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		  Introduction

It was said [to Muḥammad]: “Who is the most noble of people?”  
[He replied:] “The most pious among them.”

—�From the ḥadīths, quoted by Ibn ḥazm, 
jamharah ansāb al-‘arab

This book is a study of cultural identity in Muslim Spain (called 
“al-Andalus” in Arabic) during the time of the Umayyads, an Arab dynasty 
whose continuous rule in al-Andalus began in 756 and ended in 1031. The 
Umayyads had ruled the entire Muslim Empire, from Spain in the west to 
modern Pakistan in the east, from 661 until 750. In 750 they were over-
thrown by the Abbasid family; a surviving Umayyad prince, who had ties in 
western North Africa through his mother’s family, escaped to al-Andalus and 
became ruler in 756, while the rest of the empire remained under the control 
of the Abbasids. Al-Andalus was part of the western Islamic world, called in 
Arabic “al-Maghrib” (literally “the west”), which consisted of western North 
Africa from Morocco to Tunisia, and most of the Iberian Peninsula.

Although some sections of this book look to periods after the fall of the 
Umayyads, 1031 is an important transitional date for this study, marking as 
it did the end of rule by a single dynasty (albeit one that faced frequent chal-
lenges) and the beginning of a period of political fragmentation. Paradoxi-
cally, 1031 also introduced a brief period of relative cultural stability before 
the North African Almoravids invaded in 1086. During that period, most 
people in al-Andalus were Muslim in religion and thought of themselves as 
Arab in cultural identity, whether that identity was biologically based or ad-
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opted. Before 1031 cultural identity was more varied, fluid, and contentious. 
Christians during the Umayyad period converted to Islam in large numbers. 
A Christian or Jewish man, although he could not claim to be a part of 
the Muslim community, could have a kind of honorary Arab identity on 
the basis of his familiarity with Arab language and culture. Muslim Berbers 
(indigenous North Africans and their descendants) might see themselves for 
some purposes as part of the community of all Muslims, while at the same 
time feeling sufficiently oppressed by the Arab Muslim elite to justify rebel-
ling against them.

The ideology of gender also created unclear boundaries during the 
Umayyad period. A woman was both part of and not part of her ethnic and 
religious group. The version of Islamic law dominant in al-Andalus, for ex-
ample, recognized women as full members of the Muslim community when 
it came to basic religious observances like prayer and fasting, but placed 
them under the care of a male guardian for other purposes, like negotiat-
ing marriage contracts. Most Muslim religious authorities agreed that men 
transmitted their religion to their children; children with a Christian mother 
and a Muslim father were automatically Muslims. Arab tradition treated the 
transmission of ethnic identity in the same way, so that the child of an Arab 
father was considered fully Arab, regardless of the mother’s ethnicity. While 
the ambiguity of ethnic and religious identity was resolved in part at the end 
of Umayyad rule by a general adoption of Arab Muslim culture, the ambigu-
ity of women’s place in that culture was not.

In this study I lay out the major conflicts and ambiguities in identity 
that arose during the Umayyad period. I end the study at a point at which 
some of those conflicts had been resolved and some remained as loose ends. 
Among the former were the perceived differences between Muslims who 
were Arab, Berber, and native Iberian. Although there is some evidence that 
newcomers to al-Andalus, like some of the Berber groups who arrived only 
in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries, were still seen as a separate cat-
egory of Muslim, generally the various categories had merged into a single 
designation as Arabic-speaking Muslims. Among the latter were ideas about 
gender, which changed over time but were not resolved by the emergence of 
a more general Arabic-speaking Muslim culture.

Intended Audience

Although I believe my work will be of interest to scholars who have ex-
pertise in al-Andalus, I also intend it for a more general audience, includ-
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ing students and anyone with an interest in the Middle Ages and Islamic 
history. As I will discuss later in this introduction, it is important that we 
not see the past only as a reflection of ourselves. Nevertheless, some of the 
questions about gender, ethnicity, and religious identity that people in al-
Andalus faced are still relevant to the world today. Some Muslim countries 
still use Islamic law to define women’s status. The question of what exactly 
it means to be a Muslim, whether one lives in Tehran or Paris, is a live issue. 
I have kept specialized theoretical language to a minimum and have tried to 
explain unusual names and terms as they arise.

Scholarship in the Field

Islamic Studies in Europe and the United States have focused on the eastern 
part of the Islamic world, traditionally defined as extending from the Nile 
River to the Oxus River, without much attention to the Maghrib.1 An argu-
ment can in fact be made, if not for neglecting the Maghrib, then at least 
for treating it as a separate case from that of the east. Although some cities 
in the Maghrib, including Córdoba and Qayrawān, became important cul-
tural centers, the region was far from the eastern capitals of Damascus and 
Baghdad. The Muslim invaders of the seventh and eighth centuries who 
defeated the Berber tribes in North Africa and the Visigoths in Iberia found 
nothing like the literate cultural traditions of Persia or the heartland of the 
Byzantine Empire. High culture in al-Andalus consisted of an attenuated 
Latin intellectual tradition kept alive by the Church. Western North Africa 
still had remnants of Byzantine urban centers, like Carthage, but much of it 
was dominated by polytheistic Berber groups unconnected to Byzantine cul-
ture. The classical Islamic culture that developed in the ninth-century east, 
with its legal, literary, and scientific components, evolved partly in response 
to contact with the older Persian and Byzantine traditions that were indig-
enous to the region. When that culture diffused to the Maghrib, it came as 
a borrowed set of norms with few local roots. Also in contrast with the east, 
relatively few Arabs went west at the time of the original conquests, and as a 
result large numbers of Berbers in North Africa were quickly converted to Is-
lam and recruited into the military; they made up the bulk of the army that 
invaded Iberia in 711. Those demographics meant that the Arab conquerors 
in the Maghrib had to deal with the question of whether non-Arab Muslims 
were full members of society more quickly than the east did. In conquest-era 
society, fighting in the army meant that one had a claim to a share of the 
loot and a place in the community, and Berbers quickly pressed that claim.
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In the modern era, the study of al-Andalus has been complicated by the 
fact that it has taken on an important symbolic role in European history. 
For European scholars, al-Andalus has at different times represented the 
confrontation between Islam and Christianity, as well as an idyllic period 
of coexistence between Muslims, Christians, and Jews. For the Spanish of 
the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries, the Muslim pe-
riod was a metaphor for and an explanation of Spain’s perceived problems 
taking its place in the modern world. For many Spaniards of the twenty-
first century, living in a Spain that has most definitely joined the modern, 
forward-looking European world, the period of Muslim dominance and 
Jewish presence has ceased to be a dark chapter of the past and has become 
instead a source of pride and a symbol of Spain’s history as a cosmopolitan 
meeting place of cultures. For others in the West, al-Andalus is a part of 
the debate over Islam. Some see the multicultural nature of Andalusī soci-
ety as evidence of Islam’s essential tolerance; the ever-vigilant anti-Muslim 
website “Jihad Watch,” on the other hand, notes that Osama bin Laden 
lamented the loss of al-Andalus as a tragedy for Islam, and it takes what he 
said as a sign that Muslims intend to recapture Spain.2 Al-Andalus’s role in 
the psyche of the West—its status as both Europe and not-Europe—has 
separated it from its context in the broader Islamic world and led to its be-
ing treated as a unique phenomenon, thus locating it yet one step further 
from mainstream Islamic Studies.

While al-Andalus’s location and the unusual demographics of its invad-
ing army make its history unique, it can most usefully be seen as part of 
the larger Islamic world, and I have tried to conceptualize the region in 
this book as a variant of that larger world. In spite of its distance from the 
eastern provinces, al-Andalus shared with them a common religion and, at 
least in elite circles, came to share a culture. Many social and political insti-
tutions that originated in the east also influenced the Maghrib. Scholars like 
Richard Bulliet and Hugh Kennedy, who mainly study Islam in the Middle 
East, include al-Andalus in their research as a unique example of Islamic 
culture, but one still tied to the heartland. Maribel Fierro, Thomas Glick, 
Janina Safran, and David Wasserstein, all of whose works are cited through-
out this book, place al-Andalus within the context of Islamic culture in the 
Nile to Oxus region, while recognizing its distinctive qualities. Also im-
portant are al-Andalus’s ties with North Africa, a connection that has been 
particularly emphasized by Muḥammad ‘Īṣā Ḥarīrī, Muḥammad Ḥaqqī, and 
‘Abdulwāḥid Dhanūn Ṭāha.

As in any field, scholars have interpreted the history of al-Andalus in 
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light of their own societies’ preoccupations. Their approaches depend on 
their personal and national background, their discipline (the field includes 
historians, philologists, and archaeologists), and the period in which they 
lived or live. The history of the field has been analyzed in detail elsewhere 
and is beyond the scope of this book,3 but its general trajectory can be 
traced here.

Most Spanish scholars of the nineteenth and the first half of the twenti-
eth centuries believed there was a stable Spanish Christian identity that, al-
though threatened by the Muslim invasion, survived intact from the Roman 
period to the present. Two different approaches to that interpretation can 
be seen in the works of Francisco Javier Simonet (1829–97)4 and Isidro de 
las Cagigas (1891–1956),5 both of whom wrote about Mozarabs (Christians 
under Muslim rule in al-Andalus), and both of whom saw the Muslim in-
vaders as an alien force that tried unsuccessfully to destroy Spanish Christian 
culture. Simonet saw Spanish identity as centering on Christianity; for him, 
the Mozarabs were the preservers of Spanish culture because of their faith 
and the institutions of the Catholic Church. Christians in al-Andalus, he 
suggests, were not influenced by the Muslim invaders, but rather the other 
way around. Arabs never had much original culture, borrowing instead from 
conquered peoples, particularly Christians.6 Writing in the mid-twentieth 
century, Isidro de las Cagigas also imagined a Christian Spanish culture that 
was buffeted but largely unchanged by the Muslim presence. Unlike Sim-
onet, however, he saw the essence of Spanish identity as secular rather than 
religious. For him, Mozarab resistance to conversion and acculturation was 
an early version of Spanish nationalism.

Americo Castro (1885–1972) offers some contrast to Simonet and Cagi-
gas. He too believed in the existence of a Spanish character, but he saw that 
character as fluid and heavily influenced by contact with Muslims and Jews.7 
Like Simonet and Cagigas, he did not question the idea that peoples have 
cohesive national identities but saw borrowing among cultures as an en-
riching process rather than an existential threat. He also complicated earlier 
ideas about the unchanging character of the Spanish nation, rejecting, for 
example, claims that Romans and Visigoths in Spain were in some funda-
mental sense Spanish.8

Scholars of the period who were not Spanish present a more mixed pic-
ture. The Dutch orientalist Reinhardt Dozy (1820–83), like Simonet, en-
thusiastically embraced the notion that Arab culture was inferior to that 
of Christian Europe and offered no contributions to it.9 Évariste Lévi-
Provençal  (1894–1956), a French Islamicist, on the other hand, treated al-
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Andalus as part of the larger Islamic world, a world he did not see as inferior 
to Europe. His vast knowledge of the Arabic chroniclers makes his book 
Histoire de l’Espagne musulmane a key resource to the present time.10 In some 
ways he was quite different from the Spanish scholars of the period, and 
from Dozy, since he was not interested in rendering a judgment concern-
ing the good or bad effects on Spain of the Muslim occupation. He did, 
however, share with his contemporaries and predecessors a focus on govern-
ment and institutions, although he devotes considerable space to social and 
cultural history, particularly in volume three of the Histoire.

Scholarship in the later twentieth and early twenty-first centuries dropped 
the preoccupation with nationalism and national character as anachronistic 
and reconceived Andalusī society as a network of kinship, tribal, and sei-
gniorial structures with an often thin overlay of central government. Pierre 
Guichard’s work has been particularly important in that respect, focusing as 
it does on the role of the Arab and Berber tribal system and the relationship 
of that system to land tenure.11 Guichard and others, most notably Thomas 
Glick, have also integrated archeological and anthropological methods with 
the more traditional text-based methods of history, giving us a better under-
standing of rural areas and a more nuanced way to talk about the interaction 
among different religious and ethnic groups.12

Another major shift has been away from the history of the state to a 
more social historical emphasis on relations among different religious and 
ethnic groups, and between men and women. This is not to say that political 
history no longer counts; Hugh Kennedy’s Muslim Spain and Portugal is an 
outstanding modern entry in that field.13 Much of the recent scholarship, 
however, has moved in the direction of social and cultural history, and par-
ticularly the history of group identity. Women, who were largely neglected 
in an earlier scholarship focused on government and politics, became sub-
jects of in-depth research.14 Scholars of gender have noted that Andalusī 
society (if not its formal religious law) recognized the reality of same-sex re-
lationships and alternatives to official Islamic views of gender.15 How ethnic 
and religious groups in al-Andalus defined themselves, got along with other 
groups, failed to get along, and borrowed from each other have become 
central topics in the field, and is the main focus of this book.16 The goal of 
this recent scholarship has been to build up a fine-grained model of a society 
defined largely by family, tribal, ethnic, and religious affiliations.

To some extent these changes represent the growing sophistication of 
medieval studies as a field and our improved ability to see premodern soci-
eties in their own terms rather than as a mirror of our own concerns. It is 
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worth noting, though, that in some sense we have just substituted one set of 
modern preoccupations for another. Scholars writing in the late nineteenth 
and the first half of the twentieth centuries were naturally concerned with 
issues of nationalism and national identity, particularly in light of the world 
wars. In more recent decades, a revived women’s movement, the civil rights 
movement and the emergence of university Ethnic Studies programs in the 
United States, and the increasing volume of immigration to Western Europe 
have all shifted our focus toward group rights and identity. I believe the shift 
represents a positive change, and that to make sure history remains a relevant 
discipline we should look to those elements of the past that engage our inter-
est. At the same time, however, we must remember the obvious point that 
medieval society is not like our own. I have tried throughout this book to 
emphasize that although Andalusīs cared about group identities, they did 
not see those identities as we would. And although their society was rigid at 
times, their perceptions of ethnicity, gender, and religion could also be quite 
flexible and responsive to new circumstances.

Contribution of This Study

I see this book as a case study of an Islamic society during a particularly tur-
bulent period of social change. Although my research builds on the work of 
the other recent scholars of al-Andalus I mention above, it offers some new 
perspectives on how membership in a particular ethnic or religious group af-
fected people’s lives, how the nature of such identities shifted as one moved 
farther from the metropole of Córdoba, and the extent to which women 
participated in or were able to transmit those identities. Muslim chroniclers, 
and historians writing about al-Andalus, generally identify five main social 
groups in Andalusī society under the Umayyads: (1) Arab Muslims, who oc-
cupied the highest social rank and included the Umayyads and their Arab 
allies and their clients or mawālī (singular “mawlā); the Arabic term for this 
elite group as a whole was “al-khāṣṣah,” the special ones. (2) Muslims of 
Iberian or Berber origin who had become honorary Arabs and part of the 
khāṣṣah through the study and acquisition of Arabic language and Arab cul-
ture. (3) Muwallads, which is a catch-all term for Muslims who were descen-
dants of Iberian converts and whose origins were, among other possibilities, 
Celto-Roman, Gothic, or Basque. Muslims fell into this category if they 
had not broken into the “Arab” elite through ties of clientage or by being 
recognized as distinguished in their education and knowledge of Arabic. (4) 
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Muslims of Berber origin, most of whose families came from North Africa 
in the 700s. They, like Iberian Muslims, could gain elite status, but most did 
not. (5) Dhimmīs, that is, Christians and Jews living under Islamic rule. A 
few Christians and Jews were part of the court circle in Córdoba, but most, 
with the muwallads and the majority of Berbers, formed the great mass of 
subjects, called in Arabic “al-‘āmmah,” the ordinary people,17 or “al-‘ajam,” 
those who do not speak Arabic properly. In addition, near the end of the 
Umayyad period slave troops called ṣaqālibah, mostly from eastern Europe, 
became a factor in Andalusī politics, and sometimes became regional rulers 
as Umayyad power collapsed (see chapter 7 and my conclusion).

The sources apply the above categories almost exclusively to men. Of 
course there were women who were non-Arab Muslims, or who were Jews 
or Christians living under Muslim rule, but their status had more to do with 
the identity of the men in their family than with their own attributes; there 
are for example no recorded cases of non-Arab women who gained honor-
ary Arab status through their scholarship. Women slaves were numerous in 
al-Andalus, but since they did not fight, none of them could be classified as 
ṣaqālibah. Women were in many respects not bearers of ethnic or religious 
identity in Andalusī society.

What is most striking about the society of Umayyad al-Andalus, how-
ever, and what this book will argue, is how unstable social categories really 
were. Being Arab and being Muslim were important sources of prestige for 
some people, yet the more closely one scrutinizes such categories, the more 
their meaning collapses. Even gender, the most rigid of the observable so-
cial divisions, was ambiguous, as women existed for some purposes within 
a religious and ethnic group, but were in other ways outside the system of 
social classification. Identities were fluid and were constantly being nego-
tiated. Non-Arab men could become culturally Arab. The high valuation 
of Arab and Muslim identity became less important as one moved farther 
away from the political center at Córdoba; away from Umayyad influence, 
the categories of Arab Muslim, Berber Muslim, and muwallad, and even of 
Muslim and Christian, became less clearly defined. Dhimmīs could convert. 
Women could cross-dress, at least until the authorities ordered them to stop. 
Some chroniclers portrayed Islamic and Arab identity as related categories, 
while Islamic law saw them as separate, and indeed as sometimes in conflict: 
Arab identity called for endogamy (allowing women to marry only within 
the kin group), male dominance, and pride in one’s ethnic heritage, while 
Islamic law emphasized the equality of all Muslims regardless of ethnicity, 
did not support the practice of endogamy or tracing relatedness in the male 
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line only, and gave women a range of legal rights, including the right to own 
and bequeath property. The quotation at the beginning of this introduction 
expresses the ambiguity of the connection between being Arab and being 
Muslim. The text from which it is taken, the Jamharah ansāb al-‘arab, is a 
collection of Arab genealogies confirming the importance of Arab heritage. 
The author, Ibn Ḥazm, was, however, primarily a religious scholar, and was 
uneasy enough with the Jamharah’s celebration of Arab blood lines to in-
clude that quote from the Prophet Muḥammad emphasizing piety as more 
important than aristocratic heritage.

The particular circumstances of Iberia and the Muslim settlement there 
made this instability acute. In the mid-eighth century, the Abbasids in the 
east were making the transition from rule as an Arab elite to being rulers of 
a multiethnic Islamic state. Although the Abbasids could claim a close kin 
relationship with Muhammad and identified as Arabs, they came to power 
largely with the support of non-Arab Muslims in Iran, and at their court 
they drew heavily on Persian and Byzantine culture and traditions of rule.18 
By contrast, al-Andalus was dominated by the Umayyads, who had always 
derived their status largely from Arab identity; they lost control of most of 
the Islamic Empire in part because they were unable to effect the transition 
to a more universal Muslim rule.19 In addition, they had moved into an 
area with a relatively weak indigenous high culture compared to that of the 
Abbasid east. Those factors made them cling more strongly to Arab identity 
than the Abbasids did. At the same time, however, the Umayyads were rul-
ers of an area with relatively limited Arab settlement, with a large Berber 
population, and, as conversion to Islam accelerated in the mid-800s, with a 
substantial number of Muslims of Iberian descent. The demographic reali-
ties of al-Andalus meant that the Umayyads’ effort to legitimate themselves 
by claiming to be Arab aristocrats was not really tenable, and indeed by the 
time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III (r. 912–61) they had moved to a more universal, 
Islamic justification of rule. In the meantime, however, their claims added to 
the general instability of Andalusī society, as prominent non-Arab families 
either found strategies to claim Arab identity or directly challenged the right 
of the Umayyads to rule.

Cultural History in the Context of al-Andalus

To the extent that this study belongs to a particular school of historical re-
search, it represents a form of cultural history. The term “cultural history” 
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needs some explanation in the context of al-Andalus. Perhaps the most ob-
vious characteristic of cultural history is that it deemphasizes political and 
military events, or the operation of economic forces on society, in favor of 
how people in a particular time and place understood themselves, their so-
ciety, and the larger world around them. Although it does not ignore events 
that are focuses of more traditional history like wars or changes of political 
regime, it seeks to explain how people understood those events rather than 
to explain their causation. Joyce Appleby et al. give a nice definition of cul-
ture as “a society’s repertoire of interpretive mechanisms and value systems” 
and go on to characterize cultural history as follows:

The historian of culture sought to dig beneath the formal productions 
of law, literature, science, and art to the codes, clues, hints, gestures, 
and artifacts through which people communicate their values and 
their truths.20

That description of culture is adapted from definitions used in anthropology 
and draws ultimately on Clifford Geertz’s Interpretation of Cultures, in which 
he describes culture not as a force that determines what happens but as a 
context in which phenomena can be interpreted. A particular action can be 
understood only if the observer understands the system of assumptions and 
symbols that make up the actor’s culture.21 Robert Darnton translates the 
ideas of Geertz and other anthropologists into a methodology for historians, 
seeing the cultural historian as an ethnographer of ordinary people:

Where the historian of ideas studies the filiation of formal thought 
from philosopher to philosopher, the ethnographic historian studies 
the way ordinary people made sense of the world. He attempts to 
uncover their cosmology, to show how they organized reality in their 
minds and expressed it in their behavior.22

This understanding of history carries with it a particular set of assump-
tions, in part because of its derivation from a case-study approach among 
anthropologists. One is that cultures are specific and do not necessarily 
share their symbols or ways of seeing the world with others. Cultural his-
tory is therefore not a genre of history that draws broad universal principles 
of history, of the kind system-builders like Ibn Khaldūn or R. R. Palmer 
might envisage. The rules I try to abstract for my students in World History 
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courses—plow agriculture leads to a diminution of women’s status, urban-
ization contributes to increased warfare—are generalizations that a cultural 
historian working in a specific time and place could easily take issue with. 
A related point is that cultural history emphasizes the otherness of the past. 
Darnton’s The Great Cat Massacre, cited above, offers a classic example of 
“othering” the past, since Darnton’s explicit methodology is to focus on 
what seems unaccountable to us: “When we cannot get a proverb, or a joke, 
or a ritual, or a poem, we know we are on to something.”23 These tendencies 
toward seeing cultures as unique and playing up the alienness of the past are 
of course matters of emphasis rather than strict rules. Cultural historians 
often describe mutual influence among cultures, a common theme in the 
historiography of al-Andalus, and may draw broad conclusions from their 
research. It is nonetheless true that the particular and the weird have a large 
role to play in this type of history.

I say that this book employs a form of cultural history because of the 
sources available for al-Andalus, particularly in the Umayyad and early Taifa 
periods. Those sources allow occasional glimpses of day-to-day life, but they 
are primarily chronicles, collections of religious law, and court literature, 
in other words products of literate elites rather than of the ordinary people 
Darnton calls historians to concentrate on. The particular and the weird do 
manifest themselves from time to time, in an image of a rebel’s head nailed 
to a city gate or a comment that men in the Umayyad family preferred blond 
slave girls. Most of the texts I work with, however, are formal rather than an-
ecdotal; and whether they are poetry, chronicles, legal treatises, or works on 
linguistics, their authors’ focus is on the universal rather than the particular. 
At the same time, within the restrictions the sources present, I do try to fo-
cus on the attitudes and assumptions of whatever level of society I can get to.

In some ways William Bouwsma’s work on early modern Europe has 
been the most helpful model for me. Bouwsma works on theology and other 
texts produced by elites, so not the kind of material preferred by cultural 
historians. He employs the methods of cultural history, however, looking at 
the mental strategies societies used to make sense of their world. His under-
standing of culture has also been helpful to me. In his view early modern 
literate (and to some extent popular) culture was much influenced by two 
traditions: Greek science and rationalism, on the one hand, and the biblical 
tradition, on the other. Those two sources are, he believes, quite incompat-
ible, so that early modern culture functioned largely as a set of rationaliza-
tions that allowed people to believe two opposite things at the same time.24 
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Certainly the Andalusī authors I study, with their conviction of Arab supe-
riority and their equally strong belief in the equality of all Muslims, provide 
a good example of what Bouwsma is talking about.

History of Religion and al-Andalus

Bouwsma’s work is also relevant to my own in that his main object of study 
is religion, which he believes is a key avenue for understanding the cultures 
of premodern societies. This book is also largely concerned with religion as a 
way of understanding people’s world view. Again, however, I am limited by 
the sources. Where an early modernist like Darnton would be able to focus 
on popular religion and ritual, my own study is largely restricted to norma-
tive religion, that is, religion as it is expressed in official Islamic law. Chroni-
clers do occasionally mention scenes of popular piety like the enthusiasm of 
a crowd for a charismatic preacher, but such anecdotes are unusual. I do have 
some sources pertaining to the way cases were actually adjudicated in Islamic 
courts, which show that religious law as it appears on the page and religious 
law as it was practiced were not exactly the same thing. Texts from Sufis 
(Muslim mystics) provide a radically different view of what a good Muslim 
should strive for and see gender as less absolute than the law does. Mystical 
texts were, however, also the product of literate elites and do not necessarily 
inform us about popular religion.

Islamic law, or Sharī‘ah, is one of the major sources for this book, so it 
might be helpful to characterize it more fully. As is the case with Christian-
ity, the term “Islam” can refer to ritual, practice, and belief, both officially 
sanctioned and not. Islam, however, is closer to Judaism than to Christianity 
in that it has an articulated legal system designed to regulate human behav-
ior. The system is derived from the Quran and from the ḥadīths, which are 
stories about the sayings and deeds of Muḥammad collected in written form 
in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. The decisions of individual ju-
rists as well as local law and custom also play a role, meaning that there is no 
single version of Sharī‘ah. The law covers religious ritual and practice—how 
you pray, how you fast, what you do on pilgrimage to Mecca—but it also 
regulates other areas of life. Those areas include family relationships, for ex-
ample marriage, divorce, and inheritance, as well as commercial interactions 
and the proper conduct of warfare. A look at the table of contents of any 
ḥadīth collection (again, such collections are major components of Sharī‘ah) 
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reveals topics that include bathing, dealing with menstrual periods, prayer, 
religious festivals, pilgrimage, fasting, sales, rents, mortgages, planting crops, 
freeing slaves, marriage, divorce, hunting and slaughtering animals, warfare, 
correct dress, inheritance, and punishments for transgression of the law, 
among many others.

The law and its concern with orthopraxy, or correct practice, is not of 
course all that Islam is about;25 Islam, like Christianity and Judaism, has 
strong traditions in speculative theology, theosophy, and mysticism. Sharī‘ah, 
however, is an important part of Islam, and one that is an excellent source 
for the cultural historian. Islamic law is produced by religious scholars whose 
major concern is not popular piety, and it represents an ideal rather than a 
reality. It nonetheless concerns itself with the mundane and the everyday 
and asks questions that are relevant to a discussion of group identity and 
gender in al-Andalus: Can a Muslim perform ablutions with water a non-
Muslim has touched? To what extent must a woman who is menstruating 
be excluded from normal social contact? Can a Christian or Jew serve in 
the army? (The answers are: 1) yes, 2) she cannot have sexual intercourse or 
go to a mosque, and 3) no, but the rule was rarely enforced.) In spite of its 
formality, Sharī‘ah can be a source for Appleby et al.’s codes, clues, and hints.

Major Themes of This Work

The Articulation of an Arab-Muslim Culture in Córdoba

The first two chapters describe how the Umayyads came to power in al-
Andalus and the elite culture they built around them. That culture identified 
itself as Arab, but the term did not have a precise meaning. Being Arab was 
partly a matter of blood, at least in the male line, but was also a matter of 
culture, and particularly of proficiency in Arabic. It also meant following 
specific Arab family patterns such as endogamy (marriage within the kin 
group) and the reckoning of genealogy in the male line. Arab identity also 
included a tradition of manliness and military prowess, meaning that men 
were the purest bearers of Arab ethnicity.

The elite identified itself as Muslim as well as Arab, and in the 900s 
Umayyad rulers claimed the title of caliph. Despite the rhetoric of modern 
radical Islamist groups like the Islamic State, who claimed in 2014 to have re-
established the caliphate as a religious office, caliphs historically were largely 
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secular rulers who ran affairs of state and military matters with limited refer-
ence to Islamic doctrine. They did, however, have a symbolic religious func-
tion as head of the ummah, the community of all Muslims, and had the title 
of amīr al-mu’minīn, or commander of the faithful. When the Umayyads 
began calling themselves caliphs, therefore, they were naming themselves 
the rulers of a universal Muslim community, not just rulers of the Arabs. 
Muslim identity and Arab identity were often at odds with each other, since 
Sharī‘ah did not recognize ethnic differences among Muslims and did not 
particularly favor patrilineal kin or the practice of endogamy.

Jews and Christians in al-Andalus

Chapter 3 looks at the legal and social place of dhimmīs, or non-Muslim 
monotheists, in al-Andalus. The treatment of dhimmīs was one facet of Is-
lamic society in which theory differed widely from practice. The society that 
the Muslim armies conquered in 711 was made up overwhelmingly of Chris-
tians, with a Jewish minority; conversion to Islam was not well underway 
until the mid-800s. Probably until the mid-900s the Umayyads ruled over a 
society that was majority non-Muslim. The Muslim world in the centuries 
after the conquests worked out a system in which dhimmīs were protected 
by the state; the word “dhimmah,” the noun that refers to the legal status 
of non-Muslims, means something like “covenant guaranteeing protection.” 
Dhimmīs, those subject to the dhimmah, could keep their own religion 
and had considerable community autonomy. In exchange for those con-
siderations they had to pay a poll tax to which Muslims were not subject, 
the jizyah. They were prohibited from bearing arms, had to show deference 
to Muslims in public, and could not serve in government positions that 
would give them power over Muslims. Non-Muslims therefore had rights 
and protections, but Islamic law did not give a dhimmī man the full status 
of “mukallaf,” or legally capable (no woman had that status).

Aside from collection of the jizyah, which premodern Islamic states gen-
erally insisted upon, regulations pertaining to dhimmīs probably constituted 
the part of Sharī‘ah that was most ignored. In al-Andalus, as elsewhere in 
the Islamic world, Jews and Christians served in government and the army, 
and depending on their social status did not always show deference to Mus-
lims. The contrast between the reality and the official theory of their status, 
however, could put them in danger, as the authorities occasionally invoked 
the full rules of the dhimmah to bring down powerful Jews and Christians.
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Gender in al-Andalus

Chapter 4 lays out the official Muslim view of women, and of the proper re-
lationship between men and women, as envisaged in scripture and Sharī‘ah. 
My argument in the chapter is that women’s legal status was a version of the 
dhimmah. Like dhimmī men, Muslim women did not have the status of 
adults with full legal rights and responsibilities. Instead they received pro-
tection from those who were fully legally competent, that is, Muslim men, 
reflected in a Muslim man’s obligation to present his wife with a dower 
and to support her financially. In return women were to recognize their 
subordination to men and show obedience and deference to them. Muslim 
women, like dhimmīs, also had a fair amount of legal autonomy, especially 
in the area of property. Women controlled their own property in marriage, 
including the dower from their husband, could bequeath property, and in-
herited from their husbands and from their own families. Except in rare 
circumstances they had the right to refuse a marriage arranged by a father 
or guardian. Free women were not therefore the property of their fathers or 
husbands, but neither were they fully autonomous individuals.

The first part of chapter 5 discusses how law pertaining to women 
worked in practice, in marriage contracts and in Sharī‘ah court decisions. 
The sources suggest that the system did uphold women’s rights, particularly 
their right to property. Later parts of the chapter look at depictions of gen-
der and sexuality in literature and mystical texts. The literature in question 
was for consumption by elites and does not necessarily tell us about popu-
lar perceptions of men and women. It does nonetheless offer an alternative 
view of gender that is more playful and flexible than anything in Sharī‘ah. 
Mysticism historically offered a greater role to women than normative Islam 
did; there were a number of famous women Sufis in the middle ages, but 
no women Sharī‘ah court judges. Mystical texts use gender and sexuality as 
metaphors for the structure of the cosmos and suggest that the feminine side 
of creation, at least at the symbolic level, is just as positive and indispensable 
as the masculine side.

Non-Arab Muslims and Their Relationship with the Cordovan Elite

Chapters 6 and 7 look at prominent non-Arab Muslim families, including 
muwallads and Berbers. Both groups were ambivalent toward the Umay
yads, typically oscillating between support for the Cordovan regime and 
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rebellion against it. The degree and nature of opposition to the Umayyads 
depended on the family in question and on the family’s geographical prox-
imity to Córdoba. Chapter 6 begins with a discussion of a powerful Berber 
family who followed the pattern of cooperation with and revolt against the 
Umayyads. The rest of the chapter is concerned with an uprising led by a 
local muwallad ruler in southern al-Andalus, ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn, who seems 
to have intended to set up an independent state in the south, or possibly to 
supplant the Umayyads altogether. Although there is a substantial amount 
of source material for the Ibn Ḥafṣūn revolt, at least compared to sources for 
most events in al-Andalus, the reasons why a considerable number of people 
in the region joined the revolt remain difficult to establish. Depending on 
whose interpretation you read, the uprising had elements of a muwallad 
protest movement against Arab privilege, a Christian revolt against Islamic 
rule, and a last attempt by the Visigothic aristocracy to reassert its power. 
The unrest in the south certainly suggests that people expressed resentment 
of the Umayyads’ authority using a variety of conceptual frameworks.

Chapter 7 explores a different kind of revolt, by the muwallad family 
called the Banū Qasī in the far north of al-Andalus. The Banū Qasī prob-
ably had Visigothic origins, and although they cooperated sporadically with 
Umayyad policies, they generally ruled in their region of the north without 
much reference to Córdoba. Where Ibn Ḥafṣūn wanted a more just relation-
ship between the Arab leadership in Córdoba and regional elites, and may 
have plotted to overthrow the Cordovan regime, the Banū Qasī primarily 
wanted to be let alone. The society they presided over in the north was one 
of fluid religious boundaries, with Muslim and Christian families routinely 
intermarrying and individuals changing their religious affiliation as conve-
nience dictated. Córdoba’s preoccupations with Arab ethnicity and religious 
identity do not seem to have been as important on the northern march.

A Word on Ibn ḥazm

Because the works of ‘Alī ibn Aḥmad Ibn Ḥazm (994–1064) are a frequent 
resource for this study, a word on that author is in order.26 Ibn Ḥazm was 
from a prominent muwallad family and lived through the transition be-
tween the Umayyad period and the Taifa Kingdoms. His father, Aḥmad, was 
a minister at the court of the later Umayyads; Ibn Ḥazm grew up and was 
educated at court. During and after the civil war that deposed the Umay
yads, he continued to be a strong advocate of their rule and of Arab privi-
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lege, often at considerable personal risk; he was imprisoned at least three 
times for advocating an Umayyad restoration. He also became one of the 
great polymaths of his day, leaving behind an impressive array of treatises on 
religious law and a variety of other subjects.

His frequent inclusion in this book is the result of three factors. One 
is simply the variety and volume of his work. Although he is best known 
in the West for his treatise on love and friendship, Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah (The 
Dove’s Neck Ring), he also wrote books on genealogy, Islamic jurisprudence, 
theology, and Arabic linguistics, as well as a guide to virtuous behavior, and 
polemical works attacking Christianity, Judaism, and all variations of Is-
lam of which he disapproved, including Shi’ism and Sufism. It is impossible 
to write a book like this one, focused on Islamic law, relationships among 
religious groups, and gender, without encountering Ibn Ḥazm. A second 
reason he is such a valuable resource is that while his opinions almost never 
became widely accepted, he often provides an interesting counterpoint to 
mainstream beliefs. Where most Muslims seem to have accepted Jews and 
Christians as fellow People of the Book (monotheists with a scripture), Ibn 
Ḥazm condemned all religions other than Islam as mistaken and evil. Where 
most grammarians assumed the superiority of Arabic as a language, he saw it 
as merely one among a body of interrelated Middle Eastern languages, with 
no greater inherent value than any other. Scholars of the Mālikī school of 
law, the main branch of Islamic jurisprudence in al-Andalus, characterized 
marriage as a contract of sale; Ibn Ḥazm talked about marriage as a con-
sensual coming together of two individuals, not as the sale of a woman to a 
man. His often testy critiques of mainstream thought show that there were 
within Andalusī culture alternative ways of perceiving the issues this book 
explores. It is also refreshingly unpredictable when and if he will take “my” 
side in a debate, the side of a liberal modern person. His argument that no 
language is superior to any other, for example, sounds remarkably modern, 
while the contention that everyone outside his particular religious group is 
damned does not.

A final reason for Ibn Ḥazm’s frequent appearances in this book is that 
no one better embodies the contradictory, even schizoid, nature of Andalusī 
culture. The contradictions begin with his own identity. He was a muwallad, 
yet he argued for the virtue of being Arab and went further than most Arabs 
would in excluding the unworthy from that category. At the same time, as a 
devout Muslim, he believed in the equality of all virtuous believers. He de-
fended Sharī‘ah’s limitations on sexual behavior, which restricted the expres-
sion of men’s sexuality to relations with their wives and women slaves. Yet he 
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himself clearly had relationships that were homoerotic, relationships that he 
discusses in the Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah. In one of his later works, on morals and 
good behavior, he reports that he struggled mightily with an impulse that 
would flood over him and that only the mercy of God allowed him to resist, 
possibly hinting of the attraction to men that is more fully articulated in the 
Ṭawq.27 He grew up at a court that was cosmopolitan in its inclusion of Jews 
and Christians, yet he purported to despise their beliefs. He is an excellent 
illustration of Bouwsma’s thesis that culture allows people to hold mutually 
incompatible beliefs while never appearing to perceive the conflict.

Is This Book Relevant to Understanding  
Islam in the Modern World?

As I suggest above, understanding the history of Islamic societies and their 
beliefs about gender, ethnicity, and religion can be relevant in the modern 
world. There are, however, also compelling reasons not to read the Islamic 
world’s past too much into the present. Europeans and Americans see their 
own cultures and societies as evolving and as dramatically different from the 
past. They perceive the Islamic world, however, meaning in particular the 
Middle East, to be comparatively static and unchanging. That attitude is 
evidenced by the uptick in Quran sales that happened in the United States 
after 9/11, as though reading the Quran would explain the attack on the 
World Trade Center and the Pentagon. At a recent discussion group my hus-
band attended, a university colleague said he had read the entire Quran in 
order to understand what the Islamic State’s goals were. While it is true that 
al-Qaeda and the Islamic State claim their actions are dictated by scripture, 
in fact both groups’ reading of scripture is highly selective, and seeking to 
understand them by reading a seventh-century sacred text, without knowl-
edge of the modern Middle East and Western imperialism, is not likely to 
be effective. It would be equally misguided to say that one could understand 
the twentieth-century conflict in Kosovo by reading the Quran and the New 
Testament. The relevance of the premodern Islamic world to the modern is 
tenuous. There are occasional cultural survivals, just as a version of the medi-
eval English jury trial has survived in Great Britain and the United States; for 
example, even in some countries in which Sharī‘ah is not the basis for most 
law, its statutes on family law (mostly meaning law pertaining to women’s 
status) are still in use. Other institutions, like the dhimmah, ended in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Perhaps the most important idea to take 
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away from a history about the Islamic world is that it has a history, and that 
its history, like that of Europe or the United States, has some continuities 
with and many differences from the present. Another point worth making is 
that premodern Islamic societies, with their hierarchy of dominant religious 
group over nondominant and men over women, were in many ways similar 
to European societies of the same period.
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1	 ✦	 The Umayyads

Julius Wellhausen, in the title of his famous book, described the 
Umayyad regime as Das arabische Reich, the Arab empire, and held 
that its passing marked the moment when the Arabs lost control 
of the movement they had created and the leadership of the umma 
passed to a new élite, some of Arab origin, many others of Iranian 
or, slightly later, of Turkish descent. Despite the challenges to this 
picture, it remains basically intact; no one who could not claim 
Arab descent played a leading role in Umayyad politics or court 
life, although the talents of non-Arabs in financial or agricultural 
administration were certainly used. But it was an Arab kingdom in 
another important sense as well; it was the period when the Arabic 
language came to dominate the Near East, not in the sense that 
the majority of the populations became Arabic speaking but in the 
sense that it became the language of bureaucracy, high court culture, 
and, above all, the religion of the ruling class. The dominance of 
Arabic was bound up with the dominance of Islam, which retained 
its identity and separateness in a society where there were numerous 
ancient and highly developed religious tradition.1

Chronology:

661–750: Umayyad rule in the Middle East and al-Maghrib
750–1258: Abbasid rule in the Middle East
711–750, and 756–1031: Umayyad rule in al-Andalus

The quotation above, from Hugh Kennedy, highlights how important 
Arab culture was during the period of Umayyad rule in the Middle East, 
and how closely being Arab and being Muslim were linked. Before we ex-
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amine the specifics of ethnic and religious conflict in al-Andalus, it will be 
useful to get an overview of Umayyad governance. Although there is much 
in the Umayyads’ history in al-Andalus that is different from their history 
in the Middle East, the dynasty faced many of the same challenges in both 
areas. Those challenges included the tensions between Arab ethnic identity 
and Islamic values, including values relating to gender; the question of how 
legitimate the Umayyads’ claim to religious authority really was; and the 
problems inherent in supporting Arab cultural traditions while at the same 
time ruling over a culturally diverse population. The specific incidents of 
conflict and compromise presented in later chapters were linked to these 
structural tensions in Umayyad rule.

Early Umayyad Rule in al-Andalus

‘Abd al-Raḥmān of the Umayyad family, grandson of the caliph al-Hishām 
(r. 724–43), arrived in al-Andalus in 755.2 The Umayyads, members of the 
Prophet Muḥammad’s tribe of the Quraysh, and therefore his distant rela-
tives, had been caliphs, leaders of the Islamic community or ummah, since 
661. Their empire included the Middle East, parts of central Asia, North 
Africa, and Spain, all of which they ruled from their capital in Damascus, 
Syria. In 747, however, a rebellion against their rule began, and in 750 the 
Abbasid family, also members of Muḥammad’s tribe and in fact more closely 
related to him, came to power.3 The Abbasids killed most of the Umayyads 
and ruled as caliphs until the Mongols sacked Baghdad, the Abbasid capital, 
in 1258. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, one of the few surviving Umayyads, fled from the 
Middle East to North Africa, taking refuge with the family of his mother, 
and then to al-Andalus, where powerful clients of the Umayyads were able 
to ensure his safety.4

Al-Andalus at the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s arrival was the site of con-
siderable competition for power. A Muslim army of perhaps 12,000, mostly 
North African Berbers with a small number of Arabs, had conquered the 
peninsula for the Umayyads beginning in 711. After the conquest, Umayyad-
appointed governors ruled in al-Andalus.5 Most of the Arabs in that early 
group were from Yamanī, or southern Arabian, tribes. Then in 740 a Ber-
ber revolt against Arab privilege in general and Umayyad rule in particular 
began in North Africa and spread to al-Andalus. Caliph al-Hishām sent an 
army of 30,000 Syrian troops to North Africa to put down the revolt. Of 
those, 10,000, led by the general Balj ibn Bishr al-Qushayrī, crossed over 
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to al-Andalus and suppressed the Berbers there. These late-arriving Arabs 
were mostly from tribes that were originally Muḍarī, or northern Arabian 
and Syrian. Conflict between Yamanīs and Muḍarīs was widespread in the 
Islamic empire, and most likely did not in fact go back to ancient territorial 
conflicts in Arabia; the factionalism probably developed out of the differ-
ing political and military interests of various groups involved in the Arab 
conquests.6 In any event, the Yamanīs in al-Andalus saw the newcomers as 
a threat to their power. Balj’s troops and the Yamanī early settlers ended up 
in an armed conflict during which Balj deposed the sitting governor in 741 
and became governor himself. He then embarked on policies that favored 
his newly arrived troops, giving them control of land at the expense of ear-
lier settlers and exempting them from certain taxes. The arrival of Balj and 
his troops added to the Arab presence in al-Andalus, and more specifically 
to the presence of northern tribes, many of whom were strong allies of the 
Umayyads; it also tipped off a damaging round of factionalism.7

The Abbasid takeover of 750 had little immediate impact on al-Andalus. 
Independent governors, not appointed by the Abbasids, continued to rule 
for the next six years. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān became amīr (a general term mean-
ing ruler or governor) in 756 after a military struggle that pitted the troops 
of Umayyad allies against those of the reigning governor, Yūsuf al-Fihrī (r. 
747–56).8 As of 756, the Umayyads had lost their role as caliphs and rulers 
over all Islamic lands, but, with only a short gap during which independent 
governors ruled, maintained their control over al-Andalus.

The al-Andalus in which ‘Abd al- Raḥmān came to power was troubled, 
particularly since the coming of Balj, by conflict among Arab factions.9 A 
discontent Berber population and a majority population of unassimilated 
Christian Goths and Celto-Romans contributed to the potential unrest. In 
many respects, the problems were similar to the ones the Umayyads had 
faced during their years ruling the Middle East, central Asia, and North Af-
rica. After the death of Muḥammad in 632, Arab Muslim troops came from 
Arabia into the Middle East and beyond as a foreign invading army and 
ruled over a population that was, for close to two centuries, mostly non-
Muslim. As would later be the case in al-Andalus, factionalism among Arab 
tribal groups—often representing disputes between old and new waves of 
settlers—was a common problem. The Arab conquerors began as a rul-
ing military aristocracy, in most areas living in separate military bases or 
amṣār (singular miṣr), then gradually settled on the land and intermarried 
with the subject population. While conversion to Islam was mandatory for 
conquered groups whom Muslims identified as polytheists (such as most 
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Berber tribes in North Africa), Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians counted 
as members of legitimate religions and were not required to convert. They 
did nevertheless convert, but only gradually, first in urban areas where be-
ing Muslim could open up new opportunities in government work and 
in trade. The Umayyads in al-Andalus faced the same issues as the Umay-
yads in the Middle East: how to maintain military and political control 
of a population that was divided not only between rulers and subjects but 
within the ruling elite itself, how to legitimate their authority, and how and 
to what extent to maintain an identity for the ruling group separate from 
that of the subject population.

