not infrequently express
much less concern with the Ismailis than with the long term trends
— cconomic and social, for example — in the particular country of
their focus. A historian of medieval Egypt needs to know about
the Fatimids and also about the Tulunids and Ikhshidids before,
and Ayyubids afterward and, even more to the point, know about
Egvpt and its inhabitants quite apart from the rulers and their
covernments, Itis certainly understandable, therefore, that these
historians follow in the first instance their own sources, which in
many cases also have a regional focus. For Egypt these are in the
main later chroniclers whose own interest is Egypt and not the
[smailis. The special characteristics of the dynasty, as far as they
are concerned, are Cairo, its buildings, its political history and
more rarely, its institutions — all seen, more often than not, in the
context of conditions at the time of the writer, as existed, for ex-
ample, under the Mamluks for someone writing in that much later
period.

Regional interest among later historians likewise tends to di-
vide the Fatimid experience into.its initial phase in the Maghrib
and Sicily, and a later phase in the east. Each region has its own
historians, both medieval and modern. Itis also true that many of
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the best sources of information about the Fatimids are medieval
chronicles written substantially after their reign had ended and
which cover a much longer time period than this one dynasty. A
significant number of them purport to be universal histories that
deal with all past human events from the creation to the present.
In the latter case, naturally, the Fatimids occupy a relatively mi-

nor plucu.

The empire created by the Fatimids was also not small, especially
agthe height ot its power. And it faced on its many borders com-
petitors with whom it was often at war but also at peace and n
fricndly contact. Its international political strategy varied over tme
subject to opportunities that arose. And it was not always driven
by religious considerations. Here then is another subject that al-
fects the historiography of the period. Fatimid relations with
L'mayyad Spain and the Abbasid east were most often hostile, bit-
terly so, and how persons living and writing in either place saw
this dynasty influenced what they said about it. The same is largely
true of the observers who came after its demise, many of whom
lived or worked in a similar milieu. Lacking the same kind of reli-
gious antagonism toward the Fatimids, the Byzantines were not
always inimically opposed to them. These two_super powers €e1-

—

M}_}'inlcntly often enougliin Sicily, southern [taly and
northern Syria, but llfﬁfﬁﬁ;m frequently accepted from cach other
treaties of peace and mutual aid. The advent of the Latin Crusad-
crs, themselves not always on friendly terms with the Byzantnes,
complicated the situation. Once they had arrived in the Levang,
the Latin Europeans became yet one more ¢nemy confronting
the Fatmid empire. But, whereas Umayyad and Abbasid enmity
wis endemic and, although it might be dormantin brief periods,
never abated for long, the opposition of the Christian powers came
and went, MIh_ir{'l to choice and circumstances.

The scope of Fatimid hegemony and of its aspirations gener-

ated an empire both in reality and in theory. The very first caliph,

al-Mahdi, to cite one striking example, dispatched a mission o

A T " . ' . ————— e B &
Constantinople immediately after commencing hisregn”Hhisanm

— e '-'-ll—.q.____—'.-__ '_--—-'—'—-—-—-u—'--'_"—"'-'-u i

was apparently the conversion ol Byzantium, or at least, such of
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its citizens as might be susceptible to such an appeal. Similar
ventures went out to the west, the south and the east. In the cal-

iph's mind the four corners of the carth properly belonged within

his domain, spiritually if not physically. One interesting measure ﬁ |
of what the empire included is shown in the ethnicity of 1ts army. ]

At one period or another it comprised separate regiments coms-
poscd of Kutama and Sanhija Berbers, Masamida (another North

African tribal group), Slavs (from the north), various sub-Saha- \
ran Africans and Sudanese, Turks, Daylamis, Armenians, Zanjis I
(all from the east), contingents from a number of semi-nomadic I‘ :,
Arab tribes that lived in Egypt and Palestine, and many others. .:}5
b1
There are now hardly any real histories of the Fatimids, separate } P
and by themselves, either medieval or modern. Of those known E}
to have been written long ago, which might have become impor- Eﬂ;.
tant sources had they survived, nearly all are no longer extant. ’
One exception is, however, especially noteworthy. That is the b

ninth/fifteenth-century Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi's [tti‘az al-
N ‘ ~ : o I——— e a— . i g,
hunafa’ bi-akhbar al-a’im ma alfafimnyin al-khulaf@’. 1tis a large work

and is entirely devoted to the Fatimids, both in North Africa and
in Egypt and the east. The works of al-Magrizi — this and others
including his famous topography, the Khitaf, as will become obvi-
ous throughout the pages to follow, despite his lack of access to
the records of the Ismaili da‘wa, and thus his inability to under-
stand that dimension of Fatimid rule — are none the less simply
indispensable,

Still, al-Magqrizi was i historian writing about a dynasty that had
disappeared almost two full centuries before he was born. He was
thus neither an eyewitness nora contemporary, but ratherascholar
in search of information in much older records. It was from such
historical sources that he formed his own narrative, not unlike a
modern historian does now. And up to the time of his death 1n
8.5/ 1.1.42, he did just that, assiduously combing through the work
of his predecessors for what it might say about the Fatimids. An-
other like example comes from the same late pcri()d. Idris ‘Imad
al-Din was head of the Tayyibi [smaili community in Yemen; he ‘
dicd in 872/1.468, only twenty-six years after al-Maqrizi. Yet his e
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history of the Ismaili imams, the ‘Uyan al-akhbar, is practically the
only one of its kKind. Although in his case, in contrast to al-Magqriz,
his main sources were principally the works of long dead Ismaili
writers. like his Mamluk counterpart, he too depended completely
on much older materials. In many ways, despite the passing of
<everal additional centuries, the task of the modern historian 1s
the same now as it was for either al-Maqrizi or Idris.

Despite occasional signs of renewed interest in the Fatimids,
modern scholarship has accomplished relatively little in compari-
<on to what has been done on the subsequent Ayyubid and Mamluk
periods. The role of religious idcology in Fatimid rule thus re-
mains largely an open and unexplored question, although there
have been several useful advances particularly in the recovery and

examination of sources. Farh ary's The Isma‘ilis (199o) 1s

an especially valuable general account of this community, and Is-

ail Poonawala's Biobibliography (1977) remains a basic tool for
g ) i h ] -
[ocating Ismaili sources. Heinz Halm's volume on the North Afri-

can period, Das Reich des Mahdi (1991, Eng. tr. 1990) and Ayman
Fu’ad Sayyid's al-Dawla al-faimiyya fi Misr (1992, ond ed. 2000)
Are the best of the recent works devoted strictly to the Fatimids.
Halm is reportedly actively engaged in extending his admirable
study into the later periods and, unlike Sayyid, he fully appreci-
ates the religious problems of Fatimid rule and its connection to
organisations for teaching and da'wa. Sayyid, on the other hand,
is the leading expert on the non-Ismaili Arabic sources for the
Egyvptian phase, many of which he has personally edited or re-
cdited and re-published.

Fatimid history is thus a subject as vast and as varied as the geog-
raphy and the peoplesitincluded or touched. The writing of that
history is likewise both as wide as the cmpire and as narrow as the
thousands of particular topics that help explam any portion of it
The present book, however, aims not 1o cncompiss all, or even a
major portion of it, but to offer an introduction to what it con-
Gains or might contain and how to explore these possibilities, 1o
begin to suggest what sources exist, and how historians, both in

{former prrimla and now. have used them or could use them even
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yet, To reach that goal itis necessary to propose a framework in

which the material and themes of Fatimid history might fit, which

thereafter will serve as the focus for analysis and investigation,

But the purpose here is to open this field, not to close it. By mak- {.

ing it casier to study the Fatimids, hopefully this work will help

lead the way along both well-worn and also as yet untried paths. h
To accomplish that task, this book consists of two parts followed h'

by a comprehensive bibliography of both sources and modern \

studies, not merely of works cited in this study, but of the whole 'I‘

range ol what has been written to date about the Fatimids. Part |

presents an overview of the shape and content of Fatimid history,

arranged in three chapters, one ¢ach on the main phases of the

dynasty. These are, fivst, North Africa and the Maghnib, 2g6/9og-
a6 /q749: second, a century of empire, 362/973-466/1074; and
(inally, a century of military wazirs, 466/1074-567/1171. Part Il

contains separate chapters on the various Kinds of historical
sources that provide what information there is for historical re-
construction and analysis. They are, first, coins and other artefacts
(tiraz, building dedications, art objects, archacological finds) that
supply direct evidence (normally inscriptions) of historical events
and processes; second, documents and letters, both originals and
copies of them; third, eyewitness and contemporary accounts;
fourth, histories, topographies and biographical dicuonaries; fifth,
adab and other kinds of literary writings; and last, a look at the
work of those modern scholars who have contributed the most to
this subject.
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I The Maghrib

The Rising in the West and its Background

On 20 Rabi‘ I 297/ Friday, 4 January g1o,' the mosques of the
old Aghlabid governorate in North Africa and Sicily yrang with the

...—..--..____.___-_ — s
proclamation ofamewrtler, one no longer subservient toan cast-

ern caliphal overlord but completely independent, replacing, in
fact, not only all former rulers but the carlier forms of Islamic
covernment back to the golden era of the Prophet himself and of
his rightful successor ‘Ali b. Abi Talib. The caliph al-Mahdi’s vic-
tory was in reality a revolution in the true sense. For his [smaili
followers, it constituted a restoration of correct and righteous gov-
crnment, and of God's ordinance; it represented the assumption
of power by His real friends, the family of His prophet and their
most loyal supporters. Years of hardship and repression at the
hands of usurpers were now over; in this one corner of the far
west, o lengthy period of secret struggle in many other regions of
the Islamic empire had at last achieved a glorious end.®
Although al-Mahdi publicly claimed the caliphate in the fors
mal manner just described only at that date, the story of his
movement and of his own personal history to that point already
constituted many years of adventure full of dangerous escapes,
house arrestand a long flight from the cast to the distant Maghribi
city of Sijilmasa. Those most immediately responsible for his vie-

tory, morcover, had themselves spent as much as two decades or
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more in service to the same cause. Al-Mahdi’s caliphutc began

_with his triumphant entry into Raqgqada, an administrative sub-

e T ——
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1}'1'nwﬁfi'.'”{vwhicli was the capital of the Maghrib at that
time, but his nominal rule had begun tenth months carlier with
the military conquest of the same cities by his agent, the famous
“Abtt ‘Abdallih, who was known locally simply as al-Shi‘l. Backed

lJ} an army of Kutama Berber warriors that he had converted,
taught, and organised, he finally succeeded in bringing the
Aghlabids to a stunningly complete defeat and destruction in the
early Spring of 2g6/9og. Like his master al-Mahdi, Abu ‘Abdallah’s
career as 4 missionary and revolutionary has its own intrinsic in-
terest. He had then spent }I ghteenyears working with the Kntama.

Berbers, although his own personal origins were found in the Iraqi

fril}' of Kufa where, even earlier, he was first recruited to the cause.
Thus, despite these overt acts which represent the establish-
ment of the Fatimid state and indicate the rule of the new
imame-caliphs over the territories they inherited, a history of their

reign must commence years prior to them. As Ismaili imams these
Fatimid caliphs were by their own claim already the rightful hold-

ers of this office. Certainly for their followers, the change implied
i1 their ascension to the caliphate counted less than succession to

e imamate. In these terms al-Mahdi, though not under that
name, had been fully vested with his office over ten years before
when he succeeded the previous leader of the Ismailis. That event
occurred in the town of Salamivya in north central Syria in about

286/8gg = the exact date is not known. Therefore, in one quite
real sense, the history of the Fatimids must begin back at that
moment. Al-Mahdi was to be the founder of the state but it was
his imamate that was to become a political empire as well; the one
wits in part a consequence of the other.

[ike most revolutions, however, the story is not quite SO simple.
[t is possible, among other factors, 1o trace the Ismailis further
back, to the leadership of al-Mahdi's predecessors in Salamiyya
nd even before in other towns of the cast. Abu ‘Abdallah’s career
as an agent propagating the cause among the Berbers began in
280/8qg4: and he had first sign;:d on two years before that. Thus,
by the advent of al-Mahdi'’s imamate, he had already been in the
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mountains of eastern Algeria six years. But, while all of the early
history of the Ismailis is relevant, there are special reasons to single
out the accession in this case as the starting point of the later
caliphate. As will become evident, the sources available to the
modern historian for the founding of the Fatimid state are unu-
sually rich in comparison to other phases of this rule. For the
pL‘l‘iD(l prior to al-Mahdi's imamate, by contrast, matters are quite
obscure.?

