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ABSTRACT

This thes is  consis ts  of  s ix chapters. The f i r s t  chapter 

assesses the very few writ ings on the Zanj, and espec ia l ly  th a t  of Mr. 

Noldeke, and demonstrates them to be inadequate and biased. The 

second chapter deals exhaustively with the annals of war and follows 

the chronology of the development of the Zanj Revolt. New materi­

a l s ,  which have not been h i ther to  u t i l i z e d ,  f i l l  the gaps in a l -  

Tabari 's  (d. 922) account, the only deta iled  study on the Zanj. The 

th ird  chapter explores the causes which brought about th a t  Revolt 

and finds them to be: the detrimental influences of the Turks,

feudalism, slavery, and the Qarmatian Revolt, and thus concludes th a t  

these fac tors  were socio-economic and th a t  re l ig ious  fac to rs  were not 

contr ibutory to the Zanj Revolt. The fourth chapter attempts to put 

together the fragmentary information about the Zanj ch ief  so as to 

give as complete and accurate a p ic ture  as possible about his motives 

and character .  The investigat ion shows tha t  he was an opportunis t,  

imposter, and a power-seeking adventurer, not an i d e a l i s t  and 

morally-motivated leader . The f i f t h  chapter , despite  the inexplicable 

lack of information, t r i e s  to give an account of the four camp-cities 

which were establ ished in the course of the war—th e i r  loca t ions ,  

functions,  and organization.  The l a s t  chapter aims a t  putting the 

Zanj Revolt in i t s  proper perspective, showing tha t  i t  was in the



f i r s t  place a peasants'  revo l t  with i t s  roots in the Jordanian 

peasants'  insurrec t ion  of 215.*

*See Appendix for  conversion tab le  for Hijr i years ci ted in 
the t e x t ,  p. 42.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The year 254/869 witnessed the r i s e  of the Zanj Rebellion, 

which las ted  for  fourteen years.  In the opening l ines  of his b r ie f  

introduction of the new material on the Zanj, A. Popovic r ig h t ly  

remarked: "La Revolt des esclaves du Bas c Iraq (869-83) t i e n t  une

t res  grand place dans 1 ‘h i s to i re  p o l i t ique ,  economique, e t  sociale  du 

troisieme s iec le  de THegire ,  e t  son promoteur cAlT b. Muhammad 

a t t i r e ,  a plus d'un t i t r e ,  notre a t t en t io n ."  However, t h i s  revolt  

has been overlooked by most h is to r ians  in the East and in the West

a l ike .  I f  any mention i s  made of i t  a t  a l l ,  i t  i s  usually  very b r ie f
2or inadvertent .  The only r e l a t iv e ly  deta i led  study of the Zanj 

insurrect ion i s  Noldeke's; however, three shortcomings of his account 

should be noted. F i r s t l y ,  his t r e a t i s e  is  but an incomplete record 

of the h is to r ica l  events as re la ted  by al-Tabari.  Only the major 

b a t t le s  are given some a t ten t ion  and many revealing fac ts  are omitted. 

Secondly, Noldeke does not make any attempt to explore the fac tors  

tha t  led to the outburst  o f  one of the bloodiest  and most destruct ive 

rebel l ions in medieval Islam. Thirdly, he deals with th i s  revolt

1. A. Popovic,"Quelques Renseignements Inedits  Concernant 
Le Maitre Des Zang, Ali B. Muhammad." Avabiea, B r i l l ,  Vol. XII,
1965, p. 175.

2. Ph. H i t t i ,  History o f  the Arabs (London, 1960), pp. 467-
68.



from a very subjective point of view. A reader with a f a i r  eye will

notice th a t  the author is  prejudiced against  the imperial forces

( i . e . ,  the Arabs). Every e f f o r t  i s  made to label them with cowardice

and treachery, whereas praise  i s  poured on the Zanj . A few examples

will show Noldeke's biased treatment of the subject ,  and the absence

of any balanced assessment. The terms heroism, manliness, and

courage are applied to the Zanj in v i r tu a l ly  a l l  t h e i r  combats against
3

the imperial army, while the b r i l l i a n t  expeditions of the imperial

army under the leadership of al-Muwaffaq and his son are not given the

c re d i t  they deserved. On the other  hand, anything th a t  has a

negative connotation which would besmirch the favorable image of the

Zanj which he t r i e d  to pro jec t  are l e f t  out. AT-Tabari, which i s  the

only source Noldeke depended on, r e la te s  tha t  the Zanj in many
4occasions f led  the b a t t l e  f i e ld .  Many of them, espec ia l ly  in the 

l a t e r  stages of the war, deserted th e i r  leader and joined the imper­

ial army whereupon they were pardoned and rewarded. On th is  point 

Noldeke has nothing to say. However, when the reverse occurred on

only one occasion he commented, "Such things throw a strange l ig h t
5

upon the d isc ip l ine  and loyal ty  of the imperial army." When the

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

eo

3. Th. Noldeke, Sketches From Eastern H-istory5 Tr. J . S.
Black (Beirut: Khayats, 1963), pp. 155, 158, 159, 170, 171.

4._ a l -Tabari ,  TarZkh al-Tabari, Ed. Abu al-Fad! Ibrahim 
(Cairo: Dar al-Ma a r i f ,  1968), vol. 9, pp. 418, 434, 477, 496, 497.

5. Noldeke, op. c i t . , p. 163.



were induced to gather together  a t  a cer ta in  place to be addressed by 

the Zanj chief.® When they did, a l l  roads were blocked and a brutal 

massacre took place. The lowest estimated number of the s la in  was 

300,000. This savage ac t  was too much for  Noldeke to accept , especi­

a l ly  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 th i s  incident and considers i t  mere a l lega t ion .  

Meanwhile he, curiously  enough, accepts a l l  a l -T ab a r i ' s  other 

accounts. Noldeke de l ibe ra te ly  ignores the f ac t  th a t  what the Zanj 

did in Basra was th e i r  usual course of action in every c i ty  they took 

over. In every a t tack  against  the Zanj, he re fe rs  to the imperial
■ ' 7

forces as "assa i lan ts"  or "enemies."

The present  study hopes to present a more comprehensive and 

accurate picture  of the Zanj Revolt, to explore the motives tha t  

caused i t ,  and to place i t  ob jec t ive ly  in i t s  proper perspective.

6. a l -T aba r i , op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 482.

7. Noldeke, op. c i t . , pp. 163, 167, 168, 170, 171.



CHAPTER 2

THE ANNALS OF WAR

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

c ~

turous and power-seeking man, Ali b. Muhammad. He began in Hajar— 

by giving himself out to be a descendant of cAli and Fatima and 

gained quite  a few followers.  A few months l a t e r  he was compelled to 

move to Bahrain due to the vio lent  res is tance  with which he and his 

supporters were met. In Bahrain he was able to a t t r a c t  a considerable 

number of followers.  In f a c t ,  a l l  of his great  l ieu ten an ts ,  upon whom 

he depended completely during the en t i r e  duration of his revolut ion,  

were from there :  such men as Sulayman b. Jamic and Muhammad b. a l -

Azraq al-Bahrani. But once more he was forced to leave Bahrain. 

Apparently his authorita r ianism diminished gradually the number of 

his supporters as well as his potential  followers. Learning from his 

b i t t e r  experience in Bahrain, he ca re fu l ly  recrui ted  the Bedouin 

t r ib e s  o ff  the sk i r t s  of Bahrain one a f t e r  the other.

Having not forgotten the disgrace of his expulsion from 

Bahrain and his in tent ion to be looked upon as a fearsome and respec­

ted power, he attacked Bahrain, but he suffered a disasterous defeat
8and his army was completely shat tered.  These successive fa i lu res

8. a l-Tabari ,  op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 410-11; Ibn a l -A th i r ,  
al-Kamil (Cairo: a l-Halabi) ,  vol.  7, p. 68. .

