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ABSTRACT

This thesis consists of six chapters. The first chapter
assesses the very few writings on the Zanj, and especially that of Mr.
N&1deke, and demohstrates-them to be inadequate and biased. The
second éhapter deals exhaustfve]y with the annals of war and follows
the chronology of the development of the Zanj Revolt. New materi-
als, which_have not been hitherto utilized, fill the gaps in al-
Iabar?'s (d. 922) account, the only detailed study on the Zanj. The
third chapter explores the causes which brought about that Revolt
and finds them to be: the detrimental influences of the Turks,
feudalism, slavery, and the Qarmatian Revolt, and thus concludes that
. these factors were sdcio;economic and that religious factors were not
~contributory to the Zanj Revolt. The fourth chapter attempts to put
together the fragmentary information about the Zanj chief so as to
give as complete and accurate a picture as possible about his motives
and character. The investigation shows that he was an opportunist,

imposter, and a power-seeking adventurer, not an idealist and
morally-motivated leader. The fifth'chapfer, despite the inexp1icab1é
‘lack of information, tries to give an account of the four camp-cities
which were established in the course-of the war--their locations,
functions, and organization. The last chapter aims at putting the
Zanj Revolt in its proper perspectiVe, showing that it was in the

\



first place a peasants' revolt with its roots in the Jordanian

peasants' insurrection of 215.*

‘ *See Appendix for conversion table for Hijri years cited in
the text, p. 42.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The.year 254/869 witnessed the rise of the Zaﬁj-Rebel]ion,
which Tasted for fourteen years. In the opening 1ineé of his brief
introduction of the new material on the Zanj, A. Popovic rightly
remarked: "La Revolt des esclaves du Bas “Iraq (869-83) tient une
trés grand place dans 1'histoire politique, économique; et sociale du
troisieme éiéc]e de 1'Hégire, et son promoteur CA17 b. Muhammad
attire, a plus d'un tit;e, notre atténtion."] However, this revolt
has been overlooked by most historians in the East and in the West f
alike. If any mention is made of it at all, itAis usually very brief
_or inadvértent,2 The ohly relatively detailed study of the Zanj
insurkection is N6ldeke's; however, three shortcbmings of his account
}shou1d be noted. Firstly, his treatise is but an incomplete record
of the historical events as related by al-Tabari. Only the major
battles are given some attention and many revealing facts are omitted.
Secondly, Noldeke does not make any attempt to explore the factors |
that led to the outbukét of one of the bloodiest and‘most destructive

rebellions in medieval IsTam. Thirdly, he deals with this revolt

1. Al PopoVéc,_"Quelques Renseignements Inédits Concernant
Le Maitre Des Zan§, “Ali B. Muhammad." Arabica, Brill, Vol. XII,
1965, p. 175.

2. Ph. Hitti, History of the Arabs (London, 1960), pp. 467-
68. .



from a very subjective point of view. A reader with a fair eye will
nbtice that the author is prejudiced against the imperial forces
(i.e., the Arabs). Every effort is made to label them with cowardice
and treachery, whereas praise is poured on the Zanj. A few examples
will show Noldeke's biased treatment of the subject_9 and the absence
of any balanced assessment. The terms heroism, manliness, and
: courage.are applied to the Zanj in virtually all their combats against
the imperial army,3 while the briiliant expeditions of the imﬁeria]
army under the leadership of al-Muwaffaq and his son are not given the
credit they deserved. On the other hand, anything that has a
negative connotation which would besmirch the favorable image of the
Zanj which he tried to project are left out. AT-TabarT; which is the
| only source Noldeke depended on, relates that the Zenj in many
A0ccasions f]ed the battle fie]d.4 Many of them, especia]]y in the
| later stages of the war, deserted their leader and joined the imper-
ial army whereupon they wefe pardoned and rewarded. On this point
Noldeke has nothing to say. However,-when the reverse occurred on
only one occasion he commented, "Such things throw a strange Tlight
upon the discipline and loyalty of the imperial army."5 When the

~ Zanj occupied Basra, they promised amnesty to everyone. The people

: 3. - Th. Noldeke, Sketches From Eastern History, Tr. J. S.
_ Black (Beirut: Khayats, 1963), pp. 155, 158, 159, 170, 171.

4._ al-Tabari, Tarikh al-Tabari, Ed. Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim.
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma-arif, 1968), vol. 9, pp. 418, 434, 477, 496, 497.

5. Noldeke, op. cit., p. 163.



3
were induced to gather together at a certain place to be addressed by
the Zanj chief.6 When they did, all roads were blocked and a brutal
massacre tookiplace. The 1owest.estimated number of the slain was
300,000. This savage act was too~much for Noldeke to accept, especi-
ally When compared to the pardon and even rewards granted by the
imperial forces time and again to whomever asked for amnesty. There-
fore Noldeke suspects this incident and considers it mere a]]egafion°
Meanwhile he, curiously enough, accepts all a1-fabar?'s other
accounts. NOldeke deliberately ignores the fact that what the Zanj
di& in Basra was their usual course of action in every city they took
over. In every aftaék against the Zanj, he refers tovthe imperial
.forces as "assailants" or "enemies."7v

| The presenf étudy hopes to present a more comprehensive and

accurate picture of the Zanj Revolt, to explore the motives that

caused it, and to place it objectively in its proper perspective.

6. a]-Tabar{, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 482.
7. Noldeke, op. cit., pp. 163, 167, 168, 170, 171.



CHAPTER 2

THE ANNALS OF WAR

\
The year 254/869 marked the emergence of an ambitious, adven-

turous and bower—seeking man, €A17 b. Muhammad. He began in Hajar--
‘by'giving himself out to be a. descendant of °A17 and Fatima and |
7 gained,qU1te a few fo]]oWers; A few months 1ater'he‘was compelled to
move to Bahrain due to the violent resistance with which he and his
supporters were met. In Bahrain he was able to attract a considerable
number of fo]]dWers. In fact, all of his great lieutenants, upon whom
he depended completely during the entire duration of his revolution, -
were from there: such meﬁ as'Sulaymén b. Jami® énd Mubammad b. al-
~ Azraq al-Bahrani. But once more he was forced to leave Bahrain.
Apparently his authoritarianism diminished gradua11y‘the-number of
his supporters as well as his potential followers. Leafning from his
bitter experience in Bahrain, he carefully recruited the Bedouin
tribes off the skirts of Bahrain one after the other.

