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Christians in the Middle East, 600–1000: 
Conquest, Competition and Conversion

Philip Wood

For the Christian communities of the Middle East, the Turkish invasions of 
the eleventh century were the second time that their political order had been 
overturned by an alien foe. The seventh century had already seen the complete 
redrawing of the political map of the region, as the Persian and Roman empires 
were catastrophically defeated by the forces of the nascent caliphate. When 
the dust had settled, the Persian realms had been entirely absorbed by the 
new Arab state, and the Roman empire was reduced to an impoverished rump 
state in Anatolia and the Balkans. Yet Christians continued to live and prosper 
in the conquered territories. There was no sudden conversion to Islam that 
accompanied conquest.1

In this chapter I would like to set out some of the evidence for the continuation 
and transformation of Christian social and political life under Muslim rule. This 
LV�VLJQLϮFDQW�ϮUVWO\�EHFDXVH�LW�VHWV�WKH�VFHQH�IRU�ODWHU�GHYHORSPHQWV�LQ�$QDWROLD�
after the battle of Manzikert (1071). But the earlier period also merits investigation 
because the period of early Islamic rule in the Middle East suggests a number of 
GLϸHUHQW�PRGHOV�IRU�KRZ�WKH�SURFHVVHV�RI�FRQYHUVLRQ��SROLWLFDO�DFFRPPRGDWLRQ�
DQG�LQWHU�FRQIHVVLRQDO�FRPSHWLWLRQ�PLJKW�ZRUN�LQ�GLϸHUHQW�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�

The religious conversion of the Middle East is a vast subject. I can only really 
scratch the surface here. But I do wish to emphasise the variety of the Christian 
experience, whether by confession, by region or by institution. I begin by setting 
out the confessional diversity of the Middle East as a whole, before discussing 
WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�WKH�$UDE�FRQTXHVWV�DQG�WKHLU�GLϸHUHQW�HϸHFWV�LQ�6\ULD�DQG�LQ�
northern and southern Mesopotamia.2 Finally, I turn to the elements of Arab-
Islamic culture and jurisprudence that might allow us to explain the gradual 
conversion of parts of the Middle East to a new religion.3

1೉0\�WKDQNV�JR�WR�+DUU\�0XQW�DQG�6DUDK�6DYDQW�IRU�WKHLU�DGYLFH�
2೉A useful general survey is provided by A. Eddé, F. Micheau and C. Picard (eds), Communautés 

chrétiennes en pays d’Islam: du début de VIIe siècle au milieu de IXe siècle �3DULV��6('(6��������
3೉I recognise that the categories ‘Islam’ and ‘Christianity’ are neither homogeneous 

QRU� VWDWLRQDU\�� L�H�� WKDW�PXWXDO� LQϰXHQFH�PHDQW� WKDW� QHLWKHU� FDWHJRU\� UHPDLQHG� WKH� VDPH��
Therefore, when we speak of conversion to Islam in the seventh century or in the ninth we 
DUH�DFWXDOO\�VSHDNLQJ�RI�GLϸHUHQW�SKHQRPHQD��&I��5��%XOOLHW��¶3URFHVV�DQG�VWDWXV�LQ�FRQYHUVLRQ�
and continuity’, in Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic Lands. Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries, 
HG��0��*HUYHUV�DQG�5�-��%LNKD]L��7RURQWR��21��3RQWLϮFDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�0HGLDHYDO�6WXGLHV���������
1–12, at 3.
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The Sixth Century: Three Christian Confessions

The Roman Middle East that fell to Arab arms in the seventh century was no 
KRPRJHQHRXV�WHUULWRU\��$V�ZHOO�DV�-HZV��SRO\WKHLVWV�DQG�6DPDULWDQV��WKH�UHJLRQ�
SOD\HG� KRVW� WR� QXPHURXV� GLϸHUHQW� &KULVWLDQ� FRQIHVVLRQV�� 7KH� &KDOFHGRQLDQV�
were the most numerous of these. This group, intellectual ancestors of the 
modern Greek Orthodox, derived their theology from the formulae of the 451 
Council of Chalcedon, in particular their emphasis on the independent human 
DQG�GLYLQH�QDWXUHV�RI�&KULVW� �D�'\RSK\VLWH�&KULVWRORJ\���7KLV�ZDV� WKH� IDLWK�RI�
the emperor and of the four great patriarchates of the east in Constantinople, 
Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem. It was the only Christian group in the east 
to enjoy relatively close relations with the Pope in Rome and its adherents were 
scattered across the eastern Mediterranean. The Chalcedonians of the caliphate 
are often referred to as Melkites, and I shall use this term here.4