Despite those basic similarities, however, the Muslim settlement of al-
Andalus happened under conditions distinct from those in the Middle East. 
The defeated Byzantine and Sasanian Persian empires left behind a sophis-
ticated infrastructure in Syria, Palestine, Iraq, and Persia. Cities, religious 
monuments, governments with the capacity to keep records and levy taxes, 
all survived; once the military conquest was complete, it was mainly a ques-
tion of the new rulers plugging into a system that already worked. It was not 
until the 680s that Arab rulers developed their own cultural style, and that 
style was often imposed on preexisting institutions.10 The Umayyad caliph 
‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685–705) made Arabic the official language of administra-
tion, but Christian and Jewish scribal families continued to run that admin-
istration. The Umayyads built the Great Mosque at Damascus, completed 
between 706 and 715, over a Christian church and with the assistance of 
Greek craftsmen.11 ‘Abd al-Malik’s Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, with 
its location on the Jewish Temple Mount, asserted both a connection with 
and dominance over an older religious tradition.12 While Muslims moving 
into Iberia benefited from some of these same institutions—as a former Ro-
man province the peninsula had cities, roads, cathedrals suitable for refitting 
as mosques, and trained administrators—the quality of infrastructure was 
much inferior to that of Byzantine and Sasanian territories.

That difference is explained by the fact that al-Andalus, unlike Syria, 
Palestine, Egypt, Iraq, and Persia, did not go directly from being part of 
an empire to Muslim rule. By 500 CE, the Roman Empire in the West had 
collapsed, and groups of Germanic and other peoples invaded and estab-
lished kingdoms; in the case of Iberia and, for a time, southern France, the 
Visigothic tribe dominated. There is considerable difference of opinion as to 
how effective the Visigoths were as rulers and preservers of the Roman tradi-
tion, although by 711 conflicts within the ruling elite and over-dependence 
on a large slave population had become problems.13 Whatever the merits 
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of Visigothic administration, however, it is clear that no Germanic regime 
was able to replicate the complexity of Roman governance, or the Roman 
sense of a ruler who held a public office rather than seizing territory as a 
personal possession. The Merovingians in Gaul, contemporaries and mili-
tary antagonists of the Visigoths, were arguably the more successful dynasty 
of the two. They nevertheless saw their kingdom as family property rather 
than a trust they administered for the public good, as is evidenced by their 
understanding of the tax rolls as a source of personal income.14 The works 
of Isidore of Seville and others demonstrate that Latin high culture persisted 
in Visigothic times, but not at the same level as Greek and Persian literature 
and scholarship in the former Byzantine and Sasanian provinces. The lack 
of administrative and cultural complexity in Iberia meant that the Muslim 
conquerors did not adopt aspects of the local high culture and government 
as they did elsewhere. When the Umayyads sought models of governance 
and elite culture, they looked to the Abbasid Middle East and its hybrid of 
Greek, Persian, and Arab institutions.15

Another difference between the conquest of al-Andalus and of the Mid-
dle East was the large number of non-Arabs who entered al-Andalus as part 
of the conquering army.16 In western North Africa, the dominant group was 
the indigenous Berber population, divided between farmers and nomads. 
The Berber tribes became the earliest non-Arab group to adopt Islam in 
large numbers. In most areas under the early Umayyads, a non-Arab who 
converted to Islam became a mawlā, or client, of an Arab tribe, meaning 
someone whom the tribe was obligated to protect but who did not have 
full equality with members by birth. At that time mawālī probably had to 
pay a head tax called the jizyah, even though that tax was later levied on 
non-Muslims only. A mawlā soldier received lower pay than an Arab and 
did not have a right to share in the booty or to claim conquered land. Be-
cause Berbers in the Maghrib were such a vital part of the military, however, 
making up the majority of the army that conquered al-Andalus, they got 
better treatment, at least sometimes. Berbers generally had a right to booty 
and conquered land, and they did not pay the jizyah.17 This policy was ap-
parently not official or universally observed; Yazīd ibn Abī Muslim Dīnār, 
appointed by the caliph as governor of North Africa in 720, attempted to re-
impose jizyah on the Berbers and was killed by his Berber guard in 721.18 In 
some cases, Berber soldiers or their Arab commanders invented genealogies 
connecting them to Arab tribes, presumably to sidestep the issue of offering 
privileges to non-Arabs. Arabs were far more likely than Berbers to occupy 
command positions in the army. Nevertheless, the Berbers’ military pres-
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ence meant that in al-Andalus, as in the rest of the Maghrib, there were large 
numbers of non-Arab Muslims who had a good argument for demanding 
equal treatment with Arabs.

A final and important difference between al-Andalus and the Middle 
East is that the Abbasid Revolution never happened in al-Andalus. That 
revolution in the Middle East meant more than a shift of power from one 
dynasty to the other. It entailed a move away from the connection between 
Muslim and Arab identity to an understanding of Islam as a universal reli-
gion without a specific ethnic identity. It meant a greater acceptance, at least 
in court circles, of Greek and Persian high culture and science.19 And it in-
cluded a mode of leadership that emphasized the Persian-style grandeur and 
distance of the ruler rather than the traditional Arab style, in which the ruler 
was first among equals. Although the Umayyads in al-Andalus gradually ad-
opted Abbasid court ceremonial and some aspects of Abbasid high culture, 
they continued for most of their rule to see Islamic and Arab identity as 
linked aspects of aristocratic culture.

That emphasis on Arab identity was both a strength and a weakness. To 
be an Arab meant to be able to trace an unbroken line of Arab male ancestors; 
the female line could be counted in some circumstances but was not crucial. 
The Umayyads gained social prestige from the fact that they could trace their 
ancestry back to prominent Arab figures in the pre-Islamic Ḥijāz (western 
Arabia), and religious prestige from their kinship with Muḥammad’s family. 
‘Abd al-Raḥmān I deliberately styled himself as an Arab shaykh (an elder 
who led in consultation with other prominent men of his tribe) and invited 
other Umayyads to immigrate to al-Andalus; they became the Quraysh al-
ṣulb, the true descendants of Muḥammad’s tribe, and second only to ‘Abd 
al-Raḥmān and his immediate family in precedence.20 Other Arab families 
in al-Andalus could also point to distinguished lineages going back to pre-
Islamic times, and they formed an aristocracy that was at times a source of 
support for the Umayyads. Arabs and Berbers in al-Andalus maintained at 
least a theoretical commitment to the notion of ‘aṣabīyah, which can be 
defined as tribal loyalty. More specifically it means a strong sense of loyalty 
among men who are agnatic (father’s side) kin, a group of men who can 
trace their common ancestry through the male line for several generations.21 
‘Aṣabīyah also implies a strong commitment to endogamous marriage (mar-
riage among kin), especially for women in the group. While men could and 
did take wives from outside the kin group, the marriage that Arab society 
favored for a man was with his bint al-‘amm, the daughter of his paternal 
uncle, or if that alliance was not possible, with another close cousin. Women 
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were prohibited from marrying outside the kin group. Language was an-
other marker of Arab identity. Although many Arabs in al-Andalus spoke 
Romance, a good command of Arabic remained an important criterion for 
admission to aristocratic circles and government service.22

At its most useful, Arab identity was a source of solidarity and prestige 
for the Umayyads and their aristocratic followers. It was an ethnic identity 
that was only partially dependent on biological descent, and was in that 
respect different from modern ideas of race. The question of who was or 
was not Arab could be answered in different ways, making the boundaries 
that set off the ruling elite flexible. A man who was not an Arab by descent 
but who was an asset to the ruling group could become part of it through a 
fictive Arab genealogy or by becoming proficient in Arabic and assimilating 
to Arab culture.23

Arab identity was also a source of problems for the Umayyads. They 
and other Arabs regarded that identity and the principles of ‘aṣabīyah as 
part of what made them a special and privileged group, but at the same 
time the Umayyads were trying to establish themselves as rulers of a mixed 
society, the majority of which was Celto-Roman or Berber, not Arab. 
Uprisings of Berber and, as more people converted to Islam, muwallads 
happened for a number of reasons, but one was certainly the ideology of 
Arab superiority and privilege that the Umayyads and their Arab follow-
ers clung to. The Umayyads therefore found themselves in the position 
of basing their rule’s legitimacy largely on their aristocratic Arab identity 
while claiming the right to rule over a heterogeneous society. The fierce 
family loyalties implied by the term ‘aṣabīyah could be, and at times were, 
a source of strength for the Umayyads. Such loyalties could also, however, 
be a threat to centralized rule.24

The Umayyad Caliphate in al-Andalus

The conflict between Arab exceptionalism and the need to assert more uni-
versal leadership led the Umayyads to adopt other models of Muslim rule 
available. Between the period of the early Islamic conquests (seventh and 
eighth centuries) and the tenth century, Muslim rulers throughout Islamic 
lands increasingly patterned their courts and bureaucracies on Byzantine 
and Persian imperial governments. They became more universal and multi-
cultural in their claims to power, more inclined to assert the universality of 
Islam, and less inclined to base their authority on Arab identity.
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Early Umayyad caliphs in the Middle East, although their opponents of-
ten accused them of wanting to be kings, in fact ruled over other prominent 
Arab families as first among equals, and with a limited and decentralized 
bureaucracy.25 That situation changed in part under Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik. 
His rule represented a hybrid between Arab ideas of rule and imperial ideals. 
As was noted above, he on the one hand continued claims to Arab superior-
ity in his reforms of the bureaucracy by making Arabic the official language 
of government documents and of the coinage. At the same time, the grow-
ing complexity of his administration made it into something closer to Per-
sian and Roman imperial bureaucracies than to the more casual Arab style 
of government. He invested in monumental building projects that evoked 
even more connections with imperial traditions, particularly those of Byz-
antium. The Dome of the Rock’s location on the Temple Mount (“al-ḥarām 
al-sharīf,” or “the noble sanctuary” in Arabic), symbolized the superiority of 
Islam over Judaism, while the Quranic quotations decorating the interior 
asserted Islam’s differences from Christianity. The building was intended to 
emphasize that the Umayyads’ authority derived from Islamic identity rather 
than an ethnic identity. The use of Byzantine architectural elements showed 
that the regime was capable of absorbing elements of other cultures for its 
own purposes.

Although it was ‘Abd al-Malik and the later Umayyads who began the 
transition to more imperial-style government, the Abbasids truly effected 
that change.26 They moved the Islamic capital from Damascus, the center 
of Umayyad power and the dominance of Syrian Arabs in the army, to the 
new city of Baghdad, near the Sasanian Persian capital of Ctesiphon. At the 
center of the new capital was the Abbasid palace, a round structure with four 
gates at the cardinal compass points, indicating its status as center of the 
known world.27 The Abbasids surrounded themselves with poets, writers of 
literature, geographers, historians, musicians, and philosophers from all eth-
nic backgrounds, and in particular supported the study of Persian literature. 
Unlike the Umayyads, who were known by their given names (Mu‘āwiyah, 
Hishām), the Abbasid caliphs took more formal and exalted titles such as 
al-Manṣūr (the one God aids to victory), al-Mahdī (the savior or restorer 
of justice), and al-Rashīd (the one who is rightly guided by God). They 
developed a court ceremonial emphasizing the caliph’s magnificence and his 
separateness from his people.

The symbolism of the move to Baghdad was clear. The Umayyads kept 
their capital in Syria because members of the family had developed a military 
power base there in the seventh century, but also because Syria was connected 
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with the original Arab Muslim regime that Muḥammad had established. 
Syria was one of the earliest objects of Arab conquest, with incursions into 
the region beginning during Muḥammad’s lifetime. Under Caliph Abū Bakr 
(r. 632–34), a large number of Arabs immigrated to Syria. Geographically it 
was a sort of continuation of Arabia, with its flat arid lands and mountain 
ranges to the west; no geographical boundaries divided it from Arabia.28 
Damascus therefore connected the Umayyads with the original Islamic state 
and with the early conquests. That link with the conquests highlighted the 
Umayyads’ Arab identity. Whatever the true nature of the early conquering 
armies, during the eighth century it became an accepted part of the Muslim 
historical narrative that the conquests were Arab in character.29 In contrast, 
the Abbasids, while claiming a blood relationship with Muḥammad just as 
the Umayyads had, adopted a style of leadership drawing legitimacy from its 
continuity with the Persian imperial tradition.

Beginning in the early tenth century, the Fatimid caliphate in North 
Africa offered both a challenge to the Umayyads in al-Andalus and another 
model of Muslim governance. The Fatimids were a Shī‘ī dynasty claiming 
to be direct descendants of Muḥammad through his daughter Fāṭimah and 
her husband ‘Alī, who was Muḥammad’s paternal first cousin. That claim 
made the Fatimids both members of Muḥammad’s family and, because of 
their alleged descent from ‘Alī, Imāms, that is, Shī‘ī leaders, with a divinely 
inspired right to guide the community.30 While many Shī‘īs in North Africa 
did not initially recognize the family’s claims to the Imāmate, the Kutāma 
Berbers did, lending their military assistance to a Fatimid assault against 
the Aghlabid dynasty in the Tunisian city of Qayrawān. The Fatimids es-
tablished themselves as rulers of Tunisia in 909, and the movement’s leader, 
‘Ubayd Allāh, declared himself to be caliph, with a right to rule over all 
Muslims. The Fatimids continued their military expansion, conquering Mo-
rocco to the west and, in 969, Egypt to the east. Like the Abbasids, the 
Fatimids built a new capital city, Cairo (al-Qāhirah), near the older Muslim 
city of al-Fusṭāṭ. Al-Fusṭāṭ remained an economic and population center, 
while Cairo housed the caliph and his administration in relative isolation. 
The Fatimid caliph took on much of the same court ceremonial the Abbasids 
used, including the practice of the ruler emphasizing his distance from other 
humans by speaking from behind a curtain during audiences.31

From the beginning of their post-756 reign in al-Andalus, the Umay
yads continued their traditions of monumental building, beginning with 
the Great Mosque of Córdoba that ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I constructed, probably 
over the site of a church.32 Later they adopted specific elements of Abbasid 
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imperial style. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II, amīr of al-Andalus from 822 to 852, be-
gan the process of adopting Abbasid court ceremonial, down to importing 
a singer and literary figure who was well known at the Abbasid court and 
buying up some of the Abbasid court’s jewelry.33 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III built a 
new palace to the northwest of Córdoba, Madīnah al-Zahrā’. The move to 
new quarters required massive construction, including the building of new 
roads, the reconstruction of a Roman aqueduct, and the installation of an 
elaborate sanitation system.34 Madīnah al-Zahrā’ displayed the Umayyads’ 
power and wealth in the style of the Abbasid and Fatimid caliphs and al-
lowed ‘Abd al-Raḥmān to remain largely isolated from his subjects.35 John 
of Gorze, an ambassador from Emperor Otto I who came to Córdoba in the 
970s, commented on the opulence of Madīnah al-Zahrā’, with its luxuries 
that included carpets laid to welcome guests not only in the palace but on 
the streets immediately outside and on the caliph’s remote, formal behavior 
during the interview John was granted.36

In 929 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III took the title of caliph.37 That change broke 
with the tradition ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I and his successors established of using 
the title amīr, malik (king), or banū al-khulafā’ (sons of the caliphs). The 
appropriation of the title of caliph represented ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s desire to 
enhance his legitimacy in al-Andalus. It was also a claim that he was equal to 
the Abbasid rulers. The Fatimids probably figured into the decision as much 
or more than the Abbasids, however. It was they who had taken the title of 
caliph in 909, thus being the first to challenge the Abbasids’ right to that 
office. The Fatimids were also more clearly a threat to Umayyad power than 
were the Abbasids. The Abbasids made no serious efforts to establish their 
rule in al-Andalus. The Fatimids, on the other hand, were a power in North 
Africa and were pursuing an aggressive expansionist policy during the early 
part of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s caliphate, which led him to establish defensive 
bases on the North African coast in Melilla, Ceuta, and Tangier.38 The Fati-
mids posed some internal threat as well; in the mosques of his territory south 
of Córdoba, the rebel leader ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn for a time had the name of 
the Fatimid caliph read out as the legitimate leader of the ummah, and it is 
possible that the Fatimids actually sent a fleet to support the revolt.39

Whatever the precise reasons for the decision to call themselves caliphs, 
the shift was the culmination of the Umayyads’ attempt to move from Arab 
ideas of leadership to imperial rule, or, more precisely, to add one on top of 
the other. It was after the adoption of the title that ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III moved 
his court to Madīnah al-Zahrā’. He took an honorific title, al-Nāṣir, as the 
Abbasid caliphs did. He ordered the minting of gold coins with his name on 
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them, and during the Friday sermon or khuṭbah, mosques throughout his 
territory were required to identify him as the legitimate head of the ummah 
(the worldwide Muslim community) and to ask God to bless him.

Another Abbasid and Fatimid practice the caliph took on, and one 
with perhaps more serious and practical consequences, was the increased 
use of mercenary and slave troops. The Umayyads in the Middle East had 
depended primarily on the traditional military levy of Arab tribal groups. 
In fact, non-Arab clients of Arab tribes made up part of the army, but the 
army was at least theoretically Arab, at least outside of the Maghrib. That 
traditional levy went back to the initial Arab conquests, during which 
the names of the men participating in the conquest of each region were 
inscribed in the military roll or dīwān; men enrolled in the dīwān were 
mustered when the local governor or the caliph needed them, and they 
were paid from the governor’s treasury and entitled to a share of any booty 
the army won.40 As we have seen, the situation was somewhat different in 
the Maghrib because of heavy Berber enrollment in the army. Their status 
as soldiers and as Muslims was disputed, but for the most part they were 
treated as part of the dīwān system.41

The military’s structure changed radically under Abbasid rule. The ex-
pectation that Arab tribes who took part in the conquests would form a 
military aristocracy faded, while the caliphs came increasingly to depend on 
mercenaries and troops recruited from remote areas. The Abbasid caliph al-
Mu‘taṣim (r. 833–42) began the large-scale use of mercenary and slave troops 
in his army. The army was now made up of recruits who were taken as boys 
from the border areas of Islamic lands (in the east that meant primarily Turks 
and Circassians), converted to Islam, and raised in the service of the caliph. 
They had no connections with the local population. When al-Mu‘taṣim 
stopped using the traditional dīwān system, he effectively ended the tradi-
tion of an Arab army with origins extending back to the conquests.42

In al-Andalus the parallel switch to a fully professional and slave army 
was completed under the Umayyads’ chief minister Al-Manṣūr (r. 976–
1002), but ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III began the process.43 Along with Berber mer-
cenaries, large numbers of slave troops came to dominate the army. These 
slaves, or ṣaqālibah (singular ṣaqlabī), were recruited primarily in eastern 
Europe.44 A minority were trained as administrators, but most served in 
the army. Although they were the caliph’s slaves, some ṣaqālibah rose to be 
highly placed officers, thus cutting out the ruling Arab families who had 
traditionally taken those commands.

‘Abd al-Raḥmān III’s claim to be caliph was also part of a change in 
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the Umayyads’ relationship to Islam, a change that brought both benefits 
and problems. The Arabic word that is the source of the English word “ca-
liph” is “khalīfah.” A khalīfah is a viceroy or, more literally, someone who 
stands in for someone else, in this case denoting the man who stands in for 
Muḥammad as head of the ummah. The khalīfah’s leadership of the ummah 
does not mean that he inherits Muḥammad’s role as prophet, since accord-
ing to Muslim belief Muḥammad received God’s final, definitive revelation. 
He does, however, act in Muḥammad’s place as administrator and military 
leader, and he has an obligation to serve the best interests of Islam. Another 
title of the caliph, “amīr al-mu’minīn,” or commander of the faithful, further 
emphasizes that religious obligation.

Jihād

Umayyad claims to religious authority were of course not entirely new at the 
time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III. Before their defeat by the Abbasids in 750, the 
Middle Eastern Umayyads also styled themselves as Islamic leaders in many 
respects, including in their preoccupation with religious architecture. Their 
main claim to religious authority in that early period, however, was as leaders 
of jihād. The term “jihād” is from the Arabic root j-h-d, meaning struggle. 
It has evolved over time to have a number of meanings, from warfare against 
nonbelievers to a personal struggle for sanctity. In the twenty-first century 
the term has retained its meaning of an internal struggle to subdue the self. 
In the realm of outward social and military action, jihād today means the 
struggle against unjust and irreligious Muslim rulers, for example al-Qaeda’s 
efforts to undermine Saudi rule, and defensive struggle against non-Muslims 
who threaten the Islamic world, as in the jihadist struggle against the Soviet 
Union, and then the United States, in Afghanistan. The concept of jihād 
as a struggle against impious Muslims can be traced back to the fourteenth 
century and the arguments of the scholar Ibn Taymīyah that revolt against 
the Mongol leaders in the Middle East, even though they were nominally 
Muslims, was legitimate. The idea of jihād as defensive struggle goes back to 
the ḥadīths and was further elaborated during the Crusades.45

During the period of Umayyad rule in the Middle East, however, jihād 
meant primarily the expansion of Islamic rule. Islamic political theory of 
the time divided the world into two spheres: the dār al-islām, or house 
of Islam, referring to regions under Muslim control, and the dār al-ḥarb, 
or house of war, meaning lands under the control of non-Muslims.46 The 
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first duty of the caliph was to expand Muslim lands, a policy that the 
Umayyads pursued vigorously. Between 661 and 750 they had added to the 
earlier caliphs’ conquests of greater Syria, Egypt, Iraq, and Persia by con-
quering the remainder of North Africa, Spain, parts of modern-day eastern 
Iran and Afghanistan, the Aral Sea region, and areas of modern-day Paki-
stan and northern India. The Umayyads also launched unsuccessful attacks 
against Constantinople in 678 and 717–18.47 The Umayyads in al-Andalus 
continued the tradition of jihād as practiced by their predecessors. The 
amīrs, and later the caliphs, often commanded or sent their sons or other 
close associates to command summer attacks against Christian areas to the 
north or in the Balearic Islands.48

The premodern Muslim religious ideology of conquest was not the same 
as that of premodern Christian Europe. From the early medieval expan-
sion of the Frankish kingdom to the Spanish and Portuguese colonization 
of the Americas, one of the conquerors’ goals was to Christianize the newly 
subdued regions. In the case of early medieval conquests, conversion to 
Christianity was imposed on everyone in the region as part of a negotiated 
surrender, and thus lacked the element of personal conviction that modern 
ideas about religious faith would require; still, conversion was a major goal.49 
In premodern Islamic thought, though, the rationale for conquering the dār 
al-ḥarb, putting aside the practical issues of material gain and of eliminat-
ing a potential enemy, was that everyone was better off under Islamic rule, 
because an Islamic society was the most just and perfect form of human 
organization. Conversion to Islam, however, was not an immediate goal of 
conquest, and in fact a Muslim majority in the Middle East and al-Andalus 
came about only in the mid-tenth or perhaps even the eleventh century.50 
Men in urban areas had reason to convert if they hoped to gain acceptance 
among the rulers. There was also a financial reason to convert; at some point, 
probably before 750, it became the practice for Muslim rulers to collect the 
poll-tax or jizyah only from non-Muslims.51 The standard Muslim histori-
ography assumes that Muslims levied jizyah from the time of Muḥammad, 
and indeed the Quran uses the term (9:29). As has been discussed above, it 
is in fact not clear when non-Muslims, and only non-Muslims, consistently 
began to pay jizyah. For much of the 600s and early 700s it was paid irregu-
larly, and non-Arab converts to Islam often continued to pay. Even if col-
lected only erratically, however, jizyah may have offered incentive to convert. 
There was though no legal necessity for subject peoples to convert, provided 
the rulers deemed them to be People of the Book.

The People of the Book (“ahl al-kitāb” in Arabic) were religious groups 
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who were monotheists, had a scripture (as the name implies), and believed 
in a last judgment and in an afterlife. The Quran mentions Jews and Chris-
tians as People of the Book, and despite some violence and forced conver-
sion, Zoroastrians were generally included in the category as well, although 
not always with a status equal to that of Christians and Jews.52 Expediency 
may have dictated some decisions as to the legitimacy of religions; in the 
sixteenth century when the Mughal dynasty conquered northern India, they 
did not treat Hindus as polytheists, despite what must have seemed like 
strong evidence that they were, instead incorporating Hindu elites into the 
ruling aristocracy.53 The goal of expansionist jihād was Islamic rule, not nec-
essarily religious conversion, and it was a given that a virtuous Muslim ruler 
pursued jihād.

The Pious Opposition

Although the Umayyads in the Middle East carried out jihād as part of 
their role as leaders of the ummah, that fact did not convince all constituen-
cies that they were good Muslims, and much of the internal opposition to 
their rule came in the form of religious resistance. It has been argued that 
Khārijism (a minority branch of Sunnī Islam) and Shī‘ism evolved as part of 
opposition movements against Umayyad rule. Mainstream Sunnī religious 
law itself may have developed in resistance to what devout Muslims saw as 
the secular tendencies of the Umayyad, and later the Abbasid court.54

Khārijism and Shī‘ism are most clearly opposition movements. The 
Khārijīs, who were active during the Umayyads’ Middle Eastern caliphate 
and the early Abbasid period, disputed the caliphs’ right to rule, arguing 
that the leader of the ummah should be chosen solely on the basis of his 
piety, not because of his tribal ties, even if those ties were to the Prophet 
Muḥammad. Their goal seems to have been the preservation of the early 
charismatic phase of Islam, with its focus on personal piety and a return 
to a pure form of monotheism. They did not acknowledge the political, 
military, and other practical considerations that were part of Umayyad and 
Abbasid rule, and in particular they resisted the claims of what Fred Don-
ner calls “genealogical legitimation”: that is, the belief that Arab identity, or 
genealogical proximity to Muḥammad, conferred the right to rule.55 Islam 
for the Khārijīs was a universal religion based on piety, not politics or kin-
ship. Shī‘īs did recognize the importance of genealogy in that they believed 
that only a direct descendant of Muḥammad through ‘Alī and Fāṭimah could 
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serve as leader, or Imām, of the ummah. Like the Khārijīs, however, they 
saw the Imām’s right to rule as tied up with personal piety; descendants of 
Muḥammad, they believed, had a special charismatic knowledge of God’s 
will. The Shī‘īs, like the Khārijīs, were contemptuous of the Umayyads and 
saw them as impious.56

Although the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs were all Sunnī Muslims, 
Sunnī religious law and doctrine also can be seen as part of an opposition 
movement against the caliphate. Over time the caliphs supported an increas-
ingly secular court culture in which poets, singers, secular scholars, and art-
ists were likely to hold a higher place than men of religion. Favored subjects 
at court included adab handbooks (works explaining the proper way to live a 
cultivated life) and secular philosophy. To the extent that Arabic letters were 
studied at court, they were studied not to facilitate understanding of reli-
gious texts but as part of a celebration of secular, pre-Islamic poetry, with its 
themes of love and honor.57 At the Abbasid court, the poet Abū Nuwās (d. 
803) wrote poetry celebrating wine and love.58 The development of Islamic 
religious and legal studies and of Sufism in urban centers outside the court 
acted as a balance to and an implied criticism of secular court culture.59

The Collapse of Central Authority

At this point it may be helpful to compare the problems of legitimacy the 
Umayyads in al-Andalus faced with the experiences of the pre-750 Umay
yads and the Abbasids. In the case of the Islamic lands outside of al-Andalus, 
the Umayyads and Abbasids ruled over a diverse population that only gradu-
ally adopted Islam. As the process of conversion accelerated, however, the 
piety of the caliphs was increasingly called into question, both by opposition 
movements such as the Khārijīs and the Shī‘īs and by the development of an 
alternative tradition of scholarship outside of the court, based on the study 
of scripture and Sharī‘ah and carried out by religious scholars or ‘ulamā’. The 
Abbasids in particular responded by taking on more Islamic trappings, em-
phasizing the caliph’s role as amīr al-mu’minīn. At the same time, however, 
the late Umayyads and the Abbasids took steps that distanced them from 
those they ruled, by increasingly adopting a remote, Persian or Byzantine 
style of rule, which signaled that they were imperial as well as religious lead-
ers. The Abbasids’ move to mercenary and slave armies meant that they had 
troops who were often more efficient and loyal than the armies raised by the 
dīwān system, but it also broke an important tie between the governed and 
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those in power. Although the Abbasids officially ruled until the Mongols 
sacked Baghdad in 1258, they in fact became primarily figureheads in the 
mid-tenth century, when competing Muslim groups pushed them out of 
power. Ironically, the spread of Islam was another reason for the failure of 
Abbasid rule. Caliphs made much of their title of commander of the faith-
ful, but Islam does not finally have much place for a largely secular imperial 
government. Muslims accepted that someone had to carry out the practical 
function of government, but those functions came to be seen increasingly 
as separate from religious leadership. The religious life of the ummah flour-
ished outside of the courts.60

Many of the same processes affected Umayyad rule in al-Andalus, includ-
ing the gradual conversion of the subject population to Islam, the dynasty’s 
adoption of elements of imperial governance, and the switch from an army 
commanded by Arab aristocrats and based on the traditions of the early con-
quests to a mercenary and slave army. Like the Abbasids, the Umayyads in 
al-Andalus were gradually pushed out of power. Under Caliph al-Hāshim II 
(r. 976–1009), the caliph’s chamberlain or ḥājib, Muḥammad Ibn Abī ‘Āmir 
al-Mu‘āfirī al-Manṣūr, became the de facto ruler. It was he who officially 
ended the dīwān system, thus continuing the changes to the military that 
‘Abd al-Raḥmān III had begun.61 Under Ibn Abī ‘Āmir’s sons, the Umayyads 
acted as symbolic rather than real heads of state. The fitnah or civil war that 
began in 1009, a struggle for power among the Umayyads, the ‘Āmirids, vari-
ous other Arab factions, ṣaqlabī army officers, and recently arrived Berbers, 
ended with the deposition of the last Umayyad caliph in 1031.62

Although the collapse of the Umayyads in al-Andalus had many of the 
same causes as the end of effective Abbasid rule in the east, the political 
and social tensions played out somewhat differently in Andalusī society. The 
introduction of large numbers of Berber mercenary troops, newly imported 
from North Africa, and of ṣaqālibah into the army caused distinct problems 
because Arab pride had remained a more important force in al-Andalus than 
in the east, albeit one that was regularly challenged. Andalusī Arabs were 
accustomed to positions of leadership in both government and the military, 
privileges they began to lose with the end of the dīwān system and the use of 
ṣaqālibah in the army and administration. Arab factions continued to be a 
force during the civil war of the early eleventh century. Several such factions 
acted as focuses of Arab pride and discontent with the new order. Among 
them were the ‘Āmirids and their non-Berber clients, who were strongly pro-
Arab and anti-Berber.63 Another group, the Nāṣirids, were the descendants 
of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III and his supporters; during the fitnah, a number of 
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competitors for the office of caliph were great grandsons of ‘Abd al Raḥmān 
III. Yet another faction, calling themselves the Marwānids (the name of the 
lineage within the larger Umayyad clan that controlled the caliphate after 
684), backed Arab rulers and claimed Umayyad descent. All three groups 
were strongly opposed to Berber and slave influence in the army and admin-
istration.64 By their dependence on Berber troops and ṣaqālibah, the Umay-
yads had, in the view of many, betrayed their Arab roots. There had been 
no Abbasid revolution in al-Andalus, meaning that the move toward a more 
universal definition of Islam and membership in the ummah was less com-
plete than in the Middle East, and that Arab identity was not as thoroughly 
displaced as a measure of prestige.

The switch to imperial-style leadership and the distancing of the rulers 
also had a unique impact in al-Andalus. In the Middle East, the secular, 
multiethnic culture of the Abbasid court was a milieu with which only a 
small minority of the population could identify. Still, the court’s culture 
sprang from a combination of Arab roots and the civilizations of the region. 
There was therefore at least a literate minority of Arabs as well as Greek and 
Persian-speakers who felt a connection with the court. In the court of al-
Andalus, the Arab influence was present, but no native Iberian culture was 
represented; the Umayyads imitated eastern, Persian and Greek-influenced 
Islamic culture, but they never included elements of Latin high culture. The 
Umayyad court, therefore, probably did a more thorough job of alienating 
its subjects than the Abbasid court did.

No overtly religious opposition movement, like the Khārijīs or the Shī‘īs, 
played a major role in al-Andalus, although both had some influence there. 
And by the time of the caliphate in al-Andalus, the Umayyads were no lon-
ger so insistent on Arab prestige; the change can be seen in the fact that ‘Abd 
al-Raḥmān III appointed only two Arabs as head qāḍīs of Córdoba.65 An 
important group of ‘ulamā’, mostly made up of non-Arabs, had developed 
by that era, with whom the Umayyads generally enjoyed good relations.66 
While many ‘ulamā’ were part of or close to the ruling elite, however, the 
group as a whole could act as a source of authority separate from the Umay
yads and their clients. As had been the case in eastern Islamic lands, large-
scale Islamization was a mixed blessing for the leadership.

Andalusī society after the fall of the Umayyads became more politically 
fragmented but culturally more united. It was divided into a variety of sepa-
rate kingdoms, called the party or Taifa kingdoms, headed up by the party 
kings or mulūk al-ṭawā’if. Even though the rulers were ethnically diverse, 
including Arab, Berber, and ṣaqlabī heads of state, the societies they ruled 
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over were increasingly Muslim and Arab in culture.67 There were no kings 
who called themselves muwallad, suggesting that that category was no lon-
ger relevant. The ṣaqlabī Taifas faded fairly quickly, and neither Berber nor 
Slavic languages seem to have been widely used.68 And while chroniclers and 
later historians distinguish among the ethnicities of the various Taifa leaders, 
there is no evidence that differences in ethnicity were tied to any differences 
in governance or to the relationship between rulers and ruled.69 François 
Clément has suggested that although chroniclers divide the Taifa rulers into 
Arabs, Berbers, and ṣaqlabī, a more meaningful division is among Taifas 
controlled by Arabized Andalusī rulers as opposed to Berbers newly arrived 
from North Africa. That method of classification yields nineteen Arabized 
regimes and five immigrant regimes.70 As for non-Muslims, Jews remained 
an important minority in the Taifa period, but Christians largely converted 
or emigrated to the north.71 Many of the ethnic and religious tensions of the 
Umayyad period faded away. It is to the period of social upheaval and ethnic 
and religious competition under Umayyad rule, however, that we will now 
turn, and that will provide the framework for this study.
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2	 ✦	 Arabs

Arabic chronicles of al-Andalus all emphasize the role of Arabs 
in the region’s conquest and subsequent history.1 The original invasion and 
settlement in 711, however, was in fact headed up by the Berber governor of 
Tangier, Ṭāriq ibn Ziyād, with a predominantly Berber army.2 Ṭāriq was the 
mawlā of the Arab governor of Qayrawān, Mūsā ibn Nuṣayr, and probably 
carried out the invasion without orders from Mūsā. In 712 Mūsā arrived 
in al-Andalus with the Arab jund or army division that he commanded in 
Ifrīqiyah (central North Africa), which included prominent members of 
various Arab tribes, among them the Quraysh (the Prophet Muḥammad’s 
tribe). Mūsā met with Ṭāriq in Toledo, a meeting that apparently ended 
with Ṭāriq abasing himself and apologizing for acting on his own, and Mūsā 
having Ṭāriq’s head shaved. The two commanders then joined forces, but 
with Mūsā in charge and representing legitimate authority, which is to say 
Arab authority. From that point on, the ruling class of al-Andalus was pre-
dominantly Arab or closely affiliated with Arabs until the collapse of the 
Umayyad caliphate in 1031, and not until the Almoravid invasion of 1086 did 
Berbers rule all of al-Andalus.

Arabs may have formed the social elite in al-Andalus, but the question of 
who qualified as Arab was an open one. Although medieval people believed 
biological inheritance played an important role in ethnic identity, it was not 
the determining factor it is today. In al-Andalus, language ability, cultural 
practices, and religion were also factors, so that individuals could to some 
degree lose one ethnic identity and acquire another. Men from Christian 
families not only became government administrators for the Umayyads, po-
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sitions that were routinely filled by non-Arabs in Islamic lands, but were 
accepted almost as members of the Arab elite, provided that they spoke and 
wrote Arabic fluently, converted to Islam, and were circumcised.3 Rather 
than being strictly a matter of blood, Arab ethnic identity under the Umay-
yads was made up of a variety of cultural factors.

This chapter will focus on two of the factors that helped define whether 
or not a person was Arab. One was biological descent, which was particu-
larly important to the Umayyads and other aristocratic families. Their ideas 
about biological descent were different from modern ones. In most cases 
only descent through the male line counted, so that a man could have a 
Berber or European mother and grandmother but still be considered of pure 
Arab lineage. The concept of biological descent kept Arabs separate from 
non-Arabs at least in the short term, since there was no biological route 
through which one could acquire Arab identity. One could of course take 
on a fictional Arab lineage, but under most circumstances one could not 
establish such an identity overnight.

The other sign of Arab identity the chapter will explore is knowledge of 
Arabic, not in the sense of knowing the colloquial form of the language but 
of speaking, reading, and writing literary or Classical Arabic, and being fa-
miliar with the Classical Arabic learned traditions. Those traditions included 
secular disciplines like poetry and rhetoric but also scriptural studies and 
Islamic jurisprudence, meaning that knowledge of Arabic and knowledge 
of Islam were linked, although often in an uncertain way. Knowledge of the 
language allowed for a more porous boundary between Arabs and non-Arabs 
than kinship did. The linguistic piece of Arab identity also drew different 
boundaries than the biological piece, defining an elite based on education 
rather than lineage. Non-Arabs who were adept at Arabic language and let-
ters could become honorary Arabs, while the uneducated, even if they were 
of Arab birth, could be seen as falling outside of the elite group. Taken to-
gether, the biological and the linguistic sides add up to a picture of Arab 
identity that was far from clear-cut, and that allowed for movement in and 
out of the group.

The Biological Piece: Arab Kinship

The seminal work on kinship structures in al-Andalus is Pierre Guichard’s 
Structures sociales “orientales” et “occidentales” dans l’Espagne musulmane, first 
published in 1977.4 According to Guichard, Arabs and Berbers maintained 
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strict boundaries between themselves and the subject Iberian population by 
enforcing what Guichard calls a traditional Eastern kinship system, which 
he contrasts to the Western or European system. Guichard’s classification 
system is on firmer ground when describing Arab rather than Berber kin-
ship, since in the case of Berbers he relies more on modern anthropological 
studies than on evidence from the medieval period.5 The basic features of the 
system are as follows:6

	 1.	Kin groups were patrilineal: Arab families were organized in 
patrilineal descent groups. They traced each individual’s kinship 
through the father, not the mother, and viewed themselves as all 
related through a common male ancestor. ‘Aṣabīyah, a strong sense 
of loyalty to agnatic kin, was a driving social force.

	 2.	The tribes favored endogamous marriage: Arab men preferred 
marriage to a woman from their own patriliny. The ideal marriage 
was between a man and his bint al-‘amm, his parallel cousin on his 
father’s side (father’s brother’s daughter).

	 3.	Marriage within the patriliny preserved honor: Men’s honor de-
pended on the chastity and modest behavior of the women in the 
group. A sister or female cousin who misbehaved compromised 
the entire lineage’s honor; controlling one’s women, therefore, was 
of great importance. Allowing them to marry out of the lineage 
placed them outside the family’s control and increased the pos-
sibility that they might cause dishonor. In the anthropological 
literature, endogamy is generally viewed as a strategy for keeping 
property within the family. Guichard, however, believes that honor 
was the chief motive for endogamy.

	 4.	Marriage with a woman from outside a man’s lineage neither 
increased nor decreased his family’s status: In European socie
ties, a family’s prestige rose when a son married a woman of higher 
social rank. In Arab and Berber society, a woman brought in from 
outside had no effect on the status of the lineage she married in to. 
Hence exogamous marriage could not improve a family’s prestige.

	 5.	Women did not inherit: Under most circumstances women nei-
ther inherited nor transmitted property, particularly land.

Guichard contrasts those characteristics of “Eastern” marriage and kin-
ship with the typical “Western” pattern that members of the subject popula-
tion who were not Arab or Berber followed. Societies following the Western 
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pattern recognized descent through the mother as well as the father. Mar-
riage was usually exogamous rather than endogamous. Among marriage’s 
main purposes was the forming of alliances between families, and a man’s 
marriage to a woman from a higher social class enhanced his family’s status. 
Through dowry and inheritance a woman had at least some control over 
property and could bring property into her husband’s family.

Guichard’s assertion that women were disinherited is at least partially 
incorrect, as we shall see later. A further confusing aspect of Guichard’s 
model is that he applies the term “endogamous” to Arab and Berber men 
and women alike. A better description of the situation, though, is that en-
dogamy was desirable for men but mandatory for women. While a man’s 
marriage to his bint al-‘amm might be seen as an ideal, in practice men 
were free to marry muwallad women or even Jewish or Christian women 
without dishonor. They could also keep slave women as concubines without 
compromising the status of any children born to such a union. The point 
was not to keep unrelated women out but to keep the lineage’s women in, to 
safeguard honor and to reserve the women’s reproductive capacities for the 
lineage’s use.7

This ideal of Arab kinship practices is best exemplified by Ibn Ḥazm’s ge-
nealogy of the Arab tribes of al-Andalus, Kitāb Jamharah ansāb al-‘arab. His 
family were, depending on which source one reads, either Persian mawālī of 
the early Umayyads or muwallads, and both he and his father served in the 
Umayyad bureaucracy near the end of the dynasty’s reign.8 He was therefore 
biologically a non-Arab, but as an adīb, or expert in Arabic letters, a Muslim 
theologian, and an administrator in the government of an Arab dynasty, he 
was in some ways more Arab than the Arabs. Writing during and after the 
collapse of Umayyad power in al-Andalus, he compiled his genealogy most 
likely with the Umayyads and other important Arab families as his audience. 
Although there is no guarantee that any genealogies of the period represent 
the objective genetic reality of who is related to whom, they do tell us what 
people wanted to believe about their past.9 Given the political turmoil at 
the time it was written, the Jamharah is perhaps best seen as representing an 
idealized vision of the Umayyads and of Arab society. Ibn Ḥazm brings his 
genealogies up to his own time, relating for example the Umayyads’ history 
in al-Andalus from ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I’s arrival to the last Umayyad caliph’s 
deposition in 1031.10 His main focus, however, is not on the time in which 
he was writing, but on the sixth, seventh, and eighth centuries, that is, on 
the heroic eras of the Arabian jāhilīyah (pre-Islamic period), the time of 
Muḥammad, and the Umayyad caliphate before the Abbasid revolution of 
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750. The Jamharah confirms Guichard’s contention that Arabs traced their 
kinship mostly through agnates. It also partially supports his claim that Ar-
abs favored endogamous marriages.

Ibn Ḥazm begins the Jamharah by discussing the large blocks into which 
the Arab tribes were traditionally divided, and ends the work with a cata-
logue of the major tribal groups who immigrated to al-Andalus and their 
most famous members.11 The bulk of the Jamharah looks at smaller lineages 
within tribes of about five to seven generations.12 Ancestors linking an in-
dividual to the lineage’s founder are almost exclusively male, making the 
Jamharah primarily lists of fathers and sons.

Ibn Ḥazm does frequently mention women, particularly women from 
important families of the seventh and eighth centuries. He occasionally treats 
women as links in a genealogy. There are a few men in the Jamharah who 
apparently identified themselves as sons of their mother rather than their 
father, probably as a way of sealing an alliance with powerful maternal rela-
tives,13 and Ibn Ḥazm naturally emphasizes that the children of Muḥammad’s 
paternal first cousin ‘Alī were also the children of Muḥammad’s daughter 
Fāṭimah,14 at one point describing ‘Alī and Fāṭimah’s daughter Zaynab as 
“daughter of ‘Alī from Fāṭimah daughter of the Messenger of God.”15

Those cases are, however, unusual. Most of the women Ibn Ḥazm men-
tions are mothers or wives of important men, are from prominent Arab fam-
ilies, and are identified by the male lineage they were born into, as “so and so 
daughter of X son of Y son of Z.” They are not therefore links in a genealogy 
but genealogical dead-ends whose children are members of their husbands’ 
lineage. A high-status mother may provide her children with some addi-
tional luster, but a mother who is low status does not appear to have an im-
pact on her sons’ status. Ibn Ḥazm reports that ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I’s mother, 
a Berber woman, was umm walad, that is, a slave who bore her master’s 
child and would be set free after her owner’s death.16 Since the Umayyads 
were sometime patrons of Ibn Ḥazm’s family, it is unlikely that he intended 
any insult. So although women are not absent from the Jamharah, and Ibn 
Ḥazm sometimes speaks highly of them, they are not transmitters of lineage. 
Umayyad men often took women of European origin as concubines. Their 
mothers’ background, however, in no way compromised their identity as 
Umayyads and as Arabs.17

Although Ibn Ḥazm does not consistently give the names of men’s wives, 
he often does so, particularly for the seventh and eighth centuries. Whether 
the marriages he describes are endogamous is open to debate. Some clearly 
are, particularly within the Umayyad family. Among the Caliph al-Walīd 
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II’s daughters, one married Muḥammad, the son of her father’s first cousin 
Yazīd III. Another daughter of al-Walīd married her father’s first cousin ‘Abd 
al-‘Azīz.18 Neither of those marriages was quite the theoretically ideal bint 
al-‘amm pairing, but they were certainly close-kin marriages.