Having not forgotten the disgrace of his expulsion from
Bahrain and his intention to be looked upon as a fearsome and respec-
fed power, he attacked Babrain, but he suffered a disasterous defeat

and his army was completely shattered¢8 These successive failures

_ 8. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 410-11; Ibn al-Athir,
al-Kamil (Cairo: 'al—@a]abi), vol. 7, p. 68.
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5
turned his thoughts towards another approach--taking advantage of the
anarchy prevailing in disturbed areas. Basra, the great commercial
city, second only to Baghdad in importance, was suffering severely ét
that time from the protracted conf]ict-of two parties: the Bi]gfiyya

9 CA1i's efforts to secure a footing in Basra came to

and Sacdiyya°
no avail. The few fo]lowérs he gained, together with some members of
his family including his elder soh, were thrown into prison, a fate
which he narrowly escaped by flight to Bagﬁﬁad.lo He spent the
remainder of the year 254 A.H..in Baghdad and most of the following
year. By the end of 255 he had gained a moderate number of support-
ers. In Ramagén 255 the governor of Basra, Muhammad b. Raja', was
deposed and disturbances broke out anew. The'1eaders of the two
,parffes mentionéd'above broke open the prison to free their men.
Ca17ts reTativés siezed:the opportunity and escaped. When the news
reached him, A1i decided to return to Basra. It was obvious to him
that trying to capitalize on the anarchy prevailing in Basra had
proven to be a misadventure, and therefore another means of approach
should be sought.‘ Utilizing the lowest strata of the population--the
slaves and the fréed-men--seemed most appropriate for the execution
of his plans.

At no great distance from Basra there were extensive flats,

traversed by ditches, where great numbers of black slaves, mostly from

9. Ibn al-Athir, op. cit., vol. 7, p. 68.

10. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, p. 412; Arabica, op. cit.,
vol. XII, p. 178.



the east coast of Africa, the land of the Zanj, were employed by the

1 They worked at digging away the nitrous surface soil,

land owners.
so as to lay bare the fruitful ground underneath, and at the same
time.obtain the sa]tbetre that occdrred'in the upper stratum. The
work was very hard and the supervision was extremely s‘cvm"ct.,-l2

~Among these‘masses of slaves sprang up a strong feeling of
bitterness against their masters, as well as a consciousness of their
own strength. Recognizing these two facts, CA]? decided to arouse
the anj‘against their masters and to set the Zanj's strength in
motion. He began by assuming the gﬁise of a business agent for the
sons of fhé Caliph al-Wathig. This enabled him to establish broad-
and unlimited contacts with the slaves and their supervisors, Seem—‘
ingly to discuss business deals, but actually to preach his message.
He pointed out to the Zanj how badly they were treated, and promised

13 One band of

them, if:they joineq him, freedom, wealth and slaves.
the Zénj after another--a troop of fifty, a trbop of five hundred,
and so fokth, answered the call. The supervisors tried fruitlessly
to convince CA17 to return their slaves, promising him five dinars

per person and amnest‘y.,]4 To prove to his followers his sincerity,

1. A. Amin, Zuhr al-Isiam (Cairo, 1946), vol. 1, p. 70.

12. S. Zakar, Tarikh al-CArab wa-al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-
Fikr, 1979), p. 308.

13. al-Tabari, op. cit., p. 412; Ibn al-Athir, op. cit.,
vol. 7, p. 68. -

14. 1Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, p. 418.



he solemnly rejected any kind of negotiation, and handed over those
_'taskmasters to their former subordinates who beat them soundly.
Befofe encountering the 1mpér1a1 army, he had to win over the
many villages on,thg Tigris and engage his zealous troops in a series
of combats to gain experience in military techniques. In less than
six weeks his army was able to take over many villages including
Ruzayqiyya, a]—MuCa11a, Jacfariyya, and Muhammadiyya, to name only a
few. Most of these villages were given up to plunder; women and
chiidren were made slaves, the heads of the slain were displayed,
pfisoners were remorselessly put to death. Of the booty taken in
these encounters, the most important part consisted of arms and small
ships,]5
Once the power of the Zanj was greatly feared and their army
- well equipped and eager to fight, CA17 decided to make his first major
:move—fto capture Basra. With thrée_thousand men ?A]? marched against.
the city. In the first encounter with the Ba§rahs at Jacfariyya, the
~ Zanj achieved a quick and stunning victory; five hundred Basrans wére
killed and many drowned. However, for some reaéoh the chief of theA
’Zanj decided nqt to fall upon the city. His assocfates urged him to
take advantage of the anarchy, defeat, and 1aqk of ieadership of the
"peop1e of Basra. He not only refused the advice, bﬁt warned them
:against such action. His calculation perhaps was that his army would
- have to face the imperial forces which would be éent to free the city.

The imperial army would be much greater in number and more experienced

15. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 415-20.



in fighting that kind of battle. In contrast, the Zanj army was very
. familiar with the nature of the ground on the fringes of Basra which
was highly favorable for defense of a rising of thi; kind and would
represent a serious disadvantage to the imperial army.

At that time the Euphrates in the lowest part of its course
discharged itself into a region of lake and marsh, connected
with the sea by a number of tidal channels. The most impor-
tant of these waters was near Basra, which lay farther to the
west than the much smaller modern city, Bussorah. That place
~and its immediate neighborhood was intersected by innumerable
canals (more than 120,000, it is asserted). The chief arm of
the Tigris was at that time the southward flowing, now called
Shatt al-Hai, upon which stood the city of Wasit. Farther
down, the stream must have turned towards the southeast. The
_present arm, whose main course is to south-east, was at that
time dry, or had a very Timited volume of water. The lowest
part of the Tigris was connected with the stream on which
Basra stood by numerous canals, some of them navigable to
large sea-going ships. Al1l these waters were reached by the
tide. Floods and broken embankments had even by that time
. converted much arable land into marshes; while, on the other
. hand, by dﬁginage and embanking, many pieces of land had been
" reclaimed. : : _

This is the topography with which the Zanj wére uttérly
familiar and adapted to, and on its ground the imperial'forces would
be-at a Toss. |

"These thoughts must'have been on the chief of the Zanj's mind'
when he rejected his associates' idea to seize Ba§ra and even ordered -
them to abandon such aﬁ attempt. To them, the temptatiqn.to fall
upon the city was too great to resist, and the re]uctance;o?'their
1eader was ine;plicab]e, Therefore; five of his top leaders decided
to aftack the city. Anticipating the Zanj's attack, tbe people of

Basra organized themselves and mobilized all their resources; the two

16. Noldeke, op. cit., 148.
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quarreling parties, Bilaliyya and Sacdiyya, overcame their differences
and stood together. The Zanj army was completely devastated and Ca1i
himself narrowly escaped death when.he rushed to help his army.]7
Before the Zanj could recover from thé;shattering defeat, the Basrans
decided to press éfter them and follow in pursuit. Although this
citizen-army had defended its home-land manfully, it was hardly
prepared to take the offensive, and pfobab]y had no Teader who could
be matched with ®A17. The Zanj's scouts brought to their chief the
news about the Basrans' preparations for attack. He quickly rallied
his army, pbsted hié followers in ambush on both sides of the Umm

Hab?b river, and provided the Zanj's women with bricks. When the
Basrans advanced by water, the Zanj fell upon their rear in fury and
their women threw the bricks. Those who advanced by Tand were also
ambushed. fhe citizen-army was absolutely defeated. Several
thousands were killed or drowned including a considerable number of
the ruTing family, including even descendants of Sulayman, the
~ brother of the secdnd caliph;la1—Man§Gr; ‘a1i ﬂéred to load a ship
with thousands of heads of the slain and send it to Basra. Once |
again his associates urged him to také the city, but he was more than
ever convinced that these exﬁensive flats traversed by ditches were
very advantageous for his campaigns and that the involvement of the

. . . _— 8
imperial forces was certainly 1mm1nent.]

