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ABSTRACT 

 

This work examines ethnic group identities among the Muslim population in the 

Iberian Peninsula, or al-Andalus, between 881 and 1110 C.E.  It specifically addresses 

three moments in Andalusi history in which ethnic conflict erupted into the political 

sphere: 

1) The revolt of Ibn Hafsun in the late Ninth/early Tenth Century C.E. 

2) The collapse of the Umayyad Caliphate in the late Tenth/early Eleventh 

Century C.E. 

3) The arrival of the North African Almoravid dynasty in the late Eleventh/early 

Twelfth Century C.E. 

Through an investigation of each period it argues that ethnic categorization in al-Andalus 

has been under-theorized.  The work addresses the complications of religious conversion 

and the resultant ramifications on religious identity, which, over time, significantly 

influenced deployable ethnic identities among the Muslim population.  It utilizes the 

theoretical tools of the French social theorist Pierre Bourdieu in order to re-conceptualize 

the understanding of Andalusi Muslim ethnic group identities.  It considers how the role 

of women and systems of clientage have been underappreciated in the understanding of 

these identities and through attention to these dynamics argues that Andalusi Muslims 

created an Andalusi Arab Muslim identity that increasingly unified and strengthened this 

social group as the political structure around it disintegrated. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Medieval al-Andalus, or the presence of Muslims in the Iberian Peninsula, has 

attracted significant scholarly attention because of the interfaith and intercultural 

interaction of the period.1  In the context of questions that dominate public discourse on 

Muslims, regarding their tolerance and ability to interact with those of other faiths, the 

contact of Muslims, Jews, and Christians in Medieval Iberia has proven ripe for insight.  

Indeed it has generated works meant for popular consumption that other Muslim 

historical eras lack.2  Regarding the Muslims in Iberia, much of the focus has been on the 

                                                 
1 Several different terms are used to describe the location of this interaction.  

Some of the most problematic terms, though often used to create accessibility for readers, 
are Medieval Spain, Muslim Spain, Islamic Spain, and Moorish Spain.  All four of these 
terms allude to the Spanish nation-state that had not yet emerged and suggest a more 
coherent entity than ever existed in the Iberian Peninsula.  Moreover, using Spain 
suggests that the Spanish nation was disrupted by Muslim presence, only to reclaim its 
coherence through the Spanish Reconquista.  I agree with Hitchcock’s use of “al-
Andalus,” the Arabic term for the region, as “that area of the Iberian Peninsula at any one 
time in the control of Muslims.”  Richard Hitchcock, “Christian-Muslim 
Understanding(s) in Medieval Spain,” Hispanic Research Journal 9:4 (2008): 315.  
However, my understanding and use of the term differs slightly in that his definition 
places too much emphasis on Muslim political control.  I use al-Andalus to refer to the 
areas noted by Hitchcock, but expand it to also include those areas that had been under 
Muslim political control and were still socially connected to the Muslim politically 
controlled areas.  Thus, the geographical area would change over time, but the immediate 
loss of a city would not prevent it from meriting inclusion in al-Andalus until it had been 
severed long enough so as to be disconnected to the point of isolation.  For example, after 
Toledo was conquered by Castile in 1085 C.E. the Muslim population did not cease to be 
part of the Andalusi Muslim population, but would only do so once they became 
sufficiently isolated and lost the illusion of being connected to the remaining territories 
under Muslim rule so as to be best described with another term. 

 
2 Several popular works, emphasizing Medieval Iberia as a land of tolerance and 

enlightened thought, while expressing nostalgia for it have appeared since the turn of the 
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later period of the Muslim presence and on Muslims and their descendants under 

Christian authorities as nation-states of the Peninsula began to be forged.3  Less attention 

has been paid in English language scholarship to the earlier period of the history of the 

Andalusi Muslims when they ruled over significant portions of the Peninsula. 

Moreover, much of the work on this period of history tends to see it as a period of 

cultural contact between religious groups and seeks to draw lessons for our own time as 

we search for answers to questions about multiculturalism and inter-religious harmony.  

Consequently, it focuses on cultural and religious interactions among the population.  

Despite the hesitation I have for such an approach and its dominance in the field, as is 

explained in the conclusion, there is value to such research.  This project does not seek to 

offer a complete alternative, but instead seeks to compliment that scholarship by 

addressing a group largely understudied in Western academic discourse: the pre-

Reconquista Muslim population.4  This group is largely studied in relation to those other 

                                                                                                                                                 
century.  For example, see Chris Lowney, A Vanished World: Medieval Spain’s Golden 
Age of Enlightenment (New York: Free Press, 2005); Maria Rosa Menocal. The 
Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews, and Christians Created a Culture of 
Tolerance in Medieval Spain (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002). 

 
3 The Mudejars, Muslims that lived under Christian rule, and Moriscos, or 

descendants of Muslims who converted to Christianity, have been particularly attractive 
for scholars seeking to investigate questions of identity.  For example see Mary Elizabeth 
Perry, The Handless Maiden: Moriscos and the Politics of Religion in Early Modern 
Spain (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007; Matthew Carr, Blood and Faith: 
The Purging of Muslim Spain (New York: Free Press, 2011); Kathryn A. Miller, 
Guardians of Islam: Religious Authority and Muslim Communities of Late Medieval 
Spain (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008). 

 
4 I use the term “pre-Reconquista” here loosely to identify the period before the 

emergence of the northern Christian kingdoms as threats to take significant territory from 
the Muslim authorities.  The fall of Toledo the Kingdom of Castile in 1085 C.E., the 
Almoravid invasion in 1090 C.E., and their loss of Zaragoza in 1118 C.E. signified a 
period of significant change in the peninsula.  The state of affairs these later communities 
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religious groups around it.  Although the interreligious dynamic is to some extent 

unavoidable due to the multi-religious setting, far too little work is done on the dynamics 

within the Muslim population itself.  The consequent neglect of the Muslim population is 

problematic even for those that work on matters of cross-religious and cross-cultural 

interaction, let alone those working on the Muslim population, because if there is error in 

our understanding of the religious groups in contact during this period then we may 

seriously misinterpret their relations with each other. 

Scholarly attention paid to the Andalusi Muslims also suffers due to assumptions 

regarding group identity.  In many regards group identity before the Morisco period is 

heavily undertheorized.  There is acknowledgment of a variety of ethnic groups among 

the Muslims.  However they are conceived of in a rather static manner within specific 

periods.  Little attention is paid to the ways in which those groups were composed and to 

the reasons for the deployment of ethnic identity at a given time.  Instead the ethnic 

identities, such as Berber or Arab, are attached to individuals and thought to have 

meaning without questioning what the meaning might have been or why the meaning 

may have mattered.  Yet there is recognition that the state of affairs did change.  The 

argument that the ethnic composition of the Muslim population in al-Andalus changed 

over time towards an Arab identity, especially by the Twelfth Century C.E., is found in 

many sources.5  However, it is based on analysis of the sources regarding the Twelfth 

                                                                                                                                                 
faced was indeed different.  It is in part because of these new dynamics that this work 
ends soon after the Almoravid invasion of al-Andalus. 

 
5 Pierre Guichard, “The Social History of Muslim Spain,” in The Legacy of 

Muslim Spain, ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 699; Thomas F. Glick, 
Islamic and Christian Spain in the Early Middle Ages. 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 216; 
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Century C.E. and then too often asserted as part of a larger argument.  The process by 

which the Arab identity emerged is not theorized.  As Glick writes,  

[t]o understand how and why the masses of indigenous Hispano-Romans 
came to form the mass of the population is the most difficult problem, but 
without attempting to do so we cannot hope to understand the dynamics of 
social organization in al-Andalus.6 

 
This project, although with a slightly broader scope, is an attempt to theorize how that 

process occurred. 

This work chronicles the change in group identity among the Andalusi Muslim 

population and the transformation from ethnically fractured groups with various tribal 

and ethnic identities towards a more monolithic Arabized Andalusi group identity.  By 

focusing on particular moments of significance that attracted attention in the source 

material and secondary literature I have offered examples of the condition of the group 

identities in the Andalusi Muslim population so as to construct a type of critical historical 

narrative.  In the course of this task I have striven to go beyond a simple retelling of 

events, and instead have sought to address the historiography of the secondary literature 

and offer an account of historical change through the application of the analytic tools of 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, which are discussed in Chapter Two. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Brian A. Catlos, The Victors and the Vanquished: Christians and Muslims of Catalonia 
and Aragon, 1050-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 66. 

 
6 Glick, 210.  Glick’s text, while identifying this critical issue and seeking to 

acknowledge social transformation, often proves unsatisfying in its overall discourse and 
fails to convincingly answer this question. 
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My conception of the category of Andalusi Muslims is based on the 

understanding that human social relationships provide the basis of religion.7  To this 

extent, when speaking of religious categories I maintain that religious belief is 

inconsequential in the inclusion of a group or individual in this category.  Of course, 

certain beliefs could make one’s standing more problematic, but do not automatically 

eliminate one from proper consideration within the group.  I understand Muslims in the 

Iberian Peninsula to include, among others, those that professed formal religious belief in 

Islam, whether it was recognized by another set of Muslims or not.  In addition, it 

includes those who made only an initial profession that gave them legal status and little 

else or who attained legal standing as Muslims irrelevant of their consent to or knowledge 

of such categorization.8 

                                                 
7 Robin Horton’s understanding of religion is similar to the approach used in this 

text.  Horton considers religion “as an extension of the field of people’s social 
relationships beyond the confines of purely human society.”  Robin Horton, “A 
Definition of Religion and its Uses,” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
of Great Britain and Ireland 90:2 (1960): 211.  He suggests that this extension can occur 
prior to a given point in time or within it.  I believe that it had occurred with respect to 
becoming Muslim, and would certainly continue to occur in other areas of the religion as 
time went on.  The linkage of Islam and Arab group identity, essential to the initial 
understanding of conversion through clientage relationships, explored in Chapter Two, 
prioritized group identity and introduced a strong, though highly restricted, assimilative 
force within the religion that as it was further articulated and expanded, as in this case, 
could lead to strong homogenous tendencies.  However, the way that this impacts 
conversion does not match Horton’s discussion of conversion in Africa that is more due 
to the particular setting he describes.  See Robin Horton, “African Conversion,” Africa: 
Journal of the International African Institute 41:2 (1971): 85-108.  Specifically, the 
convert population in al-Andalus comes from religious communities more similar to the 
religion to which they were converting than in Horton’s text.  Also, Horton’s discussion 
looks at a time period that is much narrower than the multi-century process covered in 
this work. 

 
8 For example, Catlos notes that in the Visigothic period most rural churches were 

private and attached to the local lord’s estate.  The local lord essentially controlled 
Christianity within their territory.  Thus, when rural nobility converted it may have 
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Obviously, there are limitations to my approach for studying history.  For 

example, the Bourdieuian concept of habitus, or the dispositions and tendencies of 

individuals and groups, so essential to his work does not appear in this project as much as 

its importance merits.  However, this is due to the limitation of the source material and 

my belief that habitus, above all, requires a level of everyday depth only minimally 

available without direct observation or sources intent on providing such insight.  As 

neither is the case for this period in al-Andalus one can observe the effect and structural 

existence of a habitus, but the ability to describe its content is more imperfect. 

Moreover, I have sought to remain cognizant that scholarly conceptions of the 

Muslim population have all too often suffered from patriarchal biases, reflected in the 

source literature, which tend towards patrilineal conceptions of genealogy, creating 

obvious limits for study.9  Social actors and their conceptions of their own group identity 

have been understood solely through the male line of descent.  By ignoring both 

matrilineal connections, the consequences of non-marital sexual unions, and client 

relationships among Andalusi Muslims research has tended to neglect the possibility of 

multiple, and varied, deployable identities that could change with time and be 

legitimately shifted to suit individual and group needs.  Additional research is required to 

truly unpack this complicated issue, but I have attempted to draw attention to it and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
effectively eliminated the Christian Church within their domains.  The rural population 
therefore would have witnessed their religious affiliation change without any 
consideration of their belief or consent.  Catlos, 28. 

 
9 One excellent exception to this tendency is the work of D. Fairchild Ruggles; 

however the muted tendency of medieval sources on women impacts her work and forces 
her to ask questions she cannot answer with certainty.  See D. Fairchild Ruggles, 
“Mothers of a Hybrid Dynasty: Race, Genealogy, and Acculturation in al-Andalus,” 
Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 34:1 (2004): 65-94. 
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directions in which it might lead subsequent work, particularly through Bourdieu’s 

engagement of parallel-cousin marriage in Outline of a Theory of Practice. 

Although the application of social theory is not embraced by all in the study of 

history, one cannot simply use primary sources and avoid the responsibility of critical 

historical interpretation under the misguided assumption that primary narratives provide 

authoritative and coherent pictures of historical eras that critical inquiry only then 

obfuscates.10  Anna Akasoy, recounting Ann Christys and Richard Hitchcock’s approach 

to this period, cautions us “against imposing coherence on traces of the past that survive 

merely by chance.”11  However, we study historical periods in the hope of providing 

some kind of clarity and coherence; something of which the source material is not and 

should not be assumed to be capable.  I do not utilize critical interpretation or Bourdieu’s 

analytical tools in this work in order to force the events and processes in this work into a 

pre-existing framework, as occurred with some Marxist historical study, or to convince 

readers of the universal applicability of Bourdieu.  I find Bourdieu’s work useful because 

his theories provides clarity as one studies this material and offers the opportunity to 

provide explanations that may not be available otherwise.  Through his analytical tools 

                                                 
10 It is important to remember on this point that source material consists of, in the 

context of its own times, narratives, portrayals, and interpretations of the events they 
recorded.  As such, they were embedded in their contextual circumstances and were not 
created for simple objective purposes. 

 
11 Anna Akasoy, “Convivencia and its Discontents: Interfaith Life in al-Andalus,” 

International Journal of Middle East Studies 42 (2010): 492. 
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we can glimpse a promising and coherent narrative of social transformation among the 

Andalusi Muslim population.12 

 The body of this work is composed of theoretical and historical discussions.  

Chapter Two addresses the Bourdieuian tools utilized to analyze the events chronicled.  It 

also contains important discussions of religious conversion and the importance of female 

genealogical relationships.  Chapter Three is the first chapter focused on a specific 

historical period.  It addresses the late Ninth/early Tenth Century C.E. revolt of the famed 

Muwallad rebel Ibn Hafsun and the way that his rebellion revealed the religious and 

ethnic tensions of the period.  In addition, the chapter covers the emergence of the 

Umayyad Caliphate and the way that the first Caliph, ‘Abd al-Rahman III, reconfigured 

the Muslim political and social order in ways that impacted on the social tensions tearing 

al-Andalus apart.  This chapter shows the beginning of the process of assimilation.  In 

Chapter Four I examine the late Tenth/early Eleventh Century C.E. collapse of the 

Umayyad structure and the notorious fitna, or civil war, which ravaged al-Andalus.  The 

extent to which it was an ethnic conflict remains debated.  The chapter describes the 

continuation, almost maturation, of the process begun under the Umayyads whereby the 

Andalusi Muslim population was no longer dependent on its political structure for its 

internal identity.  Then, in Chapter Five, the late Eleventh/early Twelfth Century C.E. 

arrival of the North African Almoravid Dynasty allows insight into a far more 

                                                 
12 Here I briefly note that, also in the interest of providing a more accessible 

account, I have utilized only the Western Gregorian dates and not included the Muslim 
Hijri  dates.  In addition, I have minimized diacritical markers in favor of an easily 
readable font and italicized non-English terms, even when they appear with frequency.  
English, rather than Arabic or Spanish, terms are used where they able to reasonably 
substitute without an improper or cumbersome and lengthy translation.  
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homogenous population than had existed in the time of Ibn Hafsun.  By then a coherent 

Arab Andalusi Muslim identity is demonstrable.  By looking at the changes over the 

course of these events, each roughly a century apart, the process by which this group 

identity emerged is illuminated.  Finally, in the conclusion, Chapter Six, this work is 

placed in greater context within the study of al-Andalus and Islamic history more broadly 

with particular emphasis on the idea of nostalgia and the supposed uniqueness of al-

Andalus. 

What follows in this work will be of significance for Medieval Islamicists, 

religious historians, and social theorists of religion.  It will offer several scholarly 

contributions.  First, it is one of the few works to investigate ethnicity among the Iberian 

or Andalusi Muslims across the periods in question.  Previous works have either focused 

on one particular episode or period or made sweeping generalizations about ethnic 

factions across the entire history of al-Andalus.  Comparative study, concerned with 

Muslim ethnic and group identity, has been far more limited.  Second, it is the only 

lengthy work, to my knowledge, that investigates this ethnic history with critical attention 

to matrilineal descent and clientage relationships.  Third, it investigates the role of 

ethnicity in conversion to Islam and the ways in which converted groups and individuals 

were expected to fit into the ethnic mosaic of Andalusi Muslim society and how their 

presence changed the ethnic power dynamics among the population beyond merely the 

presence of a Muwallad, or Iberian convert, element.  Due to the breadth of the study the 

project will be able to highlight ways in which these power dynamics and relationships 

changed as Arabs, particularly the Umayyads, became less politically dominant, but the 

society became unquestionably Arab.  Fourth, it will be the first extensive attempt to use 
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Bourdieu’s theories to understand al-Andalus, and one of the few works using his 

theories in a historical context, especially in the medieval period.  While the recently 

published Bourdieu and Historical Analysis, by Phillip S. Gorski, shows the potential for 

Bourdieu’s theories in historical application, none of the articles in the book extend back 

as far as the medieval period or before beginning of the more powerful nation-state.13 

  

                                                 
13 Phillip S. Gorski, ed., Bourdieu and Historical Analysis (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2012). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

SOCIAL THEORY AND AL-ANDALUS 

 

 In order to study the relationships of Andalusi social groups one must make use of 

some type of social theory that will at the very least provide a methodological map.  

Using contemporary social theory to examine history has its critics.1  Those that disregard 

any kind of theory hinder the ability of historians to explain and interpret what is found in 

the source material.  However, those that warn of the problems connected with its use are 

correct to do so to an extent.  Over-theorizing without any basis and forcing historic 

occurrences into a pre-existing theory in order to show the theory’s validity are both 

mistakes.  Moreover, one must remain cognizant that modern social theory benefits from 

a greater wealth of information than do historians of ancient and medieval times.  

Certainly historians of the era under study in this project, unlike modern sociologists, are 

unable to gather fresh data, interview or benefit from a voluminous written record.  

Nonetheless, historians must attempt to extrapolate from the available information so as 

to provide a more complex picture than is otherwise available.  In this task the guidance 

of social theories are indispensable for the terminology and coherence that they offer.   

 

Bourdieu’s Social Theories 

 This project utilizes Pierre Bourdieu’s work to analyze the social dynamics of 

Andalusi Muslim society.  His theories provide an excellent structure for the examination 

of social change, reproduction, and transformation.  As Gorski writes, 

                                                 
1 Gorski, 362-3. 
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one of the advantages of the Bourdieusian framework is that it allows one 
to analyze social reproduction and transformation and historical continuity 
and rupture, even simultaneously, and that in fact is what most of 
Bourdieu’s work does to one degree or another.2   
 

Bourdieu’s understanding of social interactions as composed of a vast array of 

competitive networks appears to be highly applicable to what we know of al-Andalus.  

Although his social vision has been criticized for being overly competitive and virtually 

capitalist, it is suited for al-Andalus due to the amount of pluralism, and consequent 

social conflict and competition to be found there.3  In al-Andalus groups not only co-

existed; they also competed with each other amidst the competitive religious, social, 

economic, and political fields.  Various kinds of capital, or social possessions or 

resources, were at stake in these conflicts. 

                                                 
2 Ibid., 12. 
 
3 Hugh B. Urban, “Sacred Capital: Pierre Bourdieu and the Study of Religion,” 

Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 15 (2003): 365-7.  Essentially Bourdieu is 
accused of theorizing economic actors.  Although the economic field in his theory is only 
one among many, the actors that he places within those fields are engaging in rational 
choice in a way that looks capitalist to modern readers.  However, I believe that this is a 
misreading of Bourdieu due to a projection of one form of rationality onto other periods 
and places.  Modern people, being products of, or at least heavily influenced by, 
capitalism will look like capitalist actors.  Yet, if one takes seriously Bourdieu’s ideas 
about the structure of thought, especially the concepts of illusio and doxa, explained in 
this chapter, then the entire idea of rationality is turned inside out and it becomes socially 
rooted and dependent.  Historical societies, with their whole gamut of practices that 
might look confusing or odd to modern interpreters, were based on what their people 
believed to be rational thought.  However, in those societies where factors other than self-
interest or material accumulation were valued, it is not necessary that a rational actor 
resemble a capitalist.  In Islamic Studies such a disjunction has created problems of 
interpretation where modern Muslim commentators, on issues such as slavery or 
Muhammad’s marriage to ‘Aishah, have struggled to reconcile their modern rational 
understanding of Islam with medieval writers who saw nothing objectionable in those 
topics.  For an excellent discussion of those tensions see Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and 
Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur’an, Hadith, and Jurisprudence (Oxford: Oneworld, 
2006). 
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 Bourdieu’s structural view, and its emphasis on the way that social bodies 

prescribe the thought and actions of their members, can appear to continually maintain 

the status quo and leave little room for resistance or subversion.4  If the social forces at 

work are subtly altering the consciousness and shaping the available choices of actors it 

leaves little space for change.  However, here Bourdieu’s competitive model is 

productive and allows considerable space to investigate social transformation.  A given 

field, and the elite within it, may impose its dominance at a given juncture.  Yet, that field 

is under constant bombardment from other fields, some of which might overlap with it 

and others that may be completely external.  A field never has a complete hold on the 

actor to the extent that it can fully impose its will without consequence.  Moreover, as 

social structures and ideas are subject to material considerations, such as ecological 

changes that force population movement, a social body, like a field cannot exist in its 

own isolated ideological construction indefinitely.  Social change and transformation, 

which drives Bourdieu’s approach, encapsulates domination and resistance.  It essentially 

chronicles the continual push and pull between these rival forces in the course of 

perpetual transformation.  Thus, using Bourdieu in this context and time period does not 

make this a work about Arab domination of the Muslim population, but rather one about 

the transformation and construction of a materially relevant and continually changing 

social identity. 

Bourdieu’s theories maintain a degree of flexibility that makes them adaptable 

and able to account for the changes that one observes in Andalusi history.  Bourdieu can 

be used to explore the social functions of religion and the role of people within religious 

                                                 
4 Urban, 384. 
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communities; also his discussions of genealogy enables us to address the role of 

genealogy in group formation, and how groups function and are formed.  In introducing 

this approach we will explicitly explore six key elements of Bourdieu’s theory.   Once 

these are discussed we will have the foundation to undertake our exploration of Andalusi 

social history with a strong terminological and methodological foundation.  The six 

aforementioned elements include five terms: habitus, collusio, illusio,  doxa, and field 

and his discussion of parallel-cousin marriage in Outline of a Theory of Practice. 

 Habitus is the basic foundation from which the rest of Bourdieu’s ideas flow.  

Habitus is essentially the dispositions, tendencies, and perceptions of individual actors 

and their social groups as shaped through their experiences and surrounding social 

environment that manifests itself in their beliefs and actions.  It both shapes the social 

areas and is shaped by them.  Each person has a habitus that deeply shapes the way they 

see the world and act within it.  Habitus is not explicitly recognized by actors, but exists 

in the subtle, unspoken ways in which they live their lives.  Not only do individuals have 

a habitus, but so too do the groups to which individuals belong, whether explicitly or 

implicitly.  For example, there are particular class dispositions, framed by similar 

experiences within a social setting that give those with such backgrounds a similar 

outlook, or habitus.  This could include certain manners or taste in music or a type of 

vocabulary.  Any of these could be a type of capital in the proper setting and provide one 

access to standing and material goods.  Of course, having a certain habitus makes the 

attainment of some types of capital easier or more difficult than others, and certain forms 

of capital are valued more than others within a given field.  Importantly though, for 
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Bourdieu, the amount of power held within any field is arbitrary and dependent on the 

social conditions and not the result of any natural superiority.5 

Having a habitus in common gives people a sense of natural belonging and 

commonality that is at the very heart of social groups.  It does not develop in a vacuum, 

but is deeply indebted to the social body.  The social body need not be the society writ 

large, but can simply be the immediate community in which an individual is raised and a 

family exists.  The family and the immediate religious, ethnic, and class environment in 

which one functions deeply shape each social actor and group.  Indeed one would have a 

religious habitus, or class habitus, or even a regional habitus that would shape the overall 

habitus of the individual.  When one was modified or changed it would alter the overall 

habitus of the person, not through completely removing the former set of dispositions, 

but by adding others to the mixture.  These changes could either be mixed with the 

preexisting habitus, or provide more deployable characteristics. 

For our purposes the habitus of the religious and ethnic community, which would 

be intimately intertwined, is essential.  In al-Andalus, public and social life was deeply 

shaped by religions, which, in various forms and to varied degrees, governed one’s life 

and shaped the morals and ethics of the social body.  Being a Jew or a Christian or a 

Muslim could certainly be a matter of faith, but it was also a lived reality.  To be Catholic 

meant going to mass.  It meant being baptized.  Being a Jew or a Muslim meant 

slaughtering meat in a specific manner, attending places of worship and participating in 

public forms of worship.  Certainly it was more than simply these brief examples, and 

some might take part in public religiosity more than others, but belonging to a religious 

                                                 
5 Terry Rey, Bourdieu on Religion: Imposing Faith and Legitimacy (London: 

Equinox, 2007), 46-50 & 92-94. 
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community required social activity and acceptance by that religious group.  The habitus 

is the concrete vehicle by which this would occur. 

 As social groups form they instill in their members a group collusio, or collective 

understanding of what is proper.6  Members of the group consent to the group collusio by 

not violating it and in so doing ensure the group’s collectivity.  Participation in the 

collusio of the group guarantees the effectiveness of each member’s habitus.  A member 

of the group can assume that a particular action, sentiment or view will provoke a given 

reaction in another member.  And, by recognizing those same actions, views and 

sentiments in others they insure the continuity of the group.  Families play a key role in 

collusio, instructing their young in what might be called proper conduct. 

 Through examining what is proper from the perspective of an individual we can 

understand some of their actions in greater detail.  For example, as explored in Chapter 

Four, Ibn Abi Amir’s decision to leave the Umayyad Caliph in place, while wielding 

power behind the scenes, can be interpreted through such an idea.  Paying homage to the 

Caliph in that period was simply what was done, even if one did not actually recognize 

his authority.  The need to have a Caliph, even if a puppet was so strong that even in the 

initial period after the demise of Ibn Abi Amir’s family in the early Eleventh Century 

C.E. new claimants to power felt the need to have their own Umayyad caliph.  From the 

perspective of those without power, a Caliph was a necessity.  And those that sought to 

rule had to do so under the formal power of this Caliphal figure.  This was a far cry from 

earlier and later periods when the social collusio did not require any formal recognition of 

the Umayyad leader in Cordoba. 

                                                 
6 Ibid., 87-89. 
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 Each group would have its own form of collusio, which need not be static.  Entry 

into the group would require acceptance of it.  And, collusio would act as a method by 

which to incorporate new members into the group who, not being born to a member of it, 

became attached at a time where they lacked the proper habitus.  In addition to the 

immediate group, the broader social groups would impose certain expectations, some of 

which might be in legal form.  Other expectations would be more informal, but the 

consequences of traversing them would be just the same.  For example, as explored in 

Chapter Four, the inability and in some cases refusal of Berber foreign soldiers and their 

families to adapt to the local practice was one of the reasons for the resentment towards 

them.  Those soldiers, who were imported in their tribal groupings and settled with their 

families, had their own strong sense of collusio, retained their group identities, and 

clashed repeatedly with the local populace.  In marked contrast, the slave soldiers, often 

brought to al-Andalus individually in their youth and raised as Arabic speaking Muslims, 

appear to have blended into the population with greater ease. 

 Collusio is also helpful to our understanding of religious conversion and religious 

belonging.  New converts, of which there were many in al-Andalus, would be expected to 

adhere to the group collusio.  Through their adherence to it, and not perhaps the collusio 

of their former religious group, converts would be recognized as part of their new 

religious community.  By acknowledging, for example, Islamic law, and not Talmudic 

law, on specific matters, a convert would explicitly make their conversion known.  

Although spiritual beliefs would not be unimportant, for the purpose of social history the 

group activity of the religious community and its individual members, the social 

dynamics of religious and ethnic life, are essential.   
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Collusio is important to our understanding of genealogy and ethnicity.  Collusio, 

and the respect one shows to the group by acting in accord with the collusio, is a stronger 

basis of belonging than are other factors, such as birth.  Outsiders could use birth to label 

one as part of a group, but without adhering to the collusio of the group we cannot 

presume that the group itself would have continually considered such a person a member, 

nor can we assume that the individual or sub-group in question, such as a clan or family, 

sought to be recognized as such.  Collusio would also be the mechanism by which 

genealogical manipulations, discussed elsewhere in this chapter, for example, of a family 

that had converted to Islam and now claiming Arab descent, would function.  Certainly 

an individual or family could recreate their genealogy on their own, but the intent of such 

a move is the attainment of social capital, not the disgrace of an explicitly forged family 

history.  Instead the purpose is to have the genealogy recognized by the group to which 

they are claiming to belong.  Thus a forged genealogcal characterization would be quite 

misleading because it assumes that these groups determined belonging on the basis of 

genealogy.  Instead, the widespread existence of what have been considered false 

genealogies lead one to believe that groups determined belonging less through genealogy 

and more through lineage, which would be the family history one considered binding, 

even if not historically accurate, and to which one owed their allegiance.  The social 

group recognizes the attempt of previous outsiders to belong by agreeing to recognize 

their claim, thus conferring the sought after social capital.  At that point, recognizing their 

claim becomes part of the group collusio and an expectation thrust upon all others 

claiming to belong.  Failing to consider such questions can lead to severe 

misunderstandings about the composition of the groups in question. 
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 Illusio is the belief of an individual or group that certain fields have value, that the 

capital at stake in them is worth pursuing and that there is worth to partaking in the field.7  

For example, if becoming a religious scholar is a form of greater status in an Islamic 

society, it is so because the surrounding society recognizes it, the field, as a legitimate 

pursuit.  Individuals may be personally motivated through well-entrenched religious 

belief and believe that there is great value in the increased knowledge of their religion, 

thus seeing value in the available capital.  As a result of the decision to pursue this path, 

the surrounding society confers religious and social capital on those that attain such 

knowledge, and recognizes the value of one who partakes in the field and consequently 

possesses its capital.   

 For our purposes here illusio allows us to analyze why genealogical 

manipulations would have taken place.  In al-Andalus being an Arab carried considerable 

social capital.  Although we have accounts of those close to the centers of power who 

were not Arabs in the early history of al-Andalus, we should not mistakenly conclude that 

those in high status positions were not under pressure to more resemble Arabs and would 

not have found Arab ancestry advantageous in their advancement.  Moreover, those non-

Arabs that did have access to that world already possessed the required knowledge of 

Arabic and a high degree of Arab acculturation.  In al-Andalus the capital that resulted 

from knowledge of Arabic and the appearance of being Arab was highly valued because 

of the illusion of Arab superiority ingrained in the dominant Muslim culture. 

 Illusio in such a setting would refer to the idea that there was something special or 

superior about being Arab or Arabized.  Carried over from North Africa, where the Arab 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 90-92. 
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Muslims insisted on their dominance over the Berber population, Muslim or not, this 

belief would have been strengthened in al-Andalus through the political and military 

dominance of Arab elites.8  Such dominance would only accelerate after the ascendance 

of the Umayyad Amirate, and later Caliphate, which, in its moments of strength, created a 

magnificent Arabic speaking cultural center at its capital.  Once that belief took root it 

would have led to the adoption of Arabic names, the manipulation of genealogies, and the 

desirability of Arab marriage partners.  Continued devotion to the illusio would result in 

the gradual Arabization of the population, as eventually the emphasis on Arab ties and 

having Arab capital would obfuscate other histories and genealogical relationships, so 

that after several generations a given population would know and think of themselves as 

nothing other than Arab.  Due to the power of the illusio, in those moments when we 

observe explicitly non-Arab Muslim groups acting in Andalusi history, particularly later, 

we must investigate how and why the illusio broke down or cracked.9 

                                                 
8 For background on the Great Berber revolt in North Africa against Arab 

dominance see Khalid Yahya Blankinship, The End of the Jihad Sate: The Reign of 
Hisham Ibn ‘Abd al-Malik and the Collapse of the Umayyads (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1994), 203-8; Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, A History of the Maghrib in the 
Islamic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 37-42.  For its impact in 
al-Andalus see Hugh Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal: A Political History (New 
York: Longman, 1996), 23-9. 

 
9 The resistance to Arabization took varied forms.  The martyrs of Cordoba, who 

were protesting the Arabization of the Christian population, actually sought to be 
executed in protest of the practice.  The Shu’ubiyya movement, often identified with Ibn 
Garcia’s Risala, denigrated Arabs and Arab ancestry, but was interestingly enough 
written in Arabic by a heavily Arabized Muslim scholar.  See Jessica A. Coope, The 
Martyrs of Cordoba: Community and Family Conflict in an Age of Mass Conversion 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 1995).  Also see James T. Monroe, The 
Shu’ubiyya in al-Andalus: The Risala of Ibn Garcia and Five Refutations (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1970).  For more elaborate discussion of the Shu’ubiyya 
movement see Goran Larsson, Ibn Garcia’s Shu’ubiyya Letter: Ethnic and Theological 
Tensions in Medieval al-Andalus (Leiden: Brill. 2003). 
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One might emphasize being a Berber or a Muwallad as a way of resisting the 

dominance of this vision.  Or another, so as to deny them access to this valuable capital, 

would label one a Berber or Muwallad or Slav.  This does not mean that Berbers or 

Muwallads did not exist except in certain times; the potential ties would be there.  

However, at a certain moment those otherwise dormant ties were mobilized in a public 

fashion for specific goals.  Submersion in the illusio would generally cause one to neglect 

those potential ties.  Recognizing that will allow a richer understanding of what appear to 

be ethnic conflicts in the chapters that follow. 

 Doxa is the collective understanding of what is thinkable or doable in society.  

Essentially doxa provides the boundaries within which acceptable, or even logical, 

thought and action takes place.  It limits and, in some manners, determines what the 

group collusio is capable of being.  Doxa acts as a check on both small and large groups, 

as well as individuals.  In order for changes or elements of the illusio or collusio to be 

intelligible to the group they must fall within reason, not in the abstract sense, but be 

within the group’s doxa.  The doxa, far from being fixed, can shift and adapt, as can the 

other Bourdieuian concepts.  Bourdieu spoke of the “paradox of doxa.”10  He referred to 

the way in which he was struck by the ability of structural order to easily perpetuate 

itself, even its most objectionable elements, through the simple notion that it was 

“acceptable and even natural.”11  The idea, however, helps to explain the perpetuation of 

ideas and practices that one might find inexplicable or confusing.  To put it succinctly, 

what appears confusing or inexplicable now was not then.  Things that look as though 

                                                 
10 Rey, 10. 
 
11 Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination, Richard Nice trans. (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press. 2001), 1. 
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they ought to be a vehicle of social resistance and change were often not and were not 

perceived to be such.  However, we should also not be misled into believing that when 

we observe what we see as a challenge to the social order, because of the inconsistency of 

the practice in relation to the doxa or its exteriority to the doxa, need not mean that it was 

seen as such; or that it was outside of the doxa at all. 

 Doxa is important, not just for understanding Andalusi society in its context, but 

also for its possibility of allowing a writer in the present to reflect on the influence of 

their own doxa.  In terms of ethnicity in al-Andalus issues arise, due to doxa, which must 

give us pause and require some discussion.  First, the patrilineal approach to ancestry and 

identity, that one’s father being Arab made you Arab, can be seen as minimizing the 

matrilineal lines and confirming a patriarchal social structure.  Indeed the Andalusi 

genealogists, like most Muslim genealogists, ignored the female ancestry except in 

extraordinary circumstances.  There appears to be a dichotomous relationship between 

the two ancestral lines.  However, this dichotomy is based on two ill-advised 

assumptions.  First, it supposes that the patrilineal line is dominant, coherent, and without 

its own internal complexities.  We will direct more attention to this idea in the subsequent 

discussion of Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice.  Secondly, as explored further 

in the discussion of female genealogy in this chapter, it assumes that the matrilineal line 

is divorced from the patrilineal line and distinctly separate, making the matrilineal 

functionally invisible.  However, the importance of the matrilineal within the patrilineal 

need not be ignored.  After all, marriage was an important social act and the choice of 

marriage partner was not made indiscriminately by the bride or groom, but rather was a 



23 
 

group decision that impacted the standing and social ties of the group.12  Although the 

patrilineal dominance appears to push appeals to the matrilineal descent outside of the 

doxa, I would argue that the one was submerged in the other.  A cultivation of the 

matrilineal ties was part and parcel of functioning within the patrilineal structure and 

therefore well within the doxa.  Therefore, the invisibility of the matrilineal line in the 

official narrative of the genealogies did not mean that it had no importance. 

It has been presumed that genealogies were valued for their authenticity in a 

rather scientific manner and this has given rise to the idea of altered genealogies in al-

Andalus.  Arabization in al-Andalus eventually led to the Muslim population being Arab 

and the other categories, especially Muwallad, declined.  This warrants consideration in 

light of doxa.  If, in fact, manipulated genealogies (or genealogies that were not 

historically accurate) were widespread then one must consider whether the practice fell 

within the doxa and was “doable.”  Calling a genealogy altered or manipulated that does 

not meet modern standards might presume that the genealogy had no functional uses.  

But if it had no functional uses and was not seen as acceptable historically, then we must 

wonder what the purpose was and how and why the practice would have become as 

widespread as is claimed.  As a point of fact, manipulating one’s existing genealogy, or 

adopting another, or creating a fictitious one does not appear to have been outside of the 

                                                 
12 Women could also exert power within the patrilineal and patriarchal structure.  

Shatzmiller argues that women’s financial power, often ensured by the courts, gave 
women influence within the Andalusi family structure.  She also argues that women were 
aware of their rights and capable of using them to exert influence.  Families did try to 
exert influence over women’s wealth in court, but this indicates that many women were 
using their wealth in ways that challenged the, presumably husband’s, family.  See Maya 
Shatzmiller, “Women and Property Rights in al-Andalus and the Maghrib: Social Patterns 
and Legal Discourse,” Islamic Law and Society 2:3 (1995): 219-57.  Also see Jessica A. 
Coope, “Marriage, Kinship, and Islamic Law in Al-Andalus: Reflections on Pierre 
Guichard’s Al-Andalus,” Al-Masaq 20:2 (2008): 171-6. 
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reasonable in al-Andalus.  The genealogy did not serve a purely abstract, non-functional 

purpose.  Considering doxa allows us to illuminate this point below. 

Field is also an important concept for Bourdieu.  The term is found in this work 

and a brief comment on the idea is necessary.  A field is essentially a social space for 

interaction.13  It contains its own capital and has its own structure.  Gorski writes, “a field 

exists if, and to the degree that, it has an autonomous elite and autonomous logic.”14  In 

general, a field may be autonomous, but the actors within those fields are taking part in or 

subject to several; causing a degree of overlap.  Fields can appear and disappear based on 

“the appearance or disappearance of a set of social positions and dispositions that is 

structured hierarchically and doxically.15 

 

Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice 

 In Outline of a Theory of Practice, Bourdieu devotes a section to parallel cousin 

marriage among the Berbers of Algeria.  His primary purpose in the section is to criticize 

the tendency of field researchers to accept the official version of genealogy and family 

relationships, and the section is highly valuable for the present study.  In this work 

Bourdieu questions why genealogical relationships are the method of defining groups.16  

Stressing official kinship ties leads scholars to assume that groups exist only because of 

                                                 
13 Rey, 3. 
 
14 Gorski, 329. 
 
15 Ibid.  For an example of the change in a field and interaction between fields see 

Ibid., 347-8. 
 
16 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, Richard Nice trans. 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1977), 33-34. 
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their blood relation.  This ignores the necessity of maintaining kinship relations, which 

may only be practical for political or genealogical reasons.  Bourdieu’s functional 

approach to genealogy in this piece provides a multitude of helpful points for our 

consideration of ethnicity in al-Andalus and more broadly. 

 Speaking of unilineal descent groups and the alliance theory of marriage, which 

he ascribes to Arabs and Berbers, Bourdieu begins his discussion stating,  

We must find in this exception a reason for questioning not only the very 
notion of prescription or preference, but also on the one hand, the notion 
of the genealogically defined group, an entity whose social identity is as 
invariable and uniform as the criteria for its delineation and which confers 
on each of its members a social identity equally distinct and permanently 
fixed: and on the other hand, the notion of rules and rule-governed 
behavior in the twofold sense of behavior conforming objectively to rules 
and determined by obedience to rules.17   

 
He goes on to state that it is inadequate to presume that kinship ties alone determine and 

preserve group unity.18  In the subsequent section Bourdieu further explores the rules of 

genealogy and marriage in the perpetuation of social and ethnic groups. 

 One of the basic distinctions made by Bourdieu is between official and practical 

kin.  Official kin are those solemnized in the genealogical trees of which anthropologists 

are, and medieval Muslim genealogists were, so fond.  The official kin serve a valuable 

purpose to the extent that “they serve the function of ordering the social world and 

legitimate order.”19  However they exist side by side, and in some cases overlap, with the 

practical kin, who are the result of the cultivation of relationships.  Thus the practical kin 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 31. 
 
18 Ibid., 34. 
 
19 Ibid. 
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are those whom one goes to in a time of need, those to whom one feels closer.   Bourdieu 

also refers to the official kin as “representational kinship,” noting that the ties are 

deployed in almost theatrical fashion for the sight of those on the outside.  Internally and 

less publicly the practical kin are deployed for the very reasons for which they have been 

cultivated over time and “kept in working order by their very use and by maintenance 

work.”20  Those official relationships that are not cultivated become little more than 

hypothetical relationships, lacking practical implications in all but symbolic situations.  

Consequently the participants make the kinship relations far more valuable than might be 

otherwise believed. 

 The official genealogy remains potentially useful depending on the purpose 

intended.  For example, the further back the common ancestor stressed, the greater the 

assimilative capability of the tie.  It allows for greater inclusion.  Yet, the closer the 

ancestor the more likely is distinction the goal.21  Each can serve a social purpose both 

for the group itself and for others seeking to define the group from the outside.  However 

it ought to be noted that the further back the ancestor the more symbolic, and less 

practical, the intentions become as the ties have not been sufficiently cultivated so as to 

allow the group to function.  Indeed Bourdieu argues that the genealogical relationship on 

its own is never enough to unite the group.22 

 Despite the ability of the actors to play a role in strengthening the group ties, they 

continue to be restrained by the doxa, what is conceived to be possible.  Bourdieu writes, 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 35. 
 
21 Ibid., 65. 
 
22 Ibid., 39. 
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we may posit that the constraints of the field of potentially useful 
relationships (i.e. those that are actually usable, because spatially close, 
and useful, because socially influential) cause each group of agents to tend 
to keep up by continuous maintenance-work a privileged network of 
practical relationships which comprises not only the sum total of the 
genealogical relationships kept in working order (here called practical 
kinship) but also the sum total of the non-genealogical relationships which 
can be mobilized for the ordinary needs of existence (practical 
relationships).23   

 
Thus we are able to add the practical, non-genealogical, relationships to the practical 

kinship.  Over time the non-genealogical relationships may become genealogical through 

marriage, should the circumstances warrant. 

 The group itself is not homogenous and the choice to emphasize some ties as 

opposed to others is anything but arbitrary.  While it is common to see specific groups 

acting against others, Bourdieu rightly stresses the ways in which a group engages in 

internal struggles.  These can range from conflicts between the males and females in a 

family, a woman perhaps seeking to strengthen her own standing within the group (to 

which she remains somewhat of an outsider) by arranging for additional marriages 

between the family and her previous group, and between a dominant brother who exerts 

great power versus a lesser brother.24  Bourdieu argues that there is inevitable 

competition for internal power, coincidentally due to the homogeneity of the habitus, 

each actor being predisposed to seek the same symbolic and material capital.25  Oddly 

enough, the exception may be the “well-meaning rule-breaker” who does not follow the 

group expectations, but does not openly challenge them so as to preserve the structural 

                                                 
23 Ibid. 
 
24 Ibid., 41. 
 
25 Ibid., 63-64. 
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order.26  This actor, whose habitus might at times be lacking for whatever reason, 

becomes a necessary part of preserving the social order and as a counter balance to the 

ultra-competitive members whose strongly ingrained habitus leads them to be in 

competition. 

With these conflicts marriage becomes a contentious situation, yet remains a 

practice on which the perpetuation of the group depends.  Bourdieu devotes significant 

space to matrimonial strategies as a politically charged process.27  Marrying within the 

lineage may not be desirable as one might be wary of strengthening the claims of internal 

rivals.28  Therefore one might look externally.  Marriage can then become a way in which 

an actor may transform a useful relationship into an official relationship.29  However, 

even then the value of the external group to which one would be tied needs to be 

evaluated.  Bourdieu writes,  

As the products of elaborate strategies, of which more is expected than 
simple biological reproduction, i.e. external or internal alliances intended 
to reproduce the domestic and political power relations, marriages are a 
sort of short-term and long-term investment in, among other things, the 
quality of the ‘maternal uncles’ they procure.30 

 
If, as Bourdieu argues, the groups exist for practical purposes, then we must also 

be aware of their competition with other groups.  A marriage that brings powerful 

maternal uncles can bring potential force, economic or symbolic power to the group’s 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 40. 
 
27 Ibid., 58. 
 
28 Ibid., 45. 
 
29 Ibid., 52. 
 
30 Ibid., 65. 
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disposal.  And, with a recent marriage, one can presume that the relationships would be 

well cultivated.  The further removed the matrilineal ties, especially if they have ceased 

to be cultivated, the more difficult their utilization becomes.  Cognizant of the need to 

protect the symbolic capital of the group, also known as the group honor, the group will 

seek to maintain its stature, making it capable of attracting other powerful groups as 

marriage partners and withstanding external challenges to their various forms of capital.31  

According to Bourdieu, the group will go to various lengths to protect their symbolic 

honor.  For our purposes he raises an interesting situation to demonstrate the point.  He 

speaks of a group that is unable to find suitable marriage partners for their women that 

then seeks to conceal a marriage to a lesser male, which would damage their symbolic 

capital, through marriage to an “adopted son” which is disguised and not explicitly 

acknowledged by the group.  Bourdieu goes so far as to claim that, although they are not 

found in the official genealogies, there is not a single family that he studied that does not 

have such a figure.32  The fiction of the adoption and to the complicity of the group in 

adopting the “son” who is in reality an outsider to the group demonstrates the flexibility 

of the kinship group.  Such manipulations are both allowed and encouraged by “this 

combination of ambiguity and clarity.”33  The manipulations are not simple forgeries, as 

might otherwise be argued, as “it would be naïve to consider [them] fictitious on the 

grounds that no one is taken in.”34 

                                                 
31 Ibid., 48. 
 
32 Ibid., 51. 
 
33 Ibid., 49. 
 
34 Ibid., 41. 
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The kinship structure outlined by Bourdieu is malleable and flexible and 

incorporates change within the appearance of stability.  He highlights a structure in which 

there are multiple “genealogically ambiguous kinship ties.”35  As such it is highly 

applicable to what we know of al-Andalus.36  Using a similar approach, within the 

boundaries of our available sources, as we of course cannot benefit from the availability 

of field work, like that on which Bourdieu relied, we can begin to question the strategies 

and power relationships that dictated the appearance and action of specific ethnic groups 

at various points in Andalusi history rather than relying on artificial and unchanging 

ethnic categories.  In order to do so we must approach the ethnic groups as social 

manifestations, subject to manipulations and strategies that may run afoul of the tendency 

to see ethnicity through a scientific vision.  With that in mind one will be better able to 

understand the ethnic groups among the Andalusi Muslim population and be able to 

better understand the events themselves and why they transpired as they did; undertaking 

that effort is indispensable in order to understand a period that is now seen as a model of 

a multi-ethnic, multi-religious society. 