Except for the mission of Abu ‘Abdallah and those in the move-
ment with whom he worked directly, those events in the east prior
to al-Mahdi and just after, although important, even vital in com-
ing to understand subsequent activities, are known now from two
sets of information that are often in conflict. The sources for this
carly history derive, in the first instance, from reports and other
accounts preserved by Abbasid authorities who were i part re-
sponsible for extracting it from local informants. Still, there 1s
always an added caution in regard to this information. The agents
in the east, whose aim was the overthrow of the existing govern-
ment, operated under dangerous conditions; the Ismaili
movement worked, moreover, for both political and religious
change and many adherents appear in the castern, thatis, Abbasid,
records under false or assumed names. Because the same material
was later also used for extremely hostile polemics against the Fa-
timids and other Ismaili movements such as the Qarmatians, what

1 Is accurate and whatis merely slanderous is difficult to determine.

| Nevertheless, much of the information given, once separated from
the exaggerated rhetoric of such hostility, is likely valid.

The other body of information comes {from the records col-
lected and preserved by the Fatimids themselves, In general this
Latter material should have a higher claim to accuracy, exceptin
that it, too, represents only onc of several viewpoints.!

A central issue is the claim by the future al-Mahdi, near the
beginning of his rise to the leadership of the movement, that he
wats, in fact, the imam and that he would henceforth actively seek
to establish a political state based on that fact. The best informa-
tion about prior docurine among the adherents of the Ismaili

| movement was that their leader = that is, the head of the cause,

&
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who then directed it from Salamiyya —was merely an agent for the
] k] ] "‘h.._____ - -

absent Llllill’ll-lll-__(Ju_]_Cl?illll'lClll. Tuhammad b. Isma‘il b, Ja‘far al-

Sidiq. The term [fsma‘ailt = although the word itself was not

e, _ M : - 3 3
necessarily used by those groups the modern historians, looking

back later, would deem Ismailis — meant at that time the uphold-
ers of this Ismi‘il’s succession to the imamate in accord with the

designation of his father Ja‘far. How then could the future al-Mahdi
insist that he was now the imam, and what had happened to the
older teaching that Muhammad b. Isma‘il would himself return
to the world as the mahdi?

There is no real way to resolve this dilemma to the satisfaction
and agreement of all. What is clear is that many of the agents of
the old movement refused to accept the change. Quite a few thus
rebelled against the new imam. Generally known as (Qarmatians,
the followers of the dissenting view thereafter went their separate
way, often in open conflict with the Fatimids, a term that now
defines more succinetly only the movement behind al-Mahdi and

his rise to eventual political dominion. In any case Fatimid ac-
counts of the pre-history of the dynasty naturally support al-Mahdr’s
position in opposition to what remained of the opposing claims

put forth by the Qarmauans.

Some agents switched loyalties and eventually rejoined the la-
tmids. The most intriguing case is that of Hamdan Qarmat/Abu
‘Ali.s In the eastern Abbasid accounts he has the former name
and, along with his brother-indaw ‘Abdan, is said to have rejected
al-Mahdi's claim. Upon the lauer's murder, however, Hamdan
Qarmat disappeared, only to resurface in Egypt under the sec-
ond name. This man is especially important because it was he
who recruited Abit ‘Abdallih and the latter’s brother Abu’l-‘Abbas.
And except for the period of his uncertainty and apparent rebel-
lion. he directed their activities, as he likely did for many other
operatives in the movementas a whole.

AThe carcer of Abu ‘Abdalliah represents one of the better docu-

N | yiia .
mended phases of the pre-state Ismaili movement. The details of
his trip to Kutama territory and his proselytising there are well
Lnown." Likewise, when the new imam was forced to flee from
Salamiyya because of the premature rising of the sons of Zakaruya,
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known respectively as the Man with the She-camel and the Man
with the Mole, who, although ostensibly his supporters, none the
less threatened him pcrsunﬂlly and might have exposed him, the
details of his subsequent journey, first to Egypt and then to
Sijilmisa, exist in a variety of accounts. Chief among the latterisa
personal memoir by al-Mahdi’s own manservant Ja‘far as related
many years later and only then written down for posterity.”
With the imam under house arrest two months away in Sijilmasa,
Abt ‘Abdallah’s military campaign intensified accordingly. Patient
years of work with the Kutama provided the Ismaili movement
not only with a large core of devoted followers that included schol-
ars and teachers, but also the army necessary for the final conquest.
The movement in the east at that time was by no means dead but
it had weakened. Yemen, for example, once another promising
territory for the establishmentof a Fatimid state, no longer seemed
likely. Thus many of those who remained loyal eagerly anticipated
Abn ‘Abdallah’s victory. He, however, proceeded with extreme
caution. The Aghlabids could, until worn down, raise and field
forces that were better trained and armed. Abu ‘Abdallah simply
stayed out of their way; his refuge was Ikjan, a backcountry, rural
settlement of his own choosing, located in mountains controlled
by the Kutama. But, as the Aghlabids began to (all apart, the Is-
maili army closed in, finally achieving a total rout of the enemy:
Abu ‘Abdallah thereafter began to improvise a new government,
| appointing a local Shi‘i scholar as qadi of the major city, Qayrawan,
and several of his trusted commanders as regional governors. He
then summoned his own brother, who was waiting not far away n
Tripoli, to come and take charge in conjunction with his long-
time associate the Berber leader, Aba Zaki, as interim rulers while
he marched west to rescue the imam. As with the story of both the
imam's journey to Sijilmasa and Abi ‘Abdallah’s prior career, the
initial events in the creation of the new rule are covered well in
surviving Fatimid records.® More information exists as well in ac-
counts written by local scholars who, quite hostile to the new power
and wishing to remember the Fatimid revolution as an abomina-
tion, preserved their records for an opposite reason.®

In sum. it must be admitted that the advent of the Faumds,

l_ ' ]
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and even the pre-history of the movement behind the imams who
were to rule as caliphs, is reasonably well attested by a fairly im-

pressive set of sources, notall of which are Ismaili in provenance,

Al-Mahdi’s imamate, including his policies and decisions, begin- &
ning already in 286/994 are far less obscure than those of any of g
his predecessors. Similarly the mission and activities of Abu h

‘Abdallah can be reconstructed in detail and this judgement ap-
plies as well to his brother and others in the movement. In part
this material, which is so strikingly rich in comparison with other
phases of Fatimid history, is due to the interest of the later Fa-
timid historians, who were responsible for saving and transmitting
the information or the accounts in which 1t occurs.

Moreover, later North African sources, although eventually all
anti-Fatimid in tone and intent, nevertheless preserve much valu-
able information. For those opposed to the Ismaili state, who
include principally authors belonging to the Maliki legal school,
the coming of Shi‘ism represented the trinmph of heresy. As Fa-
tmid influence declined in the Maghrib during the fifth/eleventh
century, the Milikis also wreaked a horrible revenge on the re-
maining Ismaili communities there. All that had to be justified by
1 counter claim of early repression of their own when the dynasty
began. Yet in relationship to later eras when the material of his-
tory and histortes was either lost, as is often the case, or never
composed, for this very carliest phase 1t is abundant. But, if hostl-
ity explains the interest of the anti-Fatimid historians, what is the
reason for the apparent richness of Ismaili literature about the
cstablishment of the Fatimid empire and the lack of it later?

Ruling North Africa and Sicily

With al-Mahdi's arrival and the proclamation of his rule, the vari-
ous elements of the far flung movement that had put himin power
rejoiced and came together in the new capital. Abi ‘Abdallah had
discovered that there were a number of Shi‘a among the local
scholarly elite of Qayrawan. He quickly convinced them all to enlist
s did more than a few of the Hanafis, all converted thus to the
lsmaili cause and to its appeal on behalf of al-Mahdi. The Kutama
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were, of course, already a part-of the movement, including signifi-
cantly several important figures among them who contributed an
expertise in law and religious learning and who served thereafter
as judges and administrators.

Given that no one connected with the Ismaili organisation had
until then actually served in an administrative role, governing the
Maghrib might have appeared an impossible task. Al-Mahdi there-
fore readily drew on the talent he could find already there. He
assigned leaders of the kutama many positions of responsibility,
particularly of governing individual towns and staffing the army.
One critically important post, that of qadi of Qayrawin, had al-
ready been delegated to a local Shift expert. Others of this small
group were similarly employed. On the whole, however, al-Mahdh
tended to prefer to replace the departed Aghlabids with officials
who were either active in a similar capacity under the old regime
or had administrative experience of the same kind. Many of those
who came forward to support him or to participate in the new
government became Ismailis in the true sense — some even later
serving as missionaries abroad — but not all made such a serious
adjustment, preferring instead to recognise the Fatimids as rulers
in the same way they had previously understood the Abbasids.

At the time there was cuphoria and general enthusiasm over
the movement's success, Abu ‘Ali (Hamdan Qarmat) was finally
permitted to travel from Egypt, where he was then serving, to
Raqqada, the imam's new headquarters. But almost as quickly as
the old missionaries converged or new ones joined up, they were
sent out again to a long list of destinations both near and far.
Victory in this one isolated and remote corner of the greater world
was clearly only a step, and quite a preliminary one, on the road
to supplanting the enemies of righteousness cvenywhere. North
Africa was soon covered with missionaries; others went to Spain,
to Constantinople, and 1o the cities of the east as far as India.

Nevertheless, despite widespread enthusiasm and acceptance,
there were serious problems in many places. Al-Mahdi may have
hoped for a smooth transition to empire, but it did not come
without a heavy price. And a major part of his difficulty came from

within. In general the ensuing troubles were cngendered by
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exaggerated expectations. For the decades leading up to its
triumph, the agents of Ismaili doctrine had preached a messianic
concept often embellished = perhaps even over-embellished —with
the miraculous. Even discounting these hopes for the advent of a
messiah, a mahdi, who would usher in an earthly paradise, a
promise not dispelled by the choice of a throne name that itself
pointed to messianic expectations, various of the forces behind
al-Mahdi's success wanted their own rewards. The Kutama in
particular anticipated far more than they could be given. They
saw the victory as theirs and themselves as the ones to inherit Agh-
labid power and prerogatives.

Abu ‘Abdallah and his brother likewise felt entitled to a share
of rule. Al-Mahdi, however, had not come to the Maghrib to stay,
nor to create a Berber kingdom or even a North African regional
state, He aimed at the full restoration of the greater Islamic empire,
cast, west, north and south. His style of rule was imperial since his
purpose was much larger than the conversion of the Kutama or
the conquest of Ifrigiya and Sicily. Perhaps then a clash between
the caliph and Abu ‘Abdallih and his most intimate Berber fol-
lowers was inevitable. Yet, tragically, al-Mahdi found himself
confronted by a conspiracy thatincluded Abua Zaki and Abu Musa,
two of the highest ranking Kutima leaders and the two brothers,
Abu'l-Abbas and Abu ‘Abdallih, and he ordered their execution
barely a year after his glorious entry into Ragqada. Oddly, Fatimid
historiography later tended to put the main blame for this disas-
ter on the head of Abu'l-‘Abbias. Such an explanation, while
probably the officially approved account of the matter, like the
whole incident itself, continues to be puzzling.'®

Although al-Mahdi survived this crisis and managed in the proc-
ess to retain the loyalty of the majority of the Kutama, signs of
their disaffection continued to appear. In one telling incident, a
portion of the Berbers adopted another messianic figure, a natve
Berber, as their mahdi, a kind of counter-mahdi. Beyond these
examples of overt troubles, the Kutama often proved contentious
and, although irreplaceable in the army, they were unreliable as
administrators and garrison troops in areas where they were

distinctly alien.
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The Maghrib that al-Mahdi now had to govern was never a
unified province. The Kutama constituted a tribal grouping and
in their own territory they held sway more in the rural areas than
‘1 the cities and towns. The major settled districts dominated by
sizeable cities or in proximity to them were controlled by an Arab
clite. But towns at some distance from Qayrawan, especially when
separated by mountainous terrain, hardly felt the control of the
capital. No ruler could easily maintain total dominance over all
of the Maghrib without the willing co-operation of many elements
of the local population: various Berber tribes and confederations,
religious parties, remnants of the older elite and various Arab clans,
cach with their own aspirations. All too often, the situation re-
quired force. During al-Mahdi’s reign he frequently had to send
an army westward to re-establish his authority. But just as fre-
quently, once the main army departed, local factions re-emerged;
the Berber princes of this or thatarea threw out or massacred the
limited garrison left behind. Even in those cases where the pre-
existing regional clan leaders agreed to rule as deputies of the
Fatimids, they tended to act in their own interest rather than ac-
{yﬂhu control of a distant capital.