4



turned his thoughts towards another approach—taking advantage of the 

anarchy prevailing in disturbed areas . Basra, the great  commercial 

c i t y ,  second only to Baghdad in importance, was suffer ing severely a t  

th a t  time from the protracted c o n f l i c t  of two p a r t ie s :  the Bilaliyya

and Sacdiyya.^ cA l i ' s  e f f o r t s  to secure a footing in Basra came to 

no a v a i l .  The few followers he gained, together  with some members of 

his family including his e lder  son, were thrown into  prison, a fa te  

which he narrowly escaped by f l i g h t  to Baghdad.^ 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

e rs .  In Ramadan 255 the governor of Basra, Muhammad b. Raja1, was 

deposed and disturbances broke out anew. The leaders of the two

p ar t ies  mentioned above broke open the prison to f ree  t h e i r  men. 
c -

A l i ' s  r e la t iv e s  siezed the opportunity and escaped. When the news 

reached him, cAli decided to return to Basra. I t  was obvious to him 

tha t  t rying to cap i ta l iz e  on the anarchy prevailing in Basra had 

proven to be a misadventure, and therefore  another means of approach 

should be sought. Ut i l iz ing the lowest s t r a t a  of the population--the 

slaves and the freed-men—seemed most appropriate  fo r  the execution 

of his plans.

At no great  distance from Basra there were extensive f l a t s ,  

t raversed by d i tches ,  where great  numbers of black s laves ,  mostly from

9. Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. c i t . , vol. 7, p. 68.

10. a l -T abar i , op. c i t . , vol. 9, p. 412; Arabica, op. c i t . , 
vol. XII, p. 178."



the eas t  coast  of Afr icas the  land of the Zanj, were employed by the 
11land owners. They worked a t  digging away the n i trous  surface s o i l ,

so as to lay bare the f r u i t f u l  ground underneath, and a t  the same

time obtain the s a l tp e t re  tha t  occurred in the upper stratum. The
12work was very hard and the supervision was extremely s t r i c t .

Among these masses of slaves sprang up a strong feel ing of  

b i t te rness  against  t h e i r  masters, as well as a consciousness of t h e i r  

own strength .  Recognizing these two f a c t s ,  GAli decided to arouse 

the Zanj against  t h e i r  masters and to se t  the Zanj1s strength  in 

motion. He began by assuming the guise of a business agent for the 

sons of the Caliph al-Wathiq. This enabled him to e s tab l ish  broad 

and unlimited contacts with the  slaves and th e i r  supervisors ,  seem­

ingly to discuss business deals ,  but ac tual ly  to preach his message.

He pointed out to the Zanj how badly they were t r e a te d ,  and promised
13them, i f  they joined him, freedom, wealth and slaves. One band of

the Zanj a f t e r  another—a troop of f i f t y ,  a troop of f ive  hundred,

and so fo r th ,  answered the c a l l .  The supervisors t r i e d  f r u i t l e s s l y

to convince cAli to return  th e i r  s laves ,  promising him five dinars
14per person and amnesty. To prove to his followers his s in c e r i ty ,

11. A. Amin, Zuhv dl-Istaxn (Cairo, 1946), vol. 1, p. 70.

12. S. Zakir,  Tcarlkh a t -GArab wa-at-Istam  (Beirut:  Bar a l -  
Fikr, 1979), p. 308.

13. a l -T aba r i , op. c i t . , p. 412; Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. c i t . , 
vol.  7, p. 68.

14. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . , vol. 9, p. 418.



he solemnly re jected any kind of negotia t ion ,  and handed over those 

taskmasters to t h e i r  former subordinates who beat them soundly.

Before encountering the imperial army, he had to win over the 

many v i l lages  on the T igr is  and engage his zealous troops in a se r ies  

of combats to gain experience in m i l i ta ry  techniques. In less  than 

six weeks his army was able to take over many v i l lages  including 

Ruzayqiyya, al-Muca l l a ,  Jacfar iyya ,  and Muhammadiyya, to name only a 

few. Most of these v i l lages  were given up to plunder; women and 

children were made s laves ,  the heads of the s la in  were displayed, 

prisoners were remorselessly put to death. Of the booty taken in 

these encounters, the most important pa r t  consisted of arms and small 

s h i p s J 5

Once the power of the Zanj was g rea t ly  feared and th e i r  army 

well equipped and eager to f ig h t ,  cAli decided to make his f i r s t  major 

move—to capture Basra. With three thousand men cAli marched against  

the c i ty .  In the f i r s t  encounter with the Basrans a t  Ja far iyya ,  the 

Zanj achieved a quick and stunning v ic tory ;  five hundred Basrans were 

k i l led  and many drowned. However, for  some reason the ch ief  of the 

Zanj decided not to f a l l  upon the c i ty .  His associates  urged him to 

take advantage of the anarchy, defeat ,  and lack of leadership of the 

people of Basra. He not only refused the advice, but warned them 

against  such action.  His calcula t ion  perhaps was tha t  his army would 

have to face the imperial forces which would be sent to f ree  the c i ty .  

The imperial army would be much grea ter  in number and more experienced

15.  a l - T a b a r i , op.  c i t . ,  v o l .  9 ,  pp.  415-20 .
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in f ighting tha t  kind of b a t t l e .  In con tras t ,  the Zanj army was very

famil iar  with the nature of the ground on the f r inges of Basra which

was highly favorable for  defense of a r i s ing  of th is  kind and would

represent  a serious disadvantage to the imperial army.

At th a t  time the Euphrates in the lowest part  of i t s  course 
discharged i t s e l f  into  a region of lake and marsh, connected 
With the sea by a number of t id a l  channels. The most impor­
tan t  of these waters was near Basra, which lay fa r th e r  to the 
west than the much smaller modern c i t y ,  Bussorah. That place 
and i t s  immediate neighborhood was in te rsec ted  by innumerable 
canals (more than 120,000, i t  i s  a sse r ted ) .  The chief  arm of 
the Tigr is  was a t  th a t  time the southward flowing, now called 
Shatt  a l -H a i , upon which stood the c i ty  of Wasit. Farther 
down, the stream must have turned towards the southeast.  The 
present  arm, whose main course i s  to south-east ,  was a t  tha t  
time dry, or had a very l imited volume of  water. The lowest 
pa r t  of the Tigr is  was connected with the stream on which 
Basra stood by numerous canals , some of them navigable to 
large sea-going ships.  All these waters were reached by the 
t id e .  Floods and broken embankments had even by th a t  time 
converted much arable land into marshes; while, on the other 
hand, by drainage and embanking, many pieces of land had been 
rec la imed. ' 6

This is  the topography with which the Zanj were u t te r ly  

familiar  and adapted to ,  and on i t s  ground the imperial forces would 

be a t  a loss .

These thoughts must have been on the chief  of the Zanj1s mind 

when he re jected his assoc ia tes '  idea to seize Basra and even ordered 

them to abandon such an attempt. To them, the temptation to f a l l  

upon the c i ty  was too great  to r e s i s t ,  and the reluctance of th e i r  

leader was inexplicable . Therefore, five of his top leaders decided 

to a t tack the c i ty .  Anticipating the Zanj1s a t tack ,  the people of 

Basra organized themselves and mobilized a l l  t h e i r  resources; the two

16. Noldeke ,  op.  c i t . , 148.
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quarreling p a r t i e s ,  Bila l iyya and Sacdiyya, overcame th e i r  differences

and stood together .  The Zanj army was completely devastated and cAli
17himself narrowly escaped death when he rushed to help his army.

Before the Zanj could recover from the shat ter ing defea t ,  the Basrans 

decided to press a f t e r  them and follow in pursu i t .  Although th is  

cit izen-army had defended i t s  home-1 and manfully, i t  was hardly 

prepared to take the offensive, and probably had no leader  who could 

be matched with cAli.  The Zanj1s scouts brought to t h e i r  chief  the 

news about the Basrans' preparations fo r  a t tack.  He quickly r a l l i e d  

his army, posted his followers in ambush on both sides of the Umm 

Habib r iv e r ,  and provided the Zanj1s women with bricks. When the 

Basrans advanced by water, the Zanj f e l l  upon th e i r  rea r  in fury and 

th e i r  women threw the bricks. Those who advanced by land were also 

ambushed. The cit izen-army was absolute ly  defeated. Several 

thousands were k i l led  or drowned including a considerable number of 

the ruling family, including even descendants of Sulayman, the 

brother o f  the second cal iph ,  al-Mansur. All dared to load a ship 

with thousands of heads of the s la in  and send i t  to Basra. Once 

again his associates  urged him to take the c i ty ,  but he was more than 

ever convinced tha t  these extensive f l a t s  traversed by ditches were 

very advantageous for  his campaigns and th a t  the involvement of the 

imperial forces was ce r ta in ly  imminent.^

17. a l -T aba r i , op. c i t . ,  vol. 9, pp. 431-33; Ibn a l -A th ir ,  
op. c i t . , vol. l \  p. 69.

18. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . , vol.  9, pp. 431-37; Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. 
c i t . , vol. 7, pp. 69-71.
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CA1i1s ca lcu la t ions  were co rrec t ,  an imperial army under the 

leadership of Juclan was sent to Basra. After waiting fo r  six  months 

for the Zanj to a t tack ,  Ju l ian decided to take the offensive.  Once 

more we see the Zanj1s peculiar  mode of f ight ing:  approaching out of

concealed si de-channels, heavily overgrown with reeds, to f a l l  unex-? 

pectedly upon the rear  of the enemy and attack suddenly from both 

sides.  This quick and easy victory over the imperial forces in t h e i r  

f i r s t  encounter made the Zanj grow so bold tha t  they seized upon a 

f l e e t  of  twenty-four vessels  bound to Basra. There was great  blood­

shed in th is  incident;  the loot  was g rea t ,  women and children were 

given over to slavery,  and the survivors were b ru ta l ly  k i l l e d . ^
C ■”Now power of the Zanj had been asser ted ,  Ali was not s a t i s ­

f ied  by merely attacking and plundering small v i l lages ;  he wanted to 

e s tab l ish  sovereignty. The f lourishing c i ty  of Ubulla seemed a 

perfect  prey, I t s  location on the T igr is  near Basra made i t  possible 

for him to attack the c i ty  from three d irec t ions  simultaneously—by 

ship from the T igr is  and the Macqil  cana l , and by land. On the 25 of 

Rajab, 256, the c i ty  was conquered. And as usual, the slaughter was 

g rea t ,  thousands were drowned, the c i ty  was put to the torch,  and i t s  

governor cAbd Allah b. Humayd and his son were k i l l e d .  The massacre 

of Ubulla was so t e r r i fy in g  tha t  the people of cAbbadan, a town on an 

island a t  the mouth of the T ig r is ,  offered submission to the Zanj.

19. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . , vol.  9, pp. 470-71; Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. 
c i t . , v o l . 7, p. 78.
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As a price for  the inhabi tan ts '  sa fe ty ,  they had to give up th e i r  

slaves and arms which were d is t r ib u ted  among the Zanj.

At the beginning of Ramadan, cAli se t  for th  eastward towards 

Ahwaz. All the v i l lages  en route f e l l  prey to f i r e  and sword whenever 

submission was not offered.  On the 12th of Ramadan Ahwaz was captured

without much s truggle.  Sacid b. Yaskin, the governor of Ahwaz, wisely
20withdrew with his small garr ison ,  while the townspeople ran away.

Thus in approximately one year the Zanj had r e l a t iv e ly  exten­

sive region under t h e i r  control and became the feared masters of the 

lower end of the T ig r is .  The disrupt ion they caused to commerce was 

very alarming, and communication with Baghdad was in terrupted .  Many 

of the inhabitants  of Basra, pressed by the f ie rce  a t tacks of the
2*i

Zanj, and t e r r i f i e d  a t  the fa te  of Ubulla, deserted the c i ty .  How­

ever, the imperial forces made a succession of onslaughts which 

a l lev ia ted  the Zanj1s pressure on Basra and the surrounding v i l lages  

- and towns for a year or so, during which things began to f lour ish  in 

th i s  region anew.

Sacid b. a l-Hajib ,  who replaced Juclan, launched a se r ies  of 

successful a t tacks against  the Zanj and in f l i c t e d  serious Tosses on

them. The imperial army managed to regain some t e r r i t o r i e s  and booty
' c —and to f ree  the captured women. But Sa id underrated the Zanj, a 

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

20. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 471-73; Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. 
c i t . ,  vol. 7, p. 78.

21. I b i d . , op. c i t . , vol. 9, p. 473.
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in a massive night a t tack .  He was recal led  and Mansur b. Jacf a r  was 

put in command. When Mansur's troops f i r s t  encountered the Z a n j t h e y  

simulated defeat ,  and re t rea ted  l i t t l e  by l i t t l e  to t h e i r  camp, thus 

drawing the imperial army to an ambush. Mansur's defeat  was d isa s ­

trous;  many were k i l led  or drowned. The leader of the Zanj had five

hundred heads exhibited in the camp of al-BahranT, one of his 
22generals .

In another f ron t  f a r th e r  to the e a s t ,  a t  Ahwaz, Shahin b. 

Bastam and Ibn Sima, who were in charge of the imperial forces in th a t  

region, fought successfully  against  Ibn Aban whose army incurred heavy 

losses. But an unexpected night a t tack ,  approximately four hours 

a f t e r  the Zanj 's  defea t ,  demolished the imperial fo rce s . Many were 

k i l l e d ,  including Bastam. While he was preparing for  a decisive 

b a t t l e  against  Ibn Sima, Ibn Aban was cal led back by the chief  of the 

Zanj to cut o ff  Basra from communication with the T ig r i s ,  which had 

been reopened and secured by the imperial forces.

In Shawwal, 257, three years a f t e r  the  Zanj insurrec t ion ,  

thousands of the Zanj were k i l led .  The Zanj chief  had to seek new r e ­

c ru i t s ,  not only to compensate for  those k i l l e d ,  but a lso 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 notably for  supplying him with a body of 

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

22.  I b i d . ,  op.  c i t . , v o l .  9 ,  pp. 476-79 .
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the prospect of plunder, espec ia l ly  of r ich  towns such as Basra, was
23too strong a temptation to r e s i s t .

On the 15th of Shawwal, during the Friday prayer, Ibn Aban, 

one of the Zanj leaders surprised the town with his new divis ion of 

Arab horsemen. The res is tance  with which he was met forced him to 

withdraw a f t e r  se t t ing  f i r e  to the c i t y  in many places. On Monday the 

Zanj attacked Basra from three d i rec t ions .  The r e l a t i v e ly  small 

garrison and the cit izen-army, inadequately equipped, short  in pro­

vis ions ,  and outnumbered by the Zanj were eas i ly  defeated. The 

massacre which followed was b ru ta l .  Each Zanj leader  assigned to a 

quarter of Basra promised i t s  people amnesty i f  they came in person 

and paid homage to the chief .  When they gathered to do so, f i r e  and 

sword did t h e i r  work. The lowest estimate places the number of s la in  

a t  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 dispatched from the cap­

i t a l  under the leadership of al-Muwallad, the Zanj decided to evacu­

ate  the c i ty .  The remains of the garrison and the survivors of the 

massacre of Basra joined the imperial army and took over Basra and 

Ubulla. For ten days war raged between the two p a r t i e s  and the 

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

23. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . ,  vol. 9, p. 482.

V
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advanced beyond the boundaries of Basra, he was defeated in a night
24attack and thus was forced to r e t i r e  to Basra.

The year 258 marked a s h i f t  in t h i s  co n f l i c t .  By tha t  year

the s truggle between the princes of the ruling house had come to an

end. Although aT-Muctamid was proclaimed the new ca l iph ,  the real
25power was in the hands of his  brother al-Muwaffaq. The l a t t e r 1s 

in te l l igence  and perseverance enabled him gradually to res tore  the 

power of the cAbbasid dynasty.

In Rabi al-Thani, al-Muwaffaq and one of his best generals , 

Muflih, advanced with a huge army, seen by al-Tabari himself,  towards 

Basra. The sudden death of Muflih together  with the spread of an 

epidemic threw the imperial army into  anarchy and caused defeat .  Al- 

Muwaffaq remained in the area keeping the Zanj under constant  sur­

veil lance.  His leaders in the eastern t e r r i t o r i e s  pressed the Zanj 

f i e r c e ly  and t r i e d  to cu t  them off  from t h e i r  main forces.  The Zanj 

suffered a se r ies  of  serious defeats  and one of t h e i r  most prominent 

generals , al-Bahrani,  was captured and executed. After  al-Muwaffaq1s 

army somewhat recovered from the severe d isease,  which l e f t  thousands 

dead, he re t rea ted  to Badhward where he repaired his ships and equip­

ment, rewarded his so ld ie r s ,  and res ted  for a while. Al-Muwaffaq 

then advanced against  the Zanj and through b r i l l i a n t  quick raids 

managed to i n f l i c t  heavy Tosses and rescue captive women and children.

24. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . ,  vol. 9, pp. 481-89.

25. H. I.  Hasan, at-Nuzvm al-Islam iyya  (Cairo, 1970), p. 70.



He then calculated th a t  i f  he divided his troops and sta t ioned them in 

d i f f e ren t  loca t ions ,  the Zanj would be forced to do the same^-not only 

to face the imperial troops, but also to avoid simultaneous a t tacks by 

these troops from d i f fe ren t  d i rec t ions .  He would then launch a mas­

sive a t tack on the ch ief  of the Zanj and his troops. The defeat  and 

k i l l ing  of the chief  would soon bring the Zanj revo l t  to an end.

But in th i s  al-Muwaffaq was wrong. As soon as the imperial troops 

marched to t h e i r  assigned posts ,  the chief  of the Zanj u t i l i z e d  a l l  

the forces he had and attacked al-Muwaffaq, and to add to the l e t t e r ' s  

misfortunes,  his camp took f i r e  on a windy day and burned down com­

p le te ly .  Thereupon a1-Muwaffaq found i t  wiser to withdraw to Wasit

and short ly  a f t e r  to return to Samarra1, leaving the command to a l -  
26Muwallad. After the withdrawal of  the imperial army from the real 

zone of the war, the Zanj chief  sent  on Rajab 6, 259, two of his best 

assoc ia tes ,  Ibn Aban and Ibn Khalaf, with a huge army to Ahwaz.

After some struggle they managed to take over the c i t y  fo r  the second 

time, and as usual the sword and f i r e  did th e i r  work.

More experienced and be t te r  equipped troops were sent by a l -  

Muctamid under the leadership of Ibn Bugha. After f ive  years of 

confrontation, the imperial army had become famil ia r  with the Zanj 

s t ra tegy ,  th e i r  weaknesses, t h e i r  s t reng ths ,  and how they were to be 

reached. Ibn Bugha stationed a subs tant ia l  force in Basra and se t  up 

a blockade in the Tigris  to cut o f f  the Zanj1s supplies and communi­

cations. Huge forces headed by generals who had fought against  the

26.  a l - T a b a r i ,  op.  c i t . ,  v o l .  9 ,  pp.  491-500 .
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Zanj before pressed the Zanj on many f ron ts  simultaneously. The Zanj 

suffered disas t rous  defeats  and were driven out of Ahwaz. At a time 

when ul timate victory  over the Zanj seemed in s igh t ,  the imperial 

army was compelled to withdraw to face another threatening uprising.

Ya qub a l -S a f fa r  had conquered for himself considerable t e r r i t o r i e s  in 

the East. He forced his way through Persia and Susiana and advanced 

towards the capita l  of the cAbbasid empire. Al-Muwaffaq recal led  a l l  

the forces sta t ioned in the East and completely defeated a l -S af fa r .

The Zanj na tu ra l ly  seized the opportunity occasioned by the 

withdrawal of the imperial army and the preoccupation of al-Muwaffaq 

with a l - S a f f a r 1s war, not only to take over Ahwaz for  the th i rd  time, 

but also to extend th e i r  sovereignty f a r th e r  to the North where the 

Saffarids had made themselves masters of a part  o f  th a t  region. The 

Zanj and the Saffarids  became a l l i e s  to face e f fec t iv e ly  t h e i r  mutual 

enemy, al-Muwaffaq. But the dispute and struggle  for  au thori ty  soon 

caused the a l l iance  to come to an end. However, the continual 

threatening proximity of a l -S a f fa r ,  who could have suddenly attacked, 

kept al-Muwaffaq from deriving any substant ia l  benefi t  from the d i s ­

solution of  th a t  t r e a ty .  The Zanj of course took advantage of th is  

s i tua t ion  and attacked the imperial army in cAskar Makram. But the

imperial army, fam il ia r  now with the t a c t i c s  of the Zanj, la id  an
27ambush and decis ively  defeated them. In 264 the Zanj managed to 

conquer Wasit and other neighboring c i t i e s .  But they were soon driven 

out, suffering heavy losses .  In Susiana, Tikin, the commander of the

27.  I b i d . ,  op.  c i t . , v o l .  9 ,  pp.  516-30.
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imperial forces in th a t  region, fought the Zanj with perseverance and 

repeatedly defeated th e i r  best general ,  Ibn Aban.

By 265, al-Muwaffaq's posi t ion improved grea t ly .  A l-Saffar 's  

death made i t  feas ib le  for  al-Muwaffaq to make peace with the former's 

successor. Al-Muwaffaq made considerable concessions to the Saffarids 

in order to secure his l e f t  f lank and rea r  during his expeditions 

against  the Zanj. He began preparations for  a decisive campaign 

against  them. At t h i s  time, a f t e r  eleven years of b i t t e r  f a i lu re s  and 

occasional successes, he learned tha t  the Zanj could not be engaged in 

the same way as enemies on firm accessible  land. His coming expedi­

t ions would have to be of a special character  and would have to be 

executed with extreme and unwonted caution.

A1-Muwaffaq entrusted the task of expelling the Zanj from the 

northern regions near Wasit to his son, Abu a l - cAbbas, an ambitious 

and brave twenty-three-year-old man. In Rabic a l-Thani , 266, Abu a l -  

cAbbas advanced to Wasit with ten thousand warriors and ships of 

various types—large t ransport  vesse ls ,  huge f loa t ing  fo r t re s s e s ,  and 

small a t tack  ships. Turning the Zanj1s favor i te  t a c t i c s  upon them, 

he ambushed them and thousands of them were k i l led  and drowned.
_ ' Q

Lieutenant Ibn Jami , the r igh t  hand man of the Zanj c h ie f ,  summoned 

a l l  the resources avai lable  to him in the northern t e r r i t o r i e s .  A 

sudden massive ra id  launched by considerable forces was intended to 

completely sha t te r  the imperial army led by the inexperienced young 

prince. But the young prince j u s t i f i e d  the confidence reposed in him
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by his fa the r .  He consis ten t ly  defeated the Zanj and s tead i ly  forced
28them to r e t r e a t  and give way.

In Safar 267, almost a year  a f t e r  the b r i l l i a n t  v ic to r ie s  of

Abu a l - cAbbas, al-Muwaffaq himself joined his son with a huge army.

The Zanj chief  had dispatched an army under the command of al-Shacrani

to threaten the rear  of Abu a l - cAbbas1 troops before the appearance of

al-Muwaffaq on the scene. But the young prince surprised al-Shacrani

by a sudden attack th a t  compelled him to withdraw to the camp-city

which the Zanj had b u i l t ,  al-Manila. The chief  of the Zanj hurriedly

dispatched an army to help al-Shacr a n i . While Harun, the other son of

al-Muwaffaq, s te ad i ly  kept Ibn Aban under his eye, al-Muwaffaq and Abu

a l - cAbbas marched towards al-Manica. Without much trouble  the c i ty

was captured, leveled to the ground, and se t  to the torch. Most

prisoners were put to death, a l l  the black women were sent back to,

th e i r  former masters, and f ive  thousand captive women and children 
29were freed.  Al-Muwaffaq and his son had thus fa r  destroyed sub­

s ta n t ia l  parts  of the Zanj army, demolished two of t h e i r  fo r t re s s e s ,  

and driven them out of the northern t e r r i t o r i e s .  Their next mission 

was to f ree  the eastern regions from the Zanj, thus confining them in 

and around th e i r  area proper, al-Mukhtara.