 

                                                 
35 Ibid. 
 
36 Bourdieu’s theories are helpful because they are applicable to what scholars 

have observed in al-Andalus, especially regarding the Arabization of Muslims in the 
peninsula, but never fully explained.  His arguments on genealogy should not be accepted 
because he studied Berber groups in Algeria, as though one could retroject their practices 
as a type of “oriental” family structure that must therefore be applicable to Arabs and 
Berbers in al-Andalus.  Guichard is accused of using such an assumption and it is a 
dangerous assumption, from my perspective, because it struggles to encapsulate the flux 
elemental to Bourdieu’s theory.  Rather, his concepts have value in this social and 
historical context because they provide clarity to details that are already observable in the 
source material.  For a critical look at Guichard’s approach see Coope, “Marriage, 
Kinship, and Islamic Law,” 165. 
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Ibn Khaldun and ‘Asabiyya 

 The medieval Muslim writer Ibn Khaldun provides a glimpse of the way tribal 

structures in his period could resemble those discussed by Bourdieu.  Although Ibn 

Khaldun died in 1406 C.E. he provides the earliest candid discussion of this process 

among Muslim writers.  That he was North African and a descendant of Andalusi 

Muslims does not mean that he should be taken as a primary source regarding the events 

in this work.  Instead I am interested more in his theories of group formation and 

behavior.  He offers a late medieval glimpse into the process of group formation and the 

use of genealogy through his concept of ‘asabiyya, or group feeling. 

 According to Ibn Khaldun, ‘asabiyya is based around blood relationships, but the 

feelings between clients and allies and the kinship group is virtually the same.  These 

relations matter to the extent that they are consequential.  A connection within the group 

is essentially imaginary; when it creates shared feelings it has a purpose, but when it 

becomes a forgotten and neglected detail it lacks meaning.  Thus, a cultivated clientage 

relationship is far stronger and more important than a dormant blood relationship.  In fact, 

in groups where mixing does occur, because others want to mix with it, the genealogy 

becomes hopelessly confused to the extent that it is difficult to identify the blood 

relationships.  As he explains the confusion of lineages it becomes clear that an attached 

person becomes like the group because they eventually possess the habits and values of 

the group as though they would have if they were born into it and their descendents begin 
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to mix within the group to which they are attached.  Eventually, over a multigenerational 

process, those that knew the original clientage tie die and it is gradually forgotten.37 

 While Ibn Khaldun does not portray all of the actors as rationally eliminating the 

genealogy of the client, the closeness between the client and the group and the 

transmission of the group’s values and capital to the client is a rationally undertaken 

process.  Moreover, those with the group, and the client, structure their thoughts and 

behavior, thus their rationality, on the assumption that the cultivated clientage tie is the 

equivalent of such a blood relationship.  Although the client status of the initial client is 

not forgotten until those that knew are dead there is no indication in his discussion that 

this status continuously followed the descendants.  Thus, the old tie disappears as a 

product of time rather than conscious social manipulation.  Nonetheless the actors should 

not be understood as unconscious in this process.  The idea that the ultimate goal of 

clientage was not to enhance and strengthen the group over time and that those involved 

were not aware that this would eventually be the outcome should be rejected.  This does 

not mean that it was understood as a lie, but, I would suggest, simply as the accepted 

process of assimilation.  Consequently the malleability of genealogy and kinship ties 

suggested by Bourdieu does have some relationship to the tribal and group configurations 

explained by Ibn Khaldun. 

  

Religious Conversion 

Any discussion of religion, especially in al-Andalus, must account for religious 

conversion.38  Religious conversion undeniably occurred, although the amount of 

                                                 
37 Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History, Franz Rosenthal 

trans. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 98-101. 
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conversion and how it occurred is debatable.  For some time scholars of this period asked 

ideologically loaded questions regarding the amount of actual conversions to Islam by 

Iberians, whether these conversions (if any did occur in the view of the scholar) were 

sincere, and whether the religious practices of the converts were even Islam at all, or 

rather a type of philosophically influenced crypto-Christianity.39  More recently scholars 

have moved away from this more polemical discourse and began to investigate when the 

conversion of Iberians to Islam occurred and the scale on which it occurred.40 

The question of the amount of conversion before the expulsion of Christians in 

the Twelfth Century C.E., rather than the sincerity, remains difficult to ascertain. 41  One 

could argue for the near complete conversion of the Iberian non-Muslim population under 

Muslim rule to Islam so that the exile of the Christian and Jewish populations under the 

Almoravids involved only small population displacements.  Thus, the percentage of 

                                                                                                                                                 
38 Although our subsequent discussion will speak of coherent religious categories, 

utilizing language such as Muslims, Jews and Christians, one must use such terminology 
with caution.  Of course these traditions are not monolithic and being a member of one 
does not necessarily accord one specific views.  Undoubtedly religious syncretism would 
have occurred and the boundaries between each religion would be blurred at times.  
However, discussion of religious conversion in al-Andalus, or anywhere else for that 
matter, must investigate what conversion meant, how it occurred, and how it was known 
to others. 

 
39 For a brief overview of this debate see Coope, “Marriage, Kinship, and Islamic 

Law,” 161-2. 
 
40 In the period covered in this project, when we speak of conversion we are 

largely speaking of conversion from Christianity or Judaism to Islam.  Although later 
there would be more conversion from Islam to Christianity, and less so perhaps Judaism, 
at this point such occasions would be isolated and not reflect the dominant social trends.  
For this reason I have only chosen to focus on Muslims as a growing social group and, 
from the perspective of the dominant social body, relegated conversion in the other 
direction to a more marginal position. 

 
41 Glick, 40. 
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Muslims in a conversion curve could relatively correlate to the overall population.  One 

could also argue that the Muslims were never a sizable number in the peninsula and that 

the absence of non-Muslims in Muslim sources through the Twelfth Century C.E. reflects 

disinterest and a conscious neglect of the politically insignificant population.  In such a 

case, the conversion curve might provide little insight into the overall population balance.  

Both arguments encounter difficulties and, although we might postulate the number of 

people who converted to Islam, there is really little ability to provide objective numbers 

at any given point in Andalusi history other than to say that the Muslim population would 

have gradually increased until a certain point where it became almost total, through 

population movement, and then begun its decline as Christians settled after Christian 

military conquests. 

Moreover, it is not clear on what basis one would include someone as a Muslim.  

For example, does being Muslim require fulfilling the basic Islamic pillar of the 

Shahadah, or confession of faith, which would seem to the case from a religious point of 

view?  Or, might only the governing, tax collecting body’s recognition or proclamation of 

someone as a Muslim suffice?  Would the person or group in question need to recognize 

themselves as Muslim?  Even if that were the case, must the recognition be exclusive in 

the sense of necessitating the severing of ties with other religious groups to the extent that 

hybrid religiosity and syncretism would be impermissible?  One would also need to 

consider whether the answer to such questions must be the same across the entirety of the 

period.  In general I would argue that these questions need not be convincingly answered 

in order to render a tightly constructed definition.  Instead I argue throughout this work 

that the idea of who was and was not a Muslim, and the basis on which this determination 
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was made, was under constant negotiation through the period of Andalusi history studied 

in this product.  For the present purposes it will suffice to speak of Muslims as those that 

either sought to participate in the social body as Muslim in any way, even if imperfect, to 

such an extent that their belonging to the religious body was either taken for granted or 

accompanied tension and consternation on the part of other members of the religious 

group.  Thus, even a possible heretic or insincere convert from the standpoint of the 

authorities has to be considered as part of the group to the extent that they are taking part 

in what Bourdieu would call the field and either possess any type of capital (even if only 

perceived by others and not by themselves) within it or are within the doxa. 

As far as estimating the number of Muslims in the peninsula Richard Bulliet’s 

conversion curve is presently the most popular explanation of the conversion of the local 

population to Islam.  Utilizing biographical dictionaries he argues that the majority of the 

Muslim population in al-Andalus had become Muslims by the middle of the 11th Century, 

with the mid-point of conversion occurring in 961 C.E.42  Using the same methodology 

he used for other places where the population converted to Islam, he maintains that the 

first male in the genealogy that converted to Islam can be identified because they will be 

the last to have a non-Arabic name and, because of the conversion, will give their 

children Arabic names.  In general, given the lack of concrete evidence, Bulliet’s overall 

hypothesis remains fairly compelling and is referenced in virtually all works on the topic.  

At the very least one can say that Bulliet provides a general timeline within which one 

                                                 
42 See Richard Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in 

Quantitative History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 124. 
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might work and overall his timeline does match the argument of this work insofar as 

identifying the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries C.E. as pivotal.43 

However, Bulliet’s argument has often been misread.  As Harrison correctly 

notes, 

For 30 years, scholars have been mistaken in citing Bulliet’s conversion 
curve as proof, as most frequently quoted, that 50% of the Andalusi 
territory was Muslim by 960 and 80% by the mid-eleventh century.  What 
Bulliet’s results indicate, rather, is that conversion peaked in the mid-tenth 
century, meaning that by 960 around 50% of those who would convert – 
of the ultimate unquantifiable total of converts – had done so: that the 
process itself, not the balance of the population, had reached its halfway 
point.44 

 
Scholars who have misinterpreted the conversion curve include Kennedy and Christys.45  

Others, such as Glick, have understood Bulliet’s thesis correctly.46  Interpreting Bulliet’s 

argument incorrectly leads to the false assumption that the non-Muslim population of the 

peninsula disappeared; there is simply no strong evidence to support such an assertion or 

to quantify the number of Andalusis that did not convert to Islam. 

Irrelevant of the use or misuse of his work by other scholars one must raise 

several questions with regards to Bulliet’s findings and methodology.  For example, 

biographical dictionaries were not simply scientific works of genealogy.  They involved 

particular individuals and the writer’s, or wider communal, recollection and recognition 

                                                 
43 For a critical examination of Bulliet’s methodology, specifically his reliance on 

biographical dictionaries, see Mayte Penelas, “Some Remarks on Conversion to Islam in 
al-Andalus,” Al-Qantara 23:1 (2002): 193-200. 

 
44 Alwyn Harrison, “Behind the Curve: Bulliet and Conversion to Islam in al-

Andalus Revisited,” Al-Masaq 24:1 (2012): 38. 
 
45 Kennedy, 67.  Also see Ann Christys, Christians in al-Andalus (711-1000) 

(Richmond: Curzon, 2002), 3. 
 
46 Glick, 22-4. 
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of the status and standing of those individuals.  The biographical dictionaries provide a 

story about the individuals and ground them in particular events and happenings.  In most 

cases they reveal the mutual agreement between the individual in question and the society 

about the genealogy.  Christys writes, 

 Genealogies may be accurately transmitted from one generation to 
succeeding generations without being true.  They are reconstruction of the 
past, which may be used in a number of ways to describe the present; they 
may state the supposed ethnic origins of the group or evoke political 
stability by giving a sense of inevitability to current alliances.47 

 
Consequently, when looking at Bulliet’s conversion curve it may reveal more than simply 

conversion to Islam through the taking of Arabic names.  There could be a variety of 

reasons behind the recording of specific names that meant more than simple conversion 

to Islam.  In addition, it ought to be noted that Bulliet’s findings are also based on a very 

small sample size within a particular portion of the population.  Expanding his findings in 

order to generalize about the wider, or even non-urban, population cannot be done with 

ease.  With regards to al-Andalus, Wasserstein posits, 

Another glance at the biographical dictionaries demonstrates a second 
fact: most people, indeed we can probably say all people, in these 
dictionaries have, or know, or record, or have recorded about themselves, 
only Muslim ancestors.  That is to say: conversion to Islam seems to have 
operated in such a way that the neo-Muslim [i.e. the convert] was regarded 
as born again, washed clean of his pre-Islamic, non-Islamic identity and 
ancestry.48 
 

                                                 
47 Christys, Christians in al-Andalus, 169. 
 
48 David Wasserstein, “Inventing Tradition and Constructing Identity: The 

Genealogy of ‘Umar Ibn Hafsun between Christianity and Islam,” Al-Qantara 23:2 
(2002), 274. 
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Thus, even if one had an argument regarding the meaning of the naming patterns it might 

only refer to a narrow and rather elite, urbanized group and how they chose to portray 

themselves. 

The conversion curve reflects not just a process of religious, devotional 

conversion, but also a larger pattern of social transformation wherein the explicit 

identification and group association that went with the religious conversion changed.  

The adoption of Arabic names reveals not only that the individual in question was 

Muslim, but that he or she was known by that Arabic name more so than any other and 

claimed by that Arabized group as part of its own lineage, hence the inclusion in the 

biographical dictionary.   This does not mean that the first person in the genealogy with 

an Arabic name was the first to be born a Muslim, but that they were the first to be 

known purely, or primarily, within an Arabized Muslim context.49  Earlier individuals 

might have been Muslims, but not Arabized, and consequently not embraced within this 

context.  Or they might have sought to have the recognition of the Arabized social body, 

but been rejected.  However, the importance of the Arabic name remains, and Bulliet is 

correct to highlight it.  It is indeed a rupture in the individual identity with respect to the 

group where the individual is placed firmly within the new social group and distanced 

                                                 
49 It is worth mentioning that it would not be uncommon for an individual to be 

known by different names depending on the setting in which they were referenced.  
Moreover, the biographical dictionary, written in Arabic, would have a specific audience 
that would not include other social circles in which an individual, or their ancestors, 
might have moved.  Therefore, an ancestor’s identity would be known in relation to the 
Arabic speaking readers and not with regards to other with whom they may have had 
contact at the time they were alive.  They might not even be remembered in the sense that 
they were known while alive simply because elements of their identity that would have 
been important at the time of their life would have changed or ceased to matter by the 
time the biographical dictionary was compiled. 
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from the old; yet they are secure enough in their group standing to have their non-

Arabized lineage acknowledged rather than manipulated.50 

The biographical dictionaries in al-Andalus were also products of their time.  For 

example, consider the Jamharat Ansab al-Arab by Ibn Hazm in the Eleventh Century 

C.E.  This work, especially if one considers Ibn Hazm’s overall production, cannot be 

taken as lacking an ideological motivation.  Given what is known of his political 

leanings, and his status as part of an Umayyad client family, one must approach that work 

with an element of caution.  This is particularly true if one considers the importance of 

Arab genealogy within his political outlook.  He advocated a restoration of the Caliphate 

and was proud of both his family’s attachment to the Umayyad family, but also 

celebrated Arab ancestry and purity.51  In many regards Ibn Hazm would have been the 

ideal target of the Shu’ubiyya movement stressing the superiority of non-Arab ancestry.  

Coope argues that Ibn Hazm’s text only “had a limited connection with social reality.”52  

                                                 
50 In Bourdieu’s view of genealogy, it tells the story that one wishes others to 

know.  Taken even further, the genealogy becomes the story that the listener also wants 
to hear to such an extent that is an agreed upon fiction in the early period that becomes 
normalized over time into a socially accepted fact when it is actually a construct.  In 
addition, the construction of a genealogy, especially as it extends farther back, is not 
particularly unusual in medieval Islam, or in general for that matter.  For the early 
Muslims the adoption of certain common ancestors, fictional characters or not, served to 
provide social cohesion and acted as a process of assimilation into the Arab body.  See 
Blankinship, 43-4. 

 
51 Coope, “Marriage, Kinship, and Islamic Law,” 165.  Even though Coope notes 

that Ibn Hazm was likely a Muwallad, or perhaps of Persian ancestry, his elevation of 
Arab ancestry and association with the Umayyad political cause exemplifies how 
clientage ties enmeshed a person with the group identity and wedded them to the illusio 
of the group. 

 
52 Ibid., 168. 
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Tracing a work by such a man, while looking for Arabic names to trace conversion dates, 

is fraught with methodological challenges. 

In addition, the process documented by Bulliet is individualistic.  He tends, due to 

his source material, to treat conversion in an individualistic manner, but conversion 

would not have been simply such.  Rather it would have often been familial and gradual 

after a certain point in al-Andalus; especially dependent on the conversion of males to 

Islam because it would make their subsequent children Muslim by default.  After the 

conquest, the Arabization and Islamization of the peninsula would have been a slow 

ongoing process.53  Thus, an additional layer of analysis is required to better understand 

and interpret the process he attempts to document.  In order to utilize Bulliet’s valuable 

research properly one is forced to raise questions about conversion in general and thus it 

is helpful to turn to other sources that may enable us to build upon and interpret Bulliet’s 

observation. 

Mikel de Epalza contends that explicit conversion is not the question, but rather 

legal status, an approach he terms “the ‘Christian and Muslim law’ approach.”54  In his 

view a person’s status within a religious group in al-Andalus depended not on their 

beliefs or even their own sense of belonging, but rather on their status under religious 

law; whether the Muslims recognized them as Christians or a communal leader had 

negotiated a settlement for the Christians of the era, which then included them regardless 

of the religious ideology.  Consequently, in order for a Christian Iberian community to 

                                                 
53 Mikel de Epalza, “Mozarabs: An Emblematic Christian Minority in Islamic al-

Andalus,” in The Legacy of Muslim Spain, ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi, (Leiden: Brill, 
1992), 159. 

 
54 Ibid. 
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remain, or be, Catholic it would have needed access to certain religious necessities, such 

as priests, holy water for baptisms (without baptism future generations could not be 

Catholic), and churches.  These were initially guaranteed to those that had made treaties 

or had legally secured their status with the rulers as Christians, but the necessary 

resources were difficult to sustain.55  Those that failed to somehow secure their position 

as Christians fell into a sort of legal limbo were not accorded protected status and 

became, in the eyes of their own religious community, non-Christians.  Epalza argues that 

these communities would have either been unable to sustain structured Christian 

communities or lacked access to them altogether.  If the Christian hierarchy insisted on 

imposing rigid Christian structures, which Epalza believes to have been the case because 

it was necessary to preserve the position of the Church, those that could not perpetuate 

their status as Christians were forced towards eventual Islamization.56  As a result, 

conversion to Islam in al-Andalus may have been a gradual process, as former Christians, 

lacking the means to perpetuate their own religious life as Christians, were slowly 

absorbed into an Arabized Islamic communal life, which was controlled by the public 

authorities, who were invariably Muslims.57  The Christian religious establishment was 

                                                 
55 For an example see Olivia R. Constable, trans., “The Treaty of Tudmir,” in 

Medieval Iberia: Readings from Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources, ed. Olivia 
Remie Constable, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 37-38. 

 
56 Epalza, “Mozarabs,” 153-6.  Also see Mikel de Epalza, “Falta de Obispos y 

Conversion al Islam de los Cristianos de al-Andalus,” Al-Qantara 15:2 (1994): 388-90.  
 
57 This does not mean that individuals could not later assert a Christian identity.  

Legal status does not necessarily equate with belief.  For example, several of the 
Christian martyrs of Cordoba were children of Muslim and Christian parents.  Legally 
they would have been Muslims, but acting as Christians; adding another layer to their 
story. 
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ill-equipped to provide for their needs of those most susceptible to assimilation and 

rejected them as legitimate Christians once a tipping point was reached.  Then, these 

individuals were forced into an uncertain standing with the structure of the Islamic state 

whereby they were neither Christians nor Muslims.  Thus when we speak of their 

conversion, we may be speaking less of an official moment, crystallized in the changing 

of the family name, but more of a gradual Islamization, Arabization, or, to a lesser extent, 

Berberization (the acquisition of habitus) that lent itself to the adoption of Islamic 

religious patterns in the public life (established by the collusio) of formerly Christian 

communities.58 

While Bulliet’s theory is tempting, Epalza’s argument forces one to address 

several points.  First, before we can ask about conversion to Islam under the presumption 

that Iberian Christians were being drawn to the new religion we must look at the practice 

of Christianity in the peninsula at the time the Muslims arrived.  Second, the ability and 

willingness of the elites to secure and preserve the status of the Christians is not clear; 

thus, how the transformation from Christian to Muslim political power altered the 

situations of Christians becomes clearer.  Third, even assuming that conversion would 

have been gradual, how would conversion to Islam take place, and would that process 

change over time within the peninsula?  Moreover, one would need to have an impression 

of the conversion process at the time that a larger number of conversions would be 

theorized to have taken place. 

                                                 
58 Additionally one must question the extent to which the Iberian and Visigothic 

populations, particularly in the rural areas, were Christianized.  If Christianity remained 
more superficial, then any transition to an Islamic public veneer would have been of less 
importance and perhaps less disruptive to the day to day affairs.  And, it would explain 
more tentativeness to undergo the trials necessary to maintain an endowed Christian 
community. 
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When discussing Christianity in the peninsula before the arrival of Muslims it 

makes sense to start with the Visigothic entity that they displaced.  Although much could 

be written with regards to the religious beliefs of the Visigothic elite and their one time 

attachment to an Arian form of Christianity, such a discussion is likely more misleading 

than helpful for the purposes of this project.  The Visigothic elite remained small and 

distinct from much of the population.  Consequently, one would expect to find only 

scattered remnants of this type of Christianity present even as early as 711 C.E.  The 

Visigoths eventually renounced Arian Christianity in favor of joining the Roman Catholic 

Church; likely under pressure from an established base of clerics loyal to the Roman 

Catholic Church and its vision of Christianity.  The force which those clerics brought 

upon the political elite and their triumph at that earlier time suggests that the form of 

Christianity, at least officially, in the peninsula when the Muslims arrived was some 

variant of Roman Catholic Christianity that would have required the institutions so 

important to Epalza’s argument.59 

The feudal religious structure, and importance of the land holding elite, is 

particularly important to the debate between Bulliet and Epalza.  If the land holding and 

religious elite fled and did not negotiate treaties then there would have been a population 

unable to negotiate for itself that subsequently became Muslim in the eyes of the law 

because it had not secured its dhimmi status.  Sources report few Visigothic nobles going 

elsewhere, include few large battles where mass annihilation might have taken place, and 

do not paint a picture of mass extermination being undertaken by the Muslims against the 

                                                 
59 See Glick, 14-6.  
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Visigoths.60  The available sources largely indicate that the Muslims reached out to the 

Visigothic elite in the early period and that they found places with the Muslim political 

fold; often as Muslims.61  With regards to the nascent Christian kingdoms of the 

northwest peninsula, and the likelihood that they may have been descendants of fleeing 

Visigothic nobility, their relation to the Visigoths is doubtful at best.62  Even the story of 

the initial invasion being encouraged by a Visigothic noble angered by the treatment of 

his daughter at the hands of the Visigothic king paints a picture that, while sensational 

and fanciful, portrays the Visigoths as less than unilaterally convinced to resist the 

invading army at all costs and the Muslims as being unable or unwilling to seek out 

Visigothic allies.63  Consequently, Visigothic nobles that remained could have made such 

                                                 
60 Kennedy, 11-5. 
 
61 See Glick, 21; Kennedy 15-6; and Christys, Christians in al-Andalus, 12.  Also 

see Luis A. Garcia Moreno, “Spanish Gothic Consciousness among the Mozarabs in al-
Andalus (VIII-XTH Centuries),” In The Visigoths: Studies in Culture and Society, edited 
by Alberto Ferrerio (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 305.  Bennison makes the argument that the 
Muslims saw themselves as heirs of the Visigoths.  See Amira K. Bennison, “The 
Peoples of the North in the Eyes of the Muslims of Umayyad al-Andalus (711-1031),” 
Journal of Global History 2:2 (2007): 161-5. 

 
62 Wasserstein contends that the Visigothic nobility fled north.  David 

Wasserstein, “The Christians of al-Andalus: Some Awkward Thoughts,” Hispania Sacra 
54 (2002), 509.  This view is complicated by the treaties negotiated between the nobility 
and Muslim conquerors.  Isolated figures, like Pelayo, might have fled north and 
organized resistance, but the northwest area of the peninsula had hardly been supportive 
of even Visigothic control.  See Kennedy, 21.  More broadly it should be noted that the 
Basques in the north of the peninsula had resisted the Visigoths and that Muslim political 
control in the early years of the conquest extended substantially past the Pyrenees 
Mountains, both of which limited the places of refuge available to any who fled. 

 
63 For a brief summary see Kennedy, 10-1.  A fuller version of the story is found 

in Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam. “Narrative of the Conquest of al-Andalus,” trans. David A. 
Cohen, in Medieval Iberia: Readings from Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources, ed. 
Olivia Remie Constable (Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 32-6.  A 
similar account, though shorter, is found in Ibn al-Qutiya.  See David James, Early 
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agreements and been able to negotiate them on behalf of their subjects if they remained.  

This largely seems to have been the case, but they were far weaker economically than 

before due to the loss of land, property, and valuables seized by the conquering army and 

the loss of taxation rights and therefore less able to support the Christian institutions.   

Had the feudal landholding Visigothic elite remained and been financially able 

they still may not have sustained the feudal churches or negotiated in order to see them 

preserved.  Several local families appear to have been absorbed into the Muslim political 

fold and become part of the Muslim elite.64  That fact alone does not account for the 

intermarriage that is believed to have occurred and would have wed those families in 

question strongly to the Muslim military state.  If the surviving elite successfully, or even 

unsuccessfully, sought absorption into the Muslim community and did not seek treaties as 

Christians then they would have sacrificed their role in supporting the Christian 

institutions on their lands.  Advocating on their behalf would have brought their loyalty 

into possible question.65  Also, from the standpoint of the conquering army the agreement 

of the lord would have been binding on their people.  For example, the treaty of Tudmir, 

negotiated by a Visigothic noble, ensured the religious status of the Christians in his 

                                                                                                                                                 
Islamic Spain: The History of Ibn al-Qutiya (New York: Routledge, 2009), 51-2.  Also 
see David James, A History of Early Al-Andalus: The Akhbar Majmu’a (New York: 
Routledge, 2012), 49. 

 
64 Families such as the Banu Qasi had widely acknowledged descent from 

Visigothic nobles.  In addition, figures like Sarah the Goth, the ancestor of Ibn al-Qutiya, 
married into the Muslim elite.  See Maribel Fierro, ‘Abd al-Rahman III: The First 
Cordoban Caliph (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 14. 

 
65 Although much can be said of the religious tolerance in al-Andalus at the time 

of the Muslim invasion loyalty would have been imperative because the political 
superiority of the Muslim conquerors and intense cross-cultural contact would have yet 
occurred. 
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territories.  If Tudmir had made a different treaty, and the ecclesiastical structure, 

traumatized by the conquest and weakened by the loss of support from the Visigothic 

elite, who were no longer in a position to provide as much, or any, material support, there 

is no guarantee that the Christians would have been able to establish or preserve their 

status.  Thus, Epalza’s contention that large segments of the population struggled to 

secure their status as Christians soon after the conquest even if accorded dhimmi status 

remains plausible. 

Religious conversion to Islam, according to this approach, would have been a 

gradual process; lacking an identifiable moment of conversion for some, yet this would 

not have been an intelligible understanding for the Muslim population.  They would have 

required or expected some identifiable process and subsequently comprehended the 

conversion in a familiar manner.  Initially conversion to Islam involved the establishment 

of a clientage relationship where the convert would be attached to an Arab tribe.  The 

relationship established not only the religious status of the person in question but their 

political allegiance as well and, as a result, cemented the political ties and religious status 

of the client.  At times such relationships could be bypassed for groups large or powerful 

enough to warrant special treatment.  Such groups might be more of a threat to absorb the 

small Arab groups to which they were attached than vice versa, the very opposite of the 

intended effect of the clientage relationship.  In the early period of Muslim presence in 

the peninsula clientage relationships were the norm for Muslim converts.  While much is 

often made of the Umayyad unwillingness to convert large numbers of Muslims even 

client Muslims would have discouraged conversion to Islam in order to protect their own 

standing and opportunities as servants of the Muslim Arab elite.  This state of affairs 
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could have gone on for several generations and left those groups that concern Epalza in a 

continued state of flux because they would have had no clientage agreements with 

Muslims yet no longer been Christians from a Roman Catholic perspective.  Yet, 

clientage would not remain the dominant vehicle of conversion as the Muslim community 

took root and expanded; thus opening up the possibility of (or responding to) more 

explicit forms of mass conversion as the Roman Catholic Church continued to 

hemorrhage. 

As Muslim presence in the peninsula continued and grew and the Muslims settled 

in already existing cities and established an urban Arabic culture that attracted those in 

their midst and from the surrounding areas, the limitations of the clientage system when 

faced with the reality of a growing Arabized population would have become apparent.  

As the conversion rate began to increase by the Ninth Century C.E. the Arab, Berber, and 

client Arab population would have been faced with a growing Arabized population that 

was not legally of another religion and drawn to the Muslim state, and culture with which 

the state was associated.  Because conversion was still associated with clientage these 

later groups would become known as Muwallads, which really only refers to them being 

Arabized and has little to do with their actual religious beliefs.66  As the Umayyads in al-

Andalus gained strength it became more common to speak of clientage to the Muslim 

community in general rather than an individual Arab tribal group.  This was possibly 

influenced by the large numbers of Muwallads that overwhelmed the old clientage system 

and provided a potential source of support for an Umayyad state dependent on its clients 

and facing revolt in numerous quarters.  In addition, the Muslims of al-Andalus, at a 

                                                 
66 Fierro,‘Abd al-Rahman III, 17-8. 
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popular and state level, were increasingly influenced by the Maliki legal school, which 

frowned upon the clientage system and advocated converts as clients of the community.67  

The rejection of the clientage system may have appealed to non-clients and aided in their 

acclimation.  Thus for both practical and religious reasons the large unaccounted 

population noticed by Epalza would have been absorbed into the Muslim community in 

more formal, and previously unforeseen ways, that had less to do with their religious 

beliefs in many cases than the desirability of the state and the culture with which it was 

associated. 

When the two theories are combined a better picture is established in which non-

Muslim Iberians were unable to perpetuate their religious status and increasingly gained 

syncretic characteristics as they were drawn to the politically dominant religion and 

unable to be held by the weakened Roman Catholic Church.  As these communities 

intermarried with Muslims and took part in more practices they grew more attached to the 

religion and gained a stake in the society, yet they continued to retain a distinct status as 

non-Arab, non-Berber converts or quasi-converts until one of two things happened.  

Either they submerged themselves entirely in the dominant group or the dominant group 

enveloped them.  At either of those two moments one would find the older identity either 

faded away entirely through a mutually agreed upon remembered genealogy or relegated 

to the history of the individual and no longer deemed important to the present.  This 

process is chronicled in this project through analysis of specific moments in Andalusi 

history and the way that they reveal how the process of assimilation, and the resultant 

group identity, among Andalusi Muslims took place. 

                                                 
67 Ibid, 23. 
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Female Genealogy 

 Accounting for the role and influence of women, and kinship through the female 

line, is one of the most significant challenges in studying medieval genealogies and the 

resultant ethnic group identity in a Bourdieuian framework.  Because medieval Muslim 

writers rarely recorded information about female ancestors a modern scholar has no 

ability to truly reconstruct a given genealogy with all of the potential ties that it might 

have offered.  In general, only women of a certain status were included in such a manner 

that their impact on identity can be determined.  The study of gender, as it impacts 

genealogy, among Andalusi Muslims has largely consisted of either elite women or legal 

rights.  A glance, through these two types of sources, at the status of Andalusi Muslim 

women will permit us to properly situate women as actors, rather than innocuous 

bystanders, in the various fields in such a way that will validate their importance in the 

construction of group identities. 

 Several articles have highlighted the prominent role that particular women played 

among the Muslim elite.68  Women exerted power as private political actors, poets, 

mothers, and holders of extensive wealth.  For example, Subh, the concubine mother of 

the Caliph Hisham II who is discussed in Chapter Three, was such a dominant figure 

within the court that Ibn Abi Amir, who would usurp the Umayyads’ power, came to 

                                                 
68 Recent studies of elite women have included Nada Mourtada-Sabbah and 

Adrian Gully, “‘I Am, by God, Fit for High Positions’: On the Political Role of Women 
in al-Andalus,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 30:2 (2003): 183-209; Maria J. 
Viguera, “Asluhu li ‘l-Ma’ali: On the Social Status of Andalusi Women,” in The Legacy 
of Muslim Spain, ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi (Leiden: Brill, 1992); Ruggles, 65-94. 
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prominence through her patronage.69  As discussed in the next chapter, she challenged 

Ibn Abi Amir for power even after he marginalized her son.  One should be cautious to 

generalize the experiences of women like Subh across the social spectrum.  Obviously, 

few women were the mother of the Caliph.  However, Muslim women more broadly, at 

least those not enslaved, and non-Muslim women married to Muslim men owned their 

own property, inherited, and had their own heirs.  In fact, their economic power, 

addressed below, is highly important to legitimating the female genealogical line in al-

Andalus. 

 Pierre Guichard, whose views are championed by several scholars, including 

Glick, has been accused of minimizing the role of Muslim women and assuming a strictly 

patriarchal and patrilineal society among the Arabs and Berbers in al-Andalus.  Coope 

correctly notes, “[i]f there is a weakness in Guichard’s vision of al-Andalus, however, it 

is that for him Islam plays no major role in the shaping of society.”70  Through their 

recourse to the courts, women, at least those that were or had been married, wielded 

significant economic power.  Coope and Shatzmiller find that women knew their property 

                                                 
69 Moutada-Sabbah and Gully incorrectly identify Subh as the wife of the Caliph 

al-Hakam II, however she was a concubine, not his wife.  See Mourtada-Sabbah and 
Gully, 191.  For Subh as a concubine see Kennedy, 109.  The neglect of concubines and 
confusion of them with wives has been widespread due to the preoccupation with 
marriage patterns.  While marriage was undoubtedly important, slavery was widespread 
and Muslim male slave owners, under Islamic law, had the right to sexual access to their 
female slaves.  The resulting children were recognized as heirs and the woman could not 
be sold and was to be free upon her owner’s death.  For an overview of concubinage in 
al-Andalus see Christina De la Puente, “Limites Legales del Concubinato: Normas y 
Tabues en al Esclavitud Sexual Segun la Bidaya de Ibn Rusd,” Al-Qantara 28:2 (2007): 
409-433. 

 
70 Coope, “Marriage, Kinship, and Islamic Law,” 163. 
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rights and went to court to assert them when challenged.71  The ‘ulama, who played an 

important role in the construction of Andalusi Muslim society, did not permit what we 

would recognize as gender equality, but they did see women as social actors outside of 

familial dominance. 

 As a result of women’s economic power, their genealogical ties to men were 

important within their local community.72  Men could inherit wealth from female 

relatives, such as their wife, mother, sister, daughter or granddaughter.73  Thus, a man 

might still inherit from a female relative that had been married outside of his kinship 

group and into another.  This suggests that the genealogical standing of women remained 

intact after marriage and that a woman’s pre-marriage genealogical ties were not severed.  

In addition, because of marriage’s use as a way to bind families, hence the importance 

placed on finding suitable marriage partners, there was reason, for both men and women, 

to maintain relationships through female lines. 

 Ruggles, in her excellent article on the mothers of the Umayyad rulers, identifies 

the conflict between the official genealogy, and basis of ethnic group affiliation, and the 

process of socialization.  She points out that none of the Umayyad rulers in Spain had a 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 171-3; Shatzmiller, “Women and Property Rights,” 227-57. 
 
72 The medieval Muslim court was deeply enmeshed in the local community.  For 

a general overview see Wael B. Hallaq, An Introduction to Islamic Law (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 57-71.  A woman’s descent was also important to her 
husband because it impacted his possible marriage and sexual partners.  See Coope, 
“Marriage, Kinship, and Islamic Law,” 172. 

 
73 Coope, “Marriage, Kinship, and Islamic Law,” 171.   A woman’s genealogy 

also impacted the potential marriage or sexual partners available to her husband within 
Islamic law. 
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mother of Arab ancestry; in fact their mothers had been concubines.74  Yet all these men 

were Arabs and their ancestries through the female line were unimportant to their ethnic 

belonging.  Although this might appear to minimize the importance of women, it does the 

opposite because it complicates the official narrative in a meaningful way that reveals the 

underlying, and unspoken, complexities of Andalusi Muslim society that were simply 

taken for granted.  Applying this point more generally in light of the permissibility of 

relationships between Muslim men and non-Muslim women, she identifies these women 

as agents of cultural hybridization.75  She is more concerned with outside influences on 

the mostly Arab Muslim males, but I would suggest, following Fierro’s observation that 

intermarriage played a key role in conversion, that this process also worked in the other 

direction as a vehicle of Islamization and consequent Arabization.76 

 The importance of female genealogical ties through sexual partners and property, 

the continued cultivation of those relationships through the female relative, and the role 

of women as agents of cultural exchange suggests that, even though Muslims traced 

official descent through the father, kinship ties through women were far more complex 

than they appear on the surface.  When we consider the female line, it becomes clear that 

Arabized Andalusi Muslims by the Twelfth Century C.E. undoubtedly possessed 

genealogical ties that cut across ethnic lines.  The resultant cultural exchange, especially 

with regards to the acquisition and dispensation of the highly regarded Arabized Muslim 

culture in al-Andalus, promoted greater social hegemony among the Muslim population.  

                                                 
74 Ruggles, 69-76. 
 
75 Ibid., 75. 
 
76 Fierro, ‘Abd al-Rahman III, 14. 
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Consequently, relationships and group identities among the Muslims in al-Andalus could 

be constructed from a variety of potential familial ties, between the male and female 

lines, that were capable of being cultivated as practical kinship ties that obfuscated the 

need for group identity based only on the official genealogical narrative. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE REVOLT OF IBN HAFSUN 

 

 The revolt of Ibn Hafsun in the late 9th/early 10th century against the Umayyad 

Amirate has long attracted the attention of historians and students of al-Andalus.  Over 

the years his revolt has been seen through a variety of lenses.1  Yet, while this chapter 

adds to the discussion of Ibn Hafsun, I am inclined to agree with Collins that Ibn Hafsun 

has likely received far more attention than he deserved in his own time or deserves in the 

present.2  As this chapter will elucidate, the period in which Ibn Hafsun was active was 

filled with various revolts against Umayyad authority.  In addition to Ibn Hafsun, with 

even a cursory glance at the period one would be aware of Ibn Marwan al-Jilliqi, the 

Banu Qasi of the Upper March, the Banu Hajjaj and Banu Khaldun of Seville, among 

others that resisted and rejected Umayyad rule.  In many ways Ibn Hafsun’s revolt was of 

far less importance than those, yet he has survived as a symbol and a figure of interest for 

scholars while the other rebels have been more relegated to footnotes.  Nonetheless Ibn 

Hafsun was a rebel who defied the Umayyad rulers of al-Andalus over an extended 

period of time and, in comparison to the others, attracted the considerable attention of 

                                                 
1 For discussion of Ibn Hafsun as a Spanish nationalist leader, famously 

associated with Simonet, see Roberto Marin-Guzman, “Political Turmoil in Al-Andalus 
in the Time of the Amir ‘Abd Allah (888-912): Study of the Revolt of Daysum Ibn Ishaq, 
Lord of Murcia and Lorca and the Role of Ibn Hafsun,” The Muslim World 96 (2006): 
156.  Also see Francisco Javier Simonet, Historia de los Mozarabes de Espana: 
Deducida de los Mejores y mas Authenticos Testimonios de los Escritores Christianos y 
Arabes (Amsterdam: Oriental Press, 1967).  Also see Glick, 214. 

 
2 Roger Collins, Caliphs and Kings: Spain, 796-1037 (Malden, MA: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2012), 121. 
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historians of the era. Due to the fact that the Umayyads appear to have been preoccupied 

with his revolt and the religious controversy surrounding his status, which has 

particularly preoccupied modern chroniclers, Ibn Hafsun remains a figure of note.  This is 

particularly the case for the present study.  Although the political significance of this 

revolt is of importance its greater value is with regards to the religious and ethnic tone of 

the era and the way in which Ibn Hafsun is symptomatic of his period, especially because 

he is the most widely known figure of the time.  Through his context we will be able to 

gain a greater understanding of the climate out of which the Umayyad Caliphate emerged 

and hence the general affairs of the Muslim population in the peninsula. 

 This chapter aims to consider the revolt and resistance of Ibn Hafsun against the 

Umayyads within its context, including those unaffiliated revolts noted above.  Through 

consideration of the general state of affairs politically and socially at this time, the 

realities that made the revolts possible, the chapter will explore why the Muslim political 

and social body in al-Andalus was fractured at this time.  Moreover, by examining the 

ultimate downfall of the Banu Hafsun, in particular, we will be able to examine how the 

Umayyad state reasserted itself in the early 10th century and took on a central role within 

the evolving Muslim body politic out of which an Andalusi Muslim identity would 

emerge.  Rather than argue that the state shaped the social realities among this group 

from the top down, this chapter will argue that the state was also subject to, and a 

beneficiary of, the changes and tensions amongst the Muslim population.  Those changes, 

as presented in this chapter, enabled the Caliphal proclamation of 929 C.E. and gave the 

Umayyad state a vital, yet short lived, role within the history of al-Andalus.  The 

Umayyad state provided a central focus for the Arabization of the Muslim population and 
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was able to successfully link piety and faith in the Islamic religion to loyalty to Cordoban 

rule. 

 In order to analyze Ibn Hafsun and his context it is necessary to present a general 

sketch of the events of the revolt and Ibn Hafsun himself.  His revolt stands out in the 

Muslim sources primarily because the sources were written from the view of the 

Umayyad court and his revolt occurred far closer to Cordoba than any others of the era.  

Thus, the Umayyads, who were facing numerous revolts at this time, were under duress 

in a manner that had not previously occurred in the peninsula. 

 

Ibn Hafsun’s rebellion 

The Umayyads were most directly threatened by Ibn Hafsun and they engaged in 

far more direct contact with his forces than any others.  Unlike in other conflicts one does 

not find the Umayyads using a proxy force to counterbalance Ibn Hafsun’s strength, but 

instead they directly engaged him with their own forces.  Moreover, there is evidence to 

suggest that outlying regions had rather regularly exercised a degree of independence 

from the Cordoban amirs that the areas under the control of Ibn Hafsun did not typically 

enjoy.  As a result his revolt would have been more of a disruption for the status quo in 

Cordoba than one in Toledo, Badajoz, or Zaragoza.  Thus to some degree it is a unique 

outlier from the other rebellions of the era.  Once the narrative of his story is critically 

engaged we will then be able to step back and ask wider questions about the era that will 

tie this chapter to the overall purposes of this project. 

 The revolt began in 881 C.E. in the mountains outside of Ronda with Ibn Hafsun 

establishing a stronghold at Bobastro.  In 883 C.E. he reconciled with the Umayyads and 
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became part of the army only to rebel again soon after taking part in a campaign in the 

north.  By the end of the decade Ibn Hafsun was well entrenched in his mountain fortress, 

where the Umayyad amir al-Mundhir had died during a failed siege in 888 C.E.3  In 889 

C.E. he negotiated peace with the new Umayyad amir ‘Abd Allah.4  As the Umayyad 

regime continued to crumble Ibn Hafsun became bolder and by 891 C.E. is said to have 

threatened Cordoba, although whether he would have been able to actually seize the city, 

let alone effectively govern it, is highly doubtable.5   He briefly gained control of Elvira 

                                                 
3 James, A History of Early al-Andalus, 131.  Interestingly this text relates that 

‘Abd Allah tried to continue the siege, but that the various factions in his army left 
despite his protests.  This suggests that ‘Abd Allah in particular was unable to command 
authority among his potential supporters, especially at the beginning of his reign, circa 
888 C.E.  Kennedy contends that Ibn al-Qutiya portrayed ‘Abd Allah as conspiring to 
murder al-Mundhir.  Kennedy, 73.  However, according to Ibn al-Qutiya’s translator, 
David James, the text does not support such a reading and is based on an earlier 
misreading.  Ibn al-Qutiya does relate that a disgruntled eunuch may have poisoned al-
Mundhir’s bandages, but does not link it to a more widespread conspiracy and ‘Abd 
Allah is not implicated.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 131.  Also see Ahmad ibn 
Muhammad al-Maqqari, The History of the Mohammedan Dynasties in Spain; Extracted 
from the Nafhu-t-tib min Ghosni-l-Andalusi-r-Rattib wa Tarikh Lisanu-d-Din Ibni-l-
Khattib, by Ahmed ibn Mohammed al-Makkari, a Native of Telemsan, vol. 2, trans. and 
ed. Pascual de Gayangos, (New York: Johnson Reprint Corp., 1964), 131. 

 
4 Marin-Guzman, “Political Turmoil,” 152. 
 
5 Although sources indicate that Ibn Hafsun threatened Cordoba with raiding 

parties it is curious that there are no references to any popular unrest within the city in 
favor of Ibn Hafsun.  Moreover, Ibn Hafsun’s strength was almost purely military based 
as there is no mention of any ideological appeals to the Cordoban populace at this time.  
Kennedy argues that Ibn Hafsun was the accepted leader of a Muwallad faction that 
extended well beyond his territorial control.  Kennedy, 77.  However, Collins, citing Ibn 
Hafsun’s inability to control major cities, lack of territorial expansion, and inability to 
remotely threaten to remove the Umayyads from Cordoba, minimizes his appeal. Collins, 
125.  The assessment found in Collins matches the objective limitations of Ibn Hafsun’s 
revolt.  Moreover, it explains why Ibn Hafsun was never able to organize any popular 
resistance within the capital, which must have had a large Muwallad population.  For 
discussion of the Cordoban raids see Mahmoud Makki, “The Political History of al-
Andalus (92/711-897/1492),” in The Legacy of Muslim Spain, ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi 
(Leiden: Brill, 1992), 32; Kennedy, 73-4. 
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in 892 C.E., but this would mark the high point of his power.6  In 893 C.E. he agreed to 

another peace settlement with Cordoba, but it too was short lived.7  He gradually lost 

allies and lacked the ability to hold major areas of population.  The Amir ‘Abd al-

Rahman III undertook an aggressive campaign upon taking power in 912 C.E.  In 914 

C.E. Ibn Hafsun lost control of his link to the Mediterranean Sea and submitted to ‘Abd 

al-Rahman III in 915 C.E.8  Upon submission he settled in Cordoba and his sons were left 

in positions of note.  In 917 C.E. his son, Sulayman, revolted and Ibn Hafsun was forced 

to put down his son’s rebellion.  Soon after beginning the campaign he claimed to be too 

ill to continue and withdrew to Bobastro only to die in 918 C.E., the following year.9  

Upon his father’s death Sulayman submitted to Cordoba.10 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
6 Collins, 122.  The extent that Ibn Hafsun exercised power in this more urban 

setting, if he did at all, remains vague.  It does not appear that he gained the city in a 
conquest by force, but rather that the city began paying him tribute.  In addition, once he 
had the city his garrison was unable and unwilling to resist the oncoming Umayyad force 
and there is no account of a major battle to retake the city.  According to Marin-Guzman, 
the details of his power in Elvira are difficult to ascertain.  He lost control of the city 893 
C.E. and then lost it again in 895 C.E., but there is no account of when or how he retook 
it.  Marin-Guzman, “Political Turmoil,” 159. 

 
7 Marin-Guzman, “Political Turmoil,” 157. 
 
8 Collins, 126.  The importance of the Mediterranean link and Ibn Hafsun’s 

surrender soon after losing it indicates some sort of external support.  While various 
theories exist regarding his attempt to find an external backer, it is not clear who his 
principle trading partner would have been or whether his relationship with any external, 
likely North African entity, was anything other than a trading relationship or 
accompanied a more extensive partnership. 

 
9 According to Ibn al-Qutiya, Ibn Hafsun was in a state of submission to ‘Abd al-

Rahman III at the time of his death.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 140. 
 
10 Collins, 126-7. 
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Another son, Ja’far, revolted upon his father’s death, but the family suffered 

internal dissent.11  Sulayman and an additional son, ‘Abd al-Rahman, would submit to 

‘Abd al-Rahman III soon after the death of Ibn Hafsun, but Ja’far continued to resist until 

he was murdered in 921 C.E.12  Upon his murder his brother Sulayman broke his treaty 

with the Umayyads and took over leadership of the revolt.  Sulayman was killed in battle 

with Umayyad forces in 926 C.E. and yet another brother, Hafs, took leadership of the 

revolt before finally surrendering in 928 C.E.13  He, like his father before, entered the 

Umayyad army.  This marked the end of the revolt of the Banu Hafsun.14 

Ibn Hafsun is believed to have descended from a land owning Muslim family in 

the area of Ronda.  His family’s ancestry is a point of widespread contention.  Some have 

traced his ancestry to Visigothic nobility; others have argued that his genealogy, as it 

survives, is likely a fabrication.  The question of his ancestry in sources is often linked to 

the particular author’s understanding of the nature and intent of his revolt.  For example, 

Acien views the revolts of this period as a general resistance on the part of remnants of 

                                                 
11 Collins, citing Ibn Hayyan, refers to this son as Yahya.  Collins, 127.  However, 

in Ibn Hayyan and other sources consulted the son that rebelled after Ibn Hafsun’s death 
was named Ja’far.  As the details regarding the two figures overlap I believe them to be 
the same person and used the name for this son found in the primary sources.  James, 
Early Islamic Spain, 140.  Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa ‘Abdarrahman III an-Nasir 
Entre los Anos 912 y 942 (al-Muqtabis V), trans. M. Jesus Viguera and Federico 
Corriente (Zaragoza: Instituto Hispano-Arabe de Cultura, 1981), 113-4.  Ibn ‘Abd 
Rabbihi, “The Unique Necklace,” trans. James T. Monroe. in Medieval Iberia: Readings 
from Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources, ed. Olivia Remie Constable (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 65.  