More typical of the families described in the Jamharah, however, is the 
marriage of the sixth-century founder of the Umayyad family, Umayyah 
al-Akbar b. ‘Abd Shams b. ‘Abd Manāf to Āminah bint Abān of the Banū 
Kulayb.19 While both partners were from what came to be regarded as im-
portant Arab lineages, their closest common relative was some dozen gen-
erations in the past. In its most basic definition, a patrilineal descent group 
is a group of kin who are related to one another on the male side and who 
are all descendants from a common male ancestor. In a loose sense therefore 
the two are part of the same extended family. In practice, however, descent 
groups tend to segment every few generations into separate lineages. The 
larger descent group still recognizes that all its members have a common 
ancestor, but for practical, day-to-day interactions, the lineage is the most 
important unit; that is, the smaller patrilineal kin group in which the exact 
relationship of each member to the others is well known, and in which mem-
bers recognize specific obligations to each other, for example the obligation 
to pursue a blood feud.20 When a group can be said to have segmented is a 
judgment call, but while two people with an ancestor twelve generations in 
the past may have recognized that they had common blood, it is unlikely 
that they saw themselves as actively part of the same lineage.

The marriage of Umayyah and Āminah reflects not so much endogamy 
as the Arab concept of kafā’ah, or equality of status between spouses.21 Au-
thorities disagreed as to what constituted equality of status, and to what 
extent piety, wealth, lineage, and freedom from physical defect should be 
taken into account.22 In general, though, kafā’ah meant that women could 
not marry into families of lower social status, which in turn meant that an 
Arab woman could not marry a non-Arab. Ibn Ḥazm notes when important 
Arab men married women from prominent non-Arab families, for example 
when Caliph Yazīd I married the descendant of a Persian king.23 For an Arab 
woman to marry into a non-Arab family, though, however prominent they 
were, would be a violation of kafā’ah; even the most prominent non-Arab is 
by definition inferior to an Arab. I have found no examples in Ibn Ḥazm’s 
text of such a marriage. The absence of such examples does not mean that 
mixed marriages of that sort never happened, but it does mean that the au-
thor did not think an account of them was suitable for a work celebrating 
Arab heritage in al-Andalus.
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Ibn Ḥazm further elucidates his views on marriages between Arabs and 
non-Arabs in his Naqṭ al-‘arūs, a collection of stories and gossip about prom-
inent Arabs. In one section, Ibn Ḥazm describes marriages between illus-
trious Arab men, including several caliphs, and women who were beneath 
them socially.24 Some of the women he mentions may have been Arab, and 
some were clearly not; one is Jewish, and one is identified as a mawlāh (prob-
ably meaning a freedwoman). What Ibn Ḥazm emphasizes, however, is not 
their ethnic identity but the fact that they are lower class. One is a profes-
sional dancer who performs for gatherings of common people; others are 
identified as the daughter of a gardener and the sister of a fuller. By contrast, 
when he describes marriages of Arab women to inappropriate men,25 the 
men are inappropriate not only if they are lower class (one woman marries 
her grandfather’s mawlā or freedman) but also by virtue of not being Arab. 
Ibn Ḥazm reports for example that a sister of two recent Umayyad caliphs 
(Muḥammad II and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān V) married Aḥmad b. Rashīq, a court 
official from the Banū Shuhayd. The Banū Shuhayd were a successful and 
wealthy mawālī family of scribes and administrators who had served the 
Umayyads for generations (“mawālī” in this case means they were the Umay-
yads’ clients).26 Here Ibn Ḥazm’s objection is to the husband’s ethnicity, not 
to his wealth or social prominence.

Ibn Ḥazm may have been unusually particular about whom he would 
count as Arab; Umayyad mawālī like the Banū Shuhayd, whatever their 
original background, were generally accepted as part of the Arab elite. Cer-
tainly though the sense of Arab superiority and solidarity one sees in the 
Jamharah and the Naqṭ can be documented in other sources; a story from 
a chronicle by ‘Abd al-Malik Ibn Ḥabīb (ca. 791–853) illustrates it well.27 In 
the story, one Abū Laylā has a conversation with an early Arab governor of 
al-Andalus, ‘Īsā b. Mūsā b. Muḥammad b. ‘Alī, whom Ibn Ḥabīb describes 
as extremely proud and overbearing (jabbār). The governor questioned Abū 
Laylā about the identity of the fuqahā’ (singular “faqīh,” experts in Islamic 
jurisprudence) in various major cities of the Islamic world. After Abū Laylā 
gave each set of names, ‘Īsā asked, “who are they?,” and Abū Laylā invari-
ably replied, “mawālī” (in this case meaning non-Arab Muslims). The gov-
ernor became more and more upset with each mention of a mawlā, until 
to placate him Abū Laylā named two Arab fuqahā’ in Kufa. ‘Īsā then said, 
“God is great,” and the conversation ended. The story reflects the fact that 
Arab aristocrats maintained a sense of superiority in spite of the reality that 
non-Arabs did much of the heavy lifting in the government and religious 
establishment.
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Ibn Ḥazm’s Jamharah supports Guichard’s thesis that Arabs attached 
great importance to agnatic kin. With rare exceptions, women in the text, 
although they themselves are members of their father’s lineage, do not trans-
mit membership in a lineage to their children. Men give the lineage its iden-
tity and status; thus men can marry women who are foreigners or of lower 
social rank with limited or no damage to the family honor, while a woman 
who marries down would disgrace the lineage. As for Guichard’s assertions 
about endogamy for women, the text does suggest that the most powerful 
families, particularly the Umayyads, preferred to marry a daughter to a close 
relative when a suitable one was available. Generally though the endogamy 
that the Jamharah depicts is more a tendency for aristocratic Arab women to 
marry other Arabs of their class. Still, Guichard’s general point holds within 
ethnic and class lines if not always within the lineage. Aristocratic Arab men 
married other Arabs when possible, and aristocratic Arab women did not 
generally marry out of their ethnic group.

What the Umayyads and other aristocratic Arabs maintained was by no 
means a genetically contained system in a modern sense, since non-Arab 
women were often mothers of even Umayyad princes. It was, however, a 
pattern that placed boundaries between Arab and non-Arab families and 
largely excluded intermarriage with European families as a means of forming 
alliances. It is safe to say that a modified form of endogamy was standard 
practice among Arab aristocrats during the period of Umayyad rule.

The Cultural Piece

The second pillar of elite Arab identity was knowledge of what I am going to 
call Classical Arabic, by which I mean a form of literary Arabic substantially 
different from the colloquial language, and which Arabic speakers believed 
was close to the language spoken in Arabia at the time of Muḥammad.28 
Classical Arabic was, and still is, a powerful presence in the lives of those 
living in Arabic-speaking countries. Since it was not in the middle ages, and 
is not today, the language of everyday speech, Arabic speakers must in effect 
master more than one language.29 Classical Arabic (or as a modernized form 
of it is sometimes called now, Modern Standard Arabic) is the language of 
politics, education, and high culture, and is a koiné that is intelligible all 
over the Arab world. Virtually all Arabic speakers, however, speak an Ara-
bic dialect in their daily lives. The dialects feature structure and vocabulary 
that are substantially different from Classical Arabic, and from each other; 
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while most Arabic speakers can understand Egyptian dialect because Egyp-
tian movies and television shows are seen all over the Arab world, Moroccan 
dialect poses a challenge to people outside that region.30 In addition, people 
in many areas use other languages not related to Arabic. Those include spo-
ken languages such as the Berber languages of North Africa and the liturgi-
cal languages of non-Muslims, such as Coptic in Egypt. Classical Arabic is 
taught in secular schools and as part of religious education, and its acquisi-
tion is seen as an important part of what makes a person educated. Research 
into the attitude of Egyptians who study it in school, however, reveals that 
while learning Classical Arabic is a source of comfort and pride, it is also the 
focus of anxiety and ambivalence. Many Arabic-speaking Muslims see the 
acquisition of Classical Arabic as an important component of their religious 
education and welcome the insights its study gives them into the Quran and 
other religious texts. On the other hand, they also see the time they spend in 
school memorizing a complex grammatical system and vocabulary, neither 
of which has much bearing on how they communicate in day-to-day life, as 
burdensome and oppressive. Classical Arabic is a cultural marker that people 
admire, aspire to, and dread.

The situation in the middle ages was just as complicated. In the early 
days of the conquests, Arabs did not discourage the use of indigenous lan-
guages for administrative purposes. Arabic was the language of the conquer-
ors and of Islam, and only in the late 600s did it become the language of 
government. Even after that shift, much of the indigenous population con-
tinued to speak other languages, such as Greek, Syriac, Persian, or Coptic. 
In most areas, Arabic became more dominant over time, although not al-
ways; Persian, most notably, retained its primacy as a spoken language and a 
language of high culture. Even outside of Persia, people continued to speak 
languages other than Arabic, for liturgical purposes, in daily life, or both. 
Spoken Arabic dialects also developed early on, probably by the time of 
the early conquests,31 setting up the Middle East’s bi- or trilingualism that 
continues today. Even written Arabic appeared in a variety of forms. Middle 
Arabic—written Arabic that followed Classical models but incorporated fea-
tures of spoken dialects—was used throughout the middle ages.32 The term 
“Middle Arabic” can apply to the Arabic of authors who did not know the 
finer points of Classical grammar and made mistakes, but also to a style that 
deliberately incorporated vernacular elements. The fourteenth-century text 
of Alf laylah wa laylah (The Thousand and One Nights), for example, is closer 
to Middle Arabic than to Classical, although eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century editors corrected the language to conform with Classical Arabic.33 It 
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makes sense that this cycle of often bawdy stories would originally be written 
down in a vernacular-accented language. Jews and Christians who used Ara-
bic as a written language tended to use versions of Middle Arabic, perhaps 
because they did not feel the same obligation Muslims did to use a language 
that was supposedly closer to the Quran. In the case of al-Andalus, a variety 
of languages were in play: Classical Arabic for government and high culture, 
Middle Arabic for less formal writing, and Arabic dialect and Romance as 
spoken languages.34

In the linguistically complex situation of the Arab-dominated Middle 
East and Maghrib, scholars gradually developed an ideology defining Clas-
sical Arabic and arguing for its superiority over less formal Arabic and other 
languages. In its fully articulated form, the argument for the preeminence 
of Classical Arabic is based on a static understanding of grammar that does 
not recognize that languages evolve. Or, to be more precise, the model does 
acknowledge that languages change but classifies any changes as mistakes or 
signs of degeneration. That theory of an ideal, unchanging Classical Arabic 
did not evolve all at once but came out of a long tradition of associating cor-
rect Arabic with ethnic superiority and with Islamic piety.

The foundational grammarian Sībawayhi (d. ca. 796/180), working in the 
second half of the eighth century CE (a good one hundred and fifty years 
after Muḥammad’s death and the early conquests), believed in prescriptive 
grammar—there was a right way and a wrong way to express an idea—
drawing his model of correct usage mostly from the contemporary spoken 
language of Arabian Bedouins. His top three sources for the rules he derived 
were, first, the current spoken language of the Ḥijāz (western Arabia, includ-
ing Mecca and Medina), followed by the language of pre-Islamic Arabic 
poetry, and then lastly the Quran.35 Perhaps because his priority was the spo-
ken rather than the written word, he recognized the flexibility of language, 
and that usage often depended on social context.36 He gave a lower priority 
to written texts. All usages in the Quran were, by definition, correct Arabic, 
and part of the reason he favored Ḥijāzī Arabic was that he believed it best 
represented the language of the Quran. Because the Quran used construc-
tions that were not typical of speech, however, Sībawayhi did not recom-
mend it as a model.37 In keeping with his focus on language as it was used 
rather than as it should be, Sībawayhi believed that words have no original 
or absolute meaning; meaning is a convention between members of a society 
who need to communicate with each other.38

While Sībawayhi’s approach to Arabic was generally flexible and descrip-
tive compared with later grammarians, there were aspects of his thought that 
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did not fit well with observable facts. Even though he indicated a preference 
for the Arabic of Bedouins of the Ḥijāz, in part because it was supposedly 
closest to the Arabic of the Quran and of the earliest Muslim community, 
that style of Arabic was already by Sībawayhi’s time better represented by the 
Arabic of eastern Arabia than by the vernacular used in Mecca. The eastern 
dialect retained features of Quranic language, such as the lack of noun-verb 
agreement in sentences beginning with the verb, which were no longer cur-
rent in Meccan Arabic.39 Even though Sībawayhi saw himself as guided by 
a living, spoken language, he was already creating something of an artificial 
construct when he favored Ḥijāzī Arabic.

Some grammarians continued to use Bedouin informants into the tenth 
century, but by the end of that century, as day-to-day speech drifted away 
from the ancient ideal, grammatical study was based on written texts,40 in-
cluding the Quran, Bedouin poetry, and earlier accounts of Bedouin speech. 
The lack of living informants contributed to the increasingly normative 
rather than descriptive nature of grammar. The religious weight of Arabic, 
which scholars from Sībawayhi on recognized, also pushed the discipline 
toward the prescriptive. Arabic was the language of God’s final and complete 
revelation to human beings, and if people spoke differently now, it was not 
because Arabic had changed but because people were speaking incorrectly. 
Grammarians did recognize that native speakers could creatively manipu-
late the language, for example by altering word order; instead of following 
the normal order of verb, subject, direct object, one could correctly use the 
order direct object, verb, subject in order to emphasize the direct object of 
a statement (the difference between “Zayd hit ‘Amr” and “It was ‘Amr that 
Zayd hit”). They argued that such a change, however, is purely accidental or 
on the surface. Underlying the statement is the true and unchangeable word 
order, verb, subject, direct object, even though that ideal form is not appar-
ent to the listener. The speaker’s ability to make such changes legitimately 
was limited; foreigners, who could not be trusted to know the underlying 
structures, made mistakes, not legitimate embellishments.

Grammarians came to see Arabic as superior to other languages and inde-
pendent from them. Early Arabic grammatical study recognized that Arabic 
had foreign loan words, but later it became a truism among some scholars 
that there were no foreign words in the Quran and that what appeared to be 
loan words in early Bedouin speech could be traced to Arabic roots. That be-
lief required some intellectual gymnastics to sustain, since the Quran clearly 
does use loan words.41 Arabic-speaking scholars were not generally interested 
in learning other languages.42 Even though Muslim philosophers held Greek 
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culture in esteem, grammarians believed the Greek language was inferior; 
unlike the Arabs, Greeks had allowed their language to change and dete-
riorate and spoke a version of Greek that was substantially different from 
that of the classical period.43 Rulers of Arabic-speaking lands, however, did 
face the practical problem of having to communicate with non-Arab rulers, 
which may explain the high value the Umayyad court in al-Andalus placed 
on the services of Iberian administrators who were fluent in both Arabic and 
Latin and could therefore correspond with and act as ambassadors to nearby 
Christian European states.44

Arabic’s superiority supposedly came not only from its independence 
from other languages and resistance to change but from its inherent struc-
tural superiority. The North African religious scholar, philosopher, and 
historian Ibn Khaldūn (1332–1406) summed up the mainline argument for 
Arabic’s superiority, saying that it is grammatically compact and precise in a 
way that other languages are not.45 Ibn Khaldūn also followed the consensus 
of grammarians that the dialect of the Quraysh in the Ḥijāz was the purest 
form of Arabic and the closest to the Quran, and that Arabic is corrupted 
by contact with non-native speakers. This inherent superiority meant that 
translations from Arabic to another language could only be imperfect since 
Arabic conveyed concepts that no other language could encompass.46

Sufism, or Islamic mysticism, was another source of claims for Arabic’s 
special status. Letter mysticism was an important field of study within Su-
fism; the most famous of the Andalusī Sufis to discuss the mystical meaning 
of letters was Ibn al-‘Arabī (1165–1240), whose work will be discussed in 
detail in chapter 5. An earlier Andalusī mystic, Ibn Masarrah (883–931), also 
made explicit claims about the unique and even magical status of Arabic 
letters. In his treatise the Kitāb khawwās al-ḥurūf (Book of the Properties of 
Letters), he characterizes the cosmos as a book, whose letters constitute the 
divine creation.47 In particular he concentrates on the fourteen letters, al-
ḥurūf al-muqaṭṭa‘ah, that appear without context at the beginning of 29 of 
the Quran’s chapters or surahs; surah 2, for example, is headed by the letters 
alif, lām, and mīm, a, l, and m, while surah 68 is headed by the single letter 
nūn or n. What the letters signify is unclear, but they have often been taken 
to have an esoteric or mystical meaning.48 Ibn Masarrah assigns particular 
mystical meanings to the isolated letters, meanings that are in some cases 
tied to the letter’s morphology: alif, for example, because unlike most letters 
it stands by itself and does not usually connect with other letters in Arabic 
script, is a sign of God’s unity or tawḥīd. Lām also has a special status be-
cause it is the only letter with which alif does connect in script, and because 
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it follows alif in the word “Allāh”; Ibn Masarrah calls lām the first veil (al-
ḥijāb al-awwal) and connects it to the part of the divine that is hidden.49 
Because the letters’ physical morphology affect their meaning, letters written 
in anything other than Arabic script would not carry the same significance.

Classical Arabic and Islam

The impulse to view Classical Arabic as an unchanging, ideal language, sub-
ject to damage from the ignorance of outsiders, came from two overlapping 
groups: the religious scholars or ‘ulamā’ for whom Arabic was a sacred lan-
guage and therefore one that could not legitimately change and the govern-
ing elite who wanted to demonstrate their cultural distinctiveness and su-
periority. The earliest works on grammar and lexicography were connected 
with Quranic exegesis, and religious scholars’ enthusiasm for establishing 
clear rules about Quranic Arabic increased over time.50 It has been argued 
that the ‘ulamā’ became more concerned about grammar and lexicography 
as contemporary Arabic moved farther away from the Quran’s language, 
but in fact by the time of the early conquests there was probably no group, 
even among the Bedouin, who spoke anything very similar to Quranic Ara-
bic. The more likely explanation is that as the ‘ulamā’ elaborated Islamic 
scriptural exegesis and law, they increasingly saw themselves as upholding a 
unique and complex religious system in a society that was not yet majority 
Muslim. At the same time, secular scholars at the caliph’s court, and regional 
courts, developed an Arabic literary tradition. The basis of that tradition, 
and the marker of membership in it, was mastery of Classical Arabic, and 
particularly the Arabic of pre-Islamic Bedouin poetry.51 The court and the 
world of the ‘ulamā’ overlapped; the caliphs had a religious role in Islamic 
society and thus valued the work of religious scholars. And while the ‘ulamā’ 
sometimes acted in opposition to the caliphs—for example in the case of a 
revolt religious scholars instigated against the Abbasids over the caliph’s right 
to make decisions about religious doctrine52—caliphs also used scholars as 
their proxies in urban areas. As time went on, it became more common for 
rulers to appoint ‘ulamā’ to major office such as judge (qāḍī). The two groups 
interacted to form an elite religious and literary culture based on knowledge 
of Classical Arabic.

In the case of al-Andalus, Maribel Fierro and Manuela Marín argue that 
the qāḍīs were originally appointed to hear cases involving conquerors and 
settlers. They were Arab, or perhaps Umayyad mawālī, and their appoint-
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ment depended on their tribal affiliations.53 By the ninth century, indepen-
dent ‘ulamā’ flourished in a number of cities, including Toledo, Zaragoza, 
and Seville, and were primarily Berber or muwallad. Also by the ninth cen-
tury, ‘ulamā’ had become more closely tied to central authority in Córdoba. 
A leading ‘ālim and center of an important circle of scholars in Córdoba 
was Ibn Waḍḍāh (d. 900), whose family were mawālī of the Umayyads and 
whose uncle, al-Ḥārith ibn Bazī’, was a military governor and ally of the 
Umayyads. Ibn Waḍḍāh’s group supported the creation of the Umayyad ca-
liphate. Also at the time of Ibn Waḍḍāh it became more common for schol-
ars from all over al-Andalus to study in Córdoba and develop a relationship 
with the Cordovan ‘ulamā’. By the later tenth century, when the Umayyads 
took the title of caliph, the Cordovan government exerted considerable in-
fluence over the appointment of ‘ulamā’ in other cities. Among the ‘ulamā’ 
with connections at court were specialists in grammar. In the period of the 
caliphate, Abū Bakr al-Zubaydī from Seville, a well-known grammarian, tu-
tored the sons of the caliph al-Mustanṣir (r. 961–76) and became chief qāḍī 
of Córdoba, a position appointed by the caliph.54 The Umayyads acted as 
patrons to the ‘ulamā’, and in return the ‘ulamā’ helped shore up the Umay-
yads’ credibility as guardians of religion. Grammarians in particular made 
the case that Arab cultural identity and Islamic piety were connected.

Critics of the Grammatical Tradition

It is easy for a modern reader to be perplexed by or impatient with the me-
dieval Arabic grammatical tradition, given its complexity and rigidity, and 
its claim that Arabic is demonstrably superior to other languages. A few 
medieval scholars were critical as well. In some cases the objections were 
intellectual in nature, but other critiques had broader social implications, 
calling into question contemporary assumptions about the nature of the 
Islamic community and the special status of Arabs within it.

The philosopher al-Farābī (d. 950) rejected the standard classification 
systems of Arabic grammar; for example, following Greek grammar, he re-
garded the position of the verb in a sentence as unimportant, while most 
grammarians of Arabic drew a strong distinction between sentences begin-
ning with a verb and sentences in which the verb appears later.55 Perhaps 
because he studied other languages, al-Farābī also rejected the notion of Ara-
bic’s superiority. Arabic, like all languages, had its good and bad points. As 
a philosopher and scientist familiar with the Greek and Persian intellectual 
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traditions, al-Farābī was focused on universal knowledge, not on knowledge 
conveyed by one particular language or historical tradition, nor did he have 
any interest in proving the superiority of Arabic.

Another main source of criticism was the Ẓāhirī school of legal thought, 
which centered in al-Andalus and whose best-known proponent was Ibn 
Ḥazm.56 As we have seen, he was a prolific author in many fields, including 
law and scriptural exegesis, Arab genealogy, and religious polemic against 
Christianity and Judaism.57 Although he studied Mālikī law, the dominant 
madhhab or school of law in al-Andalus, Ibn Ḥazm adopted Ẓāhirism, which 
can best be described as a technique of interpreting scripture.58 The Ẓāhirīs 
leveled a number of criticisms against the grammarians, which, although 
technical in nature, finally point to an important disagreement about the 
nature of the ummah.

Ẓāhirism is a method of reading scripture (Quran and the ḥadīths), and 
interpreting law on the basis of that reading, that favors acceptance of scrip-
ture’s outer, obvious, generally agreed-upon meaning (its ẓahr, literally its 
back or visible part) rather than its hidden, esoteric meaning (its baṭn, liter-
ally its belly or hidden part). Ibn Ḥazm rejects, for example, readings of the 
Quran using Hellenistic philosophic techniques, as well as the specialized 
esoteric interpretations of Shī‘īs and of Sufi mystics. He also disapproves 
of the use of ra’y (the personal opinion of a legal expert) and of qiyās (anal-
ogy) in legal reasoning. It would be easy to conclude that Ibn Ḥazm and 
other Ẓāhirīs favor a simple-minded, literalist reading of scripture, but that 
analysis does not do justice to Ibn Ḥazm’s concerns. He rejects any use of 
a specialized language and interpretation, whether philosophical, mystical, 
or Gnostic, because it is intelligible to only a few people. God’s purpose in 
sending down the Quran, in his view, was to communicate with the whole 
community of believers, not with a few people possessing special knowledge. 
Scholars who use ra’y or qiyās in effect create a private meaning for words 
that by rights have a community function. To find esoteric meanings in the 
words of the scripture is to distort its primary meaning and purpose, which 
is communication with a wide audience and the building of community.59

Ibn Ḥazm could feel confident that such general communication is pos-
sible because of his assumptions about language.60 For a word to qualify as 
language, in his view, it must correspond to something that exists. The cor-
respondence can be with an abstraction such as “truth,” but it must be an ab-
straction that is real. In addition, the word must be intelligible to others who 
speak the same language. That transparency, and the direct correspondence 
between a word and the material thing or concept it signifies, is guaranteed 
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by the fact that God created language. Ibn Ḥazm takes the passage in the 
Quran, 2:31, in which God teaches Adam the names of all things, as scrip-
tural evidence that language came directly from God at the very beginning 
of human society. In addition to quoting scripture, he explains the logic of 
God’s creation of language. Human beings, by definition social beings who 
live together and cooperate to survive, could not exist without language. 
Without it they would be unable to communicate to one another the basic 
concepts about crops, livestock, and how to defend themselves against the 
elements that would allow the group to cooperate (he does not imagine 
the possibility that humans might have originally lived as something other 
than farmers or pastoralists). Clearly, therefore, God must have given people 
language at the same time he created them, as the Quran says, and he is the 
reason humans can be confident that words correspond to reality.

Ibn Ḥazm’s differences with traditional grammarians are striking. Like 
the grammarians, he accepts that there is such a thing as a perfect language, 
in that the original language God gave to Adam was transparent and un-
ambiguous in meaning. In his view, however, there is no reason to think 
that that language was Arabic or that Arabic is superior to other languages. 
God revealed the Quran in Arabic not because he particularly favors Ara-
bic but because he wanted to communicate with Arabs. When he wanted 
to communicate with Jews, he revealed scripture in Hebrew. Furthermore, 
although God gave humans an original language, language by its nature 
shifts over time. It is clear, he says, that Syriac, Hebrew, and northern Arabic 
are all closely related, and that Hebrew and Arabic probably evolved from 
Syriac. One can see how that evolution took place, he explains, by looking 
at the example of contemporary Arabic. The Arabic of al-Andalus sounds 
very different from that of Qayrawān, which is in turn different from that 
of Khurasān. One need only go a short distance outside of Córdoba to find 
people who speak an Arabic that is almost a different language. People who 
are new to the language inevitably make mistakes—he cites the problems 
Berbers and Galicians have pronouncing Arabic consonants like the glottal 
scrape, the “sh” sound, and the emphatic “h”—and those variant pronuncia-
tions, over a period of time, add up to change.

According to Ibn Ḥazm, change happened even in what grammarians 
believed were the source of true Arabic, scripture and Bedouin speech.61 
The word “kāfir,” in Bedouin speech, meant someone or something that 
covers something up, so it can mean a farmer, someone who sows seed 
and covers it up. That is also one of its meanings in the Quran, where it 
is sometimes a synonym for one who sows (Q. 57:20). For the purposes of 
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Sharī‘ah, however, God shifted the meaning to one who denies God or de-
nies Muḥammad’s status as prophet.

Ibn Ḥazm’s theory of language is, then, quite different from that of the 
grammarians. His interest is in the whole community of believers, which 
includes non-Arabs as well as Arabs. He assigns no special status to Arabic, 
nor does he see Arabs as possessing any sort of special linguistic wisdom. 
Arabic is valuable or not valuable insofar as it allows clear communication 
among believers, and it is subject to change, like other languages. In fact, Ibn 
Ḥazm’s belief in the historicity of texts—that even scripture has a specific 
intended audience who existed in time—is one of his main differences with 
the grammarians. He notes, for example, that divine law can change; Jacob 
was not punished for marrying both Leah and Rachel, although later Jewish 
law would have forbidden him to marry sisters.62

Another Ẓāhirī scholar, Aḥmad ibn ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Ibn Maḍā’ (d. 1196), 
who received patronage from the Berber Almohad rulers of al-Andalus, is 
beyond the chronological scope of this study; his work, however, is related 
to that of Ibn Ḥazm and helps elucidate Ẓāhirī objections to traditional 
grammar.63 Those objections are on the surface quite technical, but, as in the 
case of Ibn Ḥazm’s critique, they are in fact a challenge to the grammarians’ 
assumptions about what language is for and who is included in the discourse 
community of Islam.

Ibn Maḍā’s treatise about grammar, Kitāb al-radd ‘alā al-nuḥāh (The Book 
of Refutation of the Grammarians), criticizes the elaborate and speculative 
nature of grammatical study. To simplify his argument considerably, Ibn 
Maḍā’ attacks three aspects of the standard grammatical analysis of Arabic: 
the concept of the grammatical regent (“‘āmil” in Arabic), the related con-
cept of suppressed words, and the search for the root causes of grammatical 
and morphological rules. ‘Āmil, usually translated as “regent,” is perhaps 
better translated as that which produces something else. In Arabic gram-
matical studies, the concept of the ‘āmil is a way of understanding the fact 
that nouns in Classical Arabic are inflected, taking either the nominative, 
accusative, or genitive case. So in the sentence “Zayd hit ‘Amr,” “Zayd” is 
in the nominative case and “‘Amr” is in the accusative, and the verb “to hit” 
is the ‘āmil, the ruling word that forces the nouns into their appropriate 
cases. The related concept of suppressed words suggests that there is an ideal, 
standard form for all sentences, and that if an element is missing from a sen-
tence, it is in some sense still present, having been only suppressed or elided. 
Most commonly it is the ‘āmil that is supposed to have been suppressed. 
For example, in some instances, if one addresses a person directly (“O ‘Abd 
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Allāh”), the name of the person is in the accusative. Since there is no obvi-
ous regent to put the proper noun into the accusative (the vocative particle 
equivalent to the English “O” does not qualify as a regent), there must be an 
implied or suppressed verb in the sentence acting as ‘āmil. The underlying 
form of the sentence, therefore, is “[I call] ‘Abd Allāh.” Finally, grammarians 
traditionally strove for a deep level of explanation for grammatical forms, 
explanations that demonstrated the underlying logic of the language and the 
wisdom of Arabic speakers.

At the beginning of his treatise, Ibn Maḍā’ emphasizes his religious ob-
jections to those three principles. The idea of implied or suppressed words 
allows grammarians to read into the Quran words that God did not put 
there, meaning that they are taking it upon themselves to change scripture.64 
He is particularly incensed by the concept of the ‘āmil, which assumes that 
words can produce other words. He quotes the Mu‘tazilī (rationalist theolo-
gian) Abū al-Fatḥ ‘Uthmān Ibn Jinnī, who was also critical of the grammar-
ians and who wrote that it is the speaker, not the grammatical regent, that 
produces the cases of nouns. Ibn Maḍā’ expands on Ibn Jinnī’s statement, 
saying that it is ultimately God who produces all speech, but agrees that the 
human speaker is the immediate cause of the words being formed in a cer-
tain way.65 The concepts of the regent and of suppressed words undermine 
the authority of God and the powers God gave to humans.

Although Ibn Maḍā’’s argument has religious elements, his main accusa-
tion against grammarians is that they have created an elaborate, convoluted 
system that serves no purpose. At its worst, the system is actively misleading. 
To say that the utterance “O ‘Abd Allāh” can be understood as identical to “I 
call ‘Abd Allāh” is to lose the speaker’s meaning, since the first utterance does 
not in fact mean the same thing as the second.66 Even when grammarians are 
not actively misleading their audience, their system is mostly useless because 
of its elaborate search for the causes of grammatical structures. For example, 
if asked why the name “Zayd” takes the nominative case—that is, the end-
ing “un”—in the sentence “Zayd is standing” (qāma Zaydun), grammarians 
will give several layers of answers.67 “Zayd” is in the nominative because it is 
the subject, and all subjects take the nominative case. The nominative end-
ing is “un” because that is how the Arabs say it. They say it that way because 
they need to distinguish between the two terms a verb most commonly has 
regency over: the subject, which takes the nominative, and the direct object, 
which takes the accusative (the ending “an”). Finally, Arabs use the “an” for 
the accusative and the “un” for the subject because “an” is “lighter,” or easier 
to pronounce, than “un,” and there are more direct objects in speech than 
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there are subjects; verbs normally have only one subject, while they can have 
multiple objects. Therefore it is logical that the Arabs reserved the easier-to-
pronounce “an” as the more common ending, and shows the intelligence of 
Arabic speakers.68

Ibn Maḍā’ approves of the first two levels of explanation: that all subjects 
take the nominative and that the nominative is indicated by the ending “un” 
because that is how Arabs say it. Those two facts can be confirmed by listen-
ing to Arabic speakers, and knowing those facts allows a student of Arabic to 
speak correctly. The rest of the explanation, however, serves no purpose. The 
statement that Arabs chose “an” as the accusative ending because it is easier 
to pronounce than “un” does not offer any practical guidance and functions 
only to make a case that the Arabs are a wise people. Like Ibn Ḥazm, Ibn 
Maḍā’ sees language as a practical tool for communication and the study of 
language as valuable only so far as it furthers the goal of communication. He 
recognizes no special claims for Arabic as a language, or for the Arabs as a 
people of particular linguistic abilities. Ibn Maḍā’ and Ibn Ḥazm cared about 
correct speech. They were also interested in grammar as a tool for language 
acquisition, since both were surrounded by non-native speakers. This was 
particularly true of Ibn Maḍā’, whose patrons were Berber.

The Ẓāhirī view of grammar is not a modern view, particularly in its con-
fidence that words reliably correspond to reality. Compared to traditional 
Arabic grammar, however, it is easier for a modern reader to understand, 
given its emphasis on communication and its resistance to establishing any 
hierarchy of languages. The Ẓāhirīs’ attitude toward language is also recog-
nizable to the modern reader because of its emphasis on a social context for 
speech and on any speech act’s intended audience, or discourse community; 
if no one can understand what an utterance means, it is not language.69

In the context of al-Andalus, however, the main difference between the 
Ẓāhirīs and the grammarians was that they envisaged a different audience, 
and a different purpose, for texts written in formal Arabic. Ẓāhirīs imag-
ined a broad community of believers, some of whom were non-Arabs strug-
gling to learn Classical Arabic. Mainstream grammar addressed an educated 
elite, primarily people who were courtiers, members of the ulamā’, or both. 
That elite group wrote and, in formal settings, spoke an Arabic based on 
the model of Bedouin speech of the past and Islamic scripture. Ability in 
that specialized version of Arabic denoted both Arab identity and distance 
from non-Arab subject peoples, and from less educated Arabic speakers. For 
that group, skilled speakers of Arabic took precedence over other believers. 
Those who considered themselves masters of that type of Arabic vigorously 
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patrolled the borders of their group, looking for those whose membership 
was suspect.70

Arab, “Arab,” or non-Arab?

Two stories from al-Khushanī (d. 971), author of the Quḍāt Qurṭubah (The 
Judges of Córdoba), depict the policing of boundaries between Arab and non-
Arab. The first tells the story of the head qāḍī (judge) of Córdoba, Mūsā ibn 
Muḥammad Ibn Ziyād al-Judhāmī, who was appointed by Amīr ‘Abd Allāh 
(r. 888–912).71 Mūsā was descended from Syrian Arabs of the Palestinian 
jund or army division, probably one of the groups that came in with Balj. 
The amīr appointed him as head of police, then as the judge of the appeals 
court, then to the high guard, then to the office of chief qāḍī of Córdoba. 
One of al-Khushanī’s witnesses said that he possessed ḥilm (a quality of 
personal dignity, self-control, and judiciousness), as is shown by his restraint 
when a boorish petitioner threw a legal document at him (one needs to 
imagine large heavy documents with seals).72

Whatever his good qualities, however, Mūsā made mistakes in his Arabic. 
One story circulating among the ‘ulamā’ said that Mūsā was well-mannered 
and urbane, conspicuous in valor and generosity, and dignified, the only 
problem being that he was ignorant when it came to expressing himself ver-
bally. One witness said he talked one day about observing the whole fast of 
Ramaḍān, to the day of al-‘Arafāt. He thus made two ugly mistakes; first, he 
mistakenly believed that there was a day of ‘Arafāt in the month of Ramaḍān 
as there is in the month of pilgrimage (Dhū al-ḥijjah); second, he used the 
definite article “al” before the word “‘Arafāt.”

The remark about Mūsā’s incorrect use of the definite article may seem 
odd at first glance. Native speakers do not normally misuse the definite ar-
ticle. Given that Arabs generally traced genealogy only through the male 
line, and that Arab men commonly married Iberian women, Mūsā’s fam-
ily, although technically Arab, may have included generations of Romance-
speaking relatives. It is also possible that his family were mawālī of the Umay-
yads who had arrived as part of Balj’s army. Still, clientage to the Umayyads 
usually meant close association with Arabs and inclusion as part of the elite, 
so it seems unlikely that he did not speak Arabic as one of his languages 
growing up. Probably the insult means that he did not use proper Classical 
Arabic in speech, but instead used more colloquial forms. Perhaps the usage 
that appears in the ḥadīths, which is “yawm ‘Arafāt,” without the definite 
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article, was a formal usage, and “yawm al-‘Arafāt,” with the article, was used 
more informally; both can be found on the Internet today. The passage goes 
on to say that he made mistakes forming the plural, another indication that 
he was not familiar with Classical Arabic.

The claim that he did not understand the Islamic calendar is more dif-
ficult to interpret. It seems unlikely that a religious scholar would think that 
months other than Dhū al-ḥijjah (the month of pilgrimage) would have a 
Day of ‘Arafāt. The Day of ‘Arafāt is the ninth day of the month and second 
day of the ḥajj (pilgrimage to Mecca), on which the pilgrims spend the day 
in prayer on the Plain of ‘Arafāt outside of Mecca. For Mūsā to believe that 
another month could have a Day of Arafāt would be similar to a Christian 
believing that each month contained a Feast of the Epiphany, not impossible 
but unlikely in someone with a reputation for expertise in religious law. Fur-
ther calling the story into question is the fact that according to al-Khushanī, 
Mūsā himself went on the ḥajj, although it is not clear whether he went 
before or after his alleged mistake.

Whatever Mūsā in fact said or did not say, the combination of the two 
accusations is an interesting one, since the story seems to link together igno-
rance of Arabic and of Islam. In one sentence, he supposedly demonstrated 
that he did not know Arabic grammar and that he did not understand the 
basics of the ḥajj, one of Islam’s five pillars. The criticisms of him also suggest 
that even for someone who was Arab or an Umayyad mawlā, ignorance of 
Classical Arabic precluded full membership in the Cordovan elite.

A similar linkage between knowledge of Arabic and knowledge of Is-
lam appears in another of al-Khushanī’s stories.73 Aslam ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz, 
an Umayyad mawlā who became chief qāḍī for the first time under ‘Abd 
al-Raḥmān III, made an obliquely insulting remark about a possible candi-
date for a judgeship, who according to al-Khushanī was of Iberian parent-
age. While discussing the candidate, Aslam said, “thank God who made me 
one of those who say ‘there is no God but God.’” The main thrust of the 
statement is that his possible successor was not a legitimate Arabic speaker. 
The term al-Khushanī uses to denote the ethnicity of the man’s ancestors, 
“‘ajam,” is a linguistic designation that originally meant people who spoke 
Persian rather than Arabic;74 in al-Andalus, it meant speakers of Romance. 
The phrase in question is also, however, part of the central confession of 
faith in Islam, the shahādah or witnessing: “There is no God but God and 
Muḥammad is his prophet.” Aslam’s criticism implies that the candidate’s 
lack of legitimacy as an Arabic speaker meant that he was not a legitimate 
Muslim either.
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This is perhaps a good place to say more about the definition of the word 
“mawlā.” The term has a variety of uses, and depending on context it can in 
fact have the opposite meanings of either “patron” or “client.”75 Generally 
though it denotes the less powerful party in an unequal relationship between 
two men; women are not characterized as mawālī, although they could be 
members of mawlā families. In the period of the conquests and of Umayyad 
rule in the Middle East the term mawlā referred to a non-Arab and had two 
common meanings: a freedman or a convert to Islam who became a client 
of an Arab tribe, who then held a relatively low status in the tribe. The cat-
egory of mawlā probably emerged from systems of patronage practiced in 
the Roman Middle East.76 The term’s meanings in al-Andalus are varied and 
not always identical to usages in the east. At the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I, 
for example, subordinate branches of an Arab tribe could be referred to as 
the dominant members’ mawālī, in the sense of helpers or confederates, or 
the term could be used simply to designate supporters of the Umayyads who 
had no explicit ties of clientage.77 Most commonly in al-Andalus, however, 
“mawlā” meant either a freedman or the descendant of a convert who had 
become a client of the Umayyads at the time of the conquest or, occasionally, 
of another prominent Arab family. The differences between the two types 
of clientage were immense. A freed slave remained in an inferior position, 
while descendants of mawālī who had converted and become clients of the 
Umayyads were important members of the ruling elite. So while the term 
“mawlā” in the sense of client suggested low status in the east, in al-Andalus 
it meant membership in the khāṣṣah and honorary Arab identity.

In the Middle East up to the time of the Abbasid Revolution, becoming 
a client to an Arab tribe was essential for any non-Arab wishing to convert to 
Islam. Clientage could involve a hijrah, or move from a rural area or a non-
Muslim city to a miṣr, or Muslim military base. Being a mawlā gave legal 
status and protection to a non-Arab, who took on the Arab lineage of his 
patron. In a society in which protection came from the kin-group, the new 
convert had left his behind; as a client his adopted Arab tribe was obligated 
to pay blood money (diyah) should he cause an injury, and the tribe could 
collect diyah if another tribe injured him. That original protective function 
was rendered less important over time as conversion became more common, 
but the tie remained an important one throughout the period of Umayyad 
rule in the Middle East.

Originally mawālī were regarded with contempt, as members of con-
quered peoples. In al-Andalus, however, as has been noted, the term as it 
was applied to a mawlā by conversion denoted high status. Since the Mus-
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lim invaders of al-Andalus lived intermixed with the subject population and 
never established amṣār, and since the majority of invaders were Berbers 
rather than Arabs, the issue of clientage for all converts never emerged; Ibe-
rian converts were muwalladūn, non-Arab Muslims, or ‘ajam, non-Arabic 
speakers, but not mawālī. Individuals like Aslam who claimed clientage ties 
were almost always referring to ties with the early Umayyads, usually un-
dertaken before 711 or shortly after. Some mawālī were early Iberian con-
verts who were important enough to be taken on as Umayyad clients; others 
were members of mawlā families who came over with the first invaders, or 
with Balj’s army, which included large numbers of Umayyad clients. The 
tenth-century scholar and historian Ibn al-Qūṭīyah, for example, claimed 
descent from the Visigothic royal family and traced his family’s clientage 
with the Umayyads back to the caliph ‘Umar I (r. 634–44).78 Clientage with 
the Umayyads gave the client the status of being Arab; whatever the mawlā’s 
literal genealogy, his ancestor took on a new genealogy at the time of conver-
sion and became part of the Arab ruling class.79 Maribel Fierro has demon-
strated that references to mawālī became much less frequent in biographical 
dictionaries by the twelfth century, suggesting that mawlā families simply 
came to be classified as Arabs.80

Arab identity, however flexibly it was defined, continued to be important 
into the period of the caliphate, despite the caliphs’ claims of Islamic as well 
as Arab authority. That identity was based on linguistic ability. It was also 
based on lineage up to a point, but with some flexibility; a family’s ties of 
clientage to the Umayyads and their longstanding identification with Arab 
culture could trump what we think of as genetic identity. In al-Andalus, 
Arab and Muslim identity continued to be equated, as they no longer were 
in Abbasid society. That equating of ethnicity and religion, however, did 
not exist in any simple way, nor was it unchallenged. Ibn Ḥazm is a good 
example of someone who struggled with the question of who was part of the 
community. As author of the Jamharah ansāb al-‘Arab, he celebrates the Arab 
heritage of the Umayyads and their important allies. Even in the Jamharah, 
however, he struggles to reconcile his enthusiasm for sound Arab lineage 
with his belief that the community of Islam is not ethnically divided. In his 
religious works, Ibn Ḥazm defines the community without any reference to 
ethnicity or language as the Islamic ummah, the community of all believers.
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3	 ✦	 Christians and Jews

By the time the caliphate was established in the tenth century, 
an elite had emerged in al-Andalus made up of Arab Muslims. The “Arab” 
part of that identity was fluid, however, and could be extended to those 
who were not Arab in a strictly biological sense. That status of almost-
Arabs included those who were from families of longstanding Umayyad 
clients and muwallads and Berbers who were civil servants, ‘ulamā’ con-
nected to the court, or adībs of Arabic literature and culture. Other groups 
had an ambiguous and sometimes troubled relationship with that elite. 
Because conversion to Islam happened over a period of at least two hun-
dred years, there continued to be, throughout much of the Umayyad pe-
riod, large numbers of Christians in al-Andalus, as well as a Jewish mi-
nority.1 Although a few non-Muslims, particularly educated Jews, could 
claim membership in the ruling group, relations of Christians and Jews 
with the Umayyad regime were at times strained. This chapter will exam-
ine the Umayyad elite’s relationship with non-Muslims and will compare 
the official stance toward nonbelievers as derived from scripture, Muslim 
theology, and Sharī‘ah with the actual treatment of Christians and Jews in 
al-Andalus. I will suggest that relations between the Umayyad regime and 
Christians were particularly volatile, most notably in the ninth century. 
That volatility makes sense given that Christians in the ninth century still 
constituted the largest part of the population that the Umayyads were 
attempting to rule, and that the Christian community was in transition, 
undergoing a period of rapid conversion to Islam.

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



62  ✦  The Most Noble of People

Revised Pages

Christians and Jews in Muslim Scripture

According to Islamic scripture as it was interpreted in the Middle Ages, peo-
ple fell into one of three religious categories. On opposite ends of the spec-
trum were the muslimūn (Muslims), who possessed God’s true and complete 
revelation, and the mushrikūn (polytheists), who were idolaters and therefore 
beyond hope of salvation if they did not embrace Islam. In the middle were 
the ahl al-kitāb (People of the Book), whose beliefs and practices gave them 
the minimal qualifications for salvation: they had a version of scripture, albeit 
not as complete as the Quran, they were monotheists, and they believed in 
prophecy and a last judgment. Which religions qualified for membership in 
the ahl al-kitāb was open to debate, but the Quran and most later authorities 
recognized Christians and Jews as People of the Book.