The upcoming expedition necessi ta ted  a new s t ra tegy .  At 

every advance al-Muwaffaq carefu l ly  secured the rear  of his troops

28. Ib id . ,  op. c i t . , vol.  9, pp. 549-66.

29. I b i d . , op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 566-58; Ibn a l -A th i f ,  op. 
c i t . , v o l . 7, p. 113.



making i t  impossible for  the Zanj to a t tack  him from behind. This 

required much r iver-engineer ing,  e s tab l ish ing  and destroying bridges 

and dams. Extreme caution was taken to guard the troops against  night  

a t tacks .  A new policy was also in s t i t u t e d :  the blacks who came over

to al-Muwaffaq were pardoned, honored, and rewarded. This policy had 

great  success. The more c r i t i c a l  the s i tua t ion  of the Zanj chief  

became, the more his associa tes  were ready to deser t  him. On Friday 

night,  26 Rabic al-Thani,  al-Muwaffaq and Abu a l - cAbbas advanced 

towards al-Mansura, the c i ty  of Sulayman b. Jarni0 . Anticipating Zanj 

ambushes outside the c i ty  walls ,  al-Muwaffaq l e t  the vanguard of his 

army approach the c i t y .  When the Zanj f e l l  upon them, the imperial 

army rushed to the b a t t l e  f i e ld .  All the Zanj so ld ie rs  were k i l l e d ,  

including one of t h e i r  top generals , a l - Ju b b a ' i .  The following 

morning witnessed the to ta l  destruct ion of the c i ty ,  the slaying of 

tens of thousands of the Zanj, and the l ibe ra t ion  of ten thousand . 

captive women and children.  On the 29th, only two days a f t e r  taking 

over al-Mansura, al-Muwaffaq and Abu a l - cAbbas marched towards Ahwaz 

to drive the Zanj out of the en t i re  eastern region. This was accom­

plished without a blow, for the t h i r t y  thousand black so ld iers  had 

withdrawn upon the orders of th e i r  chief .  Approximately one thousand 

blacks remained in the area and asked for  amnesty. Not only were they

pardoned and rewarded, but they also became active so ld ie rs  in the
. , 30imperial army.

30. Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. c i t . , vol. 7, pp. 114-15; al-Mascudi, 
Muruj al-Dhahab (Cairo, 1346 A.H.), vol. 2, p. 446.
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Now th a t  the Zanj were confined to th e i r  t e r r i t o r y  proper, a l - 

Muwaffaq summoned the army he had l e f t  behind in Basra under the 

leadership of his son Harun and a l l  the garr isons s ta t ioned in the 

areas from which the Zanj had been c leared.  Before attacking the 

c i t y ,  al-Muwaffaq sent  a message to the Zanj chief  ca l l ing  upon him 

and his associates  to surrender and promising them pardon and rewards. 

The amnesty was also extended to the Bedouins. Bad as his posit ion 

was, he did not accept the o f fe r .  The f i r s t  a ttack on the c i ty  

launched by Abu a l - cAbbas gave the Zanj a t a s te  of what awaited them 

and convinced many of them tha t  i t  was a serious blunder to turn down 

al-Muwaffaq1s o f fe r .  Two leaders with t h e i r  men and war equipment, 

including t h i r t y  vesse ls ,  went over to the imperial army. Many black 

sold iers  followed t h e i r  colleagues. Al-Muwaffaq arranged tha t  the 

blacks in his army tempted those of his enemy over to  his side. After 

each successful a t tack ,  al-Muwaffaq offered ful l  pardon, money, and 

honor to the defeated Zanj. Efforts  were made to make the deser ters  

in the robes of honor conspicuous, so th a t  the Zanj might be able to 

see them. In t h i s  way the best forces were drawn away from the chief  

of the Zanj. Their intimate acquaintance with th e i r  former army 

organizat ion, equipment, the conditions in the c i t y ,  and the defense 

l ines  and f o r t i f i c a t i o n s ,  played an important role  in the f a l l  of a l -  

Mukhtara.^

31. a l-Tabari ,  op. c i t . , vol.  9, pp. 571-84; Ibn a l-A th i r ,  
op. c i t . , vol. ?; pp. 115-16.
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AT-Muwaffaq1s main concern now was to cut o f f  the Zanj 's  sup­

p l ies  and communications with the outer world. An imperial f l e e t  in 

the Tigr is  made i t  impossible fo r  the Zanj to send for  or receive pro­

visions.  For the Bedouins, who were supplying the Zanj with food, a l -  

Muwaffaq establ ished two trade centers in Basra and his new camp-city, 

which he named a f t e r  himself,  al-Muwaffaqiyya. Before Tong the Zanj 

began to su f fe r  from the sca rc i ty  of food. Henceforward, provisions 

could only be obtained by taking over the supply vessels  destined for  

the imperial army. By no means was th a t  an easy task.  Al-Muwaffaq, 

an t ic ipa t ing  and in fac t  forcing them to such attempts, was always

ready for them, and in the numerous engagements tha t  took place heavy
3 9

losses were incurred.

On the 24th of Dhu a l - H i j j a ,  267, Abu a t -  Abbas marched 

against  al-Mukhtara; although the Zanj hurled molten lead against  the 

imperial forces as well as Greek f i r e ,  Abu a l - cAbbas succeeded in 

forcing his way into  the c i t y ,  and thousands of blacks were k i l led  and 

drowned and the c i ty  put to f i r e .  But tha t  evening the t ide  l e f t  the 

vessels of the imperial forces high and dry on the sand. The Zanj, 

of course, took advantage of the s i tua t ion  and attacked the disabled 

ships.  Al-Muwaffaq had to withdraw to the eas t  side of the T igr is .

I t  became supremely important to al-Muwaffaq to destroy the defensive 

works which the Zanj had erected since the siege and to c lea r  away 

the obstacles which had been se t  up to prevent the imperial ships 

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

32. I b i d . ,  op. c i t . , v o l .  9 ,  pp. 585-93 .
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was ser iously  in ju re d 3 and consequently the expeditions were sus­

pended. Meanwhile the Zanj were aided by an external event. The 

caliph al-Muctamids l e f t  only with the honor and luxury of his exalted 

posi t ion while the re ins  of the government were ac tua l ly  held by his 

brother al-Muwaffaq, headed towards Egypt to take refuge with, and
— — 3 0

seek support of ,  Ibn Tulun, the governor of Egypt. But he and his 

associates  were intercepted by Ibn Kundaj, the governor of Baghdad, 

and brought back to Samarra1. Therefore , al-Muwaffaq was forced to 

abandon his camp-city, leaving his son Abu a l - cAbbas in charge, in

order to face the disturbances in the capita l  of the empire and to

consider the measures he should take against  t h i s  potent ial  enemy, Ibn 

Tulun.

The Zanj, na tu ra l ly ,  took a l l  the advantages which th is  oppor­

tun i ty  could o f fe r  to repa i r  and f o r t i f y  a l l  t h e i r  defensive 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. Al-Muwaffaq u t i l i zed  

the cessation of the war to press the Zanj sorely in another d i rec ­

t ion .  He dispatched some of his best generals to punish severely not 

only the Bedouins who had been venturesome enough to supply the Zanj

with food, but also the t r ib e s  who had ass is ted  the Zanj in one way or

another, even i f  they had ceased to o f fe r  such help. Thus a l l  kinds 

of potential  assis tance  tha t  was l ik e ly  to be extended sec re t ly  to the

33. Abu a l - F id a ' ,  al-Mukhta§av (Cairo, n . d . ) ,  vol. 2, p. 53;
al-Nuzum a t-Islam iyya , op. c i t . , p. 70.
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34Zanj was barred. Meanwhile, the desertion of the o f f i ce rs  of the 

Zanj s tead i ly  increased; among them were two outstanding generals:

Shibl and al-Shacr a n i . The Zanj1s s i tua t ion  must have been very 

desperate,  fo r  the c h i e f ' s  own son negotiated with al-Muwaffaq to go 

over to him.

In Shacban 269, al-Muwaffaq returned to his city-camp. A

ser ies  o f  f ie rce  a t tacks  were launched against  the Zanj in which the

imperial army destroyed a l l  the defensive works, burned a l l  the s tores

of grain and food, se t  f i r e  to the headquarters of  the Zanj c h ie f ,  and

captured a l l  his harem. The Zanj chief  found i t  necessary, a f t e r  the

destruction of his defense l in e s ,  to move the center of his defense

from the west to the eas t  side of the main r iv e r ,  Abu al-Khasib. In

preparation for  the mortal blow, al-Muwaffaq declared holy war against

the Zanj. Thousands of volunteers rushed from a l l  the corners of the

Islamic empire. Among the volunteers was a considerable Egyptian army

under the leadership of L u ' lu ' .  Al-Muwaffaq was extremely rel ieved by

the T a t te r ' s  joining him, and as Noldeke r ig h t ly  remarked, " I t  would

almost seem as i f  without the energy of Lu'lu '  the mortal struggle of
35the Zanj might have been s t i l l  fu r the r  pro trac ted ."