 
12 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 133-4. 
 
13 Ibid., 158-81. 
 
14 For a general overview of the revolt see Collins, 121-8 and Kennedy, 72-4, 77-

8 & 88-9. 
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the Visigothic nobility and consequently sees legitimacy in Visigothic claims of ancestry 

for Ibn Hafsun.15  As explained below, attempts to see Ibn Hafsun as some sort of 

Spanish nationalist hero or as a remnant of the Visigothic elite fighting against Muslim 

domination are dubious at best. 

In order to properly evaluate if Ibn Hafsun’s family belonged to the Visigothic 

elite one would need to investigate what happened to the Visigothic nobility in the 

aftermath of the Muslim conquest.  As I argued in chapter above there is evidence to 

suggest that the pre-Islamic nobility were often absorbed into the Muslim elite rather 

quickly.  Frequently this occurred through bonds of clientage.  Examples would include 

the Banu Qasi, who are said to have become clients of the Umayyad Caliph in Damascus 

in the aftermath of the conquest, and the family of the historian Ibn al-Qutiya, who were 

Umayyad clients.16  That did not necessarily imply that such families remained politically 

loyal to the Umayyads, but they do appear to convert to Islam at an early point, which 

may well have not been the case for Ibn Hafsun’s family.  In addition to conversion to 

Islam and clientage relationships with Arab families the Visigothic elite were probably 

most threatened by intermarriage and absorption into the Arab family structures.17  As a 

                                                 
15 Manuel Acien Almansa, Entre el Feudalismo y el Islam: ‘Umar Ibn Hafsun en 

los Historiadores el las Fuentes y en la Historia, 2nd ed. (Jaen: Universidad de Jaen, 
1997), 111-3. 

 
16 It is important to note that, although these examples retained some remnant of 

their Visigothic lineage, they traced themselves to the Visigothic figure that was believed 
to have brought their family into Islam and established a familial or clientage relationship 
to the early Muslim settlers.  Thus the lineages may be more about the clientage or 
familial relationship and early entry into Islam than any trace of Visigothic identity or 
pride. 

 
17 For example, several branches of Muslim families traced themselves to Ibn al-

Qutiya’s ancestor Sarah the Goth, but only one branch explicitly utilized the name.  
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result the notion that all of these families in particular were still a distinct and persistent 

social force outside of the existing Muslim social dynamics at the time of Ibn Hafsun’s 

revolt is not without complication. 

According to the most common version of the story Ibn Hafsun’s family relocated 

before his birth from the region of Ronda to the mountainous areas outside of Malaga.18  

It is unclear whether the move involved a transfer of land holdings.  However, it is 

presumable, based on events in the life of Ibn Hafsun, that his family had a degree of 

wealth and social status.  For example, his uncle supplied him with soldiers on two 

occasions and his father is said to have withheld support, indicating that he was in a 

position to contribute resources.19  In addition, it is likely that that he had familial ties in 

the area of his rebellion due to his family’s ability to maintain itself in the same region 

for approximately 50 years.20 

                                                                                                                                                 
James, Early Islamic Spain, 24 & 146.  In addition, while one need not accept Guichard’s 
portrayal of Andalusi group dynamics wholeheartedly, his arguments regarding the 
purpose of marriage and the use of marriage to further group strength merit attention.  
Only groups or families that possessed means or strength would have appealed to the 
conquering Muslim forces and been attractive candidates for absorption.  Thus, the elite 
elements of pre-Islamic Iberia would have been especially susceptible in the early period.  
See Maribel Fierro, “Cuatro Preguntas en Torno a Ibn Hafsun,” Al-Qantara 16:2 (1995): 
225.  Also see Maribel Fierro, “Four Questions in Connection with Ibn Hafsun,” in The 
Formation of al-Andalus, ed. Manuela Marin (Ashgate, VT: Variorum, 1998), 295.  For 
Glick’s consideration see Glick, 212-3. 

 
18 See Kennedy, 72. 
 
19 Collins, 123 & James, Early Islamic Spain, 120. 
 
20 Overidentifying the Banu Hafsun with Ibn Hafsun can lead to a misreading of 

the revolt.  While charismatic leaders were undoubtedly critical most of the revolts of this 
era were more institutional in nature and represented the expression of long held 
dissatisfaction, familial ambitions, or basic social ruptures.  They were not sudden flashes 
of charismatic authority that erupted and then extinguished when the figurehead was 
removed.  The cooperation of the leading elements could help, but the rebellions ceased 
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Scholars have been perplexed in trying to identify when Ibn Hafsun’s family 

converted to Islam.  According to Ibn al-Qutiya, writing much closer to his lifetime than 

our other sources, it was Ibn Hafsun’s father that converted to Islam.21  In all likelihood 

the common narrative is based on the surviving genealogy that traces Ibn Hafsun’s family 

back seven generations; a detail that is not present in Ibn al-Qutiya’s work.22  According 

to Ibn Hayyan’s version, which informed later writers, Ibn Hafsun’s great-great 

grandfather would have been the convert to Islam.  His great-grandfather is the first to 

have an Arabic name in the genealogy, so following Bulliet’s approach, his great-great 

grandfather would have been the convert.23  However, Wasserstein presents a devastating 

critique of this lengthy genealogy and scholarly uncritical acceptance of it.  He argues 

                                                                                                                                                 
less from political power than the creation of the social and religious structure that 
recreated social identities beyond the local.  The only rebellion of this era that resembles 
a sudden charismatic movement was Ibn al-Qitt, an Umayyad family member who 
believed he was the mahdi, a messianic type figure, and led some Berber tribes in an 
attack on the Christian fortress of Zamora in 901 C.E.  He was ultimately abandoned by 
his supporters and died in the assault on the fortress.  His movement completely 
disintegrated and is not alleged to have had any lasting impact.  Kennedy, 71;  Makki, 33.  
Also see Eduardo Manzano Moreno, La Frontera de al-Andalus en Epoca de los Omeyas 
(Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1991), 253-6. 

 
21 James, Early Islamic Spain, 119-20.  Ironically his father has also been 

portrayed as a convert to Christianity.  Much of the argument for the father’s conversion 
to Christianity rests on the idea that he built or refurbished a Christian church.  How to 
interpret this act has been a point of contention.  Fierro, “Cuatro Preguntas,” 246-7.  Also 
see Fierro, “Four Questions,” 318-9. 

 
22 Following the notions that an identifiable point of conversion to Islam would 

only be available for a certain period of time in all but the most exceptional cases and that 
many of the Visigothic elite would have converted early on this later conversion point 
would make Ibn Hafsun’s connection to Visigothic nobility unlikely. 

 
23 Wasserstein, “Inventing Tradition,” 272 & 291-2.  According to Christys his 

grandfather was the first convert.  She also uncritically presents him as a descendant of 
Visigothic nobility.  See Christys, Christians in al-Andalus, 102. 
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that the genealogy was likely a later Christian invention due to the highly unusual, if not 

unique, amount of detail that it includes.  As a result Wasserstein rejects Acien’s entire 

thesis regarding Ibn Hafsun being part of displaced Visigothic nobility, because there is 

no reason to believe that his genealogy proves that Ibn Hafsun was a descendant of such a 

group.24 

His genealogy, which will further occupy our attention below, was, however, 

likely of little import to the actual beginning of his revolt against the Umayyads.  He first 

ran afoul of the authorities as the result of a murder and seems to have undergone a 

period of some type of self-imposed exile.  Yet by 881 C.E. he appears leading a small 

band best characterized as a war band operating out of a mountain stronghold, exacting 

tribute from the surrounding population whenever able.  He challenged Umayyad 

authority, but his resistance appears more pragmatic than ideological.  Indeed, throughout 

this first decade Ibn Hafsun would repeatedly reconcile with the Umayyad authorities and 

then lapse when the opportunity presented itself. 

 While it is highly questionable that Ibn Hafsun ever envisioned displacing the 

Umayyads and becoming the ruler of all of al-Andalus, he did make several overtures to 

other powers in order to secure allies.  This suggests that he might have had a larger goal 

in mind, but it is impossible to know if he envisioned these potential allies aiding him in 

taking over the peninsula, if he was willing to be a participant in their takeover of the 

peninsula; had such a large scale project ever been conceptualized, or he was simply 

looking for any potential aid out of self-preservation.  He is believed to have contacted 

                                                 
24 In this discussion it is important to note the way that Ibn Hafsun has been used 

as a political figure by various groups.  Some later Christians in al-Andalus certainly may 
have created a vision of Ibn Hafsun that had no relation to the historical person, but 
historical accuracy would have been the least of their concerns.  See Ibid., 291-4.  
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the Aghlabids in North Africa in the effort to secure Abbasid backing, received Shi’a 

Fatimid emissaries, and possibly even converted to Christianity to gain support from the 

Christian kingdoms in the north of the peninsula.  Some scholars, such as Marin-Guzman, 

have understood him as the leader of a Muwallad faction, revolting against the Arabs and 

Berbers, and thus part of more widespread dissatisfaction at the state of affairs in the 

peninsula.25  Acien presents him as attempting to lead the displaced Visigothic 

aristocracy back to political authority.26  Regardless of these loftier goals, at some point 

his motives might have been little more than opportunism or self-preservation. 

Marin-Guzman argues “that taxation, land ownership and discriminatory policies 

against the Muwalladun and the Berbers were the main motives for the revolt of ‘Umar 

Ibn Hafsun.”27  However, Marin-Guzman struggles to differentiate the motives of Ibn 

Hafsun and those that supported him.  It is more difficult to ascribe those motivations to 

Ibn Hafsun and the initiation of his rebellious activity.28  Moreover, in the case of 

taxation it is not clear that Ibn Hafsun exacted less in taxes than the Umayyads would 

have.  Marin-Guzman admits, “we do not know if ‘Umar Ibn Hafsun received voluntary 

assistance, tributes and contributions, or if they were imposed on the local population by 

                                                 
25 Roberto Marin-Guzman, “The Causes of the Revolt of ‘Umar Ibn Hafsun in al-

Andalus (880-928): A Study in Medieval Islamic Social History,” Arabica 42 (1995): 
188.  Also see Makki, 32. 

 
26 Acien Almansa, 111-3. 
 
27 Marin-Guzman, “The Causes of the Revolt,” 188.  Ironically, Kennedy argues 

that the converts to Islam were in a more advantageous tax position.  Kennedy, 68. 
 
28 Marin-Guzman insists on a widespread Muwallad revolt and places Ibn Hafsun 

at its head.  He argues that “they wanted to start their own economic and financial 
system.”  Marin-Guzman, “The Causes of the Revolt,” 201. 

 



65 
 

the rebel.”29  The Umayyads, especially during the reign of ‘Abd Allah, were essentially 

bankrupt; this indicates that, regardless of the taxation plans, the regime was incapable of 

reliably collecting tax payments from the local population.30  The sporadic tax collection 

was undoubtedly sudden and dramatic, and unjustifiable based on the Umayyads’ 

inability to provide security from Ibn Hafsun.  Yet, the dissatisfaction with the 

Umayyads’ extent and method of taxation among the local population and their desire to 

escape its burdens does not mean that Ibn Hafsun provided lasting relief or rebelled in 

order to provide such relief.   

 Although Ibn Hafsun was a military leader, the success of his revolt may have had 

less to do with his military victories than the simple decision of local villages to pay 

tribute or taxes to Ibn Hafsun rather than the Umayyads, even if under threat of force.  

Thus, in some instances Ibn Hafsun might not have controlled an area at all, but simply 

been recognized as being in authority by the local inhabitants.  When the population, or 

local leader, changed its mind Ibn Hafsun was in no position to resist.  This suggests that 

Ibn Hafsun’s power was more passive and when his authority was renounced he lacked 

the capability to respond in force.   

While the shifting of allegiance, and payment of taxes, was an act of revolt 

against the authority of the Umayyads it would be a mistake to view the Umayyads as a 

functioning, ruling regime.  In many regards they were so weakened by revolts 

elsewhere, bankruptcy, and poor leadership that their regime was dependent on a small 

cadre of familial allies that undertook tax and tribute collecting missions which amounted 

                                                 
29 Ibid. 
 
30 James, A Early History of al-Andalus, 132 
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to little more than banditry from the standpoint of the local population.  It is not clear that 

the Umayyads were providing a positive presence in the life of the population, and they 

had little in the way of vision at this moment that would have drawn anyone towards 

them.  In addition, it is not clear that there was any religious need on the part of the 

Muslim population, however numerous they might have been, to overlook their cultivated 

local and familial ties in order to support the Cordoban regime.31  About this era, 

Kennedy writes, “Basically, this was government by pillage and the Umayyad army was 

no more than a marauding band living off the country: its main objective was not to 

uphold the authority of the state, but simply to feed itself.  This was the reality of power 

when ‘Abd al-Rahman III became amir.”32  Collins echoes the same sentiment, writing, 

“Umayyad Cordoba under ‘Abd Allah had been little more than another bandit regime, 

supporting itself from what could be seized or extorted from its foes.”33 

 As the revolt drew to a close following Ibn Hafsun’s death two important factors 

stand out.  First, the defeated forces were added to the Umayyad army.  This followed a 

                                                 
31 In this regards al-Andalus is little different from other places where Muslims 

settled.  In the early period, post conquest, the Muslims saw themselves as isolated 
pockets and were oriented towards their communal center, i.e. the Caliphate.  They 
continued tribal rivalries and the affairs at the center sent waves outward that impacted on 
their actions.  However, as the Muslim population grew in each place and became more 
acclimated to its locale the appeal of the center lessened.  In this regard it was sufficient 
to acknowledge the Abbasids in the Friday communal prayer, but little else would come 
to be required.  This would weaken the ability of the center to rule the periphery or to be 
relevant in any way other than to exist; an existence that was largely taken for granted 
and required no real effort on the part of anyone on the periphery.  While the Umayyad 
Amirate was in closer proximity the same general pattern, although delayed, would have 
inevitably occurred without a change in the status or power of the central power; either 
through territorial expansion, religious authority, or cultural magnificence. 

 
32 Kennedy, 79. 
 
33 Collins, 168. 
 



67 
 

pattern that had been established where local elites were frequently merged into the 

Umayyad elite instead of being executed or exiled after rebelling.34  Rather than make the 

Umayyad court more unstable it added greater credibility and gave the ruling class 

greater legitimacy because the absorbed groups were precisely those most likely to revolt.  

Removing these figures of note to Cordoba placed them under a more watchful eye and 

allowed the Umayyad regime to awe them with its institutional and urbane power, but 

most importantly it gave the rebels a place of influence and status within the Muslim 

state.35  Removing leading elements of the population to the capital and enmeshing them 

in Cordoban Muslim culture turned those local elites into cultural agents, in addition to 

making them military assets.  Thus, they came to see the cultural opulence of Cordoba 

and, when able, would increasingly view it as the model of a court and elite society; 

reconfirming Cordoban superiority.  One is able to observe a definitive pattern when this 

revolt is examined in conjunction with the other revolts of the time.  Second, although the 

                                                 
34 After his first revolt Ibn Hafsun and others had been added to the Umayyad 

army by Hashim b. ‘Abd al-Aziz.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 120.  As noted by 
Kennedy, the Banu Hafsun, after their defeat in 928 C.E., were not the only group 
allowed to enroll in the army.  Members of the Banu Marwan in Badajoz and the Banu al-
Hajjaj in Seville were also enrolled in the army after their surrender.  Kennedy, 83. 

 
35 Importantly, other than an attribution to Ibn Hafsun, the rebels of this period did 

not display a strong predilection towards Shi’a Islam even though the Fatimids were 
successful in North Africa from 909 C.E.  This suggests that the rebels must have seen 
themselves as ultimately operating within a Sunni political sphere and likely unable to 
conceive of themselves outside of such a construct.  Thus, while the rebels were 
dismissive and resentful of Cordoban power it ultimately represented a legitimization or 
sense of status that could appeal to the displaced rebel that now found himself in the court 
or army.  The power of this appeal only made the Caliphal proclamation of 929 C.E. 
more impacting.  The interest in the Shi’a Fatimids may have been more at the level of 
the ‘ulama, who, due to their travels and participation in a wider exchange of ideas, were 
more concerned with the broader Muslim world than were the more isolated Andalusi 
political leaders. 
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rebels are portrayed as non-Muslims or hypocrites while resisting they cease to be such 

once the hostilities come to an end.  As a result we see a linkage of being Muslim and 

loyalty to the Umayyad state.  By this point the Umayyads have become a more positive 

force and served as a unifying factor for the Muslim population.  Although the Umayyads 

did not utilize only Muslims, they saw, or cultivated the notion of, loyalty to them as part 

of being a Muslim in the peninsula.  As will be seen subsequently in this chapter, this 

notion became critical to the Umayyad social construction for the Muslim population. 

 

Ibn Hafsun: A Convert to Christianity? 

 Virtually all scholars who write about Ibn Hafsun stress his religious conversion 

to Christianity that is thought to have occurred in 899 C.E.  Fierro, however, has 

questioned whether the conversion took place.36  Fierro argues that it was difficult to 

know who was and was not a Muslim, or a Christian, in this period in order to complicate 

the conversion.  Wasserstein notes that her argument is not persuasive and I agree with 

him in that regard.37  Yet I disagree with Wasserstein’s ultimate acceptance of the 

conversion.  While Fierro’s argument was unpersuasive her questioning of the conversion 

is important.  My own argument, which does question the conversion, does utilize a part 

of her argument, but I am more curious about the role of power dynamics in the 

definition of public religious identity.  Thus I will argue that Ibn Hafsun likely did not 

convert to Christianity, but was painted as having done so by the Umayyad regime as it 

was constructing a vision of Islam that linked the state to Islamic piety.  As a rebellious 

                                                 
36 Fierro, “Cuatro Preguntas,” 244-6.  Also see Fierro, “Four Questions,” 316-8. 
 
37 Wasserstein, “Inventing Tradition,” 294-5. 
 



69 
 

figure whose descendents had little to offer the Umayyads in a material way he became a 

paradigmatic, even if partially created, example.38 

 In 899 C.E. Ibn Hafsun is believed to have converted to Christianity.  Many 

scholars repeat this detail with minimal analysis; spending little time considering why Ibn 

Hafsun might have converted, or examining the consequences of the conversion.39  Yet 

the conversion is fraught with complications.  For example, Ibn al-Qutiya does not 

mention a conversion to Christianity by Ibn Hafsun or any of his sons.40  According to 

Kennedy Ibn Hafsun announced his conversion to Christianity as though it was widely 

known to the public.  If such were the case then Ibn al-Qutiya’s neglect of such an 

important detail, which would have been important to the Umayyad justification of their 

campaigns, is puzzling.  However, according to Ibn Hayyan the conversion to 

Christianity was not announced by Ibn Hafsun, but was relayed to the Christians of 

                                                 
38 While ‘Abd al-Rahman III often brought rebellious elements into the central 

army, and did incorporate some of the Banu Hafsun, they were of little value as frontier 
lords, urban patriarchs, or merchants.  Other rebels that maintained some function in the 
Umayyad state often carried on in similar capacities and oversaw areas that the 
Umayyads were unlikely to secure without a loyal ally.  The territory of the Banu Hafsun 
was an exception and, if not in direct revolt, did not require extensive fortification. See 
James, A History of Early al-Andalus, 134.   Consequently the Banu Hafsun did not have 
the same usefulness and were negotiating from a more pronounced position of weakness.  
I believe that this explains their failure to continue in the administration of their holdings 
and their persistence in resisting Umayyad rule. 

 
39 Kennedy, 77. Makki also presents the conversion as public knowledge in 899 

C.E. and believes that it cost Ibn Hafsun many of his Muslim supporters.  Makki, 32.  
Glick does the same.  Glick, 214.  Collins, in keeping with his general scrutiny, questions 
the conversion altogether.  See Collins, 123-4 & 128. 

 
40 See James, Early Islamic Spain, 140.  This is also noted by Christys and leads 

her to question the conversion as well.  Christys, Christians in al-Andalus, 102-3.  James, 
Ibn al-Quitya’s translator, mentions the conversion to Christianity in a note without any 
discussion of or reference to the debate surrounding it.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 142. 
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Bobastro upon his death by his son Ja’far in 918 C.E.41  According to this account Ibn 

Hafsun had been a secret Christian for almost 20 years; so secret, in fact, that not even 

the Christian community of his mountain stronghold had known.  Later, following the 

capture of Bobastro, Ibn Hayyan related that ‘Abd al-Rahman III ordered Ibn Hafsun’s 

body removed from its grave.  It was discovered buried in a Christian manner and was 

then hung outside of Cordoba.42 

 Assuming for a moment that the conversion took place as related by Ibn Hayyan it 

remains problematic.  Why would Ibn Hafsun, if leading large numbers of Christians and 

Muwallads in revolt keep such a conversion secret?  A conversion to Islam would not 

have alienated such supporters and if his Muslim followers were more recent, and 

doubtful, converts, or socially marginalized, then he would not have feared a strong 

reaction from any of his core following.  If he thought that it was necessary to keep it 

secret due to the reaction it might have created, why would Ja’far reveal the conversion at 

a time when the likelihood of the revolt’s long term success was far less and any negative 

reaction would be potentially be more devastating to its survival?  It is possible that Ja’far 

was just desperate to reignite support, but that would not explain any reasoning for the 

initial conversion or the apparent clandestine nature of it.43  If there had been a 

                                                 
41 Collins, 127.  See Ibn Hayyan. Cronica del Califa, 113-4. 
 
42 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 166.  Collins, Caliphs and Kings, 128.  Janina 

M. Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate: The Articulation of Caliphal Legitimacy in 
al-Andalus (Cambridge: Distributed for the Center for Middle Eastern Studies of Harvard 
University by Harvard University Press, 2000,) 22. 

 
43 Importantly Ja’far was the only son of Ibn Hafsun believed to have been a 

Christian.  See James, A Early History of al-Andalus, 142.  This may have been important 
to his eagerness to portray his father as a Christian, and thereby legitimate his own non-
Muslim status. 
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conversion to Christianity and it had been public knowledge at the time how could there 

be any new details for Ja’far to reveal upon Ibn Hafsun’s death? 

 Beyond the possibility of this conversion there is also evidence to suggest that Ibn 

Hafsun sought alliances from a variety of groups during the course of the rebellion.  In 

910 C.E. he offered an alliance to the Shi’i Fatimids in North Africa.44  He also offered 

alliances to the Aghlabids in North Africa, which would have involved recognizing the 

Abbasid Caliphate, and Alfonso III of Leon.45  Given his search for outside support it is 

plausible that he might have offered to convert to Christianity in exchange for support 

from Alfonso, but an offer or consideration would not have been a conversion and it is 

not evident from other rebellions that religious conversion was necessary for Muslim 

rebels to receive support from the northern Christian rulers.46 

 While a conversion could have occurred, I agree with Fierro that the conversion to 

Christianity in 899 C.E. ought to be challenged.  There is no clear evidence during his 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
44 For a detailed account of the relationship between Ibn Hafsun and the Fatimids 

see Virgilio Martinez Enamorado, “Fatimid Ambassadors in Bobastro: Changing 
Religious and Political Allegiances in the Islamic West,” Journal of the Economic and 
Social History of the Orient 52 (2009): 267-300.  Wasserstein comments on the curiosity 
of this offer after the supposed conversion to Christianity.  Wasserstein, “Inventing 
Tradition,” 293. 

 
45 Kennedy, 77 and Collins, 122.  Wasserstein also notes the presence of the name 

Alfonso in Ibn Hafsun’s genealogy and the usefulness of the name in securing the 
backing of Alfonso III of Leon.  Wasserstein, “Inventing Tradition,” 293. 

 
46 As noted in the discussion of the frontier rebellions, there are examples of 

March lords, specifically the Banu Qasi and Ibn Marwan al-Jilliqi, using Christian 
support without converting to Christianity.  If we assume that Ja’far’s version was correct 
it might have been possible that the offer of an alliance with the Kingdom of Leon was 
misunderstood or misused as a religious conversion and used for later purposes in the 
years following Ibn Hafsun’s death.  In addition, Wasserstein observes that, despite 
modern preoccupations, Ibn Hafsun may not have thought a possible conversion to 
Christianity significant.  Wasserstein, “Inventing Tradition,” 294. 
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lifetime that he had been a Christian.  Ja’far’s account, revealed while he was rebelling 

against the Umayyads, looks like a case of political opportunism for Ja’far’s purposes.  In 

addition, the fact that Ibn al-Qutiya makes no mention of a conversion indicates that it 

could not have been well known.  If the Umayyads had known that Ibn Hafsun was an 

apostate, as a convert to Christianity, their treatment of him would have been very 

different and his repeated readmission into the Umayyad army would have been 

impossible.  Thus, a religious conversion during a religiously charged time by a rebel was 

unknown to both his followers and his opponents.  A skeptic might present the story of 

Ibn Hafsun being buried as a Christian, but again why such a burial would have been 

clandestine is not clear.  Moreover, the crucifixion of a body that had been dead for a 

decade appears as though it should not be taken literally. 

 Wasserstein’s point that Ibn Hafsun became important for later Christians, who 

may have created his genealogy, is equally applicable to the question of the conversion.  

If Ibn Hafsun became a figure for the Christians of al-Andalus then a conversion could 

make its way into the narrative as easily as the extended genealogy, especially if the 

conversion was clandestine.  Collins argues that the Umayyads may have been 

responsible for Ibn Hafsun being labeled a Christian.  He notes that the claim might have 

been invented to prevent a resuscitation of the revolt and part of an intensification of 

religious discord on the part of the Umayyads in this era.47  This point is helpful, but a 

combination of Collins’ argument and Wasserstein’s observation raises the question of 

the Umayyad role in the conversion account.  Thus, the conversion debate becomes 

important to the religious status of the Umayyad rulers.  As they sought to establish a 

                                                 
47 Collins, 128. 
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vision of religiosity that joined religious identity with the state, a process that would be 

explicitly expressed in the Caliphal declaration of 929 C.E., they portrayed those against 

them in religious terms.  Those that continued to rebel into this period were particular 

targets and presented as being non-Muslims.  This would have opened up a rupture in Ibn 

Hafsun’s religious status that later Christians, now seeing Ibn Hafsun as a figure of 

importance, would have embraced and uncritically taken the Umayyad portrayal for their 

own purposes at the time.  It would not be unreasonable to see how a “non-Muslim” 

would have then been read as a Christian and provided with a conversion narrative.48 

 

Christian Martyr Movement 

 Although Christianity has come to play a role in understanding the revolt of Ibn 

Hafsun in the eyes of several scholars the so-called Christian martyrdom movement has 

attracted significant attention.49  Whereas there are reasons to doubt whether Christianity 

played any role in Ibn Hafsun’s resistance there is no reason whatsoever to doubt the 

importance of Christianity to the martyr movement that was active in Cordoba between 

850 C.E. and 859 C.E.  With regard to Ibn Hafsun the Christian martyr movement, 

although in no way explicitly connected, is important to paint a general picture of the 

interreligious dynamic in the region of the capital.  It not only informs us of the strains in 

                                                 
48 As an example of Ibn Hafsun’s ideological use for Christians in al-Andalus, the 

martyr Argentea is portrayed as the daughter of Ibn Hafsun.  However, Christys outright 
rejects the connection.  Christys, Christians in al-Andalus, 103.  The rejection of the tie is 
not automatic, however, and is found in Joaquin Vallve, “Sobre Demografa y Sociedad 
en al-Andalus (Siglos VIII-XI),” Al-Andalus 42:2 (1977), 335. 

 
49 Wasserstein discusses the attention devoted to the martyrs and Andalusi 

Christians.  He goes so far as to claim that Christians, as a group, played no significant 
role in al-Andalus.  See Wasserstein, “The Christians of al-Andalus,” 502-4. 
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Christian-Muslim interaction, but more interestingly highlights some of the complexities 

of the period.  In particular a closer investigation of the martyrdom incidents reveals 

disagreements about the level of Arabization within the Christian community in al-

Andalus and the impact of the interreligious marriage and relationships within the 

Muslim community and its identity as it continued to transform. 

 The martyrdom movement among the Cordoban Christians was an isolated act of 

conscious revolt against the Umayyad authorities.  It took advantage of the Muslim 

prohibition against publicly slandering Muhammad by forcing the Umayyads to execute 

Christians who were protesting the increased use of Arabic among the Christian 

population.  By all accounts it took place outside of the sanction of the Church 

leadership, as they were among those taking part in the Arabized court and urban culture 

of the capital.  The martyrdom movement indicates that Andalusi Christians, even if not 

becoming Muslims explicitly, were drawn to Arabic cultural attributes and were 

perceived as mixing with the Muslim population by this more extreme minority.50  

Moreover, this group believed the level of mixing was sufficient to threaten the 

sustainability of the Christian population as a separate social and religious entity.  One 

need not accept the presentation of the martyr movement, with respect to the dominance 

of Arabic among Andalusi Christians, as entirely factual or representative of the entire 

                                                 
50 Coope, The Martyrs of Cordoba, 3 & 7-10.  Also see Christys, Christians in al-

Andalus, 9-10.  For a critical assessment of the movement see Wasserstein, “The 
Christians of al-Andalus,” 503-6. 
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population in order to recognize the potential of acculturation and its role in complicating 

and ultimately transforming religious identities.51   

Analysis of this era reveals a complex Muslim population that was far from 

harmonious and homogenous due to the commonality of interreligious marriage and 

relationships.  Such social relationships were particularly active in the lives of the 

Christians that chose to martyr themselves.  At least twelve of the martyrs were children 

of religiously mixed marriages and had non-Muslim mothers.52  Thus, the image of a 

resistant Christian community, struggling to keep Muslim influences at a distance and 

therefore producing a backlash from its least Arabized elements is far from what the 

sources at hand reveal.  Many of the martyrs came from the households that were 

presumably Arabized to some extent. 

Curiously, the Christian martyrs that were products of religiously mixed 

marriages would not have been Christians as far as the Muslim establishment was 

concerned.53  Within the social framework these individuals would have been Muslims 

due to their fathers having been such.  Whether their fathers, and consequently they as 

well, were Arabs or Muwallads is difficult to ascertain.  Nonetheless their presence in 

such a movement suggests that there was some difficulty perpetuating Islam among the 

Muslim population and that some Muslims, likely those that had some familiarity with 

                                                 
51 As Wasserstein notes, conversion to Islam and the adoption of Arabic were 

“two one-way streets” in that while it occurred there was little movement in the other 
direction during this period.  Wasserstein, “The Christians of al-Andalus,” 505. 

 
52 Coope, The Martyrs of Cordoba, 11-14.  Although she does not address this, it 

is important to remember that sexual relationships were not limited to marriage and that 
children born of concubines were still part of their father’s family.  She also points out 
that the ideologues of the movement did not explicitly condemn interreligious marriages. 

 
53 Coope correctly notes that they would have been Muslim apostates.  Ibid, 14. 
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Christianity, such as the aforementioned individuals, did not envision themselves as 

having a place within a Muslim society.  However, because they were viewed as Muslims 

rather than Christians and would have undoubtedly been heavily Arabized, it is no 

surprise that they would have been attracted to a more extreme movement that allowed 

them to both reject their father’s religion and the culturally mixed society of which they 

were a product; that had bound them to circumstances so dire they were willing to 

sacrifice their lives. 

 Beyond the martyrdom movement in Cordoba there should be no doubt that 

religious conflict played a role in the Umayyad strategy for rule.  The Umayyads often 

questioned the religious status of their opponents and utilized warfare and conquest 

across the frontier, when materially possible, to strengthen their standing.  As is seen in 

the discussion above regarding Ibn Hafsun’s conversion to Christianity and below 

regarding the portrayals of the conquest of Bobastro the Umayyads were eager to portray 

themselves as the defenders of Islam in the peninsula.  However, the events on the 

frontier and elsewhere suggest that religious conflict, while undoubtedly present in such a 

multi-religious society, was not the normal state of affairs.  Alliances and marriages 

across the political frontier were neither uncommon, nor expedient moves that opened the 

actors to long term negative consequences.54  In addition, interreligious marriages and 

                                                 
54 ‘Abd al-Rahman III was not beyond making alliances with Christian rulers in 

the north.  For example, see the treaty with the Christian ruler of Barcelona.  Ibn Hayyan, 
“Muqtabis,” trans. Paul M. Cobb, in Medieval Iberia: Readings from Christian, Muslim, 
and Jewish Sources, ed. Olivia Remie Constable (Philadelphia, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 71-2.  For a more detailed look see Abdurrahman Ali El-
Hajji, Andalusian Diplomatic Relations with Western Europe during the Umayyad Period 
(A.H. 138-366/A.D. 755-976): An Historical Survey (Beirut: Dar al-Irshad, 1970). 
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relationships within al-Andalus look to have been fairly common.  Consequently, 

portraying al-Andalus as ravaged by religious disputes is disingenuous.55 

 Yet processes such as Arabization and Islamization cannot fairly be discussed, 

irrelevant of the motives of the actors, without reference to Bourdieu’s concept of 

symbolic violence.  Symbolic violence legitimates the distinctions in society and creates 

fictitious integration.56  It undoubtedly encapsulates the soft power within Andalusi 

Muslim society.  The ethnic and religious transformation of families within the emerging 

Umayyad articulation was a violent, albeit subtle, process when considered in this 

manner.  These transformations represented a rupture and utilized social coercion to 

reach their objectives; especially in convincing non-Muslims to become Muslim and non-

Arabs of the superiority and desirability of Arabized Muslim social standing and norms.  

Those Muslims that were the recipients of symbolic violence from other Muslims would 

have also used their newfound status to utilize symbolic violence against non-Muslims.  

That this symbolic violence did not frequently manifest in more violent ruptures does not 

indicate an absence of conflict and power relations in these spheres. 

                                                 
55 See Hitchcock, 314-25. 
 
56 For a discussion of Bourdieu, symbolic violence, and religion see Pierre 

Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure of the Religious Field,” Comparative Social Research 
13 (1991): 3-5; Rey, 53-55 & 99-103.  Although symbolic violence allows for a better 
understanding of this process there are some limitations to its applicability to the era of 
rebellions that must be mentioned.  First, Bourdieu works under the assumption of a 
stronger state apparatus than the Umayyads of this era possessed.  Second, it is difficult 
to explain the competition between rival elites within his class structure.  The theory 
works well when the mechanisms of power are softer, as was the case under the later 
Umayyads, but during times of violent conflict, when dominance is by no means settled, 
the concept is less helpful.  Bourdieu’s model works best with stratified societies.  See 
Rey, 85.  To the extent that the Umayyads created a stratified structure into the Caliphal 
period the model is more appropriate. 
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Regional Rebellions 

 While Ibn Hafsun’s revolt is of particular interest it was only one of many revolts 

against the Cordoban Umayyads.  An analysis of some of these revolts can demonstrate 

that Ibn Hafsun’s revolt was not an isolated incident and give greater insight into the way 

that the Umayyad state dealt with political rebels as it constructed the more centralized 

state that would eventually collapse in the 11th Century.  Moreover, by examining 

contemporary movements one can more properly consider Ibn Hafsun in his context and 

gain a greater understanding of the actions of all those involved in propagating and 

suppressing his activities.57 

 During the 9th Century the Umayyad state constantly faced either open rebellion 

or the threat of it.  Umayyad al-Andalus was largely an urban society and political 

leadership was based in cities with longstanding and well entrenched elites.  These elites 

were indispensible allies at times for the Umayyads, but frequently proved to be rivals, 

especially when the Umayyads took sides as local urban elites vied with each other for 

influence.  The relationships between these various political rivals were often tangled and 

they were richly embroiled in local affairs due to their local settlement.58 

 Each of the vital frontier zones featured strong rebellious tendencies throughout 

this period.  They were areas more accustomed to self governance due to their physical 

distance from Cordoba, which in times of weakness would have been preoccupied with 

                                                 
57 Makki makes a distinction between the frontier lords resisting Umayyad rule 

and more general social conflicts, which he calls “civil wars.”  As ethnic conflicts were a 
factor within all of these revolts I see no requirement to add an additional level of 
complication to the events of the era.  Makki, 31. 

 
58 Unlike elsewhere that Muslims settled they did not develop garrison towns in 

al-Andalus, but instead settled in existing cities and quickly began mixing with the local 
population.   Kennedy, 16. 
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events in its own locale.  However, due to this distance the Umayyads required more 

independent Muslim frontier lords capable to defending the frontier even when not 

receiving Umayyad material support.  These leaders, when combined with other local 

factors, made these population centers unruly political partners at best.  However, 

rebellions were not limited to the frontier zones as the Umayyads faced strong opposition 

in Seville and Murcia.  These major centers of rebellion and the Umayyad reaction to 

those rebellions will allow a general view of the state of Muslim political and social unity 

at the time, a broader contextualization of Ibn Hafsun’s revolt, and the nature of Muslim-

Christian relations and social distinction at the frontier so critical to understanding the 

religious dimension at play surrounding Ibn Hafsun.   

The three frontier regions of focus in this section are the Lower March (centered 

first in Merida and then later in Badajoz), the Middle March (the areas surrounding 

Toledo), and the Upper March (generally centered in Zaragoza, but also including various 

urban centers of power).  The three regions under consideration match the frontier zones 

that would continue well into the period of North African rule, with the exception of 

Toledo which was lost to Christian rule in 1085 C.E.  Each frontier city served as the 

base of powerful taifa states and the basic tripartite structure matched the military 

organization under the Murabitun.59  In addition, even the Christian conquests follow the 

same general pattern as the county of Portugal spread into the Lower March; Leon-

Castile expanded into the Middle March, and Aragon moved into the Upper March.  The 

longevity of these divisions is important to remember because it suggests possible 

geographical, social, and logistical distinctions that could not be easily overcome by later 

                                                 
59 Ibid, 178. 
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administrators.  In addition, the rebel areas of Seville and the eastern coast (Almeria 

would be surpassed by Murcia and, especially, Valencia) became taifa states of 

significance.  This continuation indicates that each area’s independence from Cordoban 

control is probably more indicative of the broader social reality.  Consequently the 

periods of rebellion are not the ruptures; the periods of centralization are the 

abnormalities. 

 The Lower March was continuously the more remote frontier zone.  It lacked 

major urban centers and was generally more scarcely populated than the others.  Berber 

military strength was essential to its maintenance, but it also had a large Muwallad 

population that provided important leadership.60  Before and during the revolt of the Banu 

Hafsun the region was dominated by the Banu Marwan, especially ‘Abd al-Rahman b. 

Marwan al-Jilliqi.  Ibn Marwan’s father, known as the Galician, suggesting his Muwallad 

origin, established power in the area as early as 808 C.E. and was governor of Merida 

until his was killed in 828 C.E.61  An Umayyad governor was established in new 

fortifications in Merida soon after, but Ibn Marwan rose to replace his father as a figure 

of influence.  Ibn Marwan used his position in Merida to periodically exercise 

independence and find positions within the Umayyad military.  During periods of 

insurrection the Umayyads had difficulty locking his forces into battle as he was 

                                                 
60 Ibn al-Qutiya mentions conflict between the two groups in the early Ninth 

Century C.E.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 102.  Also see Kennedy, 56-7.  The Akhbar 
Majmu’a contains an account of a Berber revolt against the governor of Merida.  James, 
A History of Early al-Andalus, 120-1.   

 
61 Fierro notes there is no evidence to confirm, simply by virtue of his name, that 

Marwan al-Jilliqi was of noble ancestry or possessed ancestral lands.  Fierro, “Cuatro 
Preguntas,” 224.  Fierro, “Four Questions,” 295. 

 



81 
 

comfortable slipping across the frontier and making allegiances with Christian nobles.62  

He was forced to come to terms in 868 C.E. as the result of a surprise attack and brought 

to Cordoba with his retinue to serve in the Umayyad army.  However, in 874/5 C.E., the 

reputed Hashim b. ‘Abd al-Aziz, an Umayyad mawla known for his dislike of 

Muwallads, and the same figure that alienated Ibn Hafsun, drove Ibn Marwan out of the 

capital.63  Soon after departing he reached an agreement to settle, under Umayyad 

authority, in the village of Badajoz; which would grow into the urban center of the region 

to the detriment of Merida.  He soon after broke away and by 886 C.E. his forces were 

raiding near Seville and in 889 C.E. he allied with the Banu Khaldun to support their 

efforts to rule Seville.64  When he died in 890 C.E. his holdings were divided and each 

smaller territory was ill equipped to resist the others and resurgent Umayyad power.  The 

last remnant of his former territory capitulated when ‘Abd al-Rahman III took Badajoz 

from his grandson in 929/30 C.E.65 

 The Upper March featured a complex network of power relations that involved 

diverse Muslim and Christian factions.  The Banu Qasi, Muwallad descendants of 

Cassius, the former Visigothic count in the region, were the dominant power on the 

                                                 
62 According to the Akhbar Majmu’a the Amir ‘Abd al-Rahman II “made seven 

consecutive yearly expeditions against Merida.”  James, A History of Early al-Andalus, 
125. 

 
63 In 876 C.E. Ibn Marwan captured Hashim b. ‘Abd al-Aziz and sent him to the 

Asturian king Alfonso III as “a goodwill offering.”  Kennedy, 71.  Hashim is a figure of 
controversy in the Akhbar Majmu’a and receives considerable attention.  He was 
ultimately executed by the Amir al-Mundhir. James, A History of Early al-Andalus, 127-
131. 

 
64 James, Early Islamic Spain, 118-9.   
 
65 Ibid., 140 & 142.  Also see Kennedy, 71. 
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Muslim side of the frontier.  They traced their ancestor’s conversion to Islam back to the 

initial conquest and claimed that he became a mawla of the Umayyad Caliph in 

Damascus.66  The later story may be rather fanciful and should not be taken literally, but 

it did represent pre and post conquest claims to social prestige.  It also demarcated them 

as early converts.  Despite their conversion to Islam, they had strong ties across the 

political/religious frontier and often intermarried and allied with the Christian rulers of 

Pamplona.67  They first appeared as a political power when they, and the Banu ‘Amrus, 

another Muwallad family, suppressed an Arab revolt in Zaragoza led by families that had 

initially opposed the Umayyads in the peninsula in the mid-Eighth Century.68  Thus, they 

got their start in Muslim political affairs as Umayyad allies.  According to Ibn al-Qutiya 

they opposed the Amir al-Hakam , who reigned from 796 C.E. to 822 C.E., but overall 

the Umayyads were forced to acknowledge their strength.69  The Umayyads frequently 

relied on the family’s leaders to lead the jihad across the frontier; formally leading it 

during the reign of the Amir Muhammad.  In 844 C.E., only a few years after defying 

Cordoba and allying with Pamplona, the Banu Qasi, under the leadership of Musa b. 

Musa b. Fortun b. Qasi, were called upon to help repulse a Viking attack on the 

                                                 
66 For discussion of Cassius in various sources see Jesus Lorenzo Jimenez,. La 

Dawla de los Banu Qasi: Origen, Auge y Caida de una Dinastia Muladi en la Frontera 
Superior de al-Andalus (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 2010), 
74-86. 

 
67 Kennedy, 58.  For example, the widow of Musa ibn Qasi married the ruler of 

Pamplona in the mid Ninth Century.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 93. 
 
68 Kennedy, 39. 
 
69 James, Early Islamic Spain, 89. 
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Guadalquivir River.70  Amir Muhammad, while reliant on the Banu Qasi, attempted to 

support rival local families of a variety of backgrounds.  These rival families included the 

aforementioned Muwallad Banu ‘Amrus, the Berber Banu Salim, and the Arab Banu 

Tujibi; which indicates the ethnic mosaic in the Upper March.  However, in 871 C.E. the 

Banu Qasi, upset by a loss of power in 860 C.E., captured the Umayyad governors of 

Tudela, Huesca, and Zaragoza and are alleged to have massacred the Arab population of 

the area in an attempt to reassert their power.71  As time went on the Banu Tujibi became 

their most significant rivals.  In 890 C.E. Cordoba recognized Tujibi control of Zaragoza 

and the Banu Qasi began a precipitous decline in fortune.72  According to Ibn al-Qutiya 

the Banu Qasi finally surrendered in 924/925 C.E. and were enrolled in the Umayyad 

army.73  Ironically, the Banu Tujibi were as resistant to Umayyad interference as the 

Banu Qasi had been and ‘Abd al-Rahman III would not regain control of the city until 

937 C.E.; although even then he was forced to leave the city in the hands of a Tujibi 

governor.74    

                                                 
70 Ibid., 99-100. 
 
71 Kennedy, 72.  For Ibn al-Qutiya’s, account of the conflict that enveloped the 

Banu Qasi around 860 C.E. see James, Early Islamic Spain, 124-5. 
 
72 According to Ibn al-Qutiya the amir ‘Abd Allah commanded Muhammad ibn 

‘Abd al-Rahman al-Tujibi to assassinate the Umayyad governor in Zaragoza, Ahmad ibn 
al-Bara’.  In exchange he was given the governorship of the city.  James, Early Islamic 
Spain, 138.  Ibn al-Qutiya also mentions the Banu Qasi suffering defeat at the hands of 
Christian Pamplona in this late period.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 140.  The decline of 
the Banu Qasi is chronicled in detail in Lorenzo Jimenez, 323-339. 

 
73 James, Early Islamic Spain, 140. 
 
74 Ibid., 142 & Kennedy, 80-81. 
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 The Middle March, centered in Toledo, was the most independently minded of the 

frontier areas.  Toledo had been the Visigothic capital and the city is described as having 

been “a stronghold of independent-minded muwallads.”75  The area was extremely slow 

to recognize Umayyad authority and did not submit until 836/7 C.E; ‘Abd al-Rahman I 

had arrived in the Peninsula in 756 C.E.  Thus, as Umayyad power began to wane after 

the death of ‘Abd al-Rahman II in 856 C.E., the elite were quick to reassert their 

independence and force the Umayyad governor to abandon the city.  They found allies 

among Berbers of the region and drew support from the Christian king in the Asturias.  

As a result, even though they were ultimately defeated by an Umayyad army sent against 

them, an uneasy and unstable peace existed in the area.  The Umayyads were often forced 

to control the region by patronizing groups in the surrounding area and had minimal, if 

any, actual authority within the city.76  Typically they could only garrison fortresses 

around the city.  The Toledans found allies among the Banu Qasi and several members of 

the family served as governors of the city, selected by the elite of the city rather than 

Cordoba.  They continued to attempt alliances with Christian rulers, but by the beginning 

of the 10th Century had begun to fall further within Cordoba’s sphere of influence.  The 

city acknowledged ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s rule in 920 C.E., but was not truly brought 

                                                 
75 Kennedy, 69. 
 
76 The most important of these groups were the Banu Dhu’l-Nun in Ucles, who 

would eventually rule the city during the taifa period and ultimately surrender it to the 
Castilian king. 
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under his control until a military campaign in 932 C.E.  There were no reprisals against 

the population at that time, but the city was strongly garrisoned.77 

 During this period Seville also broke away from Umayyad rule.  Various families 

and factions within the large city vied with each other for power.  The Umayyads were 

often left patronizing one side or the other in an effort to exercise authority within the 

city.  However, Umayyad support was no guarantee of success and, at times, rendered 

their allies targets of those seeking to break away.  In 888 C.E., during the reign of ‘Abd 

Allah, the city was enveloped in a rivalry between two Arab families, the Banu Khaldun 

and Banu al-Hajjaj, and two Muwallad families, the Banu Savarico and Banu Angelino.  

Eventually, Kurayb b. Khaldun gathered forces and made an alliance with other dissident 

groups, which included Ibn Marwan in the Lower March, and attempted to take control of 

Seville.  The Umayyads backed a Muwallad leader in the city, Ibn Ghalib, but this move 

caused the Banu al-Hajjaj to ally with Ibn Khaldun and accelerated the rivalry between 

Arab and Muwallad leaders.  Ultimately, the Umayyads, unable to affect the affairs of the 

city due to their own weakness, were forced to recognize the Arab leaders.  However, the 

Arab families soon turned on each to other and in 899 C.E. Ibrahim b. al-Hajjaj 

slaughtered his rivals and forced ‘Abd Allah to acknowledge him as the king, or malik, of 

Seville.78  He remained an uneasy ally and in 900 C.E. lent his cavalry forces to Ibn 

Hafsun; although this relationship was fairly short lived.79  Ibn al-Hajjaj ruled Seville 

                                                 
77 Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 163; Kennedy, 92; James, Early 

Islamic Spain, 140. 
 