The way Muslims regarded the ahl al-kitāb in the period under study 
can usefully be divided into three levels. There was what could be called 
Islam’s cosmic view of other monotheists and how they fit into God’s plan, 
as reflected in Muslim scripture, religious polemic, and theology; there was 
the official legal status of Jews and Christians as reflected in Sharī‘ah; and 
finally there was the actual day-to-day, practical treatment of non-Muslims. 
Islam’s cosmic or theological position on People of the Book, particularly 
outside of the Quran, was the harshest, while both Sharī‘ah’s evaluation of 
them and Muslim regimes’ daily treatment of them showed more flexibility 
and tolerance. The status of non-Muslims is clearest in Sharī‘ah, which is not 
surprising given that a major purpose of Islamic law was to define the status 
of various groups in Muslim society. In some respects, Sharī‘ah lumps People 
of the Book together with others who were outside the dominant group of 
free Muslim men; women, children, slaves, and non-Muslims all fell into 
the category of those with diminished legal status. Compared to those other 
categories, however, the scriptural and theological treatment of non-Muslim 
monotheists was less consistent, even within a single text, while the actual 
day-to-day treatment of subordinate groups was subject to the influence of 
individual personalities and the political climate of the moment.

The ambiguity of Islam’s theoretical, scriptural attitude toward non-
Muslim monotheists begins with the Quran, which speaks with two voices 
on the subject of Jews and Christians. Some verses present God’s message in 
universal terms, emphasizing that God sent the same message to Abraham 
and all of his descendants, that is, to Jews, Christians, and Muslims.2 Those 
verses imply a family relationship among all three religions. Q. 2:62 and 5:72 
make the strongest statement of that kinship. 2:62 reads:
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Those who believe, and those who are Jews,
And the Christians and the Sabians,
Whoever believe in God and the last judgment
And do righteous work
Shall have their reward with their Lord.
They have nothing to fear, or to grieve about.3

Here the Quran affirms that it is righteous work and belief in God that make 
one eligible for salvation, not membership in a particular sect.

The Quran reiterates elsewhere the idea that Jews and Christians can be 
saved,4 but other verses condemn the ahl al-kitāb for being unfaithful even to 
their own revelations,5 for wishing ill on Muhammad,6 and for distorting the 
truth of the scripture God sent them.7 In those verses, the Quran speaks of Jews 
and Christians in a second voice, one filled with frustration at those who did not 
recognize Muḥammad’s teachings. Fred Donner addresses the apparent contra-
dictions in the Quran by suggesting that the earliest ummah—Muḥammad’s 
community in Medina, and perhaps the following two generations—included 
Jews and Christians, as well as ḥanīfs (Arabian monotheists who were not Jews 
or Christians, most notably Muḥammad himself).8 The Quranic verses that 
are more positive toward the ahl al-kitāb reflect this early community-building, 
in which what counted was being one of the mu’minūn, the believers, in the 
sense of believing in God, scripture, and the last judgment, and behaving righ-
teously. The term “muslim” referred to anyone who submitted to God’s will, 
not a member of the sectarian group called Islam. In Q. 2:131, for example, God 
asks Abraham to submit, and Abraham replies, “I submit [that is, I become a 
submitter or muslim] to the lord of worlds” (aslamtu bi rabb al-‘ālamīn). The 
more negative verses about the ahl al-kitāb, according to Donner, in some cases 
represent disagreements with specific Jews and Christians, who mocked and re-
jected Muḥammad and his teachings. Q 2:105, for example, says:

Neither those who have not believed (kafarū)
Among the ahl al-kitāb
Nor the polytheists (mushrikūn)
Wish that there be revealed to you anything good from your lord.
But God will bestow his mercy on whom he pleases,
For God possesses enormous grace.

Here the Quran condemns not all Christians and Jews but those who do not 
believe, implying that others are believers. In other negative statements, as 
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in the case of verses that denounce Christian belief in the Trinity,9 the Quran 
elucidates specific theological differences between the older religions and 
Muḥammad’s new teachings. Donner argues, however, that the most influ-
ential verses for early Muslims were those emphasizing community among 
all the believers, whatever their sectarian identity. The theological differences 
became more important later, as the conquests proceeded and the conquer-
ors came to define themselves as a distinct religious (and in part ethnic) 
group; by the time of Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik, that identity had become im-
portant enough that the interior of the Dome of the Rock is decorated with 
early versions of Quranic verses denouncing Christians’ belief in the Trinity 
and in Jesus’s divinity.

Donner’s argument about the Quran also helps explain the attitude of 
the ḥadīths toward Christians and Jews. Generally they accept and build on 
the verses that criticize the ahl al-kitāb and try to position Jews and Chris-
tians as separate from and inferior to Muslims. While the ḥadīths probably 
contain material going back to the Medina community, they were not col-
lected until the mid- to late eighth century. Many reflect the concerns of a 
Muslim minority attempting to rule over large numbers of non-Muslims 
and to establish its own religious identity as separate from theirs. One story 
has Muḥammad saying that Jews and Christians would go to hell if they 
did not accept what he had been sent (the Quran); in other words, they 
must convert to be saved.10 In another story Muḥammad explains that the 
first chapter of the Quran, which says, “Show us the straight path, the way 
of those you have favored, not those who have aroused (your) anger, and 
not those who have gone astray,” refers to the Jews (those with whom God 
is angry) and the Christians (those who have gone astray).11 At their most 
generous, the ḥadīths depict God as having decided to give some reward to 
Jews and Christians, but far more to Muslims:

Narrated ‘Abdullah bin ‘Umar bin Al-Khattab: Allah’s Apostle said, 
“Your example and the example of Jews and Christians is like the ex-
ample of a man who employed some laborers to whom he said, ‘Who 
will work for me up to midday for one Qirat each?’ The Jews carried 
out the work for one Qirat each; and then the Christians carried 
out the work up to the ‘Asr prayer for one Qirat each; and now you 
Muslims are working from the ‘Asr prayer up to sunset for two Qirats 
each. The Jews and Christians got angry and said, ‘We work more 
and are paid less.’ The employer (Allah) asked them, ‘Have I usurped 
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some of your right?’ They replied in the negative. He said, ‘That is My 
Blessing, I bestow upon whomever I wish.’”12

Islamic Religious Polemic in the Middle Ages

Works of religious polemic and theology mostly confirm the more negative 
view of Christians and Jews, and in fact call into question whether Jews and 
Christians have any legitimate place in Islamic society. Theories about People 
of the Book are not uniformly dismissive: the tenth-century philosopher al-
Farābī, who also questioned the superiority of Arabic over other languages, 
wrote that all religions express the same truths and use the same symbols, 
although finally only philosophy can grasp pure truth. Sā‘id al-Andalusī (d. 
1070) praised the scholarly achievements of non-Muslims in pursuit of truth.13 
Other writers are not so kind and, while they explore theological issues, can 
best be characterized as polemicists. Their arguments emphasize three points: 
(1) Islam is true and other religions’ inherently silly beliefs are false. Anyone 
not intent on denying the truth can see these facts plainly. (2) The Quran at 
times suggest that Torah and the New Testament are valid revelations. Chris-
tians and Jews, however, have corrupted their scriptures beyond recognition, 
so that whatever truth the Bible may have contained initially has been lost. (3) 
The Torah and the Gospels, while corrupt, have preserved one truth from their 
original form: they clearly predict the coming of Muḥammad, meaning that 
Christians and Jews have no excuse for rejecting his status as prophet.

Ibn Ḥazm was the most prolific Muslim religious polemicist in al-
Andalus. His Kitāb al-faṣl fī al-milal wa al-ahwā’ wa al-niḥal (The Book of 
the Final Appraisal of the Religious Confessions, Religious Communities, and 
Sects)14 is a formidable combination of religious scholarship and polemic, in 
which he condemns the many groups he considers to be heretics or unbe-
lievers. Those groups include all non-Muslims and, within Islam, those who 
did not support the Umayyad caliphate (Shī‘īs and Khārijīs), those who use 
Greek philosophical models in their theology (Mu‘tazilīs and Ash‘arīs), Sufis, 
and any Muslim who believes religions other than Islam have value. His con-
demnation of Jews and Christians is based on the assertion that Islam is the 
more rational religion, largely because it lacks the illogic of the other two, 
for example the Gospel authors’ insistence on tracing the genealogy of Jesus 
through Joseph, even though God is supposed to be Jesus’s father.15
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According to Ibn Ḥazm, Jews and Christians should recognize the truth 
of the Quran mainly because past generations of their fellow believers have 
corrupted their own scriptures so thoroughly as to render them both unreli-
able and ridiculous. This argument that the Torah and the Gospels have 
been subject to distortion, or taḥrīf, goes back at least to the tenth century 
and cropped up regularly in Muslim polemics thereafter.16 According to al-
Bīrūnī (d. 1048), for example, the fact that there are four versions of the 
Gospels and three versions of Torah (the Hebrew version, the Septuagint, 
and the Samaritan Torah) show that Christians and Jews do not possess a 
stable version of their scripture, as Muslims do with the Quran. Some Mus-
lim polemicists seem to have been aware of the Talmud, which they claim 
was also filled with distortions.17

Ibn Ḥazm demonstrates the principle of taḥrīf by pointing out the errors 
in Torah and the Gospels. In his view, the main problem with Torah in its 
present version, aside from the many obvious inconsistencies and errors of 
fact, is that it violates the principle of the ‘iṣmah or sinlessness of the proph-
ets.18 Here Ibn Ḥazm is drawing on several assumptions in Islamic theology. 
One is that the major male figures in the first five books of the Hebrew Bible 
(or at least the ones that the Quran also recognizes) are all prophets; women 
can receive what Ibn Ḥazm calls prophetic inspiration or nubū’ah, as when 
the angel tells Sarah that she will give birth to a son, but have no prophetic 
mission or risālah.19 A second assumption is that prophets are by defini-
tion people without sin. Finally, the function of scripture is moral instruc-
tion, rather than, say, the recording of a people’s history or the exploration 
of human nature. Given those assumptions, the Hebrew Bible’s painfully 
evocative stories of moral failure—Lot’s drunkenness and incest with his 
daughters, Jacob’s theft of the blessing intended for Esau—can appear to Ibn 
Ḥazm as nothing other than a vulgar practical joke played by earlier Jews on 
their descendants.

The Gospels do not suffer from the introduction of morally questionable 
material to the same degree that Torah does, but they do contain their own 
inconsistencies and absurdities. Ibn Ḥazm regards them as easier to refute 
than Torah. Jews claim that the Torah they have now is God’s word as given 
to Moses, but Christians admit that the Gospels did not come directly from 
a prophet but were written at different times by four different men. Mistakes 
and distortions were therefore likely to be built into the original documents 
rather than being introduced over time as was the case with Torah.20 Mat-
thew, according to Ibn Ḥazm, was the earliest gospel author and a student 
of Jesus; he wrote his gospel in Hebrew nine years after Christ’s ascension. 
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Mark and Luke, who Ibn Ḥazm characterizes as disciples of Peter, wrote their 
gospels more than twenty years after Jesus’s ascension, in Greek. John wrote 
his Gospel in Greek some sixty years after the ascension and also translated 
Matthew into Greek. There was, Ibn Ḥazm says, originally a true revelation 
God gave to Jesus, in the same way that God gave Moses the Torah and later 
would give Muḥammad the Quran.21 Except for a few verses, however, it was 
lost during the three-hundred-year persecution of Christianity. There are 
numerous contradictions between the Gospels, for example, the details of 
Peter’s denial of Jesus, which differ in the four accounts.22 The Gospels also 
depict Jesus as lying. Jesus says that he did not come to change a single letter 
of Torah, yet elsewhere in the gospels he prohibits divorce, which is clearly 
permitted under Jewish law.23 Since Jesus was a prophet, it is absurd to say 
that he was capable of telling a lie, so the text must have been corrupted.

Christians and Jews should be eager to accept Islam because some of 
the few valid revelations still present in Torah and the Gospels prefigure 
the coming of Muḥammad. ‘Alī ibn Rabbān al-Ṭabarī (d. 867), a convert 
from Nestorian Christianity, and Ibn Qutaybah (d. 889) claimed that both 
Jewish and Christian scripture predicted Muḥammad’s mission.24 Ibn Ḥazm 
quotes extensively from al-Ṭabarī in his al-Uṣūl wa al-furū‘. The following 
example25 from that text is an analysis of Dt. 33.2, which reads:

He [Moses] said: The Lord came from Sinai, and dawned from Seir 
upon us; he shone forth from Mount Paran.

Ibn Ḥazm responds by showing that the passage refers to all three Abrahamic 
religions:

It is said in the Torah: God’s revelation came from Mount Sinai, rose 
up from Seir and appeared from the mountains of Paran. The com-
ing of God’s revelation from Mount Sinai is His revealing the exalted 
Torah to Moses, son of Amram on Mount Sinai, according to the 
people of the book and according to us. Similarly, his rising from Seir 
must mean the revelation of the pure Gospel to Jesus, son of Mary; 
the Messiah, now, lived in Seir in the land of Galilee in a village called 
Nazareth; after this name his followers are called naṣārā [Christians, 
literally Nazarenes]. And as God’s rising from Seir must refer to the 
Messiah, so His rise from the mountains of Paran must indicate the 
revelation of the Quran to our lord Muhammad. Paran, now, is a 
mountain near the noble city of Mecca, for it is said in the Torah 
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that Abraham settled Hagar and Ishmael in Paran (cf. Gen. 21.21). 
The Prophet was the one on whom the book was sent down after the 
Messiah; “to appear” and “to rise up” have the same meaning, namely 
to ascend and to become manifest, and is there any religion that has 
manifested itself the way the Islamic religion has?

The passage is typical of Muslim arguments about the prefiguring of Islam 
in the Bible in that it grants the Christian contention that the Hebrew Bible 
contains predictions of Christ’s coming. If that is the case, the Muslim argu-
ment implies, then Christians must in turn recognize that the Bible also pre-
dicts the coming of Muḥammad. Since he is the last and the greatest of the 
prophets, his revelation trumps any preceding revelations, just as Christians 
claim their own revelation supersedes that of Judaism.

The polemic of Ibn Ḥazm and others raises the question of whether the 
People of the Book have any legitimate status in God’s plan. For Ibn Ḥazm, 
at least in his polemical works, his answer comes close to being no.26 He 
makes his argument by emphasizing the Quran’s negative characterization 
of Christians and Jews, ignoring the more inclusive verses such as 2:262, and 
by suggesting that the extent of corruption to which Jews and Christians 
have subjected their scriptures have rendered those texts without value. In 
addition, and despite the distortions, earlier scriptures gave plenty of clues 
as to Muḥammad’s identity.

Ibn Ḥazm also dismisses the idea that Jews and Muslims can be believers 
mu’minūn), that is possessors of faith (īmān), in the section of the Faṣl sub-
titled “The Book of Faith,” or “Kitāb al-īmān.”27 His argument is that faith is 
made up of three parts: belief in the heart (taṣdīq), verbal profession (iqrār), 
and physical works such as prayer and fasting (a‘māl). He rejects the idea 
that Christians and Jews can be said to have īmān just because they believe in 
certain truths, like the existence of God or the last judgment. Since they do 
not follow the physical practices laid out in Islamic law—praying correctly, 
fasting in Ramaḍān, pilgrimage to Mecca, reciting the Quran—they do not 
have īmān. Satan himself believes in God but does not have īmān, because 
he did not perform the work ordered by God. The Quran tells us that God 
ordered him to bow down to Adam, and he refused.28 The only correct path 
to follow is the way of Muḥammad, in all its details. It is not enough to get a 
few things right, as do the Christians and Jews who recognize the divine mis-
sion of Moses or the unity of God, but ignore the rest of Islamic teachings.

Ibn Ḥazm perhaps imagined part of his audience as non-Muslims whose 
religious beliefs he wanted to refute; he may for example have engaged in 
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religious disputation with Samuel Ibn al-Naghrīlah, a Jew who also grew 
up in Córdoba and became an important military leader administrator for 
the Berber regime in Granada after the fall of the Umayyads.29 His primary 
target however appears to be other Muslims who regarded Christianity, Ju-
daism, and Islam as more or less similar religions. In that more ecumenical 
view, all three shared a common set of moral norms that were based on 
natural law, that is, on an inborn moral compass given by God to all human 
beings. Those norms could therefore be defended and understood according 
to the principles of reason. The details of religious ritual were less important, 
since rituals were arbitrary and not based on natural law, and therefore not 
subject to rational analysis. Ibn Ḥazm responds by emphasizing just such 
rituals—what he calls works of the body—as absolutely integral to faith, not 
as a secondary matter, and denies any role for natural law in religion; human 
beings receive both moral and ritual precepts through scripture alone, not 
through reason. By emphasizing the importance of practice he undercuts 
the basis for regarding the three religions as similar and asserts the particu-
lar truth of Islam. He also rejects any claim to equality among the three 
religions, putting Christians and Jews firmly in their place as inferior and 
subordinate groups. It is in fact difficult to find in his polemical works any 
justification for the legally protected status of those religions. The “kitāb al-
īmān” equates the word kāfir (unbeliever, a general term for non-Muslims) 
with the word mushrik, a pagan or idolater.30 Ibn Ḥazm is not the only 
Muslim polemicist to use those words interchangeably; Gerald Hawting has 
suggested that even the Quran employs “mushrik” as a kind of metaphor 
in its polemic against Christians and Jews, meaning not that they literally 
worship idols or multiple gods but that their beliefs are as bad as idolatry.31 
Nevertheless, Ibn Ḥazm clearly intends to question whether People of the 
Book can have any legitimate standing under Islam.

Christians and Jews in Sharī‘ah

Islamic law, which determines the status of subject religious groups, de-
fines the place of Jews and Christians quite differently from the polemicists. 
Monotheists living in the dār al-islām were, until the modern period, clas-
sified as dhimmīs, or protected persons.32 Sharī‘ah regulations pertaining to 
dhimmīs gave them a place within Islamic society that was both secure and 
second class. The exchange upon which the dhimmah, or covenant of pro-
tection, was based was tribute in exchange for safety and limited autonomy. 
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Dhimmīs paid a poll tax, the jizyah, which was not required of Muslims. In 
return, the Muslim authorities guaranteed the safety of non-Muslim mono-
theists in their homes and possessions, allowed them to keep their religion, 
and gave each religious community latitude to run its own affairs. Educa-
tion, internal legal matters, personal status law pertaining to issues such as 
marriage and inheritance, and questions of religious practice were all left 
to dhimmī communities to oversee, provided the community’s actions did 
not impinge on the privileges of Muslims or pose a threat to public order. 
Dhimmīs were also required to identify themselves as non-Muslims by wear-
ing distinctive dress and to acknowledge their inferior status in various ways: 
they were to conduct their religious services discretely and quietly, to refrain 
from building new churches and synagogues (although old ones could be 
repaired), and to give the right-of-way to Muslims when passing them in 
narrow streets. They were also barred from holding positions of authority 
over Muslims, and they could not bear arms. Finally, male dhimmīs were 
forbidden to marry Muslim women, although Muslim men could marry 
dhimmī women.33

Modern scholars have debated whether one can characterize the classical 
Muslim treatment of dhimmīs as religious toleration.34 Often such debates 
are tied up with modern issues of relationships between the Islamic world 
and Israel, or Islam and the West.35 Looked at in the context of the premod-
ern world, however, dhimmī regulations were nothing out of the ordinary. 
The areas conquered by Muslim invaders all had law codes recognizing dif-
fering levels of privileges and obligations for various social groups, or, to 
put it another way, they assigned differing levels of membership in society. 
Sharī‘ah, although it was in some ways more egalitarian than many laws of 
the time—it did not for example recognize any privileged legal status com-
mensurate with that of European nobles—gave full rights only to adult, free, 
Muslim men, and imposed disabilities, often couched in terms of the need 
to offer protection, on women, slaves, and non-Muslims. From the perspec-
tive of modern liberal thought, which rejects the notion of differing legal 
statuses among adults, dhimmī regulations are not truly tolerant. Compared 
with the position of Jews in premodern Christendom, on the other hand, the 
treatment of Jews and Christians in Islamic lands looks rather better. While 
they were not equals with Muslims, Jews and Christians enjoyed protection 
and a clearly defined legal status. Jews in Christian Europe had no fixed legal 
position, no comfortable place in the ideology of Christendom.36 They were 
therefore more subject to random violence and the whims of rulers.

It is surprisingly difficult to work out how and when Muslim regula-
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tions for subject religious groups developed. The initial conquests after 
Muḥammad’s death brought Arabs into contact with Sasanian and Byzan-
tine law, which were important sources of influence. By the late sixth cen-
tury, the Sasanian government, while promoting Zoroastrianism as the state 
religion, allowed Jews, Nestorian Christians, and Monophysite Christians 
to function as largely autonomous communities; each group was subject 
to its own religious law and paid a poll tax, supposedly in exchange for 
military protection.37 Byzantine law as it pertained to the empire’s Jewish 
minority also helped shape the concept of the dhimmah.38 By the time of 
Justinian, Jews suffered legal disabilities but were still entitled to protection 
under the law; pagans and those the emperor deemed heretics, by contrast, 
were not. Synagogues were protected by imperial authority, Jewish courts 
were given recognition for internal legal affairs, and Jews retained the right 
to follow their religion and perform all relevant rituals, including circumci-
sion and the celebration of religious holidays. All civil and military positions 
of authority were however closed to Jews. They could not preach their reli-
gion to non-Jews or circumcise anyone not born Jewish, were forbidden to 
own Christian slaves, and could not build new synagogues; old ones could 
however be repaired. Marriage between Christians and Jews was prohibited 
under Justinian’s code,39 although it is possible that only marriages between 
Jewish men and Christian women were prosecuted.40 Dhimmī regulations 
borrowed in obvious ways from these earlier models.

The earliest systematic treatment of dhimmī law in Islam is Ibn Qayyim 
al-Jawzīyah’s Aḥkām ahl al-dhimma from the fourteenth century.41 Before 
then we have only limited written Islamic sources. The Quran and ḥadīths—
although the Quran in particular contains extensive material about the theo-
logical place of Christians and Jews—make only occasional references to 
specific rules regulating relationships with dhimmīs. The canonical ḥadīth 
collections, which divide ḥadīths by subjects such as marriage, divorce, 
prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage, do not contain sections devoted specifi-
cally to non-Muslims. The four Sunni Islamic madhhabs, founded in the 
late eighth century by the jurists al-Shāfi‘ī, Abū Hanīfah, Ibn Ḥanbal, and 
Mālik, respectively, offer scattered references to dhimmīs but no unified 
code. Compared to many other parts of Sharī‘ah, dhimmī regulations de-
veloped from a limited scriptural basis and in response to the local laws and 
customs of the conquered territories.

Diplomatic documents do give some information about the early treat-
ment of non-Muslims. Although most probably come from the postcon-
quest period, they may contain seventh- and early eighth-century material. 
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The Covenant of ‘Umar purports to date from the period of Caliph ‘Umar 
I (r. 634–44), and elements of it probably do go back to that time. The 
Covenant shares characteristics with other capitulation agreements purport-
ing to be from that early period; like a number of other documents, for 
example, the Covenant prohibits the subject people from sheltering enemies 
of the Muslims, and it enjoins them to pay tribute and to quarter and feed 
Muslims for three days.42 It also states that non-Muslims may not imitate 
the dress of Muslims, a regulation intended to support the distinctive status 
of the conquerors.43 It seems likely, however, that the full document dates 
from considerably later than the time of ‘Umar, and that many of the details 
of the text reflect a gradual working out of the rules.44 Versions of other 
capitulation agreements come from ninth-century historians but may also 
contain earlier material.45 Those agreements invoke the rules of the classical 
dhimmah contract only on occasion—many, for example, do not mention 
jizyah—and, like the Pact of ‘Umar, seem more concerned with promises 
from the subject population to help equip and quarter Muslim troops. While 
such early agreements certainly influenced later law pertaining to dhimmīs, 
it is clear that the classical rules of the dhimmah evolved only gradually, 
and that early practice was inconsistent. Even the basic transaction of the 
dhimmah—non-Muslims pay tribute in exchange for protection—was not 
consistently enforced. At the time of ‘Umar I, it was unclear whether Chris-
tian Arabs should pay jizyah or be exempt because of their ethnic identity, 
suggesting that the question of whether one’s legal standing was based on re-
ligion or ethnicity was still to be determined.46 Even by the time of Umar II 
(r. 717–20), the status of converts was unclear, and many non-Arab converts 
to Islam still paid jizyah.47

Al-Andalus, unlike most Muslim lands, did not go directly from imperial 
to Muslim control, but was ruled by the Visigoths at the time of the con-
quest. Germanic law, however, does not appear to have had a direct impact 
on the treatment of dhimmīs. Visigothic and Frankish law adapted some 
Roman laws concerning Jews that also found their way into dhimmī regu-
lations.48 In Frankish Gaul, building new synagogues was prohibited, and 
Jews were not allowed to proselytize. They could generally not own Chris-
tian slaves, although that regulation varied by time and place. Intermarriage 
was forbidden. Jews were banned from any office in which they would hold 
authority over Christians. More than Roman law, however, Germanic law 
focused on maintaining boundaries between Jews and Christians. Christians 
could not eat with Jews and were not to celebrate the Jewish Sabbath or 
work on Sundays. Christians could not associate with Jews during Holy 
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Week. The regulations against mixing suggest that Jews and Christians were 
in fact in regular social contact, and that Church and royal authorities feared 
the influence of Judaism as a threat to Christian orthodoxy.

Visigothic law contained many of the same features, including the pro-
hibition against intermarriage,49 but added regulations that were far more 
hostile toward Jews than those of the Frankish system. At various times 
Visigothic law prohibited basic Jewish observations such as circumcision, 
celebrating Passover, or separating meat and dairy products. Starting with 
King Sisebut (r. 612–21), the Visigothic monarchy also periodically ordered 
that all Jews either convert to Christianity or be expelled from the kingdom.

It is not clear why the Visigoths, in contrast to the Franks and other 
Germanic groups, were so hostile to Jews. Various theories have been put 
forward, some emphasizing the monarchy’s political and economic mo-
tives.50 For whatever reason, a key aspect of Visigothic ideology, particularly 
after the Visigothic leaders converted from Arianism to Catholicism and 
developed a strong alliance with the Catholic Church, was the building of 
a purely Christian society, making the Visigoths ahead of their time in their 
vision of a pure Christendom and their willingness to persecute Jews to get 
it. Also impossible to know is how much influence their laws actually had, or 
to what extent they represented the views of the subject population, particu-
larly in Spain’s Romanized cities.51 In a premodern society in which rulers 
had limited influence, it is uncertain how a rule like the prohibition against 
separating meat and dairy could be enforced. The Inquisition in late medi-
eval Spain could enforce such regulations for Jewish converts to Christianity 
only through a haphazard system of neighbors informing on each other, but 
there is no evidence of even such an imperfect mechanism at work in the 
early Middle Ages. Like much early medieval law, Visigothic anti-Jewish 
legislation can perhaps best be seen as the regime’s mission statement rather 
than as a reflection of reality. In any event, the legislation does not appear to 
have had any influence on rules for dhimmīs in al-Andalus.

Rules regulating marriage among dhimmīs and between dhimmīs and 
Muslims provide an exception to the lack of early sources for dhimmī regula-
tions. Marriage regulations will be covered in some detail in chapter 4, but it 
should be noted in the current context that legal opinions regarding dhimmī 
marriages and interfaith marriages are numerous in the early work of all four 
madhhabs and, like all dhimmī regulations, give Jews and Christians limited 
autonomy while emphasizing the superiority of Muslims.52 All of the found-
ing jurists except for Mālik recognize the legitimacy of Christian and Jewish 
marriages; Mālik classifies them as a form of concubinage, but one the Mus-

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



74  ✦  The Most Noble of People

Revised Pages

lim state should tolerate.53 All four madhhabs allow a Muslim man to marry 
a dhimmī woman and to sleep with Christian or Jewish slave women, but 
they strictly prohibit a dhimmī man from marrying a Muslim woman (and 
since dhimmīs cannot keep Muslim slaves, the opportunity for a dhimmī 
male to sleep with a female Muslim slave should never arise). These rules are 
perhaps connected with Arab ideas of female endogamy—we marry your 
women but do not give you ours—but also represents the power gradient in 
a male-centered society in which women are in part commodities: men in 
the dominant group have sexual access to the women of subordinate groups, 
but not the other way around.54

Outside of rules concerning marriage, which appear in the foundational 
legal works, there is no early set of texts one can look to as a model for the 
dhimmah, with the exception of Roman and Sasanian law codes. Whether 
or not the conquerors had direct access to those codes, one can imagine that 
in Byzantine and Sasanian areas the religious leaders who negotiated with 
the conquerors, and then became mediators between their communities and 
the Muslim rulers, taught them how to treat embedded religious communi-
ties according to preconquest practices.55 That process, along with the scat-
tered references to non-Muslims in the Quran, ḥadīths, and early works of 
jurisprudence, formed the basis of the classical system. Al-Andalus imported 
that system from the East, without original contributions to dhimmī regula-
tions from the Visigothic codes.

Christians and Jews: The Practical Reality

The actual experience of Christians and Jews in al-Andalus bore some rela-
tionship to the legal and theological place of dhimmīs in Islamic society, but 
only up to a point. Although many parts of Islamic law came to have practi-
cal influence on the lives of Muslims in al-Andalus, for example in the area 
of inheritance and property rights for women, dhimmī law in al-Andalus 
and indeed throughout the Muslim world always remained a statement of 
Muslim society’s ideals rather than a reflection of its realities. Particularly 
before the majority of the population converted to Islam, the question of 
Muslim society’s relationship with non-Muslims in the population was ob-
viously of great importance. Treatment of dhimmīs, however, was inconsis-
tent, and Sharī‘ah regulations were imposed unevenly. Some were almost 
never enforced. It was for example common before the modern period for 
non-Muslims to serve in Islamic governments, despite the supposed prohi-
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bition against dhimmīs having power over Muslims. Other rules, like those 
pertaining to dress, were upheld only occasionally; some devout Christians 
in ninth-century Córdoba criticized Christians who dressed like Muslims, 
suggesting that dhimmīs did not consistently follow the rules.56 Only the 
collection of jizyah and the prohibition against a non-Muslim man marry-
ing a Muslim woman seem to have been regularly enforced.

The evidence from al-Andalus, such as it is, bears out that pattern of 
inconsistent enforcement. Sources for the treatment of non-Muslims in al-
Andalus present problems, first because they are limited and second because 
the type of available information about Christians is different from that for 
Jews. The evidence concerning Jews is largely biographical and consists of 
examples of Jews who became prominent in government, the military, and 
as scholars. Information about prominent individual Christians is also avail-
able, but there is additional evidence for the broader Christian community, 
at least in and around Córdoba, that does not exist for Jews. The years for 
which we have information about Jews and Christians during the Umayyad 
period are also different; most evidence for Christians pertains to the ninth 
century, while Jews appear in the sources as socially prominent figures only 
beginning in the second half of the tenth century. Those differences in the 
type and the chronology of sources for the two groups make it difficult to 
compare their treatment.

The way information about Jews and Christians is distributed is partly 
a matter of which sources happened to survive. The distribution does how-
ever make some sense if one looks at the social history of al-Andalus. At the 
time of the conquest, Christians formed the bulk of the subject popula-
tion. It is natural, therefore, that they feature in sources pertaining to the 
ninth century, when the Umayyads were still establishing power over their 
territory. There is by contrast very limited evidence of large Christian com-
munities by the end of the eleventh century. That lack of evidence by itself 
is not meaningful, but taken in combination with Bulliet’s theory about 
conversion rates and the evidence for emigration of Christians to the Chris-
tian kingdoms in the north, there are grounds to believe that the Christian 
population was greatly diminished by the 1000s,57 with the exception of 
the area around Toledo.58 While there are stories of prominent Christians 
at the court of the ninth-century Umayyads, there are fewer for the period 
of the late Umayyads or of the Taifa kingdoms. Jews, however, as a minor-
ity population, were not under as much pressure to convert, and Spanish 
Christian kingdoms did not invite them to immigrate. They continued as a 
distinct group through the late Umayyad and the Taifa periods. For reasons 
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that will be explored presently, they were connected to the Muslim scholarly 
community and thus took part in the cultural flourishing of the tenth and 
eleventh centuries.

Let us look now in more detail at the surviving evidence for dhimmīs in 
al-Andalus. As usual, we have limited information for the eighth century, 
but the sources do consistently suggest that most of the Iberian Peninsula 
submitted to the Muslim armies and agreed to capitulation treaties similar 
to those employed in the Middle East; the pact (‘ahd) with Tudmir, for 
example, called for its inhabitants to pay tribute and to refrain from aiding 
enemies of the Muslims, in exchange for which the Muslims would protect 
their lives and property and allow them to keep their religion.59 By the ninth 
century the Umayyads had developed an administrative structure for the 
Christian community—that is, for the vast majority of their subjects—that 
included a number of officials, such as the Count (qūmis) who oversaw the 
region, the head judge (qāḍī al-‘ajam), and various tax collectors.60 All were 
probably appointed by the Muslim ruler, with varying degrees of consent 
from the community. Bishops were also appointed by, or at least with the 
consent of, the ruler and were responsible for ensuring the good behavior of 
Christians under their jurisdiction.

References in the sources to ninth-century Christian officials usually 
present them as controversial among the Muslim population, the Christian 
population, or both. The Christian Count Rabī‘ ibn Theodolfo served as 
chief of the personal guard of Amīr al-Ḥakam I (r. 796–822) and was also in 
charge of tax collection in Córdoba.61 Rabī‘ was unpopular with Christians 
and Muslims alike, and his prominent role in the amīr’s regime, in addition 
to al-Ḥakam’s violent suppression of dissent, fueled a major revolt in one of 
the Cordovan suburbs. Al-Ḥakam responded by killing large numbers of the 
rebels (Muslims and Christians), then destroying the suburb and exiling its 
inhabitants. He also eventually had Rabī‘ crucified as a concession to the 
protesters.

Christian officials continued to be controversial figures later in the cen-
tury. Samson, abbot of the monastery of Pinna Melaria, describes a number 
of such officials active around the middle of the ninth century in his Apologe-
ticus.62 As the title suggests, Samson’s work is a polemical one, written specif-
ically to condemn Christians who worked for the Muslim government. It is 
an important source for the activities of Christians within the Umayyad ad-
ministration. Samson had at one time been associated with the court himself 
and had translated letters from the amīr to the king of France from Arabic to 
Latin, a type of job commonly entrusted to bilingual Christians.63 Samson 
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was however accused of passing military secrets to the Franks and was dis-
missed from court. At or near the same time he was accused of blasphemy 
by a fellow Christian, Bishop Hostegesis of Malaga, and was brought up on 
charges before a Church council in 862. Samson characterizes Hostegesis as 
a close associate of the Umayyads. Not surprisingly, given the bishop’s ac-
cusations against him, and Samson’s forced exile from government service, 
he devotes considerable space in the Apologeticus to denouncing Hostegesis 
and other Christians he sees as too closely connected with the Muslim court. 
He treats Hostegesis as a collaborator with an enemy occupying force, saying 
that the bishop took a census of Christians in his diocese and turned them 
over to the court to be used as tax rolls, and on one occasion missed vespers 
because he was waiting to meet with an important courtier of the amīr. Al-
though Samson treats both these pieces of information as outrages, collect-
ing tax information and waiting on the pleasure of important administrators 
were doubtless normal activities for a bishop under Islamic rule.

Three relatives of Hostegesis were also figures at court: his father, Avurnus, 
who had converted to Islam; an unnamed uncle who was a former bishop 
of Granada; and Servandus, a relative of Hostegesis by marriage. Samson 
accuses them, as well as other Christian or recent converts to Islam at court, 
of various immoral deeds, including stealing from the Christian commu-
nity, constant drunkenness, and engaging in sexual relations with the palace 
eunuchs. Looking beyond Samson’s overwrought polemical tone, we see in 
Hostegesis and his relatives a family that had gravitated toward government 
service and become assimilated to the urbane, or corrupt (depending on 
one’s point of view), culture of ninth-century Islamic courts.64 Such families 
of civil servants, Christians or recent converts to Islam, were also fixtures of 
the Abbasid administration in the East, for example the Nestorian Christian 
Banū Jarrah family.65 Whether or not Hostegesis’s relatives actually had sex 
with eunuchs, Samson’s accusation is a way of saying that they were part of 
an elite court culture that he had turned against.

Another family of civil servants was headed up by the Christian scribe 
Qūmis ibn Antonian ibn Julian,66 whose son ‘Umar and nephew ‘Abd Allāh 
also went into government service. Ibn Antonian was an important figure 
at court under the rule of Muḥammad I (r. 852–86) and was known for his 
eloquence in both Arabic and Latin, skills that allowed him to write diplo-
matic letters for the government. He had the distinction of being the first 
important administrator to take Sunday off from work, so that he could go 
to church, and under his influence it became common for civil servants of 
all religions to take that day off.67 After the death of ‘Abd Allāh ibn Umayyah 
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ibn Yazīd, who was head secretary of the civil service,68 the amīr said that 
if only Ibn Antonian were a Muslim, he would want no one else to replace 
‘Abd Allāh. When Ibn Antonian heard what Muḥammad said, he converted 
and became head secretary.

Many people were offended by his advancement, particularly the power-
ful administrator and military leader Hāshim ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz.69 Hāshim, 
who prided himself on his heritage as a mawlā of the Umayyads, disliked 
the idea of a dhimmī or muwallad outranking Arabs; the term he uses for 
those more deserving men is “rijāl al-ajnād,” literally “men of the armies,” 
by which he meant men from Arab and mawālī families who were officially 
registered in the dīwān system. He and others accused Ibn Antonian of fab-
ricating his conversion to Islam while continuing to live as a Christian—a 
charge amounting to apostasy, which was punishable by death—and of vari-
ous other crimes. The constant hounding may have contributed to Ibn An-
tonian’s death soon after his promotion. After Ibn Antonian died, Hāshim 
found witnesses to testify before the qāḍī that he had died a Christian and 
that his property should go to the state treasury rather than to his family, 
since an apostate cannot transmit property.70 The qāḍī, however, ruled that 
there was no evidence to support Hāshim’s claim and allowed Ibn Antonian’s 
family to inherit his estate. His heirs, who are not specified, would also have 
had to be Muslims to inherit,71 suggesting that at least some members of Ibn 
Antonian’s family also converted when he did, or before. His son’s name, 
‘Umar, is clearly Muslim.

The stories of Ibn Antonian and of the courtiers Abbot Samson de-
scribes, some of whom had decidedly uncomfortable relations with the 
Christian community, their Muslim colleagues and superiors, or both, took 
place in the context of a mid-ninth-century Christian protest movement 
against Muslim rule, sometimes called the voluntary martyrs’ movement.72 
Between 850 and 859, Sharī‘ah courts in Córdoba ordered the execution 
of forty-eight Christian men and women, mostly on the charge that they 
made insulting remarks about Islam or the Prophet Muḥammad. Some, in 
spite of their hostility to Islam, had in the past been connected with the 
Umayyad court. A handful were executed for apostasy because they were 
children of one or more Muslim parent (usually a Muslim father and Chris-
tian mother), making them legally Muslim, yet claimed publically that they 
were Christian. Such families probably reflect the fact that Christians were 
beginning to convert to Islam in increasing numbers, but that male converts 
still married within their former community. The martyrs actively sought 
execution, often by walking into a mosque and denouncing Muḥammad 
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as a false prophet or adulterer. Those who had a Muslim father had only to 
make a public declaration of their Christianity, or attend church openly, to 
draw charges of apostasy.

Since I have written about this movement elsewhere I will not go into 
detail about it here, but a few points will help clarify the position of ninth-
century Christians in the civil service. The martyrs’ movement was a small 
movement that mostly represented the interests of a particular group of 
clergy, and of men and women who lived at or were associated with Cordo-
van monasteries. They saw Muslim rule as a profound crisis for Christian-
ity, something to be vigorously resisted rather than accommodated. Some 
scholars have overestimated the martyrs’ importance; Simonet, for example, 
took them as evidence of broad Christian resistance to Muslim rule, while 
in fact most Christians seem to have regarded the martyrs as dangerous 
troublemakers who were undermining relations with the Muslim authori-
ties. Although the movement was small, and strongly associated with local 
monasteries, it drew in people with ties to Muslims. As we have seen, Ab-
bot Samson, who was an advocate of the martyrs, at one point worked for 
the Umayyad administration. The martyrs included a member of the amīr’s 
guard and a former exceptor rei publicae, or tax collector, in charge of taxa-
tion of Christians.73 The priest Eulogius, the leader and main chronicler of 
the movement, had Muslim friends at court.74 Other martyrs came from 
Muslim or partially Muslim families and were often denounced to the au-
thorities as apostates by their own relatives.

Despite the limited support the movement received from Christians, it 
disrupted the Christian community as well as relations between Christians 
and the Umayyad state. Christians were divided between the minority who 
defended the martyrs and the majority who opposed them, and, among 
Christian leaders, between the martyrs’ supporters and those who continued 
to work for the Umayyads. Samson’s Apologeticus is evidence of how deeply 
some of those hostilities ran. The Muslim authorities saw the movement 
as a serious threat, perhaps because it involved some former officials, and 
because it uncovered the instability of families in the process of conversion. 
People who are willing to die to make a point are, under any circumstances, 
unsettling. Muḥammad I retaliated by arresting clerics, including the bishop 
of Córdoba, whom he regarded as responsible for the behavior of his com-
munity, dismissing Christians (but not Jews) from administrative posts, and 
destroying churches and monasteries built since the Muslim invasion.75 The 
latter two measures were required by Sharī‘ah anyway but were not common 
practice. The execution of fewer than fifty people over the course of nine 
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years does not constitute a mass movement. The movement did however 
inspire Muslim distrust of Christians; Ibn Antonian, despite his high rank, 
ultimately fell victim to the Muslim suspicion of Christians and of converts 
that the movement provoked. Mikel de Epalza argues that the decline of the 
Christian Church in much of al-Andalus had to do less with the phenom-
enon of active conversion to Islam than with the Muslim government’s lack 
of interest in establishing and maintaining enough bishoprics to keep the 
Church running.76 The martyrs’ movement was probably a factor in that 
decline in government support.

According to the Vita Johannis Abbatis Gorziensis, both Christians and 
Jews were still working for the Umayyads when John arrived in Córdoba in 
953 as an envoy from Otto I of Germany to ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III. John’s mis-
sion was to deliver certain letters to the caliph, but there was concern among 
administrators at the palace that the letters contained material that would 
offend the caliph, including denunciations of Islam;77 ‘Abd al-Raḥmān had 
apparently made insulting remarks about Christianity in letters to Otto 
I, and Otto was now settling the score. Jewish and Muslim civil servants 
visited John and his delegation to brief them on local customs, and also 
to talk John out of delivering the potentially inflammatory letters.78 John, 
Bishop of Córdoba, told John of Gorze that if the letters angered the caliph, 
he might retaliate against Christians under his rule. John of Gorze, who 
according to his biographer came to Córdoba specifically to be martyred,79 
was unimpressed and refused to give up the letters. He berated Bishop John 
for being lukewarm in his faith, particularly because he was circumcised 
and followed Islamic food laws.80 Bishop John explained that Christians 
had to make compromises to survive. Finally the caliph decided to send an 
ambassador to Otto I asking him to withdraw the letters. The ambassador 
was Recemundus, a Christian civil servant fluent in Arabic and Latin.81 
In exchange for various gifts from the caliph, including the bishopric of 
Granada, Recemundus agreed to take on the assignment, and succeeded in 
convincing Otto I to instruct John not to deliver the letters. John’s mission 
having been discharged, he and his entourage were feted at the palace and 
sent back to Germany.

In addition to the information John’s biographer offers, there are a few 
records about Christians for the tenth century. Sources tell us of a handful 
of tenth-century Christians executed under similar circumstances to those 
of the ninth-century martyrs of Córdoba. The head qāḍī of Córdoba ques-
tioned a Christian in 920 who was guilty of denouncing Islam and probably 
ordered his execution.82 A Christian inscription refers to the martyrdom of 
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a woman named Eugenia in 923.83 A Christian named Vulfura, along with 
another woman named Argentea, who was probably the daughter of the 
muwallad rebel ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn, were executed in 931.84 We also know 
that the ḥājib (chamberlain) al-Manṣūr, who ruled as a regent for the Umay-
yads during the last part of the tenth century, used Christians in his army 
and paid them well;85 the army by this time was made up of slave troops and 
mercenaries rather than Arabs and their clients. The picture these limited 
sources offer is of a continuing Christian presence in the administration; 
Recemundus had a lengthy career at court and went on to be an ambassador 
to the Byzantine Empire. It appears though that tensions also continued. 
The churchmen and administrators who met with John of Gorze may have 
exaggerated the threat John’s letters posed to Cordovan Christians; at one 
point John was told that the entire Christian community might be killed 
if ‘Abd al-Raḥmān read the letters, a claim that would have appeared far-
fetched to anyone familiar with the dhimmī system or with the nature of 
the Umayyads’ tax base. Still, the issuance of the threat and the occasional 
flair-up of martyrdoms suggest that harmony did not always prevail.

For the Jewish community as a whole in the Umayyad period we have 
even less information available than for Christians. The sources do however 
give a picture of several Jewish administrators and scholars who became part 
of the Umayyad elite.86 While much of what is known as the Golden Age 
of Jewish letters in Iberia happened after the Umayyad period, in the later 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, its origins go back to the tenth and early elev-
enth century. The Jewish administrator Ḥasday ibn Shapruṭ (915–70) served 
under ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III as the Umayyad-appointed head of the Jewish 
community, as a court physician, and as a diplomat, undertaking missions to 
the Byzantine Empire and Christian Spain. He also, with the help of Greek-
speaking scholars from the Byzantine Empire and Sicily, translated a major 
Greek medical work, the De materia medica of Dioscorides, into Arabic.