On Tuesday, Dhu a l -H i j ja  10, 270, two thousand cavalry, f i f t y  

thousand foot so ld ie rs ,  and a considerable number of ships carrying 

large masses of  troops attacked the c i ty  of the Zanj from a l l  d i rec ­

t ions .  After a f ie rce  struggle  the c i t y  f e l l , the Zanj army was

34. a l -Tabari ,  op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 603-08.

35. Noldeke, op. c i t . , p. 173.
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completely sh a t te red 5 Ibn Jamic s the right-hand man of the Zanj ch ie f ,
C ”was captured, and Ali himself f led .  By Saturday the imperial army 

had complete control of the c i t y  and an Egyptian so ld ie r  brought the 

head of the Zanj ch ief  to al-Muwaffaq.

The seven thousand blacks who survived the b a t t l e  asked for  

and received pardon, and al-Muwaffaq issued a proclamation urging a l l  

who had deserted t h e i r  home towns during the war should re turn .  His 

call  did not go unacknowledged; many people returned to Basra, Ubulla, 

and Wasit. Al-Muwaffaq stayed for  some time in his c i t y  unt i l  every­

thing was brought back to  normal and l i f e  resumed i t s  normal course.



CHAPTER 3

THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS UNDERLYING THE ZANJ REVOLT

From the ou tse t  i t  should be s t ressed  tha t  the Zanj revol t  had 

nothing to do with re l ig ion .  The causes which gave r i s e  to i t  were 

soc ia l ,  economic, and, to a cer ta in  ex ten t ,  p o l i t i c a l .

The Detrimental Impact of the Turks

The establishment of the Abbasid dynasty depended heavily on

the Persians. The i l l u s t r i o u s  Persian family, the Barmakids, founded

for the f i r s t  time in Islam the Vizierate .  By the time of Harun a l -

Rashid they had become so powerful th a t  he had to r i d  himself of them.

Another Persian family, Banu Sahl, assumed during al-Ma'mun's reign

the same posi t ion as th a t  of the Barmakids. Once again the Persian

v iz i r s  represented a th rea t  to the strong-willed cal iph.  Like his

fa the r ,  al-Ma'mun got r id  of his v iz ie rs .  When al-Muctasim succeeded

his brother,  he d r i f te d  away from the Persians and brought in new

blood on which he t o t a l l y  r e l i ed - - th e  Turks. His lack of confidence

in the P e r s i a n s^  and his fear  of t h e i r  ambitions explain why he
37broke away from them. Being ha lf  Turkish^ on his mother's side,  

j u s t i f i e s  his turning to the Turks. In the f i r s t  few years of his

36._ After the death of al-Mu'mun, the Persian sided with his
son a l - cAbbas against  al-Muctasim. See a l -T aba r i , op. c i t . , vol. 8,
p. 549.

37. al-Mascu d i , op. c i t . , vol. 4, p. 9.
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38sway he surrounded himself with seventy thousand Turks. Admiring

th e i r  bravery and physical st rength he brought them women of th e i r  own

race to jo in  them in wedlock so tha t  t h e i r  offspring would inh e r i t

th e i r  q u a l i t i e s . ^  He entrusted most of the leading posi t ions  in the

army as well as other  important jobs to them and granted them huge

e s ta te s .  In a short  time they became a very dominant power and

trea ted  the people of Baghdad arrogantly . The l a t t e r  made a pressing

entreaty combined with a serious ultimatum to al-Muctasim: "Either

you and your so ld iers  leave Baghdad or we will war against  you.

The s i tua t ion  did not improve even a f t e r  moving the Turks to the new

capita l  of the empire, Samarra'. The Turks grew stronger and the

ca l iphs  became weaker than ever. The cal iphs Mutawakkil and a l -

Mustac in t r i e d  in vain to move the capi ta l  back to Baghdad. Many of
41them were murdered or deposed by the Turks. The Turks, consolidat-  . 

ing t h e i r  power, controlled the s t a t e ' s  f inancia l  resources,  possessed

extensive lands, and forced th e i r  slaves to farm them.

This s i tua t ion  aroused b i t t e r  opposition and strong resentment 

among the Arabs as ear ly  as al-Muctas iml s time. A serious revol t  

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

38. To please al-Muctasim, al Jahiz wrote a t r e a t i s e  on the 
noble q u a l i t i e s  of the T u r k s kanaqib al-Tuvk. See the introduction

R a sa 'il  a l-J a h iz> ed. A. Harun (Cairo: a l-Khanji , T385 A.H.), p.
36.

39. Ahmad Amin, op. c i t . , vol. 1, pp. 4-5.

40. Yaqut, Mif jam al-Buldan  (Leiden, 1902), vol . 5, p. 14.

41. Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. c i t . , vol. 6, pp. 177-78.



27

a1-Mubarqac . The army sent by al-Muctasim did not dare to confront

the rebels .  The leader of the imperial army. Raja' b. Ayyub, had to

wait unt i l  the season of cu l t iva t ion  when most of the rebels  were busy
42working on the land, leaving th e i r  leader with one thousand warriors. 

This peasant uprising--unnoticed by h i s to r i a n s ! - - i s  Of great  s ig ­

nif icance;  i t  was the taproot of the Zanj revo l t .  The s t r ik ing  simi­

l a r i t i e s  between the two rebel l ions  and the impact of the former on 

the l a t t e r  deserve careful examination.

• Feudalism

In the Early Islamic, the Umayyad, and the ea r ly  Abbasid e ras ,

the d i s t r ibu t io n  of land to the Arab conquerors was confined to the

land which was abandoned'by i t s  owners or th a t  which was not owned by 
43

any person. Such lands, i f  not managed by the government, were 

e i th e r  rented to farmers or granted to a person. In regard to the 

second arrangement, there were rigorous rules tha t  governed i t .  Land 

grants were of two kinds, the f i r s t  being iq ta 2 of ownership, i . e . ,  

governmental grants of land to a person. Such land i s  uncult ivated 

and the person is  responsible for  i t s  development, otherwise the 

government takes i t  back from him. The second type i s  -iqta0 of 

p r o f i t ,  i . e . ,  the person uses the land in any way he sees f i t  and pays 

one-tenth of i t s  income to the government. I f  he d ies ,  the land goes 

back to the government and his sons are not e n t i t l e d  to continue

42. a l -T abar i , op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 116-18.

43. Abu Yusuf, Ritab dl-Khavaj (Cairo, 1948), p. 58.
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44managing i t .  The tax co l lec to rs  were sometimes given small pieces

of land for t h e i r  monthly salary.

When the Turks dominated the s t a t e ' s  a f f a i r s ,  they grea t ly

increased the land tax and for  the f i r s t  time in Islam, the system of

al-Muqta° or al-Multazim  came into being. I t  was the tax c o l lec to rs '

resp o ns ib i l i ty  to bring a cer ta in  amount as taxes on the land they

were in charge of. The amount of  taxes imposed by al-Multazim  on the

peasants was of no concern of the government, much le s s  the means,
45which were b ru ta l ,  of co l lec t ing  these taxes.  Not only were the tax

co llec tors  in charge of specif ic  areas ,  but often times of a whole

province. This system was exactly s imilar  to tha t  of medieval 
46Europe. Moreover, the peasant was t ied  to the land, he was owned by

whoever owned the land; he could not be sold, or se t  f r e e ,  and his
47

offspring were slaves.

■ lq ta °  en ta i led  in ju s t i c e  to ,  and represented a burden on, the 

small landowners due to the heavy taxes,  as well as to the peasants 

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

s i tua t ion  against  which small landowners and slaves reacted v io len t ly ,

44. al-MawardT, al-Ah1<am al-Sultan-iyya  (Cairo, 1946), pp.
141-42; George Makdisi, ed. ,  °Aydb-to and Islam ie S tud ies in  Honor o f
Hamilton A. R. Gibb ( Bri11, 1965), p. 361.

45. Maskawayeh, Tajdrib al-Umam (Cairo, 1939), vol. 6, pp. 
137-38; F. J .  Surur, al-Hadara al-Islamiyya (Cairo: Oar a l -F ik r  a l -  
cArabT, 1973), pp. 110-11.'