78 Kennedy, 75-6. 
 
79 According to Ibn al-Qutiya, Ibn Hajjaj supported Ibn Hafsun with cavalry 

forces on several occasions.  James, Early Islamic Spain, 137. Also see Jacinto Bosch 
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until his death, right before the beginning of ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s rule.  Afterwards his 

territory was divided between family members and in the midst of the power struggle Ibn 

al-Hajjaj’s son Muhammad negotiated the support of an Umayyad army in order to 

secure his position.  However, when that force entered the city in 913 C.E. it effectively 

brought the city firmly under ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s control.80 

 Two other smaller centers of power also resisted Umayyad rule for extended 

periods of time.81  First, Murcia was under the control of Daysum b. Ishaq for nearly 20 

years.  He is not a well-known figure, but began his revolt around the same time as Ibn 

Hafsun, in 880 C.E.  He is believed to have had popular support and such influence that 

he maintained control of the city even after acknowledging Umayyad authority in 896 

C.E.  Yet this relationship was contentious at best as Umayyad military forces were 

required to secure tax payments from Ibn Ishaq.  Even these forces were cautious to 

engage him and negotiated payments to Cordoba; hardly the interactions of a loyal 

vassal.82  According to Ibn al-Qutiya, even after defeating Ibn Ishaq’s forces in battle the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Vila, Historia de Sevilla: La Sevilla Islamica 712-1248 (Seville: Universidad de Sevilla, 
1984), 66-9.   James, in a note, relates that Ibrahim ibn Hajjaj and Ibn Hafsun were 
related through marriage.  James, Early Islamic Spain,139.   However, I have not seen 
this specifically noted or expounded upon in any other sources.  Nonetheless the alliance, 
despite its short tenure, between the Banu Hajjaj, who had taken power in a conflict with 
Muwallad factions, and Ibn Hafsun casts serious doubt on the portrayal of Ibn Hafsun as 
leading a broader Muwallad movement or being a more ideological rebel. 

 
80 Kennedy, 88.  Collins mentions an offer from Ibn Hafsun to assist the city.  

Collins, 122. 
 
81 Beyond these more lasting insurrections there were numerous other small scale 

renunciations of Umayyad authority.  See Makki, 32-3. 
 
82 For a substantive discussion of Ibn Ishaq’s revolt, its relationship to Ibn Hafsun, 

and various other smaller scale revolts in the areas surrounding Cordoba see Marin-
Guzman, “Political Turmoil,” 145-174. 
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Umayyad army was only able to secure the owed tax payments and left Ibn Ishaq in 

control of the city.83  Second, the town of Pechina was self-governing under the rule of 

‘Abd al-Razzaq b. ‘Isa.  This self-governing group, possibly of sailors, eventually 

relocated to the nearby port of Almeria and remained influential throughout ‘Abd al-

Rahman III’s rule as Almeria grew into a major trading port.  While Kennedy speaks of 

Pechina as an exception to the warlord model more often found in this period they are 

nonetheless an additional testament to the breakdown of Umayyad authority.84 

 Several observations stem from these rebellions.  Most of them originated with 

groups that had pre-existing authority in the region and already possessed strong power 

bases that allowed them to sustain themselves for a considerable period of time and make 

alliance with other power brokers.  However, the bases of power were external to the 

Umayyad structure and none of the rebel leaders had significant influence within the 

Umayyad court before or after their revolt.  This suggests that the Umayyad court 

remained centralized in the vicinity of Cordoba and that power within the court remained 

in the hands of a small group of family members and clients.  No dissatisfied court figure 

went elsewhere in the attempt to raise forces or secure independence, as would occur so 

frequently in the initial taifa period.  In addition, none of these revolts were led by 

members of the Umayyad family or required the support of any Umayyad family 

                                                 
83 James, Early Islamic Spain, 136. 
 
84 Kennedy, 76-77. 
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member.85  Consequently, no rebel element appeared to believe that Umayyad authority 

or legitimacy was required. 

 During the course of the revolts the Umayyads were unable to compel compliance 

among the populace by virtue of their position or any kind of religious leadership.  In 

essence their authority was in almost even competition with that of their rivals among the 

local population.  This problem was compounded by the continued role of the Abbasid 

Caliphs, who would have continued to be acknowledged in the mosque on Fridays 

irrelevant of loyalty to the Umayyad amirs.  The localization of revolts was highlighted 

by the fact that none of these rebellions intended to conquer the Cordoban state and 

recreate a similar ruling entity in its place.  It is the case that rebel leaders sought to 

expand, but much of it was on a low scale and Cordoba was almost never threatened.86  

In addition, religion was not a primary factor in these rebellions.  None of them were 

                                                 
85 It ought to be mentioned that while none of the successful revolts featured 

Umayyads, the Amir ‘Abd Allah ordered various relatives killed out of fear of being 
usurped.  Kennedy, 74.  Marin-Guzman, “Political Turmoil”, 146-7.  Thus, while Ibn Abi 
Amir tends to receive blame for marginalizing the broader Umayyad family, this pattern 
was well underway a century earlier.  One exception involved ‘Abd Allah’s son, 
Mutarrif, who attempted to secure the backing of the Banu Khaldun and Banu Hajjaj in 
Seville to depose his father in 895 C.E.  However, the rebels in Seville quickly 
abandoned him to be killed upon the orders of his father.  Their rebellion was linked to 
this effort through opportunism, but the affairs in Seville had been ongoing irrelevant of 
Mutarrif’s actions.  Ironically, Mutarrif, at his father’s instigation, murdered his brother 
Muhammad, the father of ‘Abd al-Rahman III.  Ibn al-Qutiya interprets Mutarrif’s fate as 
a punishment for his treatment of Muhammad.  See James, Early Islamic Spain, 133-5 & 
Kennedy, 74. 

 
86 While Ibn Hafsun did raid the area around Cordoba there are no indications that 

he was in position to contemplate governing the city. 
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Shi’a revolts and alliances with Christian rulers were common; not necessitating or 

indicating conversion to Christianity.87 

The inability of the rebels to form lasting relationships with each other was 

compounded by their internal fragmentation due to political rivalry.  Thus the Umayyads 

correctly realized that some groups, like the Banu Qasi, could be marginalized through 

patronizing their rivals and others, like the Banu Marwan, could simply be outlasted and 

exploited as they fragmented.  However, in the course of this approach, which was 

necessary due to the bankruptcy of the Umayyad state, the social tensions among the 

population were compounded.  It only allowed a temporary window in which power 

could be consolidated by Cordoba, militarily and economically, unless an alternative 

vision could be created that placed the Umayyads at the center for the Muslim 

                                                 
87 The fact that there are few allegations of Shi’a tendencies among the rebels is 

an important detail.  First, it suggests that the Umayyads were not eager to paint their 
opponents in such a way.  I would suspect that there was a fear that such allegations 
would encourage Fatimid interference in the peninsula by revealing Shi’a sympathies in 
al-Andalus.  Second, it indicates that the Fatimids had minimal involvement in al-
Andalus and were more concerned with pushing eastward.  Thus, they, the Fatimids, 
were more important to Umayyad political considerations in their affairs in North Africa, 
where authority was required to sway Berber factions to align themselves with the 
Umayyads.  As is discussed elsewhere in this chapter, the Fatimid role in the 
development of the Caliphal state is likely overemphasized.  This does not mean that 
interactions with North Africa were inconsequential, but as the Umayyads could barely 
exercise control on the Iberian Peninsula, the North African ventures should be seen as 
secondary in the late Amiral and early Caliphal period.  Third, while the Umayyads 
exploited ethnic factionalism at times they were quite cautious about exploiting any 
religious differences that would impact the political sphere, beyond the standard Muslim-
Christian dichotomy, which, while being exploited, would have been far from coherent in 
its own right.  While some were accused of being Christians due to their alliances with 
Christian rulers, the widespread occurrence of the practice in al-Andalus meant that their 
being Christians was not an automatic inference.  See Maribel Fierro, “Religious 
Dissension in al-Andalus: Ways of Exclusion and Inclusion,” Al-Qantara 22:2 (2001): 
467.  For an overview of the diplomatic ties between the rebels of this area and Christian 
rulers see El-Hajji, 99-115. 
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population.  In order to avoid the explosion of ethnic tensions the Umayyads offered the 

Caliphal state as a new vision for the Muslims of the peninsula. 

 

The Change in Client Status 

 We are aware that early converts to Islam were absorbed into Arab tribal 

structures through a clientage system.  Often this system could be quite adaptive and 

there are cases of entire groups being absorbed into the Arab tribal structure through a 

constructed genealogy.88  Ibn al-Qutiya records an example of a client and patron family 

effectively merging during the reign of the Amir Muhammad, 852-886 C.E.  He writes 

that the Banu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ghafiqi and the Banu Musa “became family, and they 

intermarried one with another.  So from that day on all pretensions ceased.”89 

In al-Andalus one frequently encounters clientage relationships and such ties were 

absolutely critical to the Umayyads as they attempted to keep their dynasty afloat.  

Clientage ties would have been established early on, although in limited numbers, after 

the Muslims entered the peninsula.  However, this structure of clientage could not 

continue for a variety of reasons.  The discontinuation of the previous practice of 

clientage led to a split between the Arab Muslims clients (strongly attached to their Arab 

patron families) and the converts without ties of clientage (the Muwallads.)90 

                                                 
88 See Glick, 201. 
 
89 James, Early Islamic Spain, 112. 
 
90 Glick notes that the tribal identification, important to the clientage relationship, 

began to decline in the mid-Tenth Century C.E.  He states that the decline has been 
under-theorized, but does not link it to the development of the Caliphate.  He also fails to 
appreciate the role of the Maliki school of jurisprudence in unraveling the clientage 
practices.  He argues that the Muwallads were not concerned with perpetuating the tribal 
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 First, the number of converts, even if not excessively large, would have 

eventually overwhelmed the Arab tribal groups who would have been limited in size and 

required time to fully absorb new members, possibly in a multigenerational process.  A 

steady stream of new converts would prove problematic.  If the client converts grew too 

rapidly they could not be fully absorbed into the tribal structure before new client 

converts would appear and then the entire tribal structure around which the Arab 

Muslims were often organized would begin to break down.  Had the numbers of client 

converts grown too large they would have numerically dwarfed the Arabs in the group 

and one would find the Arabs being assimilated into the other groups; precisely the 

opposite of the purpose of the system.   

 Second, the Maliki legal school was gaining a strong foothold in the peninsula.  

This school was known for viewing converts as clients of the entire Muslim community 

rather than individual families or persons.91  Thus, religiously the practice of clientage 

would have found resistance.  In addition, new converts would have had access to ways 

to convert that did not require them to sever or compromise some of their social 

                                                                                                                                                 
structure and that when they became numerically dominant they shifted the attention of 
the Muslim population.  At times he suggests Muslim and Christian kinship patterns at 
odds without acknowledging that the Christian converts to Islam assimilated to Muslim 
patterns and in their effort to prove their status within the community did not depart from 
the traditional Muslim models as strongly as he suggests.  The changes occurred less at 
the instigation of the converts than as a result of the promotion of greater homogeneity 
among the Muslim populace.  Glick’s argument here neglects the meaningful 
transformation that began in this period and is presented throughout this chapter.  Glick, 
151-2.  Coope notes the practice of clientage in her discussion of conversion in the mid-
Ninth Century, but it plays a minor role in her discussion and she does not seriously 
consider the ramifications.  See Jessica A. Coope, “Religious and Cultural Conversion to 
Islam in Ninth-Century Umayyad Cordoba,” Journal of World History 4:1 (1993): 66-7. 

 
91 Fierro, ‘Abd al-Rahman III, 23. 
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relationships and may have found the non-clientage conversion initially more attractive.  

Glick even argues that the growth of the Maliki school in al-Andalus was the result of 

Muwallad demand for institutions and processes to address their needs.92  However, it is 

difficult to understand how they were able to make such demands and, as they tended to 

be rebellious against the Amirate in the ninth Century C.E., and why the Amirate, and not 

Muwallad leaders, patronized the school. 

 Third, the clients themselves would have been increasingly resistant to the 

addition of new clients.  The clients gained considerable prestige as a result of their 

relationship.  In addition, they gained access to material goods that would need to be 

shared with new clients.  Just as the Arabs were often accused of discouraging converts 

due to potential financial loses, clients would have equally discouraged new clients for 

material reasons.  Beyond just discouraging newer converts one would expect to see the 

client families, protective of their status, particularly antagonistic towards the newer 

converts and one would not anticipate finding any group feeling between them.  As 

Fierro explains, “the mawali were not well disposed toward admitting ‘competitors’ when 

the emiral recompenses were handed out, above all when there were few such 

recompenses to go round, resulting in more intense competition for those few.”93  

Consequently, figures like the client Hashim ibn ‘Abd al-Aziz, who clashed with Ibn 

Hafsun and Ibn Marwan, are shown antagonizing Muwallad figures and fostering their 

alienation from the Umayyad state. 

                                                 
92 Glick, 231. 
 
93 Fierro, “Four Questions,” 304.  For original text see Fierro, “Cuatro Preguntas,” 

233-4.  
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As noted above, by the time of Ibn Hafsun’s revolt one finds Muslims in the 

peninsula that were not formally attached to any Arab tribal grouping.  Ibn Hafsun was 

such an example.  There is no mention of any clientage relationship in his family’s 

history.94  This suggests that this structure must have begun to change.  Yet it is important 

to note that this does not mean that the clientage system ceased to exist.  It means that 

two distinct groups were visible among the converted Muslims in the peninsula.  The first 

were the clients of Arab families, early converts, and the second were the later converts, 

not attached to any Arab family through a client relationship. 

For all intents and purposes one could expect to see the client groups acting in a 

similar fashion to the Arabs, and to a lesser extent the Berbers, in the peninsula.  In fact, 

given the expected intermarriage and malleability of genealogy it would not be surprising 

to find many of the descendants of the earlier converts indistinguishable from the 

Andalusi Arabs.  However, the more recent converts would be more properly identifiable 

as a Muwallad faction, distinct from the Arab configurations, recently Muslim (within a 

couple generations), Arabized to some extent, and unsure of their place in the Umayyad 

social structure.  Because Ibn Hafsun came from such a group, unlike the other rebel 

leaders, the Umayyad treatment of him reveals how the Umayyads intended to deal with 

this growing sector of the Muslim population.95 

                                                 
94 His family’s lack of a clientage tie would support the family converting long 

after the conquest. 
 
95 In the years preceding the reign of ‘Abd al-Rahman III most Muslims in the 

peninsula existed outside of the scope of Umayyad control, but as the Umayyads 
reasserted their power and rebuilt the dynasty they came to rule over a different type of 
Muslim population in the peninsula and would have been forced to confront the new 
social realities. 
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As an example, when Ibn Hafsun reconciled with Cordoba in 883 C.E. and joined 

the Umayyad army we are told that he was treated poorly and singled out by particular 

Arab figures.  Given the absorption of former rebels in the army and the deep reliance on 

Umayyad clients the suggestion that he was particularly mistreated because he was a 

Muwallad is well guided.  However, despite the power they might wield, the Umayyads 

clients remained clients and were consequently subject to the vision of a strong Umayyad 

ruler.  Yet the vision of the Umayyad rulers, when present, took time to coalesce and it 

would take time before the position of the Muwallads would be articulated within a 

vision of the Andalusi Muslim state.96 

 

Accounts of the Fall of Bobastro 

 An examination of Ibn Hafsun cannot, and should not, be divorced from the 

situation of the Cordoban Umayyads.  As previously noted, Umayyad instability created a 

vacuum within which Ibn Hafsun was able to effectively revolt and carve out lasting 

territorial holdings.  His actions ought to be understood as reactionary to Umayyad 

weakness.  Umayyad actions against the Hafsunid revolt, while not entirely consumed by 

them, are best studied with particular attention to the crisis of legitimacy faced by the 

dynasty.  Not coincidentally, as the rebellions waned, ‘Abd al-Rahman III, who had taken 

                                                 
96 I refer to Umayyad al-Andalus as a Muslim state in this passage in order to 

make clear the notion that the Umayyad state was a Muslim state, governed by Muslim 
leaders and administering Muslim laws.  It conceived of itself as at least such.  Despite 
utilizing non-Muslim bureaucrats and ruling over significant non-Muslim populations 
Umayyad Cordoba was never consciously envisioned as a multicultural state, but as a 
Muslim state ruling a multicultural population within a Muslim framework.  The 
presence of multiculturalism was not antithetical to a Muslim state, but merely a fact with 
which Muslim states had dealt since their inception.  Thus to suggest a multicultural 
vision of society and government that was in tension with being a Muslim state is to 
misread the social dynamics continuously at work in medieval Muslim societies. 
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power years previously, made the most striking claim to Umayyad legitimacy in the 

Iberian peninsula when he proclaimed himself the Caliph in 929 C.E., the year after 

finally putting down the revolt of the Banu Hafsun and the same year that the last 

remnants of the Banu Marwan capitulated.  Soon after this he was in a position to finally 

subdue Toledo and Zaragoza.  Thus, the decline of the Banu Hafsun and their treatment 

at the hands of the Umayyads provides us insight into the Umayyad consolidation of 

power as they reconstructed their position within a newly imagined social order. 

 As noted above the Umayyad Caliphate lingered in a precarious position 

throughout the rule of ‘Abd Allah.  It was essentially bankrupt, supported by a small 

cadre of loyal clients, and battling insurrection on all fronts.  While other dynasties would 

have collapsed, the Umayyads emerged from this period stronger than ever military, 

religiously, and economically.  The attention paid to the Caliphal declaration and the way 

that it was legitimated is well founded.  Safran, for example, provides an excellent 

analysis of the ways that the Caliphs cemented their Caliphal authority in the years after 

the declaration.  However her attention to the period preceding the declaration from 912 

C.E. through 929 C.E. is minimal.97  Unfortunately this period is just as important as it is 

in this period that the society is undergoing changes and the status of the Caliphate within 

that society is changing.  ‘Abd al-Rahman did not make the Caliphal declaration 

immediately, but waited seventeen years into his rule.  During this period he 

systematically weakened his enemies, minimized new revolts, and constructed the 

foundation for the Caliphal state.  All of this occurred as the Arabization of the Muslim 

                                                 
97 Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 21 & 25-6. 
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population accelerated and the population moved in a more homogenous direction.98  The 

defeat of the Banu Hafsun in 928 C.E. and the ways in which it was portrayed provides a 

glimpse into this new construction.   

Ibn Hayyan’s account of the fall of Bobastro includes considerable detail.  It 

purports to include a version of events written by ‘Abd al-Rahman III and exemplifies the 

ideological importance of the final conquest of the Banu Hafsun.  The text repeatedly 

emphasizes the social division between the Muslims (the Umayyads) and the non-Muslim 

(the Banu Hafsun).  The Banu Hafsun are labeled as polytheists and accused of 

falsehood.99  The text associates Bobastro with Christian power.100   Conversely the 

Umayyads are strongly linked with God’s favor.  The text stresses their historical role on 

behalf of God.  It also links their victory with God’s blessing and explains their previous 

fifty years of waning power as a period in which God was readying them for this 

particular conflict.101  At one point it describes the Umayyads as God’s people.102  This is 

                                                 
98 Manzano Moreno argues that the defeat of the rebellions was the culmination of 

the process of homogenization that created Islamic society in al-Andalus.  Eduardo 
Manzano Moreno, Conquistadores Emires y Califas: Los Omeyas y la Formacion de al-
Andalus (Barcelona: Critica, 2006), 358-9.  Glick argues that the Umayyads were based 
on an equilibrium between different ethnic groups; however the assimilation of the 
different Muslim ethnic groups under an Arabized society submerged within the 
Caliphate can hardly be considered an equilibrium.  Had it been so, it would have created 
more of a blended culture with features and characteristics drawn from the different 
groups.  However, value was largely place on those things associated with Arab culture.  
Glick, 202-3. 

 
99 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 175 & 177.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 68 & 

70. 
 
100 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 175.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 68. 
 
101 Ibid. 
 
102 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 177.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 70. 
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quite a claim and reflects the clear-cut manner in which this conflict is supposed to be 

understood. 

However, reading closely one can see more than simply a conflict between 

Muslims and non-Muslims.  Although Bobastro is presented as a unified entity 

throughout the text, there is a point where strife was increasing within the city; indicating 

a less than unified Bobastro, because the previous years of conflict had taken their toll.103  

If civil strife was growing within the city, one must account for the text’s static portrayal 

of the groups and explain why this strife is of no consequence at any other place in the 

text.  Perhaps Ibn Hayyan includes this so as to legitimate ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s decision 

to ultimately admit the defeated Banu Hafsun in the Umayyad army. 

The most interesting thing about this account is how Ibn Hayyan (or ‘Abd al-

Rahman III) conceived of Islam and how one was determined to be a Muslim.   It is clear 

in the account that to be a Muslim one had to be loyal to the Umayyad state.  Anyone in a 

state of revolt ceased to be a Muslim.  The text indicates that the women and children 

captured in Bobastro were taken as slaves.  Typically this would only be the case for non-

Muslims, as it was thought illegal to enslave Muslims.  For ‘Abd al-Rahman III the 

legality of his army’s action is justified by the claim that the rebels had violated previous 

agreements and were thus legitimately enslaved.104  The justification is noteworthy for 

two reasons.  First, the pact in violation is between the individuals being enslaved and the 

Umayyad state.  Second, there is no question of the legitimacy of the enslavement 

because the Umayyad house retains control of the situation and sole discretion. 

                                                 
103 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 175.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 68. 
 
104 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 175-6.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 69. 
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As the siege continued Ibn Hayyan states that Bobastro eventually surrenders.  It 

is striking that those that surrendered, unlike those captured in battle, were permitted safe 

conduct and not enslaved.105  Of course, through their surrender they had reentered a 

proper, loyal relationship with the state and at that point ceased to be the enemy and 

again became subjects.  Yet I do not believe this to simply be a matter of legal 

definitions.  The Banu Hafsun and people of Bobastro are portrayed as polytheists and 

Christians, but their crime is their renunciation of Umayyad authority.  In the eyes of the 

defining party, loyalty and conduct, not necessarily belief, become deciding factors in 

whether one is accepted to the group.  Moreover, the Umayyads, through their claim to be 

the legitimate leaders of the Muslims, retained the authority to decide who could be 

accepted.  At the end of the text one sees this authority at work as the head of the Banu 

Hafsun, Hafs b. ‘Umar, is summoned to join the Umayyad cause and enters Umayyad 

service.  With his allegiance not in doubt, Hafs had reentered a proper relationship.  I 

would also argue that he became, as far as the Umayyads were concerned, a Muslim at 

that point because their doctrine is credited with the victory.106  Given the way in which 

Umayyad doctrine is strongly linked with Islam in the text the doctrine in question would 

seemingly refer to Islam. 

 Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi, an Umayyad court poet, provides a vitriolic account of the 

collapse of the Banu Hafsun.  With regards to Ja’far he speaks of him as being allied with 

Satan and equates his breaking of his alliance with ‘Abd al-Rahman III with apostasy.  

‘Abd al-Rahman III is then portrayed as being supported by God and undeniably pious.  

                                                 
105 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 176.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 69-70. 
 
106 Ibn Hayyan, Cronica del Califa, 177.  Ibn Hayyan, “Muqtabis,” 70. 
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Yet, when Ja’far offers to submit and pay the required taxes in exchange for his life being 

spared and governorship of the area, ‘Abd al-Rahman III consents.107  Later, when 

recounting the surrender of Hafs b. Umar, Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi confirms the offer to 

surrender and portrays Hafs b. Umar as returning to obedience.108  The accounts of the 

anonymous Akhbar al-Majmu’a and Ibn al-Qutiya, an Umayyad client, do not go into 

such vivid detail, but they confirm key elements.  According to the Akhbar Majmu’a, 

Hafs b. Umar and his followers sued for peace and ‘Abd al-Rahman III enrolled them in 

the army.109  It does not use explicit religious language like Ibn Hayyan, but the basic 

idea of a repaired rupture remains.  In addition, ‘Abd al-Rahman III is clearly referenced 

as is being on God’s side against the rebels.110  Ibn al-Qutiya portrays Ja’far’s revolt as 

particularly violent and presents Ja’far and Sulayman as being destroyed by God.111  Hafs 

b. Umar is also presented as suing for peace, being enrolled in the army and removed to 

Cordoba.112 

 

                                                 
107 Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi, 66.  Interestingly, as Ja’far was the only Christian son of Ibn 

Hafsun, ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s agreement to make a treaty at this juncture supports the 
notion that submission to Umayyad authority could rectify the status of even a non-
Muslim rebel. 

 
108 Ibid., 67. 
 
109 James, A History of Early al-Andalus, 134. 
 
110 Ibid., 135. 
 
111 James, Early Islamic Spain, 140.  Interestingly, the fall of the Banu Hafsun is 

the only political event of ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s reign that Ibn al-Qutiya includes with 
any detail. 

 
112 Ibid. 
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Reconstruction of Umayyad Authority 

 In addition to their treatment of rebels the Umayyads used other means to cement 

their status within Andalusi Muslim society.  Andalusi Muslim society, under the 

Umayyads, was religiously based, Arabized, and intended to overwhelm with its 

magnificence so as to awe and attract any doubters.  The Umayyads used religious 

symbols and sacred space to demarcate the Muslim community from those around 

them.113  ‘Abd al-Rahman III placed the Umayyads at the head through his use of the 

jihad campaigns, construction of Madinat al-Zahra, and patronage of Maliki Sunnism.114 

 During the amirate’s low periods the jihad campaigns against the Christian north 

were rarely led by the Umayyad ruler and often left to the frontier lords to conduct, if 

they were undertaken at all.  ‘Abd al-Rahman III began taking control of these campaigns 

and personally led five campaigns into the north.  These campaigns allowed him to 

present himself as the legitimate religious leader, and consequently quite unlike the 

localized rebels who had previously challenged Umayyad authority.  Not interested in 

expansion or conquest, he delivered victories and trophies to impress the populace and 

                                                 
113 Janina M. Safran, “The Sacred and the Profane in Islamic Cordoba,” 

Comparative Islamic Studies 1:1 (2005): 21-41. 
 
114 Coope argues that this process began under the rule of ‘Abd al-Rahman II in 

the mid-Ninth Century C.E.  However, I believe that she does so because the Christian 
martyrs, beginning at that time, make it a period of interest.  As a result she neglects the 
crisis that plagued the Amirate under ‘Abd Allah.  In addition, due to her aforementioned 
marginalization of clientage and the splits among the Muslim population after the 
conversion of Christians to Islam, she is not forced to chronicle the later events under 
‘Abd al-Rahman III in the early Tenth Century C.E.  The article remains focused on the 
Arabization of Christians before conversion rather than Arabization post-conversion.  See 
Coope, “Religious and Cultural Conversion,” 54.  For a discussion of mid-Ninth Century 
C.E. tensions among the Muslim population in al-Andalus see Janina M. Safran, “Identity 
and Differentiation in Ninth-Century al-Andalus,” Speculum 76:3 (2001): 573-98. 
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create the image of the Umayyad state as the only legitimate state in the peninsula; other 

rulers only existing because he allowed them to do so.  These campaigns also gave him 

an opportunity to interact with local leaders, dispense titles, collect on debts, intimidate 

potential challengers, and bring those individuals back to court with the army.115 

 The construction of a new palace, Madinat al-Zahra, in Cordoba beginning in 936 

or 940 C.E. created a physical space within which the new court materialized.116  It could 

be used to intimidate and attract visitors and court figures alike into continuing their 

participation within its structure.  The physical magnificence of the capital, best 

expressed by this new palace, attracted individuals representing this urbanized culture, 

such as literati, philosophers, scientists, physicians, theologians, and jurists.  Once this 

cultural milieu began to develop and attract the most skilled figures in the peninsula the 

creation of an elite Muslim culture that was capable of attracting the admiration of its 

former enemies, domestic and abroad, was possible.117  As that culture was created it 

                                                 
115 Kennedy, 84-5.  Formal hostages would not have been necessary, but removal 

of members of powerful families to educate them in Cordoba or bring them into 
Umayyad service would have put them in close proximity so as provide a deterrent to 
rebellious activity. 

 
116 For analysis of Madinat al-Zahra see Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 

51-70.  See Maribel Fierro, “Madinat al-Zahra, el Paraiso y los Fatimies,” Al-Qantara 
25:2 (2004): 299-327.  Also see Christys, Ann. “Picnic at Madinat al-Zahra,” in Cross, 
Crescent and Conversion: Studies on Medieval Spain and Christendom in Memory of 
Richard Fletcher, ed. Simon Barton and Peter Linehan (Leiden: Brill, 2008). 

 
117 For examples how Madinat al-Zahra intimidated foreign visitors see Janina M. 

Safran, “Ceremony and Submission: The Symbolic Representation and Recognition of 
Legitimacy in Tenth-Century al-Andalus,” The Journal of Near Eastern Studies 58:3 
(1999): 191-201.  Collins also notes that the removal of elites to Cordoba also brought 
their wealth to the city and aided in the contribution of an elite culture within the city.  
Collins, 131-3.  ‘Abd al-Rahman II also created a strong court culture, but, given the state 
of affairs under ‘Abd Allah, the cultural magnificence of Cordoba was truly a product of 
‘Abd al-Rahman III’s reign. 
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could be disseminated among the population and create Cordoba as a center of 

civilization that dwarfed its regional competitors.118  During the period of rebellions 

preceding ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s rule, Cordoba had rivals in the peninsula.  It lacked the 

ability to attract other geographical areas and essentially normalize its cultural and 

political dominance.  Madinat al-Zahra was essential to this change.  It magnetized the 

capital for elites and non-elites and allowed a space within which a more coherent 

Andalusi Muslim identity could emerge; under the supposed indispensible protection and 

guidance of the Umayyad ruler.  The more acclimated Andalusi Muslims became to this 

high culture and its mannerisms the more legitimated and Arab they became, irrelevant of 

their previous ethnic identities. 

 The new ruler, linking acceptance of his rule to belief in Islam, sought the support 

of the Maliki Sunni religious elite.119  In many cases the conquest of resistant cities was 

dependent on negotiations with the local qadi.120  Without their support ‘Abd al-Rahman 

III would have never been able to make the Caliphal proclamation in 929 C.E.  He gave 

the local ‘ulama increased patronage, launched attacks on the Christian north, opposed 

the Shi’a Fatimids in North Africa, and punished those with theologically questionable 

views in the effort to cement his status.121  As a result the ‘ulama were able to spread 

                                                 
118 Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 56. 
 
119 For an extended discussion of the role of religion in the reign of ‘Abd al-

Rahman III, see Maribel Fierro, “La Politica Religiosa de ‘Abd al-Rahman III (r. 
300/912-350/961),” Al-Qantara 25:1 (2004): 119-156. 

 
120 Collins, 171. 
 
121 The philosopher Ibn Masarra is a famous example of a figure targeted by 

Maliki ‘ulama.  He was accused of heresy.  Although he was not executed or imprisoned 
by ‘Abd al-Rahman III his works were destroyed after his death.  The content of his 
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Malikism and build a form of Islam that was ironically inclusive as it was exclusive.  

Even though it had no shortage of opponents it opened a religious field in this new 

structure that could be inclusive of previously excluded Muslims, in particular the 

Muwallads, who could be religiously legitimized in addition to culturally assimilated.122  

Of course, such a structure also excluded Christians and Jews, who could be Arabized, 

but not fully assimilated. 

 ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s most significant step was the Caliphal proclamation in 929 

C.E.  “As Caliph, ‘Abd al-Rahman III claimed divinely ordained authority and exclusive 

legitimacy and promoted himself as a unifying symbol, the focus of not only political but 

also religious identity.”123  By reclaiming the title of his ancestors in Damascus he 

challenged the Fatimid and Abbasid Caliphates for authority.  However, while the other 

two would eventually clash for authority in the Middle East, the Cordoban Umayyads 

lacked the grand vision of their contemporaries.  This indicates that the motives were 

                                                                                                                                                 
beliefs have been a source of continual disagreement among modern scholars, but for the 
purposes of this project it is enough to note that, in exchange for the recognition of the 
‘ulama, who could legitimate the equation of political loyalty with religious orthodoxy, 
the Umayyads were willing to be an active enforcement mechanism.  Safran sees the 
suppression of his heresy as critical to the establishment of caliphal authority.  Janina 
Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 32-7.  For more on Ibn Masarra see Maribel 
Fierro, “Heresy in al-Andalus,” in The Formation of al-Andalus, ed. Salma Khadra 
Jayyusi (Leiden: Brill, 1992).  For disagreement on the teachings of Ibn Masarra see 
Miguel Asin Palacios, The Mystical Philosophy of Ibn Masarra and His Followers, trans. 
Elmer H. Douglas and Howard W. Yoder (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1978);  S.M. Stern, “Ibn 
Masarra, Follower of Pseudo-Empedocles – An Illusion,” in Medieval Arabic and 
Hebrew Thought, ed. F.W. Zimmerman (London: Variorum Reprints, 1983). 

 
122 ‘Abd al-Rahman III added a tower minaret to the Great Mosque of Cordoba in 

952 C.E. that stood well above all else in the city. It projected both power and religious 
authority to anyone within sight of the city.  Safran, The Second Umayyad Caliphate, 67. 

 
123 Ibid., 8-9. 
 



104 
 

more domestic.  On the domestic front the change in the status of the ruler had several 

consequences among the Andalusi Muslim population.  It identified Umayyad rule 

explicitly with Islam and allowed the Umayyads to be characterized as God’s Deputies.  

Consequently those that opposed their authority were enemies of God.  As a result the 

actions of the Cordoban government were no longer strictly political maneuvers; as 

Safran writes, “[‘Abd al-Rahman III] defined his ambitions in a language that bespoke 

divine will and the advancement of truth and not stark concerns of power.”124  Thus 

Umayyad campaigns against rebels carried greater authority and the decision to resist 

Caliphal authority became more complicated than it had when the Umayyads were more 

temporal rulers without any symbolic power beyond their ancestry.  This allowed former 

and potential adversaries to be integrated into the Umayyad power structure with greater 

ease.  In addition, the new title meant that ‘Abd al-Rahman III sought to rule through a 

more popularly recognized mandate rather than through sheer military strength.125  The 

emerging Arabized Andalusi Muslim society became inextricably linked to the growth of 

Umayyad authority. 

 

Bourdieuian Analysis 

During this period the Umayyads reconfigured social fields.  Objectively, they 

defeated their enemies, financially resuscitated the state, and decreased popular motives 

to ignore their authority.  ‘Abd al-Rahman III aimed, through the Caliphal declaration, to 

create a new and stronger doxa within the political field regarding the status of the 

                                                 
124 Ibid., 9. 
 
125 Ibid., 8-10. 
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Caliphate and its importance to the Muslim population in the peninsula. 126  The field 

already existed, but ‘Abd al-Rahman began to rewrite the rules within the field.  As a 

Caliphate, the Umayyads linked religious identity to that state; it became part of the doxa 

of the Andalusi political field, and incidentally this meant that political allegiance became 

part of the doxa of the Muslim religious field in al-Andalus.  As part of the illusio of this 

reconfigured political field, the Caliphate emerged as a guard against hypocrisy and as 

the natural outcome of Muslim social organization.127  ‘Abd al-Rahman I and his 

conquest of the peninsula, portrayed as creating an Umayyad, hence Muslim, al-Andalus, 

became the dominant vision.  The previous rebellions became deviations from the norm 

of Umayyad central control that had likely never really existed. 

The new doxa placed serious limitations on the ability of the elite to rival the 

Umayyad Caliphate for political power.  Regional and rebel leaders could no longer 

compete as equals so long as they remained Sunni Muslims.128  Within the new political 

field only the Caliph, or one that could meet the requirements, had access to the 

necessary capital to wield truly independent political power.  None of the previously 

rebellious groups had that ability.  The co-optation of the Arab Muslims, likely a result of 

a combination of ideology, force, mercy, and attraction, only perpetuated the illusio 

                                                 
126 The doxa is “the field’s informal and tacitly accepted rules.”  Rey, 82.  See 

Chapter 2 for elaboration. 
 
127 Illusio is the belief that fields have value, the capital available within them has 

value, and that one should bother to partake in it.  The concept is explained further in 
Chapter 2.  Ibid., 90-2. 

 
128 It remains noteworthy that no rebellious group, seeking to keep their resistance 

afloat, turned to the Fatimid Caliphate and openly declared as a Shi’a movement.  This 
indicates both the weakness of Shi’ism in the peninsula and the attractiveness of the 
acquirable capital within the Caliphal construct. 
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among the general population, especially the Muwallads, that the emergent structure was 

in accordance with Islam. 

The Maliki ‘ulama, and their participation in the collusio, was essential to the 

unity and assimilation of the early Caliphal period.129  Bourdieu writes,  

[t]he Durkheimian question of the ‘social functions’ that religion fulfills 
for the ‘social body’ as a whole can be reformulated in the form of the 
question of the political functions that religion fulfills for various social 
classes in a given social formation by virtue of its symbolic efficacy.130   
 

The Caliphal title carried symbolic power, but the ‘ulama dispensed the symbolic capital 

to the ruling elite and consecrated it among the population.  However, the relationship 

was mutually beneficial and Umayyad patronage strengthened the Maliki school of 

jurisprudence among the populace, particularly allowing it to play a fundamental role in 

the burgeoning habitus of the population. 

Bourdieu’s idea of illusio holds great value for this period.  Most significantly the 

illusio projected the notion that being Arab or Arabized was important.  Although Islam 

was an egalitarian religion, this notion had persisted since its beginnings.  In al-Andalus 

being Arab was connected to the elite culture that would emerge out of Cordoba, earlier 

ancestry within Islam and thus a more prestigious lineage, and command of the Arabic 

language.  During Ibn Hafsun’s era the Muwallad lack of this early ancestry, not being 

part of a clientage relationship, and cultural differences caused severe tensions between 

them and other groups, especially as Muwallads were distinctly displaced.  The inability 

of the Umayyads to command the peninsula or articulate a vision within which the 

                                                 
129 Collusio is the collective understanding of what is proper.  This concept is 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.  Ibid., 87-9. 
 
130 Bourdieu, “Genesis and Structure,” 5. 
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Muwallads would have a place perpetuated this social rupture.  However, the defeat of 

the various rebellions and illusion of the superiority of Arabs, Arabic, and Arab culture 

among the Muslim population allowed the Caliphal declaration to have maximum 

efficacy. 

By dominating the re-constructed Andalusi Muslim envinroment, the Umayyads 

drew former political adversaries towards them, enlarged their authority, and mitigated 

ethnic fragmentation among the society.  All of this occurred through Arabization, both 

linguistic and genealogical, and Islamization, through the Maliki ‘ulama.131  Muslims of 

all ethnicities, but particularly Muwallads and Berbers, would have found a sense of 

belonging as Arabized Muslims within the capital’s cultural milieu and dominant 

narrative.  It created a coherent image of an Andalusi Muslim that was inclusive of 

previously excluded groups; not through a conscious diversity, but by opening 

opportunities for consensual conformity and the acquisition of habitus.  They could be 

pious and loyal through their allegiance to the Umayyads and through that vehicle gain 

access to the types of capital that would eventually have value within the Muslim habitus.  

Consequently the habitus, made possible by the collusio and illusio, which were made 

possible by the doxa of the Caliphate, slowly began to create a more unified social body 

where conformity through assimilation was a more dominant objective than dominance 

through exclusion.  Although this process was strongest in Cordoba, it created a model to 

which the outlying regional centers aspired and furthered the homogenization of Andalusi 

Muslims as Arabs. 

                                                 
131 It ought to be remarked that under the auspices of the Umayyads Islamization 

would have always meant Sunni Islamization and efforts against divergent forms of Islam 
would have been part of the process of assimilative Islamization. 
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Conclusion 

 Ibn Hafsun’s rebellion was part of a period of ethnic conflict among the Muslim 

population of al-Andalus.  Localized conflicts and rebellions nearly brought about the 

dissolution of the Umayyads as Cordoba lost virtually all control within the peninsula.  

Ibn Hafsun’s revolt was the most immediate of these conflicts.  In general, Islam, by 

itself, had failed to provide the type of unity needed.  Ethnic factionalism, especially the 

belief in Arab superiority, caused fractures among those professing belief in Islam.   

Arab superiority fostered the alienation of the Muwallads, the converts that had 

been excluded from the clientage process and were likely more recent converts to Islam.  

Ironically, those excluded were not protesting Arab superiority as much as Arab 

dominance that excluded them from Arab cultural markers.  Although Ibn Hafsun did not 

lead a widespread rebellion of Andalusi Muwallads, his revolt was part of the general 

process whereby this alienation and exclusion from power and legitimacy were 

expressed.  Combined with the continual regionalism that had plagued the Muslims of the 

peninsula, the Umayyads were forced to find an alternative form of legitimacy.  ‘Abd al-

Rahman III began to envision Umayyad Cordoba as more than a tax collecting regime 

and, exploiting the desires of the Muwallads, linked religious legitimacy to acceptance of 

Umayyad rule through the cooperation of the ‘ulama and sheer military force.  The Banu 

Hafsun became the targets of this ideology.  Ibn Hafsun was portrayed as an apostate and 

his family’s continual rebellion associated them with heresy and apostasy.   

Ultimately ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s vision would find its full expression in the 

Caliphate and begin the process whereby Andalusi Muslims would become Andalusi 

Arab Muslims.  This did not occur immediately and would be an ongoing process.  
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However, it likely would not have occurred if the Umayyads had fallen apart.  No 

regional leader possessed the capability or the authority to bring the various regions 

under their control.  Had some sort of political centralization not occurred it is unlikely 

that the assimilation of the population would have occurred in such a manner.  

Conversely, though, the desire of the marginalized Muslim population to assimilate and 

find standing in something different from the tribal/clientage system made political 

centralization possible.  Without capturing and exploiting that motive the Caliphal project 

might have failed.  The Caliphate, through its political, cultural, and religious role, looked 

to have a permanent part in the new social and political structure.  As the following 

chapter explains, the structure would ultimately be so successful that the assimilated 

population would no longer require the institution on which it had once depended.  The 

Umayyad Caliphate would meet a surprisingly quick demise in the Eleventh Century C.E. 

as the Arabized Muslim population grew more homogenous and secure in its religious 

standing. 

  



110 
 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE COLLAPSE OF THE UMAYYAD CALIPHATE 

 

 The collapse of the Umayyad Caliphate in Cordoba, widely seen as an example of 

the ethnic tensions symptomatic of the Andalusi Muslim population, is the second event 

under consideration in this project.  In this chapter I will chronicle the role of ethnic 

factionalism and rivalry in the political machinations that ultimately ended the Caliphate 

in 1031 C.E.  The chapter will begin by investigating the rise to power of Ibn Abi Amir 

and his importation of Berber soldiers from North Africa during the middle of the Tenth 

Century C.E.1  Through examining the motives of these actions and their consequences 

for the population and then analyzing the subsequent aftermath, the chapter will shed 

light on the role of ethnic factions in the establishment of the initial taifa kingdoms and 

how religious and ethnic identities had changed since the time of Ibn Hafsun’s revolt.  

The chapter will conclude with several observations of the general period in order to 

further argue that the political disintegration was the result of an increasingly 

homogenous and stable Andalusi Muslim social body that was far less ethnically 

stratified than it may appear.  Thus, in contrast to the common portrayal, the collapse of 

the Caliphate, beginning in 1008 C.E., was not the beginning of the end, but an 

opportunity for greater growth and stabilization. 

                                                 
1 Throughout the chapter I use Ibn Abi Amir to refer to the first Amirid ruler 

rather than his title, al-Mansur.  I have done this with him and others that are discussed 
both before and after their adoption of their title, or throne name, so as not to ascribe their 
powers and possible authority as rulers to them as actors in earlier periods.  I have 
avoided using multiple names to refer to the same person in order to aid the reader. 
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The chapter will argue that the ethnic factions had significantly changed since the 

time of Ibn Hafsun.  Whereas political allegiance to the Caliph had been a preeminent 

concern for the Muslims of al-Andalus in earlier periods, and a sign of their belonging to 

the Muslim community, the events of this period signify an important shift away from 

political allegiance towards cultural and linguistic communal ties.  These complex 

communal ties were the result of the increased conversion to, or open identification with, 

Islam among the Andalusi population and Arabization of the Andalusi Muslims.  

Consequently we see in this period a more coherent and confident, largely Arabized, 

Muslim population in al-Andalus which no longer needed to rely on the Caliphate for its 

religious and communal ideology.  Thus, the political fragmentation and collapse of the 

Caliphate can be seen as a sign of greater social cohesion and the general mitigation of 

many of the previous ethnic tensions among the Andalusi Muslims.  Indeed the ethnic 

tension that brought about the fragmentation may even be seen as paradoxically 

strengthening the emergence of this Andalusi identity.  It is against the backdrop of this 

growing Arabized Muslim population that the ethnic tensions chronicled by scholars 

must be interpreted.  Looked upon in such a way it becomes apparent that the nature of 

the ethnic conflict involved in the collapse of the Caliphate has been widely 

misunderstood. 

Two recent books are devoted in their entirety to the events covered in this 

chapter.  The Fall of the Caliphate of Cordoba by Peter Scales and David Wasserstein’s 

The Rise and Fall of the Party Kings are both valuable works that illuminate the 
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complexities of the period and will be engaged throughout the chapter.2   Although both 

authors detail how ethnic factionalism operated according to the source literature, both 

texts largely suffer from two similar problems with regards to the questions asked in the 

present project.  First, identity and the ambiguities of ethnic identities in al-Andalus are 

largely minimalized in the interest of presenting a coherent picture of the events.  Thus, 

while each contains discussion of conversion and outlines of the various groups the 

period in question is treated in a stagnant fashion along these lines rather than being 

transitory within a broader scope.  Each author sees the collapse as a result of changes 

and tensions among the population, but the ongoing transformation of the Muslim 

population through the events of the collapse are ignored.3  Second, both are ultimately 

political analyses.  Consequently, they are more concerned with the principle actors than 

the population in general and struggle to account for or include those parts of the 

population that were not as politically active.  In addition, neither text finds it necessary 

to explain why the politically irrelevant elements of society were less involved in the 

struggle to seize the caliphate. 

Wasserstein argues that the conflict during the collapse of the Caliphate was an 

ethnic conflict between three primary groups: Berbers, Slavs (or Saqaliba), and 

Andalusians.4  He views the Berbers and Saqaliba as attempting to establish rule in 

                                                 
2 Peter Scales, The Fall of the Caliphate of Cordoba: Berbers and Andalusis in 

Conflict (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994).  David Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall of the Party 
Kings: Politics and Society in Islamic Spain 1002-1086 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1985). 

 
3 For example, Wasserstein argues that the fusion into a common Andalusi 

identity had already occurred by the beginning of the 11th Century C.E.  Wasserstein, The 
Rise and Fall, 163. 
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accordance with the Amirid example and establish a military elite.  According to 

Wasserstein “the only real cement of the Andalusian state was the army.”5  This 

understanding colors much of his analysis, but ultimately it is an overly narrow view of 

the Caliphate and even the Amirid state.  While military power undoubtedly played an 

important role in the success of the Caliphate, the success of the Umayyads relied upon 

the changes in the Andalusian population.  Although Wasserstein contends that the 

ideology based on a combination of Islam and loyalty to the Umayyads had become a 

“discredited force,” this chapter will contend that it had not yet been openly discredited at 

the early stage of the collapse and that the link between the decline of this ideology and 

emergence of a more commonly held Andalusian Arab identity is underappreciated in 

Wasserstein’s analysis.6 

Scales ultimately presents the clearest picture of the conflicts and divides the 

rivals for power into distinct ethnic groupings.  His factions include the Berbers, the 

Marwanids (or Andalusis), the Saqaliba, and the Ifranj (or European/Christian).  Ignoring 

the rest of the population, he identifies these as the principle groups in the power 

structure.  He wisely notes the seriousness of the conflict, but focus on the military 

                                                                                                                                                 
4 Ibid., 55. 
 
5 Ibid., 44. 
 
6 Ibid., 45.  Wasserstein also argues the rate of conversion, likely following 

Bulliet’s model, rapidly increased right before this period, but his argument around this 
point encounters two difficulties.  First, he does not theorize what Bulliet’s findings 
might indicate, but takes them at face value.  As explained in chapter 2 this is 
problematic.  Second, Wasserstein characterizes Andalusi Islam as essentially static and 
with minimal divisions.  He easily separates ethnic and religious identities without 
explaining how the two intermingled and created a far more varied picture than he 
alleges.  Ibid., 33 & 174. 
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powers leaves his analysis incomplete.7  Like his subjects of study he remains fixated on 

the political machinations and invested in the political structure of the era.  As a result his 

work in unable to consider the manner in which the caliphate had ceased to be relevant to 

the Muslim population of the peninsula and the way in which the political rivals were 

fighting over a tree which would no longer bloom. 