| 17. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 431-33; Ibn al-Athir,
op. cit., vol. 7, p. 69. :

18. 1Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 431-37; Ibn al-Athir, op.
cit., vol. 7, pp. 69-71.
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CA1i's ca]cu]atfoné were correct, an imperial army under the
1eader§hip of Ju®13n was sent‘to Basra. After waiting for six months
for the Zanj to attack, Ju®13n decided to take the offensive. Once
more we see the Zanj's pecu1iar mode of fighting: approaching out of
concealed side-chanhe]s, heavi]y‘overgrown with reeds, to fall unex=
pectedly upon the rear of the ehemy and attack suddenly from both
sides. This quick and easy victory over the imperial forces in their
first encounter made the Zanj grow so bold that they seized upon a
fleet of twenty-four vessels bound to Basra. There was greét blood-

shed in this incident; the loot was great, women and children were
19

given over to slavery, and the‘survivors were brutally killed.
| Now power of the Zanj.héd»been asserted, °A17 was not satis-
. fied by merely attacking and p]undering small villages; he wanted to
festab]ish sovereignty. The f]éurishing city of Ubd]]a seemed a
perfect prey. Its location on the Tigris near Basra made it possible
. for him to attack the city from three directions simultaneously-—by
- ship from the Tigris and the Macqil canal, and by land. On the 25 of
Rajab, 256, the city was conquered. And as usual, the.slaughter was
great, thousands were drowned, the city was put to the torch, and its
governor “Abd Allah b. Humayd and his son were killed. The massacre
of Ubulla was 56 terrifying that the peopTe of CAbbadéns a town on an

island at the mouth of the Tigris; of fered submission to the Zanj.

" 19. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 470-71; Ibn al-Athir, op.
cit., vol. 7, p. 78.
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As a price for the inhabitants' safety, they had to give up their
_slaves and arms which were distributed among the Zanj. 7

At the beginning of Ramadan, CA1i set forth eastward towards
Ahwaz. A1l the villages en route fell prey to fire and sword whenever
submission was not offered. On the 12th of Ramadan Ahwaz was captured
without much struggle. Sa®id b. Yaskfn, the governor of Ahwaz, wisely
withdrew with his small garrison, while the townspeople ran away.20

Thus in.épproximate]y.one,yéar the Zanj had relatively exten- -
sive region under their control and became the feared masters of fhe
Tower end of the Tigris. The disruption they-cauéed to commerce was
veky alarming, and communication with Baghdad was interrupted. Many
of the inhabitants of Basra, pressed by the fierce attacks of the

Zanj, and terrified at the fate of Ubulla, deserted the city.21

How~
ever, the imperial forces made a succession of onslaughts which
alleviated the Zanj's pressure on Ba§ra and the surrounding villages
and_tpwns for a»year'Ok-so, during which things'began to flourfshrin '
this region anew. | | ‘> |
Sa®id b. al-Hajib, who rep]aéed JuCTEn,’launched a series of
successful attacks against the Zanj and inflicted serious losses on
them. Thevimper1a1 army managed to regain some:territories and booty

and to free the captured women. But sa®id underrated the Zanj, a

mistake for which he dearly paid. His army was completely shattered

20. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 471-73; Ibn al-Athir, op.
cit., vol. 7, p. 78. v '

21. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, p. 473.
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~in a massive night attack. He was recalled and Man§ﬁr b. JaCfar was
put 1ﬁ command. When Man§Gr's troops first encountered the Zanj, they
‘simulated defeat, and retreated little by 1little to their camp, thus
drawing the imperial army to an ambush. Mansur's defeét was disas-
trous; many were killed or drowned. The leader of the Zanj had five
hundred heads exhibited in the camp of al-Bahrani, one of his
gehera1s.22

In another front farther to the east, at Ahwaz, Sh5h$n,b,
Bastam and Ibn SmeQ who were in charge‘ofrthe imperial forces in that
' region, fought successfully against Ibn Abén whose army incurred heavy
losses. But an unexpécted night attack, approximately fpur hours
after the Zanj's defeat, demolished the imperial forces. Many were
killed, including BaS;ém. While he was preparing for a deciéive
battle against Ibn Sima, Ibn Aban was called back by the chief of the
Zanj to cut off Basra from communication With the Tigris, which had
been reopened and secured by the imperial forces.

In Shawwal, 257, three years aftef,the Zanj insurrection,
thousands of the Zanj were'ki11ed. The Zanj chief had to seek new re-
cruits, not only to compensate for those killed, but also to meet the
needs of defending his expanding sovereignty on the one hand and to
face the pressing attacks of the imperial forces on the other. The
Bedouins. seemed to be a valuable addition to his army, not only with
respect to numbers, but more notéb]y for sUppTying him with a quy of

cavalry, which his army lacked. To the hungry sons of the desert,

22. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 476-79.
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the prospect of plunder, especia]ly ofvrich toWns such as Basra, was
too strong a temptation to resist,23 |

On the 15th of Shawwal, during the'Fridayrprayér, Ibn Aban,
one of the Zanj leaders surprised the town with his new division of
Arab horsemen.  The resistance with which he was met forced him to
withdraw after setting fire to the city in many places. On Monday the
2anj attacked Basra from three directions. The relatively small
garrison and the citizen-army, inadequately equipped, short in pro-
visions, and outnumbered by the Zanj were’easi1y'defeated. The
massécre which followed was brutal. 'Each Zanj leader assigned to a
~quarter of Basra prdmised its people amnesty if fhey Cémé in person
and paid homage to the chief. When they gathered fo do so, fire and
sword did their work. The 1owest estimate p]acés the number of slain
at 300,000. The noblest women of the CAbbasid caliphs were sold, and
thousands of women and children were taken.as slaves; each member of
‘the Zanj was given as many as ten slaves or more.

When an imperial army was hurriedly dispatchéd from the cap-
.ital under thé leadership of ai—Muwa11ad, the Zanj decided to‘evacu-
ate the city,,:The remains of the garrison andvthersurvivors of the
massacre of Ba§rarjoinéd the imperial army and took ovér Bagra and
Ubulla. For ten days war raged between the two parties and the

imperial forces successfully pressed the Zanj. Buf when al-Muwallad

23. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, p. 482.
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‘advanced beyond the boundaries of Basra, he was defeated in a night '
attack and thus was forced to retire to Ba§ra,24
The year 258 marked a shift in this conflict. By that year
the strugg]e between the princes of the ruling House had come to én
end. Although a]-MuCtahid was_proc]aimed the new caliph, the real

25 The latter's

power was in the hands of his brother a1-Muwéffaq.
fnte11igence and perseverance enabled him gradually to restore the
power of the ©Abbasid dynasty. | |

’In Rabi® al;Ihﬁh?,fal-Muwaffaqrand one -of his'ﬁest generals,
Muflih, advanced with a huge army, séen by a]-fabar? himself, towards
~‘Basra. - The sudden death of Muflih together with the spread of an -
epidemic threw the imperial army into anarchy and caused deféat° Al-
Muwaffaq remained in the area keeping the Zanj uhder constant sur-
vef]]ante; His 1edders in the eastern terrftories preésed the Zanj
fiérce]y and tried to cut them off from their main forces° The Zanj
-sufferéd a series of serious defeats and one of their mosﬁ promineni
generals, a1-Béhr5n?, was captured and executed.“Aftek a]-Muwaffaq's
army somewhat reco?ered from the severe disease, which left thbusands
dead, he retreated to Badhward where he repaired his shfps and equip-
-vment, rewarded'his,so]dfers,'and rested for a while. A]-Muwaffaq )
‘ﬁhen édvanced_against thé‘Zanj and through brilliant quick raids -

managed to inflict heavy losses and rescue captive women and children.

24. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 481-89.

25. H. I. "I;Iasans al-Nugum al-Islamiyya (Cairo, 1970), p. 70.
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He then calculated that if he divided his troopé and stationed them in
different locations, the Zanj would be forced to do the same--not on1y-
to face the imperial troops, but also to avoid siﬁu]taneous attacks by
these'troops from different directions. He would then launch a mas-
sive attack on the chief of the Zanj and his troops. The defeat and
'k111ing of the chief would soon bring the Zanj revolt to an end.
But in this al-Muwaffaq was wrong. As soon as the imperial troops
marched to their assigned posts, the chief of the Zanj'ut11ized all
the forces he had and attacked a]-MQwaffaq, and to add to the latter's
misfortunes, his camp tqok fire on a windy day and burnedbdown com-
pletely. Thereupon al-Muwaffaq found-it wiser to withdraw to WSSit _
and shortly after to return to Samarra', 1eaviﬁg the command to al-

26 After the W1thdrawa1 of the imperial army from the real

Muwallad.
zone of the war, the Zanj chief sent on Rajab 6, 259, twd of his best
associates, Ibn Aban ahd Ibn Khalaf, with a huge army to Ahwaz. )
After some struggle they managed to take over the city fdr'the second
time; and as usual the sword and fire did their work. |

| More experienced and better equipped troops were sent by al-
Mu“tamid under the leadership of Ibn Bugha. After five years of
confrontation, the imperial'army had become familiar with the Zanj
strategy, their weaknesses, their-stréngths, and how they were to be
'réached; Ibn Bugha stationed a §ubstantia1 force in Basra and setvup

a blockade in the Tigris to cut off the Zanj's supplies and c0qmuni—

cations. Huge fortes_headed-by generals who had fought against the .

26. a]—fabar?, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 491-500.
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Zanj befoke pressed the Zanj on many fronts simultaneously. The Zanj
sﬁffered disastrous defeats and were driven out of Ahwaz. At a time
when ultimate victory over the Zanj seemed in sight, the imperia]
érmy was combel]ed to withdraw to face anothér threatening uprising.
Ya®qub al-Saffar had conquered for himself considerable territories in
the East. He forced his way through Persia and Suﬁiana and advanced
towards the capital of the CAbbasid empire,L~A1;Muwaffaq recalled all
“the forces stationed in the East and comp1ete]y défeated a]—§aff§r.

The Zanj naturally seized the opportunityvoccasioned by the
withdrawal of the imperial army and the preoccupation of al-Muwaffagq
with al-§aff5r’s war, not only to take over Ahwaz for the third time,
but also to extend their sovereignty farther to the North where the
Saffarids had made themselves masters of a part of that region. The
Zanj and the4$aff5r1ds became allies to‘face‘effective1y their mutué]
enemy, al-Muwaffaq. But the dispute and éfrugg]e for authority soon
caused the alliance to come to an end. However, the continual
Ithreafening proximity of al-Saffar, who.¢ou1d have suddenly attacked, =~
kept al-Muwaffaq from deriving'any substantié] benefit from the dis-:
solution of that treaty. The Zanj of course took advantage of this
situation and attacked the imperial army»invCAskar Makram. But the
imperial army, familiar now with the tactics of the Zanj, laid an

27 In 264 the Zanj managed to

ambush and decisively defeated them.
conquer w5si§ and other neighboring cities. But they were soon driven

out, s&ffering heavy losses. In Susiana, Tik%n, the commander of the

27. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 516-30.
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imperial forces in that region, fought the Zanj with perseverance and
repeatedly defeated the1r best general, Ibn Aban.

By 265, al-Muwaffaq's position improved greatly. Al-Saffar's
death made it feasible for al-Muwaffaq to make peace with the former's
successor. Al-Muwaffaq made considerable concessions to the Saffarids
in order to secure his left flank and rear during his expeditions
against the Zanj. He began preparations for a decisive campaign
against them. At this time, after eleven years of bitter failures and
occasional successes, he learned that the Zanj could npt be engaged in
the same way as enemies on firm accessible land. His ceming expedi-

tions would have to be of a special character and would have to be

: executed with extreme and unwonted caution.

Al Muwaffaq entrusted the task of expe111ng the ZanJ from the
northern regions near Wasit to his son, Abu al- Abbas,_an ambitious
and brave .twenty-three-year-old man. In Rabi® a]—Thanf, 266, Abu al-
Abbas advanced to Wasit with ten thousand warriors and ships of
various types--large transport uesse1s, huge t]oating fortresses, and
sma11 attack ships. Turning the Zanj's favorite tactics upon them,
he ambushed them and thousands of them were killed and drowned.
Lieutenant Ibn Jamic, the right'hand man of theVZanjvthief, summoned
all the resources avai]ab]e to him in the northern terrftories. A
sudden massive raid Taunched by considerable forces was intended to
Vcomplete]y'shatter the imperial army led by the inexperienced young

_ prince. But the young prince justified the confidence reposed in him
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by his fathef.v He consistently defeated the Zanj and steadily forced
them to retreat and give way.28

In Safar 267, almost a year after the brilliant victories of
Abi al-CAbbas, al-Muwaffaq himself joined his son with a huge army.
The Zanj chief had dispatched an army under the command of a1f§bacr§n?
to threaten the rear of Abu al-CAbbas' troops before the appearance of
al-Muwaffaq on ﬁhe scené. But the young prince surprised a1—§b§Cr5n?
by a sudden attack that compelled him to withdraw to the camp-city
which the Zanj had built, al-Mania. The chief of the Zanj hurriedly
dispatched an army to help al-Sha®rani. While Hariin, the other son of
al-Muwaffaq, steadily kept Ibn Abén under his eye, al-Muwaffaq and Abu
al-“Abbas marched:towards a1-Manf¢a@ Without much trouble the city
- was captured, leveled to the ground, and set to the torch. Most
prisoners were put to death, all the b]aék womén were sent béck to.
their former masters, and five thousand captive women and chiidren
were freed.29 Al-MUwaffaq and his son had thus far destroyed sub-
stantial parts of the Zanj army, demolished two of their fortresses,
and driven them out of the northern territories. Their next mission
was to free thé eastern regions from the Zanj, thus confining them in
and around their area proper, a]-MugbﬁSra.

The ubcoming_expedition necessitated a new strategy. At

every advance al-Muwaffaq carefully secured the rear of his troops

28. 1bid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 549-66.

29. Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp.. 566-58; Ibn al-Athir, op.
cit., vol. 7, p. 113.