“Morcover, despite the presence of some Shifa, even prior to
Abi‘Abdallil’s mission there, and his own sterling record of con-
versions, the region persisted in its majority attachment to Sunni
Isliim. Many of the urban population, most notably the scholarly
classes, belonged to the Maliki legal school which, prior to the
Fatimids, often fought with the local Hanafis. The Tauer school
had been supported by the Aghlabids. Unlike the situation in the
cast where the Umayyads had disappeared completely, in the west

they continued to rule in Spain, Since the Aghlabids governed on.
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behalf of the Abbasids, their opponents tended 1o support the
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Umayyvads, who continued to be the sworn enemies of the Ab-
basid dynasty that had replaced it everywhere but in Spam.

With the establishment of the Fatimid state, the Malikis found
themselves all but totally cut off. The new regime carly on Im-
posed astrict public policy requiring Shifi law and ritual. As but
one example, the supererogatory prayers commonly said during

S

Ramadan were outlawed if said with an imam in
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Shi‘a regard this practice an unacceptable innovation; but the
Malikis believe it is required by law. It would be quite some time
before such differences could be accommodated and the earliest
years were the hardest. Many of the local Malikis simply left for
Spain where they subsequently served the Umayyads. Most sig-

nificantly, even when much later the Faumids, following a later ]' -
policy of religious tolerance, appointed Maliki judges to key posi- F ;
tions such as the chief judge of Qayrawan or of LEgypt, Maliki lt‘
hostility never ceased. i
The Umayyads, who were quite naturally opposed to the Fa- [i\
timids, if for no other reason than the ancient conflict between .u{
Mu‘iwiya and ‘Al thus had plenty of help against their new en- jfrf‘.T‘-it
emy. For their part the Fatimids, who had come to power on the ‘Hl
strength of the Kutama confederation, faced not only the reli- {-,.1:
sious opponents among the local Arabs but a long-standing H.
antagonism endemic in rival Berber groups also aided and abet- {
ted by religious differences. Large sections of Lhe@mrs were T"
“already Kharijite, that s adherents of a religious movement that |

had as its very foundation rejection of ‘Ali’s right to rule, a posi-
tion even more inimical, if possible, to the Fatimids than that of
the Umayyads.

In the face of well established and long entrenched local op-
position, al-Mahdi wisely decided early to move his capital away
from Raqqada, which was near enough to Qayrawan to constitute
a1 suburb of the bigger city. His choice fell on a small peninsula
jutting out from the east coast of Tunisia and there he created a
fortified enclave quite well protected by a formidable land wall
and vet with ready access to the sea. The new city was called

Mahdivya after its founder. Later the Fatimid caliph al-Mansur

followed the same pattern of constructing a new capital for him-

self = one that in being totally new would not be threatened by

disloval clements among previous inhabitants. He thus built yet ‘_-;
another city, but less peripherally located, which was called t
Manstrivva, again after its founder. Much later still one more city ;'
wis built by the Fatmids, that one in Egypt. It, too, was named ‘.;
initially after the caliph who created it, al-Qahira al-Mu‘izziyya, ' ‘é
“The City of al-Mu‘izz's Victory'. ¢ ;
i
i
4
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In later Fatimid legend al-Mahdi’s foresight in moving to the
coast and his use there of the easily and almost naturally fortified
al-Mahdiyya was given the character of a miracle. Indeed the re-
bellion of the Kharijite Abat Yazid Makhlad b. Kaydad came so
close to destroying the Ismaili state that the rebel’s failure to cap-
ture al-Mahdiyya and the subsequent reversal of his fortunes soon
afterward, leading eventually to Fatimid victory over him, appeared
to the faithful as preordained.

More readily forgotten was how seriously the government had
miscalculated the opposition, particularly religious opposition,
among large segments of the North African population. Attempt-
ing to 1Imposc Shi‘ism on either the Sunnis, who were generally
Maliki and thus tended to be pro-Umayyad, or the Berber tribes,
such as the major confederation of the Zanata, who were staunchly
Kharijite, Fatimid religious policy, although understandable, was
risky. Ismaili judges insisted on Shi‘i rites and Shi‘i law, thereby
excluding and antagonising those opposed to it. Given the inher-
ent difficulty of managing all the conflicting factors, and most
especially having closely observed the manner in which they them-
selves had overthrown the Aghlabids, the Fatimids should have
predicted or, at the least, responded more quickly and surely to
the rising of Abit Yazid and his Kharijite-inspired tribesmen. ™

Like many other revolts among the Berbers, this one had a
long period of incubation in the carly carcer of its instigator.
Nevertheless, the trouble ultimately fell upon the authorities with
anusial swiftness. Once Tahart, the main city of Kharijite resist-
ance, had been cleansed of its opposition ‘imam’, Abu Yazid
himself, after working there, returned in seeming obscurity to the
extreme south of Tunisia, his home base. Following several run-
ins with the Fatimids, he eventually formed an association with
Zanita Berber clans willing to take up his cause. Their military
progress thereafter moved along the same course as the Kutama
rebellion under Abn ‘Abdallah, except that what took the latter
six years to accomplish, the Kharijites managed in six months. All
at once they swooped down upon the cities of the central Maghrib,
capturing Tunis in the carlier autumn of 332/q.¢.f and Qayrawan
in the month after. Al-Mahdiyya, despite its fortifications, was not
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entirely safe. Abu Yazid set up camp in front of it, forcing what
amounted to a siege throughout the winter, spring and summer
ol 334/9.15. He suffered his first real defeat, and was thus stopped,
only at the beginning of that autumn. But Fatimid forces were in
serious disarray nearly everywhere; the government had clearly
not reacted as vigorously as the situation required.

True to his Kharijite beliefs, Abu Yazid first observed carefully
a rigid ascetic demeanour. He adopted as his riding mount a
donkey - thus carning his nickname the ‘Master of the Donkey’
(sahib al-himar) — and was accorded high respect for his piety. He
and his Kharijite followers were, for the Sunni populace, heretics
like the Fatimids, although of a radically different kind. Never-
theless initially, out of hostility to their Ismaili rulers, they sided
with the rebels. On their part, however, the Kharijites regarded
both the Shi‘a and the Sunnis as apostate Muslims and thus without
rights in Islamic law. As the rebellion wore on this unpleasant
consequence for the Sunnis became increasingly obvious. When
Abn Yazid temporarily abandoned his ascetic lifestyle, disaffection
with the whole enterprise was one result and, except for the origi-
nal hard core of Zanata clans, his support began to dissolve.

About the same time the Fatimids saw a dramatic change of
their own. The caliph, al-Q&’im, though few had actually seen him
for some time, was said to have announced that his son Isma‘il
would succeed. That event occurred in the late spring of 334/
(.16. The important city of Sousse was then under a dangerous
stege by the stll resilient forces of Abit Yazid. Not long afterward,
however, al-Qi’im died. Keeping that fact secret the new imam,
acting as if he were merely the son of the caliph, took to the field
with his armies, whereupon he began a long relentless campaign

to chase the ‘Dajjal’ (the Deceiver), as Fatimid sources invariably

call Abi Yazid, from the face of the earth. But it was not untl
Muharram 336/August .47 that he finally succeeded. Only then

did he proclaim his own elevation to the imamate, appropriately

adopting the throne name al-Mansar (the Victor).

The consequences of this revolt were many. The Fatimids
lcarned from it how msecure thcir rule over the Maghrib would
alwavs be without a continual display of overwhelming force and
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that a milder policy with respect to their non-Shi‘i subjects would
better serve their long range purpose. From that point onward
they preferred, when possible, to co-opt rather than to confront
the opposition. In general, later Fatimid caliphs avoided religious
conflicts with the non-Ismaili inhabitants of their domains.

External Affairs

There can be no doubt that, once his state had come into being,
al-Mahdi was fully resolved to return cast as quickly as possible. It
is highly likely that the conquest of Egypt had been envisioned as
far back as his sojourn there en route, as it turned out, to Sijilmasa.
There are, for example, hints that when at last his North African
forces were to approach Egypt from the west, he had once ex-
pected his followers in Yemen to ficld an army for exactly such a
purpose. By then, however, although his own son and_heis-the
future al-Qa’im, twice marched into Egypt with Fatimid troops

“from the Maghrib ready to occupy the country (in 502-0%/91.4-
15 and in 408-09/g21), the Ismaili movement in Yemen, beset
with severe internal dissension, could offer no help. However, the
growing strength of the Qarmatian [smailis on several occasions
enabled them to threaten Abbasid Baghdad with their own mili-
tary forces. Were it not for the antagonisms engendered at the
beginning of al-Mahdi's imamate over questions of doctrine, a
unified combination of Ismaili might surely had a real prospect

—— e

of overthrowing their encemy in the east.

These factors clearly affected al-Mahdi's aspirations both for
the long term and the short. In most regions of the Islamic world,
there were already pockets of Ismailis,though often acting in secret.
Still, from the agents abroad who were loyal to the Fatimid imams,
the new caliphal power could expect supportand a steady dona-
ton of funds. They never gave up hope that the rift would heal
and that the castern Qarmatian Ismailis would rejoin the fold.
Nevertheless, such an accommodation seldom happened; when,
under the leadership of the fourth imam, al-Mufizz, Egypt even-
tally fell, the Qarmatians bitterly opposed the move and to prove
it almost forced the invading Fatimid army out of the Nile valley.

T
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But some of the easterners did change and re-pledge their alle-
giance, In regard to the carliest missionaries in areas like central
[ran, Irag and Khurisin, most evidence suggests that they rejected
al-Mahdi's claim to be the imam. In the next generation, how-
ever, there was one brilliant exception; that was the well-known

) Nurplamnm thinker, Aba Ya'qub al-Sijistant, who came to uphold

e — —

the rights of the Fatimids after previously denying them. '

It is, however, a mistake to assume that the Ismaili movement
looked only eastward. True, the east continued to represent the
centre of the Islamic realm and it was therefore a necessary goal.
In contrast, the west and north, regions controlled by the Umayy-
ads of Spain and the Byzantines of Anatolia respectively,
constituted more of a menacing rear. None the less, 1t 1s curious
that almost from the very moment of his ascension as caliph, al-
Mahdi sent his agents to Spain (and, of course, many areas of the
Maghrib far to the west of Tunisia) as well as, most interestingly of
all, to Constantinople. Evidently he anticipated the success of his
appeal in all directions, not solely in the east.

Fatimid interestin its northern domains stemmed, 1n part, from
having inherited Aghlabid territory in Sicily and southern Italy.
Over much of the third/ninth century Muslim armies steadily
acquired control over Sicily and then portions of Italy. The
Fatimids continued this trend. One motive was the spread of Is-
lam; but another, of equal importance, was to gain riches in the
form of booty from raiding Christian areas ever northward of those
conquered previously. The hutol ical sources for both the
Aghlabids and the early Fatimids frequently report the arrival in
North Africa of a squadron of ships full of gold, precious objects
and slaves recently taken from the north. While it would be
impossible to calculate accurately how much wealth entered the
Maghrib in this fashion, it was obviously a significant factor in
sustaining the local cconomy at a level that would not have been
attainable without it. When finally the balance of power in Italy
shifted, and Christian resistance began to reverse this trend, a
major source of financial support slipped steadily away, leaving
an increasingly weakened gm'cr';lmcm in Ifrigiya as one conse-

quence of the change.
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Fatimid policy encouraged the raiding and yet also often
attempted to deal with the Byzan tines by treaty and the exchange
of ambassadors. As the caliphs well knew, the Byzantines were rul-
ers over parts of Italy and held a claim to Sicily in addition to
portions of northern Syria, an area of long-term interest for the
lsmaili movement (it was the birthplace of al-Mahdi himself). The
Umayyads of Spain were another matter. There the enmity could
hardly be the subject of a treaty. The Umayyads attempted to in-
terfere with or to confront the Fatimids wherever possible, and
the Fatimids did likewise, including reciprocal raiding by sea on
cach other's home territory. In many cases, including the rebellion
of Abn Yazid, but several others as well, where some prince or
local power in the Maghrib expressed opposition to the Fatimids,
Spain provided support for them. Given its complex mountainous
ccography and tribal cleavages, even without this active
involvement of a hostile power, holding the west in check was dif-
ficult enough.'s

The Reforms of al-Mu‘izz

With the coming-to-power of the fourth Fatimid caliph al-Mu‘izz

S—
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in 3 1 /954, the fortune of the dynasty commenced its most im-
pressive phase. The new imam, although relatively young when
he began to rule, represented inmany ways the culmination of
his three predecessors and of their combined experience of gov-
crning a diverse and naturally fractious territory often under
adverse circumstances partly caused and abetted by religious
opposition among the nauve population. He also inherited their
aspirations, in particular the goal of moving castward to oust the
Abbasid usurpers in Baghdad. His father’s military successes had
rid North Africa of the Kharijite threat. The long interlude of
weakness caused by itwas then at an end.