Thomas Glick’s Islamic and Christian Spain in the Early Middle Ages is also an 

important study of this period.  Glick continually relies upon Pierre Guichard’s 

assessment of the importance of the Berber population of the peninsula and instead of 

focusing intently on the period in question he attempts to paint a general picture of the 

peninsula until around 1300 C.E.8  Glick’s analysis, while helpful, contains troublesome 

assumptions and arguments.9  In particular his analysis is too static. For example, he 

disputes the view that a fusion of the Arab and Iberian population occurred in the Ninth 

and Tenth Centuries C.E. by noting the ways in which the two groups were at odds well 

past that time.10  Thus if there had been no overall fusion, then there would have been no 

fusion.  But, he cannot seem to consider how the fusion would be continual and always 

partial as long as there remained new converts.  His analysis wants clarity, especially 

with regards to groups and genealogies, but the period does not lend itself to the clarity 

                                                 
7 Scales, 2. 
 
8 Glick, xiv. 
 
9 He argues that “societies and cultures are always in a state of becoming and 

never in a steady state,” but other than the inherent acknowledgment of cultural change I 
do not believe that this fact is taken seriously enough in his analysis.  Ibid., xix. 

 
10 Ibid., 211.  In this section he does note that the number of muwallads would 

have changed over time, but it is difficult to see any real appreciation of these types of 
process in his substantive analysis.  Admittedly the structure of his book, that it is not 
broken into different periods, makes it a difficult task, but the problem remains. 
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he is seeking.  Groups would be absorbing new members and genealogies would be 

created and manipulated in order to reflect the continual shifts in the social groupings.  

One cannot speak of the Arabs of the peninsula as he does as though they remained one 

group and were all the descendents of the Arabs that arrived in the peninsula.  Trying to 

explain the entire history of al-Andalus in such a manner, which I believe he is almost 

forced to do because of his insistence on justifying Guichard’s argument, create a myriad 

of problems and does not help one to understand the changes of within the Muslim 

population of the peninsula. 

The standard political chronicle of al-Andalus points to the Umayyad Caliphate as 

the zenith of al-Andalus beginning with the Caliphal proclamation in 929 C.E. and 

ending with the fitna, or civil war, of 1008 C.E.  In some regards this speaks to the 

success of the Umayyad narrative in linking the Muslims of the peninsula to the 

Caliphate and tying their fate to its own.  In another regard, the elevation of the Umayyad 

Caliphate is the result of hindsight colored by the gradual decline of Muslim political 

power; a decline that was not clearly foreseen at that time.  After the Umayyads the 

borders would begin to shrink and al-Mansur is probably the last Muslim ruler that truly 

had an offensive mindset against the north of the peninsula.11  However, it should be 

clear that the Umayyad period is not the highpoint for the Muslims of al-Andalus.  The 

population persisted and grew, Islamic scholarship flourished, and the Islamic influences 

of the peninsula attracted the Christian population of the north for centuries after the 

demise of the Umayyads.   

                                                 
11 In this regards Scales is correct to view the downfall of the Caliphate as a 

turning point in Muslim-Christian political relations in the peninsula.  See Scales, 
preface. 
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Decision to Import Berber Forces 

 ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s caliphal proclamation in 929 C.E. signaled a new era for the 

Umayyads in al-Andalus.  The Cordoban rulers grew stronger; built new facilities, such 

as the palace Madinat al-Zahra, and a more powerful and autocratic government quickly 

emerged.  As Ibn Khaldun theorized and as happened elsewhere among Muslim states, 

the Umayyads grew wary of their previous core of supporters.12  They began to distance 

themselves even further from the populace and potentially troubling entanglements with 

local factions that had previously both sustained and threatened them.13  Consequently 

the Syrian junds and Umayyad clients began to play less of an official role within the 

dynasty.  Early in the process described above the Umayyads had already begun to make 

use of imported slave soldiers who appear to have been largely of northern origins.14  

However, local soldiers were still used in campaigns, as the numbers of slave soldiers do 

not appear to be enough to have ever been the entirety of the army.15  Gradually, though, 

these local soldiers declined even further in importance.  Slave soldiers, who were 

presumed to be more immune from the regionalism and factionalism that had plagued 

                                                 
12 Ibn Khaldun, 146-47. 
 
13 In order to pacify local rebellions and regain the support of their opponents the 

Umayyads often enrolled rebels in the army and gave them positions of note.  Ibn Hafsun 
is such an example.  Therefore even as regionalism tore at their efforts to centralize 
power the Umayyads were dependent on these regional powers and forced into 
entanglements because they lacked the means to truly subdue them.  Even when able to 
replace a faction such as the Banu Qasi the Umayyads could only substitute another 
power, the Banu Tujibi, into the vacuum.  See Chapter Three for further discussion of this 
process. 

 
14 For a brief overview of the saqaliba see Collins, 182-185. 
 
15 Sato Kentaro. “Slave Elites and the Saqaliba in al-Andalus in the Umayyad 

Period.” in Slave Elites in the Middle East and Africa: A Comparative Study, ed. Miura 
Tora and John Edward Philips (New York: Kegan Paul International, 2000). 
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earlier generations, increasingly held prominent leadership positions.  Eventually though 

even these men began to establish the local ties that were essential to successfully 

protecting and governing the northern Marches, or frontier areas.16  After all, 

commanders of the frontier regions were often quite removed from Cordoba, both 

physically and psychologically, and were forced to be at least potentially self reliant.  

Earlier leaders had discovered this fact, and, once equipped with their necessary bases of 

power, they had become more resistant to caliphal/amiral wishes.  With the slave soldiers 

increasingly playing a prominent role on the fringes of the empire and falling into all too 

familiar roles, the Caliphate looked for an alternative source of military power to 

compliment the Saqaliba, or slave soldiers.  In time an answer was found and the 

Caliphate began to import Berber mercenaries from amongst their allies in the Maghrib, 

or North Africa.   

This last development was hardly unexpected in the wake of the Umayyads’ 

involvement in Maghribi politics. There they had tried to counter Fatimid influence and 

also establish a colonial presence.  Ultimately the Fatimids became less of a threat with 

                                                 
16 Kennedy theorizes that Ghalib established his followers in the area of 

Medinaceli so as to provide himself with an enclave of loyal territory.  However there are 
two problems with this view.  First, on what basis would Ghalib have followers?  If the 
point of the saqaliba was their personal loyalty to the Caliph then the assumption of a 
group dynamic, which would be necessitated in this view, becomes problematic to the 
way the saqaliba have been generally understood.  Second, if his potential position was 
so tenuous that he required an enclave it would be surprising to see him utilized militarily 
by the Umayyads in so many theatres of operation away from Medinaceli.  Such tasks 
would have required not only Ghalib, but also at least some of his military forces.  In all 
likelihood Ghalib required local ties and would have cultivated them wherever possible to 
as to ease his governance.  Not only then would he have had ties on the Muslim side of 
the frontier, but he also possessed them on the Christian side, as evidenced by the 962 
C.E. flight of King Ordono IV of Leon to Medinaceli and Ghalib’s 981 C.E. alliance with 
Count Garci Fernandez of Castile in his fatal battle with Ibn Abi Amir’s forces.  See 
Kennedy, 102 & 114-115. 
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their movement to the east after the conquest of Egypt in 969 C.E.17  Nonetheless the 

Umayyad colonial ventures could hardly be validated as the reason for the movement of 

Fatimid interests eastward.18  Interestingly, however, the Maghribi interventions under 

the Umayyads were the beginning of greater interconnectedness between the Maghrib 

and al-Andalus, which would foreshadow later developments under the Maghribi 

empires.  It is also important because of the relationships it made possible, especially 

between local Berber groups and the still peripheral Ibn Abi Amir, who was appointed as 

the qadi in the Umayyad North African territories.19  Many of those who would 

ultimately be imported were former allies whose defeat left them looking for alternatives.  

Their experience and apparent willingness to come to Cordoba in a military capacity 

made them understandably appealing to the Umayyads.  Moreover, they lacked strong 

local ties, similar to the earlier slave soldiers, and were thus not a threat to ally 

themselves with local competitors.  They also provided Cordoba with a base of support 

independent of the former alliances such as the Syrian junds and Umayyad clients.   

This need for new soldiers became particularly acute after the seizure of power by 

Ibn Abi Amir, who soon after began calling himself al-Mansur, after 976 C.E.  Under his 

                                                 
17 See Abun-Nasr, 66. 
 
18 Kennedy, 95-97.  Abun-Nasr notes that the Umayyad forces “avoided 

engagement with the Fatimid army and the establishment of a direct Umayyad 
administration.”  Abun-Nasr, 75. 

 
19 Kennedy describes Ibn Abi Amir as one of two main intermediaries between 

the Caliphate and the Berber chiefs.  Kennedy, 105. 
 



119 
 

rule the importation of Berber forces notably increased.20  In the process of seizing power 

he had alienated many of the alternative military sources that he would have otherwise 

needed to support the Umayyad state.  Not being the Caliph he could not as easily rely on 

the symbolic power of the office and thus retain their unquestioned allegiance.  Indeed 

perhaps not even the Caliph could have done so in the wake of the realpolitik process by 

which Ibn Abi Amir had secured his position.  Ibn Abi Amir risked having no greater 

legitimacy than previous regional power brokers had once possessed if he could not 

command a central army.  The Berber forces would provide a military force wholly 

dependent on the Caliphate, and Ibn Abi Amir, and ensure that he could rein in any 

unappeased elements.  Also one ought not to overlook Ibn Abi Amir’s ties to the Maghrib 

during his time there while in service of the Caliphate.  His proximity to the North 

African ventures would have made him a known and less blameworthy patron for the 

Maghribi groups.  Moreover, he maintained ties to the Maghrib and continued to support 

an active Umayyad presence, even establishing an Andalusi administration to govern 

Fes.21  Thus, in these circumstances, Ibn Abi Amir and the Berber mercenaries appealed 

to each other.22 

                                                 
20 See Kennedy, 117 & 121.  Makki, 41-42.  Wasserstein views Ibn Abi Amir’s 

actions as far less unique and sees the roots of his changes squarely in ‘Abd al-Rahman 
III’s rule.  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 33-4. 

 
21 Virgilio Martinez Enamorado & Antonio Torremocha Silva, Almanzor y su 

Epoca: Al-Andalus en la Segunda Mitad del Siglo X (Malaga: Editorial Sarria, 2001), 93-
94 & Kennedy, 121.  Makki notes that Ibn Abi Amir’s son and successor, ‘Abd al-Malik, 
and the saqalibi general Wadih entered Fez at the head of the army.  Makki, 44.  Also see 
al-Maqqari, 188. 

 
22 For a larger discussion of Ibn Abi Amir’s consolidation of his power over the 

Berber troops see Laura Bariani, Almanzor (San Sebastian, Spain: Nerea, 2003), 122-128. 
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The importation of the Berber mercenaries on such a wide scale, as Berbers had 

been imported under earlier Andalusi rulers for military purposes, also reveals details 

about the saqaliba.  In theory the saqaliba should have been able to provide Ibn Abi 

Amir with the military force he required upon his ascension to power.  Either they were 

unable to do so or they were no longer the dependent and isolated social faction he 

needed.  There is little evidence to support the notion that their military use had ceased, 

but significant indications that they would have had strong social ties to other groups.  

For example, there are several cases of saqaliba leaders who had children and families so 

the idea that they were isolated eunuchs is faulty.23  They would have gotten married and 

had children and married off their children into other groups.  Even if there was a stigma 

attached to them and their descendents and they were only allowed to marry into second 

class families, or secondary levels of the family, those marriages still would have 

connected them to powerful allies.  Significant slaves, or mawlas, in al-Andalus would 

have been attached to powerful families and derived their position from that attachment, 

whether it was current or a figment of the past.  Thus, the saqaliba would have been in a 

                                                 
23 There is a tendency to portray the saqaliba as eunuchs and thus incapable of 

having families and thus perhaps unfairly isolating them.  While some saqaliba may have 
been eunuchs, there are reasons to reject an overly broad generalization.  First, there is no 
requirement that male slaves under Islamic societies and law must be eunuchs and if that 
were the case it would render the extensive legal discourse on marriages of slaves, which 
is not framed as only about female slaves, somewhat irrelevant.  Second, castration has 
typically been linked to those that were in contact with women, but that does not appear 
to have been their exclusive, nor normative function in al-Andalus.   Third, we are aware 
of saqaliba leaders, such as the ruler of Denia and the Umayyad general Ghalib, having 
children and this fact alone does not appear remarkable or unusual in the sources as 
though their elite status made them exceptions to the general rule. Moreover, as it would 
have taken some time for them to rise through the ranks their status would not have 
existed at the time that this hypothetical castration would have been necessary.  If we 
presume that they were individuals with a unique status they were nonetheless Muslim 
males in a society where marriage would have been the presumptive norm.  See 
Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 25, especially footnote 23. 
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similar position to other Muslims in al-Andalus and part of the Arabization and 

homogenization that was taking place.  Ibn Abi Amir’s own marriage to the daughter of 

the famous saqalabi general Ghalib reflects his awareness of the power of these familial 

ties and the lack of stigma which would have been attached to them.24  As a consequence 

the saqaliba as a group would have been more embroiled in the local factionalism Ibn 

Abi Amir sought to stave off than it may appear.  This would have necessitated the 

importation of the Berbers and the need for a group that could come with social ties intact 

and avoid the absorption into the Andalusi Muslim population. 

‘Abd Allah of Granada, a later descendent of the Zirid faction that had been 

brought to al-Andalus under Ibn Abi Amir or his son ‘Abd al-Malik, noted that the local 

population may have grown weary of military service at this time.25  He alludes to a 

demilitarization of the population, both in terms of willingness to fight and capacity to do 

so.  It may simply be the case that ‘Abd Allah was attempting to shed a more positive 

light on the reasons behind the arrival of his family.26  Nonetheless, the statement itself is 

                                                 
24 Kennedy, 114. 
 
25 Amin T. Tibi, The Tibyan: Memoirs of ‘Abd Allah b. Buluggin Last Zirid Amir 

of Granada (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1986), 44, 196 & ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, Kitab al-
Tibyan ‘an al-Hadithah al-Ka’inah bi-Dawlat Bani Ziri fi Gharnatah (Cairo: Maktabat 
al-Thaqafah al-Diniyah, 2006), 31. 

 
26 The Tibyan, the memoirs of the deposed ruler of the taifa state of Granada, 

chronicles how the Zirid Berbers came to al-Andalus and took power in Granada.  
Because his family arrived in the waning days of the Umayyad Caliphate and took part in 
the violent struggles of the early 11th Century C.E. the text can offer us insight into the 
nature of the conflicts that gripped al-Andalus at the time.  As with Ibn Hayyan, ‘Abd 
Allah was not an eyewitness to the events.  Moreover, he was writing from exile in North 
Africa after having been deposed by the Almoravids and his text abounds with 
justifications for his actions.  Modern scholars vary in their estimation of the usefulness 
of this source.  For example, Scales is somewhat dismissive of ‘Abd Allah in his 
discussion of his sources.  See Scales, 31-33.  While I would hesitate using this text 
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not unreasonable.  We do know that the Berber soldiers were imported.  Clearly there 

was a need for them and a need for military forces that the local population could, to 

some degree, no longer satisfy.  

In the Tibyan ‘Abd Allah of Granada describes the state of affairs under Ibn Abi 

Amir (end of the 10th Century C.E.)  ‘Abd Allah writes that Ibn Abi Amir was concerned 

because his troops were drawn from the same ethnic group.27  Fearing that they might 

band together and depose him he sought to draw the army from more diverse ethnic 

sources.  It is immediately striking that Ibn Abi Amir’s troops would be of one group, 

given the ethnic composition of the society alluded to in most sources.  One might read 

this section as referring only to the Arab Syrian junds that had formed the backbone of 

the Umayyad army in earlier periods (and who were directly undermined by al-Mansur’s 

reforms.)  Yet, the Umayyads were also supported by large numbers of mawali, or 

clients, who could have been drawn from any number of social groups, and utilized 

extensive numbers of slave soldiers (saqaliba) drawn from northern Europe, the 

Mediterranean and West Africa.28  Thus, ignoring the larger social structure, even the 

                                                                                                                                                 
(indeed any text) uncritically ‘Abd Allah is a direct descendent of those that took part in 
the events and his version can reasonably be seen as a Banu Zirid account/portrayal.  The 
text is also more useful for my purposes than it is for Scales.  Scales seeks reliable 
information about the details of events.  In that regard ‘Abd Allah contradicts other 
sources and omits a multitude of information.  His bias is thus problematic, and Scales is 
not interested in investigating and exploring that bias.  But for the present project these 
faults are not as indicting.  My interest in the text stems from ‘Abd Allah’s portrayal of 
the groups in conflict and how the Zirids may have perceived the events and the 
population around them. 

 
27 Tibi, 44 & ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 31. 
 
28 The survival of the Umayyads during the reign of the Amir ‘Abd Allah (888 

C.E.-912 C.E.) had been heavily dependent upon this group.  Kennedy writes that the 
regime survived during those turbulent years due to “a small band of dedicated Umayyad 
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picture we have of the army from elsewhere is far more complex than ‘Abd Allah alleges.  

It might simply be the case that in ‘Abd Allah’s eyes all of the ethnic or racial 

distinctions found elsewhere were irrelevant.  As neither ‘Abd Allah or the Zirids more 

broadly would have had extensive access to the thought process of Ibn Abi Amir, it 

seems possible that his army was of one race or group in the sense that they were not 

Berbers.29  Indeed, the importation of the North African Berbers to al-Andalus is 

portrayed as al-Mansur’s remedy to this problem.  However, the use of the Berbers to 

buttress the local forces (including the saqaliba) suggests that the saqaliba had largely 

ceased to be recognizable in terms of their loyalties from the remainder of the army. 

It could be the case that the saqaliba were a distinct presence even into the taifa 

period.  The hypothesis of an Andalusi shu’ubiyya (or anti-Arab) movement in the 11th 

Century C.E., as articulated through the Risala of Ibn Gharsiya, might suggest a 

continued saqaliba faction.30  However, the overall argument is less than persuasive.  

Even in the time of Ibn Abi Amir the saqaliba commanders wielded local forces and they 

                                                                                                                                                 
mawali and some members of the Umayyad family.”  Kennedy, 78.  For more on the 
Umayyad mawali see Dolores Oliver Perez, “Sobre el Significado de Mawla en la 
Historia Omeya de al-Andalus,” Al-Qantara 22:2 (2001): 321-344. 

 
29 Guichard, in particular, might correctly argue that because so many Berbers had 

come to al-Andalus that the army would have contained many Berbers.  One might 
question whether the largely rural early Berber population, if it still consciously existed, 
was ever incorporated in the central Umayyad army, which seems to be the concern in 
this passage.  However, I think it is more likely that ‘Abd Allah’s ancestors would have 
rejected anyone who did not share in their group dynamics and with whom they did not 
have some known and cultivated connection as Berbers.  For a succinct version of 
Guichard’s view see Guichard, 679-708. 

 
30 Ibn Gharsiya’s Risala is available in translation in James T. Monroe’s The 

Shu’ubiyya in al-Andalus: The Risala of Ibn Garcia and Five Refutations.  For more 
extensive discussion see Goran Larsson’s Ibn Garcia’s Shu’ubiyya Letter: Ethnic and 
Theological Tensions in Medieval al-Andalus. 
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did not command what modern scholars would tend to see as ethnically homogenous 

armies.  It is true that several saqalibi leaders fled to the Levante, or eastern coast of al-

Andalus, to establish bases of power, but the presence of figures does not always mean 

that their base of support exists for that particular reason.  Other important familial ties 

might have existed, there may have been pre-existing relationships from the Amirid 

period, or there may have been a power vacuum of which those leaders were aware.  

Moreover, the Risala is a perplexing document in that it was written in Arabic by an 

Arabized Islamic scholar who may have been of Galician ancestry who was working 

under the patronage of a ruler who had spent much of his life in Italy as a hostage and 

was known for his Italian mannerisms.  Bruce notes that when Ali b. Mujahid, Ibn 

Gharsiya’s patron, returned to al-Andalus after sixteen years in Italy he “had to relearn 

the language, culture and religion of his birthplace.”31  The Risala, on further 

examination, looks more like a justification for the non-Arabized demeanor of Ibn 

Gharsiya’s patron than a reflection of saqalabi persistence and rejection of the dominant 

Arabized Muslim culture.32 

                                                 
31 Travis Bruce, “An Intercultural Dialogue between the Muslim Taifa of Denia 

and the Christian County of Barcelona in the Eleventh Century,” Medieval Encounters 15 
(2009): 22. 

 
32 Wasserstein discusses the Risala at length and ultimately also fails to find it 

representative of a large movement in the peninsula.  However, he does not address the 
possible role of the ruler of Denia in the generation of the document.  In addition, he also 
choses to categorize Ibn Gharsiya as a Slav rather than a Muwallad even though he came 
from the Iberian peninsula and was an Arabic speaking Muslim.  I believe he does this 
because he views the work as a product of Ibn Gharsiya himself rather than viewing it as 
a political writing intended to strengthen the position of the taifa ruler of Denia.  See 
Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 169-73. 
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‘Abd Allah also notes that Ibn Abi Amir could not rely on the “peasantry of al-

Andalus” to serve in his army.33  Again ‘Abd Allah projects the idea of one large social 

group and leaves no room for distinctions between them.  In addition, he states that as the 

Umayyad authority waned, preexisting local military commanders merely asserted their 

own authority.  Up to this point in the text the population of al-Andalus appear 

homogenous to ‘Abd Allah, something that changes little in his account of the period.  At 

the military/political level, his understanding is considerably different than Scales’s 

portrayal.  Even at the social level one finds no allusion to Muwallads, Berbers, Arabs, or 

even to Christians and Jews being present in al-Andalus during the fitna.  I would allow 

the possibility that ‘Abd Allah may not be denying the presence of certain groups, but 

merely their political relevance.  If that is the case, then he appears to suggest that ethnic 

(and perhaps even religious) distinctions were of minimal importance among the native 

population.34 

‘Abd Allah’s claims are more credible when one considers the way in which Ibn 

Abi Amir secured his position and standing.  In many ways he followed ‘Abd al-Rahman 

III’s example and actively led military expeditions to the north.35  He would have had 

several motivations for doing so.  First, it allowed him to impress the population through 

military conquest, even though they were largely hollow victories and accompanied no 

                                                 
33 Tibi, 44 & ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 31. 
 
34 By native population here I do not mean only Muwallads, but all those who 

were in al-Andalus before the arrival of the later Berbers, like the Zirids. 
 
35 Kennedy, 119-120 & Collins, 191-193. 
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real significant gains in territory or wealth.36  Second, it drew attention to him directly as 

the military commander and, because the Caliph was not present, it allowed him to 

continue to overshadow the Caliph.  Third, the expeditions were a way to demonstrate 

potential force to any regional commanders, families, or factions that may have had 

thoughts of independence.  While these campaigns aided Ibn Abi Amir’s immediate 

goals, they were exhausting to a local population base, and that exhaustion would directly 

undermine the goals of the campaigns.  Thus that the local populations, already largely 

marginalized from leadership positions, would have grown uncomfortable with continued 

military service is understandable.  Also, forces not paid a regular salary would have been 

reliant on booty from the raids and, based on what is known of the campaigns and 

economic condition of the north, the campaigns would have been unable to provide 

enough materially to satisfy the economic desires of such a force.  Ibn Abi Amir required 

a truly professional army.  This crisis of sorts would have created the vacuum for which 

the newly arrived Berbers would have been ideal to fill.  However, unlike previous 

forces, which were given land, the Berbers were paid through taxes extracted from the 

                                                 
36 Ibn Abi Amir’s most successful large scale expeditions large were the sack of 

Barcelona in 985 C.E. and Santiago de Compostella in 997 C.E., but neither was aimed at 
increasing territory or furthering Muslim settlement.  Moreover, neither of these raids 
struck at the military or economic strength of the Christian forces most able to threaten 
al-Andalus.  This suggests that northern kingdoms were viewed as less of a military 
threat than as an opportunity to secure political victories at home.  See Kennedy, 119-20.  
I am inclined to agree with Makki’s assessment of the raids.  Makki writes, “though he 
inflicted greater devastation and humiliation on Christian Spain than anyone before him, 
reaching places even the early conquerors had never reached, his military expeditions 
accomplished little, since their goal was speedy victories which would dazzle the eyes of 
the people, but whose traces vanished as quickly.”  Makki, 45.  For a modern account that 
portrays the campaigns as more effective see Collins, 191-2. 
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Andalusi populace.37   As a result, the population’s reaction to the Berber forces must be 

seen in light of the dissatisfaction with the campaigns northward that were so pivotal to 

Amirid propaganda and survival. 

These newly imported forces were different from the slave soldiers in several 

important ways.  Most importantly the Berber forces were brought as groups, not as 

individuals.38  They came with families and group identities that were fortified by 

language and kinship ties.  Slave soldiers would have needed to reconstruct new identities 

within the Andalusi social environment.  Like Berber soldiers they were outsiders, but, 

being more individuated outsiders, they were still susceptible to absorption into local 

groups when in fact those groups demonstrated a willingness to incorporate them.  

Consequently a slave soldier or bureaucrat of prominence would likely identify with 

others in such a position, but that bond might not be strong enough to restrict him from 

entering into other social arrangements.  This might include marriage into a prominent 

family, who could be attracted to their political standing, or merely service to their cause 

or clientage.39  Religious conversion to Islam and increased knowledge of Arabic would 

also be factors in the socialization of these men into the local structures.  In addition, for 

the slave soldier a new bond may not have required the severing of a well-established tie 

with other Saqaliba figures because by its very nature it had less of a group dynamic.  

                                                 
37 Kennedy, 117-8 & 120. 
 
38 Scales, 166 & 174.  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 59. 
 
39 Again, the marriage of Ghalib’s daughter, al-Asma, provides us with a thought 

provoking example.  Scales also notes that the saqalibi ruler of the taifa of Almeria, al-
Aflah, was murdered with his family upon his loss of the city in 1014 C.E.  See Scales, 
137.  Wasserstein notes that the saqaliba opted for cultural assimilation in the more 
ethnically mixed areas of the eastern coast.  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 59. 
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The Berbers that were brought in by the late Umayyads had strong social bonds already 

in their existing group identities.  These bonds created a barrier between them and the 

local populace that could not be overcome by Islam because the Berbers were already 

Muslims.  Moreover, they appear to have had no immediate linguistic motives because of 

their almost exclusive military function, unlike the slave soldiers who filled a variety of 

capacities beyond the military for which knowledge of Arabic was required.40  As a 

result, it is not clear how quickly the later arriving Berbers began to speak Arabic, 

although ‘Abd Allah of Granada, almost a century later, was quite well versed in the 

language.41 

Reflecting the isolation of the Amirids, who became increasingly assertive of their 

independence in the waning years of the Caliphate, the newly arrived Berber forces were 

solely dependent on their wavering patrons.  By all accounts they were notably isolated 

from the local population, regardless of ethnic claims, such that they lacked reliable ties 

to the older Berber population.42  From their base in Cordoba, where their families were 

                                                 
40 Unlike the saqaliba, I am not aware of any references to the later Berbers 

serving in a non-military capacity within the Umayyad regime for which literacy would 
have been necessary.  Moreover, by utilizing the Berber forces in contained units they 
would not have been linguistically acculturated as easily as if they had been scattered 
amongst Arab speaking troops, who were placed into non-tribal units under Ibn Abi 
Amir.  Besides those at a certain level of command the rank and file Berber soldier would 
have had little immediate need to speak Arabic. 

 
41 For an analysis of the Arabic used by ‘Abd Allah see Tibi, 10-12. 
 
42 Scales, while discussing the Berber faction in the civil war, notes the unique 

position of the later Berbers.  See Scales, 171-2.  Also see Wasserstein, The Rise and 
Fall, 45 for the argument that they were purposely kept distinct. 
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located, these later Berber groups became an active arm of the Caliphal army.43  Yet their 

conduct and manners appear to have created conflicts within the capital city and tensions 

were rife.  Their role became so controversial that they are even blamed for the civil war 

itself, which Scales, following Ibn Hayyan, refers to as al-fitna al-barbariyya.44  Indeed 

even if they were not the cause of the unrest subsequent events would confirm their 

centrality in the conflict. 

 

The Rise of Ibn Abi Amir and the Amirids 

Before moving ahead to discuss the ultimate collapse of the Cordoban Caliphate, 

it is important to devote attention to the process by which Ibn Abi Amir came to power.  

He came to power gradually by neutralizing potential opponents and rivals one at a time.  

Indeed, one might even fault common scholarly treatments of the civil war for their 

neglect of this earlier history in setting the scene.  Perhaps historians have been 

persuaded by the apparent unchallenged authority of Ibn Abi Amir and that he did 

effectively silence his opposition.  While he may have silenced them, careful examination 

reveals that he did not remove all other claimants to power because he was in no position 

to do so.   

This period and its political interactions are too commonly understood through 

their leaders.  Thus the aggressive Ibn Abi Amir bests his challengers and has them 

                                                 
43 It important to note the Berbers were not settled on their own land as had been 

the previous pattern when the Syrian junds were brought to the peninsula.  Instead, they 
were settled in the city itself.  See Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 32.  On the initial 
settlement of the Arab and Berber Muslim forces in the peninsula and settlement under 
‘Abd al-Rahman I see Abdulwahid Dhanun Taha, The Muslim Conquest and Settlement 
of North Africa and Spain (New York: Routledge, 1989), 110-82 & 234-53. 

 
44 Scales, 3. 
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ultimately removed as threats to his personal standing.  Yet, the death of an individual 

figure, or even a defeat in battle, did not eliminate a group as much as it temporarily 

coerced and silenced the group behind the figure of prominence.  It silenced the figure 

around which the group could mobilize and join with others in order to project itself on 

the political scene at that moment.  However, the groups at work in al-Andalus do not 

appear to have been groups because of a charismatic figure around which they unified, 

but rather to have been existing groups, often familial, with some type of de facto 

leadership.  Scales, in attempting to speak of the civil war as ultimately an ethnic group 

conflict, takes a step in the right direction.  Yet, he still assumes an Amirid hegemony 

that later unravels.  In so doing, his work does not help us examine that hegemony itself.  

Moreover, it does not examine the way in which Ibn Abi Amir’s efforts to take power 

came at the expense of a variety of groups that did not cease to exist with the defeat of 

their leaders and whose ties and group relationships could remain under the surface of the 

dominant Amirid era awaiting a period of weakness to reveal themselves.  Following 

such an argument, one must then look earlier to see the roots of the factions in the civil 

war.  This necessitates greater attention to the rise of Ibn Abi Amir. 

Ibn Abi Amir rose from relatively obscure origins.  He claimed Arab ancestry and 

that his family had participated in the conquest of al-Andalus, yet his origins are in fact 

rather ambiguous.45  He appeared as a figure of some note in the court of the Caliph al-

Hakam II and gained the trust of the Caliph.  Ibn Hayyan mentions that he was the qadi 

                                                 
45 Collins, 185-6. 
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of Seville before being sent to North Africa.46  While in the service of the Caliph, he 

developed a strong relationship with several members of the caliph’s harem.  Most 

significantly he gained the patronage of Subh, the Basque mother of the heir Hisham.  

Perhaps as a result of her influence, Ibn Abi Amir secured an appointment to the position 

of qadi in the Umayyad North African territories.  He was sent with a large sum of 

money in order to secure alliances with Berber tribes.47  Once established in Tangiers, he 

served an ancillary role to the military commanders and appears to have largely been an 

intermediary between the Umayyad state and Berber tribal leaders.48  It was in this 

capacity that he gained the relationships that would bring large numbers of Berber 

warriors to al-Andalus in later years. 

One would also be remiss to neglect the importance of Ibn Abi Amir’s 

relationship with Subh.  According to al-Maqqari she hired Ibn Abi Amir as her personal 

secretary and it was through her patronage that he began to rise within the Umayyad 

                                                 
46 Ibn Hayyan, El Califato de Cordoba en el “Muqtabis” de Ibn Hayyan: Anales 

Palatinos del Califa de Cordoba al-Hakam II, por Isa ibn Ahmad al-Razi (360-364 H. = 
971-975 J.C.), trans. Emilio Garcia Gomez (Madrid: Sociedad de Estudios y 
Publicaciones, 1967), 62. 

 
47 Ibn Hayyan, El Califato de Cordoba, 156. 
 
48 Ibn Abi Amir’s role in the Maghrib is somewhat curious.  Given who may have 

already been available to the Umayyad state Ibn Abi Amir would seem a rather unusual 
choice to act in a major liaison role.  While it may be tempting to see the Umayyad North 
African venture as somewhat of a sideshow to the Umayyads’ real interests, I would 
argue that such an understanding is misguided.  After all, removing Ghalib from his 
critical frontier position in Medinaceli to send him to North Africa suggests the venture 
was highly important.  Ibn Abi Amir may have merely used his patronage in the Caliph’s 
court to secure the position, but his effectiveness in the position and long term relations 
with various Berber tribal chieftains would be highly surprising if he was little more than 
a political appointment due to court intrigue.  For an overview of Ibn Abi Amir’s function 
within the Caliphal court before his assumption of power see Ana Echevarria Arsuaga, 
Almanzor: Un Califa en la Sombra (Madrid: Silex, 2011), 44-52. 
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bureaucracy.  He also records several lavish gifts being exchanged in the relationship as 

Ibn Abi Amir attempted to get closer to her.49  While it has been speculated that Ibn Abi 

Amir used her favor to elevate himself it appears that Subh, given her familial 

responsibility, also had reason to champion Ibn Abi Amir.  The matter of dynastic 

succession in the Caliphate was complicated and the mothers of Umayyad princes often 

went to great lengths to protect their offspring in the process.50  Consequently Subh’s 

efforts to secure the throne for her son, and to secure him the counsel of a man she 

believed could be trusted, were not particularly unusual, but absolutely necessary for a 

man of rather insignificant birth like Ibn Abi Amir. 

The Caliph al-Hakam II died in 976 C.E.  However, two saqalibi court officials, 

Fa’iq al-Nizami and Jaw’dhar, conspired to keep his death secret while they secured the 

appointment of the deceased caliph’s brother, al-Mughira b. al-Nasir, rather than the 

caliph’s young appointed heir, Hisham.  In the midst of their conspiracy they attempted to 

gain the cooperation of the hajib al-Mushafi.51  The hajib betrayed the conspirators and 

alerted the followers of Hisham, who included the recently returned Ibn Abi Amir, who, 

with approximately one hundred armed men, arrested the apparently oblivious al-

Mughira, who was promptly executed at the bequest of al-Mushafi.52 

                                                 
49 Al-Maqqari, 178-9. 
 
50 Ruggles, 71. 
 
51 The hajib was essentially the prime minister. 
 
52 Kennedy, 113.  Al-Maqqari reports that Ibn Abi Amir personally executed al-

Mughira, who was oblivious to the palace coup plans.  Fa’iq al-Nizami and Jaw’dhar 
were not executed at that time.  See al-Maqqari, 177-8. 
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Thus, this initial unrest began with an attempt by saqalibi court figures to 

maintain their own position, which they must have feared for under the rule of Hisham.  

Or, given the youth and inexperience of the heir, the saqalibi leaders might have been 

wary of those who would have exercised leadership under his rule and sought instead a 

figure that would either be independent of those forces of which they were wary or a 

figure that they could control.  It is possible to read the initial aborted coup as an attempt 

by the Umayyad family to maintain control over the caliphate, but such a reading likely 

ascribes more influence to al-Mughira than is warranted if we are confident of the 

innocent way he is generally portrayed.  In all likelihood the coup attempt was initiated 

by the saqaliba figures.  One must then attempt to understand why the saqalibi leaders 

would have initiated the coup.  As with all attempts to achieve political power, one must 

ascribe a role for basic greed and ambition.  However, given the increased ties with North 

Africa and the beginnings of Berber imports into the army, the possibility of a weak 

caliph under the influence of a Berber hajib, al-Mushafi, who had appointed his family 

members to various positions of influence, and Ibn Abi Amir, who had once managed the 

affairs of the young caliph and was fresh arrived from a period of time in North Africa in 

which he had functioned as an intermediary between the state and the Berber tribes, the 

saqaliba may well have feared the usurpation of their function within the Umayyad state 

apparatus in favor of the Berbers.53 

                                                 
53 Although I argue that there was no strong group feeling between the old Berber 

population of al-Andalus and the newly arrived Berbers during the later civil war after the 
death of ‘Abd al-Rahman III, it is not unreasonable that the possibility of such group 
feeling, and fear of it, could have been in the mind of actors in 976 C.E.  Or the saqalibi 
figures could have simply feared being replaced by another small outsider group within 
the caliphal hierarchy. 
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After Hisham ascended to the Caliphate and was broadly recognized, Ibn Abi 

Amir began to best his rivals for long-term influence.54  Each had been, at one time or 

another, his ally.  Yet both al-Mushafi, the hajib under Hisham’s father, and the saqalibi 

commander Ghalib could not avoid being in Ibn Abi Amir’s path.  Al-Mushafi, who, like 

Ibn Abi Amir in some ways, was of obscure origins and not from a family that had 

traditionally been strongly wedded to the Caliphate, appears to have been aware of Ibn 

Abi Amir’s ambitions and his own sensitive footing and attempted to arrange a marriage 

between his family and the family of Ghalib.55  Ghalib, who had once led the military 

campaigns of the Umayyads in North Africa, was quite probably the most powerful 

military figure in the Caliphate with his strong base in the northern Marches.56  Ghalib 

rejected al-Mushafi’s overtures and married his daughter, al-Asma, to Ibn Abi Amir 

instead.57  With this alliance and the support of the Umayyad client families Ibn Abi 

Amir was able to imprison al-Mushafi, who would ultimately die under imprisonment in 

                                                 
54 According to Garcia Sanjuan, Ibn Abi Amir’s usurpation of power began with 

the Caliphal proclamation of Hisham II in 971 C.E., which designated Hisham II as 
successor.  Alejandro Garcia Sanjuan, “Legalidad Islamica y Legitimidad Politica en el 
Califato de Cordoba: La Proclamacion de Hisam II (360-366/971-976).” Al-Qantara 29:1 
(2008): 45-77. 

 
55 Kennedy, 114. 
 
56 Ghalib had been a significant military commander for some time.  In 946 C.E. 

he was charged with rebuilding the defenses of the middle march and established a 
powerful base at Medinaceli from which he would be a major factor in the military affairs 
of the north of the peninsula.  In 956 C.E. he appears leading a naval expedition against 
the Fatimids and in 973 C.E. he was charged with the military command of the Umayyad 
expedition to North Africa, the same expedition in which Ibn Abi Amir participated.  See 
Kennedy, 100. 

 
57 Al-Maqqari, 176 & 180.  Makki incorrectly refers to Ghalib as the son-in-law 

of Ibn Abi Amir, as opposed to vice versa.  See Makki, 42. 
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978 C.E.  After this victory Ibn Abi Amir further consolidated power and in 981 C.E. he 

was able to directly challenge Ghalib’s position.  In that year Ibn Abi Amir gathered a 

rather telling military force composed of Berber troops from North Africa led by Ibn al-

Andalusi, Christian mercenaries, and troops from the Upper March led by Ma’n al-Tujibi.  

Ghalib’s forces, along with his Castilian allies, were defeated in battle and Ghalib was 

killed in the course of the clash.58  In the aftermath of the victory, both Ma’n al-Tujibi 

and Ibn al-Andalusi were murdered, leaving Ibn Abi Amir unrivaled.59 

These later events reveal several important points.  First, they reveal the 

factionalism that was already running rampant among the Caliphal elite.  Ibn Abi Amir 

did not introduce the factionalism amongst the elites; he merely manipulated it to take 

power.  Second, the attempts to secure marriage ties demonstrate the way relationships 

through female lines were critical to power relationships.  Although Ibn Abi Amir’s 

marriage to Ghalib’s daughter did not cement a lasting relationship, al-Mushafi’s attempt 

to secure a marriage between his family and Ghalib’s suggests that the tie was of 

importance and that such a practice was thought to have value.  Third, the use of Ibn al-

Andalusi’s North African troops reveals the political relevance of Ibn Abi Amir’s 

Maghribi contacts.  Fourth, it indicates that Ibn Abi Amir effectively mobilized the Arab 

aristocracy behind him and utilized them as he took power.  Their support would have 

isolated al-Mushafi within the Caliphal court and the Tujibi support Ibn Abi Amir 

received from the Upper March signifies that he was allying himself strongly with the 

                                                 
58 This battle, a civil war in its own right, also reinforces the ways in which the 

religious divisions lacked rigidity.  In it Christians were allied with the Muslim Upper 
March army, whose purpose was to guard the frontier against the Christians, against al-
Mansur’s army in which Christian mercenaries were serving. 

 
59 Kennedy, 115. 
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Arab/Arabized elements.60  It should be recalled that the Umayyad clients, Syrian junds, 

and general Arab aristocracy were the most threatened by the changes in the Caliphal 

court and continued unraveling of Arab power under al-Hakam.  In many ways the 

Amirid era begins as a reassertion of their interests and power.61 

The Amirid era is often presented by scholars as a usurpation of the Caliphate.  

While Ibn Abi Amir eventually usurped the Umayyad family, within the Caliphal power 

structure his rise to power is less usurpation than symptomatic of a reassertion of an Arab 

dominance that had suffered through the rise of the Saqaliba and isolated, non-Arab, 

figures such as al-Mushafi.  The events of the early Amirid period are very much about 

dominance and control from the political center.  In many regards, the initial seizure of 

power by Ibn Abi Amir may have been the last serious effort to resuscitate the centralized 

Umayyad state.62 

                                                 
60 Given the malleability of genealogies and the obscurity of Ibn Abi Amir’s 

origins one might see his ancestry as related to this alliance.  If one trusts his Arab origins 
then he was still not from the aristocratic families that had been both the bedrock of 
Umayyad support and regional powers.  Thus he made himself into a figurehead.  If one 
is more skeptical and sees his ancestry as having been manipulated to suit his interests, 
then he, like the Berber al-Mushafi, had consciously allied himself with the Arab factions 
and through such a means had become a person of influence. 

 
61 Scales notes that al-Mushafi, although of Berber ancestry, had attempted to 

decelerate the Berber immigration in the attempt to strengthen the interests of the Arab 
group within the court.  While Ibn Abi Amir eventually turned on al-Mushafi the move 
appears as more of a political maneuver within a specific faction in order to increase his 
own power.  See Scales, 167. 

 
62 In such a reading the later attempts to install Caliphal figures in Cordoba in the 

midst of the civil war were only ephemeral moves that either never intended to or were 
never capable of establishing a strong Umayyad state featuring a powerful Caliph such as 
‘Abd al-Rahman III. 
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Ibn Abi Amir is often portrayed as marginalizing previous influential groups 

throughout the duration of his rule.  This is true to some extent.  As reported above, Ibn 

Abi Amir did have to overcome rivals within the Caliphal court.  Moreover, the Umayyad 

family appears as a significantly weakened force and other than a handful of abortive 

coup attempts in which Umayyads were involved there are few reports of their 

involvement.  Even on these isolated occasions, one should be wary of placing too much 

emphasis on the role of the Umayyad in question, as it was often the aspiring hajib who 

sought to take over the role of Ibn Abi Amir and replace Hisham II with a similar puppet 

caliph.63  These events do not confirm the existence of an Umayyad faction, with a vision 

in which the Umayyad leader would truly exercise power, which possessed any 

significant strength or the charismatic or religious authority to attract followers to its 

cause. 

Scales addresses whether the Umayyad family remained a political power at all in 

this period.  In the end he concludes that only one branch of the family remained, the 

                                                 
63 There were two aborted rebellions against Ibn Abi Amir.  The first occurred as 

a result of a conspiracy between Ibn Abi Amir’s son, ‘Abd Allah, the head of the Banu 
Tujibi, and an Umayyad descendant of al-Hakam I, known as ‘Abd Allah Piedra Seca, in 
989 C.E.  It was swiftly put down before it appears to have gotten started.  According to 
Scales this rebellion may have had economic motives.  See Scales, 60-1.  The second 
centered around Subh, the Caliph’s mother, but it is unclear how much of a rebellion it 
really ever became.   In the case of the first it appears that while ‘Abd Allah Piedra Seca 
would have become the Caliph Ibn Abi Amir’s son ‘Abd Allah would have taken over 
the role of his father.  In the case of the second revolt it is unlikely that Subh would have 
sought to replace her son and thus would have likely sought a new hajib.  Any possible 
candidate for the position, knowing the weakness of Hisham, would have been well 
positioned to assume Ibn Abi Amir’s powers.  In this specific case Subh had her own 
brother, Hisham’s maternal uncle, in mind as the hajib.  Neither conspiracy can really be 
seen as an attempt to usurp the system of rule in order to return to the strong caliphal 
model of ‘Abd al-Rahman III.  See Scales, 128-9 and Kennedy, 115-6.  For more on 
Subh’s rebellious conspiracy see Scales, 40-1. 
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Nasirids, and that most of the family had ceased to be politically relevant.64  He notes Ibn 

Hazm’s account that the Umayyad genealogy appeared to be dying out and argues that 

the some of the Umayyads must have begun marrying outside of the family and settled in 

non-urban areas where they would not have been known to the urban biographers.65  His 

discussion raises fascinating questions about the formation of kinship groups in the 

period and the malleability of familial ties.  As Ruggles informs us, the Umayyad rulers 

had a distinctive appearance due to their northern mothers.66  Perhaps the slave or 

isolated origins of the women in question did not challenge the familial endogamy 

because the male honor was not violated.67   

Yet, the issue of the disappearing family tree looms if we consider that the 

marriages would have had a specific purpose and that it would be unlikely to find family 

members branching off on their own to arrange marriages that would weaken the unity of 

the group, particularly because the practice of endogamy would indicate that the group 

took its unity and standing seriously. Thus, either the Umayyads were falling into a 

pattern more widespread in the society or there was a more conscious move being made.  

With regards to the former, one might simply argue that the “lost” members of the family 

no longer identified exclusively as Umayyads and were blending into the general Muslim 

                                                 
64 Scales, 131.  Wasserstein notes the irony that while some members of the 

Amirid family became taifa rulers there were no Umayyad taifa rulers.  Wasserstein, The 
Rise and Fall, 104. 

 
65 Scales, 117-9.  For a discussion and translation of parts of the Jamharat of Ibn 

Hazm see Elias Teres, “Linajes Arabes en al-Andalus” (primera parte), Al-Andalus 22:1 
(1957): 55-111, especially 78-82.  Also see Ibn Hazm, Jamharat al-Ansab al-‘Arab, 
(Beirut: Dar al-Kotob Al-ilmiyah, 2001). 

 
66 Ruggles, 69-70. 
 
67 For such an example see Scales, 118. 
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social networks that were emerging.  Scales suspects that this may have occurred in rural 

areas where the members would have been unknown to the more urban biographers.68  

However, if it had followed the expected pattern one would concentrate more exclusively 

on the urban masses.  Regarding the latter explanation, there is reason to suppose that it 

would be in the interest of the Umayyad elite to remove extraneous branches of the 

family. 

Wasserstein contends that the Umayyad family was largely exiled or killed under 

the rule of Ibn Abi Amir.69  However, Scales offers a more nuanced reading of the events 

at hand.  In addition, given the large number of offspring that may have existed in the 

peninsula, murdering or exiling the family would have been difficult to conceal.70  While 

certain individuals were executed Ibn Abi Amir appears to have been highly cautious to 

about executing Umayyads.  For example, when the Umayyad ‘Abd Allah Piedra Seca 

conspired to revolt with Ibn Abi Amir’s son, ‘Abd Allah, and the head of the Banu Tujibi 

family in 989 C.E. ‘Abd Allah Piedra Seca spent the rest of Ibn Abi Amir’s reign in 

prison, unlike the other two, who were executed.71  Furthermore, given Ibn Abi Amir’s 

care to appear the Caliph’s loyal servant and the ridicule heaped upon ‘Abd al-Rahman 

Sanchol for usurping the Caliph, it would be highly unusual for widespread killings of the 

royal family to escape public scorn or even mention. 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 125.  
 
69 Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 44. 
 
70 For example, Ruggles informs us that the Amir ‘Abd al-Rahman II had eighty-

seven children.  Ruggles, 72. 
 