19
making it>impossible for the Zanj to attack him from behind. This
required much river-eng{neefing, establishing and destroying bridges
and dams. Extreme caution was taken to guard the troops against night
attacks. A new policy was also instituted: the blacks who came over
to al-Muwaffaq were pardoned, honored, and rewarded. This policy had
great success. The more critical the situation of the Zanj chief
became, the more his associates were ready to desert him. On Friday
night, 26 Rabi® al-Thani, al-Muwaffaq and Abu al-“Abbas advanced

towards al-Mansura, the city of Sulayman b. JamiC.

Anticipating Zanj
ambushes outside'the'city walls, a]-Muwaffaq:]et the vanguard of his
army approach the city. When the Zanj fell upon them,'the imperial
army ru§hed to the battle field. A1l the Zanj So]diers were killed,
including one of their top generals, al-Jubba'i. The following
morningrwitnessed'the total destruction of ‘the city, the slaying of
tens of thousands of the Zanj, and the liberation of ten thousand
captive women'and children. On the 29th, only two days after taking
over al-Mansiira, al-Muwaffaq and Abu al-“Abbas marched towards Ahwaz
to drive the Zanj out of the entire eastern region. This was accom-
plished without.a b]ow, for the thirty thousand b]ack soldiers had
withdrawn upon fhe‘bfdeks of their chief. Apprdximately'one thousand
blacks remainéd in the area and asked for amnesty,' Not only were they
pardoned and rewarded, but they also became active soldiers in the

imperial army.30

30. Ibn al-Athir, op. cit., vol. 7, pp. 114-15; al-Mas®udi,
Murug al-Dhahab (Ca1ro, 1346 A.H.), vol. 2, p. 446.
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Now that the Zanj were confined to their terrifory'properg al-
Muwaffaq summoned the army he had 1eft behind in Basra under the
1eadership of his son Harun and all the garrisons stationed in the
areas from which the Zanj had been cleared. Before attaékfng the
city? a]—MQwaffaq sent a message to the Zanj chief calling upon him
and his associates to surrender and promising them pardon and rewards.
The amnesty was also extended to the Bedouins. Bad as his position
was, he did not accept the offer. The first attaék on the city
launéhed by Abu a1-CAbbas gave the Zanj é taste 6f what awaited them
énd convinced many of them that it was a serious blunder to turn down
‘al-Muwaffaq's offer. Two leaders with their men and war equipment,
~including thirty vessels, went over to thelimperial army. Many black
soldiers followed their colleagues. Al-Muwaffaq arranged that the
blacks in his army tempted those of his enemy over to his side. After
each succesSfu] attack, al-Muwaffagq offeréd full pardon, money, and
honor to the defeated Zanj. <Eff0fts Were,made'to make the deserters
in the robes of honor conspicuods,,so that the Zanj might be able to
see them. In this way the best forces were drawn away from the chief
of the Zanj. Their intimate acquaintance with their former army
orgénization, equipment, the conditions in the city, and the defense
" Tines and fortifications, played an important role in the fall of al-

Mq&hﬁéra.3]

31. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 571-84; Ibn al-Athir,
op. cit., vol. 7, pp. 115~16.
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Al-Muwaffaq's main concern now was to cut off the Zanj's sup-
plies and communications with the outer world. An imperial fleet in
the Tigris made itoimpossibie for the Zanj to send for or receive pro-
visions. For the Bedouins, who were supplying the_ianj with food, al-
Muwaffagq estoblished'fwo trade centers in Basra and his new camp-city,
whicn he named after himself, al-Muwaffaqiyya. Before Tong the»Zanj
began to suffer from the scarcity of food. Henceforward, provisions
could only be obtained by taking over the supply vessels destined for
the fmperiaT army. By no meané was that an easy tasko Al-Muwaffaq,
anticipating and in fact forcing them to such attempts, was always
ready for them, and in the numerous engagements that took place heavy
losses were 1n¢nrred,32 |

~ On the 24th of Dhii al-Hijja, 267, Abli al-SAbbis marched

against a]-Mugbﬁéna; although the Zanj hurled molten lead against the
jmperial forces as well as Greek fire, Abu al-CAbbés‘succeeded.in.
forcing his way into the city, and thousands of blacks were killed and
drowned and the city put to fire. But that evening the tide left the
vessels of the imperial forces high and dry on the sand. "~ The Zanj,
of course, took advantage of the situation and attacked the disabled
ships. ‘A]-Wuwaffaq had to withdraw to the east side of the Tigris.
If became supremelyrimpontént to al-Muwaffaq to destrdy the defensive-
works which thé Zanj had erected since the siege and to clear away
the obstaclés which hod been set up-to prevent the imperial ships

from entering the water-ways. During these operations, al-Muwaffaq

32. 1Ibid., op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 585-93.
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was seriously injured, and consequently the expeditions were sus-
pended. Meanwhile the Zanj were aided by an external event. The
caliph a]-chtamid, left only with the honor and Tuxury of his exalted
position while the reins of the government were actually held by his
brother al-Muwaffaq, headed towards Egypt to take refuge with, and

33 But he and his

seek support of, IanIG1Gn, the governor of Egypt.
associates were intercepted by Ibn Kundaj, the governor of Baghdad,
and brought back to Samarra'. Therefore, ai-Muwaffaq was forced to
abandon his camp-city, leaving his son Abu a1-CAbbas in charge, in
order to face the disturbances in: the capital of the.empire and to
consider the measures he should take against this potential enemy, Ibn
Tulun. 7

The Zanj, naturally, tookhaTl the advantages which this oppor-
tunity could offer to repair and fbrtify all their défensive posts.

Al-Muwaffaq's extension of amnesty, forgiveness; and rewards
to those who deserted the chief of the Zanj was proportioned with
punitive actions against those who aided him. 'A1-MUWaffaq utilized
the cessation of the war to presé the Zanj sorely in another direc-
tion. He dispatched somekof his best generals to bunish severely not ,
only the Bedoufns th had been venturesome enough to supply the Zanj
with food, but also thé tribes\who had assisted the Zanj in one way or

another, even if they had ceased to offer such help. vThus'a11 kinds

of potential assistance that was 1ike1y to be extended secretly to the

33. Abu al-Fida', al-Mukhtagar (Cairo, n. d Y, vol. 2, p. 53;
al-Nugum al-Islamiyya, op. cit., p. 70.
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4 Meanwhile, the desertion»of the officers of the

Zanj was barred.>
Zanj steadily increased; among them were two outstanding generals:
Shibl and a]—§hgcr5n?, The Zanj's situation must have been very
desperate, for the chief's own son negotiated with é]-Muwaffaq'to go
over to him.