Under al-Mu‘izz, who was to adopt a number of crucial reforms,
the basic form of Fatimid rule continued. His main contribution
added and built on the previous pattern. In contrast to the later
Fatimids, none of those in North Africa delegated major respon-

sibilities to a subordinate without close and carclul Hll])t‘l"s'i.‘iil]ll.
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Al-Mahdi, perhaps because of his personal experience with those
that had abandoned him or proven disloyal, had been noted for
his evident distrust of his own agents. Both al-Qa’im, mainly as
the heir apparent, and al-Mansar spent a considerable period of
their lives in the field at the head of an army. Thus, with these
imaun-caliphs, the sense of their direct involvement is notewor-
thy, even to the point that the absence from public duties of any
one of them, as occurred during various periods, affected their
rule directly. That would not be the case, or as much the case, if
they had elected to depend on, for example, a wazir who could
replace them or even assume full responsibility in their stead. But
there were to be no wazirs in the Maghrib Faumid state,
Al-Mutizz continued this tradition of strong personal leader-
ship. The historical record reflects this fact. In part because he
actively sponsored the production of the documentation for his
own rule, the picture of him as a hands-on leader both accords
with reality and with the image he wished to leave behind. One
prime source for the history of his period, and that just prior to
him, comes from the memoirs of his majordomo, the eunuch

Jawdhar, who held key assignments in the central administration.
Jawdhar's “autobiography’ provides the story of his involvement
in the governmentand preserves copies of many valuable decrees,
letters and official and semi-official documents.'t More impor-
tntly, however, and ultimately of greater significance, was the work
of the famous Qadi al-Nu‘man, who although he had been in Fa-
timid service to the first three caliphs, under al-Mu‘izz occupied a
new role as the author of a series of books and treatises that, in its
totality, constituted a major effortat reform of the existing Ismaih
attitytle toward the public within the state the imam ruled.'?
LOadi al-Nu‘mian had been appointed to a kind of supreme ju-
dics tary by al-Mansir, who summoned him from a provincial office
(o the new apital of al-Mansariyya. Already he had begun to com-
posc a number of important works on law and on the imams. It
wis al-Mutizz, however, who further encouraged al-Nu‘man to
expand these interests and to campose sever ral works designed
not only for an Ismaili audience but also for public consumption.

[n fulfilment of this commission, al-Nu‘man created a new type of
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[«maili literature in which he.offered both a system of Shi‘i (and
Ismaili) legal doctrine and an exemplary record of the many
2chievements of the imams (and their supporters) up to his time.
In a sense, because they were expressly approved by the Imam al-
Mutizz, after coming into existence, they thereafter constituted a
kind of constitution for the Ismaili state. Law, rather than being
the private tradition of Shi‘i scholars, would henceforth be acces-
sible in the works of al-Nu‘mian; the legal school of the Ismailis
would thereafter match, in its systematic delineation of jurispru-
dence, the rival schools of the Malikis, Hanafis and Twelver Shi‘a.
The history of past imams and their acts and deeds likewise be-
came a matter of public record. Here then was, as if to reassure a
sceptical audience, an account of what policies they had pursued
and why, policies quite Islamic and certainly not inimical to the
religious beliefs of their subjects.

In partal-Mu‘izz hoped to dispel the mystery of the Ismath past.
Secrecy had once been essential to protect the programme of the
movement from its many opponents and antagonists, especially
hostile governments. However, with the unknown had come falsi-
fication and distortion, a tactic of the enemy to paint the [smailis
in the worst light possible. Also there had been alterations i the
professed teaching of the movement over time in accord with
changing circumstances. Yet, even in the era of al-Mu'izz elements
of the older doctrines persisted; the Qarmatians in the cast clung
to what, from his vantage-point, were notions rejected by the Ia-
timids. Chief among these, aside from the Qarmatian refusal to

_Ijl‘_{*_t“lgllilg_‘,l_l.]_u Fatimids as imams, was an antinomian conception

. i .-‘-‘-__..——
of the law of Ishum in which its proponents claimed that the imner

meaning behind the literal form of the law and of seripture had

replaced the latter. For those privy to the hidden significance of

the Law, the law, as observed by ordinary Mushms, no longer ap-
plicd. The obligation to perform Islamic rites and rituals had
ceased accordingly.

As the ruler of an Islamic state with i diverse population, only
a small portion of whom were Isimailis, al-Mu'izz could neither
afford to proffer such a doctnne himself, nor could he allow 1t
within his domain. No Ismaili writer of the Fatimid period
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supported such antinomianism; all insisted vehemently that both
the outer and the inner aspects of the law and ritual must be scru-
pulously observed. However, al-Mufizz’s dilemma was how to bring
the eastern Ismailis back given that many of them professed vari-
ous forms of this same doctrine, That was a goal he never achieved
in any major way. But, by promoting the work of al-Nu‘man, al-
Mu‘izz, although wanting to attract the Qarmatians, could at the
least convince his own subjects that, despite rumours and innu-
endo to the contrary, Ismaili law both existed and was to be
followed. Abbasid propaganda about the lawless Ismailis was
thereby proven to be nothing but false rhetoric, a deliberate mis-
perception based solely on the Qarmatians.

Another aspect of this same initiative saw an adjustment in Fa-
timid doctrine about the nature of the imamate. Prior to the time
of al-Mu‘izz the movement witnessed several alternations in re-
card to the position of Muhammad b. Isma‘il. The eastern
Qarmatians said that he was (or had been) the expected messiah,
a claim that, since it stopped the succession with this Muhammad,
cffectively precluded the imamate of the Fatimids. Under al-Mu‘izz

however, Muhammad b. Isma il could continue to be rcgardedgs

e — — e —

2 messianic hgnw “hmc functions as the mahdi were 1o _be per-

-y

formed by his descendants, the Fatimids. Meanwhile, the imamate,
the Faumids now added, had continued a among his descendants,
one among whom was al-Mu‘izz himself.

[t is hard to say now whether this view represented a temporary
compromise or how seriously it was taken in the inner circles of
the movement. It did succeed, however, in attracting some of the
dissidents, notably the philosopher al-Sijistani, who now accepted
al-Mu‘izz. Al-Mutizz, moreover, was the first of the Fatimids to tol-
crate openly the abstract Neoplatonising thought of those Ismailis,
who like al-Sijistani, had adopted it in their writings. His pred-
ccessors had remained unimpressed and preferred not to allow
it. The teachings of the philosophically minded eastern thinkers
added a sophisticated intellectual dimension to Ismaili doctrine
that served itwell. Inal-Mu‘izz’s broad perspective this was impor-
ant if he were to win over the east.
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Preparations for Egypt

Although al-Mu‘izz’s immediate goal was the conquest of Egypt,
he could not afford to ignore the western Maghrib any more than
the Mediterranean sea, which constituted, in effect, his northern
boundary. Just as essential as a strong naval presence in the face
of both the Byzantines and the Umayyads, was firm control over
the more remote towns to the west such as Tahart, Sijilmasa and
Fez, each of which initially opposed him. No move east would be
possible without dealing firmly with the north and the west. After
all al-Mutizz was to rule from his North African capital al-
Mansiiriyya for twenty years (3.41-361/953-972) prior to leaving
for Egypt.

A major part of his preparation for the eastern venture thus
involved the thorough subjugation of the west, a project he set
upon with great care. In this he could count on another of the
loyal Berber groups, the Sanhija confederation and their prince
7iri b. Manad of the central Maghrib (as well as fresh volunteers
from the Kutama). As commander of the whole expedition he
was planning, he drew on the services of a remarkable Slav, a
former slave and clerk, named Jawhar. The army included also a
number of Slavie commanders and troops. Jawhar's subsequent
two-year campaign in the west (8.47-19/958-60) achieved 1ts pui-
pose with remarkable efficiency; the entire area to the Atlantic
ocean was brought under Fatimid rule. All of the rebels, false cal-
iphs and religious dissenters were eliminated and loyal forces from
the Sanhija henceforth claimed the central Maghrib including
moyt importantly the city of Tahart.

Relations with the Byzantines depended on how aggressive they
were in asserting their claim to southern Italy and Sicily versus
their own expansion in the cast. Despite occasional signs of a Byz-
antine threat, however, Fatimid Lind and naval forces in Sicily and
on the sea held the upper hand. On the whole the Byzantines
were stronger on their eastern frontier where they actively moved
into northern Syria.'"

During the period of al-Mu‘izz, Egypt itself, then under the
venerally able Ikhshidid carctaker, Kifur, witnessed unpree-

cdented natural catastrophes that weakened its resistance to the
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Iatimid appeal. Ismaili agents operated there as they had all along,
but now increasingly all but in the open. With Kafar's death in

57/968, which lefta leadership vacuum, local sentiment lum{:d
1 I avour of al-Mu‘izz and he was ready to accept. Already ) in 355/
906 he sent his commander Jawhar to commence the recruiting
of Kutiima troops for just such a purpose and to begin the gather-
ing of new funds. By the winter of 358/9068, his elaborate and
intense preparations were complete. Ismaili agents were on full
alert in Egypt itself; large sums of money were loaded for trans-
port with the invading army; provisions and wells were in place all
along the route from Tunisia to the Nile.

As Jawhar approached the Egyptian capital, Egyptian notables
came to him; there was little active resistance. In a grand gesture,
before an assembled delegation of the Egyptian elite, he signed a
proclamation of security in which he outlined the reasons for the
Fatimid conquest and what the aims of the new government would

bhe: to insure the mluw ul the pilgrimage routes, to resume the
holy war against tlw Bx zantines, to 1cfmm the coinage, to abolish

e S —--u._________
llllL.llIUHlL.ll taxes, 1o wp..m and mau_hun the_mosques, to pro-
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-
- — T

lmt the non-Muslims, and to uphold the Sunna of the Prophet..

T lm document, which was presery cd verbaum and later cepled

into histories of the times, well illustrates Fatimid policy. It repre-
sented o claim to rule on principles that ought to be applicable in
the case of any Islamic government, but by implication had not
been true for the prior regime. Jawhar's forces then crossed the
_pontoon bridge from Giza into Fustat and set up camp to the
north of the mosque of 1bn Talan on the site of what was later to
become the city of Cairo. Jawhar himself led prayers in the Old
Mosque of ‘Amr in Fustat and the preacher, dressed now in Fa-
tmid white in place of Abbasid black, recited the Friday sermon
in the name of al-Mu‘izz for the first time in Egypt.'”

Even though Jawhar's conquest had been peaceful for the most
part, the task of governing Lgypt would not be quite as simple.
The Fatimids planned in advance many of the initiatives under-
taken by Jawhar, such as building a separate capital as aresidential

enclave for the troops and the government. As they had done

sixty vears carlier in the Maghrib, they also re-employed the
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administration of the previous regime in the bureaucracy and the
judiciary. Jawhar’s efforts to stabilise the Egyptian economy and
to restore prosperity were thus aided by maintaining administra-
tive continuity with the former regime. He also conducted an
aggressive military campaign against the brigands who had previ-
ously contributed to the general suffering and chaos.