The second major Christian confession were the Miaphysites, those who 
DVVHUWHG�D�VLQJOH�XQLϮHG�QDWXUH�RI�&KULVW��7KLV�JURXS�LV�VRPHWLPHV�UHIHUUHG�WR�
as the anti-Chalcedonians, because they rejected the Council of Chalcedon and 
viewed this as their main point of departure from the Melkites. Here I shall 
use the term ‘Jacobite’, the name they were most commonly given by Arabic 
authors after the missionary bishop, Jacob Baradeus. Whereas the Melkites 
had been the direct recipients of imperial patronage, the Jacobites had been 
subject to periodic persecution throughout the sixth century at the hands of 
impatient patriarchs of Constantinople. In reaction to this persecution, and to 
their exclusion from a great deal of imperial patronage, they retreated into the 
countryside in their main strongholds of Egypt, Mesopotamia and northern 
6\ULD��7KH\�UHWDLQHG�WKH�VWUXFWXUHV�RI�WKH�&KDOFHGRQLDQ�FKXUFK��KRZHYHU��HYHQ�
if their councils and synods were convened in rural monasteries rather than in 
cities, and they continued to celebrate the imperial patronage they had received 
in recent in earlier eras.5

4೉2Q�WKH�GLϸHUHQW�FRQIHVVLRQV�LQ�JHQHUDO�WHUPV�VHH�,��'RUIPDQQ�/D]DUHY��¶%H\RQG�(PSLUH�,��
Eastern Christianities from the Persian to the Turkish Conquests, 604–1071’, in The Cambridge 
History of Christianity, vol. 3: Early Medieval Christianities, c.600-c.1100, ed. Thomas F.X. Noble and 
-XOLD�0�+��6PLWK��&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����������²����)RU�GHYHORSPHQWV�LQ�
WKH�,VODPLF�SHULRG�VHH�6��*ULϲWK��¶´0HONLWHVµ��´-DFRELWHVµ�DQG�WKH�&KULVWRORJLFDO�FRQWURYHUVLHV·��
in Syrian Christians under Islam: The First Thousand Years, ed. '��7KRPDV��/HLGHQ��%ULOO����������²���

5೉0�0��0DQJR��¶7KH�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�6\ULDF�PDQXVFULSWV�����²����$'·�LQ�Scritture. Libri e testi 
nelle aree provinciali dell’impero bizantino. Acts of the Third International Congress of Greek Palaeography, 
Erice, September 1988��HG��*��&DYDOOR��6SROHWR��&HQWUR�LWDOLDQR�GL�VWXGL�VXOO·DOWR�0HGLRHYR���������
���²����DW�����RQ�WKH�GRPLQDQFH�RI�PRQDVWHULHV�LQ�0LDSK\VLWH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�OLIH��3KLOLS�:RRG��
‘We have no king but Christ’: Christian Political Thought in Greater Syria on the Eve of the Arab Conquest 
(c.400–585)��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������������-��7DQQRXV��¶6\ULD�EHWZHHQ�%\]DQWLXP�
DQG�,VODP��0DNLQJ�,QFRPPHQVXUDEOHV�6SHDN·��3K'�GLVVHUWDWLRQ��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�����������
on monasticism as the preserver of an alternative ‘Romanitas’. On Miaphysite theology, note 
the useful introduction by R.C. Chestnut, Three Monophysite Christologies: Severus of Antioch, 
Philoxenus of Mabbug and Jacob of Serug �/RQGRQ��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������2Q�WKH�VL[WK�
FHQWXU\� EDFNJURXQG� VHH� 9��/�� 0HQ]H�� Justinian and the Making of the Syrian Orthodox Church 
�2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������
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0RGHUQ�KLVWRULDQV�KDYH�RFFDVLRQDOO\�UHSUHVHQWHG� WKH�6\ULDQ� -DFRELWHV�DV�D�
ϮIWK�FROXPQ��HDJHU�WR�ZHOFRPH�WKH�$UDE�LQYDGHUV�DQG�H[SHO�WKHLU�&KDOFHGRQLDQ�
persecutors.6 However, these interpretations place rather too much weight on 
sources written or compiled long after the invasions themselves.7�6L[WK�FHQWXU\�
VRXUFHV� RϸHU� D� PXFK� PRUH� QXDQFHG� YLHZ�� LQ� ZKLFK� WKH� -DFRELWHV� UHSUHVHQW�
themselves as servants of the emperor and as an ‘orthodoxy in waiting’, until 
such time as he would restore their exiled bishops to their rightful place.�

The third major confession that I will discuss here is the Church of the 
East, often referred to as the Nestorian church. This was the Christian church 
RI� WKH�6DVDQLDQ�HPSLUH��ZKLFK�DGRSWHG�D�KHDYLO\�'\RSK\VLWH�&KULVWRORJ\� WKDW�
could occasionally be reconciled with the Council of Chalcedon. Christians 
LQ� WKH�6DVDQLDQ�ZRUOG�HQGXUHG�SHULRGLF�SHUVHFXWLRQ�DW� WKH�KDQGV�RI� WKH�VWDWH�
DXWKRULWLHV��EXW�WKLV�ZDV�LQWHUVSHUVHG�E\�YDULRXV�H[SHULPHQWV�E\�WKH�6DVDQLDQ�
VWDWH�WR�JLYH�DXWKRULW\�WR�WKH�ELVKRS�RI�&WHVLSKRQ�DQG�WR�WU\�WR�LQϰXHQFH�&KULVWLDQ�
behaviour through institutional structures.�

Relations between all three groups varied substantially across the sixth 
century. All three could look to important moments of rapprochement or points 
RI�FRQϰLFW�LQ�WKHLU�VKDUHG�KLVWRULHV��DQG�WKH�VL[WK�FHQWXU\�ZRXOG�RϸHU�D�FUXFLDO�
phase that later historians would look back on, in order to chart contemporary 
identities. It is, perhaps, ironic, that the closest they came to reconciliation was 
with the aftermath of the reign of the emperor Heraklios (d. 641). His defeat 
RI�WKH�3HUVLDQ�HPSLUH�LQ�����DQG�KLV�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�6DVDQLDQV�DV�SDJDQ�
HQHPLHV�RI�*RG�RϸHUHG�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�&KULVWLDQ�XQLW\�10�6XSSRUWHG�E\�KLV�DOOLHV�
from the Christian Caucasus, the emperor returned the True Cross to Jerusalem 

6೉*�(�0��'H�6WH�&URL[��The Class Struggle in the Ancient World��,WKDFD��1<��&RUQHOO�8QLYHUVLW\�
3UHVV�������� 444.

7೉H�J��0LFKDHO� WKH�6\ULDQ��Chronique de Michel le Syrien, ed. and trans. J.-B. Chabot (Paris: 
/HURX[�� ����²������� �� YROV��;,�� Y²YLL� �YRO�� ��� ���²���YRO�� ��� ���²����KDV� D�QHJDWLYH� WRQH� WKDW�
SUHVHQWV� WKH� 5RPDQV� DV� D� W\UDQWV�� XQV\PSDWKHWLF� WR� 6\ULD�� DQG� HPSKDVLVHV� WKH� IDYRXUDEOH�
WUHDWPHQW� RI� WKH� 0LDSK\VLWHV� E\� WKH� $UDEV�� 'LRQ\VLXV� RI� 7HO�0DKUH�� UHFRQVWUXFWHG� DQG�
WUDQV��$��3DOPHU�ZLWK�6��%URFN�DQG�5��+R\ODQG��The Seventh Century in the West Syrian Chronicles 
�/LYHUSRRO��/LYHUSRRO�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������XVLQJ�WKH�Chronicle of 1234, ed. J. Chabot, Chronicon 
Anonymum ad Annuum Christi 1234 Pertinens� �&6&2� ��²��� /HXYHQ�� 7\SRJUDSKHR� /LQJXDUXP�
2ULHQWDOLXP������²����� UHSRUWV� WKH� ¶XQVSHDNDEOH�FULPHV·�RI� WKH�5RPDQV�GXULQJ� WKHLU� UHWUHDW�
IURP�6\ULD�����������������DQG�DVVHUWV�WKDW�WKH�&RSWLF�SDWULDUFK�%HQMDPLQ�FROODERUDWHG�LQ�WKH�
0XVOLP� FRQTXHVW� RXW� RI� HQPLW\� WRZDUGV� WKH�0HONLWHV� ������ ���²��� ������ 7KHUH� LV� QR� GLUHFW�
VWDWHPHQW�RI� FROODERUDWLRQ� IRU�&KULVWLDQV� LQ�6\ULD�� XQOLNH� WKH�6DPDULWDQV�RU� WKH� -DUDMLPD�RI�
$QWLRFK� �DO�%DOčGKXUҸ�� )XWࡃє� DO�EXOGčQ�� HG��0�� GH� *RHMH� �&DLUR�� ������ DQG� WUDQV�� 3��+LWWL��The 
Origins of the Islamic State �1HZ�<RUN��&ROXPELD�8QLYHUVLW\������������²���

�೉Wood, ‘We Have No King but Christ’, 175.
�೉P. Wood, The Chronicle of Seert: Christian Historical Imagination in Late Antique Iraq (Oxford: 

2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������HVS�����
10೉M. Whittow, The Making of Orthodox Byzantium� �%DVLQJVWRNH�� 3DOJUDYH�0DFPLOODQ�� �������

��²����-��+RZDUG�-RKQVWRQ��Witnesses to a World Crisis: Historians and Histories of the Middle East in the 
Seventh Century��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������²����:RRG��The Chronicle of Seert, ch. 
7. Note the positive reception of Heraklios’ image as a Christian monarch in the Caucasus, where 
KLV�FRLQV�ZHUH�ZLGHO\�LPLWDWHG��0��7VRWVHOLD��¶5HFHQW�6DVDQLDQ�FRLQ�ϮQGLQJV�RQ�WKH�WHUULWRU\�RI�
Georgia’, Histoire et mesure������KWWS���KLVWRLUHPHVXUH�UHYXHV�RUJ�GRFXPHQW����KWPO��
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after its capture by the Persians and received communion with the Nestorian 
patriarch Isho’yahb II.11� :KHUH� WKHRORJLDQV� KDG� ORQJ� IDLOHG� WR� JHW� GLϸHUHQW�
FRQIHVVLRQV� WR� FRRSHUDWH�� WKH� ϮHOG� RI� EDWWOH� PD\� KDYH� RϸHUHG� D�PRUH� GLUHFW�
indication of God’s will.

Of course, with the hindsight of subsequent events, we know that Heraklios’ 
SODQV�FDPH�WR�QRWKLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�$UDE�LQYDVLRQV�RI�6\ULD�DQG�,UDT��*RG��LW�VHHPHG��
had other human agents in mind and other theologies to favour. But the fact 
that Heraklios came so close to establishing compromise should remind us of 
two things. Firstly, that any theologian conscious of his history would be aware 
of the real possibility of the union of the churches. And, secondly, that relations 
EHWZHHQ� GLϸHUHQW� &KULVWLDQ� FRQIHVVLRQV� ZHUH� DOVR� GHHSO\� LQWHUWZLQHG� ZLWK�
VHFXODU�DϸDLUV��DQG�WKDW�*RG·V�KDQG�ZDV�VHHQ�LQ�WKH�GHHGV�RI�HPSHURUV�DV�PXFK�
as in the internal workings of the church.12

7KH�(ϸHFWV�RI�WKH�&RQTXHVW

/DUJH�SDUWV�RI�WKH�5RPDQ�0LGGOH�(DVW�IHOO�WR�WKH�$UDEV�YHU\�TXLFNO\�LQGHHG��7KLV�
was not the long, drawn out struggle that characterised the fall of parts of the 
Roman West.13� $O�%DOčGKXUҸ� UHSRUWV� WKDW� WKH�*UHHNV�ϰHG� FLWLHV� OLNH�+RPV� DQG�
'DPDVFXV�IRU�WKH�VDIHW\�RI�5RPDQ�&\SUXV��DQG�WKDW�WKH�$UDE�FRQTXHURUV�ZHUH�
permitted to live in their houses.14 But the levels of population displacement and 
the destruction of property during the conquests appear to have been low. The 
DUFKDHRORJLVW�$ODQ�:DOPVOH\�REVHUYHV�KRZ�UDUH�LW�LV�WR�ϮQG�VLJQV�RI�GHVWUXFWLRQ�

11೉B. Flusin, Saint Anastase le Perse et l’histoire de la Palestine au début du VIIe siècle, 2 vols 
�3DULV��(GLWLRQV�GX�&HQWUH�QDWLRQDO�GH� OD�UHFKHUFKH�VFLHQWLϮTXH���������YRO��������²����:RRG��
Chronicle of Seert, 213–5.