In §D§Cb5n 269, al-Muwaffaq returned to his city-camp. A
series of fierce attacks were launched against the Zanj in which the
1mperia1 army destroyed'all the_defensivefworks, burned all the stores
of grain and food, set fire to the heaquarters,of the Zanj chiéf, ahd
captured ail his harem. The Zanj chief fouhd'it»necessary, after fhe
destruction of his defense lines, to move the center of his defense
from the west to the east side of the main r}ver, Abi al-Khasib. .In
prepafatiqn for the mortal blow, a]-Muwaffaq_dec]ared holy war against
the Zanj. Thousands of volunteers rushed from all the corners of the
Islamic empife. Among the volunteers was a considerable Egyptiaa army
under the leadership of Lu'lu'. Al-Muwaffaq was extremely relieved by
the Tattér's jdining him, and as Noldeke right]y-remarked, "It would
almost seem as if without the energy of Lu']u'.the mortal struggle of
the Zanj might have been still further protfacted,”35

On Tuesday, Dhu al-Hijja 10, 27O,Ftwo thousand cavalry, fifty
thousand foot so]diers,'and a considerable number»of sh{ps carfying

large masses of troops attacked the city of the Zanj from all direc-

_ tions. After a fierce Struggle the city fe11,'the Zanj army was

34. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 603-08.
35. Noldeke, op. cit., p. 173.
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completely shatteréd9 Ibn Jamic, the right-hand man of the Zanj chief,
was captured, and CA17 himself fled. By Saturday the imperial army
had complete control of the city and an Egyptian soldier brought the
head of the Zanj chief to al-Muwaffagq. '

The seven thousand blacks who survived the battle asked for
and received pardon, and al-Muwaffaq issued a proclamation urging all
who had deserted their home towns during the war should retwrn. His
call did not go unacknowledged; mahy people returned to Basra, Ubulla,
and Wasit. Al- Muwaffaq stayed for some time in his city until every-

th1ng was brought back to norma] and Tife resumed its norma] course.



CHAPTER 3
THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS UNDERLYING THE ZANJ REVOLT

From the outset it should be stressed that the Zanj revolt had
nothing to do with religion. The causes which gave rise to it were

"social, economic, and, to a certain extent, political.

The Detrimental Impact of the Turks

The establishment of the Abbasid dynasty depended heévi]y on
the Persians. The illustrious Persian family, the Barmakids, founded
for the first time in Islam the vizierate. By the time of Harun al-
Ragnfd they had become so powerful that he had to rid himéelf of them.
‘Another Persian family, Banu Sah], assumed during al-Ma'mun's reign
the same»position as that of the Barmakids. Once again the Persian
viziﬁs represented a.threat.to the strong-willed caliph. ALike his
father, al-Ma'mun got kid of his viziers. When a]—Mucta§im succeeded
his brother, he drifted away from the Persians and brought in new
blood on which he totally relied--the Turks. His 1aék qf confidence

in the Persians36 and his fear of their ambitions explain why he
"broke away from them.37 . Being half Turkishp'on his mother'é side,

justifies his turning to the Turks. In the first few-years of his

36._ After the death of al-Mu'mun, the Persian sided with his
son al-CAbbas against a]-Mu.Cta§1'm° See al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 8,
p. 549.

37. al-MasCudi, op. cit., vol. 4, p. 9.
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- sway he surrounded himself with seventy thousand Turks,38 Admiring
their bravery and physical strength he brought them women of their own
race to join them in wedlock so that their offspring would inherit

their qualities.39

He entrusted most of the leading positions in the
~army as well as other important jobs to them and granted them huge
estates. In a short time they'became a very dominant power and
treated the peop1e of Baghdad arrogantly. ‘The latter made a pressing
entreaty combined with a serious ultimatum to al-Mucta§im: “"Either
you and your soldiers leave Baghdad or we will war against you,“40

- The situation did not improve even after moving the Turks to the new
capital of the empire,‘Samarré'. The Turks grew stronger and the
-caliphs became weaker than ever. The caliphs Mutawakkil and al-
Mustacfﬁ tried in vain to move the capital back to Baghdad; Many of

41 The Tprks, consolidat- .

them were murdered or'deposed by the Turks°
ing their power, controlled the state's financial resourcéé, possessed
extensive lands, and forced their slaves to farm them;

This situation aroused bittef opposition ahd strong resentment

among the Arabs as early as él-MuCtagim's time. A serious revolt

broke out in Jordan, carried out by the peasants and led by Abu Harb

38. To please a]—Muciasim, al Jahiz wrote a treatise on the
noble qualities of the Turks: Managib al-Turk. See the introduction
of Rasa'il al-Jahiz, ed. A. Harun (Cairo: al-Khanji, 1385 A.H.), p.
36. o

39. Ahmad Amin, op. cit., vol. 1, DP; 4-5,

40. Yaqit, mu°jam al-Buldan (Leiden, 1902), vol. 5, p. 14.

41. 1Ibn al-Athir, op. cit., vol. 6, pp. 177-78.
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a]—MQbarqaC. The army sent by aT-Muctagim did not dare to confrént
the rebels. The 1eader¢bf the imperial army, Raja' b. Ayyub, had to
wait until the season of cultivation when most of the rebe]s were busy
working on the land, leaving their ieader with one 1:housand-w:;tv'ar*ioxr-s.4'2
This peasant uprising--unnoticed by historians!--is of great si§=
nificance; it was the taproot of the Zanj revolt. The striking simi=-
larities between the two rebellions and the impact of the former on

the 1atter deserve careful examination.

Feuda1ism
In the Early Islamic, the Umayyad, and the early Abbasid eras,
the distribution of land to the Arab conquerors Was confined to the
land which was abandoned by its owners or that which was-nbt owned by

43 Such Tands, if'notkmanaged by the government, were

any person.
éither rented to farmers or granted to a person. In regard to the
second arrangement, there were rigorous ru]esrthat governed it. Land
grants were of two kinds, the first being iq?&a of'owhership, i.e.,
governmental grants of land to a person. Such land is uncultivated
andrthe person is responsible for its development, otherwise the
government takes it back from him. The second type is iq?&c of
profit, i.e., the person useS the 1and in any way he sees fit and pays

one—tenth of its income to the government. If he dies, the land goes

back to the government and his sons are not entitled to continue

42. al-Iabar?, op. cit., vo1.'9, pp. 116-18.
43. Abu Yusuf, Kitab al-Kharaj (Cairo, 1948), p. 58.
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ménaging it°44 The tax collectors were sometimes given small pieces
of land for their monthly salary.

When the Turks dominated the state's affairs, they greatly
‘increased the land tax and for the first time in Islam, the system of
aZ-Muq?ac or al-Multazim came into being. It was the tax collectors'
responsibility to bring a cerfain amount as taxes on the land they
were in charge of. The amount of taxes imposed by’aZ-Muthzim on the
peasants was of no concern of'the government, much'1ess thermeans,
which were brutal, of collectfng these taxes.45 Not only were the tax
collectors in charge of specific areas, but‘often times of a whole
province. This system was exactly similar to that of medieval
Europe.46 Moreover, the peasant was tied to the land, he was owned by
'wheever'bwned the land; he coU}d not be sold, or set free; and his
offspr1ng were slaves. 47 | |

IQta entailed injustice to and represented a burden on, the
small 1andowners due to the heavy taxes, as well as to the peasants

and slaves who farmed the vast land owned mostly by the Turks--a

situation against which small landowners and slaves reacted violently,

44. al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya (Cairo, 1946), pp.
141-42; George Makdisi, ed., Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor of
Hamilton A. R. Gibb (Brill, 1965), p. 361.