Once assured of his control over the situation, however, the
sizeable army of imported Berber troops that had come with him
quickly became a burden both in terms of provisioning and inter-
actions with the local populations. Jawhar dispatched them in the
direction of Syria where they marched quickly through Palestine
to Damascus, which they seized before raiding northward. Whether
they were ultimately headed toward Baghdad or merely conduct-
ing the promised jikad against the Byzantine Christians, or both,
is not clear. In any case northern Syria had to be taken first. Even
so this initial raid collapsed almost at once. A Fatimid army in the
far north constituted, moreover, a major penctration into the
Byzantine sphere of influence. The Berbers soon not only suf-
fered a defeat at the hands of the Byzantines, but next had to face
an angry Qarmatian force shortly thercafter in front of Damascus
where they were soundly beaten. The Qarmatians, who displayed
no allegiance or spvci;tl regard for their fellow Ismailis, had gath-
cred a group of tribal forces out of the cast and added to them
renegade former soldiers from Ikhshidid territories. This army
now invaded Egvpt, rampaged through the castern Delta, and
ultimately confronted Jawhar at his new encampment. The good
fortune of the Fatimid commander did not desert him, however,

and in Rabi* 1 361 /December 71, he finally expelled the Qar-

o

matians from Lgypt.

The fortificd enclave he was then building along the Nile north
of the Mosque of Ihn Taltn was of substantial benefit to Jawhar.
[t rapidly became a city and was then called al-Mansuriyya In
imitation of the city in Tunisia where the imam continued to re-
side. Jawhar brought the plan for this new capital with him. Like
its namesake he gave it a northern gate called al-Futah, a south-
crn gate called al-Zawayla, and a central congregational mosque
named al-Azhar.
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~Keeping the Shi‘i army separate from the crowded city of Fustat
also proved beneficial, Egypt was at the time almost totally Sunni
as [ as its Muslim population was concerned. Although the heads
of both the local Hasanid and Husaynid families eventually acqui-
esced in the rule of Fatimid imams, whom they appeared to accept
as blood relatives, they showed little or no sign of adopting Is-
maili Shi‘ism. Jawhar therefore introduced Shi‘i ritual with care
and caution. The Shi‘i formula in the call to prayer was used first
in the mosque of Ibn Tulan (Jumada 1/March g70) and only
later in the Old Mosque of ‘Amr in Fustat. The Ismaili method for
determining the end of Ramadan caused difficulties in the earli-
est instance because it allowed the Shi‘a to break the fast one day
ahead of the Sunnis, Later, additional Shi‘i practices entered Egypt
including the celebration of the event of Ghadir Khumm and the
elaborate emotional mourning of ‘Ashura’. When the Sunnis had
little or no physical contact with the Shi‘a, the friction between
them was relatively small. If the regime tried to force the issue
publicly, troubles and violence always followed. Nevertheless, the
chroniclers report waves of enthusiasm for the Ismaili religious
appeal during the first decades of Fatimid rule. It would be im-
possible, however, to determine accurately what percentage of the
population ever actually became Ismaili. In Egyptas a whole, the
numbers certainly remained relatively small.

Jawhar's defeat of the Qarmatians and his growing ability in
generil to regulate the affairs of Egypt, added to his construction
of a palace in the new city, convinced the caliph al-Mu‘izz to trans-
fer the court. As with the conquest before, he prepared this move
meticulously. Revolts by the Zanata Berbers in the central Maghrib
caused serious difficulties at first and the Hamdunids of Masila,
once quite loval to the Fatimids, went over to the Umayyads. Ziri
b. Manad and other commanders sent after the rebels failed to
subdue them: Zirt himself was killed. Only after Buluggin the son
of Ziri had won full revenge did quiet return to the western terri-
tories. Buluggin was given the responsibility for the western
domains of the Fatimids when al-Mu‘izz departed. Sicily remained
under its long-time governor, an amir from the family of al-Iasan
al-Kalbi. As with the prior departure of Jawhar, al-Mu‘izz collected
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great sums of money and made them ready for transport along
with large quantities of valuables and, symbolically of the finality
of this move, the coffins of the three deceased Fatimid caliphs. In
Safar 462/November 972, the party set off. They travelled slowly
and along the way several important figures died, among them
the majordomo Jawdhar and the famous Andalusian court poet
Ibn Hani’. In Ramadan g62/June of g73, the imam entered his
new capital, which only then became the ‘City of al-Mu‘izz’s Vic-

tory’, al-Qahira al-Mu‘izziyya, or more simply, Cairo.

R i T ——— L. & i .
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Cairo as the New Centre

For Ismailis the residence of the imam is literallv the centre of the
phivsical world. With his move to Eavpt and to his newly created
capital cinv, al-Mu'i122 had shifted the tocus of that devotuon from
the Machrnb to Cairo. Henceforth his followers would come here
to learn what was and was not I}!'f.!pr'r in [zslam: ther suprermne
suide in whom and trom whom all spiritual and temporal author-

i radiated was presen onlv in thararov [t became therefore criticzl

that the abode of the imam be suitably embellisherd beth ph'ﬂ.i-
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its own due, quite possibly, to the yield of warfare in Sicily and
then Italy. However, the Christian north began, not merely to re-
vive, but to pursue aggressively trans-Mediterranean trade with
Egypt in particular, which, in turn, started to exploit more ac-
tively its access to the Red Sea, Yemen and from there to India.
The Ismaili movement had long since followed this route as well.
[t was only natural for the Fatimids both to encourage the possi-
bility of trading along it and to institute a means for controlling
it. Sigrnificantly, the role once played by Qayrawan, now became
that of Fustat, the old commercial capital of Egypt, which lay di-
rectly on the Nile just south of Cairo. Goods coming from the east
stopped there and were then transferred for export northward. It
cannot have hurt that Egypt now became the centre of an empire

just as this trade entered a more intense phase.

A fair question, but one ultimately difficult to answer, is whether
or not the Fatimid imams intended Cairo to remain their capital
had they managed to achieve the final step castward and the con-
quest of Baghdad. Certainly Baghdad itself, the Abbasid city, would
never have served in this capacity, but yetanother, new urban crea-
tion could casily follow. Nevertheless, forall the evidence that the
Fatimids pursued such a policy at least until the defeat in 451/
Lobo of al-Basasiri, the last champion of theirs who had a serious

chance of permanently ousting the Abbasids, it remains unclear
if they had thoughts of moving again rather than simply govern-

ing Ahe cast from Cairo.
As with their carlier imperial cities in the Maghrib, the new
rers spared littde to adorn this later capital. The massive palace
complex built by them in Cairo became almost legendary for its
scope and opulence. There were in fact two palaces separated by
A IaAssIve |1:tr;ult: ground. Unfortunately, little or no trace of 1t
survives and any attempt at reconstruction, even on paper or in
theory, depends on approximations determined by the presence
of later buildings that reportedly occupied some portion of the
original palace area.!

The building of congregational mosques was an cqually 1m-
portant element of this same policy. Fustit, as the pre-existing

capital, was crowded with inhabitants few of whom were Ismailis.

Marfat.com
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It was mainly a commercial centre and had a long-established tra-
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dition of Sunni Islam that considered its main mosque to be the
one bearing the name of ‘Amr b, al-‘As, the Muslim conqueror of |
Feypt, a person regarded by the Shi‘a as an arch-villain for his
support of Mu‘awiya against ‘All. Therefore, almost immediately
upon his arrival, Jawhar commenced construction of al-Azhar,
which later became the most famous mosque in Egypt. For the
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first decades, however, it served as the principal mosque of the
army, the governmentand the Ismaili community in Egypt. Already
near the end of his reign, al-*Aziz started building yet another just
north of the city wall which his son, al-Hakim, completed. Although
only one mosque among several that al-IHakim sponsored, it even-
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tually bore his name.
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Various indications connected to early Fatimid projects of this

kind suggest that they consciously hoped to create symbolically in
Cairo a centre for pilgrimage much like Mecca and Medina, the
holy cities of their ancestors, the founders of Islam itself. $111Lthﬁ1r__
intent was not to replace the older shrines but rather to add to
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New Institutions

As with the building programme, new institutions developed in
Fevpt as aspects of Fatimid rule that in part grew out of an earlier
practice and yet became typical of itin its later phases. One exam-
ple is the post of chief justice, the judge of judges (qadi al-qudat).
[n the Maghrib each city had its own judge with that of Qayrawan
normally regarded as the most important. Sicily, for example, had
its own judge who was not under the others. In Egypt the first
Fatimid judge was a holdover from the prior government; he was
not, needless to say, an Ismaili. Likewise, in fact, many of the judges
appointed during the Maghribi period were not Ismailis, which
suggests that the administration of the law, despite its close
connection to religious policy, accommodated the other madhhabs
and was generally tolerant. :

The famous Qitdi al-Nu‘man, at least under both al-Mansur and
al-Mu‘izz, certainly held the highest rank possible in his ume. Later

Marfat.com
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in Cairo, however, two of his sons, one after the other, were
1ccorded an even higher status and finally his egrandson became
the first appointed formally to the office that controlled all the
judges of the empire, who were thus subordinate to him. As one
aspect of this new role, the supreme judge was responsible for a
number of administrative operations such as supervision of the
coinage and of weights and measures. Another, however, involved
religious policy more directly. These same descendants of al-
NuYmin held, in addition to the judiciary, the office of chief da“i
(da‘i al-du‘at) of the Ismaili religious organisation, the da‘wa, and
therefore one of their regular duties included providing religious
instruction both locally and abroad.

As head of the religious mission, the chief da‘zwas required by
the nature of his office to compose and dehiver, at least once a
week, a lesson on Ismaili doctrine to the members of the Ismaili
community. Away from Cairo, these lessonswere provided by sub-
ordinate da‘is appointed by him. Strictly within previous Ismaili

[ L
T e e —

circles such an office was called the ‘Gate’ (the Gate of Gates, bab
al-abwab), denoting a slightly different role, that of controlling

ccess to the imam. Elements of the later practice had existed for
along time and Qadi al-Nu‘man himsclt frequently taughtin these
formerly semi-public sessions. Under al-Hakim, however, they
achieved a formal regularity that had then become characteristic
of the Fatimids and was to last until the very end of their rule.

For the Ismaili adherents of the caliphs these weekly sessions,
called the majlis al-hikma, were the principal focus of their com-
munal devotions. At each session they paid a fee for the privilege
(in accord with a Qur’anic injunction) and thesc funds, collected
both locally and throughout the network of [smaili communities
world-wide, acerued to the treasury of the imams.

Another institution of special note was the imam's library and
also his treasury, or rather treasuries, of which there were many,
cach holding different kinds of valuables. The library must have
been astonishingly rich in terms of the number and variety of the
volumes in it. Although each of the previous imams had added to
it. in Cairo there were few limits to what it might contain. Cer-

tainly the occasional reports about what it held, even setting aside
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some exaggeration, suggest that there can hardly have been a more
complete collection of books anywhere celse in the world.3

The imam’s library holdings, however, were not for public use
and thus, although a magnificent treasury of books, documents
and other writings, their presence did not necessarily add to the

intellectual hife of the capital, But, in the year 395/1005, al- Hakim
H"_""'—-“'l-—-—-‘
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-created what appears (o be an entirely new_and all but unprec-
cdented institution, the House: nFl;'cIfﬁTlng (Dar al-Hikma or Dar

e e

als Ilm), a public library-academy, to serve the general populace.
He donated to 1, for example, many volumes from his own col-
lections and provided the means whereby ordinary folk might not
simply read but also make copies of these same books. In addition
he appointed forita teaching staff of experts in various academic
subjects. Curiously, when 1t was first founded, this institution was
not specifically Ismaili in any way; most, if not all of the profes-
sors, were Sunni, a fact that has puzzled historians ever since.#

The institutions just discussed belong to the realm of culture
and religion; but the main challenge for Faumid rule - as with
almost any other = remained what might be called the secular
state. Even before the acquisition of Egypt and the eastern Medi-
terranean, the caliphs had added substanual numbers of
non-Ismailis to the bureaucracy and the army. Among the Berbers
only the Kutama were clearly Ismaih and, 1n the various bureaux
of government, Ismailis held office mainly in those dealing with
religious affairs. In Egypt these trends accelerated. While the
Kutima came with the invading army, their preponderance in-
creasingly diminished as other Maghribi groups arrived to form
separiate contingents. Moreover, in less than a decade, the partici-
pation of units of eastern origin, principally formed of Turks, had
reached such a level that they threatened the North Africans -
that is, the Westerners — who began to express their resentment
of the newly arrived Easterners, Within the civihan deparunents,
such as the chancery, finance and even the judiciary, most of the
lesser offices = the clerks and accountants, for example — were in
the hands of Christians, as had been true for Egypt in the pre-
Fatimid period. When the Fatimids took Egypt, the Christian
population was still fairly substanual.