• 46. H. I.  IbrahTm, op. c i t . , p. 273.

47. I.  Tarkhan, al-Huzum a l- Iq ta 2iuya  (Cairo: Ministry of
Culture, 1968), p. 13".
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the former by t h e i r  ephemeral revo l t  in Jordan9 and the l a t t e r  by 

th e i r  bloody rebel l ion in c Iraq„

Slavery

With the expansion of the Islamic empire, the number of slaves 

increased. Although Islam did not ban slavery,  i t  encouraged man to 

se t  f ree  his slaves and equated such deed with repentance. The 

Prophet se t  up an example to his followers—he did not own a slave. 

Some of  his companions, espec ia l ly  Abu Bakr, bought Muslim slaves from 

the Quraysh and se t  them f r e e . In the subsequent decades thousands of 

slaves were captured in time of war or bought in time of peace. From 

a l l  accounts, the slaves were t rea ted  f a i r l y  well up to the second era 

of  the Abbasid dynasty. Most of them served in the palaces of the 

caliphs and the e l i t e s .  Some of them, termed ghilman, "were the

rec ip ien ts  of special favors from th e i r  masters, and wore rich
48dresses, and a t t r a c t iv e  uniforms." Some of them were highly 

esteemed by al-Ma'mun and t rus ted  on serious m is s io n s .^  But when 

iq ta 3 became popular, with the emergence of the Turks as a powerful 

c la ss ,  the number of slaves increased immensely for  the following 

reasons: (a) the Turks possessed huge e s t a t e s ,  the cu l t iva t ion  of

which required a grea t  number of strong men--black s laves;  (b) compe­

t i t i o n  and in tr igues  between prominent Turkish f igures forced them to 

surround themselves with slaves;  and (c) i t  became customary for

48. H i t t i ,  op. c i t . , p. 341.

. 49 . I b i d . , p.  343.
i  ■
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governors and generals to send presents including slaves to the

caliphs.  On one occasion, al-Mutawaki11 received two hundred slaves

from one of his generals . Ibn Tabataba mentioned th a t  the palace of
51al-Muqtadir housed eleven thousand Greek and Sudanese eunuchs. I f  

such a number was housed in a single palace for simple domestic pur­

poses, much higher f igures  may have been used in the capaci t ies  of 

cu l t iva t ion  and war.

The Qarmatian Revolt 

Qarmat found the sec t  named a f t e r  him almost a t  the same time 

the Zanj rebel l ion broke out. Qarmat cal led  for  a new community in 

which a l l  men can enjoy tolerance and equal i ty .  Once again, the 

s im i la r i t i e s  here—broadly speaking of course—between the Qarmatian 

revol t  and th a t  of the Zanj are very s t r ik in g ,  as they are  between a l -
C xMubarqa 1 s rebel l ion and the Zanj 's .  Qarmat himself was a -peasant and

the vast majority  of his followers were "the so-called Nabataean 
52peasant." The Qarmatians' advocation kindled the Zanj1s zes t  and 

heightened th e i r  hopes.

50. Ibn a l -A th i r ,  op. c i t . , vol. 7, pp. 211-12.

51. Ibn Tabataba, al-Fakhvt (Cairo, 1938), p. 352.

52. H i t t i ,  op. c i t . , p. 444.



CHAPTER 4

THE LEADER OF THE ZANJ

cA1i gave himself out as a descendant of the Prophet 's cousin,

cAlT b. Abi Talib . He claimed his pedigree to be: cAli b. Muhammad

b, Ahmad b. cAli b. c Isa b. Zayd b. cAlT b. AbT T a l ib .53 "The claim,"

says Ndldeke, "may have been j u s t ;  the descendants of cAlT by tha t

time were reckoned by thousands and were very f a r  from being, a l l  of

them, persons of d i s t in c t io n .  I t  i s ,  of course, equally poss ib le  th a t
54his alleged descent was a mere invention."  Had Noldeke examined

objec tively  the material avai lable  to him, he would have come to the

conclusion th a t  th i s  descent was nothing but mere invention. There 

are several overwhelming pieces of evidence a t t e s t in g  to cAlT‘s fa lse

allusion to the cAlids. F i r s t ,  we know from genealogy books th a t  Zayd
c - 55b. All never had any sons. Second, the leader of the Zanj never

appealed, l ike  a l l  other  CA1ids, to  the divine r ig h t  of the house of

cAli b. Abi Tal ib ,  nor did he make any attempt to found a Shici t e

sect .  Third, the founder of the Qarmatians, an extreme Shici t e  sec t ,

did not associate  himself with the Zanj ch ie f ,  however useful th is

53. a l-Tabar i ,  op. c i t . ,  vol. 9. p. 410; al-MasCudi, op. 
c i t . , vol. 4, p . '439.

54. Noldeke, op. c i t . ,  p. 147.

55. Ibn Hazm, Jamhavat Ansab aZ-cArab * ed. A. Harun (Cairo:
Dar al-Ma a r i f ,  1962), p. 45.
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associat ion might have been to the l a t t e r .  Fourth, during the en t i re

war the Zanj ch ief  never spared the cAlids from execution nor t h e i r
56women from cap t iv i ty .  He permitted the black s laves ,  Muslims and

c 57non-Muslims, to have as many as ten Alid women. F i f th ,  he caused

cUthman, cAli ,  Mucawiya, and cA'isha to be cursed from every pu lp i t  he 
58la id  his hand on. This point i s  of singular  importance. Together

with other  evidence, which will be mentioned below, i t  sheds l ig h t  on

the man and his dogma.

Cursing the aforementioned persons was a capi ta l  a r t i c l e  of

the extreme sect  of the K har i j i te s ,  al-Azariqa.  Therefore, we are led

to believe th a t  the Zanj chief  adopted the K har i j i te s '  doctr ine.  The

l a t t e r  maintained th a t  the f i r s t  two caliphs were lawful , but re jected

cUthman and cAli .  They regarded, as also did the Zanj c h ie f , every

grave sin as id o la t ry ,  and th e i r  Muslim enemies, with t h e i r  wives and
59famil ies ,  as lawfully given over to sword and slavery.  I t  i s  very 

s ign i f ican t  tha t  cAli b. Muhammad's banner bore the t e x t  of the Qur'an 

which was one of the ch ie f  watchwords of the K h a r i j i t e s . H o w e v e r ,  

Ali departed v io len t ly  from the core of the Khari j i te  doctr ine. They 

held th a t  a l l  men are equal and th a t  only the best man should wield

56. a l -T abar i , op. c i t . , vol. 9, pp. 417, 422; Arabica, op. 
c i t . , vol. XII, p- 179.

57. Ibn a l - c Imad, Shadharat al-Dhahab (Beirut ,  n . d . ) ,  vol. 2,
p. 156.

58. I b i d . , p. 156.

59. al-Mas udi, op. c i t . , vol. 4, p. 439.

60. a l -T aba r i , op. c i t . , vol. 9, p. 413.
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sovereignty even though he were an Abyssinian s l a v e . ^  cAli promised 

his followers freedom, wealth and slaves. He was an adventurer who 

shrewdly u t i l i z e d  the anarchy prevailing in his time for  his own pur­

poses, clothing his endeavors in re l ig ious  guise. He was not an

cAlid. His real name was cAli b. Muhammad b. cAbd al-Rahim, a native
63of Warzanin, a v i l lage  in the Rayy region. He was an imposter who

claimed th a t  the Lord had offered him prophethood, but he did not 
64accept i t .  However, the Lord blessed him with reve la t ion ,  granted

him power of premonition, and supported him with angels. The en t i re

body of his followers was, as indicated e a r l i e r ,  from the most

despised c la sses ,  completely ignorant , thousands of whom did not speak

Arabic. He control led  these masses by claiming th a t  a l l  t h e i r
65thoughts were revealed to him. Upon undertaking a r isky  course, he 

often to ld  his associa tes  th a t  God had revealed to him th a t  his so l ­

d iers  would be v i c t o r i o u s . ^  I t  would suff ice  to give here one 

example which may shed l ig h t  on the nature of the Zanj ch ief  and his 

re la t ionsh ip  with his men. When Yahya al-Bahrani , one of his best 

generals and among the handful of associa tes  who believed in him when

61. Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd e d . , vol. 4, p. 1074.

62. a l-Tabari ,  vol. 9, p. 415.

63. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, p. 410; al-Mascu d i , op. c i t . , vol. 2, p.
439.

64. a l -Tabari ,  op. c i t . ,  vol.  9, p. 499.

65. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, p. 412.

66. I b i d . , vol. 9, p. 487.
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he f i r s t  declared himself, was k i l led  in an expedition,  the Zanj ch ief  

informed his followers th a t  God spoke to him and said not to be sad, 

because al-Bahrani1s death was only good. He was disloyal  and greedy. 

In re t rospec t ,  the Zanj chief  reca l led  an incident a t t e s t in g  to 

al-Bahrani 's  dishonesty. Among the proceeds of one of the raids there 

were two necklaces, a cheap one and a precious one. AT-Bahrani con­

cealed the precious necklace and showed the cheap one to  the chief  and 

asked permission to  keep i t .  The hidden necklace was materialized 

before the eyes of the chief .  He ordered al-Bahrani to  bring i t .  The 

l a t t e r  brought the cheap one which the chief  had allowed him to keep.

God made every de ta i l  of the hidden necklace v is ib le  to  the chief ,  who
67began to describe i t  to his stunned assoc ia te .

67. I b i d . , vol. 9, pp. 498-99.



CHAPTER 5

THE CAMP-CITIES

During the fourteen-year war four new c i t i e s  emerged on the 

vast ba t t l e  f i e ld .  Unfortunately, we have very l i t t l e  information 

about two of those four c i t i e s ,  al-Mukhtara and al-Muwaffaqiyya—and 

p ra c t ic a l ly  nothing regarding the other two, al-Mansura and al-Manica. 

We are r e a l ly  surprised by the absolute s i lence of the Arab geog­

raphers such as al-Bakri and Yaqiit on these c i t i e s .  Perhaps th e i r  

ephemeral nature was a contributing fac to r  in t h e i r  oblivion. The 

three c i t i e s  b u i l t  by the  Zanj were completely destroyed during the 

f ina l  stages of the war; the fourth one, b u i l t  by al-Muwaffaq, was 

abandoned shor t ly  a f t e r  the end of the war. From the scat tered  b i ts  

of information we are able to glean, the following short  account i s  

a l l  t h i s  t r e a t i s e  can present .

The f i r s t  and major c i t y  was establ ished by the Zanj and 

named al-Mukhtara (the chosen c i t y ) ,  a f t e r  the f i r s t  a t tack  on Basra, 

255 A.H, Because of the d ras t ic  change on the water courses in th a t  

area,  the exact s i t e  of al-Mukhtara will probably never be establ ished. 

I t  lay not too fa r  below Basra, abutted on the west bank of the Tigris,

and was in te rsec ted  by the canal Abu al-Khasib, the main course of
68which was from north-east  to south-west. Other canals surrounded

68. I b i d . , vol. 9, pp. 256-57.

35



36

and traversed i t ,  such as Abu Shakir,  Kur, a l-Gharbi , a l-Sufyani , a l -  

Qarir ,  and al-Masawan.^^ Palm huts were erected for  the so ld ie rs .  

Homes for  the chief  and his generals were b u i l t ,  we may assume, of 

sun-dried bricks. Prisons for  the capt ives ,  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 

can safely  say th a t  the size  of al-Mukhtara was very close to th a t  of 

Basra.

For the necess i t ie s  of l i f e ,  the Zanj depended p a r t ly  on 

local products, which were for  the most pa r t  dates.  Their main pro­

visions must have been imported, because in the f ina l  months of the 

war, when the blockade was es tab l ished ,  the sca rc i ty  of food was 

alarming.

The c i ty  was protected by natural watercourses and establ ished

dams, and was f o r t i f i e d  by a formidable fence and a va r ie ty  of defen- 
71sive works. Unfortunately we do not have any knowledge about the 

organization and in te rnal  arrangement of th i s  community.

We possess p ra c t i c a l ly  nothing regarding the other two c i t i e s  

establ ished by the Zanj. A1-Mansura (the v ic to r io u s ) ,  a lso known as 

the c i ty  of Sulayman b. Jamic , i t s  founder, was b u i l t  on a s i t e

69. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, pp. 656-57.

70. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, p. 247.

71. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, p. 596.
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called Tahitha, a two-day journey north of  Basra. The c i ty  was pro-
72tected by f ive  trenches and a wall.  The second c i ty  was establ ished 

by Sulayman b. Musa al-Shacrani and named al-Manica (the impregnable). 

I t  was located in Suq al-Khamis a t  the end of the narrow course of the
»  7 0

Bratiq r iv e r .

Facing al-Mukhtara, on the eas t  side of the T ig r i s ,  a l -  

Muwaffaq b u i l t  a c i ty  which he named a f t e r  himself,  al-Muwaffaqiyya. 

Unlike the three c i t i e s  mentioned above, i t  was not fo r  defensive 

purposes. I t s  establishment served to t ighten the economic siege 

against  the Zanj. The l ive ly  trade which grew up in the c i ty  

a t t r ac ted  the Bedouin who supplied the Zanj with various kinds of 

food. The c i t y  was also the main s ta t ion  for  the imperial forces and 

the point  of departure in t h e i r  raids against  the Zanj. These two

causes, underlying the building of the c i ty  were, i ro n ic a l ly ,  also

contr ibuting fac tors  to i t s  desert ion and ultimate decline . When the 

war came to an end, the f ighting  men l e f t  to th e i r  respect ive posts.  

The great  trading c i ty  of Basra, which rose again to p rosper i ty ,  

proved too powerful a r iva l  for  al-Muwaffaqiyya.

72. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, pp. 570-71, 573.

73. Ib id . ,  vol. 9, p. 565.



CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

From the foregoing discussion, the following conclusions can

be drawn: (1) the revol t  of the Zanj was motivated by so c ia l ,

economic, and to some ex ten t ,  p o l i t i c a l  fac to rs ;  and th a t  re l ig ious

causes had no role  to play. (2) I t  was mainly a peasant uprising in

pro tes t  against  i l l - t r e a tm e n t  and exp lo i ta t io n —the very same reasons

tha t  gave r i s e  to the Jordanian peasants'  revo l t  as well as to th a t  of

the Nabataeans. (3) The Turks' p o l i t i c a l  and economic dominance of

the s t a t e ,  possession of land and s laves ,  and abuse of au thori ty  were

the immediate causes for  a l l  three rebe l l ions .  There i s  no record of

any kind of any soc ia l ly  motivated revo l t  during the f i r s t  cAbbasid

era ,  from al-Saffah (749 A.D.) to al-Ma'mun (813).

Al-Muctasim made a fa ta l  mistake when he used the Turks.

They became an actual menace in his own l i fe t im e.  I t  i s  reported tha t
74he had regre t ted  using them.

In i t s  i n i t i a l  phase the Zanj revo l t  gained the sympathy of 

the freed men and the Arabs as well because i t  cal led for  the applica­

t ion  of the pr inc ip les  of Islam—j u s t i c e ,  to lerance,  and equal i ty .

But i t  soon lo s t  th a t  support because i t  turned in to  a bloody revo l t .  

The Zanj plundered a l l  the c i t i e s  they fought aga ins t—Basra, Ubulla,

74. a l -T aba r i , op. c i t . , vol. 9, p. 122.
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Wasit, etc .--massacring th e i r  men, capturing th e i r  women and children 

and carrying them into slavery.  The brutal invasion of Basra ty p i f ie s  

the Zanj 's  pa t tern .  The lowest estimate places the number of people 

k i l led  in th i s  fourteen-year se rv i le  war a t  one and a ha lf  mil l ion,  

and the highest a t  two m i l l i o n . ^  The Zanj siezed the f l e e t  of 

vessels tha t  car r ied  goods to the c i t i e s  located on the T ig r i s ,  and 

thus antagonized the owners of the ships and the res idents  to whom the 

loads of these ships, were t h e i r  necess i t ie s  of l i f e .  The b r u ta l i ty ,  

brigandage, and yearning for  d i r e s t  vengeance not only dissipated 

people 's sympathy for  the Zanj, but also turned them into a hos t i le  

enemy.

75. a l -S u y u t i , Tarikh a l-K hu la fa1 (Cairo, 1351), p. 242.

76. Ibn Tabataba, op. c i t . , 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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