45, Maskawayeh, Tajarib al-Umam (Cairo, 1939), vol. 6, pp.
137 38; F. J. Suridr, al Hadara al- Is]am1yya (Cairo: Dar al-Fikr al-
- CArabi, 1973), pp. 110-11.
- 46. H. I. Ibrahim, op. cit., p. 273.

47. 1. Tarkhan, aZ-Nuzum aZ-lqta tyya (Cairo: Ministry of
Culture, 1968), p. 13.
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the former by their ephemeral revolt in Jordan, and the 1atter'by

their bloody rebellion in “Iraq.

Slavery

With the expansion of the islamic empire, the number of slaves
increased. Although Islam did not ban slavery, it encouraged man to
set free his slaves and equated such deed with repentance. The
Prophet set up an example to his followers--he did not own a slave.
Some of his companions, especially Abu Bakr, boughf MusTim slaves from
the Quraysh and set them free. In the subsequent décades thousands of
slaves were captured in time of war or bought in time of peace. From
all accounts, the slaves were treated fairly well up to the second era
of the Abbasid dynasty. Most of them served in the palaces of the
caliphs and the elites. Some of them, termed ghilman, "were the |
reéipients'of special favors from their masters, and wore rich

48

dresses, and attractive uniforms." Some of them were highly

49 But when -

esteemed by a1-Ma‘mGn and trusted on serious missions.
iq?&c became popular, with the emergence of the Turks as a powerful
class, the number of slaves increased immensely for the following
reasons: (a) the Turks posseésed huge estates, the cultivation of
whiéh required a great number of.strong men--black siaves; (b) Compe_

tition and intrigues between prominent Turkish figures forced them to

surround themselves with slaves; and (c) it became customary forv

48. Hitti, op. cit., p. 341.
49. Ibid., p. 343.
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governors and generals to send presents including slaves to the

50

caliphs. On one occasion, al-Mutawakill received two hundred slaves

from one of his generals. Ibn Tabataba mentioned that the palace of

5T ¢

al-Mugtadir housed eleven thousand Greek and Sudanese eunuchs.
such a number was housed in a single palace for simple domestic burn
poses, much higher’figures may have been used in the capacities of

cultivation and war.

-The'Qarmatian Revolt

Qarmat found the sect named after him almost at the same time
the Zanj febe]]ion broke out. Qarmat called for a new community in
which all men canvenjoy tolerance and equality. Once again, the
similarities hére-FbrOAdly speaking of cdurse—-between the Qarmatian
fevo]t and that ofvthe Zanj are very stfiking,.as they are between al-
Mubarga®'s rebellion and the Zanj's. Qarmat himself was a peasant and
the vast majority of his followers were "the so-called Nabataean

¢, 102

peasan The Qafma;ians' advocation kindled the Zanj's zest and

heightened their hopes.

50. Ibn al-Athir, op. cit., vol. 7, pp. 211-12.

51. Ibn Tabataba, al-Fakhri (Cairo, 1938), p. 352.
52. Hitti, op. cit., p. 444,



CHAPTER 4
THE LEADER OF THE ZANJ

CAﬁ-gave himself out as a descendant of the Prophet's cousin,
“A11 b. AbT Talib. He claimed his pedigree to be: CAIi b. Muhammad

b. Atmad b. A17 b. CIsd b. Zayd b. °A1T b. AbT Talib.>>

“The claim,"
says Noldeke, "may have been just; the descendants of °A17 by that
time were reckoned by thousands and were very far from being, all of
them, personsrof distinction. It 1s, of course, equally‘possible that

w94 Uad NSldeke examined

his a]]eged'desceht was a mere invention.
objectively the material available to him, he would have come to the
conclusion that this descent was nothing but mere inventioh° There -
are several overwhelming pieces of evidence attesting to €A1i's false
allusion to the “Alids. First, We know- from genealogy books that Zayd
“a17 hever had any sonsg55 Second, ‘the leader of the Zénj never

appealed, Tike all other CA]idss to thé divine right of the house of
°A11 b. Abi Talib, nor did he make any attempt to found a ShiCite

sect. Third, the founder of the Qarmatians, an extreme shiite sect,

did not associate himself with the Zanj chief, however useful this

53. al Tabar1, op. cit., vol. 9, p. 410; al-Mas®udi, op.
cit., vol. 4, p. 439. _

54. Noldeke, op. cit., p. 147,

55 Ibn Hazm, Jamharat Ansab al-"Avab, ed. A. Harun (Cairo:
_Dar al-Matarif, 1962), p. 45.
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assoﬁiation might have been to the Tatter. Fourth, during the entire
war the Zanj chief never spared the CAlids from execution nor their:
women from captivityo56 He permitted thévb1ack s]hves, MusTims and

57

nqnaMus]ims, to have as many as ten CK1id women. Fifth, he .caused

CUthmEn, CA1?, Muciwiya, and “A'isha to be cursed from every pulpit he

1aid his hand on.58

This point is of singular importance. Together
with other evidence, which will be mentioned below, it sheds 1ight on
'thénman and his dogma. . |

. Cursing the aforementioned persons was a capital article of
the extreme sect of the Kharijites, al-Azariqa. Therefore, we are led
to believe that the Zanj'chief adopted the Kharijites' doctrine. The
latter maintained that the first two ca]iphé were 1awfu1, but rejected
CUthman and CATE}. They regérded, as also did the Zanj chief, every. h
grave, sin as ido]atfy,Aand their MusTim enémies, with their wives and
families, as 1awfu11y given over to sword and.s1avery.59 It is very
significant that “A17 b. Muhammad's banner bore the text of the Qur'an

which was one of the chief watchwords of the 5h§rijites.60

However,
“Ati departed vfo1ent1y from the core of the Kharijite doctrine. They

held that all men are equal and that only the best man should wield

56. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, pp. 417, 422; Arabica, op.
cit., vol. XII, p- 179.

' 57. 1Ibn al-CImid, Shadharat al-Dhahab (Beirut, n.d.), vol. 2,
p. 156. : S ,

58. Ibid., p. 156.
59. al-MasCudi, op. cit., vol. 4, p. 439.

60. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, p. 413.
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61 Ca17 promised

sovereignty'even though he were an Abyssinian slave.
his fo]]dwers freedom, wealth and s'laves.62 He was an adventurer who
shrewdly utilized the anarchy prevailing in his time for his own pur-
poses, CTGthing his endeavors in reTigious guise.  He was not én
CAlid." His real name was CA17 b. Muhammad b. ©Abd a1~Rabfm, a native
of Warzanin, a village in the Rayy region.63 He was an imposter who
c]aimed that the Lord had offered him prophethood, but he did not
accept it°64 However, the Lord blessed him with feve]ation; granted'
him power of premonition, and suppdrted him with angels. The entire
body of his followers was, as indicated earlier, from the most
‘despised_c1asses, completely ignorant, thousands of whomvdid not speak
Arabic. He controlled these masses by claiming that all their

65

thoughts were revealed to him. Upon undertaking a risky'cburse, he

often told his associates that God had revealed to him that his sol-

diers would be victorious,66

It would suffice to give here one
example which may shed 1light on the nature of the Zanj chief and his
relationship with his men. MWhen Yahyd al-Bahrani, one of his best

generals and among the handful of associates who believed in him.when

61. Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., vol. 4, p. 1074.
62. al-Tabari, vol. 9, p. 415.