- —_
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Directing and regulating both the military and the civilian de-
pa Qnems of government obviously was more complex in the
Egyptian situation than previously in the Maghrib, if only because
of the size and scope of what was involved. A prior policy of avoid-
ing the delegation of power to a wazir could not continue, although
1-Mutizz, al-‘Aziz, and especially al-Hakim, made a vain attempt
‘o do so at least in part. Al-‘Aziz, himself a fairly dynamic and
active ruler, was eventually forced, however, to recognise reality.

In 467/977, he raised to the post of wazir Ya‘qub Ibn Killis, who

e — .

e ——

u-':'i?nlru;ﬁ:];'ﬂllwm'il}' volved in the administration of the state,
having worked in Egypt both before the Fatimids and having come
back to it from the Maghrib along with al-Mu‘izz. It was the first
such appoimtment under this dynasty. Thereafter, with only two
short temporary lapses, Ibn Killis managed the administration of
the empire untl his death in g80/99g1.

The case of Ibn Killis is instructive as a model of much later
types and yet is also of special interest because of his unique situ-
ation in having converted from Judaism not merely to Islam but
‘o Tsmailism. He certainly knew Egypt and Syria in ways few au-
thorities did; his understanding of revenues, expenditures and
other financial matters aided the new government immensely as
. result. Yet he also, once converted, played a part in the promo-
tion of Ismaili legal and religious affairs. Tt was he who must be
credited with the implementation of a formal system of the teach-
ing of Ismaili law; he also composed a important textbook on the

 ——————————

subject that after him was known as the *Wazir’s Book'.

Given Ibn Killis's unique talents, his great personal wealth and
fluence. and his ‘Ismailit interests, the chance of finding another
like him was remote and, after his death, al-‘Aziz made no attempt
to replace him. This caliph, like his father al-Mu‘izz and his son
al-11akim, obviously preferred it at all 1o rule without sharing
I]{]\\'l'r.

Following Ibn Killis, and until the reign of al-Zahir, the demands
of the day to day tasks of administrating the growing bureaucracy
and the various, often mutually jealous, units of the army fell to
the n-r}sir:;ykimi of lesser wazir with poorly defined authoriy

e

who3 s included immediate hupvrriaiun of cither the mihitay
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or the civilian departments or both together. In any case no one
who held that office lasted long in it, The next case more like that
of Ibn Killis is the later career ofLal-Jarjard’t, who had served un-
der al-Ilakim, and then his son ;ll-anmlum he was first the
wasifa and then the wazir, and finally continued as wazir to al-
Mustansir, During the later reigns and prior to his death in 446/

-l--

10.15, al-Jarjard’t eventually accumulated considerable power.

Later sull is al-Yazari, whose slow rise through various subordi-
nate posts ulumately brought him to the wazirate and there to
great influence until his eventual disgrace and execution in 450/

1058, Most significantly, al-Yazari took control also of the judici-
ary and the da‘wa, thus combining all three offices — the first to
do so. Even under Ibn Killis the judiciary — including supervision
of coinage and other matters = and the teaching mission remained
independent. But, from about 441 /1049 under al-Yazari the cen-
tralisation of power in the wazirate became ever more complete.

With the dismissal of al-Yazari, however, although subsequent
holders of the wazirate often controlled these other offices as well,
few of the individuals involved ever lasted more than a few months,
some only a few days, prior to their own demotion. The institu-
tions of government in this period of Fatimid rule were thus more
often than not in a state of flux and change.

When the Faumids first arnved in Egypt they accepted rule
over a large number of Christians, predominantly Copts but also
a not inconsiderable group of Melkites, and a thriving Jewish
community. In general the new government’s relations with these
protected minorities was reasonably amicable. Both Christians and
Jews served in the government, with substantial numbers in the
lower bureaucracies. Under al-Hakim several holders of the office
of wasita were unconverted Christians. Two Jews (converted) were
wizirs in this same century. The sole period of hosulity falls during

one phase of al-ITakim’'s reign when the government went out of

its way to enforce sumptuary laws that disadvantageously affected
i L. “

Jews and Christians. Then also many churches and synagogues

were ordered destroyed by the state. Although most of these same

regulations were later cancelled by al-Hlakim himself, Chrisuans

and Jews naturally regarded these acts as deliberate persecution.
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Still both communities preserve extremely valuable records and
1ccounts that cover the early Fatimids in Egypt. This is particu-
larly the case with the Jewish geniza, an incredibly important
collection of discarded papers of all sorts, originally in a room of
a synagogue in Fustat that was rebuilt beginning under al-Hakim
as a replacement for one destroyed some years prior. For a his-
torical era that is so poorly represented by surviving documents —
there is no archive of any kind from this period - the disorderly
and chaotic debris preserved by chance in this one geniza repre-

sents a historical treasure-trove.”

The Ismaili Movement at Maturity

Within a new imperial centre now much closer to the heartland
of Islam. the Ismaili movement reached its greatest successes In

My, oy e == ————

terms of spread and popularity. Over the initial decades of their
rule in Egypt, the Fatimids attracted support both locally and
abroad. In this period several important developments outside of
the confines of the empire involved a declaration by a local ruler
in favour of the Shi4i Ismaili caliph. A notable case was that of the
‘Uqgaylid amir in Mosul, who on more than one occasion professed
to accept Fatimid suzerainty. Anotheris the much more prominent,
though temporary, conquest of Baghdad itsclf by al-Basasirt at mid-
century. Even later, when the lines hardened internally, recruits
continued to join the movement outside. In contrast to the situa-

= —_——

| tion in the Maghrib, where after the first wave of influx there are
fewer signs of visitations by Ismailis from outside, many of the
later converts actually came to Cairo to pay homage to the imam.
But not all of the new enthusiasm was completely welcome,
lsmaili doctrine with respect to the imam could easily be distorted .
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clevating his office above that of both thePre yphetand Ali, his

S

successor. A living imam holds absolute authority in his time; why

e ___'_'__'_.--u--_.-—'

notinsist therefore that he is thus of greater importance than his
deceased ancestors? Beyond this almost natural enhancement of
traditional Shi‘i teachings, messianic expectations with regard to
1 this or that imam appeared regularly, especially in the midst of

a troubled or otherwise unusual circumstances.
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The reign of al-Hakim was one of those special moments.” In
part because ol his unpredictable and unfathomable style, this
caliph attracted more than his share of hcl{-uppmm gents all
claiming to represent him although, in fact, many of them advo-
cated a view of him quite at odds with that offered by others.
Toward the end of his rule this tendency got out of hand and
resulted in a major conflict within the Ismaili movement. On the
one side a group or groups of supporters, led by several figures
that had come to Cairo from the cast, emphasised al-Hakim’s di-
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vine nature mth Il"lClCJ.blllE" boldness. On the {Jﬂlt_l", apparently
— e
with official sanction and the power of the government behind it,

the establishment denied this claim of al-Hakim's divinity. What

survived of the former group later became the Druze, a name not
of their own choosing but one associated with them because of al-
r_l)_;m_u_Lwlm was the first of this tendency to promote it publicly in

Cairo. The other side, however, comprised individuals holding
high posts in the regime, chief among them the head of the Is-
maili mission itself, Khatkin al-Dayf.

The issues at stake posed a serious threat both for the continu-
ation and long term success of the Ismaili movement and for the
immediate health and well-being of the caliphate. To counter it
most effectively, Khatkin and the central administration imported
from the east the leading specialist in Ismaili doctrines, the for-
midable Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, who happened to reside at that
time in Iraq, most likely in Baghdad. He came to Cairo and began
a programme of instruction that was, in part, designed to ensure
the stability and continuity of the imamate against the dissidents’
antinomian and messianic cult, which they were then developing

. ————

.nmm(l the personality of al-FHakim.? With the imam’s mysterious
disappearance in g11/1021, the Ismaili establishment finally
achieved its aim in this conflict. After some slight hesitation, the
succession to al-Zahir passed relatively smoothly. The Druze were

e
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ousted from Egvpt cmnp]uch to survive only in remote areas of
Svria, hardly rvpluuumg any longer a danger to the Fatimids.”
Cairo, however, contunued to attract a stream of outsiders drawn
there on behalf of the Ismaili ciuse. Two curiously parallel cases
from the reign of al-Mustansir well illustrate what must be regarded
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as a general tendency. They are Nasir-1 Khusraw and al-Mu’ '1)_")*'1(1

e R ——

ﬁ I-Din al-Shirazi.? Both arrived in Cairo within a year of each

_._..-—-h_

‘other and both later rose to positions of extreme importance, for
the first as a writer and missionary, and the second as a writer,

e —y— . .
government agent and ultimatelyas the da‘-in-chief. Significantly,
both came from Iran. Nasir later returned there and, writing ex-
clusively in Persian, became a major literary figure. Al-Mu’ayyad
wrote principally in Arabic but his written works, too, attained
among those later Ismailis who continued to study in Arabic the
highest possible status.

Although unusually successful, the careers of these two da‘is
may be regarded as indicative of what happened with many oth-
ers and of how Cairo, as the headquarters of the Ismaili movement,
played a role well beyond the confines of the Egyptian state. But
not all Fatimid supporters left home and travelled to Egypt. There
were important pockets of Ismailis throughout the territories not
under the direct control of the caliph, including Yemen, India,
Khurasan and, most particularly, sections of the areas immedi-
ately surrounding Baghdad, at the very heart of Abbasid rule.

The case of the Turkish amiral-Basasir is the most famous but
lesser examples existed, among them some of those who aided al-
Basasiri at various points in his revolt. The exact situation in his
case was, however, extremely complex with numerous Arab tribal
factions and Turkish mercenaries all acting in their own interests

| and that of the Fatimids only when advantageous to them. Against
*-. these groups were the Abbasid caliph, many of his retinue, and
most significantly the S'lliuk Turks under Tughril Beg, who first

e —
FR—— L

intervened in Iraqgi affairs on the pretextof a campaign directed
ultimately against Egypt and the Ismaili rulers there. But aside
from Tughril and the Abbasid caliph, the other parties, including
members of Tughril's own Saljuk family, frequently switched sides
in the midst of the conflict.

AlYazari, the wazir in Cairo at the time, preferred to wage the
| ensuing battle in the cast. To that end he dispatched al-Mu’ayyad,
himself originally once influential with Abu Kalijar, one of the
1 last of the Buwayhid rulers in Iraq, as the Faumid agent
commissioned to foment a revolt to counter the moves of Tughril.
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Al-Muayyad brought with him from Egypt a vast sum of moncy
and weapons, and he attempted to use them and his own influ-
ence to create an anti-Saljuk, pro-Fatimid alliance. Al-Basasiri, who
maty have had Shi‘i leanings prior to this venture, was, in any casc,
already in rebellion against the Abbasids and Tughril. The combi-
nation of al-Muayyad’s intrigue with al-Basasiri’s troops, aided by
tribes that joined him, allowed the rebels to take advantage when,
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to deal with a family revolt elsewhere, Tughril was forced to aban- l
don Baghdad temporarily. Late in 450/ 10509, al-Basasiri captured i;
the Abbasid capital anc d pi roclaimed lImL_c_LL)_,;.A(lhc;[ nce to the E
Fatimids. :
~— -

Missuccess and that of al-Mustansir, whose name now appeared
in the Friday sermon in Baghdad, was short lived. Forty weeks
later, the affair was all but over. Cairo, once so eager to provide
support, had long since come to regret what looked more and
more like an ill-planned and ill-conceived adventure. Indeed later
non-Ismaili historians writing in Egypt, such as al-Maqnizi, noted
that this incident marked both the greatest achievement of the
Fatimids and yet also the beginning of their decline.™
Nevertheless, although the details of this venture differ from
others, the hand of the Ismaili movement in them is clear; the

Fatimids during this period did not regard themselves as rulers of
a political state based solely in Egypt but as imams of a much
broader claim to govern the whole of the Islamic domain. And, at

least until schism again splitone faction of the Ismaili community
away {rom the others, the hope of an eventual triumph over the
Abbasids persisted and was acted upon whenever a feasible
opportunity presented itself. To that end, despite the disappoint-
ment of al-Basasiri’s ultimate failure, recruits continued to sign
up in the territories of the enemy and many of them, such as the
famous Iranian Flasan b. Sabbah and the Yemeni L:lm;lk b. Malik,
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also made their way to Cairo in a later period.