A devotee of Hebrew letters as well as Arabic, Ḥasday became patron 
to the poet Dūnash ibn Labrāṭ (920–90). Dūnash was among the earliest 
of the Jewish poets in al-Andalus (to which he came from Baghdad by way 
of North Africa) to write secular poetry in Hebrew; Jews in both Muslim 
and Christian lands had a long tradition of writing religious poems, or 
piyyuṭim, in Hebrew, but Hebrew was not widely used for poetry that did 
not have a religious theme. Dūnash also introduced elements from Arabic 
poetry into his own Hebrew compositions. For example, he appropriated 
the muwashshaḥah, a form of poetry normally written in Classical Arabic, 
and adapted it to Hebrew.87 An important Jewish literary figure at the end of 
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the Umayyad period and the beginning of the Taifa kingdoms was Samuel 
Ibn Naghrīlah (993–1056), mentioned above, who became head of admin-
istration and a military leader under the Taifa king of Granada. In addition 
to being a key administrator, he was a scholar, writing Hebrew poetry, a He-
brew lexicon, various religious commentaries, and religious polemic. Later 
well-known Jewish scholars in al-Andalus included the courtier and poet 
Solomon Ibn Gabirol (1021–53 or 1058); the poet and scholar of Hebrew and 
Arabic poetics Moses ibn Ezra (ca. 1055–1138); the poet, philosopher, and 
physician Judah ha-Levi (ca. 1065–1141); and, of course, Maimonides (ca. 
1137–1204).

Two observations can be made about the tradition of Jewish scholarship 
and government service going back to Ḥasday ibn Shaprūṭ and Dūnash ibn 
Labrāṭ. The presence of Jewish courtiers confirms what we know from the 
Vita Johannis Gorziensis: that Jews as well as Christians held positions in 
Umayyad administration, and that they could serve important roles as civil 
servants and diplomats, as we see in the cases of Ḥasday and Recemun-
dus. In other ways, though, the experience of Jews and Christians at the 
Umayyad court diverged from one another in the ninth century. Jews in 
al-Andalus developed a bilingual, Arabic and Hebrew, literary culture that 
both maintained Jewish cultural distinctiveness and incorporated the tradi-
tions of Classical Arabic, making educated Jews part of the dominant culture 
defined by Arabic literacy. In contrast, there is no evidence that Christians 
developed anything like that hybrid literary culture.

Hebrew ceased to be a common vernacular language in the second cen-
tury CE, when Aramaic became the dominant spoken language among Jews 
in the Middle East.88 Biblical Hebrew, however, and a modified Second 
Temple version of it, known as Rabbinic or Mishnaic Hebrew (in recogni-
tion of the fact that the oral law or Mishnah was eventually committed to 
writing in this type of Hebrew), were still used in Jewish education. After 
the Muslim invasions, Jews continued to use various styles of Hebrew, some 
more similar to Biblical Hebrew and some to Rabbinic Hebrew, for writing; 
merchants and other travelers may also have used Hebrew as a common 
spoken language.89 Jewish education throughout Islamic and Christian lands 
probably followed a pattern established in the late ancient world. Boys were 
taught basic religious practices and Hebrew prayers at home. Around age 
four to six they began school, learning Biblical Hebrew and reading the 
Bible. At age ten they began studying Mishnah, then Talmud at age thirteen. 
At fifteen boys either left school or began study in an advanced academy or 
Yeshiva; a Yeshiva was most likely established in Córdoba in the tenth cen-
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tury.90 In the years after the conquests, Jews in Islamic lands developed a pat-
tern of using both Hebrew and Arabic as written languages. Sa’adiyah ben 
Yosef, for example (892–942), who was Gaon or head of a Talmudic academy 
in Iraq, used a modified form of Biblical Hebrew for religious poetry, while 
writing philosophical treatises in Arabic.91

It was in al-Andalus, however, that a multilingual Jewish culture really 
flourished, beginning in the tenth century. In al-Andalus, advanced study 
for Jews also included the study of Arabic language, and of philosophy and 
science written in Arabic. Elaine Miller describes the Jewish community 
of al-Andalus as displaying multiglossia,92 a variant of the more common 
term “diglossia.” Generally “diglossia” describes language patterns among 
groups who use a high version of a language for writing and for speaking in 
formal settings and a low (in terms of the social prestige it carries) version 
of the same language for day-to-day speech; I used “diglossia” in chapter 2 
in connection with Arabic speakers who switch between Classical and col-
loquial depending on the circumstances. The linguistic situation of Jews in 
al-Andalus was however more complicated than diglossia. Jews used a vari-
ety of languages as “high,” namely Biblical Hebrew, Rabbinic Hebrew, and 
Middle Arabic. Colloquial Arabic and Romance were the “low” or spoken 
languages. Their use of high languages was mostly determined by genre. 
Poetry, both secular and religious, was in Hebrew. Scriptural exegesis also 
employed Hebrew. Prose works on philosophy, science, theology, and even 
works on Hebrew linguistics and grammar were in Arabic, although there 
were exceptions; some tenth-century works on Hebrew grammar were 
written in Hebrew, while Maimonides wrote his Mishnah Torah in Rab-
binic Hebrew.93

Norman Roth and others have characterized the revival of Hebrew in 
al-Andalus as a response to the Muslim elevation of Arabic as an ideal liter-
ary language and a marker of social status. And in fact the rejection among 
Jewish poets of Rabbinic in favor of Biblical Hebrew, the Jewish parallel to 
Classical Arabic, as well as the intense interest in establishing a grammar and 
linguistics of Hebrew suggest an attempt to build a high literary cultural 
parallel to but independent of Classical Arabic and Arab identity. Samuel 
Ibn Naghrīlah emphasized his illustrious descent from the Levites, while a 
character in one of Judah ha-Levi’s works (written in the twelfth century, 
well after the Umayyad period) described Hebrew as the best of languages, 
although somewhat deteriorated on account of the Jews’ exile, and as the 
original language of Adam and Eve.94 Both claims seem to be responses to 
assertions of Arab linguistic and genealogical superiority. On the other hand, 
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some parts of this Jewish literary flowering can be best described as appro-
priations of Arabic high culture rather than a challenge to it. It is true that 
Jews never adopted the ornate language of Classical Arabic, instead writing 
their poetry in Hebrew and their prose in Middle Arabic. Their secular He-
brew poetry, however, employed Arabic verse forms, and their scientific and 
philosophic scholarship was written in Arabic and was influenced by Arabic 
sources. The result was a new Jewish high culture in al-Andalus that was in 
some ways independent of the dominant Arab-Islamic culture but in other 
ways firmly tied to it.

By the tenth century Jews had begun to develop a place at the Umayyad 
court that would over time make them a more integral part of the Muslim 
court and administration than Christians ever were. Jewish administrators 
in the late Umayyad and Taifa periods continued to suffer from the same 
insecurities all dhimmī civil servants were subject to, since their positions 
of authority were finally not legitimate under Sharī‘ah; some Muslims ques-
tioned the right of Samuel Ibn Naghrīlah to hold high office, particularly 
after he was accused of writing polemic critical of the Quran,95 and his son 
Yūsuf, also an administrator, was forced to flee Granada in the wake of anti-
Jewish riots.96 Some of the credit for the pogrom in Granada goes to the 
Arab poet and faqīh Abū Isḥāq (d. 1066), who wrote poems denouncing 
Ibn Naghrīlah and Jews in general, calling them unbelievers and apes who 
should be among the lowest of the low, but who instead rule over Muslims.97 
In spite of the incident in Granada, though, Jews seem to have become the 
favored group among the dhimmah; from the tenth century on, there are 
no reports of Christians who commanded the power and respect of Ibn 
Naghrīlah in Granada. For the purposes of our inquiry into dhimmī status 
in al-Andalus, the important question is why Jews succeeded in carving out 
a place (however risky) for themselves in the Muslim elite, both politically 
and culturally, while Christians did not.

There are certainly cultural and religious factors one can point to in ex-
plaining why Jews in al-Andalus ultimately had more access to elite status 
than Christians. Jews under Islam, starting in Iraq, had begun using Arabic 
as a scholarly language as early as the ninth century, setting a precedent 
for later scholars in al-Andalus. Hebrew and Arabic are related languages; 
thus it was easier for Jews to adapt Arabic poetic forms to Hebrew than for 
Christians to have done so to Latin. With its unambiguous commitment to 
monotheism and well-defined religious law code, Judaism is in its theology 
and practice closer to Islam than Christianity is, perhaps making it easier for 
Jews and Muslims to study together. Cultural and religious reasons, how-
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ever, do not fully explain why Jewish courtiers succeeded where Christians 
failed; it does not explain why a Christian like Ibn Antonian, an admired 
figure at court and a master of both Arabic and Latin, could not have be-
gun a tradition of Christians in al-Andalus writing poetry in Latin based 
on Arabic models and Christian theology in Arabic. The more compelling 
distinctions between Jews and Christians were political. Christians formed, 
perhaps until the end of the Umayyad period, the majority of the popula-
tion, and Christian states to the north were a direct threat to al-Andalus, 
making the large Christian population a potential fifth column. In addition, 
the Umayyads had been unnerved by the Cordovan martyrs’ movement, 
even if it had never reached the status of a revolt. Jews in the elite were a safer 
proposition than Christians.

Dhimmī status in al-Andalus, as elsewhere in the Islamic world, was con-
sistent only at the theoretical level. The theological status of dhimmīs was 
well worked-out in polemical and theological sources, while clear rules for 
their treatment developed over time in Sharī‘ah. In practice, however, the 
situation of dhimmīs depended on whether they were Jews or Christians, 
and on the particular political context of the moment. The uncertain sta-
tus of Christians in particular, and the tensions between Christians and the 
Umayyads in the ninth and tenth centuries, form part of a picture of a soci-
ety in transition and subject to conflict.
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4	 ✦	 Gender and Law in al-Andalus

The following two chapters will exam the status of women—
primarily Muslim women—in al-Andalus, in terms of the society’s norms 
for women as they were laid out in Sharī‘ah, the very different ideals de-
picted in literary and mystical sources, and the actual treatment of women in 
Sharī‘ah courts. Unlike some of the ethnic and religious tensions this book 
analyzes, the ambiguities of women’s position in society were not resolved 
with the end of the Umayyad period. Women’s status, however, did change 
under the Umayyads, because of the large-scale conversion of Christians to 
Islam, and with the establishment of Sharī‘ah courts as an important social 
force. Changing ideas about gender were a part of the social transformation 
that occurred in ninth- and tenth-century al-Andalus.

For medieval and early modern Europe, sources detailing official norms 
for the behavior of men and women, including sermons, law codes, and 
books of moral instruction, are relatively plentiful. Information about the 
many ways in which men and women actually behaved and related to each 
other, however, is more difficult to come by, although by the later Middle 
Ages and the Early Modern period a greater variety of material becomes 
available. A similar imbalance in the types of sources affects the study of 
gender in the premodern Islamic world. A great deal of normative Islamic 
material survives, but fewer sources either give us a more secular set of norms 
or offer stories about gender relations as they actually occurred, particularly 
in the period before 1000. The Sharī‘ah sources are detailed and clear about 
certain aspects of gender identity, for example in setting out the norms for 
men’s and women’s obligations in marriage. Sharī‘ah, however, represents 
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an ideal, and we cannot always tell how much attention people in differ-
ent regions and periods actually paid to its rules. Less overtly normative 
literature—the poetry of rulers’ courts, for example—can be a rich source 
for understanding social norms, but such literature may describe behavior 
that was limited to a small elite. Chronicles and biographies are more likely 
to give accurate glimpses of something approaching real behavior, but their 
authors’ primary objective is the description of battles, politics, and heroic 
or pious behavior, and not of ordinary social situations.

There is, however, enough material to allow us to tease out some of the 
meanings of gender in al-Andalus. This chapter will examine Islamic law 
and will use marriage regulations and regulations regarding inheritance as 
examples of what Sharī‘ah has to say about the meaning of masculinity and 
femininity, the rights and duties of Muslim men and women, and proper 
relations between the sexes. It will also offer some comparisons between 
Sharī‘ah and Visigothic law. Christians probably continued to use Visigothic 
law for issues of personal status, so it is important to understand what 
changes women would have experienced as they and their families converted 
to Islam. The next chapter will explore how the rules of Sharī‘ah were carried 
out in real life, and will also examine sources that are not intended to be 
normative, including literature and mystical texts.1

Subordinate Groups in Sharī‘ah

Women, like dhimmīs, constitute a subordinate category of person in 
Sharī‘ah. Sharī‘ah is typical of premodern legal systems in which only men 
in the dominant social group (in this case, free Muslim men) enjoy full legal 
rights. In Sharī‘ah, only such men are fully “mukallaf,” or legally capable.2 
Under Sharī‘ah and other premodern codes, groups outside of the dominant 
one, including members of nondominant religions, foreigners (in some so-
cieties), slaves, women, and minors, have diminished legal capacity, mean-
ing that they have obligations, limitations on their actions, and recourse to 
legal protection that all differ from those of dominant-group men. Despite 
various modern disputes among European and Middle Eastern societies as 
to which religions, or which regions, have traditionally treated women bet-
ter, there is not finally much to choose from among societies in premodern 
Eurasia; the concept of equality before the law, and certainly the concept of 
women having a claim to such equality, is modern.

Historically under Islamic law free Muslim women were not treated as 
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slaves, but neither were they fully competent legal persons. There are, as 
Kecia Ali points out, some important parallels between the status of married 
free women and that of slaves; men had extensive rights over the actions 
and the sexuality of both their female slaves and their wives, although the 
control was less absolute in the case of wives.3 Another parallel can be drawn 
between the status of free Muslim woman and free dhimmī men. Muslim 
society offered women, like Jewish and Christian men, the society’s protec-
tion, as well as freedom from key obligations, in exchange for submissive 
behavior and some limitations on their ability to act as independent persons 
before the law. It would be unwise to insist too strongly on the similarities in 
status, since the fact that free Muslim women shared a household with free 
Muslim men and bore their children obviously made their relationship with 
the dominant group different from that of dhimmīs. There are, however, 
some interesting parallels.

Sharī‘ah offered both dhimmīs and Muslim women legal rights and 
protections, although at a lesser level than that afforded to Muslim men. 
They were protected against arbitrary violence or seizure of their goods. 
Muslim women, married or unmarried, could, like dhimmīs, own and be-
queath property, although Muslim wives and daughters inherited propor-
tionally less from spouses and parents than men did. Women and dhimmīs 
could buy and sell and engage in other commercial activities.4 Both were 
restricted in the professions they could pursue, however, dhimmīs by the 
rule (not consistently enforced) that they could not hold positions of power 
over Muslims, and women primarily by the rules of modesty incumbent on 
middle- and upper-class households.

Also like dhimmīs, the essential contract between Muslim society and 
women was protection and freedom from certain obligations in exchange for 
deferential behavior. Dhimmīs received legal and physical protection from 
the authorities and were excused from military duties. In exchange, they 
paid jizyah and agreed to the rules outlined in chapter 3, most of which were 
designed to show subservience toward Muslims. A Muslim woman was also 
theoretically protected, either by a husband or, if she was unmarried, by her 
walī or guardian.5 That role would normally be filled by her father or, in his 
absence, by a brother or other close agnatic kinsman. A woman’s birth fam-
ily, if they had the means to do so, supported her financially before marriage, 
and her husband was similarly obligated after.6 Women were also excused 
from certain religious duties, including attendance at Friday services, which 
was obligatory for men, and were under less pressure than men to complete 
the ḥajj.7 In exchange for those protections and dispensations, women oc-
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cupied a lower place than men. They were to obey their husband or walī, 
behave modestly, and accept restrictions on their legal capacity; women had 
limited ability to arrange their own marriages, divorce, get custody of their 
children after a divorce, or to act as witnesses.

It is possible to see the rules for dhimmīs and for women as express-
ing anxiety about the potential threat posed by subject groups. The ban on 
military service for dhimmīs, however imperfectly it was enforced, originally 
meant that dhimmīs could not arm themselves to attack or defend against 
Muslims. In the long term, however, it also meant that that they were not 
part of the dīwān system and therefore not full members of society. In the 
same way, women’s freedom from certain religious obligations meant that 
they were not full participants in the ummah. Women and dhimmīs were 
supposed to limit their presence and obtrusiveness in public space. Dhimmīs 
were to restrict their building of churches and synagogues, refrain from pub-
lic processions or rituals, and make space for Muslims in public streets. The 
ninth-century historian and jurist Ibn Ḥabīb says that women should stay 
home. If they do go out they should cover themselves and walk to the side of 
the street rather than down the middle.8 That last recommendation echoes 
the rule that dhimmīs should make way for Muslims on the street; both 
dhimmīs and women were to keep out of the way. In addition, both were 
feared as a possible source of ritual pollution. The prayers of a menstruating 
woman were not valid, and she was prohibited from entering a mosque.9 Ibn 
Ḥabīb presents conflicting views as to whether or not a Muslim could purify 
himself for prayer with water a dhimmī had washed in, concluding that one 
could do so only if no alternative was available.10

Regulations for both groups express fear that dhimmīs and Muslim 
women would try to pass as Muslim men. Regulations against Christians 
and Jews dressing like Muslims go back to the Pact of ‘Umar.11 What evi-
dence there is for al-Andalus suggests that the rule was not well enforced, 
but that Christians who appeared to be Muslims continued to be a source of 
anxiety. Manuela Marín reports the case of the bearded woman of Tudela in 
the early eleventh century, who dressed as a man in order to travel freely. The 
qāḍī told her to put on women’s clothing and to travel only in the company 
of a close male relative.12 Ibn Ḥabīb seems preoccupied with the possibility 
that women will cross-dress. He relates the story of a pious man who found 
his wife with her hair arranged in a masculine style and her robe belted, and 
instantly pronounced her divorced. Women, he says, should wear necklaces 
and use kohl and henna so that they do not look like men.13 In that same 
passage, Ibn Ḥabīb says that men should not dress as women, but he devotes 
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far less space to that prohibition. Also of concern to him is the possibility 
of slave women dressing to look like free women.14 Put in that context, his 
anxiety can be interpreted as fear that members of a lower caste will try to 
infiltrate a higher one and enjoy its privileges, the same anxiety that is evi-
dent in rules against dhimmīs dressing as Muslims.

Perhaps the key difference between the status of dhimmī men and the 
status of Muslim women was that dhimmī men could change their identity 
through conversion to Islam; converts might in fact meet with discrimina-
tion, but they were legally equal to men who were born Muslims. Women, 
however, had inherent physical characteristics that curtailed their legal 
status. Islam borrowed from Judaism the concept that menstruation and 
vaginal bleeding or discharge after childbirth were ritually impure (as did 
European Christianity well into the early modern period, with its practice 
of churching women after childbirth).15 Women who were menstruating or 
experiencing postpartum bleeding could not say required prayers, fast, enter 
a mosque, or recite or handle a Quran; during such times they were not able 
to participate in the essential practices of Islam.16 Women were also believed 
to have moral disabilities that disqualified them from full legal standing, in-
cluding uncontrolled sexuality and a tendency toward sin that was stronger 
in women than in men.

Women in Scripture

The Quran, although it is often assumed to be the source of misogynist ideas 
in Islam, does not suggest that women are more flawed than men. One of 
the key verses about women’s status in marriage is 4:34, which says:

Men are the caretakers (qawwāmūn) of women,
Because God has favored some over others [God favors men over 

women],
And because they [men] provide [for women] out of their assets.
Therefore the righteous women are obedient and are guardians of 

that which is concealed
Because God guards [the concealed].
And as for those women from whom you fear disobedience 

(nushūzahunna), admonish them
And leave them alone in their beds
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And beat them (iḍribūhunna),
But if they [then] obey you,
Then do not look for a way to oppress them.

The verse makes it clear that God favors men over women and goes on to say 
that husbands may punish disobedient wives by beating them. It does not 
however attribute any inherent faults to women as a group. The verse ad-
monishes women to be modest and obedient and foresees the possibility that 
some will be neither, but it does not suggest that bad behavior in women is 
inevitable. In fact, the first half of the verse, while asserting the superiority of 
men, refers primarily to the differing economic statuses of men and women; 
men take precedence in marriage because they support their wives.

It is the ḥadīths that attribute weakness and sinfulness to women as a 
class. Muḥammad in the ḥadīths says that since women are made from a rib, 
any woman is bound to be crooked. If you try to straighten her out entirely 
she will break, so to get some use from her you have to tolerate crookedness 
(‘iwaj) in her.17 Those ḥadīths refer to the biblical story in which God creates 
Eve from Adam’s rib, a story about women’s dependent nature that is absent 
from the Quran. In another ḥadīth, Muḥammad sees in a vision that the 
majority of people entering hell after the last judgment will be women.18 The 
ḥadīths suggest that, while men as individuals may have good or bad charac-
teristics, women are defective as a category. The concept of women’s natural 
inferiority is developed more thoroughly in ninth- and tenth-century legal 
sources. Ibn Ḥabīb says that one should be patient with women, for every 
day and night that a man is tolerant of the evil of his wife’s character, he will 
receive the same rewards as a martyr.19

Women in Sharī‘ah

Sharī‘ah in the Middle Ages recognized Muslim women as believers who 
were entitled to many of the same rights as men and were bound by many 
of the same obligations. At the same time, women were subject to legal 
disabilities that made their legal standing different from men’s. Sharī‘ah’s 
rules concerning marriage and inheritance offer examples of both the simi-
larities and differences between men’s and women’s status. Marriage and 
inheritance laws give men notable advantages over women. At the same 
time, they preserve women’s rights within the family and are particularly 
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concerned with giving women financial security. For al-Andalus, which 
was dominated by the Mālikī madhhab, the major legal sources are Mālik’s 
late eighth-century Muwaṭṭa’20 and the ninth-century compilation of his 
and his followers’ legal opinions collected by Saḥnūn, al-Mudawwanah 
al-kubrā. I will also be making some references to Ibn Ḥazm’s views on 
marriage in al-Muḥallā bi-al-āthār.21 Although his legal opinions never be-
came normative in al-Andalus, they offer some interesting contrasts with 
Mālikī opinion.

It is not clear how early in al-Andalus’s history its ‘ulamā’ were in fact in 
contact with the Mālikī school of law centered in Medina. The traditional 
argument among Muslim scholars is that contact between al-Andalus and 
Medina dates from the early days of Umayyad rule in Spain. From the time 
of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān I, according to this argument, it was common for schol-
ars from al-Andalus to study with Mālik and his followers in Medina, in 
part because the other main centers of legal study were in Iraq, in the heart-
land of Abbasid power, and were therefore not the first choice of scholars 
whom the Umayyads supported. Scholars continued to study in Medina in 
the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s successor Hishām I (r. 788–96), during whose 
reign the legal expert Ziyād b. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Shabṭūn brought back to 
al-Andalus a complete version of Mālik’s Muwaṭṭa’.22 Later scholars intro-
duced into al-Andalus the Mudawwanah al-kubrā. The Umayyad amīrs by 
the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II (822–52) supported the Mālikī school above 
all others, with Mālikī legal experts numbered among the rulers’ advisers at 
court.23 Other scholars, however, including Fierro and Marín, have argued 
that the claims of early contact with Mālik and his students may or may not 
be historically accurate.24 Whether or not the stories of specific individuals 
having contact with the Medina school of law are literally true, however, or 
just a way of explaining the importance of that madhhab, it is clear that by 
the mid-ninth century Mālikī law had a substantial influence on Andalusī 
jurists. Ibn Ḥabīb, whom ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II recruited from Granada, says 
that in al-Andalus Mālik’s decisions must always take precedence over those 
of other authorities.25 Even if not all Sharī‘ah was specifically Mālikī as early 
as the ninth century, Sharī‘ah of some kind already played an important role. 
In the 850s the Christian martyrs of Córdoba were tried and executed for 
defaming the Prophet and other crimes, all in accordance with Sharī‘ah.26 
So while we cannot say with certainty that every corner of al-Andalus was 
governed by Mālikī law by 850, it is reasonable to assert that at least a version 
of it was in use in urban areas quite early on.
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Women and Marriage in Sharī‘ah

The Islamic law of marriage prevalent in al-Andalus expressed a tension be-
tween two ways of defining marriage. On the one hand, the marriage con-
tract had elements of a contract of sale, in which the woman was the prop-
erty; the active parties in the exchange were the woman’s father or guardian 
and the prospective husband. On the other hand, marriage contracts were 
largely devoted to ensuring the bride’s financial security, and many Sharī‘ah 
regulations envisaged marriage as a set of mutual obligations between hus-
band and wife. Generally, Sharī‘ah leaned more toward the idea that hus-
band and wife were both active parties to the marriage, albeit with the un-
derstanding that a woman entered into matrimony as the inferior partner. 
Tensions between the concepts of the wife as property and the wife as a 
party to the contract were not fully resolved, however, and produced some 
interesting ambiguities.27

The right to arrange and give permission for a marriage was technically 
at least restricted to men. Mālik assumes that a girl or woman’s father or 
other walī would negotiate the terms of her marriage, although there is no 
reason why her mother or other family members, a matchmaker, or the girl 
herself could not be involved in testing the waters before an actual contract 
was negotiated. No marriage could take place, however, unless the walī gave 
his permission.28 The potential bride also had to agree to the match under 
most circumstances.29 Those general rules—no marriage without the walī’s 
permission or (mostly) without the bride’s consent—were made more com-
plicated by the law’s recognition of different classes of walīs and potential 
brides. Fathers, as opposed to other kinds of walīs, had special authority; 
according to Mālikī opinion, the father of a virgin, but no other walī, could 
force her to marry, and only a father could marry off a girl before she reached 
menarche.30 Mālikīs also made distinctions among potential brides accord-
ing to their social class and sexual status. Most important was the difference 
between a virgin and a woman who had had intercourse in marriage but was 
now divorced or widowed. The woman who had experienced licit relations 
with a man was called a thayyib, and the fact of her sexual initiation auto-
matically brought her closer to the status of an adult male, in the same way 
that widowhood conferred increased independence on premodern European 
women. While a virgin’s permission could be expressed by her silence when 
her walī informed her of his plans for her marriage—if she did not protest, 
the marriage was valid—a thayyib had to give her spoken consent.31 And 

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



94  ✦  The Most Noble of People

Revised Pages

although the Mudawwanah says that no woman could marry without per-
mission from her walī, one opinion that is raised but rejected suggests that 
a thayyib of low social status who arranged her own marriage, including a 
black woman, a convert, or a freedwoman, was less culpable than a more 
respectable woman would be.32 It was the duty of the walī to ensure kafā’ah 
and thus prevent the family from being humiliated, but a women at the bot-
tom of the social hierarchy by definition could not be humiliated.33 There is 
no suggestion, however, that a virgin from even the lowest levels of society 
could marry without a walī’s permission.

Mālikī rules about the role of the walī in marriage, and the need for 
his daughter or ward’s consent, illustrate the tension between marriage as a 
property transaction and marriage as a contract between the spouses. In the 
Mudawwanah, opinions waver between emphasizing the woman’s ability to 
refuse an unwanted marriage and the walī’s right to dispose of a daughter or 
ward. One opinion states that once a woman became a thayyib, even if her 
husband divorced her immediately afterwards, she was legally responsible 
for herself. That opinion, however, is followed by the statement that a walī 
who thought his thayyib daughter or ward was likely to disgrace herself 
could forcibly retake control of her.34 Ibn Ḥazm seems equally ambivalent 
about the balance between the walī’s rights and his sense that females are 
autonomous persons. In the Muḥallā he asserts absolutely that no female, 
virgin or thayyib, can marry without her walī’s permission, but he goes on 
to defend the necessity of obtaining the potential bride’s consent, even in 
the case of a virgin. He quotes from the Quran, 6:164: “Each soul can lay 
responsibility for its actions nowhere but on itself ” (wa-lā taksibu kullu naf-
sin illā ‘alayhā).

Mālikī opinions also suggest that the concept of women as property was 
strongest in families of status and means. Women’s actions did not matter 
as much if they did not reflect well or badly upon a socially significant net-
work of male kin. Freedwomen, recent converts to Islam (probably slaves 
or freedwomen who converted to improve their social position and chances 
for marriage), and women of sub-Saharan African background (most likely 
freedwomen or their descendants) were unlikely to be imbedded in such 
networks. Ibn Ḥazm acknowledges that some authorities allow a thayyib to 
arrange her own marriage35 and also give that power to low status women, 
such as black women, poor women, converts, or freedwomen.36 He insists, 
however, that the rule requiring a walī’s permission applies to all females, 
virgin or thayyib. Furthermore, he sees any distinction between high and 
low status persons as un-Islamic. He points out that all of the prophets were 
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poor, while evil-doers like Haman and Pharaoh were rich, and that one of 
Muḥammad’s wives was both black and a freedwoman, in spite of which no 
one was more favored in the early ummah than she (it is not clear what wife 
Ibn Ḥazm is referring to here).37

Some of the confusion over the role of the potential wife in marriage 
negotiations goes back to the earliest Islamic texts. Muḥammad’s first wife, 
Khadījah, was a respected figure in Islamic history, revered as a person of 
high moral character and as one of the key supporters of Muḥammad’s pro-
phetic mission. She did not, however, adhere to the standards of female 
behavior Sharī‘ah later set out. She was a widow who owned her own busi-
ness; the earliest biography of the prophet, called the Sīrah, which is a mix-
ture of eighth- and ninth-century material, reports that Khadījah was first 
Muḥammad’s employer and then later proposed marriage to him (‘ariḍat 
‘alayhi nafsahā, “she offered herself to him”).38 The narrator goes on to say 
that one of Muḥammad’s paternal uncles then went to Khadījah’s father to 
formalize the proposal; the father agreed and married her to Muḥammad. 
The historian al-Ṭabarī (d. 923) follows the Sīrah, leading with the story that 
Khadījah proposed to the prophet herself but also including other accounts 
claiming that her father or her uncle married her to Muḥammad.39 Unlike 
the Sīrah, al-Ṭabarī’s history presents the story of her father making the 
marriage not as a continuation of the narrative in which Khadījah proposes 
to Muḥammad but as an alternative version of events. It is possible that the 
presence of Khadījah’s father or uncle represents a later addition aimed at 
bringing Khadījah’s story into conformity with Islamic ideals as they de-
veloped in the late eighth and ninth centuries.40 In any case, Khadījah re-
mained in the tradition as a sort of super thayyib, financially independent, 
entrepreneurial, and free to arrange her own marriage.

At the heart of Shar‘īah’s ambivalence about women’s status in marriage 
was the dower, called ṣadāq or mahr. The dower was a transfer of property 
from the husband to his new wife and was supposed to represent a sig-
nificant percentage of the husband’s worth. The rules of ṣadāq illustrate the 
tendency of Mālikī Sharī‘ah to treat marriage as a commercial exchange, but 
also the law’s concern with protecting women’s financial rights. Mālikī law 
is clear that no marriage is valid without a ṣadāq that is appropriate to the 
bride’s status, and that a walī who fails to negotiate a proper amount is guilty 
of a serious infraction. Mālikīs prohibited shighār marriage, or marriage of 
exchange, in which two men agree that each will marry his daughter to the 
other and neither man will pay ṣadāq.41 Shighār marriage was impermis-
sible because it was a contract negotiated by two men for their own benefit, 
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treating the daughters as property to be exchanged. From the Mālikī au-
thorities’ point of view, such an arrangement tipped the balance too far in 
favor of men’s property rights and away from considerations of the bride’s 
well-being. Once a marriage contract was complete, the walī had no right 
to renegotiate a lower dower. The only exception occurred in the case of a 
virgin daughter whose walī was her father. Then he had the right to accept a 
lower ṣadāq if the husband divorced his wife immediately, or if the walī felt 
it would be in his daughter’s interest to release the new husband from part of 
his obligation. The father of a virgin could also take over management of the 
ṣadāq if he felt his daughter was incompetent to manage it herself. No walī 
other than a father could negotiate a lower dower or control the dower of a 
virgin, and not even a father could do either of those things if his daughter 
was a thayyib.42

Mālikī law also concerned itself with the quality of the dower offered. It 
had to consist of items with an immediate value, including money, animals, 
income from land, or slaves. Things that had only a potential value—date 
palms that had not yet born fruit or the promise of sheep or goats or camels 
expected to be born the following year—were not permissible.43

Dower in Mālikī law was closely tied to the consummation of the mar-
riage. If for example the husband did not name an amount at the time the 
marriage contract was negotiated—a practice Mālikī law allows but does 
not encourage—his wife could refuse to consummate the marriage until he 
specified the ṣadāq.44 If two sisters married two brothers, then accidently 
slept with the wrong brothers on their wedding night (a mix-up that is at 
least plausible in the case of brides and grooms who had not met before mar-
riage), the two women underwent a three-month waiting period to make 
sure they were not pregnant, then each returned to her legal husband. Each, 
however, was owed ṣadāq not by her legal husband but by the brother who 
actually had sex with her.45

Ibn Ḥazm brings some of the ambiguities of Islamic marriage law to 
light when he criticizes Mālik’s ideas about dower.46 His main objection is to 
what he sees as Mālik’s characterization of marriage as a transfer of property. 
For example, Mālik set the minimum ṣadāq at four dinars, because four 
dinars was the minimum value of goods a thief must have stolen in order 
for the authorities to amputate his hand.47 Ibn Ḥazm interprets this mini-
mum (which he reports as three rather than four) as meaning that Mālik 
saw marriage as an amputation or alienation of the woman’s sexual organs. 
Mālik’s reasoning, says Ibn Ḥazm, represents a false analogy.48 There is no 
comparison between theft, which is a sin, and marriage, which is a pious act, 
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and in which no literal amputation takes place. He also criticizes Mālik for 
prohibiting ṣadāq from including items that are not licit media of exchange 
but that may be given as a gift or as inheritance. Examples include items 
that have not reached their potential value, such as trees that have not yet 
borne fruit and domestic animals not used for food or transportation, such 
as dogs or cats.49 In addition, he says, Mālik is wrong to say that a man can-
not consummate his marriage before the ṣadāq is paid. Those rules imply 
that marriage is a commercial transaction, a purchase of one human being 
by another. In fact, marriage is a mutual and voluntary exchange of body for 
body; one person is not purchasing the body of another. Because the mar-
riage is not simply an economic transaction, it is wrong to set a minimum 
amount of ṣadāq.50 He says that the dower can include up to one-half of 
what a man owns, but it does not matter how small that amount is; if a man 
is poor he can offer one grain of wheat or skills that he possesses, such as the 
ability to teach his wife part of the Quran. Here Ibn Ḥazm is referring to 
ḥadīths in which Muḥammad allows a poor man to offer only an iron ring 
to his bride or the promise that he will teach her verses of the Quran as her 
dower.51 Ṣadāq, Ibn Ḥazm implies, is not a payment but is similar to a gift 
given out of love or an inheritance set up to benefit a family member.

Ibn Ḥazm is correct that Mālikī ideas about ṣadāq suggest that marriage 
is a type of sale in which a man purchases a set of rights over a woman, and 
in particular rights over her sexual and reproductive functions. Marriage law 
and the law of commercial transactions were closely related in Mālikī law. 
If, for example, a couple married but then disagreed about the amount of 
ṣadāq agreed to, the dispute was settled by what was in effect commercial 
law. If the couple had not yet had sex, then the wife’s word as to the amount 
prevailed; it was then up to the husband either to pay what she asked or 
refuse to pay, in which case the marriage became invalid. If they already 
had sex, however, his word prevailed.52 Here the Mudawwanah invoked the 
rules of the marketplace. If the marriage was not consummated, then the 
sale was not final; the goods—that is, the woman’s sexual services—had not 
been handed over. In such a case the seller’s word prevailed; the buyer could 
either pay the price named or the deal became invalid. After consummation, 
though, the sale was final and the goods had been delivered. In that case the 
buyer’s word prevailed and the seller could not demand a higher price.53

As much as a modern reader may prefer Ibn Ḥazm’s apparently more hu-
manistic understanding of marriage, it is important to note who, in Mālik’s 
view, was doing the selling. There is no doubt that Mālikīs saw marriage as 
a sale. It is also clear that, in spite of the walī’s important role, it was the 
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woman who was intended to benefit from the sale. It was she who could 
ask her husband to set a firm amount for the dower before she slept with 
him, and she who received the dower. Mālikī rules about the quality of the 
dower—nothing of only potential value, no dogs or cats—helped make sure 
that wives had some financial independence, particularly in the event of 
divorce. It is an unsentimental view of marriage, but there are possible ad-
vantages to making women’s well-being dependent on set rules of property 
transfer rather than on their husbands’ affection.

Once married, a wife’s primary duties were obedience and deference to 
her husband. She was also obligated to have sex with him when he wanted, 
unless she had a compelling reason (such as illness) to refuse. Men, however, 
had reciprocal obligations. In addition to the payment of dower, a husband 
was required to support his wife during their marriage; as long as she was 
married, the wife could not be asked to pay her own expenses out of her 
ṣadāq or other personal resources. Mālikī opinion emphasized that a hus-
band’s obligation to support his wife was absolute provided that they were 
both of age and had consummated the marriage. Poverty was not an excuse, 
and even if the woman fell ill and was unable to have sex, the husband could 
not withdraw support.54 Ibn Ḥazm says that a wife has a claim on her hus-
band for clothing and housing, but that he has no similar claim on any of 
her property. He defines proper support as a man maintaining his wife at the 
same level of prosperity that he enjoys, feeding her what he eats and cloth-
ing her as he clothes himself.55 A man also owed his wife physical intimacy, 
although Ibn Ḥabīb says that she should be content with sex once a month.56

A marriage ended with the death of either party or with divorce. The 
Sharī‘ah term for divorce is ṭalāq, which more specifically means a man’s 
dismissal of his wife. No aspect of marriage law was more clearly favorable 
to men; a man could divorce his wife simply by stating three times that she 
was dismissed.57 While some Islamic countries in the modern period require 
that a man send his wife and the local authorities a written declaration of 
the divorce, traditional Sharī‘ah makes no such provisions; if a man said it, it 
was done. He was not required to give any reason. Once a man dismissed his 
wife, he was obligated to support her for three months. That three months 
was her ‘iddah or waiting period, mandated to determine whether or not she 
was pregnant.58 After the three months, any minor children from the mar-
riage continued to receive support, but hers came to an end. She was then 
free to remarry or could return to her natal family. A women could petition 
a Sharī‘ah court for a divorce on the grounds of desertion, impotence, or 
brutality. If a court accepted such a petition, it normally resulted in a khul‘ 
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divorce, in which the woman had to either forgo any deferred portion of her 
dower or refund a part of the dower she had already received, in return for 
her freedom. It is not possible to say how readily a woman could obtain a 
khul‘ divorce, but Ibn Ḥabīb sets a high standard of proof for spousal abuse. 
He says that if a thayyib comes to a judge complaining that her husband 
beat and raped her, but there is no blood, then there can be no presumption 
of brutality; she was probably simply not showing him due deference.59

Mālikī Sharī‘ah, however, did build in some restraints on men’s free-
dom to exercise their rights. A man could dismiss his wife at will, but 
consequences would ensue. Any part of the dower not yet paid must be 
handed over to the wife immediately; the delayed portion of ṣadāq was in 
effect support for the woman in the event of divorce and could result in 
considerable expense for the husband. Once a man divorced his wife, he 
could not remarry her until she had been through her ‘iddah, been mar-
ried to another free Muslim man or a Muslim slave whose master gave him 
permission to marry,60 been divorced by him, and then completed another 
‘iddah. A man could not, therefore, divorce a wife in a fit of anger, then 
easily remarry her later. Even Ibn Ḥabīb believed in limitations on a hus-
band’s right to punish his wife physically; he prohibits hitting a woman 
in the face or disfiguring her and presumably would grant a divorce to a 
woman who suffered such treatment.61 Other factors external to Sharī‘ah 
no doubt limited men’s arbitrary behavior. A woman’s birth family could 
also play an important role in protecting her. Under most circumstances, 
a man could beat his wife without legal consequences, but he might face 
repercussions from her male relatives.

In Islamic law there is no term that specifically means infidelity in mar-
riage. “Zinā’” is the legal term for any unpermitted sexual intercourse, which 
includes the concepts of adultery and fornication.62 Men traditionally had 
more options for legal sex than women, since they had access (at least theo-
retically) to multiple wives and slave women, while women could sleep only 
with their husbands. Punishment for zinā’ could be severe. When the evi-
dence against a couple was clear, Mālik recommended stoning, even though 
he recognized that stoning was a practice from Torah that does not appear 
in the Quran. In cases where the evidence was less persuasive, or if the guilty 
parties confessed and repented, Mālik preferred lashing. Both parties were 
to be punished equally.

Although there is evidence from many periods that men and women 
were not in practice punished equally for sexual misconduct, it is worth 
noting that Sharī‘ah mandates that they should be. Sharī‘ah understands 
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zinā’ as a crime against God’s law that is just as reprehensible in men as it 
is in women. A man could theoretically have more legitimate partners than 
his wife could, but any woman outside of his wives and the slave women 
of his household were off limits. In that respect Sharī‘ah shows similarities 
to canon law, which sees unpermitted sex as a sin against God, and is quite 
different from Roman law, which on other issues is an important source for 
Islamic jurisprudence. Under Roman law, adulterium was a property crime 
against a man. A married woman who had an affair and the man with whom 
she had it were both guilty of infringing on her husband’s rights over her 
sexual capacities. A married man who had an affair did not infringe on his 
wife’s rights over his body, since she had none.63

In spite of the walī’s important role in Islamic marriage, Sharī‘ah in al-
Andalus treated marriage primarily as a set of mutual obligations between 
a man and his wife or wives. Men and women did not have equal status in 
marriage in that men had more freedom and control. They also, however, 
had responsibilities toward their wives, including financial support, sex, and 
some degree of considerate treatment.

Islamic marriage law, of course, affected only Muslim women, except 
in the case of mixed marriages. Although there is little evidence about per-
sonal status law for Jewish and Christian women, it is likely that Jews fol-
lowed their own marriage regulations,64 while Christians continued to use 
Visigothic law in the form of the Forum iudicum.65 Since large numbers of 
Christians converted to Islam in the ninth and tenth centuries, it is impor-
tant to assess how women’s status in marriage changed as they moved from 
Visigothic law to Sharī‘ah.

Islamic and Visigothic Marriage Law

Marriage regulations in Sharī‘ah and the Visigothic code differed in some 
respects, but they also shared a number of characteristics. Some of the simi-
larities between the two systems may be explained by the fact that both the 
Germanic and Muslim conquests included Roman territories, making Ro-
man law an important source for both groups. Anthropologist Jack Goody, 
however, has argued that there are basic continuities among marriage pat-
terns throughout premodern Eurasia, and not only in territories of the for-
mer Roman Empire; Sharī‘ah and Visigothic law are just two instances of a 
much larger system.66

The Eurasian systems were patrilineal. The importance of paternal versus 
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maternal kin differed from society to society, but status and, often, key prop-
erty were passed down in the male line. Because the production of legitimate 
children was important to men, female sexuality was strictly controlled. 
Women’s sexual misbehavior could call paternity into question, and could 
also, to a greater or lesser extent depending on the particular society, be a 
source of shame and humiliation for their male relatives. Daughters could be 
valuable on the marriage market as means to make alliances and advance the 
family’s social position, but not if their sexual conduct was in doubt. Men, 
on the other hand, had more sexual freedom, through such institutions as 
concubinage, slavery, and, in some cultures, polygyny. Women were divided 
between those who were fair game for men to approach, usually includ-
ing the poor, slaves, and prostitutes (all of whom could occupy overlapping 
categories), and women who were respectable, meaning that they had male 
relatives with enough power and resources to protect them. A respectable 
woman’s sexuality and reproductive capacities were controlled by men, first 
by her father and other male relatives, then by her husband.67 We see traces 
of the distinction between respectable and not-respectable women in the 
Mālikī opinions discussed above regarding the walī’s role in marriage nego-
tiations. The fact that some Mālikīs allowed marginal women—particularly 
freedwomen and the poor—more freedom in negotiating their own mar-
riages may have to do with the perception that they were not properly con-
trolled by male relatives as higher status women were.

While these systems upheld male prerogatives, they also were guided 
by the fact that men had female relatives who must be protected and made 
financially secure, both for reasons of familial affection and because it 
would bring shame on a family if a female member fell into poverty. In the 
premodern Eurasian societies Goody discusses, dowry (paid by the bride’s 
family) or dower (paid by the groom or his family, as was the case with 
ṣadāq), or some combination of the two, was an essential part of marriage, 
setting apart legitimately married women from concubines. According to 
some anthropologists, dower is equivalent to bride price, a payment made 
by the groom’s family to the bride’s family, meaning that dower systems 
are fundamentally different from systems requiring dowry; dowry goes to 
support the wife, while dower enriches her birth family, usually her father. 
Goody, however, sees dowry and dower in Eurasia as having the same goal, 
namely to create a conjugal fund primarily for the wife’s support. Ro-
man law, for example, required a dowry, called in Latin the “dos,” to be 
paid by the bride’s family to the groom.68 The husband could control his 
wife’s dowry during the marriage and could keep profits deriving from his 
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investment of the dowry. But he was obligated not to decrease the fund’s 
value and to use income from the fund to support his wife in a suitable 
fashion. His wife reclaimed the dowry if he divorced her or died. Dower, 
in Goody’s view, has the same purpose, and he uses the biblical story of 
Jacob’s marriages to Leah and Rachel to support his point.69 In ancient 
Israelite marriages, the groom paid a dower or mohar (a cognate with the 
Arabic word mahr) to his bride, part of which was due immediately and 
part if the couple divorced. Mohar was the main subject of the marriage 
contract, a document concerned primarily with protecting the bride’s in-
terests, as it was later under Islam. Because Jacob could not afford to pay 
dower, he worked for Leah and Rachel’s father (and his maternal uncle) 
Laban. His work for Laban, however, was not simply a bride price he paid 
to Laban for his daughters. He was also working to earn a portion of La-
ban’s flocks while undertaking some biblical genetic engineering to get the 
largest possible number of animals. The flocks he earned served as a conju-
gal fund to support not only himself but Leah, Rachel, and their children.

Sharī‘ah and Visigothic law share in these general characteristics of the 
Eurasian marriage system. The formation of a conjugal fund was important 
in both legal traditions. As we have seen, dower was a fundamental require-
ment under Sharī‘ah for a marriage to be legitimate. Visigothic law, like 
Roman law, called for a dos to be negotiated at the time a couple became 
engaged.70 In the Visigothic case, however, the dos was a dower rather than 
a dowry, paid by the groom to the bride, although the bride’s family often 
gave gifts to the couple as well.71 The dos was under the wife’s control dur-
ing her lifetime. She was required to bequeath three quarters of it to the 
couple’s children, but, in the absence of children, she could dispose of it as 
she pleased.