63. Ibid., vol. 9, p. 410; al-Mas®udi, op. cit., vol. 2, p.
439, - ’ , |

64. al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, p. 499.
65. Ibid., vol. 9, p. 412.
66. Ibid., vol. 9, p. 487.
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he first declared himself, was killed in an expedition, the Zanj chief
informed his followers that God spoke to him and said not to be sad,
because al-Bahrani's death was only good. He was disloyal and greedy.
In retrospect, the'Zanj chief recalled an incident attesting to
al-Bahrani's dishonesty. Among the proceeds of one of_thé raids there
were two necklaces, a cheap ohe and a precious one. 'AT—Babr5n$ con-
cealed the precious necklace and showed the cheap one to the chief and
asked permissibn to keep it. The hidden necklace was materialized
before the eyes of the chief. He ordered a]-BabrEn? to bring it. The
latter brought the cheap one which the chief had allowed him to keep.
God made every detail of the hidden necklace visible to the chief, who

- began to describe it to his stunned assoc_i’ate,67

67. 1Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 498-99,



CHAPTER 5
THE CAMP-CITIES

During the fourteen-year war four new citiesremerged on the
vast battle field. Unfortunately, we have very little information.
about‘two of those four cities, é1-Muggﬁ5ra and al-Muwaffaqiyya--and
practically nothing regarding fhe other two, a]=Man§Gra and al-ManiCa.
We are really surprised by the absolute si]encelo% the Arab geog-
raphers such as al-Bakri and Yaqut on these cities. Perhaps their
ephemeral nature was a contributing factor in their oblivion. The
three cities bui]t'by'the Zanj were coMp]ete]y destroyed during the
final stages of thé wdf; the fourth one, built by a]-Muwaffaq, was
abandoned shortly after the end of the war. From the scattered bits
of information we are able to glean, the following short account is
all this treatise can present.

The first and major city was estéb]ished'by the Zanj and
named al-Mukhtara (the chosen city), after thé first attack on Basra,
255 A.H. Because of the drastic chahge on the water courses in that
area, the exact site of al-Mukhtara will probabTy never be established.
It Tay not too far below Basra, abutted on the west bank of the Tigris,
and was intersected by the canal Abu a1f5ha§fb; the main cﬁurse of
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which was from nokth-eaét to south-west. Other canals surrounded

68. 1Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 256-57.
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and traversed it, such as Abi Shakir, Kur, al-Gharbi, al-Sufyani, al-
Qarir, and a]-MEsawanoﬁg Palm huts were erected for the soniers,70
Homes for the chief and his generals were built, we may assume, of
sun-dried bricks. Priéons for the captives, mosques; and storehouses
for provisions were added in the course of time. From the consid-
erable number of prisoners and black inhabitants (about 300,000), we
éan_safely say that the size of al-Mukhtara was very close to that of
Basra.

o For the necessities of 1ife; the Zanj depended partly on
lTocal products, which were for the most part dates. Their main pro-
visions must have been imported, because in the final months of the
war, when the blockade was established, the scarcity of food was
'a1arming,
The city was protected by natural watercourses and-eséab]ished
dams, and was fortified by a formidable fence and a variety of defen-

n Unfortunately we,do'not have any knowledge about the

sivévwof'}ks°
ofgahfzation and internal arrangément of this community.

| We possess practically nothing regarding the other two cities
estab1i$hed by the Zanj. A1;Man§ﬁra (the victorious), also known as

the city of Sulayman b. Jimic, its founder, was built on a site

69. Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 656-57.
70. Ibid., vol. 9, p. 247.
71. Ibid., vol. 9, p. 59.
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called Iah{;ﬂa, a two-day journey north of Basra. The city was pro-

72 The second city was established

tected by five trenches and a wall.
" by Sulayman b. Misd al-Sha®rani and named al-ManiCa (the impregnable).
It was located in Sug al-Khamis at the end of the narrow course of the
Bratig river.’3

Facing é]—Mugbﬁafas on the east side of the Tigris, ai-
Muwaffaq built a city which he named after himself, al-Muwaffaqiyya.
Unlike the three citieé mentioned above, it was not for defensive
purposes. Its establishment served to tighten the economic siege
against the Zanj. ‘Thé Tively trade which grew up in the city
attracted the Bedouin who supplied the Zanj with various kinds of
food. The city was a]sq the main statioﬁ for the imperial forces and
the point of departure in their raids against the Zanj. These two
causes, underlying the bui1ding of the city were, ironically, also
contributing factors tobits desertion and ultimate decline. When the
war came to an end, the fighting men left to their respective posts?

The great trading city of Basra, which rose again to prosperity,

proved too powerful a rival for al-Muwaffagiyya.

72. 1Ibid., vol. 9, pp. 570-71, 573.
73. 1Ibid., vol. 9, p. 565.



CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

From the fokegoing discussion, the following conclusions can
be drawn: (1) the revolt of the Zanj was motivated by social,
economic, and to some extent, political factors; and that religious
causes had no role to play. (2) It was mainly a peasant uprising in
protest against ill-treatment and exploitation--the very same reasons
~ that gave rise to the Jordanian peasants' revolt as well as to that of'
the Nabataeans. . (3),The Turks' po]ftjcaT and economic dominance of
the state, possession of 1and and slaves, and abuse of authority were
the immediate causes for all three rebe]h’bns° There is no record of
any kind of any socially motivated revolt during the first Abbasid
era, from al-Saffah (749 A.D.) to al-Ma'mun (813).

A1-Mucta§im made a fatal mistake when he used the Turks.

They became an actual menace in his own 1ifefime. It is reported that
" he had regretted using them.74

In its initial phase the Zanj revolt gained the sympathy of
the freed men and the Arabs as well because it called for the applica-
tion of the principles of Islam--justice, tolerance, and equality. '
But it soon lost that support because it turned fnto a b1pody,revo]t.

The Zanj plunderéd all the cities they fought against--Basra, Ubulla,

74.  al-Tabari, op. cit., vol. 9, p. 122.
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w5§i§, etc.--massacring their men, capturing their women and children
and carrying them into slavery. The brutal invasion of Basra typifies
the Zanj's pattern. The Towest estimate places the number of people

killed in this fourteen-year servile war at one and a half miT]ion,75

and the highest at two mi]]ion.76

The Zanj siezed the fleet of
vessels that carried goods to the cities Tocated on the Tigris, and
thus antagonized the owner§ of the ships and the residents to whom the

-loads of these ships, were their necessities of 1ife. The brutality,
brigandage, and yearning for direst vengeance not only dissipated

people's sympathy for the Zanj, but also turned them into a hostile

enemy.

75. al-Suyuti, Tarikh al-Khulafa’ (Cairo, 1351), p. 242.
76. Ibn Tabataba, op. cit., p. 227.



APPENDIX

CONVERSION TABLE FOR HIJRI YEARS CITED IN THE TEXT

254 869
255 870
256 871
257 - 872
258 873
259 874
260 875
261 876
262 877
263 878
264 879
265 880
266 - 881
267 882
268 883
269 884

. 270 885
271 886
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