;
Rivalries and Foreign Relations

With the initial thrust of their armies into Syria and with recogni-
tion of the dynasty in the holy cities of the Hijaz shortly after the
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conquest of Egypt, the Fatimids obtained the greatest extent of
their political dominion. They had achieved an empire reaching,
at least in theory, from the farthest Maghrib across North Africa
(o the Red Sea with appendages in Sicily, Palestine, Syria and the
Hijaz. But, by the end of the following century, little of all that
remained in their hands. Given the inherent difficulty of govern-
ing such a vast and disparate territory, it would have been quite
remarkable had they managed otherwise.

An interesting case in point is Syria, which was certainly an
object almost of obsession for the caliph al-‘Aziz, who may have
nherited his concern from his father. Syria lay along the only
feasible route from Egypt to Abbasid Iraq and the east. If Bagh-
dad was the urgent goal of the Fatimids, as much evidence
indicates, then they had to master Syria. However, not unlike the
Maghrib, Syria presented a complicated pattern of tribal control
over rural areas and of major cities and towns each with their own
internal and purely local factions. In the north, moreover, the
Byzantines were constantly on the alert to protect their interests
and take advantage of any opportunity allowed them for expan-
sion. A Byzantine army under John Tzimisces was, for example,
able to penetrate with relative ease into the south, almost within
sight of Jerusalem in g75."" Despite the advice of the wazir Ibn
Killis, who knew well the near impossibility of capturing and hold-
ing Svria, al-‘Aziz persisted until, as he prepared for yet one more
attempt, death overtook him.

R— —

Thereafter, under the later imams, the Fatimids pursued the
road through Syria with less urgency. The dream of eastern con-
quests did not die but gradually the reality of Syrian politics forced
them to accept a system of local allegiances among, the nominal
rulers of the cities and the princely families that dominated the
local Arab tribes. Already, in the firstyears of their rule from Egypt,
they realised that if Syria was the way to the cast, it was also likely
an avenue for the reverse, for an invading force coming agains
them, as had happened more than once with the Qarmatians.
Gradually, in fact, Fatimid hegemony in Syria in its various forms,
'1 rather than part of an offensive strategy, became a line of defence

protecting the caliphal state in Egypt. Even so, the increasing
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intrusion there of Turkish troops, first as mercenaries, some in
the pay of the Fatimids themselves, and then of the Saljuks, stead-
ily reduced their own presence. By 468/1076, for example, the

e
.\lluka gained permanent control over Damascus.'*

“Tn contrast to Sy ria the fm)atmnca danger to
Egypt. [ts loyalty and continued attachment to the Fatimids, espe-
cially to the protection of Ismailis who still resided in the cities of
the Maghrib, was, however, often in doubt. The caliph al-Mu‘izz
left behind him the emirate of the Zirids, whose nominal rule was
to last until 5.43/1148.'3 But this period was certainly not one of
prosperity and the general decline of North Africa is noteworthy
in many respects. By 4o7/1016 when the long reign of al-Mu‘izz
b. Badis began, the state he inherited was already divided between
himself, holding the Tunisian heartland, and his uncle of the
Hammaidid branch, ruling over the territories to the west. A se-
verely debilitating outbreak of plague and famine in 395/1004-05
had hurt everyone. Then shortly after this Zirid al-Mu‘izz assumed
power, anti-Shi‘a riots in Qayrawan and some other cities deci-
mated the remaining Ismaili communities there. The government
was either too weak to prevent these horrors or possibly secretly
connived in them hoping to gain by the distraction they offered.
These two tendencies, economic failure that promoted a precipi-
tous decline in the prosperity of the population, and the religiously
based, xenophobic attacks on the adherents of the distant Ismaili
imam, appear to have gone hand in hand. Over the long term, as
the prevailing tade patterns shifted away from Ifrigiya toward
Egypt and from east-west to north-south, Zirid North Africa
suffered. As one consequence, the Ismailis also disappeared from

the region altogether. Moreover, Muslim warfare against the Chris-

tans, once a rich source of money and slaves to fuel the local

cconomy of, first the Aghlabids and then the carly Fatimids, now
trned in favour of the other side. As the various Christian powers
to the north grew stronger and more able to raid both Sicily and
he North African coast, what forces the Zirids could maintain
were increasingly required for basic defence, or even to prop up
the Muslims of Sicily lest it should fall and thus move the enemy

cven closer.
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The anti-Ismaili pogroms in the Maghrib did not end until all
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ofthe Ismailis were wiped out, leaving eventually nothing but the

adherents of the Maliki_legal school. The same Malikis had for

over a century cultivated a vision of themselves as the ascetically
pious orthodox martyrs to cruel and irreligiously heretical Fatim-
1< Maliki scholars lost no opportunity to record and to embellish
Wil]lrﬂ_l_l_!_hl'ig!l_t__llalgi[}gﬁlph}' every example in which one of their
own suffered. Given thissituation, therefore, with less and less
interest in preserving his ties to Cairo, that the Zirid al-Mu‘izz
chose to break with the Fatimids and to recognise the Abbasids in
their place is perhaps understandable. That he wavered back and
forth following one policy and then cancelling it is, however, less
s0. A most curious example was one of his renunciations of the
Eatimids that led to the wazir al-Yazari's scheme to send in his
direction the Arab tribe of Hilal, which previously resided on Egyp-
tian territory. Presumably, the motive of the wazir was revenge
(cither for a personal slight or for the Zirid's disloyalty, or both).
Whatever the exact cause, the net effect of the mass migration of
these Arab tribes into the central Maghrib, already suffering se-
vere cconomic ill-health and fragmentation, wrought
unprecedented devastation. ' The Zirids survived, but just barely,
confined to a few prnu:(‘lt:{l cities. Ironically, the Zind al-Mu‘izz
in .1.19/ 1057 linally reaffirmed his allegiance to the Fatimid cal-
iph and remained loyal thereatter until he died in 45.4/1002.
Fatimid Sicily fared better but was, even so, not immune to
long-term decline. The Fatimids had appeared on the scene not
long after the final conquest of the island by the Muslims in 28¢/
goz. They, like their predecessors, continued to press forward
against the Christians by raiding and, on occasion, occupying
portions of the Ttalian mainland. In g22- 2.1/93.4-93 5, a Fatimid
Neet rmided the Tadian coast between Genoa and Pisa with great
profit; even as late as the years 105-106/1004-1015, they did so
again several times. As his vassal in control of Sicily, the caliph
had appointed al-asan b, ‘Ali al-Kalbi, the son of the son-in-law
of one of the first Fatimid governors there. This al-lTasan had
most recently served with particular distinction in the fight against

the Kharijite rebel Abu Yazid. He was to commence period of
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memorable success. His descendants, ruling from their capital in
Palermo, witnessed an era of cultural brilliance. Relations between
the Kalbids of Sicily and the court in Cairo also included the ac-
tive participation of senior members of this same family in Egypt.
Upon the accession of the young al-ITakim, the North African

contingents of the army insisted on having a local Kalbid amir, al- J
FHasan b, ‘Ammar, as regent, |
Eventually, however, the situation in Sicily, as in the Maghrib, “ |
deteriorated into fractious chaos. The island was ever more distant i
from Fatimid concerns, and its consequent autonomy, rather than %
allowing for the rise of a strong central leadership, yielded in- h
stead fragmentation. As the local powers split apart and ;
commenced internal warfare against each other, the Zirids at first *'

attempted to intervene to preserve Muslim rule and thereby coun-
ter the Christians. The latter, however, were also not represented
by a single force but by many: the city-states of Pisa, Genoa and
Venice; the Byzantines, German emperors and the Normans, all
in a shifting array of alliances and counter-alliances. Certain of
the Christian powers were often associated with one Muslim faction

o e D tm—mml' T

or the other, and that form of access finally allowed the entry into
the islkind of the Normans, who began in 464/1071 their own
conquest of Sicily. Long before then, however, the Kalbid reign
had ended with the death in q.45/1059 of the last amir of this
family.

e
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Poorly settled and all butdestitute, the holy cities of Mecca
and Medina held litde strategic value, except symbolically. With ;
the establishment and embellishment of Cairo, moreover, the
Fatimids created a new cult centre, one that might substitute for |
those in the older and less accessible Hijaz. For the Ismailis the ]
living imam after all occupies a superior place; his abode stands, i
therefore, higher than the others. Yet, as the focus of the broad-
est measure of Muslim piety and as the common goal of pilgnmage
rites, though seldom worth even a minimal military venture, the | -
holy cities occupied a significant niche in Fatimid foreign policy. it

xcept fora brief directintervention by the Sulayhids of Yemen L
in the mid-fifth/eleventh century, and in the absence of genuine ' 5§
Ismaili sentiment in the Hijaz, the Fatimids relied on the favour fi_"_"
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of the local sharifs for a symbolic acknowledgement of their he-
gemony in the Friday sermon. Most often the loyalty of the
Haramayn depended on the timely disbursement of cash and the
transfer of goods without which the good will of the Meccans and
Madinese was sorely tested both physically, due to the lack of food-
stuffs in the vicinity, and morally, despite previous sympathy for
Shi‘ism (but of a non-Ismaili kind) in general.

Prior to the advent of the Fatimids, the Abbasids delegated
control of the Haramayn to their governor of Egypt. When the
Fatimids subsequently assumed a similar role, the Abbasids were
Jow to react. With the coming of the Saljuks, however, and with
the decline of Fatimid power in the second half of the reign of al-
Mustansir, the situation reversed. Now the prestige of the Saljuk
sultans, notably Alp Arslan, was reason for an active Abbasid
campaign to supplant the Fatimids in the affections of the Hijazi
ashraf. The necessary monetary gifts now flowed from Baghdad
and, except for a short intercession during the reign of al-ITafz,
the Hijaz became once more unequivocally Abbasid.

Vemen was a different matter. Fatimid influence there came
and went but never disappeared. Prior to the caliphate the whole
country had once been all but entirely in the hands of the Ismaili
movement. A clear revival of Ismaili activity began yet again with
the rise about .43/ 10.47, or possibly earlier, in Haraz of ‘Al b.
Muhammad al-Sulayhi, who had been converted to Ismailism by
the local agent of the movement.'> From that beginning he went
on to capture all of Yemen south of and including San‘@’ by .{55
1066, His sway, however, extended finally from Mcccain the north
(o Aden in the south as well as other parts of Arabia. ‘Alt’s murder
in {59/ 1000, c¢n route to Mecca, did not end Sulayhid rule but
setit back considerably. Whatever authority he might have exerted
over the Hijaz ceased; likewise the north of Yemen subsequently
fell out of the Fatimid sphere. Still, one century after the imam's
entry into Egypt, of all the outlying territories once within the
greater Fatimid empire, besides a few coastal towns of Syria and
Palestine and Egypt itself, only parts of Yemen remained.
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Signs of Weakness

Once in control of Egypt and the other regions connected with it,
in addition to North Africa and Sicily, the Fatimids now possessed

an impressive political domain. However, all along, aspects of the *l E
way the imams governed had indicated elementary weaknesses, 1‘11
in part traceable, ironically, to religious policy. As Shi‘a attempt- i
ing to rule over territories in which the Muslim population was l‘l
predominately Sunni, their prospects for longevity were never ".‘

i

cood unless they could manage to convert a substantial portion

of their citizenry to Ismailism. The model for such a development %:
must surely have been the Kutama Berbers, whose continued reli- '{“i
gious devotion provided a strong foundation - especially in the Tﬂ
military — for the FFatimids. Individual converts, while of immense I
benefitin propagating and spreading the Ismaili message and its ,
doctrines intellectually, or by providing dependable administra- 1)
tive stafl, could not substitute for troops either in the field or in Hi
policing arcas only nominally under the direct control of the state. ?-}
However, the situation with respect to the Kutama was apparently L
i

unique; no other group or tribal body, particularly none that con- |
tributed major contingents to the army, ever converted in the same 1,“
manner. The Sanhdja, for a long time a mainstay of the Faumid k*’
military, were never truly Ismaili, for example.