As in Sharī‘ah, the marriage of a young woman was largely in the hands 
of family members. The power to betroth a child was called “potestas de 
coniunctione,” and it was wielded first by the child’s father, then his widow, 
then by the child’s adult brothers, and then by a paternal uncle. A father 
or other guardian could marry off a girl or young woman against her will, 
although there is some doubt that a woman over twenty could be forced.72 A 
woman betrothed by her father who ran off and married another man could 
be forcibly brought back and handed over to the original fiancé.73

Another continuity between the two law codes, and with Goody’s Eur-
asian model, is their concern with sexual propriety, although here Visigothic 
law was more heavily influenced by Roman precedents than was Sharī‘ah. 
Adulterium in the Visigothic codes is similar to the idea of zinā’ in the Is-
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lamic system.74 The term “adulterium” was used in Visigothic law to describe 
not only adultery but any kind of sexual misconduct; it appears where one 
might expect to see the Latin word “stuprum.” Visigothic law prohibited 
adulterium for men as well as women, and a conviction on the charge of 
adulterium could result in execution for both men and women. Despite this 
theoretical similarity between male and female sexual impropriety, however, 
Visigothic law followed the Roman tradition by making infidelity at least 
partly an issue of men’s property rights. If the woman of a couple guilty 
of adulterium was married, both she and her partner were punished. They 
could be executed after a trial, or the offended husband had the right to kill 
the errant wife and her lover if he caught them in the act, or the court could 
hand over the couple to the husband to do with as he liked. A woman could 
be punished for adulterium even if neither she nor her partner were married. 
Her partner had the option of marrying her if he wished, which rendered 
her once again respectable, but if he did not want to marry her, she but not 
he was guilty of a crime. In addition, as in Roman law, the father, brother, or 
other male relative of a female guilty of adulterium had the right to kill her 
to preserve the family’s honor.75

Visigothic law did not condone either divorce at the will of the husband 
or concubinage, but it did recognize the existence of both practices. While 
one statute prohibits divorce except in the case of the wife’s adulterium,76 
another decrees that no man could marry a free woman claiming to have 
been repudiated by her husband until he had proof that the husband re-
ally divorced her; proof could consist either of the testimony of witnesses 
or a written instrument recording his repudiation.77 This statute recognizes 
divorce at the will of the husband as a current practice, if not one the kings 
or the Church favored. Another statute points to concubinage as a known 
practice as well when it says that a man having sex with a free or slave con-
cubine of his father or brother is guilty of adulterium.78

Like Sharī‘ah, the Visigothic code prescribes a waiting period before a 
widow or divorcee could remarry, pointing to the systems’ interest in as-
signing paternity accurately. Visigothic law prohibited a widow to remarry 
within the first year after her husband’s death.79 Although Islamic law gener-
ally called for only a three-month waiting period, Mālik was stricter than 
other authorities and made no allowances for women with irregular periods. 
If a woman did not have regular periods, her ‘iddah was nine months; if 
she had not had a baby by the end of the nine months, she must still do an 
additional three-month ‘iddah.80 A year waiting period was therefore not 
unknown under Sharī‘ah.
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It is possible that women who converted from Christianity to Islam 
experienced restrictions, like veiling, that they had not faced under Vi-
sigothic law.81 Their husbands would also have had the right to marry 
multiple wives, although polygamy does not seem to have been prevalent 
outside of a few elite Arab families,82 and a woman could stipulate in 
her marriage contract that her husband was not allowed to take a second 
wife (see chapter 5). In many ways, however, including women’s access to 
dower, attitudes toward women’s sexual behavior, and the role of the father 
or other guardian in arranging marriages, the Islamic and Visigothic mar-
riage systems were fairly similar.

Women and Inheritance Law in Sharī‘ah

Islamic inheritance law in al-Andalus was of a piece with the law of mar-
riage; it assigned women a lower status than men but also guaranteed the 
economic interests of women and girls. Within each category of the de-
ceased’s relatives (children, parents, siblings), females inherited less than 
males. If for example a man died leaving behind a son and a daughter, the 
son inherited twice as much as the daughter. Following the same pattern, if 
the deceased’s parents survived him or her, the father received twice what the 
mother received. It is important to note, however, that daughters and other 
close female kin could not be disinherited.

As was discussed in chapter 2, Pierre Guichard has argued that Arabs 
and Berbers in al-Andalus generally disinherited females in order to preserve 
property in the male line. If that was sometimes the case, it was done with-
out reference to Sharī‘ah, which supported the concept of patriliny and the 
favoring of male kin only to a limited extent. Sunni inheritance law (but not 
Shī‘ī law) did favor agnatic kin over cognates (mother’s side kin) as heirs;83 
Mālik was especially strict on this point, excluding some of the cognatic 
heirs (maternal aunts and uncles, for example) that other law schools al-
lowed to inherit in the absence of agnatic kin.84 Generally, though, Sharī‘ah 
did not distinguish between agnates and cognates. Incest regulations say that 
a man may not marry his female ascendants (mother, grandmother, etc.) or 
descendants (daughter, granddaughter, etc.), his aunts or their ascendants, 
his sisters, or his siblings’ descendants (nieces, great nieces, etc.). He is also 
prohibited from marrying certain affines (kin acquired through marriage): 
he cannot marry anyone such that his wife, if she were a man, could not 
marry them (the wife’s ascendants or descendants, her aunts, her nieces, or 
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her sisters), nor can he marry wives of his ascendants or descendants (thus a 
man cannot marry his father’s divorced or widowed wife).85 So while works 
of genealogy like Ibn Ḥazm’s Jamharah saw the individual as part of a pat-
riliny, incest regulations in Sharī‘ah described each person as a member of a 
kindred, that is, of a group of his or her closest family members, made up of 
cognatic, agnatic, and affinal kin.86

To simplify the matter somewhat, Mālikī inheritance law (like that of the 
other Sunni schools of law) classified the deceased’s primary heirs into two 
categories: agnatic heirs and Quranic heirs, the latter term referring to those 
heirs whose right to inherit a specific share is mentioned or implied in the 
Quran. Agnatic heirs are the deceased’s father’s side kin and include females 
as well as males; a man’s daughters, sons’ daughters, and sisters or paternal 
half-sisters all inherit as agnatic kin. While there is some overlap between 
the two categories of heirs (a daughter inherits from her father as both ag-
natic kin and as a Quranic heir), the Quranic heirs are generally cognatic 
kin such as the deceased’s mother, maternal half-brothers and half-sisters, 
and maternal grandmother. In addition, spouses inherit from each other as 
Quranic heirs.

There are three aspects of this system that are of particular interest: prop-
erty can be transmitted to cognates as well as agnates, women can both 
inherit and transmit property, and husbands and wives can inherit from 
each other (and in fact cannot be excluded from inheriting). Those charac-
teristics mean that women, while generally inheriting less than men, cannot 
be closed out of inheritance altogether. Let us look at the hypothetical case 
of a marriage between two free Muslims that ends in the death of the hus-
band. During the marriage the wife’s father dies. Sharī‘ah guarantees that 
she will inherit a portion of his estate, the size of which depends on what 
other relatives are in line to inherit, and in particular on whether or not 
she has brothers, who must by law inherit twice as much as she. Next the 
woman’s husband dies. At that point she receives the deferred portion of her 
ṣadāq, plus, as specified in the Quran, one-eighth of his estate if the couple 
has surviving children and one-fourth if they do not. When the wife herself 
dies, her estate will go primarily to her children if she has them, who are 
her husband’s agnatic kin (but not hers). Set shares, however, will also go 
to her father and mother if they survive her. If she dies without surviving 
children, her brothers, sisters, paternal grandfather, and both grandmoth-
ers may inherit. The ṣadāq she received from her husband, her one-eighth 
to one-fourth of his estate, and her share in her father’s estate could very 
possibly go to people who are neither her husband’s nor her father’s agnatic 
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kin. Inheritance is not, then, strictly patrilineal, even though, as we saw in 
chapter 2, Arab families regarded themselves for some purposes as part of a 
patriliny. As Jack Goody points out, a society can trace its family history ac-
cording to patrilineal principles while still practicing diverging inheritance.87

Women and Inheritance in Visigothic Law

In the case of inheritance, Visigothic law was more flexible and egalitarian 
than Sharī‘ah, and women making the transition from Christianity to Islam 
would lose substantial property rights. There were some restrictions in the 
Forum iudicum on how men and women could dispose of their property. 
Anyone who had surviving children or grandchildren could not disinherit 
any of them and could not use more than one-third of his or her estate 
to increase the share of a favored child or grandchild. In addition, women 
could not alienate more than one-fourth of their dos away from children or 
grandchildren and could not give the dos she received from one husband 
to children of a different husband.88 Otherwise, however, the Visigothic 
code allowed men and women considerably more discretion as to how they 
disposed of their property than Sharī‘ah did. Visigothic law was also more 
favorable to women and mother’s side kin; the codes do not distinguish 
between agnatic and cognatic kin as heirs and mandate that sons and daugh-
ters must inherit equally from their parents.89

Sharī‘ah, like other premodern Eurasian legal systems, envisages a society 
that is male-dominated and largely patrilineal. That patrilineal family struc-
ture, while it did not have as negative an effect on women as Guichard sup-
poses, did restrict women’s inheritance rights. Because of the focus on suc-
cession in the male line, women were subject to strict control by their male 
relatives and husbands to prevent sexual indiscretions. In practice if not in 
theory, women were punished more harshly for having sex outside of mar-
riage. To some extent women were a medium of exchange between men. On 
the other hand, Sharī‘ah limited men’s arbitrary exercise of power over women, 
largely by giving women property rights through dower and inheritance, rights 
that Sharī‘ah courts appear to have taken seriously. There is a tendency in Is-
lamic legal thought toward seeing women primarily in light of their usefulness 
to men, but another that recognizes them as human beings. A comparison 
between Sharī‘ah and the Forum iudicum suggests that women’s legal status 
in marriage would not have changed all that much, although their ability to 
inherit and bequeath property would have declined significantly.
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5	 ✦	 The Law in Practice
Non-Sharī‘ah Views of Gender

Chapter 4 examined the gender system as it was represented in the 
version of Islamic law that was probably current in al-Andalus by the ninth 
century, with some comparisons to the Visigothic code. The Sharī‘ah-based 
system describes Muslim men and women as sharing a common humanity 
and religious identity, but also as distinct in their inherent characteristics, 
their manner of dress, their legal and financial standing, their sexual free-
dom, and their capacity to be full participants in their religion. Sharī‘ah itself 
cannot, however, tell us how women were treated in fact or how closely their 
treatment adhered to the law.

Women’s Legal Status in Practice

Fortunately we have at least limited sources that can illuminate how Sharī‘ah 
was applied to women. One source from al-Andalus is the notarial formu-
lary of Ibn al-‘Aṭṭār (d. 1009).1 This formulary contains templates of marriage 
contracts for practical use. A look at what they have to say on the subject of 
dower suggests that the rules of Mālikī law were generally followed, but with 
some important exceptions that benefited women.

The most fully sketched out of the model marriage contracts is similar 
to those in other parts of the Islamic world and includes several basic ele-
ments that make the contract legal.2 The model contract asserts that the 
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groom will deliver the contract to his new wife. It next indicates that there 
must be a ṣadāq that the groom will deliver to the bride’s walī, which the 
walī will use to provide the furnishings the bride will need in her new home. 
A specified amount will be delivered immediately, while a deferred amount 
must be paid within a stipulated period of months or years. This particular 
model contract is to be used in cases in which the bride is a virgin. Next, any 
stipulations (shurūṭ) limiting the groom’s rights must be spelled out. The 
template lists several possible shurūṭ that are likely to appear in contracts: 
the husband may not take a second wife or a slave concubine, or maintain 
in the household any slave who has given birth to his child (an umm walad, 
whose child would be born free and a legitimate heir to his or her father).3 
If the husband violates any of these stipulations, the wife has the option of 
requesting a divorce. Further stipulations that may be included prevent the 
husband from being absent for more than six months, unless he goes on 
the ḥajj. If he does travel to Mecca, he cannot be gone for more than three 
years, and he must ensure that his wife is fed and housed in his absence. He 
cannot move her away from their current place of residence without her 
permission, and he may not prevent her from visiting relatives. In another 
possible stipulation, to be included if the bride is from a wealthy and dis-
tinguished family, the husband acknowledges that his new wife’s high social 
status means she has always had servants and has not been required to see 
to her own needs; he understands that he will have to provide servants for 
her. Finally, witnesses must affirm that the contract is an accurate record of 
the oral agreement that the groom and the bride’s walī have entered into. As 
is the case with all legal documents under Sharī‘ah, the actual transaction 
is the spoken agreement between the parties involved; the contract merely 
documents that transaction.4

The contract distills a number of Sharī‘ah’s principles regarding marriage, 
including the role of the walī and the central importance of the ṣadāq. In 
other respects, though, the contract deviates from Mālikī Sharī‘ah. Most im-
portantly, Mālik did not allow the bride or her walī to place stipulations in 
a marriage contract, since they had the effect of limiting the authority God 
had given men in marriage; he says that even if a stipulation is included in 
the marriage contract, saying for example that the husband may not move 
his wife away from her village, he has the right to do so anyway.5 Ibn al-
‘Aṭṭār’s formulary, however, suggests that stipulations were in practice quite 
ordinary.6 They appear in marriage contracts from other Islamic societies, 
including the early Ottoman Empire; it has been suggested that Sharī‘ah 
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courts became more inclined to support men’s legal privileges in the nine-
teenth century, partly under the influence of European colonialism, than 
they were in the premodern period.7

The limits the formulary’s stipulations put on men’s privileges clearly 
benefitted married women. Although scripture permitted polygyny, Islamic 
texts as far back as the ḥadīths recognized that a second wife damaged the 
status of the first wife; Muḥammad is reported to have forbidden his cousin 
and son-in-law ‘Alī from taking a second wife in addition to Muḥammad’s 
daughter Fāṭimah, saying that “she is part of me; what alarms her alarms me, 
and what hurts her hurts me.”8 A wife’s ability to prevent a second marriage, 
or a long-term liaison between her husband and a slave concubine, gave her 
a powerful tool for shaping her life and that of her family. The prohibition 
against moving a wife away from her home was also crucial, since her family 
could offer her protection and support. The fact that men regularly signed 
away some of their privileges suggests that Muslim women in al-Andalus, 
particularly if their families were wealthy, had powers in marriage that went 
beyond those that Sharī‘ah specified.

Also of interest is the acknowledgment that if the bride comes from a 
family that is accustomed to having servants, the groom, assumed to be of 
similar status, will furnish her with servants in their home. In this clause the 
template recognizes the principle of kafā’ah, the social and economic equal-
ity of the groom to the bride (discussed in chapter 2). A man could marry 
someone of a lower social status, but a woman could not. Religious authori-
ties were ambivalent about the concept of kafā’ah. It was widely enforced, 
yet it goes against a foundational principle of Sharī‘ah: that all free adult 
Muslims are members of the ummah and, allowing for differences in status 
between men and women, are equal before the law. It follows that a man’s 
piety, not his birth or income, should determine his ranking as a prospective 
husband. The Mudawwanah communicates some of this ambivalence, offer-
ing in one place the opinion that a woman may marry someone below her 
(dūnahā) socially or economically, including a non-Arab, provided he is her 
equal in religion.9 Elsewhere, however, the Mudawwanah relates the story of 
a divorced woman who came to Mālik and told him that her ex-husband 
was negotiating a marriage between their daughter and the husband’s broth-
er’s son. The daughter was wealthy and therefore entitled to a large dower, 
but her father had negotiated a relatively modest one, presumably as a favor 
to his brother and nephew. Mālik, who generally did not allow women to 
be involved in official negotiations for a marriage contract, says the woman 
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has the right to object to her daughter’s inappropriate dower.10 The formu-
lary’s templates suggest that in practice, the rule of kafā’ah was observed, and 
without the ambivalence the topic generated for religious scholars.

Collections of legal rulings (fatwās) also tell us that in addition to the 
dower and the husband’s support, a woman normally received a gift from 
her own family at the time of marriage, usually consisting of items for the 
household and for the bride’s personal use. That practice is not specified in 
Sharī‘ah, so mention of a gift from the bride’s family (as opposed to a portion 
of the ṣadāq that the bride’s father uses to purchase household furnishings 
for her) is not normally included in marriage contracts. It seems, however, to 
have been common throughout medieval Islamic lands, particularly among 
upper-class families with the resources to donate a substantial gift for their 
daughters’ support.11 The gift could represent a form of early inheritance 
that allowed families to work around the restrictions Sharī‘ah placed on 
women’s inheritance.12 Such gifts from the bride’s family frequently appear 
in al-Andalus.13 Ibn Ḥabīb issued a ruling in the case of a father who made 
a gift of clothing and household furnishings to his newly married daughter, 
then, when he visited her at her new home, found that the goods were miss-
ing. According to Ibn Ḥabīb’s ruling, if the bride was a virgin at the time of 
marriage, she is not responsible for the missing items. If she was a thayyib, 
she is.14 That fatwā and others tell us something about the usual contents of 
the gift, along with confirming Sharī‘ah’s view that thayyibs were closer than 
virgins to having full legal responsibilities. Mālikī opinions state that while 
the house and most of its contents, including slaves, are presumed to belong 
to the husband unless his wife can produce evidence that she owns them, 
certain furnishings are assumed to be hers: lanterns, the bread basin, the bed, 
the cushions, and the carpets.15 That assumption may stem from the fact 
that such items were a normal part of the endowment from the wife’s family. 
It appears that women’s economic resources in marriage, at least in the case 
of well-to-do families, exceeded what was laid out in Sharī‘ah.

Another glimpse of women’s actual legal status comes from records of 
Sharī‘ah courts. Guichard’s model of “eastern” kinship assumes that women 
were mostly disinherited, particularly in the case of land, despite what 
Sharī‘ah says to the contrary. There is evidence, however, that Sharī‘ah’s in-
heritance rules did carry weight in al-Andalus. Sources from Sharī‘ah courts 
and faqīhs suggest not that Arab and Berber women were automatically dis-
inherited, but rather that a tension existed between Sharī‘ah and men’s desire 
to control property. Confirming Guichard’s model in part, men were partic-
ularly interested in preventing women in their families from inheriting land, 
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often going to court and claiming that the land belonged to a living male 
relative rather than to the deceased.16 On the other hand, Sharī‘ah courts 
did defend women’s rights to property. One of Ibn Ḥabīb’s fatwās involves 
a brother and sister who had inherited property from their parents.17 When 
the sister died before her brother, he claimed that her heirs had no right 
to inherit from her, because she never asked for her share of the property 
(presumably when their parents died). Because of her silence, he argued, the 
property belongs to him and his heirs. Ibn Ḥabīb, however, ruled that the 
sister’s silence did not negate her rights to family property, and that her heirs 
therefore must inherit their share.

A number of the lawsuits the Andalusī legal expert Ibn Sahl (d. 1093) 
describes in his Dīwān al-aḥkām al-kubrā involve family members, women 
as well as men, suing each other in Sharī‘ah courts over inheritances.18 Since 
Ibn Sahl is interested in lawsuits rather than the routine dispersal of prop-
erty, the cases he describes often feature male and female heirs fighting for 
their rights. In one instance, a husband challenges the right of his deceased 
wife to bequeath a one-third interest in her house to her sister. In another, 
a wife inherits property from her husband. He leaves behind two sons by 
another woman who have disappeared; the sons’ creditors demand a share 
of the widow’s inheritance.19 Women’s rights over their property are, then, 
frequently challenged. In no instance, however, do the judges and faqīhs 
involved assume that being female is an impediment to inheriting or be-
queathing property.

A particularly interesting example involves a complex dispute over farm 
land. A woman named Hashīmah complained to the court that her pater-
nal first cousin was attempting to seize land she legitimately inherited from 
her father, Sa‘īd b. Muzayn.20 The cousin asserted that his family had pur-
chased the property before Sa‘īd’s death. The matter apparently dragged on 
for some time. Ibn Sahl, who is interested in the legal questions suits raise 
rather than the outcomes, does not tell us who finally got the property. Nev-
ertheless, the case gives us important information. One of the qāḍīs hearing 
the case was Muḥammad b. Salmah, who was chief qāḍī of Córdoba and 
died under the reign of ‘Abd Allah (888–912), making the early tenth century 
the latest possible date for the proceedings.21 The Banū Muzayn, as Ibn Sahl 
calls Hashīmah’s extended kin group, were an Arab family whose members 
included a noted faqīh and a governor of Toledo under Al-Ḥakam I who 
eventually settled in Córdoba.22 As in Guichard’s model of the Arab family, 
Hashīmah’s paternal male cousin seemed to regard himself as having rights 
over her as her paternal first cousin, and he was perhaps trying to bully her 
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out of property that was legitimately hers. In contrast to what one would 
expect from Guichard’s model, though, Hashīmah was not powerless; she 
took the case to a Sharī‘ah court. The various legal experts commenting on 
the matter were concerned with the facts in evidence and whether witnesses 
were properly deposed. Even though the case involved real property, how-
ever, they do not assume that the male cousin’s rights take precedence over 
Hashīmah’s.

Men and Women in Literary Sources

Sharī‘ah in al-Andalus assumed that men and women were essentially dif-
ferent and that sexuality needed to be carefully controlled and limited to 
marriage (and, in the case of men, to the relationship between a master and 
a female slave). Practices that challenged those norms, like homosexuality 
or any expression of female sexuality outside of marriage, were prohibited. 
Other types of sources from the period, however, viewed gender differently. 
Literary sources elided the differences between the sexes, either by depict-
ing men and women as similar in their essential natures or by presenting 
male narrators who regarded male and female erotic partners as more or less 
interchangeable. Mystical literature came closer to Sharī‘ah’s view that men 
and women were fundamentally different, but it saw their differences as rep-
resenting a cosmic rather than a social reality. This section of the chapter will 
begin with a discussion of Ibn Ḥazm’s treatise on love, The Dove’s Neck Ring, 
which will establish some of the common themes of Andalusī literature as 
it pertains to gender, followed by an analysis of Arabic and Hebrew love 
poetry. The final section will focus on gender in mystical literature. It is not 
my intention in this chapter to offer a general survey of Andalusī literature 
and mystical texts but rather to select examples that offer a counterpoint to 
the previous chapter’s discussion of gender.

Ibn ḥazm’s ṭawq al-ḥamāmah

Ibn Ḥazm composed The Dove’s Neck Ring, or Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah, in either 
1022 or 1027.23 At that point he was in his late twenties or early thirties and 
was living in Játiva, more or less in exile, as Umayyad rule in Córdoba was 
breaking down. The full title of the work is Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah fī al-ulfah 
wa-al-ullāf. “Ulfah” means friendship, love, or intimacy, and “ullāf ” means 
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people who are one’s intimates, including close friends or lovers. Although 
the Ṭawq is often characterized as a treatise on love, it is more accurate to 
say that it is a treatise on intimacy. Love, erotic attraction, and friendship 
are all addressed.

The Ṭawq is a prose treatise incorporating poetry. It is connected to a 
long history of Arabic love poetry that purports to date back to pre-Islamic 
Arabia.24 More specifically, it formed part of a series of treatises on love go-
ing back to Muḥammad ibn Dāwūd al-Ẓāhirī’s Kitāb al-zahrah (Book of the 
Flower), written around 900.25 Ibn Ḥazm’s treatise is unusual, however, in 
that the author does not rely on traditional stories about lovers but instead 
draws on his own experiences and those of his contemporaries, although 
some parts may of course be fictionalized. That emphasis on contempo-
rary events makes the Ṭawq a valuable source, since it includes anecdotes 
about life in al-Andalus at the end of the Umayyad period. To give just one 
example, he adopts at one point a theme from early Arabic poetry. In that 
traditional poetry set among Bedouins, the lover, who was separated from 
his beloved when their two tent-groups went their different ways, mourns 
the loss at the site of the abandoned campground. In the Ṭawq, however, Ibn 
Ḥazm’s mourning is for the site of his old family home that was destroyed 
during the political unrest surrounding the Umayyad state’s collapse.26 Its 
contemporary orientation also makes the Ṭawq more entertaining than most 
such treatises; instead of material about lovers drawn from traditional litera-
ture, Ibn Ḥazm gives us gossipy anecdotes about the great and the near-great 
of al-Andalus. It is from him, for example, that we learn of the preference for 
blonds among men of the Umayyad family, a preference which Ibn Ḥazm 
shared. So long-standing was this Umayyad predilection for blonds (pre-
sumably slave women of European descent), he tells us, that all the descen-
dants of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, with one exception, were blonds.27

Ibn Ḥazm’s treatise does have obvious limitations as a source for under-
standing Andalusī society. Beyond the question of how much is fictional-
ized, there is no evidence that it was widely circulated or particularly struck a 
chord with contemporaries. While some scholars in the eastern and western 
Islamic worlds were aware of it in the two or three centuries after the author’s 
death, it survives today in only one manuscript dating from 1338, suggest-
ing that interest in it was limited. And certainly Ibn Ḥazm’s views on any 
subject cannot be taken as typical. He seems to have had a reputation as an 
eccentric during his lifetime; Ibn Sahl apparently wrote a treatise about him 
called al-Tanbīh ‘alā shudhūdh Ibn Ḥazm (A Warning Against the Eccentricity 
of Ibn Ḥazm).28 Even with those limitations, however, the Ṭawq is important 
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in that it shows that a view of gender different from that of Sharī‘ah was 
conceivable in al-Andalus. Moreover, it suggests that someone could hold 
Sharī‘ah’s view of gender and an alternative view at the same time. As we 
have seen in previous chapters, Ibn Ḥazm was himself a faqīh. And while his 
opinions on women’s status and their relationship with men did not always 
match those of the dominant Mālikī madhhab, his legal writing recognized 
the same distinct roles of and hierarchy between men and women that the 
Mālikīs asserted. His legal writings also characterize homosexuality as a vio-
lation of God’s law, and one that calls for strict punishment.29 In the Ṭawq, 
on the other hand, he depicts women as similar in many respects to men and 
is sympathetic to homoerotic, if not homosexual, relationships. The hierar-
chy between Muslims and non-Muslims, which he insists on so strongly in 
his polemical works, is likewise much attenuated in the Ṭawq. Despite the 
contempt he shows for Judaism in the Faṣl, the Ibn Ḥazm of the Dove’s Neck 
Ring depicts himself sitting in the shop of a Jewish doctor in Almería, watch-
ing people on the street and speculating companionably with his friend on 
the love life of passersby.30

Although it is possible to explain the unique tone of the Ṭawq in 
chronological terms—he wrote it before his later preoccupation with 
law and theology, and before his polemical attack on Ibn Naghrīlah—his 
awareness of genre may be a better explanation. I do not refer only to 
the fact that different genres demand that one adopt different rhetorical 
conventions, so that bitter polemics about the failings of other religions or 
exhortations to wifely obedience would be out of place in a genre devoted 
to the themes of love and attraction. The different genres Ibn Ḥazm wrote 
in also touched on different aspects of his life, particularly since the Ṭawq 
has a strong autobiographical element. The Muḥallā’s section on marriage 
is about hierarchy and duty and the shape that Islamic society should take. 
The Ṭawq is about emotions and intimacy. The author’s statement that 
he prefers blonds, which seems perfectly natural in the Ṭawq, is hardly 
something he would put in a legal or theological treatise. As for Ibn Ḥazm’s 
easy companionship with the Jewish doctor in Almería, it may be that the 
formal attitude he took toward Judaism in his polemical works was differ-
ent from his attitude toward non-Muslims in his personal life. Polemic is 
a type of performance, requiring a stance that admits of no nuance; in a 
treatise on love and desire, nuance is central.

Nuance, or perhaps ambivalence, is a key feature of the Ṭawq’s depiction 
of women. Manuela Marín argues that Ibn Ḥazm’s anecdotes about women 
are just more of the usual, emphasizing women’s weak-mindedness and sus-
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ceptibility to passion.31 In some respects she is right. At one point, Ibn Ḥazm 
states that he has a poor opinion (sū’ al-ẓann) of women, which he attributes 
to his inborn sense of ghayrah. “Ghayrah” means a man’s jealousy or his 
sense of honor, particularly the aspect of honor that is increased or dimin-
ished by the good or bad behavior of the women in his family. The term goes 
back a long ways; it does not appear in the Quran but can be found in the 
ḥadīths, where, for example, one of Muḥammad’s followers known for his 
ghayrah says that if he saw a man with his wife, he would strike him with 
his sword.32 By characterizing himself as having ghayrah, Ibn Ḥazm places 
himself in a long tradition of men viewing women primarily in terms of 
how they affect men’s prestige, and as beings who are likely to behave badly, 
especially in sexual matters.

Women’s power to dishonor men is evident in Ibn Ḥazm’s story about 
Sa‘īd ibn Mundhir ibn Sa‘īd, a qāḍī in Córdoba. He was in love with one 
of his slave girls and decided to manumit and marry her. She demanded 
that he cut his beard in order to gain her favor. He did so, then freed her 
and proposed marriage to her. She did not accept, but instead accepted the 
proposal of his brother. Sa‘īd, who as her former owner was now her walī, 
gave his permission for the match.33 The story appears in a section of the 
treatise about how passion makes the lover submissive to his beloved, so its 
main point is probably not that women are manipulative but rather that 
people put aside their dignity when in the grips of passion. There is, how-
ever, some implication in the story that Sa‘īd’s freedwoman has emasculated 
him. Beards are an obvious marker of masculinity in the middle ages for 
both Muslims and Christians; for a soldier, a long beard meant that he had 
never been taken captive or humiliated by an enemy. In the twelfth- or early 
thirteenth-century Cantar de mio Cid, for example, the Cid reminds his 
enemy Count Don García that he, the Cid, has a luxuriant beard that had 
been touched by no one. In contrast, Don García, after the Cid defeated 
him, had been thoroughly plucked by the Cid’s servants, so that “there was 
not a boy there who did not tear a wisp out.”34 Muslim religious authori-
ties generally recommend keeping the beard long, primarily to distinguish 
Muslims from pagans. In the Muḥallā, Ibn Ḥazm quotes a ḥadīth in which 
Muḥammad says, “do the opposite of the pagans: trim the mustaches and 
leave the beard.”35 In addition to being a marker of religious identity, beards 
in Islamic thought also served to distinguish men from women. Al-Ghazālī 
(d. 1111), a distinguished legal scholar, philosopher, and mystic, wrote at the 
end of the eleventh century that plucking the beard is a major evil: “for the 
beard is the ornament of man. . . . It is one of the signs of perfect creation, 
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and distinguishes men from women.”36 The slave girl’s request that Sa‘īd cut 
his beard implies that she was undermining his identity as both a Muslim 
and a man.

The concern about becoming feminine also surfaces in a story about an 
acquaintance of Ibn Ḥazm who took his relationship with a young man too 
far, by allowing the affair to become public knowledge and, probably, allow-
ing it to become sexual.37 Ibn Ḥazm says that his acquaintance, when he let 
his relationship with the young man get out of control, “uncovered his head 
and showed his face . . . and unveiled his countenance” (kashafa ra’sahu wa-
abdā wajhahu . . . wa ḥasara muḥayyāhu). Uncovering the face and showing 
oneself in public was of course a source of shame and dishonor for women, 
not men. The man in the story has symbolically made himself into a woman.

In spite of the anxieties about honor and gender roles that the Ṭawq ex-
presses, it is not simply a literary version of Ibn Ḥabīb’s treatise on women. 
In the world of the Ṭawq it is possible for men to feel deep love for women, 
rather than regarding them as an important but troublesome resource to 
manage. Ibn Ḥazm recounts his first experience of profound love, when he 
was less than twenty, with a slave-girl named Nu‘m.38 He was devoted to her 
and, when she died, was so distraught that he went months without chang-
ing his clothes. He says that he would have given up limbs to have her back, 
calling her “pure, and white like the sun.” Women can be similarly devoted 
to men. One young woman, the niece of a qāḍī of Córdoba, loved her hus-
band so intensely that when he died, she spent the night before his burial 
wrapped with him in his shroud.39

Women can also be good friends and confidants, an assertion Ibn Ḥazm 
makes in the same section in which he notes his own suspicion of women.40 
The lover, according to Ibn Ḥazm, needs a helping friend to see him through 
the ordeals of love. The confidant must be a person of restraint and dignity 
(jalīl al-ḥilm) and refined in manners (ṭayyib al-akhlāq). A male friend can 
fulfill that role, but so can a woman, and in some ways a woman may be 
superior. Women, he says, are more likely to keep a secret for lovers than 
men are. He relates one story in which a wealthy woman discovered that a 
young man in her family was in love with one of her slave-girls. She tortured 
another slave-girl, who was a friend of the first girl and knew about the li-
aison. Even though she tortured the girl beyond what a man could endure, 
the girl would not divulge what she knew. He also tells the story of a pious 
elderly woman, whom he characterizes as honorable, as knowing the Quran 
by heart, and as an ascetic (jalīlah, ḥāfiẓah li-kitāb allāh, nāsikah), who came 
across a letter written by a young man to a slave-girl with whom he was in-
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fatuated. She promised to keep the couple’s secret. Older women in general, 
he says, because they no longer desire men and are presumably not compet-
ing with other women for men’s attention, can be very generous to younger 
women. It is not unusual to see a pious older women working to find a good 
marriage for an orphan girl or lending her clothes and jewels to a poor bride.

Elsewhere, Ibn Ḥazm denies the common perception that women are 
more likely to give into sexual temptation than men.41 This discussion takes 
place in one of the last sections of the Ṭawq, on disobedience to God’s laws 
of sexual behavior.42 He has, he said, often heard people claim that restraint 
of the passions is a trait of men but not of women. But in fact, he says, 
women and men are equal in these matters. Virtue is to a large extent a 
matter of keeping oneself away from temptation; given enough temptation, 
men and women will both fall into sin. His point is illustrated in a story 
from his own life that he relates earlier in the treatise.43 The story is about a 
beautiful slave-girl who was raised in the household of Ibn Ḥazm’s family. 
He fell in love with her, but she, a virtuous girl, refused each of his advances. 
He describes a party at his family’s home at which he pursued the slave-girl 
constantly, but she moved away whenever he tried to talk with her. She, not 
he, was the strong one who protected her virtue, and she did so by refusing 
to put herself in a situation in which he might be able to tempt her.

The Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah is hardly a piece of feminist rhetoric. It describes 
the world from a masculine point of view. Unlike some of the period’s au-
thors of love poetry, Ibn Ḥazm does not always make a distinction between 
an active lover and a passive beloved, but almost all of his stories are told from 
the perspective of a man pursuing love (which helps explain his apparent si-
lence on the question of lesbian love).44 Despite the masculine orientation of 
the treatise, however, it does offer some interesting contrasts with Sharī‘ah’s 
depiction of women. It would be unfair to say that Sharī‘ah does not grant 
women their humanity; in fact, it is careful to condemn practices that treat 
women as mere items of exchange between men. Sharī‘ah does not, however, 
grant women much agency. Agency belongs to men, who are responsible for 
fulfilling their obligations to women and enforcing their obedience. Women 
are presented not as subhuman but as substantially different from men, as 
people to be controlled but not understood. In the Ṭawq, the two sexes 
are psychologically more similar. Passion can lead either sex into foolish or 
immoral behavior. At the same time, both men and women are capable of 
restraint and of profound love and sacrifice. Perhaps more strikingly, both 
are capable of being generous friends and advisers, suggesting that women 
can have value in ways that are not tied to sexuality or reproduction.
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Louis Crompton has argued that just as the Ṭawq does not make a psy-
chological distinction between the way men and women experience love, it 
does not distinguish between the love men feel for women and the love they 
feel for other men.45 While most of the stories in the Ṭawq are about men 
and women, Ibn Ḥazm includes several stories about love between two men 
and does not suggest that that kind of love is different from any other. In 
his section on the importance of the eyes as gateways to love, he describes 
in a poem how, at a social gathering, he never took his eyes off of a man he 
was in love with.46 Interestingly, given Ibn Ḥazm’s own scholarship on the 
nature and origins of language, he employs a simile from grammar. He says, 
“I send them [my eyes] where you turn, and however you move, [so that you 
are] like a noun (man‘ūt) in grammar with its adjective (na‘t).” The words 
he uses are technical terms in Arabic grammar; “man‘ūt” means a substan-
tive accompanied by an attribute, and “na‘t” means a quality or descriptor. 
His gaze can no more cease to follow the man he loves than an adjective can 
decide it will not follow the noun it modifies.47 Given that grammarians of 
Arabic in that period saw syntactic connections between words as shaped 
by unchanging rules that are in a sense built into the cosmos, his grammar 
analogy, which sounds a bit silly in English, conveys in Arabic a deeper sense 
of inevitability and commitment.

At times when Ibn Ḥazm is discussing his general observations about 
love, rather than recounting specific anecdotes, he seems to use the mascu-
line pronoun in a generic way, suggesting that the object of the (male) lover’s 
affection may be male or female. That generic usage occurs in his section on 
the importance of love letters in maintaining a romantic affair.48 A letter, he 
says, can act as a man’s tongue when speech fails him, and receiving a letter 
can be as exciting as a face-to-face meeting. It is of course possible to become 
too excited about a letter; he describes one lover who put his beloved’s let-
ter on his penis, a practice Ibn Ḥazm disapproves of (although he reports 
it anyway). The terms he uses for “lover” and “beloved” (“al-muḥibb” and 
“al-maḥbūb”) are both masculine, and, in view of Ibn Ḥazm’s untroubled 
shifting back and forth between stories of opposite-sex and same-sex love, it 
is likely that he intended the masculine pronouns as default or neutral terms; 
the correspondence could be with a male or female beloved. Crompton re-
fers to Ibn Ḥazm’s flexibility as to the gender of the beloved as his “romantic 
bisexuality” and comments that Western readers may find that flexibility 
unsettling.49 His observation is borne out by the fact that A. R. Nykl, in his 
translation dating from the early 1930s, helpfully translates all of the mascu-
line pronouns in this section referring to the beloved as feminine, explaining 
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in a note that “I translate ‘she’ where the text warrants it.”50 In fact, the text 
does no such thing.

For all his ease with hetero- and homoerotic relationships, however, Ibn 
Ḥazm does not go so far as to condone overtly sexual relationships outside 
of what was permitted by Islamic law. Near the end of the treatise, the sec-
tion on “The ugliness of disobedience” (“qabḥ al-ma‘ṣiyah,” meaning in this 
case disobedience to God’s law on sexual matters) denounces those who 
give in to the passions and praises those who are ruled by the intellect and 
are thus drawn to that which is truly good and beautiful, which apparently 
does not include actual sex.51 He says proudly that he has never taken off his 
undergarment (mi’zar) to engage in illicit sex.52 It is possible that he added 
this section of the treatise mainly to deflect criticism, but in fact the only 
overtly sexual relationship of which he speaks with approval in the treatise is 
his own youthful affair with the slave-girl Nu‘m. She, assuming she was his 
own slave, was licit for him under Sharī‘ah. Ibn Ḥazm observes social norms 
by limiting most of the heteroerotic liaisons he describes to those between 
free men and slave-girls; although a few stories mention married couples, 
respectable unmarried women do not appear in the Ṭawq. A slave woman 
was of course owned in a literal sense, and her owner was both her only 
legitimate sexual partner and a walī who could arrange her marriage. Still, 
she was not under the protection of male relatives whose honor could be 
violated in the same way a brother’s or father’s honor could be. Slave women 
were, therefore, independent operators to whom Ibn Ḥazm could assign 
agency as he would to a man without disturbing anyone’s sense of ghayrah.

The author’s own attachments to men seem to have been erotic but not 
sexual, and, as was discussed above, he condemns relationships between men 
that become sexual. Ibn Ḥazm’s other writings show that his legal position 
on sex between men is more forgiving than that of most jurists, who con-
sider homosexuality to be form of zinā’ and decree that practitioners should 
be stoned to death. Ibn Ḥazm’s conclusion in his legal writing is that sex 
between two men is a grave crime but not zinā’, and that it should not carry 
a mandatory death sentence; it can be punished according to the discretion 
of a qāḍī, possibly by lashing.53 Still, his position is hardly an endorsement of 
homosexuality. In light of the full range of his writings, it seems reasonable 
to take Ibn Ḥazm’s word for it that he kept his underwear on and did not 
write his treatise to condone sex outside the confines of Sharī‘ah. What is 
significant about the Ṭawq al-ḥamāmah is not that it argues for sexual liberty 
but that it has a capacious vision of love, in which the gender of those who 
love and are loved is not of primary importance.
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Gender in Andalusī Poetry

The Andalusī poetry of the period—as opposed to the mixture of poetry and 
prose that makes up the Ṭawq—presents a complicated landscape. Much of 
the poetry associated with the Umayyad and Taifa courts is unsatisfying as a 
source for contemporary attitudes about gender, even in court circles, since 
it is based on traditional conventions of love poetry and can therefore be 
formulaic and emotionally distanced.54 The poetry of the period, however, 
does express, in perhaps less spontaneous ways, the same themes we saw in 
the Ṭawq, including the power of the beloved over the lover and the pain of 
being apart from the beloved. The famous “Nunīyah” (poem rhymed in the 
letter “n”) of Ibn Zaydūn (d. 1071), which is part of a cycle of poems that is 
traditionally thought to be about the Umayyad princess Walladah, is about 
the pain of separation. It depicts the beloved woman as a noble and exalted 
creature who rules over the lover; the poet refers to her as one who is without 
peer and who has no associate in any quality (wa-mā shūrikta fī ṣifah). The 
use of a verb from the root sh-r-k, the root of the word “shirk,” idolatry or 
the associating of something with God, suggests that the beloved is almost 
divine in her lover’s eyes.55

Two forms of poetry that originated in al-Andalus, the muwashshaḥah and 
the zajal, were written for elite audiences but were probably influenced by pop-
ular Romance and vernacular Arabic songs of the region. The muwashshaḥah 
was written in formal Arabic but always ended with two lines in a vernacular 
language, either colloquial Arabic or Romance, which usually represented the 
speech of the beloved woman or boy. The zajal was written entirely in vernacu-
lar Arabic, often with Romance words thrown into the mix.56 Zajals could be 
quite smutty. In one poem, Ibn Quzmān (d. 1160) writes,

Hardly had I beheld that leg
And those two lively, lively eyes,
When my penis arose in my trousers like a pavilion, And made a 

tent of my clothes.
And since I observed that a certain ‘son of Adam’ was dilated
The chick wished to hide in the nest.
“Where are you taking that pollo [chicken, written in Romance], for 

an immoral purpose?”57

Muwashshaḥāt were more formal than zajals but also more free-
wheeling than traditional Middle Eastern poetic forms. In a homoerotic 
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muwashshaḥah of Ibn ‘Ubāda al-Qazzāz (active in the second half of the 
eleventh century), the beloved (a boy) is described in conventional terms as 
a gazelle, a full moon, and a lily:58

I loved a new moon unique in its beauty borrowing from the gazelle 
its glances and (slender) neck.

A full moon that shone in shapely proportion was proud of its 
beauty, desiring no increase.

Grace had adorned him; his figure was graceful.
A full moon that conquered with evident charm, cheek down 

curling over a jasmine (complexion),
A lily placed in line with a well-guarded rose; when it appeared it 

(proudly) trailed the edges of beauty’s robe.

In the last two lines of the poem, however, the boy who is the object of love 
speaks in colloquial Arabic to rebuff the lover’s advances, saying that the 
lover will never taste the tempting morsel (qūqū). Jewish courtiers writing 
in Hebrew also explored the themes of homoeroticism and homosexuality 
in muwashshaḥāt.59 One Hebrew poem by Ibn Gabirol uses language simi-
lar to Ibn ‘Ubada’s to describe the beloved boy, invoking the images of the 
moon and of vegetation:

His cheeks are like apples of gold in a setting of silver, and a word 
fitly spoken.

The moon is shamed when he sees the light of his cheeks, and the 
sun sets in his face.

His breast is like golden pomegranates fastened with silver; would 
that I could suck his pomegranates!60

The casual inclusion of homoerotic themes provides a link between this type 
of poetry and the Ṭawq. The fact that the poems are about love between 
mature men and boys, however, points to a major difference, since the Ṭawq 
is more concerned with love between men who are equals as friends, if not 
always social equals. The difference may perhaps be explained by Ibn Ḥazm’s 
personal experiences, but it also reflects his interest in portraying the sub-
jective sense of union and companionship that comes with love. Even the 
muwashshaḥāt, which usually gave the beloved the last word in their final 
lines, emphasized the subjectivity of the lover, but not that of the beloved.

The literature of love produced in court circles may not record widely 
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accepted gender norms. It does, however, suggest that relationships between 
men and women, or men and men (or boys), could be seen in ways that had 
little to do with duty or the maintenance of social structure, and everything 
to do with private pleasure and intimacy.

Gender in Sufi Texts

Mystical texts, although they are obviously religious in nature, demonstrate 
a view of religion, and of gender, that is distinct from that of Islamic law. 
Where Sharī‘ah addresses gender in the context of how the family and soci-
ety should function, Sufi texts use gender as a metaphor, either to express the 
intense relationship of the Sufi with God or to describe the nature of God 
or the cosmos. Poetry using the metaphor of erotic love to depict the bond 
between the mystic and his or her beloved God, like that of Jalāl al-Dīn 
Rūmī, has not survived in the Andalusī tradition. We do, however, have a 
body of writing from the mystic Ibn al-‘Arabī (1165–1240), who used gender 
as a metaphor in his cosmological and theosophical writings.