71 Kennedy, 115-6. 
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Scales isolates the Nasrid faction of the Umayyad family as the only politically 

active branch.  It is not remotely surprising that one branch of the family would have 

sought to isolate the others and politically marginalize them.  We are aware of the 

struggles between mothers of potential heirs to isolate other parts of the family so as to 

achieve political powers.  The various parts of a family are unified in the effort to achieve 

political power, but once that power is established former allies become simply potential 

rivals.  This pattern is well established in Muslim political history and became part of Ibn 

Khaldun’s understanding of political power.72 

Such apparent marginalization to the point of political extinction raises two 

important questions.  First, how were these other branches of the family stripped of the 

symbolic capital that accompanied the Umayyad family lineage to the extent that they not 

a factor in a period where Umayyad political actors seem to possess little more than the 

symbolic capital that accompanied the family name?  Second, why did the other branches 

consent to fade into the background?  It may be impossible to definitively answer these 

questions; however, they do allow one to see the ways in which individual and family 

identities, even in powerful families, could be altered according to the conditions of the 

time.  If indeed new identities were emerging, they would have been strong enough to 

absorb even members of the Umayyad family and attractive enough for those individuals 

to reorient themselves within them. 

While I hesitate to answer the questions above, I would argue that the importance 

of the Umayyad clients has been underestimated and that their story can reveal to us 

details of interest.  Being accepted as an Umayyad client brought the client into the 

                                                 
72 Ibn Khaldun, 146-7. 
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Umayyad family and gave them a position of status in the society.  These clients were 

often among the most loyal Umayyad supporters, even in times of distress.  However, the 

Umayyads themselves had begun to distance themselves from their clients in the Caliphal 

period and Ibn Abi Amir only continued this process.  Umayyad clients either became 

Amirid clients or they disappeared from political relevance.  The events of the fitna not 

only reveal that the Umayyad family had ceased to be a political power, but that many of 

the Umayyad mawali had disintegrated into some new type of familial configuration.73 

In a clientage system, a client ultimately understands their social position and 

loyalties through the client relationship.  However, members of the family to which they 

are attached are equally dependent on the relationship.  Being an Umayyad was not 

simply a matter of possessing a relationship to the ruler, it was a social reality that 

included concrete relationships.  By destroying the clientage relationships, the Umayyad 

rulers and later the Amirids actually began to disassemble the Umayyad family.  As 

clients would have gone elsewhere as they fell from favor it is not unreasonable that 

Umayyads, especially those not in positions of power, would have gone with them and 

found assimilation into those groups preferable to remaining in the capital.  While 

Umayyad claimants remained in Cordoba and remnants of their clients were still present 

they appear to be a shadow of their former number. 

                                                 
73 There appears to be no effort on the part of displaced Umayyad mawali to offer 

a candidate for the Caliphate or establish rule over a taifa state.  Makki notes them as a 
faction, but identifies only the Banu Jahwar, who ruled Cordoba after the Caliphate was 
abolished until the city was fell to Seville, as a political factor in the period.  Makki, 50. 
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The events after the fall of the Amirids reveal the continued role regional figures 

and factions played during the Amirid era.74  For example, the saqalibi commander 

Wadih appears to have been firmly, and similarly, entrenched in Ghalib’s previous 

stronghold, Medinaceli.75  In addition the Banu Tujibi in Zaragoza were not solely 

dependent on the patronage of Ibn Abi Amir for their positions as they had been a power 

of note in the region for some time.76  In fact if Ibn Abi Amir had replaced the previous 

regional powers with his own deputies throughout the country, the situation after the 

Amirid collapse would have been even more chaotic, as those governors would have 

surely been challenged by local factions.  Indeed, it is remarkable that the political 

collapse itself was not more chaotic.  Although the early taifa period can be confusing 

and was clearly a period of great rivalry, the situation in the major centers of power 

appears to have been relatively stable.  These fairly stable powers were then able to 

expand their holdings largely at the expense of the smaller taifa states.  The one 

exception perhaps was Cordoba, but Cordoba was a very different entity due to Caliphal 

                                                 
74 While Kennedy notes the remnants of previous rivals he presents the common 

view that Ibn Abi Amir successfully removed all rivals from power.  Kennedy writes, 
“[Ibn Abi Amir] had systematically destroyed the authority of anyone who could 
command a following in the state and his subordinates were often people of little 
independent standing.”  Kennedy, 122. 

 
75 Ibid., 117. 
 
76 Ibid., 116.  According to Ibn al-Qutiya the Banu Tujibi had been a family of 

note in the upper March and took control of Zaragoza at the instigation of the Umayyads 
and forced the surrender of the Banu Qasi in 924-5 C.E.  See James, Early Islamic Spain, 
129, 138 & 140.  Also, while Ma’n al-Tujibi was murdered in the aftermath of Ibn Abi 
Amir’s victory and another Tujibi leader would be executed as a co-conspirator with Ibn 
Abi Amir’s son it is important to note that the Tujibi family continued to rule the Upper 
March through the events of this chapter. 
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politics and the effect of the sieges and battles on the city.  As always, one must be wary 

of ascribing the events in Cordoba to the entirety of al-Andalus. 

 After the death of Ibn Abi Amir the Amirid/Umayyad state continued his policies 

under his son and successor ‘Abd al-Malik, or al-Muzaffar.  The fact that he departed 

little from his father’s strategy is telling for our purposes because if tensions were already 

brewing under the surface during the time of Ibn Abi Amir then in this period one would 

expect to see them worsen.77  This would be the case not only because ‘Abd al-Malik 

departed little from Ibn Abi Amir’s policies, but also because he can be seen as doing 

little to pacify the growing misgivings among the population.78 

 The situation effectively mushroomed once ‘Abd al-Malik unexpectedly died and 

was succeeded by his younger brother, ‘Abd al-Rahman Sanchol, known as Sanchuelo.  

‘Abd al-Rahman appears in the sources as a rather unscrupulous ruler whose affinities for 

all things Berber and usurpation of the Caliph brought a hasty end to the Amirids.79  Yet 

this common portrayal is not without its problems.  First, ‘Abd al-Rahman was not 

                                                 
77 One story of note, related by Ibn Hazm, gives some indication that ‘Abd al-

Malik may have slackened in securing ties with other power brokers.  According to Ibn 
Hazm, ‘Abd al-Malik fell in love with and married a “cheesemonger’s daughter.”  See 
Ibn Hazm, The Ring of the Dove: A Treatise on the Art and Practice of Arab Love, trans 
A.J. Arberry (London: Luzac, 1953), pg. 22.  Whereas Ibn Abi Amir used marriages to 
secure alliances ‘Abd al-Malik must have felt comfortable enough to forego such a 
motive in this instance. 

 
78 Kennedy suggests that ‘Abd al-Malik’s focus on military affairs to the neglect 

of the administration fostered the increased unpopularity of the bureaucratic state.  
Kennedy, 122-3.  Scales portrays him as following “his father’s advice to the letter.”  
Scales, 39.  Al-Maqqari gives the same impression as Scales.  Al-Maqqari, 222. 

 
79 Wasserstein relates that ‘Abd al-Rahman was known as “Shanjul,” or “stupid,” 

and describes him as “a vain man, lacking resolution and the intelligence required for the 
administration of a great state.”  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 47-8. 
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inexperienced, but had been the right hand man of his brother.80  This is not to say that he 

could not have made poor decisions, but it does mean that those decisions he did make 

were likely done with specific goals in mind and not the actions of a political neophyte.  

Moreover, if he was simply continuing the trajectory of Amirid policy, his failures of 

perception were not his alone, but symptomatic of the entire ruling regime.  Second, ‘Abd 

al-Rahman is accused of removing the veil off of the Amirids by having the Caliph 

Hisham II recognize him as the heir to the caliphate instead of an Umayyad despite his 

lack of Qurayshi lineage, a Sunni insistence for the caliph.81  Thus, ‘Abd al-Rahman, 

unlike his relatives, is portrayed as being unwilling to act behind the scenes and to have 

angered the populace and elites at his usurpation of the caliphate.  However, this 

explanation is not entirely satisfactory.  One could argue that Ibn Abi Amir had not really 

stayed in the shadows, wielding power while attracting little attention.  He had made 

himself the center of attention and entered into direct competition with the Umayyads 

through his control of the Caliph and construction of the rival palace Madinat al-Zahira, 

where all official government business was conducted.  This left the former center of 

government, Madinat al-Zahra, as little more than a large prison for the Caliph.82  These 

were not clandestine moves and they reflect the same aggressive attitude displayed by 

‘Abd al-Rahman.  ‘Abd al-Rahman may have felt that Hisham was sufficiently 

marginalized and forgotten to have made himself the unquestioned successor and done 

                                                 
80 Kennedy, 124. 
 
81 Ibid.  Wasserstein argues that ‘Abd al-Rahman’s appointment of his two year 

old son as hajib was an even more outrageous act.  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 48. 
 
82 Kennedy, 114.  For a skeptical view of of the supposed splendor of the Caliphal 

palace, Madinat al-Zahra, see Christys, “Picnic at Madinat al-Zahra,” 91-3. 
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away with all pretenses.  To some extent this appears to have been plausible.  After all, 

while his actions caused his own swift downfall it would be inaccurate to suggest to that 

the downfall ushered in an Umayyad resurgence in support of Hisham.  And although 

various factions later attempted to install their own caliph, the caliphate simply lacked 

relevance and importance and none of the attempts were successful. 

 While ‘Abd al-Rahman represented continuity of Amirid rule his ascension to 

power opened fractures in the Amirid family as al-Dalfa, the mother of ‘Abd al-Malik, 

believed that her son had been killed and resented ‘Abd al-Rahman.  She made overtures 

to disempowered Umayyad factions; those called the Nasirids by Scales, and lent her 

support to the rebellion that overthrew ‘Abd al-Rahman.  It is likely that the appointment 

of ‘Abd al-Rahman as the Caliphal heir only intensified al-Dalfa’s anger.  Thus, ‘Abd al-

Rahman may have been most neglectful in assuming the support of the Amirids 

themselves and while making military plans to gain support among the populace 

miscalculated the greatest danger to his rule.83 

 The later arriving Berbers appear at the heart of ‘Abd al-Rahman’s story.  We are 

informed that ‘Abd al-Rahman had alarmed many by ordering those around him to adopt 

Berber styles of dress.84  His apparent closeness with a faction that was overwhelmingly 

unpopular within the capital likely fueled popular support for a revolt in Cordoba when 

                                                 
83 For background on the rivalry between al-Dalfa, the mother of ‘Abd al-Malik, 

and ‘Abda, the mother of ‘Abd al-Rahman, see Scales, 40.  Scales also reports that when 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s forces sacked Madinat al-Zahra the home of al-Dalfa was spared 
and that she was able to collect all of her wealth from the palace.  Scales, 66.   

 
84 Scales believes that adoption of Berber dress was most likely a story designed 

to link the last Amirid ruler with the distant and “foreign” Berbers.  See Scales, 51 and 
Kennedy, 124.  Wasserstein makes no mention of the story, likely dismissing it.  Glick 
accepts the story as more accurate.  See Glick, 207-8. 
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his army was beginning to campaign northward.  ‘Abd al-Rahman was deserted by his 

Berber forces that are said to have feared for the lives of their families.  They returned to 

Cordoba and left ‘Abd al-Rahman with a small band of followers.  He was quickly 

captured and killed in 1009 C.E. by the rebels.85 

 

The Fitna in Cordoba 

 The above-described political machinations set Cordoba ablaze and would bring 

about the eventual decline of the once magnificent capital and the dynasty that had made 

it its home.  The unpopularity of ‘Abd al-Rahman Sanchol and the Amirid policies, as 

well as the general haplessness of Hisham II, opened up the opportunity for revolt.  While 

there had been revolts in the past, and Ibn Abi Amir had even executed one of his sons 

for involvement in a rebellion, the initial revolt was quite different from the palace 

intrigues of the past.86  In February of 1009 C.E. an Umayyad, Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar, led a 

popular revolt and armed all sorts of social strata, particularly the lower classes.87  Ibn 

‘Abd al-Jabbar was able to exploit the animosity against the Berber mercenaries, or, 

                                                 
85 Kennedy, 128.  Also see al-Maqqari, 225.  Scales offers a more detailed 

account of ‘Abd al-Rahman’s capture and death.  Scales, 53-6. 
 
86 ‘Abd Allah Piedra Seca’s revolt, referenced earlier, is discussed in Scales, 128-

9. 
 
87 Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar was also known as Muhammad al-Mahdi.  Kennedy reads 

him as attempting to strengthen the position of the Umayyad family and he attempted to 
draw on popular support by establishing a local militia.  He was accused of arming the 
lower classes, especially those spoken of in disparaging terms.  See Kennedy, 125.  While 
Scales acknowledges the support of the lower classes and unemployed, especially those 
that had traveled to Cordoba for the winter, he convincingly argues that the core of his 
committed support came from a more middle class of craftsmen, tradespeople, and other 
professions.  See Scales, 62-3.  Wasserstein presents the initial revolt under Ibn ‘Abd al-
Jabbar as a popular rebellion and ignores support for it at the elite levels.  Wasserstein, 
The Rise and Fall, 60-3. 
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perhaps, exploit the fact that they, and not the lower classes, were receiving state 

patronage.  He rallied his motley forces, despite the backing of some powerful figures, 

and due to his support from the Cordoban population, and the absence of the Amirid 

army, had little difficulty seizing the city.  This event collapsed the Amirid state as it 

caused the Berber forces to return to Cordoba in order to protect their families and led to 

the eventual abandonment and killing of ‘Abd al-Rahman at the hands of Ibn ‘Abd al-

Jabbar’s supporters.  These events are the beginning of the fitna and while they 

undoubtedly have an ethnic component, a closer glance reveals how far the events fall 

short of reflecting an ethnically polarized and fractured population, even within just the 

capital. 

 Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s revolt capitalized on the anger felt towards the Berber 

mercenaries, and while that anger was powerful enough to overthrow the government and 

draw the Berbers back to the capital, it did not lead the Berbers to be immediately evicted 

from the city.  In fact, the Berbers attempted to stay in Cordoba, but were understandably 

unconvinced of Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s intentions.88  Moreover, because Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar 

had capitalized on the mass animosity towards the Berbers he was in no position to offer 

an appeasement to them even if he had so desired.  Future events would reveal the 

precariousness of Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s situation.  As the hostilities continued to simmer, 

the Berbers were finally forced to flee the city with their families in June of 1009 C.E.89  

Once out of Cordoba they proclaimed another Umayyad, Sulayman b. al-Hakam, as 

                                                 
88 Scales, 68-71 & 173-4.  Al-Maqqari, 225-6. 
 
89 There was even an attempted coup by a group of Nasirids supported by the 

Berbers.  Scales, 70. 
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Caliph.  Joined by their Castilian allies, this highly professional force routed the ragtag 

Cordoban forces under Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar, which were little more than an urban militia, 

in November of that same year.90  Yet Sulayman and the Berber forces were unable to 

hold the capital.  After his defeat in 1009 C.E., Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar moved northward and 

cemented an agreement with the powerful Saqalibi general Wadih that would enable him 

to attempt a reconquest of the capital.91  His force marched back on Cordoba and defeated 

the Berber army north of the city in May of 1010 C.E.  However Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s 

attempt to crush the Berber forces in a battle a month later resulted in defeat.  The 

victorious Berber army rather ironically retreated to Bobastro and the southern mountains 

outside of the city while Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s forces returned to Cordoba.92  While Ibn 

‘Abd al-Jabbar had initially led a popular revolt, during his second period of rule in the 

city he was far from a hero with the victorious army.93  In fact, Wadih was really in 

control, and Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar was executed in June of 1010 C.E., only a month after 

reentering the city, two days after the defeat against the Berber forces, and replaced by 

                                                 
90 Al-Maqqari notes the large numbers of religious scholars killed on Ibn ‘Abd al-

Jabbar’s side in the defeat.  Al-Maqqari, 226-7.  See Kennedy, 127.  This element is 
ignored in Wasserstein’s account.  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 65. 

 
91 It should be noted that while Wadih allied himself with Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar 

several other saqaliba left the capital and established themselves in the eastern part of al-
Andalus.  This largely deprived him of the other possible professional military forces that 
would have been available in the capital.  Wadih commanded a powerful army on the 
frontier.  Kennedy, 126. 

 
92 Scales, 77-8. 
 
93 Kennedy, 127.  Al-Maqqari portrays Wadih as responding to the desires of the 

populace.  Al-Maqqari, 227. 
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the previously deposed Hisham II.94  The situation in Cordoba became more desperate as 

Sulayman’s forces besieged the city.  The siege would last approximately three years.  

Wadih would be caught trying to escape and executed in November of 1011 C.E.  The 

population eventually turned to the qadi of the city for leadership and held out until the 

city was little more than ruins.  Sulayman finally captured the corpse that the city had 

become in May of 1013 C.E., but by that time the Umayyad/Amirid state was 

unsalvageable and al-Andalus had moved into the taifa period.95 

The most obvious observation of these events confirms the animosity felt towards 

the Berber mercenary forces and legitimates the obvious ethnic strife.  Yet, further 

examination raises questions about the revolt within Cordoba.  Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s 

initial revolt informs us that the Andalusi Muslim population was not particularly 

ethnically stratified and that the bulk of the population in the capital and surrounding area 

did not act for overtly ethnic reasons.  As the events unfolded the Cordoban population 

remained fairly unified.  It would be oversimplifying matters to allege that they acted as 

one body, as there were Cordobans that supported Sulayman b. al-Hakam, but they were 

not consciously acting as an ethnic mosaic.  One does not observe the rebels attempting 

to appease any internal ethnic factions.  There is no fear that other ties might make some 

social elements less than trustworthy.  Based on what we know of al-Andalus, Cordoba 

must have been a multi-ethnic and multi-religious environment.  We would reasonably 

                                                 
94 Al-Maqqari, 227 and Scales, 78.  Also see Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 65. 
 
95 Kennedy argues that the sack in 1013 C.E. made power from outside Cordoba 

possible, but it seems likely that Cordoba had been unable to exercise power over other 
areas of the peninsula for a few years by then.  Perhaps it is more advisable to argue that 
the events of 1013 C.E. meant that the temporary power vacuum was clearly going to be 
more permanent and that a Cordoban regime would be unable to reclaim control over al-
Andalus.  Kennedy, 127-8. 
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expect the Muslim population to include Arabs, Berbers, and Muwallads.  It was simply 

too big of a city and attracted those from the surrounding areas to such an extent that it 

could not have been ethnically homogenous.96  Nonetheless the events do not reflect that 

what moderns perceive as diversity was perceived in such a way in the city.  Observing 

the population in a general manner it is not conclusive that these ethnicities to which 

scholarship is so often attached and which were pivotal in earlier times mattered in 1009 

C.E.  Thus, Cordoba, for all of the chaos and social fracturing that ensued, actually hints 

at a more unified Muslim social body in the peninsula. 

 

The Fitna Outside of Cordoba 

 The muluk al-tawaif, or taifa kings, successors to the Umayyad Caliphate, are 

polarizing figures.  On one hand, their courts are portrayed as open, multicultural places 

of immense growth that are tragically ended by intolerant forces.97  On the other hand, 

they are blamed for the ultimate downfall of al-Andalus, as they are believed to have 

weakened the Muslims of the peninsula through division and, through their reliance on 

Christian soldiers and payment of protection money to Christian kings, to have 

irreversibly strengthened the Christian kingdoms to the detriment of the Muslim 

population. 98 It is not our task to end this debate here.  Rather than concern ourselves 

with whether these kingdoms were positive or negative, we will treat them as simple 

                                                 
96 Scales points out that Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar drew upon support from people 

migrating into Cordoba for the winter.  Scales, 62. 
 
97 Menocal, 39-43. 
 
98 Kennedy, 132. 
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facts, and as outgrowths of their time.99  In particular we are interested in their 

composition and how ethnicity played or did not play a role in their initial establishment 

as Cordoba had plunged into disarray. 

 The simplest explanation for the early taifas is that they resulted from regional 

Amirid governors being forced to act independently once the central authority in Cordoba 

broke apart.  Thus, while some may not have declared their independence until 1013C.E. 

or later, they were de facto independent entities as early as 1009 C.E.  Some of the 

Amirid governors were successful in maintaining their authority while others were not.100   

 There is little reason to believe that the ethnic conflict that Scales and other have 

presumed to find in the civil war extended to other areas of al-Andalus.  Most accounts, 

being so heavily focused on the affairs of Cordoba, give little consideration to the other 

areas of the country, except when they directly impact the struggle for the Caliphate.101  

However, if we were to presume widespread ethnic conflict in this period, then we would 

                                                 
99 It should be noted that while the muluk al-tawaif were controversial in their 

time, those like Ibn Hazm, who was critical, remained a minority in comparison to those 
that operated within the constraints of taifa politics.  His staunch defense of the Umayyad 
Caliphate and ultimately accurate political assessment of the affairs of the peninsula were 
what made him stand out and controversial during his life.  See Scales, 24-7 and 
Guichard, 695.  While there were attempts to reconstitute a caliphate they had difficulty 
gaining traction.  Perhaps the best example is the use of the deposed Hisham II, who 
probably died in the aftermath of the sack of Cordoba in 1013 C.E.  Al-Maqqari, 229.  He 
remained as a convenient fiction well into the taifa period, but the claims are hard to take 
seriously, despite their continual attraction as the ruling elite sought the legitimacy they 
believed the claim provided.  See Kennedy, 130-1. 

 
100 Kennedy, 133-4.  According to ‘Abd Allah of Granada the Amirid military 

commanders took power within their fortresses.  Tibi, 45 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 
32.  Wasserstein offers a more varied picture, noting that several figures that escaped the 
events of Cordoba managed to install themselves elsewhere.  Wasserstein, The Rise and 
Fall, 99-100 & 103-7. 

 
101 Bosch Vila, Historia de Sevilla, 84. 
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expect to find it in other places.  It is therefore unsatisfactory to simply note that 

commanders and governors installed themselves in various centers of power without 

questioning how this was possible and how these specific figures and groups avoided the 

chaos that afflicted Cordoba.  In fact, this may be the most remarkable part of the 

formation of the taifa states.  While they fought each other, the cities outside Cordoba 

weathered the collapse of the central government quite well in those early times.  This 

suggests that those that installed themselves in power already had a base of power in the 

area and were able to avoid significant challenges from other power brokers and able to 

mitigate any underlying ethnic tensions that may or might have existed. 

 ‘Abd Allah of Granada provides a vivid account of the arrival of his family in the 

region of Granada.  He states that the Elviran population reached out to the Banu Zirids 

for protection.  While this account is disputed in other sources and is perhaps a bit 

fanciful to a skeptical eye it does offer an interesting perspective on the events.102    Most 

important for the present project while ‘Abd Allah does not portray the Elvirans as 

particularly unified the reason for their lack of unity is not clearly ethnic.103  ‘Abd Allah 

uses very general language to describe the people of Elvira and appears to have no 

cognizance of ethnic factions among them.  This is not to say that ethnic factions would 

not have existed, but it does mitigate their overall impact in his version of the affair.  

Moreover, it is rather curious that ‘Abd Allah would not indicate any ethnic conflict that 

may have existed amongst the Elvirans as this could have made the accomplishments of 

                                                 
102 Tibi, 14. 
 
103 In order to note the disagreements among the population ‘Abd Allah alleges 

that the people of Elvira built masjids next to individual homes so that the population 
would not have to interact.  Tibi, 46 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 33. 
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the Banu Zirids in uniting Granada even more noteworthy.  Throughout his description of 

the period ‘Abd Allah appears almost oblivious to any ethnic differentiation among the 

Muslim population other than the later arriving Berbers. 

‘Abd Allah uses general terminology like “ahl al-Ilbira” or “people of Elvira” (46) 

and at times calls them simply “Andalusi” (48).104  He also uses the terms “ahl al-

Andalus,” or “the people of al-Andalus,” and the plainer “al-nas,” or simply “people.”105  

I am not interested in the terms as much as the simple generalizations that they represent.  

‘Abd Allah either was largely not aware of or was not interested in any of their internal 

social distinctions.  Nor does one find any effort to link them to broader groups and 

affairs elsewhere in the peninsula, such as Cordoba.  He does state that the people of 

Elvira had immense dislike of each other, but the source of this dislike and how it was so 

easily resolved through the presence of the Zirids is not clear.106  In addition, he paints 

the people of Granada as entirely Muslim by referring to each building a mosque by his 

home.107  This sweeping generalization is surprising given the prominent role played by 

Jews in the history of the Zirid kingdom and in other parts of ‘Abd Allah’s work.  They 

appear to have been ancillary, almost spectators, to the power political struggles at this 

time. 

The Zirid reaction to the offer to come to Elvira is also of interest for our 

purposes.  First, it suggests that the Zirids, who were Sanhaja Berbers, were isolated, not 

                                                 
104 Tibi, 46 & 48 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 33 & 36 
 
105 Tibi, 49 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 38.  For discussion of the use and 

interpretation of the term “al-nas” see Scales, 67 & 155-6. 
 
106 Tibi, 46 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 33. 
 
107 Ibid. 
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only from the general population, but even from other Berbers that had been brought 

from North Africa.  ‘Abd Allah states that there was no “other group from whom they 

could expect solidarity.”108  Yet the Zirids came to Elvira as “one united throng” and 

were joined there “by all such Berbers as have bonds of kinship or alliance with them.”109  

The arrival of the others, who joined them, is not alleged to have altered the unity of the 

group.  Moreover, we know that not all of the Berber Amirid soldiers did come to 

Granada, as similar groups established several smaller taifas.  Although the Zirids were 

isolated as a group from the populace, their group extended considerably beyond the 

immediate family and indeed beyond family at all.  Functionally those that joined them 

became part of the group, in particular in the eyes of anyone else, but even in ‘Abd 

Allah’s eyes.  Thus the Zirids demonstrate in this account the ability to draw lines of 

distinction around themselves, but at the same time to blur the distinctions when 

necessary.110 

In his description of the battle between the Zirids and the forces of the Umayyad 

claimant al-Murtada ‘Abd Allah again makes sweeping generalizations when using ethnic 

terminology.  He alludes to the “rebels of al-Andalus” and claims that they harbored a 

“racial hatred” against the Berbers.111  Again, this terminology needs to be carefully 

                                                 
108 Tibi, 46 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 34. 
 
109 Ibid.  ‘Abd Allah uses the verb “ta’allaq” or “attached.” 
 
110 Note that Wasserstein explicitly rejects ‘Abd Allah’s timeline of these events.  

Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 105.  However the overall impression of the conditions 
remains. 

 
111 Tibi, 46-7 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 34-5.  ‘Abd Allah uses the term 

“ thawwar al-Andalus” for the rebels and speaks of them hating the Berber’s “jinsihum,” 
their group. 
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investigated before one can press much more.  However, ‘Abd Allah is fairly consistent 

in his basic generalization of al-Murtada’s forces.  He refers to them in highly general 

terms and Tibi often translates his text with reference to “the Andalusians” (47 & 49).112  

This is the same label applied to the people of Elvira above.  Assuming that the 

terminology is indeed the same, it suggests that ‘Abd Allah has no conception of 

stratification among the Andalusis, both those that he knows (the Elvirans – later 

Granadans) and those he does not (those outside his own kingdom).  His neglect of the 

complexity of the army facing the Zirids is in fact remarkable.  For example, Scales notes 

that al-Murtada, who in being an Umayyad claimant would have emphasized his Arab 

ancestry, was accompanied by former slave Saqaliba (or “Slav”) generals in addition to a 

contingent of Catalan Christian soldiers into battle with the Zirids.113  It is noteworthy 

that ‘Abd Allah, given that the timing of the Tibyan and the accusations that he did not 

defend Islam, did not take advantage of the opportunity to include the presence of the 

Catalans in the forces aligned against his ancestors. 

 Elsewhere in the peninsula, minimal ethnic tensions existed, so long as the late 

arriving Berbers were not involved, in the political conflicts.  That was the case in most 

of the major cities and especially in the central and northern regions of the country.114  In 

areas such as Seville, Badajoz, Toledo and Zaragoza, figures that had already exercised 

power in the region took over with minimal ethnic unrest.  In Seville the qadi, Isma’il b. 

                                                 
112 Tibi, 47 & 49 and ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 37-8. 
 
113 Scales, 97. 
 
114 Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 106-7.  Glick argues that ethnicity was 

important in the politics of the taifa era, but he relies on one example from 1047-8 C.E. 
that fails to persuade.  Glick, 205-6. 
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Abbad, who had been appointed by Ibn Abi Amir, took control of the city.  While the city 

continued to have a relationship with Cordoba, Ibn Abbad’s son Muhammad was 

appointed qadi by the Caliph al-Qasim in 1019 C.E., it became officially independent in 

1023 C.E. when the city refused al-Qasim entry as he fled Cordoba.115  Badajoz was 

secured by the saqalibi commander, Sabur, but he was succeeded by one of his Berber 

lieutenants, Ibn al-Aftas, who is believed to have had local tribal affiliations.116  In 

Toledo, like Seville, the qadi took power in the immediate aftermath of the Amirid 

collapse.  However by 1018 C.E. or 1019 C.E., perhaps after the death of the qadi, a 

faction of the city enabled the Dhu al-Nunid family, a Berber family of note in the area 

for quite a long time, to secure the city and establish a taifa kingdom.117  In Zaragoza the 

Tujibi family reclaimed their previous position through political machinations in which 

they managed to take advantage of the struggles over the Caliphate.118 

The dominant Saqaliba figures that escaped the carnage in Cordoba managed to 

install themselves generally in the Levante and Balearics in the eastern part of al-Andalus 

with some ease.119  The most prominent late Berber taifas were all established in the 

                                                 
115 Kennedy, 135.  For an account of the fitna with particular attention to Seville 

see Bosch Vila, Historia de Sevilla, 84-92. 
 
116 Kennedy, 138. 
 
117 Kennedy, 69 & 139 and D.M. Dunlap, “The Dhunnunids of Toledo,” The 

Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland 2 (1942): 83. 
 
118 Kennedy, 136. 
 
119 The influence of the Amirid policies on the saqaliba rulers should not be 

underestimated.  For example, Mujahid, the saqalibi ruler of Denia is alleged to have 
followed an aggressive policy against the Christian states as a result of his participation in 
warfare against the Christian states while serving the Amirids.  Travis Bruce, “Piracy as 
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southern part of the peninsula and it does not appear that any of these groups had initially 

tried to install themselves elsewhere.  In establishing these kingdoms it is important to 

reinforce that the taifas led by older Berber groups with strong local roots, in particular 

Badajoz and Toledo, did not ally themselves with the new Berber led taifas like 

Granada.120  There remained a clear break between the groups.121 

 Yet the question of why and how the new Berber groups were able to establish 

themselves in particular places remains.  In order to answer this question it is necessary to 

look at their circumstances and the locations of their strongholds.  The smaller taifas 

were generally mountainous with strong natural defensive fortifications within which the 

controlling Berber groups could find safety.  Taifas such as Carmona, Moron, Arcos and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Statecraft: The Mediterranean Policies of the Fifth/Eleventh-Century Taifa of Denia,” Al-
Masaq 22:3 (2010): 241-2. 

 
120 Glick, who follows Guichard’s lead in positing a stronger role for a lasting 

Berber identity in al-Andalus than is assumed by other scholars, cites an alliance among 
several Berber taifa states against Seville in 1047-1048 C.E. in order to argue that the 
Berber taifas did seek to ally with each other.  However, the solitary example is less than 
convincing.  First, it comes more than 30 years after the civil war and almost 20 years 
after the abolition of the Cordoban Caliphate in 1031 C.E.  If these rulers had sought to 
ally themselves they would have done so when they were most vulnerable to an 
aggressive population, not so long afterwards.  Second, the alliance does not include the 
powerful taifa of Toledo, which was ruled by a Berber descended family.  Third, those 
weaker taifas allied with the more powerful Granadan taifa were much smaller and more 
vulnerable and would have been easily threatened by the aggressive expansionism that 
characterized Seville.  Thus the alliance is more politically expedient for the parties at 
hand and is not indicative of any ‘asabiyya, or group feeling, among the ruling classes of 
these taifas.  See Glick, 205-206. 

 
121 Makki, for example, makes an explicit distinction between the older and newer 

Berber taifas.  Makki, 51.  Also see Kennedy, 138-43. 
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Ronda were not major centers of power or population.122  As a result, it was easier for 

these warrior groups to establish themselves in these places, where they would not face 

the mass hostility of an urbanized population, as would have been the case in other 

locations.  In addition, these later Berber taifas were centralized in the south where more 

autonomous leadership had not been tolerated nearly as much under the Amirids as in the 

Marches to the north.  Earlier periods had witnessed how destabilizing revolts in the 

southern area could be and in the effort to counter the groups that had been dominant 

there the later Umayyads and Amirids had sought to remove and neutralize their 

politically active elites.  Moreover, this is the population that would have been 

specifically demilitarized, not the northern areas where cross-border conflict was not 

infrequent and where the active military was primarily based.  This would explain the 

vacuum of power that existed in these specific regions and why the Berbers initially 

settled in these territories in the first place.  Also, it would explain why ‘Abd Allah 

recounts no negotiation or rivalry with any local group or figure of any importance as the 

Banu Zirids installed themselves, or were installed, in the region of Granada.  Cordoban 

rulers, already possessing a North African buffer to the south could have removed the 

political elites in this area or drawn them away to the capital.  It was quite the opposite in 

the northern Marches, where the conflicts with the Christian kingdoms further to the 

north necessitated elites with local bases of power from which they could act without 

direct assistance from Cordoba.  These local bases of power had become so essential that 

                                                 
122 Kennedy, 142-3.  Although they were not ruled by newer Berber groups, the 

taifas of Albarracin and Alpuente were similarly isolated and defensible.  Kennedy, 139-
40. 
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even when one faction or leader was replaced, the replacement was soon in a position of 

relative autonomy, much like their predecessors. 

There were exceptions to the observations above.  For example, the Hammmudi 

family initially ruled Algeciras and Malaga; however as Arabized Berbers who claimed 

Arab lineage, and would actually claim the Caliphate at one time, they do not appear to 

have the same outsider status as would have plagued other groups.123  In addition, 

Granada, like other late Berber taifas, was an excellent defensive position, but was also a 

fairly large settlement.  ‘Abd Allah relates that its natural defensive attributes were the 

reason for resettling the population of Elvira in Granada.124  In that manner it fits the 

pattern recognized above.  However, it must be recognized that the Zirids were successful 

in establishing themselves within an urbanized setting.  Thus to some extent their rule 

was an exception when compared with the smaller, short lived taifas established by other 

late Berbers, but likely speaks more their political and military skill.125 

 

Cordoban Arabization 

It is clear that the population of urban Cordoba came to develop its own unique 

form of identity from which the late arriving Berbers remained distant.  We know little of 

ethnic factions among the general populace during the unrest.  There is no indication that 

the Berber population of Cordoba, which must have existed, acted on behalf of the later 

                                                 
123 For more on the Hammudids involvement in the politics of the fitna see Scales, 

91-104.  They ceased to be a major factor in taifa politics after their loss of Cordoba, 
retaining only a small foothold in Malaga and Algericas.  Kennedy, 143. 

 
124 Tibi, 48 & ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 36. 
 
125 See Wasserstein , The Rise and Fall, 114-5. 
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arriving Berbers or was targeted by the rest of the civilian population in the riots out of 

some sort of confusion about who was and was not of the later Berbers.  In addition, 

when the Berbers returned and later ransacked the city there are no indications that they 

showed any discrimination in so doing.  Without generalizing based on the events in 

Cordoba, it does appear that the Andalusi Muslim population in the capital lacked the 

ethnic factionalism that Scales theorized to have ravaged the political elites. 

The population of Cordoba during the unrest is spoken of in general terms in the 

sources under consideration.  Based on the descriptions one can assume that there was 

some common identity beginning to establish itself among the Muslim population of the 

capital as it became increasingly Islamized and/or Arabized.  This would explain the 

dramatic and dissatisfied reaction against the Berber soldiers for their unwillingness to 

acclimatize to already recognizable norms of the city.  This reaction would have included 

both Arab and non-Arab elements of the Arabized Muslim population. 

 

The dominance of Arab ethnicity and language 

 The anger directed towards the late arriving Berber groups is strongly linked to 

their outsider status within the capital.  However, in order to fully appreciate how 

distinctive they would have become we must focus attention upon the population by 

which they were rejected, the Cordoban Muslim population.126  By this time the 

population of Cordoba would have been significantly impacted by the centralization of 

                                                 
126 I restrict my point here to the Muslim population of Cordoba.  While I am 

aware that there were non-Muslims in the city and even in service to the Amirid state, I 
believe that they are more tangential to the core social rupture and I do not believe them 
to be protagonists in the civil war.  There is simply no evidence to support such an 
assertion. 
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the Umayyad state and the dominance of the Arabic language within its administration.  

Increased knowledge and use of Arabic had already become an issue for the Christian 

community in the city several generations earlier.  The martyrdom movement in Cordoba, 

whether a reaction to a real or more hypothetical crisis among the Christian community, 

was in response to what was perceived as a massive linguistic shift towards Arabic 

generated among the Christian population.  The movement was also generated by 

religiously mixed marriages that furthered the linguistic shift; which can be determined 

by the large number of martyrs born of religiously mixed parentage.  Yet, this movement 

occurred in a period in which the Umayyad state was not at its centralized peak and 

religious conversion (if one follows Bulliet) was not at its peak; also, all of these 

developments occurred several generations before the events here in question so that we 

can expect the level of acculturation to have been far greater in the later period.  Arabic 

would have been the dominant language in the capital, even if not the only language 

spoken, and for the Muslim population.  They, more so than the earlier Christian 

communities who were so threatened by the encroachment of Arabic, would have had a 

greater reason to adopt the language for several reasons.  First, those Muslims coming 

from Arabic speaking communities would have continued to utilize the language for the 

obvious advantages that it offered within the Umayyad state.  Second, converts would, 

following Umayyad dictates, associate the language with the religion.  And, as no other 

language rose in this time as a language of religious scholarship, as Persian would do 

elsewhere, Arabic appears unchallenged in its association with the religion.  Converts to 

Islam, eager to demonstrate their piety and belonging within the strengthening Arab 
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Muslim identity, would have gradually gained confidence in the language and realized 

the advantages it offered them within the cosmopolitan environment.  

 Language is irrevocably linked to ethnicity.127  As Arabic spread as a spoken 

language one can think of it not only as a spoken language, but also as a method of 

identification and belonging.  Indeed, the Arab social elements, seeking to maintain their 

social and political dominance, would have seen their increasingly linguistic dominance 

as a positive value, drawing others closer to them – and ensuring their continued 

superiority within the newly configured relationship.  As with many ethnic relationships, 

this process tends to involve greater identification with the group.  Thus, as Muslims 

began to speak Arabic it would have been to their advantage to see themselves as Arabs.  

Those without noteworthy pre-Muslim family ties, and even those that did possess them, 

would assimilate into the dominant group where opportunities were presented.  Whether 

this involved using means of marriage or clientage relationships is less important than the 

growing Arab group feeling within the capital that it would represent. 

 Moreover, Cordoba drew people because of its status as the capital.  The people 

that came to the city were not refugees fleeing from elsewhere, but were attracted to the 

city.  Thus their association with Arabic and the growing group identity within the city 

would have made them quite parochial and attached to the very linguistic and social 

norms the later arriving Berbers so disregarded and flouted – primarily because they had 

                                                 
127 Glick, 185-6.  For an overview of language use in medieval Iberia see Maria 

Angeles Gallego, “The Languages of Medieval Iberia and their Religious Dimension,” 
Medieval Encounters 9:1 (2003): 107-139. 



163 
 

not been attracted to the city for these reasons and consequently thought them of minimal 

importance.128 

 

Ethnic Factionalism 

 Given the portrayal of an ethnically fragmented society found in numerous 

accounts, one would expect to find stronger factions than existed.  As Scales posits, 

perhaps the most ethnically stratified picture his account offers a sound test of the 

question.  Scales identifies the following factions as politically relevant: the Marwanids, 

the Amirids, the Berbers, and the Christians.  Although both the Marwanids, who were 

seeking to restore the pre-Amirid Umayyad Caliphate, and the Amirids, who were 

seeking to retain the status quo, are conceptualized as familial factions and consequently 

along ethnic lines neither appears to have successfully galvanized a wider population on 

the basis of ethnic ties.  This is likewise the case for both the Christians and Berbers in 

Scales’s account.  Consequently, while his text presents an appearance of widespread 

ethnic conflict the substantive analysis of each faction in the text does not support such a 

broad conclusion.  Instead, it narrowly identifies politically relevant factions, at least with 

respect to the battle over the Caliphate and Cordoba.  Within those narrow confines the 

battles can look ethnic in nature, but when events outside Cordoba and the political elites 

are taken into account the rigidity of the ethnic factions in his account breaks down and a 

variety of non-active groups, who are not relevant to Scales’ political account, are 

                                                 
128 The pattern of an outside army being used by a ruler to support their own 

ambitions, but alienating the local populace is common in Islamic history.  The most 
noteworthy instance of such tensions resulted in the Abbasids constructing Samarra as a 
new capital city and moving their Turkish military forces with them.  See Kennedy, 99. 
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suddenly present, and surprisingly inactive if we are to put our confidence in his 

portrayal. 

There is no evidence to support a coherent Berber faction that extended 

throughout the entirety of the Berber population, both old and new.  The distance of the 

later Berbers from the population in Cordoba did not extend to all Berbers, at least not in 

the city itself.  Moreover, the Arabized, anti-Berber population of the city appears to have 

distinguished them from other Berber populations.  Assuming that Guichard and others 

are correct about not only the number of Berbers to arrive in the peninsula, but also about 

their ability to retain their language and kinship identities then we must at least posit the 

existence of some Berber, less-Arabized, element that was still in existence as a non-Arab 

Berber segment of the population.129  It is true that being Berber alone would not have 

provoked any allegiance between Berber groups.  For example, those with Sanhaja 

Berber lineage would not necessarily have commonality with those that possessed 

Lamtuna Berber lineage.  However, it is questionable if one should expect to find the 

non-Berber population aware of such distinctions, and one would not be surprised to find 

the hysterical, and often violent, non-Berber population making broad assumptions about 

the relationships between Berber groups in the midst of their rioting.  That we do not see 

this occur is in fact noteworthy.130  Moreover, if distinctions such as Lamtuna/Sanhaja 

                                                 
129 Guichard continues to note the old Berber population as a highly distinct social 

group through the period in question.  Guichard, 686.  On the subject also see Eduardo 
Manzano Moreno, “Berberes de al-Andalus: Los Factores de una Evolucion Historica,” 
Al-Qantara 11:2 (1990): 424-6.  For more on the debate over Berbers in the taifa period 
see M’Hammad Benaboud and Ahmad Tahiri, “Berberising al-Andalus,” Al-Qantara 
11:2 (1990): 475-87. 

 
130 Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 57 & 166.  Scales does address incidents of 

Berberphobia in Cordoba, but the events mentioned are isolated cases and I am hesitant 
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were in existence among the Berber population of Corboda then one might expect to see 

ties between the later arriving Berber soldiers and their kinsmen among the local 

population.  Yet this does not appear to be the case either.131  The later arriving Berbers 

remained isolated from possible ties that would have existed, both in terms of conduct 

and perception.  Glick, relying again on Guichard, writes that the older Berber population 

became increasingly Arabized during the 11th Century C.E. and that “those who had not 

lost total consciousness of their origin wanted to, and considered the new arrivals [the 

later Berber mercenaries] barbarians.”132  Remarkably their Arabization was recognized 

by the already Arabized population as a sign of distance from the later arriving Berbers. 

 The peculiar absence of a Muwallad faction in the civil war has been noted by 

scholars of the period.133  Looking at the events one would hardly be aware that they 

existed at all.  Yet, demographically they must have been of some significance and 

several families of Iberian origin, such as the Banu Qasi, had taken part in the political 

                                                                                                                                                 
to read them as anything other than surprisingly isolated events or stories to demonize the 
Cordobans.  Scales, 70-1 & 74-5.  For more on how Andalusi and North African 
historians differently appraised the actors in the fitna see Scales, 75. 

 
131 It should also be pointed out that Berber may not have been understood as an 

identifying marker in the manner that we might assume.  For example, Ibn Khaldun 
argued that without ‘asabiyya, or group feeling, the Berber ceased to be a Berber.  Thus a 
Berber that did not act with a Berber group, either linguistically or perhaps politically, 
would not be identifiable, nor identified within the society, as such.  See Scales, 143-144.  
Moreover, Scales follows Ibn Khaldun in arguing that patterns of settlement played a role 
in Berber identity, such that being Berber was linked to a nomadic lifestyle.  Settlement 
and assumption of a sedentary lifestyle would have gradually destroyed the ‘asabiyya, 
following Ibn Khaldun’s general theory.  See Scales, 159. 

 
132 Glick, 209. 
 
133 Wasserstein finds that even the use of the term as a descriptor had nearly 

disappeared by this period.  Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall, 173-4. 
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machinations of earlier times.134  The sudden void we find in this period is curious.135  

Moreover, the absence is not simply in Cordoba, but throughout al-Andalus where we do 

not find any Muwallad figures taking control of a region.  This is in stark contrast to the 

earlier political climate of Ibn Hafsun’s time when there were a variety of active 

Muwallad political forces.  Perhaps the Muwallads had lost their leadership as the later 

Umayyads and Amirids had increasingly centralized the state.  This explanation is 

especially plausible if the former Muwallad elites were Arabized and Islamized to such 

an extent that they no longer maintained a separate group feeling and encouraged the 

same amongst others.  Moreover, I would suggest that it is almost impossible to speak of 

a coherent and stable Muwallad social group.  Due to the instability of the group 

Muwallads lacked the potential to take part in the conflict as an ethnic group and instead, 

I would posit, various hypothetical members were drawn into conflict as part of other 

groups.  The early converts to Islam in the peninsula would have largely attached 

themselves to Arab groups to such an extent that those became their primary social 

attachments, resulting in the functional separation and dormancy of other possible ties 

that could have been cultivated.  The historian Ibn al-Qutiya provides an excellent 

example of this process as a descendent of an early convert to Islam.  He and his family 

even stand out in contrast to other Muwallads for their retention of a non-Arab genealogy 

and failure to develop genealogical manipulations so as to secure their group ties to the 

Umayyad family, a family to which they had clientage ties.  Yet Ibn al-Qutiya comes 

                                                 
134 For more on the Banu Qasi see Jesus Lorenzo Jimenez’s La Dawla de los 

Banu Qasi: Origen, Auge y Caida de una Dinastia Muladi en la Frontera Superior de al-
Andalus. 

 
135 This absence is noted by Kennedy in his discussion of the taifa period, but the 

absence during the fitna seems to attract little interest.  Kennedy, 143. 
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across in his writing not as a Muwallad at all, but rather as an Arab, Umayyad partisan.  

His fate is solely tied to the ruling family and his writings give little indication of any 

Iberian ethnic ancestry.136  In addition, it ought to be noted that as Iberian elites married 

into Arab families, whether this took place through the male or the female lines, the 

distinctions between relations who were and were not Arab were increasingly blurred.  

Thus Ibn al-Qutiya, for example, would have had relatives who were, for all intents and 

purposes, considered Arabs by ethnicity even though he was not.  As these early converts 

not only attached themselves to other groups they acclimated to the Arabic language and 

adopted and absorbed cultural elements that allowed them to function within the 

politically dominant Arabic spheres of activity.  I would suggest that this gradual 

Arabization and Islamization of the local population continued in a gradual manner such 

that different individuals and groups were at different stages of acculturation and 

assimilation at a given time.  Given their consequent distances from each other, it is not 

surprising that the more assimilated would have merely identified with their Arab patrons 

and relations rather than any others with whom they might have possessed long dormant 

relationships. 

 

The Loss of the Caliphate 

 Those scholars who focus on the Cordoban Caliphate speak of its collapse as a 

traumatic moment in Andalusi history.  While it would be unbecoming to suggest that it 

                                                 
136 As his translator, David James, writes, “It is important to remember that it is in 

this [author’s emphasis] that he speaks throughout the text of the History: not as a latter-
day Visigoth, nor as an Arab, but as a loyal client of the ruling dynasty of al-Andalus.”  
James, Early Islamic Spain, 23. Christys believes that Ibn al-Qutiya was insisting on his 
Christian origins through his retention of his name.  Christys, Christians in al-Andalus, 
171. 
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was not a noteworthy event, subsequent events suggest that the trauma of it on the 

Andalusi Muslim psyche in that moment is overblown.  Perhaps historians have been 

swayed by the eloquence of Ibn Hazm or simply been saddened at the decay of this 

powerful entity.  Cordoba certainly declined and would never again achieve preeminence 

on the peninsula.  Moreover, after the Umayyad state no other Andalusi Muslim power 

could even come close to emulating it, despite their best efforts.  Nonetheless, we ought 

to look at the aftermath of the Umayyad collapse, the attempts to revive the Caliphate, 

and the subsequent failure of those efforts and question why the dissolution of the 

Caliphate was not more traumatic at that time and why the Muslim population no longer 

felt that a centralized political entity was necessary in order to continue their lives on the 

peninsula. 