Large parts of Egypt and Syria, mainly in the countryside, like
the Maghrib, moreover, were dominated by Bedouin tribes, in
this case Arabs not Berbers. The Fatimids gained no religious

influence over them, nor curiously is there evidence that they at-
tempted to foster Ismaili Shi‘ism among them. One result was a _
failure to control them effectively. And frequently these same tribal 'l
groups cither sided with an enemy when the opportunity arose, '
or rose in rebellion on their own. Two interesting cases of this
kind in the reign of al-Ilakim, moreover, had a religious dimen- A
sion. Each was led in part by a sort of counter-imam, not dissimilar
to the Fatimids. In this aspect they resembled several such events
in the Maghrib, including that of Abti Yazid, where one tribe and v o)
its imam revolted against the state in a movement that recalled
the case of Abua ‘Abdallih and the Kutama.
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The first of these later incidents is the rebellion of the Umayyad
pretender Abu Rakwa Walid b. Hisham. About 395/1005, with
the support of Zanata Berbers, he rose in the area of Barqa on the
Libyan-Egyptian border. Soon he added the Arab tribe of Qurra
in the Nile delta just east of Alexandria. One army sent against
this combined force was defeated and Abu Rakwa began to move
toward Cairo and Fustat. The threat he posed was real and the
Fatimids all but succumbed to panic. Although dramatic action
by the army eventually put down this rebellion, that it could oc-
cur so close to Cairo revealed how unreliable al-Hakim's support
was both among the rural tribes and in the general urban popula-
tion of Egypt.

The other case involved the tribe of Tayy, which held sway over
«outhern Palestine. During this period its leader was a member of
the Jarrahid family —for much of it Mufarrij b. Daghfal b. al-Jarrah
— who played a wily game of picking his causes and forming alle-
giances to suit his own independent purposes. Previously an ally
of the Qarmatians in their ficht with the Fatimids, in 303/974,
the Tayy switched sides quite opportunely during an invasion of
Egypt that year, having accepted a bribe to do so from the caliph
A-Mu‘izz. But, although often useful to the Fatimids — they helped
against Aba Rakwa, for example = they were never entirely trust-
worthy. During one of their several revolts, they sided, for example,
with 2 Meccan sharif whom they tried to setup in .40g3/1012 as
the imaim, in opposition to al-FHakim but based on a model of the
imamate similar to his.

These cases are by no means the only ones; the loyalty of the
Bedouin clans was a constant problem, and since they often served
as an auxiliary military for the Fatimids, their support was fre-
quently essential. Why none of these groups ever became Ismail)
is, however, a puzzle. The same applies also to the contingents of
the regular standing army, among whom likewise there is little
sign, outside of the kutama, of the spread of Ismailism or of an
obvious attachment to it. Where the Aghlabids had relied on Arab

troops, the whole effort of Abu ‘Abdallah and his appeal concen-

ited on this one Berber tribe, which, once {ullv converted to

Shi‘ism. henceforth notonly defeated the Arab Armies sentagainst
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them, but loyally supplied the Fatimids with a dependable army
throughout their formative years in the Maghrib and even be-
yond. It can casily be shown, moreover, that the Fatimid military
of this initial period could hardly have survived without the
Kutama, Although the new rulers quickly implemented a policy
of creating a multi-ethnic army, the mounted component never
expanded much beyond the addition of Berber units from closely
neighbouring groups such as the Zawawa and the Sanhaja, both
related to the Kutama. The two other major new elements were,
first, various Slavs and other Rum, some eunuchs and some not,
but all originally purchased slaves, whose functions included tech-
nical support and most especially command, and second, a large
formation of foot soldiers known by the term *Zawila’ or “Zuwayla’,
apparently from the market region of the Fazzan south of Tripoli,
where Sudanese slaves were bought for service in the Maghrib.

Despite a few problems of religion and loyalty even in this pe-
riod, the adhesion of the Kutama to the Faumid religious cause
was nearly total. The long preparauon by Abu ‘Abdallah paid off.
When the new state created a bureau of the government respon-
sible for the pay of the troops, an individual Kutami, who had not
previously been salaried, retained the designation of mutafaunvi’,
‘volunteer'. When the Faumids instituted conscription to raise
additional troops, the Kutama sull enlisted for service.

Of course, many peripheral questions about the fortunes of
Fatimid military policy may inflnence the answer to this question.
The Berbers, for example, proved weak outside of their original
domain, as when they were sent into Syria. Not only did their for-
cignness cause friction with the local population but, most
importantly, they failed in the face of superior Turkish arms, par-
ticular archery. Accordingly, the Fatumids, from the first encounters
in Syria, began to add Turkish (and Daylami) units to their army.
Ultimately, although Nasir-i Khusraw could still count 20,000
Kutama horsemen in the army of Cairo in about 439/1047, this
group was decidedly, possibly even deliberately, reduced in
importance. The trend toward professional, thoroughly trained
and heavily armed, mounted lr(iups with the obvious increase in
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cost associated with this development marginalised the tribal ‘vol-
unteers’, no matter how committed they were on the basis of piety.
An incident from g76-377/986-57 may help offer another ex-
planation. In that year al-‘Aziz dispatched an emissary named
Abu'l-Fahm Hasan, a Khurasani da‘, to the Maghrib. He was well
received by the Zirid ruler and allowed to travel on to Kutama
territory. Once there, however, instead of raising new enthusiasm
for service in Egypt, which must have been his original purpose,
he generated an appeal that apparently centred on himselt. Ulu-
mately he minted his own coins and rode about with numerous
troops.'® The old zeal of the Kutama was apparently not dimin-
hed but had become slightly uncontrollable. How many of the
Kutima that Nasir-i Khusraw observed in Cairo in 139/ 1047 were
recently arrived from Ifrigiya and how many were merely descend-
ants of an carlier first generation in Egypt? Nevertheless, even at
the end of the Fatimid dynasty two centuries later, there were
Kutama in Egypt.
© The Zuwayla contingents were likewise once numerous in Egypt

but later disappeared. Instead Nasir mentions the ‘Abid al-shira’
(purchased slaves), who by his time may have been predominately
black like the Zanjis, another group he lists. Similarly the later
Fatimid army had units of Batilis and Masamida, both North Afri-
can tribal groups, but not Kutama. It scems therefore that the
Zuwayla, who were not specific in ethnic origin, in any case, were
simply replaced in Egypt by blacks imported through the Aswan
market (and thus not from Zuwayla). Also, in addition to the now
problematic Kutima, new Berber troops were being recruited in
the farther Maghrib but by what process we do not know. Their
religious affiliation is likewise undetermined. It would be inter-
esting to know if any of the Zuwayla, or the Sudanese and Zanjis,
of the later period became active in the Ismaili cause in the reli-
vious sense. Several prominent officers of the state are said to
have been blacks, but in every case there is virtually no informa-
tion about religion. The same claim appears justified for nearly
all of the Turkish army officers.

There are other unanswered questions about the Fatimid mili-
tary and its religious loyalty. Much of the problem has to do with
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the nature of the sources that document so well the religious policy

of the Fatimids in the Maghrib, and thus highlight the adherence

of the Kutama and many of the Slavs, but which, given also that

the documentation itself is different for the later period, being
largely non-Ismaili, fails to account for or to even notice what may
have occurred later in regard to the interaction of religious and
military institutions. Informaton in the ecarlier sources casily
confirms that the Faumids fully recognised what they owed to the
Kutiuna and, most importantly, they show the religious nature of
this alliance between the state and its chief military support. What
is lacking is a similar set of sources from later periods. It would be
especially useful to have from Egypt Ismaili writings like those
that cover the Maghrib., Unfortunately, nothing from later quite
matches the material from North Africa. Therefore, the evidence
for the later interaction of ideology and the military must be
derived from a different kind of source, one that may have been
blind to precisely that sort of religious policy.

A second kind of weakness that began to appear in the new
situnation concerns the formaton of a social and bureaucratic elite
in the capital that was both closely beholden to the state and could
pursue its own interests even to lllmliphate. It
is, of course, much harder to see how this class operated and to
analyse its connection to government policy. In contrast to the
military whose victories and defeats were public knowledge and
of special interest to the chroniclers, the workings of the bureauc-
racy or the self-interested acts of members of the social elite
entered history only in rare instances — the occurrence of a nota-
ble scandal, for example. They are almost always recounted in
isolation from one another. Thus, in an era for which there are
no personal memoirs, diaries, letters, or documents, patterns in
the behaviour of the elite tend to be obscure, often completely

50,

Still there are trends that can be observed for Fatimid Egyptin
this period. A particularly important one is the rise and contin-
ued prominence of several families, members of which kept
reoccupying certain key positions in the government. Another is
the growing power of the caliph’s extended family and other
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private retainers. Two cases illustrate the latter situation well. They
are. first, the role of al-Hakim's much older siste:‘,f@j_;}_;&h—lulk, in
preserving the caliphate during the uncertainty surrounding his
last years and eventual disappearance. [t was she who orchestrated
the transfer of rule to her nephew al-Zahir. A closer look, moreover,
reveals clear signs that she was the leading voice of a larger elite.
It consisted of numerous members of the establishment and the
caliph’s family, who feared that the caliph, if he continued to fol-
low the course he was then pursuing — such as appointing as his
successor one or another of his cousins in place of his own son
and lavishly giving away huge portions of his wealth and holdings
~ would bring down the empire and them with it. It is naturally
impossible to say how else matters might have turned out but the
power of the forces behind her shows what could happen. The
interests of this new elite were not quite identical with those of
the imam.

Another similar case involved the mother of al-Mustansir whose
connection with her former master, a member of the powerful

Tustari family, long played an important role in the rule of her

son, cither directly or indirectly through agents who handled her
ffairs. And she and Sitt al-Mulk are by no means the only exams-
ples of powerful women who influenced the course of government
in this period.

Slightly less powerful but in many ways more prominent be-
cause they held appointments to key public posts were several
members of the families of Qadial-Nu‘man' and then of Sa‘id b.
Malik al-Fariqi.'™ Again these two cases are not unique except In
the amount of information available about them. Starting in Lgypt
two of Qadi al-Nu‘man’s sons, two grandsons, and one great-grand-
son rose to the position of chief qadi and all five were also chiefs
of the Ismaili mission, as the da‘t al-du‘at. Whether each was com-
pletely qualified for these appointments became less and less
important against theirillustrious pedigree and family name. The
last of them, al-Qasim b, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, in fact, was considered by
many to be incompetent, most particularly as a judge, but also as
head of the da‘wa which he, nevertheless, directed for over two

decades. The al-Farigi family commenced its prominence with
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Malik's promotion to supreme justice under ul-l;lﬁkim\ﬂc was
also in charge of the da“wa. Although, like several m{:mhers\of al-
Nu‘man’s family, he ran afoul of the caliph and was eventually

i
executed —in Malik’s case quite possibly for collusion with Sitt al- '“
Mulk — his service thus ending in disgrace, again like them other \3
members of his family took over. Malik’s sons occupied lesser 1!:"_;
judgeships but his brother became chief justice in 419/1028 and \
lasted in that position until 427/10386, whereupon he fell from b
grace having been caught up in a scandal of his own. Still three of *1
his sons rose to become chief gadi (one of them four separate {
times), two of them were also wazirs, and one the chief da‘i. In i
the next generation one al-Fariqi was appointed chief justice seven ﬂl
times in the space of six years and was also wazir during that same Ti;

period on at least five occasions. It is essential to note these as-
pects of Fatimid rule and to see how they contributed to a steady
decline in the viability of the state, a decline that became espe- E
cially precipitous over the final decade of the first century in Egypt,
a period known in the historical sources as the ‘Days of Trouble’
(u}'_w;r}nf E_Ui_(_f_{_{l) or the ‘C‘.‘ll:lllﬁl}_" (al-shidda, al-shidda aZ—‘u_zm&i.
~ 7 Commencing about 5.4/ 1062, Fatimid Egypt experienced a
long period of such extdnsive cliaos and disorder, of famine and '

plague, and of general economic decline and weakness that it was
remembered for a long time as a great catastrophe. So pervasive
was the resulting destruction that parts of the older city of Fustat
simply ceased to exist, having heen depopulated. At one point
the caliph al-Mustansir was reduced to accepting a handout of

food from a better-off supporter. To maintain even the semblance
of order in his administration and army, he was forced to hand
over the greater share of his treasury, including objects of unique
beauty and rarity and whole rooms full of valuable books. All in
all there can be no doubt about the seriousness of these events
and how close the Fatuimids came then to being overthrown as a
direct result of them. Units of the army in Egypt, though not in
Cairo itself, at least once proclaimed their allegiance to the
Abbasids. The caliph ulumately decided he had no other option
but to call on his stro