The term “Sufism” covers a wide variety of beliefs and practices within 
Islam. It can refer to the practices of ascetics like Rābi‘ah of Basra, to those 
seeking annihilation of their individuality in God like al-Junayd, to charis-
matic preachers like al-Ḥallāj, or to students of theosophy and cosmology 
like Ibn al-‘Arabī. In the North African tradition, the term “Sufi” is synony-
mous with “walī,” meaning in this context a friend of God or a saint; God 
grants walīs the ability to perform miracles. The Sufi tradition in al-Andalus 
was more limited and developed later than in most other areas of the Islamic 
world. There were examples in the ninth and tenth centuries of men ac-
claimed as ascetics (zuhhād), who fasted and prayed or recited the Quran 
continually.61 Women could also be known as ascetics (zāhidāt) and Quran 
readers (muqri’āt).62 By the second half of the tenth century, saints’ miracles, 
or karāmāt, were attributed to some mystics.63 Such claims were controver-
sial, however, since they could be put to political use. In 901 the Umayyad 
Ibn al-Qiṭṭ, a descendent of the amīr Hishām I, led a movement of Nafzah 
Berbers in Mérida. His stated goal was jihād against Christian Zamora, but 
he also claimed to be the Mahdī, or messiah, and was widely believed to per-
form miracles; his claims made him a distinct political threat to his kinsman, 
the amīr ‘Abd ‘Allāh. His claim to being the Mahdī, as well as his association 
with a Berber movement, suggests a connection with the various messianic 
Shī‘ī movements in North Africa at the time.64 Ibn al-‘Arabī gives a lengthy 
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account of holy men, and holy women, in al-Andalus, suggesting that the 
recognition of exceptionally pious and ascetic men and women as walīs had 
become widespread by the late twelfth century.65

Ibn Masarrah, whose letter mysticism was discussed in chapter 2, was 
a muwallad who died in 931 and was probably an important link between 
the earliest mystics, whose practice focused on asceticism, and Ibn al-‘Arabī, 
who saw mysticism as a road to understanding the structure and meaning 
of the universe. The foundational modern work on Ibn Masarrah is an early 
twentieth-century study by Miguel Asín Palacios.66 According to Asín Pa-
lacios, Ibn Masarrah drew on the works of the pseudo-Empedocles, whom 
Muslim philosophers placed in the tenth century BCE as a contemporary of 
David and Solomon, but who in fact represented late antique Neoplatonic 
thought. Asín Palacios argues that there are two central tenets of that Neo-
platonic thought as Ibn Masarrah understood it. The first is that God cre-
ated the universe by an emanation of the first substance (al-jawhar al-awwal) 
that was purely spiritual but became degraded and formed material reality as 
well, meaning that the world we see around us is a mix of the more exalted 
spirit and the more degraded matter. The second and related concept is the 
existence of a universal spirit, of which all human souls originally were part. 
Human beings are a mixture of that pure soul with impure matter and must 
struggle to purify themselves so that their souls can return to the universal 
soul after death. Asceticism plays a major role in purification.67 According to 
Asín’s account, Ibn Masarrah founded a school of legal practice or madhhab. 
One of its leaders, Isma‘īl ibn ‘Abd Allāh al-Ru‘aynī, a contemporary of Ibn 
Ḥazm, taught that property beyond what was necessary to sustain you for a 
day was not truly yours, and he believed in either holding all women in the 
community in common or at least in mut‘ah marriage, a form of temporary 
marriage for a set period of time that was allowed in early Islam but was later 
permitted only under Shī‘ī law. He denied the resurrection of the body and 
taught that the soul is rewarded or punished immediately after death.68

How much truth there is in Asín’s description of Ibn Masarrah is open 
to debate, given how inconsistent the information in the primary sources 
he uses actually is.69 The work of Pilar Garrido Clemente makes a good case 
that Ibn Masarrah was a much more conservative figure than Asín suggests. 
According to her research, his thought did have some Neoplatonic elements; 
his Risālah al-i‘tibār, or Letter of Interpretation, for example, sees humans as 
beings who have descended from God into the material world, and who can, 
through the mystical study of scripture, ascend and return to God.70 Much 
of his piety seems to have been more conventional, however.71 He wrote a 
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summary and commentary on al-Mudawwanah al-kubrā, suggesting that he 
saw himself as a Mālikī. During a trip to Medina, he visited the house of one 
of Muḥammad’s wives, Maria the Copt, and took measurements of an up-
stairs room in which Muḥammad was said to have prayed, so that he could 
recreate the room when he returned to Córdoba. This last story suggests 
a traditional pietistic outlook—he wanted to imitate the Prophet—rather 
than any radical position.

Furthermore, although some of his followers were under suspicion at the 
end of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III’s reign, Ibn Masarrah himself was never accused 
of impropriety during his lifetime. Ibn Ḥazm did later accuse him of being 
a Mu‘tazilī.72 Mu‘tazilism was a movement in ninth-century urban Islam, 
centering in Baghdad, which held that logic and rational argumentation 
based on Greek models had a legitimate place in theology and that God had 
created human beings with extensive free will and responsibility for their 
actions.73 In al-Andalus, however, the term was used more broadly to mean 
something like “free-thinker.” While it would not quite be fair to say that 
Ibn Ḥazm classified anyone who disagreed with him as a Mu‘tazilī, he did 
use the term in a general way to describe Muslims who were more open to 
the use of speculative theology than he was, which meant virtually everyone 
with an interest in that field. The accusations against al-Ru‘aynī—that he 
believed in communal property and the sharing of women—are standard 
accusations against communities deemed heretical, and they are leveled at 
such communities in both the Islamic and Christian traditions.74 It does 
seem likely, though, that Ibn Masarrah practiced asceticism and imitation 
of Muḥammad’s actions, and that he believed a mixture of meditation and 
rational thought could lead to knowledge of God and the universe.75

Ibn Masarrah’s interests represent a bridge between the ascetics and mir-
acle workers of the ninth and tenth centuries and the most famous Sufi 
scholar of al-Andalus, Ibn al-‘Arabī (1165–1240). Ibn al-‘Arabī wrote about 
the holy people with whom he associated, but most of his writing can be 
classified as theosophy. In developing his ideas, he often used images of gen-
der, and specifically images of the male and female body. He saw both as 
sacred and as corresponding to various aspects of the divine; the male body 
in particular he associated with language.

There is an argument against including Ibn al-‘Arabī in this study since 
he lived so much later than the Umayyad period, but his views on gender 
provide a particularly interesting contrast with Sharī‘ah. In the first place, 
he recognized the authority of women mystics and the importance of reli-
gious education for women. Additionally, in his mystical texts, he presents 
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gender as complementary, at least on the symbolic level; the male and the 
female principles are both essential parts of the cosmos. What, if anything, 
his theoretical ideas about gender or his warm regard for women mystics 
tells us about the period of this study is admittedly debatable. His ideas 
may represent a continuation of mystical ideas and practices that go back 
to Umayyad times but are poorly documented for that period. His views 
of gender, and the presence of women Sufis in al-Andalus, could also point 
to a later development of women’s mysticism that opened up at least some 
spiritual paths to women well after the Umayyad period. In any event, I 
present an analysis of his work here to suggest another possible way in which 
Andalusīs understood gender.

Ibn al-‘Arabī refers to God as al-wujūd, that which exists, or al-ḥaqq, the 
real; nothing else truly exists or has reality.76 Before the creation of the cos-
mos, al-wujūd existed as a completely self-contained being. It longed, how-
ever, to express itself, and it did so with speech. Al-wujūd spoke its names, 
which denote its multiple attributes: the Merciful, the Compassionate, the 
Wrathful, the Destroyer, the Victorious. As God spoke his names, the cos-
mos came into being. Before that act of speech the names were undifferenti-
ated and contained within the divine being, but as God spoke the names 
emanated outward and became differentiated, thus creating the diversity of 
the created world. The universe was created because of God’s desire to ex-
press his nature, and it is supported by a network of his words. Ibn al-‘Arabī 
illustrates this concept of words as an active force in the cosmos in a story 
he tells about one of his teachers, a woman in her nineties, who could use 
the words from the first chapter of the Quran as a charm. For her the words 
became an active presence, like a daemon or jinnī that could do her bidding. 
In one case, in order to help a woman whose husband had deserted her, she 
sent the words after the errant husband, and they physically forced him to 
return home.77

Ibn al-‘Arabī develops this idea of language as the basis of creation when 
he discusses the image of the pen (qalam) and tablet (lawḥ).78 The pen and 
tablet are images that appear in the Quran in the context of God’s revela-
tion of the Quran to human beings. Quran 68:1, for example, talks about an 
archetypal pen of revelation, and 85:22 describes the Quran as inscribed on 
a tablet. In both cases the image is of revelation coming specifically through 
the written word, as something God writes. Ibn al-‘Arabī takes this image of 
writing much farther and connects God’s inscribing of words as the actual 
process of creation, not just of the Quran, but of everything. The pen, which 
Ibn al-‘Arabī equates with intellect, was the first thing God created; the tab-
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let emerged out of the pen as an emanation.79 God spoke to the pen, which 
then wrote God’s words on the tablet, thus bringing the cosmos into being; 
it inscribed on the tablet “everything that was and that is and that will be 
and that is not but could have been had God willed it.”80 The pen and the 
tablet are gendered in Ibn al-‘Arabī’s thought; the active pen is masculine, 
while the passive tablet on which it writes is feminine. More specifically, they 
are related to the male and female body, corresponding to the penis and the 
womb respectively.81 Pen and tablet undergo a marriage, and the signs the 
pen places on the tablet are like semen deposited in the womb.82

This image of insemination suggests the sacredness of the human body 
and of sexuality as a symbol of God’s creative act. And indeed in the final 
chapter of his Bezels of Wisdom, Ibn al-‘Arabī discusses the symbolism of rela-
tions between men and women.83 He first sets up a correspondence between 
God’s love for his creation and a man’s love for a woman. The intense desire 
of God’s names to express themselves led to his creation of the cosmos; his 
love and desire drew him to abandon his perfect unity and create, by speak-
ing his names, the fragmentation and variety of the world. In the same way, 
women draw men away from their intellectual and spiritual life and into the 
world of physical life and change.

He then sets up a second correspondence between God’s love for hu-
man beings and man’s love for woman. Just as man was created out of God, 
woman was created out of man; a man is drawn to a woman because the 
whole is always drawn to one of its parts, as God is drawn to man. Contem-
plating women, who are below men and created from them, can benefit men 
spiritually because it reminds them of their own servitude and incomplete-
ness in relationship to God. Finally, he argues that man stands in the same 
relationship to woman as God does to nature. God created the cosmos by 
injecting his works into the formless void of nature. In the same way man 
initiates creation by injecting his seed into woman.

The relationships among, and distinctions between, men and women, 
God and man, and God and nature are symbolically present in the pen and 
tablet. The pen is a symbol of God’s unity; it contains latent versions of 
the cosmos’ diversity, but that diversity only manifests itself when the pen 
writes on the tablet.84 The pen’s unity is similar to a man’s integrity, while 
the tablet’s multiplicity is echoed in a woman’s place in the natural world of 
change and variety. In addition, the female tablet is passive and its existence 
and meaning are dependent on the active male pen; the tablet is an emana-
tion of the pen, just as Eve is an emanation of Adam on the physical plane.85

Ibn al-‘Arabī’s understanding of the feminine in some ways parallels that 
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of the jurists. Women are below men in the hierarchy of creation and stand 
in relation to men as men stand in relation to God. In addition, the feminine 
is passive by nature; for Ibn al-‘Arabī the feminine is without form or mean-
ing until the masculine writes meaning into it, while for the jurists women 
are (mostly) passive in their social and sexual relationships with men: “The 
man is the one who marries, the one who takes a concubine, and the woman 
is the one who is married, who is taken as a concubine.”86 In other respects, 
Ibn al-‘Arabī presents a very different idea of gender relations. His writing 
shows us women who are admirable teachers and ascetics, as advanced in 
their spirituality as men. In his more abstract theosophical works, masculine 
and feminine exist in a hierarchy, but also as essences that complement and 
complete each other. The masculine may be superior to the feminine, but 
it also longs for the feminine and has no way of completing its process of 
self-expression without her. In many respects, Ibn al-‘Arabī’s masculine and 
feminine principles have more in common with the lovers in the Ṭawq al-
ḥamāmah than with the husbands and wives described by jurists.

No literary, mystical, or legal work from al-Andalus shows a modern be-
lief in equality of the sexes; all sources see at least some elements of hierarchy 
between men and women, and all differentiate between the roles of men and 
women and the meaning of masculinity and femininity. Looking at a variety 
of sources, however, allows us to see a range of attitudes toward masculinity 
and femininity. The legal materials envisage strict social roles for men and 
women and place men and women largely in the relationship of guardian to 
ward. Poetic and literary sources show a more flexible attitude toward gen-
der, emphasizing the mutual dependence of the sexes and the potential for 
women to share men’s virtues. Those sources also suggest the possibility of 
love and sexuality between men, clearly not a part of Islamic legal thought. 
Finally, mysticism emphasizes the complementary relationship between the 
masculine and the feminine as much as their hierarchical relationship.
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6	 ✦	 Berbers and Muwallads

I began this book by naming five distinct social groups in 
Umayyad al-Andalus: Arab Muslims, Berber Muslims and muwallads who 
through clientage or education became honorary Arabs, muwallads who 
did not have elite status, nonelite Muslim Berbers, and dhimmīs. In fact, 
though, the most important division was between a small ruling group and 
everyone else. That elite, or khāṣṣah, was made up of prominent Arab Mus-
lims who could trace their ancestry back to the early days of Islamic rule in 
al-Andalus, Muslims of Iberian or Berber origin who had become honorary 
Arabs through ties of walā’ (clientage) or the study and acquisition of Arabic 
language and Arab culture, and a few dhimmīs who occupied key admin-
istrative positions. The larger group made up of everyone else (al-‘āmmah) 
included Arab families who had lost elite status (or never had it),1 ordinary 
muwallads and Berber Muslims, and almost all dhimmīs.

Although Arab ancestry was an important route to membership in the 
khāṣṣah, we have seen that there were a number of routes to quasi-Arab 
status even if one was not Arab by blood. Jews and Christians in the ninth 
and tenth centuries could hold important government appointments. Dis-
tinguishing oneself as a member of the ‘ulamā’ was a path to high status. 
Ties of walā’ with the Umayyads also made one part of the elite. The tenth-
century grammarian and historian Ibn al-Qūṭīyah, for example, came to 
prominence partly because of his status as a historian and a scholar of the 
Arabic language. He was also helped, however, by the fact that he was de-
scended from the marriage of the Visigothic princess Sarah to an Umayyad 
mawlā.2 In the same way, the renowned Berber faqīh Yaḥyā ibn Yaḥyā Ibn 
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Kathīr al-Laythī was reported to have studied with Mālik in Medina and 
was an important figure at the court of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II.3 His family also 
identified themselves as linked to the Arab aristocracy through a tie of alli-
ance (ḥilf ) with the Banū Layth. While the two men were able to associate 
themselves with the elite because of their respective ties of walā’ and ḥilf, the 
combination of those ties with scholarly distinction made their claim that 
much more powerful.

While some dhimmīs and non-Arab Muslims rose to positions of promi-
nence, most did not and were perceived as outside the Arab Muslim power 
structure. The elite’s authority, however, did not go unquestioned. Chapter 
3 outlined some of the tensions between Muslims and dhimmīs. The follow-
ing two chapters will look at challenges from non-Arab Muslims to the idea 
of Arab superiority and to the connection between Muslim and Arab iden-
tity. This chapter will examine the challenge an important Muslim Berber 
family posed to Umayyad rule and will then focus in more detail on a major 
muwallad uprising in the south.

Berbers: The Banū Dhī al-Nūn

Until 750, the Umayyads, as sole caliphs, ruled both al-Andalus and North 
Africa. By the second half of the 700s, the Umayyads controlled only al-
Andalus, and despite Abbasid claims, much of the North African Maghrib 
was independent, ruled by the Idrisids in northern Morocco and the Rusta-
mids in western Algeria.4 Al-Andalus and North Africa were, however, cul-
turally and economically linked both before and after 750.5

An example of that link is the Berber uprising of 740–41, which began 
in North Africa and spread to al-Andalus. As we saw in chapter 1, Berbers 
were a crucial element of the Muslim armies in North Africa and al-Andalus 
yet were often not given the same status as Arab fighters. They were some-
times subject to the jizyah and, under some governors of North Africa, were 
required to produce an annual levy of slaves. In 741, Berbers assassinated 
the Umayyad governor Kulthūm ibn ‘Iyād al-Qaysī and killed many of his 
troops.6 The insurrection spread to al-Andalus, where Berbers in northern 
al-Andalus revolted and marched south. The Arab general Balj ibn Bishr, 
who had lost many troops to the Berber uprising in North Africa, crossed 
over at the behest of the Andalusī governor and put down the Berber revolt 
near Toledo.7 That uprising set a pattern of Berber insurrection against the 
Umayyads.
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Whatever the full range of reasons for the Berber uprising, they were 
at their most obvious level protests against the ill-treatment they received 
from Arabs in power. The influence on Andalusī Berbers of Berber revolts 
in North Africa is clear and unsurprising, given the frequency of migrations 
between al-Andalus and North Africa.8 Shī‘ī and Khārijī ideologies that were 
popular in North Africa may also have played a part in the Andalusī revolts.9 
Khārijism in particular was widespread in North Africa and often expressed 
itself in political terms, as a struggle for independence.10 Exactly what role 
religion played in the revolts is difficult to determine, however, since Sunni 
Muslim chroniclers looking back at the revolts tend to judge any religious 
component against the standard of Sunni Islam. Sources say, for example, 
that the revolt led by the Berber Shaqyā al-Miknāsī, which ‘Abd al-Raḥmān 
I put down in 776, was inspired by Shī‘ism. Eduardo Manzano Moreno, 
however, has suggested that the revolt was largely led by Shaqyā’s mother, 
Fāṭimah, and was related to Berber political uprisings in North Africa led 
by women, such as al-Kāhinah’s revolt against the Arabs in the early 700s, 
rather than to a tradition of Shī‘ī dissent.11

Explaining revolts as religious movements could serve as a way for the 
chroniclers, who were generally Umayyad sympathizers, to trivialize the 
causes of Berber discontent. Arabic chronicles explain the Berber movement 
surrounding Ibn al-Qiṭṭ in 901, for example, as an outbreak of hysterical 
millenarianism.12 According to al-Rāzī by way of Ibn Ḥayyān, Ibn al-Qiṭṭ 
ibn Hishām ibn Mu‘āwiyah al-Qurayshī, a descendant of the amīr Hishām, 
emerged under the tutelage of a troublemaker named Abū ‘Alī al-Sarrāj, 
who styled himself as an ascetic and was intent on fomenting rebellion. 
With al-Sarrāj’s support, Ibn al-Qiṭṭ arrived in the region of Mérida. There 
he insinuated himself with local Berber tribes, prophesying and preaching 
jihād and denigrating the current Umayyad amīr, ‘Abd Allāh. He claimed 
to be the Mahdī and the guardian (‘āṣim) of the Muslims, finally inciting 
the tribes to go on a holy war against the city of Zamora, in order to return 
it to Muslim hands. The enterprise at Zamora concluded badly after key 
tribal leaders deserted the siege, and Ibn al-Qiṭṭ’s head ended up on the city 
wall. What is most interesting about al-Rāzī’s account, however, is its con-
descending tone and his portrayal of the Berbers as dupes who were easily 
blinded and led astray by the rhetoric of Ibn al-Qiṭṭ and al-Sarrāj. For him 
there is no possible cause for the jihād against Zamora except the Berbers’ 
childish credulity.

In contrast to the stories of Berber dissent, the chroniclers also record 
many cases of Berbers supporting the Arab elite. During the emirate, the 
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Berbers played an important role in defending the marches against Christian 
incursions, with the result that the amīrs often granted iqṭā‘ land (which 
gave the holder usufruct from land in exchange for military service) to Ber-
ber families.13 In the tenth century, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III made heavy use of 
Berber military allies. He also appointed Berbers to important administra-
tive positions; he made Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd Allāh Ibn ‘Abī ‘Īsā, a descen-
dent of Yaḥyā ibn Yaḥyā, chief qāḍī of Córdoba and used him as an ambas-
sador to the marches, where the notables upon whom the caliph depended 
for military support were often Berber.14 The limitation of the chronicles 
is that they evaluate the behavior of Berbers in terms of whether they sup-
ported the Umayyads or not; the only two types of Berbers are those who are 
obedient and those who are not. Reading beyond those categories, however, 
it becomes clear that during the Umayyad period a number of areas in al-
Andalus were evolving as Berber societies whose formation was not under 
the political control of Umayyad Córdoba.

Chroniclers divided Berber tribes arriving in al-Andalus into Butr and 
Barānis. The term Barānis seems to have referred to North African tribes 
who had assimilated to Byzantine culture and were Christian before their 
conversion to Islam. The Butr tribes were pagan before their conversion 
and less connected to urban Byzantine culture.15 Arabs characterized the 
majority of the Berbers in al-Andalus as Butr, emphasizing their historical 
distance from urban life and monotheism. The association of Berbers with 
paganism may be exaggerated, since Christianity and Judaism would have 
been familiar to most North African Berbers in the period just before the 
advent of Islam.16 The characterization of tribes as Butr may have been a 
way for the chroniclers to talk about the fact that areas in which Berbers 
settled were often not heavily populated by Arabs, and that Berber societ-
ies were not always subject to the norms of Arab Córdoba. The pro-Arab 
chroniclers’ disdain for many Berbers also obscures the fact that the rela-
tionship between Berbers and Arabs was complex, in that Berbers were able 
to pick and choose what they took from the Arab elite; their own leading 
families might embrace Arab Muslim culture, while maintaining political 
independence from Córdoba.

The Berber family known in the Arabic sources as the Banū Dhī al-Nūn 
is in some way typical of prominent Berber groups, in that they were at dif-
ferent times allies of the Umayyads, rebels against them, and an independent 
elite who ruled without reference to them. According to Ibn Ḥayyān, the 
ancestor who first came to al-Andalus was al-Samḥ.17 The family settled in 
Santaver, near Cuenca. Ibn ‘Idhārī tells us that the family’s original name 
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was Dhannūn, which was a common Berber name, but that it was later mis-
takenly written as Dhū al-Nūn, an Arab name.18 The change was no doubt 
in line with the family’s gradual assimilation to Arab culture. The earliest 
mention of the Banū Dhī al-Nūn in al-Andalus, from the period of Amīr 
Muḥammad I, places them as allies of the Umayyads. At that time, Mūsā 
Ibn Dhī al-Nūn is reported to have cared for a favorite eunuch of the amīr’s 
who fell ill on his way home from a campaign. In return the amīr made of-
ficial Mūsā’s control of the area around Santaver (asjala lahu ‘alā nāḥiyah), 
later giving him a castle in the region as an iqṭā‘, and accepted one of Mūsā’s 
sons as a hostage. The taking of a hostage was meant to ensure good behavior 
on the part of the family in question. Provided that good behavior was forth-
coming, the hostage was treated as an honored guest, which usually meant a 
trip to Córdoba and an education in Arab courtly culture.19

Other periods found the Banū Dhī al-Nūn acting independently of the 
Umayyads. Mūsā’s son, also called Mūsā, the one who had been a hostage 
at Cordoba, took over the region of Huete in his own name.20 Starting in 
874 he made two attacks on Toledo (strictly without Umayyad permission), 
which led to the Banū Dhī al-Nūn’s sporadic control of that city until the 
muwallad Banū Qasī conquered it in 897.21 Despite their strong presence in 
the area, the Banū Dhī al-Nūn did not regain control of Toledo itself until 
around the time of the caliphate’s collapse.22 Mūsā died in 907, dividing the 
family’s territory between his three sons.23 They maintained the family’s pat-
tern of occasional cooperation with the Umayyads. Al-Fatḥ ruled the city of 
Uclés and worked to expand his territory at the expense of the Umayyads 
and of local leaders. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III’s army defeated the second son, 
Yaḥyā, who along with his family was taken to Córdoba in 933; ‘Abd al-
Raḥmān III pardoned him, after which he remained loyal to the Umayyads. 
The third son, Muṭarraf, generally cooperated with the Umayyads.

After the collapse of Umayyad power in 1031, al-Andalus fragmented un-
der the control of Arab, ṣaqlabī, and Berber dynasties, some of the latter 
being recently arrived Berber groups. The Banū Dhī Nūn, as one of the 
Berber dynasties whose presence in al-Andalus went back to the period of 
the conquests, continued to do what they had been doing anyway, that is 
ruling the area around Toledo. Although their efforts to control Toledo in 
the past had met with resistance on the part of its muwallad leadership, 
those tensions seem to have lessened by 1031; Pierre Guichard speculates that 
the steady Arabization of the peninsula had smoothed over differences of 
ethnicity among Muslims.24 That may be true, although Ibn ‘Idhārī is very 
clear in his identification of the family as Berber, and in his view as rather 
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obscure Berbers who had no important historical role until the Umayyads 
lost power.25 In any event, they were in the Taifa period a major political 
force in the central peninsula, in spite of repeated conflicts with the Arab 
Banū Hūd in the region.26

The story of the Banū Dhī al-Nūn reflects the general pattern of 
Umayyad rule: close control of the area around Córdoba, with more spo-
radic and looser rule outside that area, often in the form of alliances with 
families holding regional power. Despite the chroniclers’ efforts to define 
the exercise of Berber authority as an act of either obedience to or defiance 
of the Umayyads, much of the family’s history unfolded independently of 
Córdoba. After 1031, the Banū Dhī al-Nūn’s power no longer came with the 
official imprimatur of the Umayyads, but its nature did not really change.

Muwallads: The ‘Umar Ibn ḥafṣūn Revolt

The ninth- and early tenth-century revolt of ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn, his family, 
and his allies represented at least as great a threat to the Umayyads as any 
Berber revolt. The nature of the threat was first of all geographic; the center 
of the uprising was the province of Rayyah in southern al-Andalus, putting 
Ibn Ḥafṣūn within striking distance of Córdoba. As in the case of the on-
again off-again revolt of the Banū Dhī al-Nūn, the uprising spanned a long 
period of time, from 879 to 928; but while the Banū Dhī al-Nūn’s goal was 
primarily to maintain their independence, expanding their territory as pos-
sible, Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s actions suggest an intent to destroy Umayyad power and 
form a new state in southern al-Andalus.27

The revolt at its greatest extent encompassed much of the southern-most 
part of al-Andalus, from the Mediterranean in the south to the Guadalquivir 
Valley in the north. The population of that area was made up primarily of 
Christians and Muslims who were Berber or muwallad. The terrain is moun-
tainous, and despite the presence of important cities like Ronda, Malaga, 
and Algeciras, the area at the time was largely rural in comparison with 
the Guadalquivir Valley. Although each province was technically run by an 
Umayyad governor, power in rural areas was concentrated in the hands of 
powerful families who held castles (ḥuṣūn; the holder of a castle is called a 
ṣāḥib in the Arabic sources, plural aṣḥāb), to which local people could re-
treat during times of danger.28

‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s family were well-to-do muwallads from the area of 
Ronda who converted to Islam at the time of Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s great-grandfather 
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Ja‘far.29 The thirteenth-century historian Ibn ‘Askar says that Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s 
ancestor Alfonso was a Visigothic count.30 When he was young, Ibn Ḥafṣūn 
killed a man in a fight and had to flee to the mountains, where he became a 
bandit. After the local governor had him arrested and flogged, he decamped 
for Ifrīqiyah, specifically to the city of Tāhart, the capital of the Rustamid 
dynasty in what would now be western Algeria. There he became the ap-
prentice of a tailor who also had roots in Rayyah.31 The fact that he was in 
contact with at least one other person from al-Andalus suggests that the 
choice of Tāhart was not arbitrary, but may reflect trading or other connec-
tions between Malaga and that part of Ifrīqiyah. He returned to al-Andalus 
where, with the help of his paternal uncle, he established himself at the 
fortress of Bobastro with a private army, which began conducting raids on 
neighboring areas around 879 or 880. Ibn Ḥafṣūn succeeded in setting him-
self up as the local authority and tax collector in defiance of the Umayyads. 
He was able to expand his geographic reach over time and became increas-
ingly aggressive in his attacks on the Guadalquivir region. After his death in 
917, his sons continued the revolt. The last surviving son, Ḥafṣ, surrendered 
to the Umayyads in 928.

There is some difference of opinion as to how much of a threat Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn’s revolt actually posed to the Umayyads. Lévi-Provençal believed 
that Ibn Ḥafṣūn was finally an opportunist who did not have the tempera-
ment or the organizational skills to conduct a sustained campaign against 
Córdoba.32 An argument can be made that the revolt was in fact haphaz-
ard. As was the case with most of the local uprisings against the Umayyads, 
Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s revolt stopped and started, punctuated by periods of peace 
with Córdoba. In 883 he surrendered to the Umayyad army and was taken 
to Córdoba. There he was given an important position in the military, in 
keeping with the Umayyads’ policy that it was safer to bring troublemak-
ers into the tent than to leave them outside. Shortly after his surrender he 
fought as a commander in the Umayyad army against the Banū Qasī on the 
upper march. Soon afterwards, however, he fled Córdoba and returned to 
Bobastro.33 In 887 Ibn Ḥafṣūn negotiated peace with the amīr al-Mundhir, 
although he quickly violated the terms.34 And while at times he took aggres-
sive action against the Umayyads, long periods of the revolt were much more 
passive and consisted of Ibn Ḥafṣūn and his followers going to ground in 
their various castles to ride out Umayyad sieges. The fact that, in 898 or 899, 
he converted to Christianity also calls into question how seriously he can be 
taken as a leader. Whatever the motivation for his conversion, it resulted in 
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the immediate loss of many Muslim allies and an overall weakening of his 
position.35

Contemporaries and near contemporaries, however, took Ibn Ḥafṣūn se-
riously. Ibn ‘Idhārī characterizes him as the arch-rebel (kabīr al-thuwwār).36 
Particularly during the reign of Amīr ‘Abd Allāh, Ibn Ḥafṣūn recruited 
increasing numbers of followers among holders of castles in southern al-
Andalus. ‘Abd Allāh, unable to mount a successful attack against the rebels, 
simply gave up at one point, appointing Ibn Ḥafṣūn as governor of the prov-
ince of Rayyah and returning to Córdoba.37 Ibn Ḥafṣūn then extended his 
raids to the area near Córdoba, attacking estates that were important food 
sources for the capital.38 Those attacks suggest that he did not simply wish to 
be left alone in Rayyah, but that he wanted to conquer the Umayyads’ center 
of power. His alliances were at some points very broad, including Christians, 
muwallads, Berbers, and Arabs.39 In 898 Ibn Ḥafṣūn explored the possibil-
ity of an alliance with Muḥammad ibn Lope of the Banū Qasī, a powerful 
muwallad family on the northern march; an agreement never materialized, 
but if it had the Umayyads might have found themselves threatened from 
both north and south.40

Even when he was not actively pursuing campaigns in the Guadalquivir 
Valley, Ibn Ḥafṣūn continued to be a drain on the Umayyads’ resources. His 
core of support was the network of aṣḥāb in the area. The aṣḥāb were the 
local authorities; the more they participated in the revolt, the less control 
of the region the Umayyads had, and the less tax revenue they received. In 
addition, even though the Umayyads were at some points able to keep Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn and his followers contained, it was difficult to end the revolt deci-
sively, since many of the castles in question could withstand lengthy sieges. 
Judging from the site archaeologists believe is the ruins of Bobastro, with its 
high elevation and limited access, anyone defending a siege there would have 
been almost impossible to dislodge; Ibn ‘Idhārī calls it the most impregnable 
fortress in al-Andalus without exception.41

Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s revolt shows us that the Umayyads were weak at times, 
and that in spite of their claims to be “sons of the caliph,” their right to rule 
al-Andalus was far from universally acknowledged. It is less clear what the 
revolt tells us about the society and culture of the period, although a number 
of theories have been advanced in an effort to find a deeper historical mean-
ing in the rebellion. The theories divide roughly into those that emphasize 
Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s Christian and Visigothic roots and those that emphasize his 
place in the Islamic world.

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



136  ✦  The Most Noble of People

Revised Pages

Spanish scholars in the late nineteenth century and the first half of the 
twentieth focused on Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s Christian and Iberian identity, seeing his 
rebellion as either a Christian uprising against Islam or a proto-nationalist 
movement against foreign occupation.42 The idea of Ibn Ḥafṣūn as a Span-
ish nationalist has been widely rejected as anachronistic, but the focus on 
his pre-invasion roots continues in the work of Manuel Acién Almansa and 
Thomas Glick, both of whom see the uprising as a final attempt by the old 
Visigothic aristocracy to assert its power.43 They argue that although the Vi-
sigothic aristocracy did not maintain a presence in cities after the conquest, 
the invaders made deals with great Visigothic families in rural areas, encour-
aging them to convert to Islam and become honored mawālī, while allowing 
them to maintain their local power and estates. The Banū Qasī in the north 
(assuming they were in fact Visigothic in origin, as they claimed) are a good 
example of a family who maintained its preconquest elite status. Those old 
families ran their rural estates as “feudal” holdings in the sense that regional 
authority, including the right to collect rents, remained within the family, 
rather than being held by the state. The Cordovan state began to assert its 
rights during the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II, appointing its own governors 
and insisting that the income previously collected locally as rents was in fact 
taxation owed to the central government. Rebellions ensued; many local 
warlords and landholders who were not of Visigothic origin revolted as well, 
of course, but the old Visigothic families were key players in the struggle 
against centralization. In this scenario, Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s revolt represents the last 
gasp of Visigothic resistance.

The sources certainly give us reasons to link Ibn Ḥafṣūn to the Christian 
and Visigothic past. As was mentioned above, Ibn ‘Askar says that the family 
was originally Visigothic, and they fit Acién Almansa’s model of a rural dy-
nasty controlling its area of influence as a private estate. Ibn ‘Idhārī reports 
that Ibn Ḥafṣūn gave out gold armbands to his followers.44 Muslim leaders 
distributed booty to their followers, but the specific gift of gold armbands 
seems intended to invoke a Germanic past. Probably after his conversion 
in 899, Ibn Ḥafṣūn had two new churches built in Bobastro.45 The style of 
the churches is similar to that of churches built in León at around the same 
time. Some features, however, such as the use of three apses, appear in much 
older Spanish churches dating to the Visigothic period. It would be unwise 
to draw too many conclusions about the architecture as a deliberate symbol 
of cultural loyalty—maybe, as far as Ibn Ḥafṣūn was concerned, that was 
just what churches looked like—but it is possible that he was deliberately 
linking himself to the Visigothic past.
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Then there was the family’s conversion to Christianity in 899. Although 
they always had Christian followers, it is difficult to see how the conversion 
benefitted them politically, since most of the aṣḥāb they depended on were 
muwallads, many of whom went over to the Umayyads’ side after 899; in ad-
dition, the conversion meant that Ibn Ḥafṣūn was no longer simply a rebel 
but an apostate and an object of jihād. Cagigas suggests that Ibn Ḥafṣūn 
converted because of pressure from the many Christians who fought in his 
army, a possible reason but one that does not explain his willingness to alien-
ate his more powerful muwallad allies. Another possibility is that the conver-
sion came out the family’s cultural orientation rather than out of practical 
concerns. There is some evidence suggesting that Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s Christianity 
was deeply felt; his decision to build two new churches was expensive as well 
as a deliberate flouting of Sharī‘ah, which prohibited the construction of 
new churches and synagogues. After he defeated Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s son Ḥafṣ, ‘Abd 
al-Raḥmān III reportedly had ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn exhumed and the corpse 
taken to Córdoba to be crucified; the body was found at Bobastro buried 
in the Christian style, his head turned toward the east and his arms crossed 
over his chest.46

It is also possible that the family had in some sense been Christian all 
along. Ibn ‘Idhārī maintains that there really was no conversion; Ibn Ḥafṣūn 
had been a secret Christian his whole life, and now he simply acknowledged 
the fact openly.47 The actions of Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s daughter Argentea also support 
the theory that the family had been strongly identified with Christianity 
prior to 899.48 Although Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s son Ḥafṣ is usually cited as the last 
rebel in the family, it is really Argentea who was the last member of the fam-
ily to create a nuisance for the authorities. After her father’s death, Argentea 
traveled to Córdoba with her brother Ḥafṣ when he went there to take up 
his position in the army of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, accompanied by other fam-
ily members and citizens of Bobastro. There she was executed as an apostate 
in 931.

It is the Latin Vita of Argentea, written in the late 900s, that makes 
the best case for the family’s Christian identity.49 Although the Vita says 
that Argentea left Bobastro for Córdoba with family members after the 
Umayyads defeated her father, it does not identify her father as a muwallad 
rebel, but says that Argentea was from a noble Christian family who raised 
her to be devout.50 As a girl she devoted herself to asceticism and longed 
to be a martyr. When she arrived in Córdoba she immediately sought out 
other virgins with whom she continued her ascetic practices for several 
years. Her opportunity for martyrdom came with the arrival of a Christian 

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



138  ✦  The Most Noble of People

Revised Pages

preacher from France named Vulfura, who had come to al-Andalus to be 
martyred. He preached publicly, urging his listeners to become Christian, 
a violation of Sharī‘ah regulations against People of the Book proselytiz-
ing to Muslims, and was arrested and imprisoned. Argentea visited him 
in prison and was herself arrested. Although the Vita author does not say 
so, the charge against her was most likely apostasy. As the daughter of a 
Muslim she was legally Muslim herself, but apparently the authorities in 
Córdoba were willing to overlook the matter of her apostasy as long as 
her religion remained private. By visiting Vulfura, however, she acknowl-
edged both that she was a Christian and that she was in sympathy with 
his preaching. Her religion became a public matter. When she refused the 
qāḍī’s offer of a chance to renounce Christianity and affirm that she was a 
Muslim, she was executed, as was Vulfura.

One has to approach the Vita with some skepticism, and in fact it has 
been argued that the Vita is a formulaic fiction based on martyrs’ stories 
from the Roman period, bearing no connection with ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn.51 
Admittedly the information about her saintly behavior in childhood may be 
formulaic, but the details—the military defeat of her father, her coming to 
Córdoba with her brothers from Bobastro (or Bibistrense in the Latin)—
make it plausible that the story is indeed about ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s daugh-
ter. The use of rhetoric from Roman-era martyrs’ stories is also typical of 
Eulogius’s accounts of the martyrs of Córdoba and is quite appropriate for 
those martyrs who came from Muslim families. Their crime was simply be-
ing Christian, since anyone with a Muslim father was legally obligated to 
practice Islam; like the Roman martyrs, they professed their faith and re-
fused opportunities to renounce it.

Argentea’s story suggests some interesting connections between Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn’s family and the martyrs’ movement in Córdoba eighty years earlier. 
To give one example, among the martyrs in the 850s was a woman named 
Nathalia, who was from a Muslim family and therefore, by law, a Mus-
lim.52 After her father died, however, her mother married a man who was 
a secret Christian, who convinced mother and daughter to convert. At her 
baptism, Nathalia secretly took the Germanic name Sabigotho, perhaps to 
invoke the preconquest Christian past, as Ibn Ḥafṣūn may have done with 
his gold armbands. Later she married Aurelius, also a secret Christian from a 
Muslim family. After the beating and arrest of the Christian merchant John 
in 851 on charges of publicly insulting the Prophet Muḥammad, Sabigotho 
and Aurelius decided to adopt a more ascetic way of life and, later, to seek 
martyrdom. Sabigotho and another secret Christian friend, Liliosa, attended 
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church with their faces uncovered; the combination of their attendance at 
church and their putting aside the veil demonstrated publicly that they were 
Christian. The two women and their husbands were arrested and executed as 
apostates. Argentea seems to have been deliberately imitating the actions of 
earlier Christian women who were legally Muslims, like Sabigotho and Lili-
osa. The fact that after arriving in Córdoba she was able to find likeminded 
ascetics, probably in a monastery, suggests that religious dissent in the capi-
tal had not entirely died out by the time of Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s revolt. Perhaps Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn’s profession of Christianity was not so much a tactical move but a 
radical act of reclaiming the family’s history, as well as the history of earlier 
Christian protests.

There are, then, some good arguments for seeing Ibn Ḥafṣūn in the 
light of his Christian and Visigothic roots, and for seeing his cultural ori-
entation as being northern, toward Christian Spain and western Europe. 
There are also, however, convincing reasons for seeing him primarily as 
part of the Muslim world and as culturally oriented to the south, toward 
North Africa. Among modern scholars, Muḥammad ‘Īsā Ḥarīrī in par-
ticular argues that Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s uprising was directly linked to the Berber 
revolts that began in North Africa and spread to al-Andalus.53 The Berber 
movements were informed by Shī‘ī and Khārijī ideology, and according to 
Ḥarīrī, Ibn Ḥafṣūn was particularly influenced by Khārijī thought. From 
Ḥarīrī’s perspective, the uprising was essentially a muwallad revolt that, 
like contemporary Berber movements, had as its goal the formation of a 
new Islamic state in which all Muslims would be equal, and in which Ar-
abs would have no special precedence.

Ḥarīrī’s thesis is supported by the fact that Ibn Ḥafṣūn spent time in a 
part of North Africa that was ruled by Khārijīs. As we have seen, when he fled 
al-Andalus as a young man to avoid trouble with the law, he went to Tāhart, 
the capital of the Rustamid dynasty. Khārijism, as discussed in chapter 2, 
developed in the seventh century, during the early part of the Umayyads’ 
reign in the Middle East. Its doctrine evolved in opposition to Umayyad 
rule, emphasizing that religious devotion rather than ethnic or family iden-
tity determined membership in the ummah, and that the ruler should be 
selected solely on the basis of his superior piety, regardless of his genealogy. 
The particular group of Khārijīs whose doctrine spread to western Algeria 
were the Ibāḍīs.54 The Ibāḍī movement began in Basra, Iraq, in the seventh 
century. Preachers from Basra traveled to North Africa and gained many 
followers among the Zanātah and Nafūsah tribes. Among the preachers was 
the Persian mawlā ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Ibn Rustam, who had spent much of 
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his life in Qayrawān. The Abbasids suppressed an Ibāḍī uprising in central 
North Africa in 761, at which point Ibn Rustam fled to Tāhart, where he was 
elected Imām (the term for head of the ummah that both Khārijīs and Shī‘īs 
used instead of caliph) by his followers. Tāhart became the capital of a small 
Rustamid state that survived until the Fatimids conquered it in 909. Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn maintained ties with North Africa throughout most of his career. In 
the 880s he applied to the Aghlabids (an Arab dynasty who ruled Ifrīqiyah 
from the late 700s until 909, ostensibly in the name of the Abbasids) for 
military assistance against the Umayyads and was turned down.55 Later he 
ordered that leaders of Muslim congregations recognize the Fatimids rather 
than the Umayyads as legitimate rulers. He asked the Fatimids for military 
help, and according to one version of events, they responded by sending a 
fleet of ships to his aid, although the ships were turned back by the Umayyad 
navy.56 His appeal to the Fatimids came after his conversion to Christian-
ity in 899. In addition to Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s North African connections, and the 
links between North African and Andalusī Berber movements, Ḥarīrī notes 
that there were at least some ‘ulamā’ in al-Andalus who were influenced by 
Khārijī thought; he does not, however, claim that they had any direct influ-
ence on Ibn Ḥafṣūn.

Ḥarīrī freely admits that, among the small bits of information we have 
about Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s motivations, there is no specific evidence that he identi-
fied himself as a Khārijī. Nor do the sources depict him as having a special 
belief in the true ummah as a community of the pious or in rule by the most 
devout. On the other hand, there is some evidence that Ibn Ḥafṣūn saw his 
revolt as a struggle for the equality of non-Arab Muslims. Ibn ‘Idhārī pre-
serves what purports to be a quotation from a speech Ibn Ḥafṣūn gave to a 
crowd of followers:

How often have the powers that be treated you harshly, taking your 
property, burdening you beyond what you can bear; the Arabs hu-
miliate and subjugate you. But I want to avenge you, and bring you 
out of your bondage.57

Here Ibn Ḥafṣūn equates the oppressive authority of the state specifically 
with Arabs. Ibn Ḥayyān also tells us that the revolt was based on a join-
ing together of muwallads and Iberian Christians (al-‘ujmah) against the 
Arabs.58 Since most of Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s followers were muwallads and Berbers, 
admittedly with some disgruntled Arabs in the mix,59 one can argue that 
the Khārijī principle of equality among Muslims was an important part of 
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the rebels’ ideology. The fact that Christians also played a role in the revolt 
does not weaken the case for Khārijī influence. Elizabeth Savage has sug-
gested that from its origins in southern Iraq, the Ibāḍī movement had Chris-
tian as well as Muslim supporters, particularly among Nestorian Christians 
who, like Muslim Ibāḍīs, were often engaged in long-distance trade.60 In 
North Africa as well, Ibāḍīs found support from Christian Berbers; Savage 
argues that the North African revival of Donatist Christianity in the seventh 
and eighth centuries, with its emphasis on the Church as a community for 
the righteous only, gave common doctrinal ground to Christians and Ibāḍī 
Muslims. Tāhart in the ninth century had a substantial Christian popula-
tion, and the Rustamid Imāms used Christians in their personal guard.

There is an interesting passage in Ibn ‘Idhārī that suggests that Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn wanted to appeal, if not to Khārijī sentiments, then at least to Mus-
lim cultural practices.61 The passage comes immediately after the quotation 
given above from Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s speech. Ibn ‘Idhārī goes on to denounce Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn’s followers as wicked scoundrels. He admits, however, that they were 
devoted to him and lists several reasons for his popularity beyond his prom-
ise to liberate them from oppression. One of his practices, noted above, was 
to honor loyal followers with gold armbands. Another source of his popular-
ity was his treatment of women:

He was, along with his wickedness and sinfulness, strong in his sense 
of honor (al-ghayrah), protecting that which is sacred and forbidden 
(al-ḥurmah), and that is part of what drew people to him.