 The Caliphate had played an important role in reigning in dissent and fostering 

the spread of Islam and the Arabic language.  However, as it became more successful, its 

own survival became less critical.  The Muslim population of al-Andalus was no longer 

dependent for its identity on its attachment to this central institution because it was less 

threatened by the population around it and no longer in fear of being swallowed up 

among other religious groups or being politically dominated from the outside.  Although 

the northern Christian kingdoms take on opportunistic roles during the fitna, the 

willingness of the Muslim armies to use these forces suggests nearly a sense of arrogance 

about their status and superiority.  Because of this feeling, there was no great impetus to 

revive to the Caliphate or even just the need for a puppet caliph like Hisham. 

 It is true that warfare continued as claimants attempted to place their own 

candidate for the Caliphate into power.  Yet it is mistaken to see these as attempts to 
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reinstate the Caliphate.  Rather their intent is to secure power for the power broker behind 

the claimant.  They are efforts to reinstate not the Caliphate of ‘Abd al-Rahman III, but 

the Amirid state of al-Mansur.  However, this was a difficult undertaking due to the 

variety of factions in the period and the near impossibility of success.  Even if a Caliph 

could be installed in Cordoba, it was not clear that this aided those behind him or that 

those elsewhere in the peninsula would have even cared.  In fact, the struggle to place 

him in Cordoba was likely more draining on the victorious party than any benefit that 

could be claimed.  It was still fought over because the Caliph continued to be thought of 

as a necessity and it took time to work out the political and religious alternatives.  In 

some ways that was simply how it was done, and thus for a generation this continued to 

be the focus until there came a time when no one bothered any longer.  By the time that 

the Caliphate was officially abolished in 1031 C.E., it is unlikely that this significantly 

impacted any of the Muslims outside of the small cadre of Umayyad clients, such as Ibn 

Hazm, who had hoped to see a restoration of the Caliphate.  To the remainder of the 

peninsula the events of 1031 C.E. only confirmed what was already known, that the 

Caliphate was no more and yet the Muslim community went on and was in many ways 

even stronger than before. 

 The reaction to the loss of the Caliphate may actually vindicate the person 

accused of being the most unscrupulous in the entire collapse, ‘Abd al-Rahman, or 

Sanchuelo.  Perhaps his belief that he could take the title of the Caliph for himself was 

not simply an aggressive move for a title that would grant additional legitimacy, but 

rather the absurdity of the veil over his power and the absence of faith in the office 

among the wider population.  Such a reading may assign greater perceptive abilities to 
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him than are warranted; it is more likely that the events of the fitna itself, and the ability 

of the majority of the Muslims to go on without the Caliphate, and remain Muslims, 

confirmed its decreased importance.  However, the point still remains the office had 

become a hollow figurehead and this had not been lost on those in power in the early 11th 

Century C.E.  While the Amirids may have miscalculated on the reaction to the newly 

arrived Berbers it is less than clear that they miscalculated about the Caliphate. 

 

The Role of the ‘Ulama 

 As happened elsewhere among Muslim populations, as the political structure 

began to unravel the populace began to look to the ‘ulama, or religious scholars, for 

leadership.137  Throughout the affairs of the fitna one observes religious scholars acting 

on behalf of the population and lending their support to various figures.  They likely 

played a role in the collapse of the Amirid state and were highly important to Ibn ‘Abd 

al-Jabbar’s revolt.  The ‘ulama would have also been a critical factor in the general ethnic 

and social homogenization of the population.  In addition, they appeared as political 

leaders into the taifa period. 

 One of ‘Abd al-Rahman Sanchol’s major missteps, with regards to the ‘ulama, 

was having himself dubiously declared the successor to the Caliph Hisham II.  I have 

argued above that this was not as significant of a political error as it was made to appear.  

                                                 
137 The separation between the ‘ulama and local elite would not always be exact 

as virtually any educated person would have had a basic level of religious education and 
many prominent families would have produced members of the ‘ulama.  See Kennedy, 
135.  Also see Maribel Fierro, “The Qadi as Ruler,” in Saber Religioso y Poder Politico 
en el Islam: Actas del Simposio Internacional, Granada, 15-18 Octubre 1991, ed. M. 
Marin and M. Garcia-Arenal (Madrid: Agencia Espanola de Cooperacion Internacional, 
1994). 
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However, it would have absolutely outraged the ‘ulama because of the Sunni insistence 

that the Caliph have Qurayshi ancestry.  Previous rulers had largely appeased the ‘ulama, 

but ‘Abd al-Rahman rather flagrantly dismissed this group and took the support of the 

Muslim population for granted.  This is the reason that many of Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s 

strongest supporters came from the ‘ulama, although not all ‘ulama supported him.  As 

noted above, many members of the ‘ulama died in battle with Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s forces 

and appear to have backed him until the very end.  Even after Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar died the 

city held out against Sulayman for a couple of years under desperate conditions.  

Although the allegiances of this period in particular are difficult to follow, two points 

stand out with regards to the ‘ulama.  First, when the city finally decided to surrender 

they sent the qadi Ibn Dhakwan, who had been the qadi under Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar, and 

several fuqaha’, or jurists, to negotiate the surrender.138  Second, when the city 

capitulated, several religious scholars, especially qadis, were explicitly targeted by the 

victorious forces.139 

 As modern scholars have argued about the Arabization of the Muslim population, 

one would be remiss to ignore the importance of the ‘ulama in this process.  The religious 

scholars would have included language teachers and represented a unifying element for 

the Arabized Muslim population.  The process by which groups and individuals would 

have joined the Arabized elements went through the ‘ulama.  They exercised authority 

                                                 
138 Scales, 82. 
 
139 Ibid., 88-9.  One could argue that the death of members of the learned classes 

would have attracted the attention of the historians and thus they may not have been as 
targeted as it appears.  In addition, a looting army would have targeted those with some 
wealth, which would have included the ‘ulama.  I would not suggest that the ‘ulama were 
eradicated within the city, but prominent members were associated with the defeated side. 



172 
 

over who was and was not a Muslim.  They taught manners and behavior that would have 

allowed one to function.  They served as the arbiters of disputes for the Andalusi 

Muslims.  The ‘ulama represented the society that had taken shape under the Umayyads 

and Amirids.  The rejection of that society by the newer Berbers would have made the 

alliance of many of the ‘ulama with Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar highly understandable.  

Moreover, the newer Berbers would have easily seen them as representative of the 

society that abhorred them and hence identified them as a particular target, as seen in the 

aftermath of the surrender at Cordoba.140 

 Even as the fitna drew to a close, the religious elite continued to exert themselves 

as leaders of the community.  The powerful taifas of Seville and Toledo began under the 

leadership of the local qadi, or judge.141  In addition, after the Caliphate was abolished in 

Cordoba members of the religious elite, led by Ibn Jahwar, exercised power through a 

ruling council.142  Silves was also ruled by its qadis.143  The fact is that Arabization 

largely occurred in urban areas and that the largest cities in al-Andalus fell under the 

                                                 
140 Benaboud and Tahiri, in response to Shatzmiller’s insistence on Arab-Berber 

animosity as a distinguishing factor in Andalusi history, argue that there was a total 
absence of Arab-Berber hostility among the ‘ulama.  Benaboud and Tahiri, 486.  The 
evidence of the events of the fitna, while not confirming Shatzmiller’s view, does not 
support Benaboud and Tahiri either.  As Scales notes, the religious scholars did appear to 
be disproportionately with Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar and were not immune from the conflicts.  
Scales, 72.  

 
141 Fierro, “The Qadi as Ruler,” 72-82. 
 
142 Kennedy, 137.  Fierro rejects the Ibn Jahwar because she finds no evidence 

that he was actually a qadi.  Fierro, “The Qadi as Ruler,” 72. 
 
143 Kennedy, 135 & Fierro, “The Qadi as Ruler,” 82-3. 
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authority of their qadis is noteworthy and foreshadows the importance of the ‘ulama into 

the Almoravid period. 

 

Change in Muslim/Christian Political Relations 

 Scales, as noted above, sees the fitna as the turning point in Muslim/Christian 

political relations in the peninsula.  With regards to hindsight he is certainly correct, as 

al-Andalus would never witness another Muslim state that could rival the Amirid state 

under Ibn Abi Amir at the end of the Tenth Century C.E.  However, to extend that into 

some type of fatalistic view that the future of al-Andalus was decided from that point on 

and see the rest of Andalusi history as pointing towards the inevitability of the 

Reconquista is unwarranted.  Nonetheless the fitna witnessed the involvement of northern 

Christian soldiers in the political happenings of al-Andalus as a relevant political player 

for the first time.  The daughters of northern Christian rulers had been important to the 

Umayyad dynasty as concubines, but never had an actually military presence been 

significant.144  Yet during the fitna Christian military forces would be highly valuable to 

the Muslim rulers as mercenary forces.145 

                                                 
144 Andalusian powers had made alliances with the northern kingdoms and 

intervened in the political affairs of the north, but the interference had not gone in the 
opposite direction.  For an overview of diplomatic relations in the Umayyad period see 
Abdurrahman Ali El-Hajji’s Andalusian Diplomatic Relations with Western Europe 
during the Umayyad Period (A.H. 138-366/A.D. 755-976): An Historical Survey.  For 
more on the northern mothers of Umayyad rulers see Ruggles, 69.  Ruggles relates that 
the grandmother of ‘Abd al-Rahman III, Durr, was the daughter of King Garcia of 
Navarre.  Ruggles, 72-3.  In addition, the mother of the Amirid hajib ‘Abd al-Rahman, 
‘Abda, was the daughter of King Sancho Garces II Abarca of Navarre.  See Scales, 40.  
Scales extensively discusses the Christian count that stayed with ‘Abd al-Rahman until 
the very end and apparently died with him.  Scales, 53-7. 

 
145 Kennedy, 128. 
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 In none of the instances are the Christian powers viewed as central to the plot to 

take power.  When they do appear, it is as an ancillary military force.  For example, the 

king of Castile supported the Umayyad claimant Sulayman in 1009 C.E. and aided his 

forces in seizing Cordoba from Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar.146  When Ibn ‘Abd al-Jabbar returned 

to Cordoba and defeated Sulayman’s forces he was joined by a large Catalan mercenary 

force.147  Catalan mercenaries also aided the Umayyad al-Murtada in 1018 C.E.148  In 

each case they sought large sums of money and the concession of fortresses along the 

frontier.  When the battles were finished they quickly left.  Their impact at this time, 

especially on the Muslim population, does not appear to be significant.  Nonetheless, 

their involvement would escalate over time and become important during the following 

chapter; thus the beginnings here require note. 

 

Bourdieuian Analysis 

 Bourdieu’s theoretical tools, addressed in Chapter 2, allow us to make greater 

sense of these events.  In a short period of time the Caliphate, loyalty to it, and the 

consequent primacy of Arab ethnicity had become the bulwark of the Andalusi Muslim 

collusio in the view of the political elite.149  The Caliphate had initiated a moment in 

which the disparate factions were brought together in ways beyond their previous ethnic 

markers.  The collusio was ultimately so widespread that those running the Caliphate 

                                                 
146 Scales, 71-3. 
 
147 Ibid., 75-8. 
 
148 Ibid., 97-9. 
 
149 Collusio is the collective understanding of what is proper.  For in depth 

discussion of this and other terms used by Bourdieu, see Chapter Two. 
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would have felt secure in their place and believed their circumstances secure.  The 

Caliphate was creating the rules of the game; however the creation of new rules had other 

unintended consequences.  Most importantly the imposition of the rules, such as equating 

loyalty to the Caliphate with Islam and Arabization, changed the players of the game and 

their needs for the institutions that constructed the collusio.  As the groups and 

individuals began to change new markers emerged as part of the collusio; and as political 

stability emerged political loyalty could no longer sustain the collusio.  The political 

stability generated Arabization intending to strengthen the state, yet the Arabization of 

the Muslim population created a social and religious, non-political, collusio centered on 

the Arabic language, adoption of Arab genealogy, and religious homogenization which 

centralized around the ‘ulama.  Thus the Caliphal institution was not the outcome of this 

process, but merely an instrument in the social homogenization of the population and the 

construction of a stronger Muslim habitus. 

 Although one could look at the creation of the Andalusi Muslim identity as being 

more properly identified with the social illusio than collusio out of the belief that is was 

unconscious, I would argue that it was a very real and conscious agreement of on the part 

of the people involved to construct and abide by the social rules when the Caliphate was 

initially declared.  The later arriving Berbers flaunted these rules.  Consequently, they 

became the focal point of the explosive social and political conflict.  It is true that the 

notion of the importance or superiority of Arab identity and Islam during this period 

should be linked to the illusio, or illusion of Arab Muslim superiority that had long been 

advocated by the Umayyads.  The construct had become so attractive and successful that 



176 
 

the illusio of the Andalusi Muslim construct took over and replaced the collusio over a 

multigenerational period as the social actors lost memory of the constructs.150 

 

Conclusion 

 Scholars have routinely explained the collapse of the Umayyad Caliphate as a 

result of ethnic factionalism.  It is an understandable interpretation.  Medieval scholars 

highlighted the significance of the Berber immigrants and in many ways the war and 

unraveling of the state were a result of ethnic clashes among the Muslim population.  

However, while this is accurate, it is also overly simplified as a broader explanation for 

the events of the period.  Certainly the late arriving Berbers were the match that had lit 

the fire.  Yet there were other factors and underlying issues waiting below the surface that 

came to the foreground.  At times they expressed their interests in terms of ethnic 

solidarity, but this was frequently so as to distinguish themselves from the later Berbers 

and can be seen as only minimally motivational for the larger sequence of events. 

 Interestingly this period demonstrates how the apparent ethnic conflict was 

actually the result of decreased ethnic factionalism during this period.  As Arabization 

became more pronounced under the Caliphate, and former operational identities, such as 

Muwallad, ceased to have political or mobilizing purposes, and thus the local population 

                                                 
150 It is especially in this regard that we ought to be mindful of the disregard 

scholars have shown for so-called forged or faked genealogies among Andalusi Muslims.  
As is argued in Chapter Two the initial modification of the genealogy is very much a 
known construct by those with the genealogy and those recognizing the genealogical 
change (in this sense part of the collusio).  This change need not be known to subsequent 
generations and as the new genealogy is normalized it becomes a social fact and a very 
real genealogy in the context of the time.  Consequently the dismissal inherent in 
scholarly treatment of these genealogies and the social process that they represent blinds 
one to the concrete social utility of the genealogies. 
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became more ethnically homogenous.  Previous eras had witnessed ethnic conflicts as the 

pro-Arabization Umayyads sought to enforce their views through the Caliphate.  This 

period sees the beginnings of success, of sorts, for that vision.  However, instead of 

unifying the population under that Caliphate it produced three distinct consequences that 

can be conceived of in three stages: 

1) The Arabized population aggressively turned on the Muslim group that most 

explicitly rejected it – the newly arrived Berbers – giving the appearance of ethnic 

conflict.   

2) The Arabized population, no longer struggling over ethnicity internally and no 

longer seeking to impose itself on broad segments of the Muslim population, 

began to take Arabization more for granted and other feuds became paramount.  

Unlike earlier periods, these feuds could not take place along ethnic lines because 

of the blurring that had taken place and the fact that most groups were sufficiently 

Arabized that their loyalties as Muslims were not as questionable.  Thus in the 

period of the taifa kings there is a rapid de-emphasis of ethnicity in comparison to 

the initial collapse, with some minor exceptions.  Despite these cases, which will 

be considered in Chapter Five, one would certainly not describe the taifas as 

motivated by ethnic factionalism.   

3) As Muslim and Arabized became more synonymous, not even really needing to 

be articulated, and there were fewer challenges to this association, the need for the 

Caliphate, as the structure to which all Muslims were expected to be loyal, 

became antiquated.  ‘Abd al-Rahman III’s proclamation of the Caliphate in 929 



178 
 

CE had made that a purpose of the state, and as Chapter Three of this text 

explains, he made loyalty to the state equivalent to being a Muslim.   

But loyalty to the state and Islam in that period meant loyalty to Arab ethnic factionalism 

and with the Caliphate’s political power and cultural magnificence it drew people 

towards it and co-opted former opponents.  However, the state’s success construction of 

the Arab dominated collusio in the political center provided it with no further role and 

thus its collapse was in some ways, socially, inconsequential. 

 At this point we can speak of a divided, but confident and secure, Muslim 

population on the peninsula.  The Caliphate had previously served as a focal point for an 

increasingly Arabized Andalusi Muslim culture.  Slowly disparate groups began to 

assimilate to that culture.  Strengthened by greater Arabization and more socially 

homogenous due to their rejection of the non-Andalusi late arriving Berber population, 

the Muslim population of al-Andalus had changed by the time that the Caliphate 

collapsed.  Andalusi Muslims became a more coherent and unified population even as the 

political life of the peninsula fragmented.  Buoyed by cultural and religious successes the 

atmosphere would become more open and tolerant, with the arrogance and sense of 

security that usually accompany such willingness.  However, this new social dynamic 

would be confronted by the changing atmosphere both to the north and the south of al-

Andalus and give way to a group identity more isolated and based on both fear and 

aggression as we enter the later taifa and Almoravid period. 

  



179 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 

ARRIVAL OF THE ALMORAVIDS 

 

 Through the revolts of the late Ninth Century C.E., the emergence of the 

Umayyad Caliphate and its collapse in the early Eleventh Century C.E. the diverse and 

divided Andalusi Muslim population slowly moved towards a more homogenous 

Arabized identity that increasingly mitigated the previously politically destabilizing 

ethnic conflicts.  The reaction to the conquering North African Almoravids, known in 

Arabic as al-Murabitun, who were quite distinct from the Andalusis, was far less insecure 

than it had been to the Berber soldiers under Ibn Abi Amir a century earlier.  During the 

divisive taifa period, when the Muslim territories in the peninsula were divided into a 

multitude of fractured city-state type territories, the society looked as though it was 

becoming more fragmented.  Politically the breakup of the centralized Caliphate into the 

mutually aggressive taifas was disintegration.  However, socially the Muslim population 

was moving in the opposite direction, largely through the leadership of the ‘ulama.  

Eventually, elements of the ‘ulama turned on the taifa kings.  They renounced the 

Muslim rulers of al-Andalus and called upon the Almoravids to take power in al-Andalus.  

At this time the emergent Arabized Andalusi Muslim identity was increasingly clarified, 

through fraught with fascinating tensions, in this period.  By examining the arrival of the 

Almoravids in al-Andalus, the religious and political order they established, and the 

social and religious tensions in this chapter we can ultimately gain a better understanding 

of the aforementioned group identity whose development has been chronicled throughout 
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this project.  Moreover, the internal tensions among the Muslim population will be 

interpreted as a sign of a stronger Andalusi Muslim identity than before. 

 The Almoravids began as a religious movement among the Sanhaja Berbers in the 

Sahara Desert in the first half of the Eleventh Century C.E.  The founder and spiritual 

leader, Abd ‘Allah ibn Yasin, preached a strict vision of Islam based on the Maliki legal 

teachings he had acquired in Qayrawan.  Eventually he aligned himself with the Lamtuna 

branch of the Sanhaja, who formed the elite of the Almoravid dynasty until the very end.  

Upon Ibn Yasin’s death the Almoravids, lacking a spiritual successor from within, 

became closely aligned with Maliki jurists in North Africa and the manifestation of a 

religious and political compromise whereby they became a military elite while largely 

ceding social and especially religious authority to the ‘ulama.  This arrangement was very 

much in accordance with the pattern in medieval Islamic societies.  As Hallaq writes, 

[w]hereas law – as a legislated system – was often “state”-based in other 
imperial and complex civilizations, in Islam the ruling powers had, until 
the dawn of modernity, almost nothing to do with the production and 
promulgation of legal knowledge or law.1 
 

Of course the military rulers could impact the application of the law by enforcing the 

decisions of certain figures or legal schools, but that would not change the ability of the 

juristic class, irrelevant of their appointment to a position, to determine the law.  The 

Almoravids tended to be remarkably deferential to the authority of its juristic allies.  The 

Almoravids’ simple motto was, “the spreading of righteousness, the correction of 

                                                 
1 Hallaq,  35-6. 
 



181 
 

injustice and the abolition of unlawful taxes.”2  As a result they gained a reputation for 

piety and expanded their control from the Senegal River to the Mediterranean Sea.3 

 While the Almoravids expanded and constructed a reputation for religious 

orthodoxy in North Africa in the middle and late Eleventh Century C.E. the taifa rulers of 

al-Andalus found their power and reputations waning.  The Christian monarchs of the 

north, especially in Castile, with its powerful military forces, began to play a role in 

Andalusi politics in the early Eleventh Century C.E.4  However, throughout the taifa 

period their strength only increased as they exacted tribute from the divided Muslim 

rulers to the south.  The taifa kings paid parias, or protection money, to prevent the 

                                                 
2 Kennedy, 158. 
 
3 For a quick overview of the origins of the Almoravids see Kennedy, 154-61; 

Makki, 60-2; Abun-Nasr, 77-82.  Also see H.T. Norris, “New Evidence on the Life of 
‘Abdullah b. Yasin and the Origins of the Almoravid Movement,” The Journal of African 
History 12:2 (1971): 255-68; Jacinto Bosch Vila, Los Almoravides (Granada: 
Universidad de Granada, 1990), 51-132.  Unfortunately the Almoravids have attracted 
attention from scholars more for their fanaticism and purely political activities.  The 
Almoravids, with their distinctive practices noted below, deserve a more insightful look 
than has been given.  In English only one book exists dedicated to the movement and it is 
best characterized as a book meant for popular consumption rather than scholarly 
engagement.  See Ronald A. Messier, The Almoravids and the Meanings of Jihad 
(Oxford: Praegar, 2010).  The book lacks detailed citations and is written in a largely 
non-critical manner that makes it of little use in the present project. 

 
4 The military strength of the Christian rulers has been used as an indictment of 

the military capabilities of the Andalusis.  Ibn Abi Amir is accused of demilitarizing the 
population to such an extent that they could no longer field effective armies.  However, if 
this accusation was true the Andalusi states would have fallen to the Christian rulers 
rapidly and been unable to resist Christian expansion.  It is more accurate to suggest, as 
Catlos does, that the Andalusi armies were not as effective because the society was not 
committed entirely towards warfare like the Christian states to the north.  See Catlos, 62.  
Kennedy observes that the Andalusi taifa armies tended to be very small, much smaller 
than the Almoravid armies, suggesting that military forces were not a priority.  Kennedy, 
167.  For more on the military organization of the northern states see James F. Powers, A 
Society Organized for War: The Iberian Municipal Militias in the Central Middle Ages, 
1000-1284 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). 
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Christian armies from destroying their lands.  They also sought them as military allies in 

their wars with each other and utilized Christian bodyguards.  This chaotic political state 

of affairs continued through the disastrous loss of Toledo in 1085 C.E. 

 The Castilian capture of Toledo is commonly presented as the turning point in the 

peninsula; traditionally seen as the beginning of the Reconquista.5  The fact that Toledo 

was lost to Christian expansion was not at issue though as much as the way that it was 

lost.  The Banu Dhu’l-Nun, from the region of Ucles, not from Toledo, had controlled the 

city since early in the taifa period.  They frequently relied on Castilian troops to augment 

their military forces and, like many other courts, both Christian and Muslim, provided 

refuge in times of exile for figures on both sides of the religious frontier.  In 1075 C.E. al-

Qadir became the ruler of Toledo and proved to be one of the biggest political failures in 

Andalusi history.  He lost control of the city in 1078/9 and 1082 C.E. and required aid 

from the king of Castile, Alfonso VI, in order to reassert his control over the city on both 

occasions.  Alfonso could have attempted to take the city on several occasions; al-Qadir 

was in no position to resist, but curiously Alfonso VI did not.  In 1084 C.E. the 

Castilians, in what was at first an attempt to reinstall al-Qadir, laid siege to Toledo.  The 

Muslim elite of Toledo appealed to the other taifa kingdoms, especially Badajoz, to come 

to their relief.  However, the only attempt, from Badajoz, was half-hearted and turned 

back.6  By 1085 C.E. the inhabitants of Toledo agreed to surrender to Alfonso under 

generous terms and al-Qadir agreed to accept Castilian military backing in his attempt to 

                                                 
5 Kennedy, 153. 
 
6 Tibi reports that Ibn al-Aftas actually made the first appeal to Ibn Tashfin at this 

time in the hope of gaining his support to relieve the besieged Toledans.  Tibi, 268. 
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conquer the Muslim taifa of Valencia in exchange for his claim to the city.  Toledo, the 

lynchpin of the Muslim frontier, surrendered without any serious resistance to Castilian 

rule without even requiring the veneer of a puppet Muslim ruler.7  The way that it was 

lost clearly indicates that while the participants may have realized there was a religious 

dimension to the conflict they did not understand it as part of anything resembling the 

Reconquista as it later became.8  There was really no lasting attempt to retake the city and 

alliances between Muslims and Christians continued.  However, Toledo’s collapse meant 

that the interior of al-Andalus, and thus virtually every corner of the peninsula, was wide 

open to Christian advances.9  In the wake of these events, the Almoravids entered 

Andalusi affairs more due to the practical needs of the taifa rulers than any ideological 

motivation the Almoravids might have possessed. 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 Kennedy, 153. 
 
8 In a fascinating passage where ‘Abd Allah fears that he will not be able to pay 

the parias to the Castilians and contemplates surrendering the city, he believes that it will 
just be taken over in order to be ransacked, not permanently occupied.  This is after the 
siege at Aledo in 1088 C.E., and thus at least three years after Toledo.  Thus, even in this 
ideologically charged time he still did not see the Castilians, I would argue correctly so, 
as motivated by conquest of al-Andalus.  Tibi, 130 & 132; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 153 
& 155.  He only considers lasting Christian conquest of Granada as a hypothetical based 
on al-Qadir’s experience, but does not indicate any such offer was ever presented.  Tibi, 
154; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 186. 

 
9 In 1083 C.E. Alfonso launched a raiding expedition in order to punish the taifa 

of Seville for failure to pay the parias.  He reached Tarifa on the southern coast, 
suggesting that Castilian forces, even without Toledo were willing and able to raid any 
area of the peninsula.  This occurred before he secured Toledo in 1085 C.E. as a base out 
of which he could launch similar and more powerful campaigns.  Kennedy, 152.   
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The Almoravid Arrival 

 The Tibyan by ‘Abd Allah b. Buluggin, the last taifa ruler of Granada, provides a 

firsthand account of the process by which the Almoravids began conquering al-Andalus 

and the state of affairs among the population in one of the most powerful taifa states.  He 

wrote the Tibyan while in exile in North Africa and it is truly a remarkable source.  

Although the text is biased by his insistence on justifying his own conduct, he provides 

candid insight and, through his effort to excuse himself of wrongdoing, a fairly vivid 

description of the insecure situation of the taifa rulers.  Most importantly, he reveals the 

level of power wielded by the ‘ulama against of the taifa rulers as a consequence of the 

Almoravid intervention.  Throughout the subsequent discussion his text will elucidate the 

overall narrative and interpretation of events.10 

 The Almoravids entered al-Andalus on three different occasions.  The first two 

times they came at the request of Andalusi elements to conduct limited campaigns against 

the Castilians and returned to North Africa in disappointment.  On the third occurrence 

Ibn Tashfin, the Almoravid ruler, arrived fully intent on conquering the taifa kingdoms.11  

According to Kennedy it is not clear which taifa king first sought to bring the Almoravids 

to al-Andalus as a military ally.  In all likelihood it was al-Mu’tamid, the king of Seville.  

Kennedy presents one account where al-Mu’tamid, al-Mutawakkil of Badajoz, and ‘Abd 

Allah of Granada, together with their qadis, agreed to send a delegation to Ibn Tashfin, 

                                                 
10 For an overview of the Almoravids expeditions to al-Andalus see Bosch Vila, 

Los Almoravides, 132-61; Kennedy, 161-6. 
 
11 For different views of Ibn Tashfin see Miriam Decosta, “Historical and Literary 

Views of Yusuf, African Conqueror of Spain,” The Journal of Negro History 60:4 
(1975): 480-90. 
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but ‘Abd Allah records to such meeting or delegation.12  According to ‘Abd Allah, al-

Mu’tamid first asked the Almoravids for assistance.13  However, he also accuses his 

brother Tamim, the ruler of Malaga, with whom ‘Abd Allah constantly feuded, of trying 

to get Almoravid backing in order to remove him from Granada.14  The first campaign 

resulted in the battle of Zallaqa in 1086 C.E.  ‘Abd Allah mentions little of the battle, but 

there Ibn Tashfin’s forces defeated Alfonso VI of Castile in an intense and costly battle, 

however, likely due to severity of his loses, the complicated nature of the political 

situation on the peninsula and events in North Africa, Ibn Tashfin quickly retreated from 

al-Andalus.15  Although Alfonso VI lost the battle it did not significantly alter affairs in 

al-Andalus; the taifa kings were quickly paying the parias again and the Castilians 

maintained their offensive.  In 1088 C.E. Ibn Tashfin was required, or, according to ‘Abd 

Allah, again convinced by al-Mutamid, to lead a siege against the Christian fortress at 

Aledo, a base from which Castilian troops were raiding and threatening the taifa rulers in 

the far southeast of the peninsula.16  The siege was a disaster as intrigue among the 

Andalusis and the Almoravids’ inability to mount an effective siege made it impossible to 

continue.  The ruler of Seville, al-Mu’tamid, accused Ibn Rashiq, the ruler of Murcia, of 

helping the Christian defenders and Ibn Tashfin, with juristic backing, removed him from 

                                                 
12 Kennedy, 162.  Makki notes the importance of a steady stream of Andalusi 

jurists visiting Ibn Tashfin in this period.  Makki, 62; Bosch Vila, Los Almoravides, 132-
3. 

 
13 Tibi, 114; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 130. 
 
14 Tibi, 113; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 130. 
 
15 Tibi, 116-7; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 132-4. 
 
16 Tibi, 118; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 136. 
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his position; ‘Abd Allah and Tamim continued to feud; and various delegations came to 

complain about the taifa kings’ injustices.17  Again, the Almoravids abandoned the taifa 

kings and Alfonso VI became more audacious.18  In 1090 C.E. Ibn Tashfin returned and 

used declarations from the ‘ulama against the taifa rulers to force them to surrender.19  In 

Seville, al-Mu’tamid attempted to hold out and even offered an alliance to Alfonso VI, 

but eventually he surrendered and ended up in exile in North Africa.20  Only the taifa of 

Zaragoza completely escaped this conquest; Valencia was briefly taken, but the Christian 

mercenary El Cid was able to take the city and rule it as an independent state only until 

his death in 1099 C.E.  By the early part of the Twelfth Century C.E. both of these cities 

would experience Almoravid control. 

 During this period the primary social cleavage occurred between the ‘ulama and 

the taifa rulers.  As will be demonstrated later in the chapter the Almoravids exploited 

this in their expansion into the peninsula.21  Based on their actions the taifa kings were 

                                                 
17 Tibi, 123; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 140-1. 
 
18 Tibi, 130-3; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 153-7. 
 
19 Kennedy, 164; Makki, 63. 
 
20 ‘Abd Allah states that al-Mu’tamid believed he would inherit the territory of the 

deposed taifa rulers because Ibn Tashfin had no interest in conquering al-Andalus.  Tibi, 
163; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 199. 

 
21 Ultimately the Almoravid invasion of al-Andalus should be seen as a military 

expansion irrelevant of the process by which it occurred.  Although the Almoravids first 
appear as virtual volunteers for jihad, they were, at their foundation, a conquest empire.  
They arrived in al-Andalus to take part in battle and members of their leadership eagerly 
extorted the taifa rulers.  For example, ‘Abd Allah of Granada was extorted by the 
Almoravid general Garur.  See Tibi, 124-5; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 145-6.  Even if the 
taifa rulers had been more competent they would have eventually been pressured to 
become Almoravid vassals because expansion remained, at that time, at the core of the 
Almoravid regime. 
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acutely aware of the power of the ‘ulama, especially the qadis and jurists within the large 

cities, among the Muslim population.  Catlos correctly ascertains that medieval Muslim 

rulers generally ruled, not as military or authoritarian leaders, but through the consent of 

the local population.22  This point will be more important later in the chapter, but at this 

juncture it is important to understand that the consent of which he is speaking is that of 

the local religious elites.  In the urban areas these were essentially members of urban 

patrician families whose ties were well established, usually far more than the political 

leaders.  They were able to influence and sway the population; consequently becoming a 

critical ally for anyone seeking to establish their authority, especially as the population 

became invested within the Muslim social structure; whereby they invested the ‘ulama 

with special kinds of authority. 

 When the taifa rulers sought Almoravid aid they sent their qadis and Ibn Tashfin 

responded by sending qadis of his own to the Andalusi rulers.23  In addition, even after 

Ibn Tashfin arrived in al-Andalus ‘Abd Allah continued to use the qadi, al-Qulay’i, as an 

emissary to the Almoravid Amir.24  Of course, Ibn Tashfin was aware of the power 

wielded by the ‘ulama and was either deferential to them (this was how he portrayed 

himself) or skilled at securing their cooperation with his objective.  Because of the 

Almoravid view and their conception of their role within it, it was likely a mixture of 

both as he did not conceptualize interfering with the running of the religious and civil 

affairs, which only allowed them to increase their power.  ‘Abd Allah believed that his 

                                                 
22 Catlos, 59-61. 
 
23 Tibi, 114; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 130. 
 
24 Tibi, 119-21; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 137-9. 
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qadis were conspiring against him by the end, which was almost certainly the case.25  

When Ibn Tashfin arrived in al-Andalus the third time the ‘ulama that were sympathetic 

to the Almoravid cause in al-Andalus, which in the initial period seems to be most of 

them, issued a religious opinion delegitimizing the taifa kings and authorizing Ibn 

Tashfin to depose them.26  Once that occurred, the taifa kings, who were almost entirely 

reliant on professional armies to begin with, had little hope of encouraging popular 

resistance to save their kingdoms. 

 According to ‘Abd Allah, Ibn Tashfin carefully cultivated his alliance with the 

‘ulama and utilized them to legitimate his arbitration of the disputes between the various 

taifa kings.  Ibn Tashfin appealed to a council of jurists to decide the fate of Ibn Rashiq 

of Murcia when he was accused of helping the Christians in Aledo.27  Ibn Tashfin, 

naturally, followed their recommendation.  ‘Abd Allah’s problematic qadi, al-Qulay’i, 

even intimated that he, if asked to participate in such a council again, would remove all of 

the taifa rulers in such a way.28  Later another qadi, Ibn Sahl, betrayed ‘Abd Allah by 

defecting to the Almoravids; like al-Qulay’i before him.29  Ibn al-Aftas of Badajoz found 

that the North African jurist, Ibn al-Ahsan, was aligned with Almoravid interests against 

                                                 
25 Tibi, 127 & 149; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 149 & 178. 
 
26 According to ‘Abd Allah, Ibn Tashfin sought and used a juristic opinion only 

against al-Mu’tamid.  Tibi, 167; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 204. 
 
27 Tibi, 121-2; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 139-40. 
 
28 Tibi, 121; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 139. 
 
29 Tibi, 149; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 178. 
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him.30  Ibn Sumadih, the king of Almeria, actually sent his son as an emissary to Ibn 

Tashfin because he was a jurist and thought this would invite Ibn Tashfin’s lenience; it 

did not.31  In fact, in the case of ‘Abd Allah, the jurists and ‘ulama, who are previously 

noted as having considerable popular power, are not even among the groups ‘Abd Allah 

considers when seeking potential allies in Granada to resist the Almoravids.32  These 

events confirm that the taifa kings lost the cooperation of the religious elite and thus lost 

their legitimacy to the Almoravids. 

 The increasing defection of the ‘ulama placed the taifa kings in a difficult 

position because most of them found that their popular support defected with them.  The 

taifa rulers were generally unable to galvanize popular resistance against the Almoravids 

once the conquest began and frequently found their subjects aiding the Almoravid armies 

or surrendering positions to them.  ‘Abd Allah states that when his forces did resist the 

Almoravids the local people joined in the attack on his fortresses.33  The inhabitants of 

both Cordoba and Seville turned on al-Mu’tamid as his fortunes went south.34  ‘Abd 

Allah frequently asserts that popular conduct was out of a desire to avoid to the excessive 

taxation which the parias had forced the taifa kings to impose of the population.35  

However, the illegitimacy of those taxes stemmed from their non-Qur’anic status, which 

                                                 
30 Tibi, 169-70; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 206-7. 
 
31 Tibi, 165; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 202. 
 
32 Tibi, 152-3; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 183-5. 
 
33 Tibi, 150; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 182. 
 
34 Tibi, 168; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 205. 
 
35 Tibi, 119 & 152; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 137 & 184. 
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linked opposition to these taxes to the ‘ulama.  ‘Abd Allah reports that his qadi, al-

Qulay’i openly instructed the people not to pay the non-Quranic taxes.36  ‘Abd Allah was 

besieged by defections and could not even get his jurists still in Granada to openly 

condemn those revolting against him.37  He believed that his qadi Ibn Sahl confided to 

Ibn Tashfin that the inhabitants of the city would rather accept his rule.38 

 In the early Twelfth Century C.E. the ‘ulama and popular support would aid the 

Almoravids in conquering the two remaining former taifas, Valencia and Zaragoza.  In 

Valencia, al-Qadir, who had previously surrendered his claim to Toledo, was deposed in 

a coup in 1092 C.E. by the qadi of the city, Ibn Jahhaf, who sought to make an alliance 

with the Almoravids.39  Their small scale occupation was short-lived because El Cid, who 

had commanded al-Qadir’s army, reached an agreement with Ibn Jahhaf, but they could 

not come to proper terms and El Cid besieged the city.  He took control in 1094 C.E., 

killing Ibn Jahhaf, and ruled until his death in 1099 C.E.  His wife succeeded him, but 

realizing the difficulty of her position evacuated herself and her supporters to Christian 

territory in 1102 C.E.40  At the same time Zaragoza, which Ibn Tashfin likely intended to 

leave as a buffer state, went through a chaotic period of infighting amongst its ruling 

                                                 
36 Tibi, 120; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 137-8. 
 
37 Tibi, 142-3; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 171. 
 
38 Tibi, 149; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 178. 
 
39 For more on Ibn Jahhaf see Fierro, “The Qadi as Ruler,” 83-7. 
 
40 Kennedy, 165-6; Bosch Vila, Los Almoravides, 154-6. 
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dynasty and elites.41  As the Almoravid support grew in the city the new Hudid ruler, 

whose family had supplanted the Banu Tujibi in Zaragoza during the taifa period, was 

forced to flee and an Almoravid army occupied the city in 1110 C.E.42 

 During the unrest of the Almoravid invasion one finds little evidence of 

widespread ethnic tensions among the general Muslim populace.43  Kennedy remarks that 

the conquest occurred with far less violence than might be expected.44  There are no 

alliances on this basis and ‘Abd Allah’s initial assumption that the Almoravids would 

favor him because they shared tribal ties was ill-founded.45  ‘Abd Allah notes some 

disagreement among his Berber soldiery amongst each other on tribal lines, but this is 

never alleged to extend to the general population.  Moreover, none of the taifa rulers 

make any attempt to utilize the types of arguments used during the collapse of the 

Umayyads against the Almoravids.  This is particularly noteworthy due to the extent to 

which the Almoravids were quite different from the Andalusi Muslims.  The Almoravids 

                                                 
41 El Cid’s position in Valencia also cut Zaragoza off from direct contact with 

Almoravid controlled territory such that conquering the city would have put an 
Almoravid force in a surrounded position.  Moreover, the Muslim rulers in the Upper 
March had long utilized ties to Christians to preserve stability in the region.  These ties 
were unavailable to the Almoravids due to their ideological stance and arguments against 
the taifa rulers. 

 
42 Kennedy, 173-4. 
 
43 Glick states that the “tendency to form political coalitions along ethnic lines 

was characteristic of the Taifa period of the Eleventh Century after the polity had split 
into small, ethnically oriented kingdoms.”  Glick, 205.  As explained in Chapter Four, his 
assessment is questionable.  Moreover, ‘Abd Allah’s account does not reveal ethnic 
alliances across the varying taifas. 

 
44 Kennedy, 166. 
 
45 Tibi, 115; ‘Abd Allah ibn Buluggin, 132. 
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were dark complexioned, from deep in the Sahara, less urbanized, and matrilineal.46  

They were also known as al-mulathimum, or “the veiled ones,” for the distinctive practice 

among the men of wearing veils over their faces.47  The notion that these forces, led by 

generals bearing names such as Ibn ‘Aishah and Ibn Fatima, wearing face veils, and 

being almost completely foreign to al-Andalus did not generate those types of arguments 

centering on their differences from their opponents indicates that the society had changed 

in its attitudes since the early Eleventh Century C.E.48  Their deference to the religious 

elite meant that Islamic adherence was the primary concern.  The general population was 

likely so heavily acculturated to the Arabized status quo, as it developed, that it fractured 

on lines other than ethnicity.  Even when the distinctive Almoravids were targets of the 

Andalusis, as explored below, the populace largely acted as a coherent social body and 

was far removed from the state of affairs that had plagued the Umayyads. 

 

Political and Legal Structure under the Almoravids 

 Once the conquests began the Almoravid structure in al-Andalus slowly took 

shape.  Already highly deferential to the ‘ulama in their North African territories the 

                                                 
46 Kennedy, 176. 
 
47 Ibid., 155.  Ironically the advent of the North African dynasties in al-Andalus, 

with their distinctiveness, fostered and perpetuated the idea of the Andalusi Muslim as a 
“Moor,” who was not indigenous to the Iberian Peninsula.  See Ross Brann, “The 
Moors?” Medieval Encounters 15 (2009): 307-18. 

 
48 Muhammad ibn ‘Aishah and ‘Abd Allah ibn Fatima were two of the Almoravid 

commanders at the renowned Almoravid victory at Ucles in 1108 C.E.  See Makki, 64-5.  
Lourie offers a fascinating, though rather isolated, incident in which she argues that the 
Almoravids used female Ghanaian archers against El Cid’s forces.  See Elena Lourie, 
“Black Women Warriors in the Muslim Army Besieging Valencia and the Cid’s Victory: 
A Problem of Interpretation,” Traditio 55 (2000): 181-209. 
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Almoravids gave the Andalusi ‘ulama considerable latitude.  Due to the highly insular 

political culture of the Almoravids, where power really stayed in the hands of the 

Lamtuna Berbers, the leadership remained distant, even from its own supporters, who 

were not aggressively integrated into the positions of power.  In Andalusi cities the 

Almoravid presence was usually limited to the garrison, which was kept separate from 

general population.  In addition, the Almoravids are not recorded attempting any kind of 

resettlement in al-Andalus so as to augment their numbers.  They remained a military 

presence reliant on the qadis to administer the affairs of the cities in accordance with 

Maliki jurisprudence.49  Urvoy refers to it as “a kind of sharing of tasks.”50 

 The qadis under the Almoravids were not a monolithic group as each met their 

own unique circumstances.51  Much of their role depended on the size and importance of 

the city, but in general they had a legal, political, and military role.52  In major cities the 

qadis were drawn from the urban patrician families, which suggests a degree of 

                                                 
49 Kennedy, 174-9. 
 
50 Dominique Urvoy, “The ‘Ulama’ of al-Andalus,” in The Legacy of Muslim 

Spain, ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 866. 
 
51 Catlos argues that the Andalusi ‘ulama were not isolated within the peninsula 

or from other Muslim areas outside of the peninsula.  His argument is supported by the 
movement of many figures throughout the peninsula in what he calls “serial-qadiships.”  
He argues that this homogenized Andalusi Muslim practices.  Catlos, 49.  While the 
phenomenon did occur it ought to be supplemented with the urban elites that dominated 
the qadi posts in larger cities in the Almoravid period and who were not as invested in the 
process as those referenced by Catlos.  For more on the fluidity of some judges see Glick, 
225-6. 

 
52 Note that as the Almoravids collapsed in al-Andalus, in the 1140s C.E., due to 

pressures in North Africa and rebellions in al-Andalus, several urban city states were 
ruled by their qadis.  These included Cordoba, Jaen, Malaga, Murcia, and Valencia.  
Seville is not included because the Almoravids held the city until it was conquered by the 
Almohads.  For more on this phenomenon see Fierro, “The Qadi as Ruler,” 87-103. 
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negotiation with the Andalusi elite, who were, like the taifa kings before them, unable to 

effectively provide military defense and found the Almoravid arrangement more 

advantageous.53  As El-Hour reminds us, “the most important instruments of power in al-

Andalus belonged to families which had inherited the positions long ago.  We have to 

remember that these families approved of the Almoravid intervention in al-Andalus.”54  

They generally possessed the ability to appoint other administrative officials and some 

remarkable qadis even gained direct authority over Almoravid governors.  The most 

remarkable example is the Cordoban qadi Ibn Hamdin.  In 1105/6 C.E. he opposed the 

Almoravid governor’s plan to resist the claim to power of the new amir and incited the 

population against the governor.  When the new amir, ‘Ali ibn Yusuf, learned of the 

situation he gave Ibn Hamdin authority over the governor and gave him “the right to 

appropriate the governors’ salary, punish them and confiscate their properties if they 

refused to execute Ibn Hamdin’s orders.”55  However, not all of the ‘ulama were drawn 

from such families; overall, regardless of whether they held an official juristic position, 

they emerged from all social classes, even slaves.56  These two groups did not always 

                                                 
53 Granada proved to be an exception.  The Almoravids sometimes installed qadis 

from other areas, including North Africa, in the effort to exert their control on the city.  
El-Hour attributes this to Granada’s status as the Almoravid capital in al-Andalus.  
Rachid El-Hour, “El Cadiazgo en Granada Bajo los Almoravides: Enfrentamiento y 
Negociacion,” Al-Qantara 27:1 (2006): 5-23. 

 
54 Rachid El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi in the Almoravid Period: Political and 

Judicial Authority,” Studia Islamica 90 (2000): 81.  For more on the marriage patterns 
and perpetuation of the ‘ulama see Manuela Marin, “Parentesco Simbolico y Matrimonio 
entre los Ulemas Andalusies,” Al-Qantara 16:2 (1995): 335-56.  Also see Glick, 172-4. 

 
55 El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi,” 77. 
 
56 Catlos, 52. 
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agree with each other and the urban elites drew more support from the Almoravids.  

Disagreement among the ‘ulama was not unusual, indeed it is essential to Islamic 

religious discourse.  Although potentially divisive the manner in which it took place 

reflects stronger bonds between the Andalusi Muslims and greater homogenization, as is 

explained below.57 

 While the Almoravids generally gave the ‘ulama considerable leeway to 

administer local affairs the overall religious climate was not continually harmonious.  A 

qadi that was drawn from an elite family was not always popular with the inhabitants of a 

city.  For example, Ibn al-‘Arabi, the qadi of Seville was highly respected by the 

Almoravids, but “hated by the population of Seville, who turned against him and very 

nearly killed him.”58  He was not alone and the religious situation was not always 

harmonious.59  In the course of the religious tensions, and probably because of his 

popularity among Andalusi Sufis, the Almoravids burned the works of the famed Muslim 

theologian al-Ghazali; Ibn al-‘Arabi was highly critical of his work.  In addition, popular 

Sufis, or mystics, were frequent targets of juristic and state persecution.60  Popular jurists, 

                                                 
57 Catlos argues that the Muslims became more fractured in al-Andalus around 

this time due to the myriad of alliances.  Ibid., 83. 
 
58 El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi,” 72. 
 
59 According to Fierro, Ibn al-‘Arabi opposed most Andalusi practices, explaining 

his unpopularity, and was unable to impose his doctrinal views on the population.  This 
eventually resulted in his abandonment of his official position.   Maribel Fierro, 
“Spiritual Alienation and Political Activism: The Guraba’ in al-Andalus during the 
Sixth/Twelfth Century,” Arabica 47:2 (2000): 244-5. 

 
60 El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi,” 72-3.  Makki argues that the Almoravids 

declined in popularity because they were too lenient with their jurist supporters, who 
were narrow-minded, and repressed Sufis that were popular with the masses.  Makki, 67-
8. 
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such as Abu’l-Walid ibn Rushd in Cordoba, opposed the Almoravids on some occasions, 

but were also targets of the population depending on the incident involved.61  Some 

jurists, like Ibn Sukkara of Murcia, openly refused to accept the position of qadi until 

pressured by the local population.62  Yet others, like Ibn Habib in Silves and Ibn al-Farra’ 

in Almeria were accused of actively rebelling against the Almoravids.63 

 The Almoravids took power in al-Andalus through popular consent, not military 

conquest.  No large scale battles were fought against the taifa kings and only El Cid in 

Valencia truly resisted Almoravid military might.64  This reality informed the Almoravid 

structures in al-Andalus.  Whenever opposed by qadis drawn from the elite or those with 

extreme popularity they were forced to acquiesce.  They were never truly in a position to 

conquer the population and institute their own authority.  They remained an occupying 

military elite; present through the cooperation of the local elites that had instigated their 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
61 El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi,” 74. 
 
62 Ibid., 71.  According to Fierro, Ibn Sukkara was involved in Sufism.  Given the 

general Almoravid treatment of Sufis, his hesitancy to accept a qadi position is 
understandable.  Fierro, “Spiritual Alienation,” 241-2.  However, it was also common for 
some jurists to avoid political appointments altogether.  Glick, 225.  The antipathy 
between the Almoravids and Andalusi Sufis, however, was apparent when, as the 
Almoravids declined, the Sufi leader Ibn Qasi, a Christian convert to Islam, rebelled in 
1140s C.E.  See Kennedy, 190-2. 

 
63 El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi,” 75.  The relationship between Ibn al-Farra’ 

and the Almoravids must not have remained strained.  He died at the battle of Cutanda 
while serving in an Almoravid expedition to retake Zaragoza in 1120 C.E.  Kennedy, 
181. 

 
64 I mention El Cid here, and not the Christian kings further north, because El Cid 

effectively inherited the taifa of Valencia.  He ruled it as an independent state with a 
multi-religious army, not as an extension of Castilian territory.  Consequently, he more 
resembles a Muslim taifa king, despite being Christian, than anything else. 
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arrival in the peninsula and success in deposing the taifa kings in order to strengthen their 

own position.  Their ruling ideology was really Islam, but that had already proven to be 

insufficient as a political ideology in al-Andalus when the Caliphate collapsed.  The 

population was more than secure in its status as Muslim while dealing with Christians 

and Jews without recourse to politically based Islam.  However, under the Almoravids 

the ‘ulama, especially the jurists, wielded far more power than they ever had as a social 

class under the taifa kings.65  Their increased position and influence on the population, 

even while tenuous at times, forced the Almoravids to enter into sometimes humiliating 

levels of compromise with the established indigenous elite. 

 The events in Cordoba in 1121/2 C.E. exemplify this dynamic better than any 

other occurrence in this period.  At this time a popular revolt broke out in Cordoba after a 

slave of the Almoravid governor accosted a woman.  She resisted and a crowd gathered.  

The leading jurists of the city demanded that the slaves that incited the riot be executed, 

but the governor refused and gathered his men.  The jurists gathered the rebellious 

Cordobans, routed the Almoravid governor’s men, expelled the Almoravids from the city, 

and confiscated their property.  This prompted the Almoravid amir ‘Ali ibn Yusuf to 

personally attend to the situation.  He was forced to negotiate with the Cordoban elite, led 

by the famed qadi Abd’l-Walid ibn Rushd, the grandfather of the famed philosopher, 

whom the Almoravids held in high regard.  The Almoravids were forced to pay 

compensation for damages that had occurred as a result of Almoravid fault.  The riot 

ended up being legal, due to the backing of the jurists of the city, and the Cordobans 

                                                 
65 El-Hour, “The Andalusian Qadi,” 79. 
 



198 
 

involved were determined as legally defending themselves and their property, thus 

absolving them from punishment.66 

 

Interreligious Contact 

 The events of this period, the increased cognizance of Christian military power, 

the Almoravid efforts to unify the taifa kings for a jihad against Castile, and the 

Almoravids’ eventual attempt to remove the Christians from their territory point to 

heightened religious tensions between Muslims and Christians.  Indeed, it is impossible 

to argue that these tensions did not exist.  They certainly added an element of rigidity to 

the conflict that had not been there previously.  However, the jihad campaigns had 

always been a part of Muslim political assertiveness and this work has already chronicled 

the religious tensions under the Umayyads.  Yet, it is necessary to remember that the 

interactions between Muslims and Christians were always more complex.  With regards 

to jihad Catlos illuminates its ideological unimportance among the Muslim population.  

He writes, 

One proof of the power of an ideology may be sensed in the degree to 
which it is applied for its own sake, especially when it runs counter to the 
immediate individual interests of its adherents.  On this count jihad does 
not rate well in the history of the peninsula at any time.67 
 

Political cooperation and alliances were quite common.  As Catlos explains, the political 

cooperation between Christians and Muslims was more a result of the close relationships 

                                                 
66 Ibid., 82-3; Kennedy, 182. 
 
67 Catlos, 83. 
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established across various political courts than any material considerations.68  The 

Almoravids accused the taifa kings of compromising the situation of Muslims through 

their interactions and were less willing to engage in alliances with Christians.  However, 

this may more reflect the wishes of the some of the religious elite that saw the 

Almoravids as essential to restoring political order in favor of the Muslims. Despite their 

efforts, the previous practice continued into their era among Andalusi Muslims and 

Christians, as demonstrated by several significant figures. 

 Due to Alfonso VI of Castile’s deep involvement in the internal politics of the 

Andalusi kingdoms he required individuals familiar with al-Andalus and his closest 

associates were often forced into close contact and cooperation with Muslim leaders.  El 

Cid was perhaps the most famous of these elite level individuals.  Although he is famous 

as a Christian hero, El Cid was a more typical Iberian of his era and worked for Christian 

and Muslim alike depending on his political fortunes.  He received his title, “sayyidi” or 

“my lord,” after leading al-Mu’tamid’s armies to victory in 1064 C.E.  He and the 

Castilian general Alvar Fanez, who appeared in numerous battles against Muslims, 

installed al-Qadir, the former taifa king of Toledo, in Valencia in 1086 C.E.  He also 

commanded an army of Muslims and Christians through his independent rule in Valencia 

after the death of al-Qadir.  Sisnando Davidez, a Mozarab, served as an administrator in 

the taifa of Seville before later serving Alfonso VI in various capacities, including briefly 

as the Castilian governor of Toledo.  In addition, even the Almoravids, despite their 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 74. 
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hesitancy to allow outsiders in leadership positions had a Catalan Christian, Reverter, 

commanding their military forces in North Africa in the waning days of the dynasty.69 

 Muslim figures also regularly switched alliances and were more than willing to 

serve Christian rulers.  As already noted the taifa rulers commonly allied with Christian 

forces.  The most extreme example is al-Qadir, who completely compromised Toledo’s 

situation, only to surrender it to Alfonso VI in exchange for a Castilian army to help him 

conquer Valencia.  The small Muslim taifa of Lleida, while lesser known, was regularly 

allied with Christian powers in Aragon and Barcelona in order to preserve itself in the 

face of an alliance between Christian Castile and Muslim Zaragoza.  Lleida even 

committed military forces to an aborted naval invasion of Almoravid held Mallorca in 

1120 C.E.70  It managed to preserve its independence until Aragonese desire to expand 

forced Lleida into an alliance with the Almoravids in 1134 C.E. that effectively ended its 

independence.  Two members of the Hudid family of Zaragoza also stand out as extreme 

examples.  ‘Imad al-Dawla, expelled by the inhabitants of Zaragoza in favor of the 

Almoravids in 1110 C.E., allied with the Castilians to maintain his limited holdings.  In 

1120 C.E. he led a Muslim force to join his Christian allies in opposition to the 

                                                 
69 Ibid., 76-9.  It is not entirely clear if Reverter remained a Christian or converted 

to Islam.  Catlos describes him as the leader of the Christian community the Almoravids 
were holding captive in North Africa.  He was considered a Catalan, but it is not clear if 
the community to which he was attached was Catalan, Mozarab, or simply Christian in 
general.  After his death his family and the community he oversaw returned to Christian 
territory in Iberia.  However, according to Kennedy, his son, Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn 
Reverter, joined the Almohads and took part in an attempt to conquer the Balearics in 
1185 C.E.  Kennedy, 239.  His name and service to the Almohads may indicate that he 
was a Muslim; however that is not certain; and, if he was, whether he converted or was 
born a Muslim due to the conversion of his father is not clear either. 

 
70 Catlos, 73. 
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Almoravids, in their attempt to retake Zaragoza, which they had lost in 1118 C.E., at the 

battle of Cutanda.71  His son, Sayf al-Dawla, the presumptive heir to Zaragoza, entered 

into the service of Alfonso VI of Castile in exchange for territory near Toledo.  He 

participated in numerous battles on behalf of Castile and acted on both sides of the 

religious frontier.  As the Almoravids declined, he was killed attempting to expand his 

holdings in al-Andalus.72 

 Beyond the elites, there is significant evidence to suggest that Muslim and 

Christian interaction was commonplace.  One of the most important sources for the 

Almoravid period is the Hisba manual of Ibn‘Abdun.  The text is a practical treatise on 

market regulation and social governance, grounded in local peculiarities, so it does not 

appear to be a purely theoretical work, but rather written in reaction to events of the 

period.73  The text was written about Seville, but there is no precise date for the work and 

virtually nothing is known of the author.  For example, we do not know if he was an 

Andalusi or a North African.  He is generally presumed to have been a market inspector 

of some sort, who would have been a jurist, and consequently part of the group most 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 62.  Catlos also argues that ‘Imad al-Dawla’s alliance was the result of 

regional identity.  Ibid., 67.  The jurist Ibn Sukkara, mentioned earlier for refusing to 
accept a qadi position under the Almoravids until pressured by the populace, died in the 
battle fighting against the Castilians and ‘Imad al-Dawla’s forces.  El-Hour, “The 
Andalusian Qadi,” 76; Kennedy, 181. 

 
72 Kennedy reports that Sayf al-Dawla died in battle against Christians in 1146 

C.E. soon after declaring himself the Caliph.  Kennedy, 194.  Catlos, however, links his 
activities to Castilian interests and describes him “dying defending Castilian interests in 
the South.”  Catlos, 75. 

 
73 Alejandro Garcia-Sanjuan, “Jews and Christians in Almoravid Seville as 

Portrayed by the Islamic Jurist Ibn ‘Abdun,” Medieval Encounters 14 (2008): 89-91; 
Catlos, 53. 
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emboldened under Almoravid rule.  In relation to this section Ibn ‘Abdun’s 

preoccupation with the contact between Muslims and Christians offers considerable 

insight into the level of contact that must have occurred within Seville. 

 Ibn ‘Abdun went to extremes in his characterizations of Christians and Jews and 

one does not find the more respectful tone that might be accorded “People of the Book.”74  

He argued that Muslims must not accept servitude to Christians and Jews.  Among the 

practices he condemned were Muslims providing services to Jews and Christians such as 

giving massages, cleaning latrines, tending to animals, and holding stirrups.75  He also 

obsessed over the visual markers used to differentiate the status of dhimmi groups.  In this 

section he stated that Christians and Jews should not resemble people of status (i.e. 

Muslim elite).76  These passages only make sense for inclusion if the practices were 

widespread and the Christians and Jews of Seville were unrecognizable and paying 

Muslims to perform menial services even under Almoravid rule. 

 Ibn ‘Abdun also condemned Muslim women that went into Christian churches.  

This passage occurs within a larger section in which he accused Christian clergy of 

sexual misconduct with their female parishioners.77  The text does not indicate whether 

the Muslim women that attracted his attention were actually Muslims or if they were 

Christian women that had married Muslim men.  The accusations of sexual misconduct, 

                                                 
74 Garcia-Sanjuan, “Jews and Christians,” 84-7. 
 
75 Ibn ‘Abdun, “Hisba Manual,” trans. Bernard Lewis, in Medieval Iberia: 

Readings from Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources, ed. Olivia Remie Constable 
(Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 178. 

 
76 Ibid., 179. 
 
77 Ibid., 178. 
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especially because he accused the Christian clergy of it with Christian women and it 

would be an impactful way to suggest what might occur behind closed doors (to 

Muslims) in order to dramatically halt the practice, are less important than the simple 

notion of these women entering a Christian church.78  If the women were Muslims this 

could indicate that there was a degree of religious syncretism in Seville.  Perhaps women 

were more susceptible because they did not take part in public religious practice to the 

same extent, but Ibn ‘Abdun’s text indicates that they were quite involved in public life 

and intermingled with men; the text suggests gender separation on a couple of 

occasions.79  However, total gender separation in the public life of Seville was 

unrealistic.80  If the women were not Muslims, but were married to Muslim men, then it 

would confirm the continuation of interreligious marriage, which would not be 

                                                 
78 Garcia-Sanjuan argues that “his attitude may be explained by the traditional 

Islamic rejection of any sexual relationships outside of marriage.”  Garcia-Sanjuan, “Jews 
and Christians,” 94.  However, this argument displays the aforementioned neglect of 
concubinage among Muslim populations.  Garcia-Sanjuan only mentions the legality of 
the practice in medieval Castile.  Ibn ‘Abdun appears to have recognized the practice of 
prostitution in Seville and seeks to make it less visible rather than outright prohibit it; 
thus the idea that all sexual relationships outside of marriage were rejected is a projection 
on the text.  Ibn ‘Abdun, 179. 

 
79 Ibn ‘Abdun mentions women avoiding the riverbank in the presence of men, 

who should sell to women in the market, and keeping genders on separate paths on 
festival days.  Ibn ‘Abdun, 177-8. 

 
80 For insight into women’s public economic activity see Maya Shatzmiller, 

“Women and Wage Labour in the Medieval Islamic West: Legal Issues in an Economic 
Context,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 40:2 (1997): 174-
206. 
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impermissible for Muslim men, and high levels of contact between Christian and Muslim 

families.81 

 Seville was at the heart of Almoravid al-Andalus.  It was not the type of place 

where one would have found an abnormal, excessive amount of interreligious contact.  

After all, Zaragoza and Toledo fell under Christian rule and many Muslims would have 

lived under Christian kings in societies where they undoubtedly had significant 

interaction forced upon them to a far greater degree than those that concerned Ibn 

‘Abdun.  Ibn ‘Abdun’s preoccupations and hostility was, according to Garcia-Sanjuan, 

more likely the result of Almoravid views and their desire to impose their vision on those 

at the heart of their Andalusi holdings.  However, Garcia-Sanjuan astutely observes that 

the text actually highlights “the natural coexistence of Muslims and non-Muslims in 

Almoravid Seville, as well as a general lack of compliance with basic, traditional dhimma 

rules.”82 

 The extent of contact and lack of adherence to the rules desired by the ‘ulama, 

especially those linked to the Almoravids, raises the possibility of a limited amount of 

religious, but especially cultural, syncretism among the Andalusi Muslims.83  In order for 

religious syncretism to exist it need not go so far as to create a new religion, but rather 

                                                 
81 If these women were actually Christians they would have more likely been 

Mozarab Christians, from al-Andalus, rather than the north because northern women 
were more likely taken as slaves, and thus far less likely to be married to Muslim men. 

 
82 Garcia-Sanjuan, “Jews and Christians,” 97. 
 
83 When we speak of interreligious contact among the non-elite it is important to 

note that the Christians with whom the Muslim population had contact were the Mozarab 
Christians of al-Andalus and not the northern Christians, about whom they knew little.  
See Aziz Al-Azmeh, “Mortal Enemies, Invisible Neighbors: Northerners in Andalusi 
Eyes,” in The Legacy of Muslim Spain, ed. Salma Khadra Jayyusi (Leiden: Brill, 1992). 
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create certain conditions, beliefs, and practices that were the result of the exchange 

between different religious groups in terms of doctrine or cultural practice.  The actions 

and arguments of the Almoravid jurists clearly indicate that the Muslims of al-Andalus, 

like Muslim virtually everywhere, did not entirely embody the legalistic ideal.  For 

example, in Seville during the taifa period Muslims could purchase wine in exchange for 

a tax.84  Andalusi Muslims were also known for their interest in astrology.85  The 

distinctiveness of the Mozarab Christian population is well attested.  Their practices so 

confounded the northern Christians that they remained a distinct part of the Christian 

population after falling under Christian political control, whether through conquest or 

emigration.86  Ideas would have been transmitted through cultural exchange, remnants of 

cultural practices in convert families, the continued stream of religious conversion 

(although smaller by this point), and the continued presence of non-Muslim women 

marrying, or being forced through concubinage, into Muslim family structures. 

Ibn ‘Abdun’s preoccupation with the control of women, especially regarding their 

conduct in Christian churches, exemplifies their important role at this time.  Ruggles asks 

critical questions about the way that Muslims were raised, especially by their non-

Muslim, or recently Muslim, mothers.  Speaking of non-Muslim mothers of Muslim 

children she asks, “in what language were the lullabies she sang to her children?  What 

                                                 
84 M. Asin Palacios, “Un codice inexplorado del cordobes Ibn Hazm,” Al-Andalus 

2:1 (1934): 42. 
 
85 Tibi, 28-9. 
 
86 Glick, 198-9.  On the unique situation of the Mozarabs see Wasserstein, “The 

Christians of al-Andalus,” 508-12. 
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games did they play together?”87  Although Ruggles writes of the Umayyad court, her 

argument is appropriate to any family structure that contained non-Muslim women.  She 

continues, 

as in bilingual and ethnically mixed families today, in those 
unselfconscious, informal modes of chat, gossip, humming, and play, the 
mother would draw upon a different repertoire: the language, tunes, and 
games that she learned from her own birth and milk mothers.  Hence, she 
might also speak the romance tongue of Navarre or Cataluna, remember 
the sweet taste of well-cured ham, and occasionally sing a colloquial song 
remembered from her childhood, particularly when rocking the cradle of 
her newborn.88 
 

A degree of syncretism was a long term consequence of this practice.  Although this 

project maintains that the Muslims of al-Andalus were gradually assimilated into an Arab 

Andalusi Muslim ethnic group identity it is critical to reinforce the particularity of this 

identity.  It was not necessarily heterodox or prone to heretical movements, but was an 

outgrowth of the people that populated it; by nature it was a hybrid to the extent that it 

imposed an Arabized and Islamized structure on its underlying syncretic aspects, which 

were reinforced through slavery and marriage/sexual partners.89 

 As the Almoravid status-quo emerged in al-Andalus the pro-Almoravid jurists 

attempted to attack the frowned upon cultural practices.  They sought to bring the 

population in accordance with their vision of Islam and clashed with Sufis and other 

members of the ‘ulama who, while still Malikis, rejected the rigidity of the imposed 

view.   Some, such as Menocal, have blamed this state of affairs on the arrival of the 

                                                 
87 Ruggles, 75. 
 
88 Ibid., 76. 
 
89 In this regard it is not unlike any other Muslim society; although some may not 

have been Arabized. 
 



207 
 

Almoravids.90  Yet, while they enforced a variety of policies that are unusual in Andalusi 

history, they did so at the instigation and with the support of elements of the Andalusi 

‘ulama.  However, that same ‘ulama could turn on the Almoravids, like it did in the riots 

of Cordoba, and find itself more closely linked to the population it was attempting to 

transform than to the transformative force on which it often relied.  As the pro-Almoravid 

‘ulama tended to be from the local elite the religious tension among the Muslim 

population was an indication of the strength of the Andalusi Muslim group identity.   

The differences and conflicts remained largely internal to the group and did not 

provoke the re-emergence of dormant ethnic tensions.  Catlos argues that this period did 

shatter the identity and consensus of the Andalusi Muslims, but the importance of 

consensus to Almoravid rule seems to mitigate his point.91  Moreover, Glick convincingly 

argues that the social cohesion of the Muslim population remained strong and that the 

political situation need not reflect social dissolution.  He writes, 

[p]olitical instability is all too often portrayed as a social flaw.  The search 
for the key to this imputed flaw leads to even more categorical 
generalizations: that the society is unable to generate sound political 
forms, owing to some structural, psychological, or even genetic defect.92 
 

There is no evidence to suggest that the Arabized population sought to distance itself 

from the urban elites as their political fortunes declined so as to open a rupture among the 

group.  As had occurred in the Eleventh Century C.E. the population found an external 

“other” on which to project its frustrations.  In this case it found two, the northern 

                                                 
90 Menocal, 39-43. 
 
91 Catlos, 83.   
 
92 Glick, 222. 
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Christians and, at times, the Almoravids.  Yet, the group identity had grown and become 

more self-reliant and more based on religion than politics, with the ethnic dynamic a 

submerged assumed category of belonging that was inclusive among the Muslim 

population rather than exclusive, as it had been in previous times.93  In the long term, the 

ability of the Muslim population to divorce its identity from the political structure gave it 

the resiliency to survive in the face of Christian political force. 

 External forces in the peninsula impacted the power relations, however, and gave 

increased credibility to the ‘ulama more insistent on maintaining, or perhaps re-asserting, 

Muslim dominance in the political relations in the peninsula, which carried over into their 

vision of Islam.  Religious tensions became more widespread in the Almoravid period.  

To some extent this is attributable to the Almoravids, who had not come into contact with 

significant Christian populations before their arrival in al-Andalus.  In addition, the 

climate and attitudes in the north were changing as they were undergoing their own 

internal disputes.  Two events in particular stand out.  Catlos identifies the siege of 

Barbastro in 1064 C.E. when the city was attacked by a Christian army, accompanied by 

Norman and Frankish soldiers, as a prime example of the escalation of open religiously 

based conflict.  The city surrendered in exchange for safe passage, as was commonplace, 

but as they left the Christian forces fell on the people, killing many, taking the rest into 

slavery, and looting their belongings.  In retaliation a Muslim army retook the city with a 

brutal attack on its defenders. 94  However, the events in Toledo, twenty years later, 

                                                 
93 Linguistically Arabic was completely dominant among the Muslim population 

by this point.  Gallego, 131. 
 
94 Catlos, 82-3. 
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indicate that Barbastro was an outlier in the eyes of the Christians and Muslims; likely 

more attributable to the involvement of non-Iberians.  In 1125 C.E. Alfonso I of Aragon 

began a large scale raid into al-Andalus.  Kennedy suggests that the raid was undertaken 

because Alfonso I was concerned about the plight of Christians in al-Andalus.95  

However, Wasserstein argues that a large number of Christians had promised their aid to 

the Aragonese king.96  Whether he intended to return with large numbers of Christians or 

simply took back already loyal supporters, both versions agree that he brought thousands 

of Mozarab Christians back with him.  This large scale migration of Christians alarmed 

the Almoravids and their supporters, who were likely less than enthused by the 

Mozarabs’ presence anyway, to take drastic steps.97  The Almoravids asserted that the 

Mozarabs could not be trusted and consequently forcibly exiled thousands of them to 

                                                 
95 Kennedy, 185. 
 
96 Wasserstein, “The Christians of al-Andalus,” 506-7.  Wasserstein, while 

skeptical of the numbers, reports that Alfonso I was believed to have brought 10,000 
Christians back with him.  With regards to the Almoravid expulsion of Christians the 
number provided is 20,000. 

 
97 The Almoravid reaction should also be understood in relation to their increasing 

military ineffectiveness.  Upon their initial arrival in the peninsula the Almoravid armies 
were led by veteran commanders that had brought the dynasty to power in North Africa.  
These forces were dangerous in the field.  Yet, by 1115 C.E. the veteran commanders had 
disappeared.  See Kennedy, 176-7.  Overall, the Almoravid armies struggled at siege 
warfare.  Moreover, as they were reliant on consensus among the local population to rule 
the Muslim territories, when they did push into Christian ruled lands they were 
completely incapable, and I believe knowingly so, of seizing and holding new territory 
that did not already have significant Muslim settlement.  Thus, once their pace of 
conquest ceased, they settled into a defensive posture.  Alfonso I’s raid in 1125 C.E. 
exposed the Almoravids’ inability to sustain even their defensive position and thus the 
Mozarabs became an easy scapegoat. 
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North Africa.98  While some Christians likely remained, this marked the effective end of 

the Mozarab communities in al-Andalus and, for the most part, ended their interaction 

with the Andalusi Muslims in the south as a distinctly Christian population.99 

  

Bourdieuian Analysis 

 Bourdieu’s tools provide substantial clarity in this era on two fronts.  First, it 

allows us to better understand the differences that emerged between the Andalusi 

Muslims, the Andalusi ‘ulama, and the Almoravids.  Bourdieu’s theories allow us to 

observe why the Almoravids were initially attractive, why the Almoravids and the pro-

Almoravid ‘ulama conflicted with the rest of the Andalusi Muslim population, and why 

the pro-Almoravid ‘ulama tended to side with the Andalusi population against the 

Almoravids at times.  Second, we can observe how the group identity among the Muslim 

population had coalesced at this juncture now that the previous ethnic group identities 

had truly succumbed to assimilation.  Beyond simply asserting that an Arab identity 

became dominant, Bourdieu allows us to examine its consequences. 

                                                 
98 Ironically some of these exiled Christians must have been loyal to the 

Almoravids, as they came to depend on them for military support, as supported by the 
example of the general Reverter discussed above.  If forcibly removed, one would 
surmise that they would be the least trustworthy group to arm.  This suggests that the 
events are likely more complex and yet to be fully understood.  

 
99 No significant Mozarab communities are found in al-Andalus after this point.  

De Epalza, “Mozarabs,” 162.  I would suspect that those that remained found their ability 
to maintain themselves so restricted that they were forced to covert, at least nominally, to 
Islam.  As they already spoke Arabic and similar acculturation this was likely an easier 
choice for some than deportation or repression.  Also, when considering the relationship 
between Muslim and Christians in the peninsula it is important to remember that many 
Muslims at this time, particularly those in the former Upper and Middle Marches 
(Zaragoza and Toledo) lived under Christian rather than Muslim rule, so that not all 
Muslim-Christian interaction ceased. 
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 On a basic level all of the Muslim actors in the peninsula shared in the illusio of 

Islam, the belief that being Muslim was important that the religion had value.  Yet, this 

cannot solely explain the attractiveness of the Almoravids to the Andalusis and their 

willingness to assist the Almoravid takeover.  The Almoravids and the pro-Almoravid 

‘ulama shared the same collusio, or collective understanding of what is proper, with 

regards to the political structure, social conduct, and religious belief.  The Almoravid 

political vision, which was built on the illusio among the Almoravids that the ‘ulama 

ought to wield civil authority rather than them, allowed great deference to the ‘ulama.  

Their outlook was more attractive to the ‘ulama than the taifa rulers.  The taifa rulers had 

been hamstrung by petty rivalries and general political intrigue.  More importantly, unlike 

the Almoravids, the taifa rulers placed only ephemeral value on Muslim-Christian 

political conflict.  Thus, when the Ibn Tashfin and the Almoravids, already predisposed to 

favor the ‘ulama through their shared collusio, arrived to wage jihad campaigns and 

found the taifa rulers engaging in petty griping, styling themselves important, and 

unfocused on military matters, they gravitated strongly to the ‘ulama.  Given what would 

have been known of the affairs in Almoravid North Africa, the Andalusi ‘ulama must 

have known they had a potential political partner.   

The collusio between the Almoravids and the pro-Almoravid ‘ulama also 

included social conduct and religious belief, both of which were related to Maliki 

teachings.  Thus, as the more aggressive ‘ulama sought to alter Andalusi practices, the 

Almoravids were willing to enforce the changes and give them substantial latitude.  For 

example, there is no doubt the Ibn ‘Abdun’s text, not meant as an imaginary or purely 

theoretical work, was meant to be enforced.  Moreover, as some of the ‘ulama clashed 
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with Andalusi Sufis, as happened with the burning of al-Ghazali’s works, the Almoravids 

were willing to enforce the measure, even when it did not accord with their earlier 

actions.100  Their alliance was consciously undertaken due to this shared understanding 

what was or should be proper. 

 The Andalusi Muslim population legitimated this order under the Almoravids for 

some time, but that was not because they shared the same collusio that the ‘ulama, by 

virtue of being ‘ulama, should exercise authority.  Instead, the population had grown long 

accustomed to the role of local elites and in times of crisis depended on this group for 

leadership and it can be thought of as part of their habitus.  Throughout the entire history 

of Muslims in al-Andalus, with the exception of the Caliphal period, the population had 

been dependent on their local elites.  Conversely, the local elites expected to have 

authority.  The fact that many of the ‘ulama in authority came from these elite families, 

who believed themselves worthy of authority, allowed them to act as virtual 

intermediaries with a local population predisposed, through their collusio and habitus, to 

accept them. 

 The Andalusi population often complied with the Almoravid appointed qadis in 

the urban areas, but this was not because the population was predisposed to accept such 

discretion by these qadis or agreed with their views.  Moreover, they did not, like the 

Almoravids, invest the position with a special status.  The Almoravids, and perhaps some 

of the qadis, were caught in the illusio that the position had value and that religious 

learning itself had value that could mitigate commonly held beliefs and practices.  This 

                                                 
100 The Almoravids under Ibn Tashfin, seeking to legitimize their conquests of the 

taifas, claimed that al-Ghazali had approved of their invasion, thereby recognizing his 
religious authority, only to burn his works under Ibn Tashfin’s son, ‘Ali ibn Yusuf.  See 
Bosch Vila, Los Almoravides, 149-50. 
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had been true in other eras.  Earlier Umayyad officials certainly held status in the society 

as a result of the belief in the authority of the Caliphate and the desire of the population to 

assimilate to the Arabized Andalusi culture.  Also, religious learning, and its ability to 

challenge common beliefs, had greater power when the local population was more 

insecure in its status as Muslim.  By this time, these no longer held true as they once did.  

This did not mean that change was impossible, but the population had to be amenable to 

the changes; the changes had to be within the doxa, or understanding of what was 

thinkable or doable.  Thus, a qadi such as Ibn al-‘Arabi, who drew ire for going outside 

the Andalusi doxa, was unpopular among the population despite his position, level of 

learning, and ancestry.  Moreover, the Muslims were not so desperate for acceptance, 

certainly not from the Almoravids, that they would have abandoned their established 

practices and Maliki tenets (particularly since through the same views and practices now 

being challenged had been important to their earlier assimilation) in the hope of obtaining 

some kind of capital from the Almoravid state.  The challenged elements, such as the 

condemned practices in Ibn ‘Abdun’s text, were normalized parts of the Arab Andalusi 

Muslim identity and the identity held more value in the illusio of the population than the 

qadis or Almoravids.  They could not be exploited as easily in a secure population; by 

this point the Andalusi Muslims were far more stable and secure in their status as 

Muslims and Andalusi Arabs than at any point before. 

 At times, like in Cordoba in 1121/2 C.E., the qadis and pro-Andalusi ‘ulama 

sided with the population against the ‘ulama because ultimately the Andalusi elites were 

Andalusis and the Almoravids were not.  The Andalusi Muslims shared a different 

habitus, or set of dispositions, perceptions, and tendencies, than the Almoravids.  The 
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Almoravids did not absorb the Andalusi habitus in any meaningful way for two reasons.  

First, they kept their garrisons remote and isolated from the Andalusi population, even 

when in cities.  Second, they were not open to outsiders.  As a result, they did not 

meaningfully mix with Andalusis.  Moreover, the Andalusis were not open to becoming 

more like the Almoravids because they admired the Almoravids or thought them superior 

to those in their own history.  It was not as though the Almoravids conferred some sort of 

legitimacy onto the Andalusis; the military field was the only field in which the 

Almoravids had value in al-Andalus.  The Almoravid habitus appears to have had no 

internal impact on the Andalusis.   

In addition, the Andalusis shared a doxa, or collective understanding of what was 

thinkable or doable, that was different than the Almoravids.  This was especially the case 

in dealings with the Christian and Jewish population; which was far less objectionable to 

the Andalusis, who were accustomed and normalized to high levels of contact and 

interaction.  Based on the discussion of Ibn ‘Abdun above, the Andalusis were willing to 

provide menial services to Jews and Christians and must have been doing it regularly, yet 

such conduct was well outside of the doxa of the Almoravids and shocking to their sense 

of proper conduct.  Nonetheless, members of the ‘ulama, even supporters of the 

Almoravids, were ironically subject to the Andalusi doxa because, as explained in 

Chapter Four, Maliki jurisprudence was important to the Arabized population’s 

conception of appropriate social conduct.  However, their doxa did not neatly overlap 
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with the jurisprudential views; nor was Maliki jurisprudence homogenous in such a way 

that the Almoravid version of Malikism accorded with Andalusi traditions.101 

 The habitus of the Arabized Andalusi Muslims, who were by this point virtually 

all of the Andalusi Muslims, was strongly established.  It was stable, resilient, and not 

dependent on a particular political order.  It stemmed from the group identity of the 

population more than a religious identity.  Religious conversion, for the former Muwallad 

population, had not granted them a place in society; neither had religious learning.  The 

acceptance into the Arabized group identity through adoption of the habitus had been far 

more critical to their assimilation.  However, it had required religious assimilation as 

well, so that the population was far less fractured and confident in its standing.  The 

conflicts that occurred took place within existing fields and thus remained internal 

conflicts that were less likely to shatter the existing social order and only reinforced the 

habitus; which would allow it to strongly withstand the trials that awaited it in future 

centuries. 

 

Conclusion 

 The Almoravids arrived in the peninsula at a time when the external 

circumstances and fortunes of Andalusi Muslims were changing.  The balance of power 

in the peninsula had shifted with the loss of Toledo and the population was attracted to a 

                                                 
101 Although it is commonplace to think of Islamic jurisprudential schools as 

monolithic entities that is an incomplete understanding.  Those in a school do share 
traditions and certain tenets, but there is no guarantee of agreement within a school.  
Widespread tendencies or teachings would be very common, but disagreement within the 
school would be a healthy and normalized part of Islamic legal discourse.  The schools of 
thought might be better approached as methods of inquiry based on a set of traditions in 
order to draw more attention to the process than the results.  See Hallaq, 33-4. 
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stronger military presence that would halt the economic exploitation of the urban south 

through the parias.  The system that the Almoravids put in place invested significant 

authority in the religious and urban elites, but as it supported those that sought to change 

Andalusi Muslim behavior conflicts emerged due to the strong group identity among the 

Arabized Andalusi Muslims.  This identity had coalesced since the collapse of the 

Caliphate and absorbed the remainder of the Muslim population in al-Andalus in such a 

way that it was not threatened by the presence of the Almoravids, but was confident to 

engage and resist as necessary.  As the religious tensions increased the Muslim 

population was increasingly on the defensive and the multi-religious aspect of al-

Andalus, for both Andalusi Muslims and Christians declined under external pressures.  

Yet the ethnic group identity among the Arab Andalusi Muslims was homogenous and 

well-entrenched such that it would prove highly durable as al-Andalus continued to 

shrink as a political entity. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Any contemporary work on al-Andalus cannot exist in a vacuum whereby it is 

immune for historical and modern influences.  Within the study of al-Andalus several 

large scale issues have been a recurring theme and ultimately framed the intellectual 

engagement with this period.   Ironically, these debates have popularized the study of the 

era and generated significant scholarly and popular interest.  A serious confrontation with 

them forces one into an awkward position in which the significance of the project is 

questioned by the very writer that has devoted their attention to the subject.  Three such 

pressing issues that must be addressed include the tolerance versus intolerance debate, the 

idea of al-Andalus as an exceptional time and place, and the impact of nostalgia.  

Through an engagement with several recent reflective texts on the study of al-Andalus we 

can address these issues within the discipline so as to ultimately frame this work. 

 Whether to portray medieval Iberia as a tolerant or intolerant place is a decision 

that confronts scholars of this era.1  On one extreme are those that emphasize tolerance, 

such as Menocal.2  Often these scholars speak of convivencia, or the multi-cultural and 

multi-religious aspect of al-Andalus and the northern Christian kingdoms.  These works, 

                                                 
1 For an excellent overview of the subject and situation of a variety of texts within 

this debate see Alex Novikoff, “Between Tolerance and Intolerance in Medieval Spain: 
An Historiographic Enigma,” Medieval Encounters 11:1-2 (2005): 7-36 

 
2 See Maria Rosa Menocal’s The Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Jews, 

and Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain.  For another popularly 
consumed text with a similar approach see David Levering Lewis, God’s Crucible: Islam 
and the Making of Europe, 570-1215 (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008). 
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often by those, like Menocal, that specialize in poetry and literature, celebrate the cultural 

exchange and hybridity that existed within these societies due to the presence of multiple 

religious groups.  Sterns claims that these texts portray “al-Andalus as a golden age of 

tolerance, which in some ill-defined fashion offered – often through literature – a 

forerunner for a multicultural interfaith humanism.”3  Frequently, these texts will 

emphasize the value of this tolerance when considering the cultural achievements that 

emerged out of al-Andalus, which, as is addressed below, are portrayed as extraordinary.  

On the other extreme of the spectrum are the writers that refer to the violence between 

different groups; tending to be more political analyses that draw attention specifically to 

the military conquests of the initial Muslim invasion and the advance of the Christian 

kingdoms.4  In addition, one finds texts that are a combination of these two positions and 

use an intolerant portrayal of the later period to provide either a mournful or objective 

account of the dissolution of the previous levels of tolerance.5  In reality, there was, with 

complication, a bit of both in medieval Iberia, but few authors have managed to write 

                                                 
3 Justin Stearns, “Representing and Remembering al-Andalus: Some Historical 

Considerations Regarding the End of Time and the Making of Nostalgia,” Medieval 
Encounters 15 (2009): 356. 

 
4 For example, see James F. Powers’s A Society Organized for War: The Iberian 

Municipal Militias in the Central Middle Ages, 1000-1284. 
 
5 These types of works typically focus on the survival of non-Christian religious 

communities under Christian rule.  See Mary Elizabeth Perry’s The Handless Maiden: 
Moriscos and the Politics of Religion in Early Modern Spain and L.P. Harvey, Islamic 
Spain, 1250-1500 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).  For an excellent 
portrayal that presents Muslims largely under Christian rule without being obsessively 
concerned with tolerance, while dealing with it as a limited point of fact, or nostalgia see 
Catlos’s, The Victors and the Vanquished: Christians and Muslims of Catalonia and 
Aragon, 1050-1300. 
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outside of this overwhelming preoccupation.6  An extreme position on this issue leads to 

problematic generalizations, but the larger concern is not the portrayal as much as the 

unfortunate expectation that every work on al-Andalus will address this issue; it pushes 

all other issues to the background. 

 Unfortunately this dichotomy politicizes the interreligious relationships that 

undeniably existed; the focus on interreligious relationships becomes naturalized within 

the discipline.7 Even those that escape the unconscious naturalization of the approach are 

often forced into positions due to the political climate of the era.  For example, those 

current scholars that want to highlight the possibilities of interreligious dialogue and 

positive contacts, especially between Islam and the West, are prone to stress the tolerance 

model; while those that favor a clash of civilizations view will undoubtedly tend to 

highlight the intolerance and violence.  Historically those scholars, such as Simonet, who 

were driven by nationalism, who often lamented the arrival of Muslims in the peninsula 

and who viewed the Andalusi Muslims as outsiders and invaders highlighted the 

intolerant aspects.8  Others framed what accomplishments that did occur as being the 

result of the positive effects of Spanish influence on Islam.9  Yet, as Spanish Arabists in 

                                                 
6 Novikoff credits Glick with avoiding this exception, and while I have disagreed 

with Glick in the course of my project, I agree with Novikoff’s assessment that Glick 
looks at interreligious relationships with attention to “acculturation and socio-
evolutionary change.”  Novikoff, 30.  Consequently I have found it necessary to engage 
his valuable text because his approach in this regard shares much with my own. 

 
7 Akasoy, 497. 
 
8 See Simonet’s Historia de los Mozarabes de Espana. 
 
9 Consider Miguel Asin Palacios’s The Mystical Philosophy of Ibn Masarra and 

His Followers. 
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the early Twentieth Century C.E. began to stress the importance of al-Andalus within 

Spanish history, not as an aberration or disruption, but part of a continual process, they 

looked for cultural contacts and blending, and highlighted the convivencia model as part 

of their larger political objective.10 

 However, the debate over tolerance raises two important issues. The use of the 

idea of tolerance carries modern expectations and conceptions of the term such that it 

projects modern liberal values onto the society.  Thus, one creates in al-Andalus, by 

stressing that it was a tolerant society, what one wishes to embrace in the present.  

Rubiera and Epalza caution against the uncritical use of the concept and argue, correctly 

so in my view, that the tolerance that existed in al-Andalus would be unintelligible as 

tolerance by modern standards and likely to offend modern sensibilities.11  In al-Andalus 

Jews and Christians did not have the standing of Muslims and were not full participants 

in what would resemble a modern secular community, with which most modern 

conceptions are enmeshed.  It is true that some were able to serve in elite positions, but 

they remained exceptions in social and political orders dominated by Muslims.  In 

addition, while modern students may observe tolerance, even if cognizant of it being a 

medieval form, there is no evidence to suggest that it was an objective or value among 

those of the time.12  Whereas it is a value of modern liberalism, it was not explicitly 

                                                 
10 Maria Jesus Rubiera and Mikel de Epalza. “Al-Andalus: Between Myth and 

History,” History and Anthropology 18:3 (2007): 271. 
 
11 Ibid., 272. 
 
12 Akasoy, 490. 
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sought nor celebrated in al-Andalus; it was more a reality with which the different groups 

were forced to come to terms in practical ways. 

 In this text I have attempted to avoid the debate over whether tolerance or 

intolerance characterized al-Andalus.  I have presented it as a place of substantial 

interfaith and intercultural engagement, some positive and some negative, largely through 

general acculturation and the process of religious conversion, hardly a smooth and 

conflict free process.  However, focusing exclusively on the Muslim population of al-

Andalus has permitted me the freedom to ignore offering a judgment on this question.  If 

it had dominated the discussion of this project it would have made tolerance an important 

part of Andalusi Muslim group identity, something in which I am not convinced that it 

played any significant part. 

 Anidjar writes, 

al-Andalus is now increasingly conceived as a model of tolerance and 
coexistence, the success of which can only be compared to its singular and 
exceptional character.  No doubt, the notion of tolerance (or convivencia) 
is no longer used to evoke an idyllic or peaceful image, which is why it 
seems to me more important to concentrate on the alleged exceptionality 
of the image that is hereby offered.13 
 

The supposed exceptionalism of al-Andalus is found in various sources and overlaps 

considerably with the tolerance debate.  One focuses on the tolerance found in al-Andalus 

specifically because it is conceived of as the exception.  Ironically, those that exalt the 

exceptional qualities in order to draw attention to potential multi-religious discourses in 

the present and stress al-Andalus as a model of multiculturalism, accomplish the opposite 

because they marginalize the degree of interreligious contact in other societies where 

                                                 
13 Gil Anidjar, “Futures of al-Andalus,” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 7:3 

(2006): 235. 
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such plurality existed.  Several scholars have openly denied the portrayal of al-Andalus as 

an exceptional place.14  Akasoy, for example, reminds us that many of the interreligious 

contacts in al-Andalus were similar to other places in the Islamic world; she specifically 

references the Umayyad period, referring to the Damascene Caliphate.15 

 If one properly considers Akasoy’s point, then one must seriously engage the 

religious plurality that existed in various parts of what is now considered the Muslim 

world, and question the exceptionalism of al-Andalus further.  All of the areas that are 

presently religiously Muslim were not always such and many places retain religious 

minorities through the present.  Thus, the mere presence of other religions is not unique.  

Egypt was home to Muslims, Christians, and Jews as well.  In fact, when the Jewish 

scholar Maimonides left al-Andalus he went to Egypt.  To this day, many areas, such as 

Lebanon and India, remain points of considerable interreligious contact.  In addition, as 

Bulliet’s text makes abundantly clear all places where Islam became the dominant 

religion went through extensive processes of conversion and acculturation that are now 

likely relegated to their pre-Islamic past, but were very much a part of the history of 

Muslims in the specific area.  Moreover, Persian history and culture mixed with and 

influenced Islam in Persia and parts of Central Asia and those that research Islam in 

Africa must frequently account for the religious syncretism.  These examples are not 

meant to be and are not exhaustive, but merely demonstrative of such processes of 

conversion, acculturation, and Islamization being present in other places. 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 236; Hitchcock, 314. 
 
15 Akasoy, 493. 
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 The presence of a multi-religious or religiously mixed society does not make al-

Andalus unique.  Al-Andalus is unique because, like Sicily, it was conquered by Muslims 

and the religion began to grow, but then Muslims lost political control and eventually the 

entirety of the Muslim population in the area either left or converted to another religion.16  

It is for this reason that al-Andalus, which existed far longer than the Muslim presence in 

Sicily, retained a unique place in the minds of Muslim writers, such as al-Maqqari.17  In 

addition, for modern writers, al-Andalus stands out because it occurred in Europe, but 

this in and of itself does not make the affairs and social and religious transformations that 

occurred within the society exceptional.18  If al-Andalus is meant to draw our attention 

simply because the territory is now part of Europe then our attention only reaffirms the 

idea of European primacy and the marginalization of the continual history of close 

interreligious contact in the medieval period. 

 Discussions of al-Andalus are awash in feelings of nostalgia.  Perhaps it began 

with al-Maqqari or others who simply longed for the home of their ancestors.  Sterns 

suggests al-Andalus was conceived us a place of wonders by Muslim historians, but did 

not take on the role of a nostalgic place or era until the Nineteenth Century when some 

Muslims were finally able to visit the Iberian peninsula for the first time since the 

expulsions of the Moriscos, or descendents of Muslim converts to Christianity, of the 

                                                 
16 Brann, 309. 
 
17 Ibid., 308; Rubiera and de Epalza, 270. 
 
18 In one section of Ornament of the World Menocal uses “Europe” and 

“European” six times over two paragraphs; makes her intended audience clear by 
including a reference to “our European heritage.”  Menocal, 9-10. 
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early Seventeenth Century.19  Modern writers have continued to look at al-Andalus in a 

nostalgic, and often tragic, manner that seeks to draw connections to the present.  

Menocal ends her epilogue, in which she links al-Andalus to events in Kosovo and the 

threats against Salman Rushdie, by writing that within the remnants of al-Andalus “lie so 

many layers of our own cultural memories and possibilities.”20  She then adds a postscript 

to address the events of September 11, 2001.21  Lewis writes, “More than ever before, 

light needs to be shone on the long Andalusian aftermath that is pressingly with us 

now.”22  Others, like Van Sertima, emphasize al-Andalus as the golden age of African 

power in Europe.23  Anidjar, while critical of nostalgic portrayals that draw attention to 

the end of what is imagined as the al-Andalus, criticizes those that portray it as having no 

future.  He argues that the repeated interaction with al-Andalus allows us to focus on the 

“endlessness” of al-Andalus in which it continues to inform the present almost without 

end.  While he offers points of interest I find his use of al-Andalus as ideologically driven 

as those that are nostalgic and lament the loss of al-Andalus in that the meaning that we 

                                                 
19 Sterns, 369. 
 
20 Menocal, 281.  Also see Anidjar, 229-30. 
 
21 Ibid., 282-3. 
 
22 Lewis, 379. 
 
23 See Ivan Van Sertima, ed., The Golden Age of the Moor (New Brunswick: 

Transaction Publishers, 1992); Stanley Lane-Poole, The Story of the Moors in Spain 
(Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1990).  For discussion see Brann, 316-7. 
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can draw out of al-Andalus for our own purposes marginalizes a more historically 

grounded study.24 

 In this project I utilized Bourdieu’s social tools to explain the social 

transformations that informed the evolving group identities among the Andalusi Muslim 

population.  In particular, the importance of women whether Muslim or non-Muslim to 

the Muslims of al-Andalus and the impact of the clientage system on acculturation and 

genealogy have gone unnoticed and underappreciated in the conceptualization of 

Andalusi Muslim ethnic group identities.  In the course of this task I sought to avoid an 

overly nostalgic portrayal or assertions that al-Andalus was somehow unique in world 

history while remaining cognizant of the various power dynamics at play at various 

historical junctures.  I did so in the effort to provide a relatively coherent narrative that 

could draw attention to transformations in identity that are either ignored or noted 

without explanation as the Muslim population is quickly immersed into a broader 

discussion of identity and cultural interaction without being properly theorized.  Perhaps 

my effort to achieve coherence itself belies my own predispositions, but I have done so in 

order to make engagement with this subject matter easier and offer a portrayal that, 

through seeing the people of this era as the social actors we credit ourselves to be, 

accounts for both clarity and fluctuation; and more properly reflects the complicated 

realities of human social existence. 

  

                                                 
24 I am well aware of, and sympathetic to, the postmodern argument that the bias 

of a writer or scholar plays a role in the engagement with and portrayal of any material. 
However, I would argue that there is a distinction between acknowledging bias, so as to 
be aware of it, and embracing it, where one’s work runs the risk of becoming egocentric.   
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