The terms Ibn ‘Idhārī uses make it clear that he is talking about Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s 
attitude toward women. “Ghayrah,” discussed in chapter 5, refers to a man’s 
sense of honor as it pertains to the behavior of women. “Ḥurmah,” from 
the same root as ḥarīm, means that which is sacred or taboo and also refers 
by implication to a woman or wife. The passage continues with an example 
of how Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s ghayrah caused him to abhor women who acted too 
independently:

Women in his day used to take money and goods from town to town 
on their own, without anyone in God’s creation stopping them. His 
penalty was the sword . . . 

In other words, his punishment was the death penalty, although is not clear 
from the passage whether the death penalty applied to the women who were 
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traveling and conducting business on their own or to the people with whom 
such women did business, or both. Ibn ‘Askar also mentions Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s 
ghayrah, saying that he punished with death (al-sayf, meaning the sword) 
any of his men who reached out his hand to a woman, even if it was only 
because she was accepting a trinket from him.62

Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s ghayrah does not particularly suggest a connection with 
Khārijism. One of the primary criticisms mainstream Muslims had of the 
Khārijīs was that they did not have a proper sense of honor toward women; 
among other signs of laxness, they allowed women to fight in battles, citing 
the precedent of women who had gone into battle with Muḥammad. That 
practice, allowing as it did a public role for women, was strictly prohibited 
in mainstream Islam by the time of the Umayyads.63 The Ibāḍīs had notable 
women supporters in the Middle East, including women from the Muhal-
lab family, a powerful Arab family who had settled in Khurasān,64 although 
it is not clear if women played a similar role in the North African Ibāḍī 
movement. Even though Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s display of ghayrah does not connect 
him with Khārijism, it suggests that, sincere or not, he was playing to a spe-
cifically Muslim audience; the belief that women moving around freely and 
handling their own affairs posed a threat to society was certainly reflected in 
Sharī‘ah as it was understood in al-Andalus.

Both images of Ibn Ḥafṣūn, as the Christian Visigothic rebel and as the 
muwallad struggling for equality among Muslims, are in their way convinc-
ing. Both, however, are based on limited evidence, the veracity of which is 
difficult to evaluate, and each undercuts the other. In light of the conflicting 
evidence it is tempting to embrace Lévi-Provençal’s characterization of Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn as a cynical opportunist who tried on different identities as they 
suited his purposes. Still, given how long and at what cost he fought against 
the Umayyads, it seems likely that he had a plan or vision that went beyond 
simply making it up as he went along. What the vision was, however, we do 
not know.

The revolts of Berber families like the Banū Dhī Nūn and of the mu-
wallad ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn demonstrate how politically chaotic al-Andalus 
was in the eighth and ninth centuries. Despite efforts at state-building, the 
Umayyads’ actual control of al-Andalus often amounted to a firm grip on 
the area around Córdoba, a constant battle to retain control of Seville and of 
the southern coast, and, in the region of Toledo, a series of face-saving sum-
mer campaigns and offers of governorships to de facto regional princes. The 
Ibn Ḥafṣūn revolt was perhaps the most threatening, both because it tar-
geted areas near Córdoba and because the family directly attacked Umayyad 
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assumptions about Arab Muslim supremacy. The rebellions also show the 
instability of ethnic and religious identity in the period. The Banū Dhī al-
Nūn at times sought to be part of the Cordovan elite, beginning with their 
adoption of an Arab name and later in their intermittent alliances with 
the Umayyads. At other times, as opportunities in their region presented 
themselves, they became opponents of Córdoba. Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s revolt moved 
between an assertion of the rights of non-Arab Muslims to be important 
political players and a complete abandonment of Muslim identity as family 
members converted to Christianity.
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7	 ✦	� The Banū Qasī and the  
Northern March

At its most ambitious, the revolt of Ibn Ḥafṣūn and his family 
and allies threatened the Guadalquivir Valley and the heartland of Umayyad 
power. It developed in areas over which the Umayyads expected to have at 
least some direct control. Those participating in the revolt also seem to have 
accepted the social norms that were current in Córdoba: Ibn Ḥafṣūn rec-
ognized a difference between muwallads and Arabs and between Christians 
and Muslims, and he used those differences to defy Umayyad authority. Far-
ther from the geographic center of the Arab Muslim elite, though (however 
imperfectly that elite was defined), such categories had less meaning, and 
distinctions between ethnic and religious identity seem to have been not so 
much blurred as ignored. The ongoing political resistance of the Banū Qasī, 
a muwallad family on the northern march, illustrates some of the cultural 
differences between the capital and the distant border regions.

By the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, the Umayyads understood the north-
ern frontier of al-Andalus as falling into three rough divisions: the lower, 
middle, and upper marches.1 The frontier between al-Andalus and the 
Christian north (always ill-defined by modern standards) followed the Du-
ero river in the west, then in the east rose north of the Ebro river to include 
the Ebro plains up to about the 1,000 meter line; the hills and valleys beyond 
that point were part of the Christian kingdoms. All three marches were, 
in comparison with the citied heartland of the Guadalquivir Valley, rural 
and had small Arab populations; they were controlled largely by Berbers 
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and muwallads. The presence of what cities and towns there were on the 
marches, and the Arab population, increased from west to east. To the west, 
the lower march had Mérida as its principle town; otherwise the area was 
largely made up of rural villages punctuated by castles. Powerful landlords 
in the area were primarily muwallad and Berber, with the majority of the 
population made up of muwallad or Christian farmers and Berbers who 
were farmers or pastoralists. The middle march centered on the larger city of 
Toledo, most of whose leading families were muwallads. The city ruled over 
a rural muwallad, Berber, and Christian farming population, along with 
some Berber pastoralists. In the northeast, the upper march was a more 
urban and ethnically mixed region that included the city of Zaragoza and a 
number of smaller but significant towns like Tudela, Huesca, Calatayud, and 
Tortosa. Powerful Arab, Berber, and muwallad families vied for supremacy 
in the region.

The Arabic term “thaghr” (plural thughūr) is usually translated as fron-
tier or march, in contrast with the demilitarized province or kūrah (plural 
kuwar). The thaghr bordered non-Muslim lands (the dār al-ḥarb), while the 
kūrah did not. The kūrah had a governor (walī or ‘āmil), while the thaghr 
had a qā’id or military commander. The thughūr were taxed at a lower rate 
than the kuwar, paying the ‘ushr or one-tenth of income rather than the 
more substantial land tax or kharāj. Relative to the kūrah, the thaghr was 
more independent and was not expected to participate in military campaigns 
that did not affect its particular region.2

That distinction between thaghr and kūrah became stable by the time 
of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III; before that period, terminology was more fluid. The 
term thaghr was sometimes used for areas that were not directly in contact 
with the dār al-ḥarb, but whose ruling families were involved in defense and 
had a relationship with regions that really were on the frontier. An example 
is the territory of the Banū Dhī al-Nūn who, from their base around San-
taver, periodically helped the Umayyads defend border regions.3 The terri-
tory included in the three major thughūr also differed over time, although 
the designation of the upper or far march (al-thaghr al-a‘lā or al-thaghr al-
aqṣā) seems consistently to have meant the region along the Ebro river cen-
tering on Saragossa.4

In the Abbasids’ lands, the thaghr was strongly connected with the idea 
of jihād.5 Frontier towns often featured volunteer jihadists and the construc-
tion of ribāṭs, which were paid for by established waqf funds. While the 
Umayyads in al-Andalus, like the Abbasids in the east, styled themselves 
as jihadists and embarked most years on the summer campaign or ṣā’ifah, 
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rulers of the marches were not always reliable allies, fighting with the Umay-
yads only sporadically. As we will see in the case of the Banū Qasī, the cul-
ture of the upper march in particular was not focused on religious militancy, 
and Umayyad power over the region was too weak to compel regular par-
ticipation in jihād.

The story of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān ibn Marwān al-Jillīqī illustrates the con-
tentious nature of the Umayyads’ relationship with provincial leaders on 
the marches.6 As the name “al-Jillīqī,” “the Galician,” suggests, Ibn Marwān 
came from a family with roots in northwestern Iberia; by the ninth cen-
tury, they were a prominent muwallad family living on what was at that 
time called the nearer march (al-thaghr al-adnā), around the area of Mérida 
and Badajoz. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s father, Marwān ibn Yūnis al-Jillīqī, rebelled 
against Córdoba in 816/17, then apparently made peace with the Umayyads 
in the time of the amīr ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II, who made him governor of 
Mérida—probably, as happened repeatedly in the ninth century, offering the 
emirate’s legitimation to a provincial family who were already de facto rulers. 
After Marwān’s death, his son took over as ruler of Mérida and staged a major 
rebellion against the Umayyads in the 860s. In 868 the amīr Muḥammad I 
put down the revolt, and Ibn Marwān and his followers agreed as part of the 
terms of surrender to come to Córdoba and serve in the amīr’s army. While 
in Córdoba, however, Ibn Marwān got into a dispute with the army general 
and court official Hāshim ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz, the powerful Umayyad mawlā 
who had challenged the authority of the Muslim convert Ibn Antonian. 
Ibn Marwān left Cordoba, created a new stronghold for himself in Badajoz, 
and continued in a more or less permanent state of revolt until his death in 
890. Badajoz remained under his family’s control until ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III 
conquered it in 929/30. The on-again off-again alliance of Ibn Marwān and 
his family with the Umayyads, the family’s periodic open rebellions against 
central authority, and the regime’s intermittent attempts to integrate the 
family into the Cordovan power structure were all typical of the relationship 
between the Umayyads and the great families of the marches.

Ideally, from the Umayyad point of view, the powerful families of the 
marches, whether muwallad, Berber, or Arab, functioned as Muslim allies 
against the Christian kingdoms and principalities to the north. In the ninth 
century, the major Christian states were (moving from west to east) Asturias-
Leon, including the towns of Leon, Burgos, and Oporto; Navarre, whose 
urban center was Pamplona; and the Spanish March (the future Catalonia), 
which included the city of Barcelona.7 The Christian north was ethnically 
diverse and included Galicians, Asturians, Cantabrians, Basques, Gascons, 
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and Franks, as well as families who continued to identify themselves as 
Goths. Although the threat from the north became acute only in the elev-
enth century, as Umayyad rule collapsed, Christians did make incursions 
south in the eighth and ninth centuries as well. In the late eighth century, for 
example, the Umayyads lost Pamplona, which was subsequently controlled 
by Franks, by a Gascon and Frankish alliance, and later by local Basque fam-
ilies.8 At times aristocratic families on the marches did act as good Muslims, 
defending the borders and waging jihad against the infidel north; in 856, 
the Banū Qasī leader Mūsā ibn Mūsā led a summer raid against Barcelona.9 
Often, however, prominent Muslims on the marches were unreliable jihad-
ists. Particularly on the upper march, the border, to the extent that there 
was such a thing, was porous, and the great families on either side formed a 
society that crossed religious lines.

The history of the Banū Qasī illustrates the complexities of society on the 
borders, and of that society’s relationship with Córdoba.10 Ibn Ḥazm says 
that the family’s founder, Cassius (rendered as Qasī in Arabic), was count 
of the northern marches in the time of the Visigoths. After the Muslims 
conquered al-Andalus, Count Cassius traveled to Syria, where he converted 
to Islam at the hands of the Umayyad caliph al-Walīd (r. 705–15).11 The fam-
ily’s original stronghold was just to the north of the Ebro, across the river 
from Tudela.12 In the course of the eighth and ninth centuries, however, they 
came to control a large territory on both sides of the eastern Ebro River, a 
territory that included at various times Pamplona, Huesca, Zaragoza, Borja, 
Tarazona, and Arnedo. The family also, for a brief time in the mid-ninth 
century, controlled Toledo, away from their main center of operations.13 As 
was the case with many of the ruling families in border regions, the Banū 
Qasī acknowledged the authority of the Umayyads only intermittently.

Some details of this narrative have been called into question. Fierro, 
among others, dismisses the story that Cassius was a count as a way for the 
family to aggrandize itself through a fictitious pedigree.14 Manzano Moreno, 
on the other hand, makes a case that Cassius really was a Visigothic count 
and was part of a continuity of rule along the northern frontier; he had 
manned the borders against the Basques in Visigothic times and continued 
to do so after the Muslims arrived.15 Fierro also finds it unlikely that Cassius 
traveled to Syria to convert. According to her, it is more plausible that he 
became the mawlā of an Arab family that settled in the north and only later 
became, or claimed to become, an Umayyad mawlā.16 To me the claim that 
Cassius was a count seems reasonable; he likely had some status that gave 
him the authority and resources to move smoothly into the role of defender 
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of the march for the Umayyads. On the other hand, as Fierro suggests, the 
claim that a frontier official traveled to Damascus to be converted by the 
caliph himself seems more dubious.

Even if the family were mawālī, converted at the hands of the caliph, 
that fact seems to have been largely irrelevant to their political dealings. Ibn 
Ḥazm, who refers to the Banū Qasī as muwallads but also makes the claim 
that they were mawālī of the Umayyads and therefore had a kind of Arab 
identity, says that in the days of the factional divide between the Yamanīs 
and the Muḍarīs in the eighth century, they were grouped with the Muḍarīs. 
Their affinity with the Muḍarīs presumably reflects the fact that it is the 
faction the Umayyads were part of. Other than this one reference, however, 
there is no evidence that the Banū Qasī ever behaved or were treated like 
Umayyad mawālī. Mawālī like Hāshim ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz enjoyed a level of 
prestige comparable to that of well-born Arabs—for all intents and purposes 
they were Arabs—and were integrated into the Cordovan power structure. 
The Banū Qasī, for all that they were occasional allies of the Umayyads, were 
far from Córdoba and were not part of that inner circle. They seem to have 
related to the Umayyads in the same way Ibn Marwān and leaders of other 
powerful muwallad families did.

The Banū Qasī’s power and territory were at their height at the time 
of Mūsā ibn Mūsā ibn Fortún ibn Qasī (ca. 790–862), the great-grandson 
of Cassius.17 By Mūsā ibn Mūsā’s time, the Banū Qasī’s pattern of occa-
sional cooperation with the Umayyads between periods of revolt was well-
established. His father, Fortún, had rebelled against the Umayyads in the 
early ninth century, primarily over control of Zaragoza. That issue reemerged 
in 840/41 when ‘Abd al-Raḥmān II attempted to appoint the governors of 
Tudela and Zaragoza. Since the Banū Qasī regarded those cities as part of 
their territory, Mūsā ibn Mūsā fought vigorously against the appointees and 
defeated the amīr’s troops who were supporting them, taking the general 
commanding the Umayyad force, Ḥārith ibn Bazī‘, prisoner. In 843 ‘Abd al-
Raḥmān appeared in person at the head of an expedition against the Banū 
Qasī, whom he defeated; Mūsā ibn Mūsā was forced to surrender Ḥārith 
and swore obedience to the amīr. In exchange, the amīr appointed Mūsā ibn 
Mūsā as the official governor of Arnedo, a town he already controlled. In 
844 Mūsā ibn Mūsā rebelled again; the amīr’s forces besieged him at Tudela, 
forcing him to capitulate and taking his son Lope as a hostage. Later in 844, 
when Vikings landed near Seville, Mūsā ibn Mūsā led troops to assist the 
amīr. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān released Lope, who also fought against the Vikings. 
After ‘Abd al-Raḥmān died in 852, Mūsā ibn Mūsā continued to expand his 
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territories in the Ebro Valley; Muḥammad I made him the official walī of 
the upper march, probably as a way of saving the Umayyads’ dignity in the 
face of the inevitable.

Mūsā ibn Mūsā died in 862 from injuries sustained during a battle with 
the Banū Sālim Berbers, the leaders of Guadalajara. After his death, the 
family’s relations with the Umayyads improved briefly as Mūsā’s sons, Lope, 
Muṭarraf, Fortún, and Ismā‘īl, laid low and consolidated their power in the 
north. By 871, though, the alliance deteriorated as badly as ever; Muṭarraf 
proclaimed himself governor of Tudela in defiance of the amīr, and Ismā‘īl 
did the same in Zaragoza. Muḥammad I led an expedition to the north 
where he defeated Muṭarraf, brought him back to Córdoba, and had him 
crucified along with his three sons, Muḥammad, Lope, and Mūsā, certainly 
a low point in relations between the Umayyads and the Banū Qasī. The 
pattern of alternating rebellion and quiescence resumed, until the family 
lost the last of its major castles in 929, and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III reasserted 
Umayyad power over the region.

While the power struggles along the upper march most obviously repre-
sented a potential military threat to Córdoba’s control of the north, the area 
is also of interest for the ways in which it was culturally and socially differ-
ent from the Umayyad heartland. Distinctions among religious and ethnic 
groups seemed to matter far less than they did in Córdoba.

We can see some of this indifference to the cultural and social concerns 
of Córdoba in the Banū Qasī’s relationships of kinship and military alliance. 
Their major allies in the areas were the Iñiga family, a Christian Basque fam-
ily from around Pamplona.18 The first of the Iñiga family to appear in the 
sources is called Wannaquh in Arabic, or Iñigo Arista.19 He had two sons, 
Fortún and Iñigo Iñíguez; the latter, whom the Arabic sources call Wan-
naquh ibn Wannaquh (probably derived from Enneco, the Basque version 
of the name Iñigo), became ruler of Pamplona sometime between 810 and 
820. After Iñigo Arista died sometime around 780, his widow married Mūsā 
ibn Fortún Ibn Qasī and became the mother of Mūsā ibn Mūsā, making 
Mūsā the half-brother of Iñigo Arista’s sons Fortún and Iñigo Iñíguez; they 
fought with him against the Umayyads during his revolt in the early 840s. 
‘Abd al-Raḥmān’s campaign of 843 was directed against the Iñigas as well as 
the Banū Qasī. Fortún was killed in battle and his head sent to Córdoba as 
a trophy; Iñigo Iñíguez agreed not to leave the principality of Pamplona and 
to pay the amīr 700 dinars a year. Iñigo Iñíguez’s son García, who took over 
the principality of Pamplona after his father’s death in 851 or 852, was mar-
ried to Mūsā ibn Mūsā’s (presumably Muslim) daughter Oria or Aurea; they 

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



150  ✦  The Most Noble of People

Revised Pages

had a son, Mūsā Garcés. Mūsā ibn Mūsā’s son Muṭarraf married Velasquita, 
a daughter of García by another wife.20 Ibn Ḥazm also notes that Mūsā ibn 
Mūsā arranged the marriages of his (Muslim) nieces, the daughters of his 
brother Lope, to members of the Iñiga family.

The most obvious questions that the frequent marriages between the 
Iñigas and the Banū Qasī raise pertain to religion. As far as can be de-
termined, among Muslims in al-Andalus, only aristocratic Arab families 
(and perhaps elite Berber families, although that is difficult to determine) 
enforced strict endogamy for women. Other groups did not see female en-
dogamy as desirable or practical and used marriages to seal alliances; they 
were Muslims but followed what Guichard would call a European kinship 
pattern. It is not surprising, therefore, that muwallads like the Banū Qasī 
would use daughters as bargaining chips, and indeed we can sometimes see 
them handing out daughters for strategic purposes. In the early 860s, when 
it seemed likely that there would be hostilities between the Banū Qasī and 
the Banū Sālim Berbers of Guadalajara, Mūsā ibn Mūsā offered his daugh-
ter to the Banū Sālim leader Izrāq (or Azrāq) ibn Mantīl, telling Izrāq, 
according to Ibn al-Qūṭīyah, that his daughter was the most beautiful in 
al-Andalus and should be married only to the most beautiful young man 
in al-Andalus, who was none other than Izrāq.21 Despite the flattery, Mūsā 
ended up attacking Izrāq in Guadalajara when he feared Izrāq was collud-
ing with the Umayyads against him. In another instance, Mūsā ibn Mūsā’s 
son gave one of his daughters as part of a peace agreement with ‘Abd Allāh 
ibn Khalaf ibn Rāshid, the governor of Boltaña, but then later attacked him 
and seized the town.22

Giving one’s daughters to other Muslim families, as in the examples 
above, is one thing; giving them to non-Muslims, as was the case when the 
Banū Qasī married their daughters to the Iñigas, is something else again, and 
it certainly violates a major principal of Sharī‘ah family law, which is that 
Muslim women are a resource for the ummah. Muslim men took resources 
from the unbelievers by marrying Christian or Muslim women (although 
not pagans). Muslim women, however, could under no circumstances be 
given to non-Muslims, whether or not they were People of the Book, and 
for a Muslim woman to marry outside the faith was an act of apostasy. Aside 
from the intermarriages with the Iñigas, a Banū Qasī daughter named Ur-
raca was married to Fruela, the son of Alfonso III of Asturias-León, some-
time around 900.23 This casual shuffling of daughters between Christian and 
Muslim families calls into question how important religious identity was on 
either side of the frontier.
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It is also worth noting that the Christian families involved seemed to 
have no qualms about marrying daughters to Muslims, or at least not to 
prominent ones. Aside from the marriages outlined above, there were kin-
ship ties between the Iñiga family and the Umayyads. Fortún Garcés, who 
ruled Pamplona from 882 to 905 and was the great-grandson of Iñigo Arista, 
was captured (before he was ruler of Pamplona) by the amīr Muḥammad 
I and, along with his daughter Iñiga or Onneca, was held for some time 
in Córdoba. There Iñiga married (or at least became part of the ḥarīm of ) 
the future amīr ‘Abd Allāh, taking the name Durr, or pearl. Her status as a 
captive, and the fact that Durr is a common slave name, suggest that she 
was a slave concubine rather than one of the official wives.24 That status, 
however, did not affect the position of her offspring; her son with ‘Abd 
Allāh, Muḥammad, while he did not become amīr himself, was the father 
of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, meaning that Iñiga was the grandmother of the first 
Umayyad caliph of al-Andalus. Iñiga’s daughter by a previous marriage, Tota 
or Ṭūṭah, became queen of Navarre; she traveled to Córdoba to arrange an 
accord with ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, who treated her as an honored relative.25

The practice of northern Christians giving their daughters in marriage 
to Muslims is perhaps less striking than the fact that Muslims in that re-
gion married their daughters to Christians, given that there are plenty of 
references to marriages between Muslim men and Christian women in the 
sources for the martyrs of Córdoba. There is an important difference, how-
ever. In Córdoba, the Christian families involved were most likely interested 
in marrying up into the Muslim-dominated hierarchy. The northern women 
in question, however, were aristocrats, whose families were equals of the 
Muslim families, such as the Banū Qasī, with whom they married (Iñiga’s 
marriage to an Umayyad is the exception, since she was a captive, however 
honorably treated). There marriages may have come out of political expedi-
ency, but they also are more likely than the marriages in Córdoba to repre-
sent a free choice on the part of Christian families, rather than a response to 
social pressures.

Members of the Banū Qasī, while they remained predominantly Sunni 
Muslim, sometimes changed religions. Ibn Ḥazm reports that Lope ibn 
Muḥammad ibn Ismā‘īl became a Shī‘ī while he was in central North Af-
rica. Two other Banū Qasī sons became Christian. Unfortunately we do not 
know the context of those conversions, but they do suggest a certain fluidity 
of religious identity. As we have seen in the case of some Berber uprisings, 
and in the rebellion of ‘Umar ibn Ḥafṣūn, claiming Shī’ī identity was a way 
to defy, or at least annoy, the Umayyads, so there is a context for that con-
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version. The claiming of Christian identity also showed defiance, or at least 
a disconnect, with Cordovan power, and probably also had to do with the 
family’s close ties to Christians; Ibn Ḥafṣūn would later use a similar shift 
to Christianity as a way to separate himself from the Umayyads. The Banū 
Qasī’s casual attitude toward religious identity, as well as the family’s often 
open hostility toward Córdoba, undermines any notion that they acted as 
Umayyad mawālī.

The family’s naming practices are also suggestive of a social group that 
extended across the border and across religious lines. Generally once an Ibe-
rian family converted to Islam, subsequent generations of boys were given 
standard Muslim, or at least Arabic, names. In ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s family, 
for example, men had Arabic names going back to the great-grandfather, 
Ja‘far, who was the original convert. Before Ja‘far the family had Romance 
or Latinate names, for example Damian and Alfonso. It is true that Ibn 
Ḥafṣūn’s daughter Argentea had a Romance name, but no Romance family 
names for boys are recorded. Banū Qasī sons, however, were split between a 
majority who had Arabic names like Muḥammad or Ismā‘īl and a minority 
with Romance names like Lope or Fortún, a name also used by the Iñigas 
(the name Cassius never reappears in the family). Sons of the same father 
might end up with a mixture of Romance and Arabic names, so for example 
the sons of Mūsā ibn Fortún Ibn Cassius included Mūsā and Muṭarraf but 
also Lope and García (although David Wasserstein has suggested that the 
name “Lope” or “Lubb” was a rare case of a Romance name that Muslims 
broadly adopted).26 Naming patterns do not therefore seem to represent the 
practices of different branches of the family. It is possible that the sons of 
Mūsā ibn Fortún with Arabic names and those with Romance names had 
different mothers with different religious or ethnic backgrounds. Perhaps 
the most obvious explanation, though, is that the family chose to preserve 
traditional family names, and names they shared with the Iñigas, without 
regard to their origin. We have very few girls’ names from the family, but 
it is interesting that the two we do have—Aurea and Urraca—are both 
Romance names.

To what extent we are looking at a unique concept of religious identity 
that prevailed in the north, one in which boundaries between religions were 
less defined than in Córdoba, is hard to determine. Lévi-Provençal believes 
that the fluidity was quite pronounced and goes so far as to suggest that 
the much-married Iñigo Iñiguez may have been polygynous, in imitation 
of his Muslim relatives among the Banū Qasī.27 There is no way to verify 
this theory, however, nor for that matter is it clear that the Banū Qasī men 

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



Revised Pages

The Banū Qasī and the Northern March  ✦  153

married more than one wife at a time. More generally, it is impossible to say 
what the religious sensibilities of the population as a whole were along the 
northern march. Presumably most people on both sides of the Ebro were 
Christians at the time of the Banū Qasī; if Bulliet’s theory about conversion 
rates is correct, then Muslims had not been in control of the upper march 
long enough for any widespread conversion to Islam to have taken place on 
the southern side of the frontier.28 But although we can say that most people 
in the region were probably Christians, the texture of what being a Christian 
meant to them is not something we can recover. It does appear, however, 
that there was an aristocratic culture and system of kinship alliances in the 
north that superseded religious identity.

Arabic-speaking chroniclers writing about the Umayyad heartland often 
mention language: the Christian administrator whose Arabic was impecca-
ble, the Muslim qāḍī whose grasp of Arabic grammar was sadly inadequate. 
No such issues are raised about the north. The sources give no indication 
that the Banū Qasī, in spite of Ibn Ḥazm’s assertion that they were Umayyad 
mawālī, saw themselves as part of the Arab and quasi-Arab elite, nor do we 
know if the family, or at least the men, spoke Arabic or were educated in 
Arabic letters. Maribel Fierro claims that they were in fact conversant in 
Arabic language and culture.29 Her assertion, however, is based on a pas-
sage from Ibn al-Qūṭīyah that is open to interpretation.30 In the passage, 
the courtier Umayyah ibn ‘Īsā Ibn Shuhayd reports that in Córdoba, at the 
house where hostages were kept (dār al-rahā’in), he heard hostages from 
the Banū Qasī reciting a poem by the pre-Islamic Arab poet ‘Antarah. Ibn 
Shuhayd chastises the teacher of the hostages, saying that he should not be 
teaching the enemies of the caliphs poetry like that of ‘Antarah that inspires 
heroism; instead he should teach them only the wine poetry of Ḥasan ibn 
Hānī’ (Abū Nuwās) and other jokers (ahzāl) like him. Ibn Shuhayd’s story 
does not tell us if the members of the Banū Qasī were reciting from a tradi-
tion they already knew or being taught that tradition for the first time. Fi-
erro may be correct in concluding that they came to Córdoba already literate 
in Arabic. The whole point of bringing enemies to the capital, however, was 
to integrate them into the Umayyads’ service, as was attempted in the case of 
Ibn Marwān and, later, members of ‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s family. Education 
in Classical Arabic would have been part of that process. In addition, the fact 
that the Banū Qasī hostages were working with a teacher (mu’addib) sug-
gests a tutorial rather than a salon. What Ibn Shuhayd overheard could have 
been part of an ultimately unsuccessful effort to bring the northern rebels in 
line with the Umayyads’ worldview.
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The Banū Qasī do not, then, appear to have acted as members of the 
Arab elite. In particular they did not show any interest in the endogamous 
marriage practices of that elite. At the same time, they do not seem to have 
had any sense of superiority based on their Gothic identity and were happy 
to marry daughters and sons to Berbers, Basques, or to whomever expedi-
ency dictated.

There are some useful contrasts to be drawn between the Banū Qasī and 
‘Umar Ibn Ḥafṣūn that can give us an idea of how geography, and spe-
cifically distance from the capital, affected culture. In Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s world it 
mattered whether you were Arab or muwallad, Muslim or Christian; when 
he became Christian (or admitted to being a Christian, depending on how 
one looks at the situation), his political and legal status changed dramati-
cally. On the northern march, those boundaries were less important. That 
contrast can perhaps best be seen in the lives of the Banū Qasī’s daughters 
as opposed to the fate of Ibn Ḥafṣūn’s daughter Argentea. Under Sharī‘ah, 
a Muslim woman who married a Christian man was guilty of apostasy. The 
Banū Qasī nevertheless regularly married their daughters to Christians, cor-
rectly anticipating that there would be no repercussions. Argentea’s own act 
of apostasy, however, led to her death at the hands of a Sharī‘ah court. In 
southern al-Andalus, the rules of the Islamic polity applied. In the north, 
they intruded only minimally.

Non-Arab Muslims in the  
Eleventh Century: The Shu‘ūbīyah

I have argued throughout this book, following Wasserstein and others, that 
the Umayyad period in al-Andalus was a time of particular tensions about 
ethnicity and religious identity. But by the end of the tenth century, as the 
Umayyads increasingly identified themselves as Muslim rather than Arab 
leaders, and as the majority of the Christian population converted to Islam 
and took on aspects of Arab culture, those tensions faded. The evidence 
does not suggest that they played an important role in the Taifa period. 
Furthermore, after the Umayyads lost power and the Christian north began 
to seize Muslim lands in the eleventh century, culturally ambiguous areas 
like the Ebro Valley region were eliminated from Muslim rule, leaving a 
core of al-Andalus in which most people were Muslims and Arabic-speaking. 
Muslim elites generally identified themselves with Arab culture and often 
adopted Arab genealogies. Thus François Clèment distinguishes only two 
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classes of Taifa leadership: Arabized leaders, made up of those claiming bio-
logical Arab descent along with old Berber families and ṣaqālibah, and non-
Arabized leaders, meaning newly arrived Berbers.31

One piece of evidence that could potentially contradict this view of the 
Taifa period is the Risālah of Ibn García, written in the mid-eleventh cen-
tury.32 The Risālah is an example of shu‘ūbī literature, a polemical literature 
that originally appeared under the Abbasids in the late eighth century. Its 
original authors were primarily Persians and other non-Arab Muslims at the 
Abbasid court who argued that non-Arab Muslims had a noble and digni-
fied history equal to, if not superior to, that of Arabs.33 To what extent the 
shu‘ūbīyah can be connected to a real political movement, rather than a 
literary exercise on the part of Persian courtiers, is debatable, but in its origi-
nal incarnation it does seem to have served as a way for Persian and other 
non-Arab elites to express their claim to a place in the Abbasid system, and 
to reject the idea that Islam was inevitably associated with Arab identity. The 
authors’ proof text was the Quran, sūrah 49:13. Ibn Ḥazm used a paraphrase 
of this same verse from the ḥadīths (somewhat unconvincingly) at the begin-
ning of his book on Arab genealogy, the Jamharah, to temper his claims for 
Arab superiority:

O people, we have created you
from a male single male and female,
and we have made you into groups (shu‘ūb)
and tribes (qabā’il) that you may come to know one another;
truly the noblest (akram) among you
before God is the most righteous (atqā) among you;
truly God is all-knowing, all seeing.34

Although commentators differed in their interpretation of that verse, Persian 
exegetes generally took “qabā’il” as referring to the Arabs, who calculated 
relatedness through genealogy, and “shu‘ūb” as ‘ajam (non-Arabs) or mawālī 
(in the eastern sense of non-Arab Muslims, not the Andalusī sense of hon-
ored clients), who understood relatedness to mean coming from a common 
city or region.35 To shu‘ūbī authors, the verse demonstrated that both groups 
were equally part of God’s creation of humankind and was the basis for an 
argument that tried to break the link between nobility and the possession of 
an Arab genealogy.

Ibn García, writing in the mid-eleventh century, was part of a smaller 
and later version of that movement. His full name in Arabic was Abū ‘Āmir 
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Ibn Gharsīyah al-Bashkunsī, and, as the name suggests, he was (according 
to Ibn Sa‘īd) a Basque; he was captured as a child, converted to Islam, and 
educated at the Taifa court in Denia.36 The rulers of Denia at that time were 
ṣaqālibah, and the Risālah may have been a response to the work of a poet 
at the court of Almería praising the lineage of Almería’s Arab ruler.37 Despite 
the fact that his background was quite different from that of the eighth- and 
ninth-century shu‘ūbī authors, he adopted their polemics without much ad-
justment, arguing for the superiority of Byzantine and Persian culture over 
the culture of Arabs, characterized in the Risālah as goat-milkers and herders 
of mangy camels. Ibn García also argues that Muslims who were descendants 
of Christians had an edge over Arab Muslims, in that their ancestors were 
at least monotheists rather than pagans. Those of Christian ancestry were 
descended from Sarah, the legitimate wife of Abraham, rather than Hagar, 
a slave. All the shu‘ūbī authors, including Ibn García, purport to show the 
inferiority of Arab identity, yet they use Classical Arabic and imagery from 
Arabic poetry to do so, suggesting that they were in fact arguing for their 
fitness to be part of Muslim, Arabic-language culture.

The Risālah might then suggest that conflicts over the connection be-
tween Arab and Muslim identity continued well into the eleventh century. 
Gören Larsson argues that this is in fact the case, and that Ibn García’s inten-
tion was “to formulate and legitimize a non-Arab alternative to Arab rule.”38 
For Larsson, the treatise is about the rights of non-Arab Muslims in general 
to have a role in Muslim society equal to that of Arabs, making Ibn Gar-
cía’s work similar in intention to the earlier shu‘ūbī literature in the east. 
Wasserstein, on the other hand, sees the Risālah as a work by a freed slave, 
a ṣaqlabī, in the service of the ṣaqlabī rulers of Denia, and believes he is 
arguing for the inclusion of the ṣaqālibah in the dominant Arabic-Muslim 
culture of al-Andalus. The culture in which Ibn García wanted full member-
ship was defined by Arabic language and literature but was no longer linked 
to Arab identity in a genealogical sense, including as it did groups like the 
established Berber families of the peninsula.39 Other than newly arrived Ber-
bers, the ṣaqālibah were the only Muslims who continued to stand out as a 
separate group.

The difference of opinion about Ibn García’s intentions is understand-
able given how difficult it is to know exactly what he was up to, or how he 
understood his own position in Andalusī society. Taken at face value, the 
Risālah says that people of Persian and Byzantine background are superior 
to Arabs, an argument that is not relevant in the context of al-Andalus; 
Ibn García was Basque, not Byzantine or Persian. It is also not clear that 

Coope, Jessica. The Most Noble of People: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender Identity In Muslim Spain.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2017, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.9297351.
Downloaded on behalf of 18.118.24.3



Revised Pages

The Banū Qasī and the Northern March  ✦  157

he fits the category of ṣaqlabī, as Wasserstein assumes. David Ayalon has 
argued forcefully that in Andalusī society the term ṣaqālibah referred only 
to slaves taken from east of German-speaking lands, and that slaves from 
Galicia, the Basque Country, and other parts of western Europe counted 
as a different group altogether.40 His argument depends, however, on his 
interpretation of a fairly ambiguous passage from the tenth-century geogra-
pher Ibn Ḥawqal, which in any case may not have applied to the situation 
in the eleventh century. The question of Ibn García’s identity in his society 
cannot be fully resolved.

Surviving refutations of the Risālah41 do nothing to clarify its meaning 
any further. The responses range chronologically from the 1080s, within de-
cades of the Risālah’s writing, to the early thirteenth century,42 and none of 
them addresses directly the conditions of Andalusī society any more than 
Ibn García does. The refutation of Abū Yaḥyā Ibn Mas‘adah, an Almohad 
courtier writing around one hundred years later, is primarily a polemic 
against Christianity, as though the Risālah were a defense of Christianity 
rather than a defense of non-Arab Muslims.43 Along with denouncing Chris-
tian beliefs and practices—he claims that Christians place Judas’s authority 
above that of Abraham and Noah44—he attacks Sarah, the mother of the 
Christians, saying that she was loaned out as a sexual partner to an Egyptian 
prince. In addition, he asserts that Sarah was a partner in an incestuous mar-
riage between uncle and niece,45 apparently relying on a story in Talmud 
that conflates Sarah with Abraham’s niece Yiskah, the daughter of Abraham’s 
brother Hārān.46 The other refutations seem equally disconnected from the 
social realities of al-Andalus, and from the Risālah itself.

Ibn García’s language therefore is symbolic of a problem he perceived 
in Andalusī society, rather than a literal description of that problem. Most 
likely Wasserstein is correct in interpreting the Risālah as a plea for the in-
clusion of freedmen in the Arabic-speaking Muslim community. Even if Ibn 
García’s society would not have classified him as a ṣaqlabī, he was a freed 
slave, and his masters were certainly ṣaqālibah. A Basque freedman and the 
ṣaqālibah may well have been among the last non-Arab Muslims who stood 
out as different in al-Andalus. He does not seem to be mounting a defense 
of muwallads, a term that was rarely even used by the eleventh century;47 
the sources do not classify any of the Taifa rulers as muwallads. He was not 
a muwallad himself, since he was not a descendent of Iberian converts to 
Islam. Ibn García says that he is speaking on behalf of “ma‘shar al-mawālī,” 
the community of the mawālī, which Monroe seems to accept as a term for 
non-Arab Muslims in general. The term mawālī would in fact have had that 
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meaning in the ninth-century Abbasid east. As we have seen, however, the 
system of tribal clientage for converts used in the east did not exist in al-
Andalus after the earliest period of the conquest, and the word mawālī was 
mostly used to designate elite families. These facts suggest that Ibn García 
was either simply lifting the term out of the eastern shu‘ūbī literature or was 
using it in the other sense in which it commonly occurred in al-Andalus, 
which was to refer to freed slaves. In any event, it is most likely that Ibn 
García was pleading the case of a very limited community of freedmen in 
al-Andalus, and that the Risālah does not represent any widespread continu-
ation of the Umayyad period’s ethnic conflicts.
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		  Conclusion
Ethnic and Religious Identity

The Muslim elite in the Umayyad period, in both al-Andalus and 
in the Middle East, connected being Arab with being Muslim and believed 
that Arab Muslims deserved a higher social status than either non-Arab 
Muslims or dhimmīs. In al-Andalus, however, the Umayyad ideal of a “uni-
tary state dominated by Arabs,” to use Thomas Glick’s phrase,1 was always 
a shaky one, given the relatively small number of Arabs attempting to rule 
over a large non-Arab subject population. The ideal became even less viable 
as time went on, for several reasons.

Membership in the army had traditionally been an important source of 
Arab prestige. By the time of ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, however, the Arab army 
had been largely eliminated, as new waves of Berbers were brought in to 
fight in the caliphs’ army, along with ṣaqālibah from eastern Europe. The 
use of Berbers led to the Umayyads’ downfall in a direct way, in that Berber 
soldiers led periodic revolts in the capital in the early 1000s.2 In a less direct 
sense, however, the loss of the Arab army weakened Umayyad legitimacy, 
which was based in part on the family’s claim to lead an Arab social and 
military aristocracy. The dismantling of the dīwān system that the ‘Āmirid 
chamberlain al-Manṣūr completed did away with an important site of Arab 
privilege.

The porous nature of Arab identity also, in the long term, undermined 
the significance of that identity, since the ability to trace Arab bloodlines 
was only one factor in being Arab. Because adopting Arabic culture did not 
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require one to be biologically Arab, it was possible for Arabic written cul-
ture to spread to educated elites throughout al-Andalus. Vernacular Arabic, 
along with Romance, became a standard spoken language and developed 
characteristics distinguishing it from other dialects by the tenth century.3 In 
a sense, everyone, or at least a large part of the population, became culturally 
Arab. When everyone is Arab, the distinction loses its significance.

Finally, change came about because of al-Andalus’s increasingly strong 
identity as an Islamic society. The growing importance of Islam meant not 
only that a majority of the population converted to Islam, as it probably did 
by 950 or 1000. It also meant that ‘Abd al-Raḥmān III, when he took the 
title of caliph, decided to base his legitimacy more on his role as commander 
of the faithful than as the leader of an Arab aristocracy. The deepening of 
Islamic identity can also be seen in the spread of Mālikī jurisprudence and 
the widespread use of Sharī‘ah courts. Although the Quran and, to a lesser 
extent, the ḥadīths grew up in an Arab environment, Sharī‘ah did not on the 
whole support the idea of Arab superiority. Ibn Ḥazm’s ambivalence about 
Arab prestige is telling. The Jamharah celebrates Arab families, but even in 
that work he admits that Islam acknowledges religious virtue over ethnic 
identity. In his religious and legal treatises, he emphasizes that Islam does 
not give precedence to any ethnic or economic group, and in his theories 
about language and grammar he gives no special place to Arabic as a sacred 
language.

As the nature of the army changed, the amīr became the caliph, and more 
Iberians converted to Islam, the line between Arab and non-Arab grew in-
creasingly less clear. By the end of the Umayyad regime, Arab lineage was 
no longer an accurate marker of high social status, nor was being Muslim 
as strongly associated with being Arab. The Party or Taifa kingdoms that 
replaced Umayyad rule were all ruled by Muslims, but by Muslims who vari-
ously identified themselves as Arab, Berber, or ṣaqlabī, and the distinction 
between Arab Muslims and muwallads seems to have broken down. The 
cultural side of Arab identity survived; Andalusīs spoke Arabic (in addition 
to Romance) and the Taifa courts supported Arabic poetry and literature. 
Membership in an identifiable Arab lineage, however, became less important.

Gender Identity

Changes in women’s status and ideas about gender do not correspond neatly 
with the political shift from Umayyad rule to the Taifa system. There were, 
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however, some shifts in gender relations that were part of the general cultural 
changes in the Umayyad period. Christian women whose families converted 
to Islam would have found themselves subject to Sharī‘ah’s personal status 
regulations. Some of those regulations, particularly regarding marriage, were 
not all that different from Visigothic law. Islamic inheritance law, however, 
would have represented a step down for women in their ability to inherit 
and transmit property, and other Islamic cultural norms, in particular mid-
dle- and upper-class ideas about feminine modesty and veiling, probably led 
to greater restrictions for women moving from Christianity to Islam.

For Muslim women, the increasing influence of Sharī‘ah courts was 
beneficial. Although Mālikī inheritance law sometimes privileged agnatic 
over cognatic relatives, it did not support the patrilineal Eastern family 
pattern that Guichard identifies, instead seeing the individual as part of a 
kindred, in which both mother’s-side and father’s-side relatives were im-
portant. And while Mālikī Sharī‘ah unquestionably gave women a sub-
ordinate position in society and in marriage, it also guaranteed women 
property rights in the form of inheritance, including the inheritance of 
land. It also guaranteed married women a dower and the right to financial 
support from their husbands.

Cultural Fluidity

One feature of Umayyad-era society I have tried to emphasize was its cul-
tural instability and the possibilities that instability created for individu-
als to change their religious and ethnic identity. Dhimmīs converted to 
Islam. Men became Arab, either through fictive genealogies or by reinvent-
ing themselves culturally. Some strict gatekeepers, like the Umayyad mawlā 
Hāshim ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz, tried to hold the line, regarding converts and non-
Arabs as suspect, although the super-purist Ibn Ḥazm might in turn have 
questioned Hāshim’s credentials as an Arab. In a period of rapid conversion 
and Arabization, however, the demographic realities made such distinctions 
increasingly irrelevant.

That cultural fluidity and opening of opportunity can be contrasted 
with some of the more rigid social systems that prevailed in later Andalusī 
and Christian Spanish history. The Almoravids, the Berber group who con-
trolled al-Andalus from the late 1000s until 1163, were much more hostile to 
dhimmīs than the Umayyads or Taifa kings were, regarding non-Muslims as 
enemies of Islam and not as potential converts.4 The Christian rulers who 
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had conquered most of al-Andalus by 1212 initially treated Muslim and Jew-
ish subjects in ways analogous to Muslim treatment of dhimmīs. Alfonso VI, 
after conquering Toledo in 1085, allowed Muslims freedom of worship,5 and 
Alfonso X’s thirteenth-century Siete Partidas spells out both legal disabilities 
and legal rights of Jews and Muslims.6 In the eleventh and twelfth centu-
ries, Spanish Christians continued to accept the idea that conversion of Jews 
and Muslims was possible and desirable, and the thirteenth-century Spanish 
Church regarded religious conversion as its major mission. Raymond Penya
fort, who became minister general of the Dominicans in 1238, supported 
the founding of language schools to teach Arabic and Hebrew in order to 
facilitate the work of Christian preachers.7 By the mid-fifteenth century, 
however, an essentialist theory of religion had evolved, holding that some-
one who was born Jewish or Muslim would always in some sense maintain 
their former religious identity, even after baptism. Many city statutes from 
the mid-1400s, for example, prohibited conversos (converts from Judaism 
to Christianity) from holding any high office, implying that conversion did 
not finally change one’s core identity. The authors of those statutes, who saw 
themselves as protecting Christian society’s purity of blood, or “limpieza de 
sangre,” perceived religion as a fixed, biological reality in a way that offers a 
sharp contrast with earlier medieval thought.8

All of this is not to say that Umayyad al-Andalus was a paradise of mul-
ticulturalism. It was as much a period of violence and social upheaval as a 
period of tolerance. The shifting nature of religious and ethnic identities, 
however, did make that time an unusually rich environment for social mo-
bility and change.
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