12೉The excerpted works of earlier historians were often translated into Arabic (e.g. The 
Chronicle of Seert�� ��� HG�� DQG� WUDQV�� $GGDL� 6FKHHU� DV� ¶+LVWRLUH� QHVWRULHQQH� LQpGLWH�� &KURQLTXH�
GH� 6pHUW·��Patrologia Orientalis� � �� �������� �� �������� �� ������� ��� �������� RU� HPEHGGHG� LQWR� ODWHU�
ϰRULOHJLD (quotation collections). M. Conterno, ‘Culto e memoria di Constantino nelle tradizioni 
VLUH��$JLRJUDϮD�FRQVWDQWLQLDQD�QHOOD�OLWXUJLD�H�QHOOD�VWRULRJUDϮD·��LQ�Constantino I. Enciclopedia 
&RQVWDQWLQLDQD�VXOOD�ϮJXUD�LPPDJLQH�GHOO·LPSHUDWRUH�GHO�FRVVLGHWWR�HGLWWR�GL�0LODQR (Rome: Instituto 
GHOOD�(QFLFORSHGLD�,WDOLDQD���������,,�����²���GLVFXVVHV�WKH�WUHDWPHQW�RI�WKH�ϮJXUH�RI�&RQVWDQWLQH�
DV�D�WRXFKVWRQH�RI�RUWKRGR[\�LQ�WKH�GLϸHUHQW�RULHQWDO�WUDGLWLRQV�

13೉e.g. C. Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400–800 
�2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������IRU�WKH�HϸHFWV�RI�WKH�3HUVLDQV�DQG�$UDEV�LQ�$QDWROLD��
��²��IRU�WKH�*RWKV�DQG�/RPEDUGV� LQ�,WDO\��6��9U\RQLV��The Decline of Medieval Hellenism in Asia 
Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh through Fifteenth Centuries (Berkeley, CA: 
8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&DOLIRUQLD�3UHVV��������������FRQWUDVWV�WKH�UDSLGLW\�RI�WKH�FRQTXHVW�RI�7UHEL]RQG�
to the rest of Anatolia and suggests that this is one explanation for the survival of Christianity 
in this region.

14೉$O�%DOčGKXUҸ�� )XWࡃє�� ����� IRU� WKH� ϰLJKW� RI� �·Pࡃ5¶ IURP�7ULSROL��ZLWK� WKH� FRPPHQWV� RI�
+��.HQQHG\��¶6\ULDQ�HOLWHV�IURP�%\]DQWLXP�WR�,VODP��VXUYLYDO�RU�H[WLQFWLRQ"·�LQ�Money, Power and 
Politics in Early Islamic Syria: A Review of Current Debates, ed. J. Haldon (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 
���²�����DW����²����$OVR�QRWH� ,EQ� ¶$EG�DO�+DNDP��)XWࡃє�0LߙU, ed. C. Torrey, The History of the 
Conquest of Egypt, North Africa and Spain �1HZ�+DYHQ��&7��<DOH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������²��IRU�
WKH�RFFXSDWLRQ�RI�KRXVHV�LQ�$OH[DQGULD�DEDQGRQHG�E\�¶5ࡃP·�
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LQ�WKH�FLWLHV�RI�6\ULD�DQG�3DOHVWLQH�15 The conquest seems to have been swift and 
relatively tightly controlled.16

For several of the Christian confessions of the Middle East, the seventh 
FHQWXU\�PD\�KDYH�UHSUHVHQWHG�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�DQ�¶,QGLDQ�6XPPHU·��WR�XVH�&KDVH�
Robinson’s term.17 Probably because they simply lacked the administrative 
manpower to closely monitor the conquered population, the caliphate seems to 
have allowed many local aristocrats, bishops and monasteries substantial powers 
to provide justice for their co-religionists�� and relied on them to raise taxes on 
behalf of the state.�� Numismatists have also suggested that similar groups took 
RQ� WKH� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� RI� PLQWLQJ� LPLWDWLRQV� RI� 5RPDQ� FRLQV�� ZKHQ� VXϲFLHQW�
coin stock was no longer being imported from elsewhere or being produced 
by the state.20 In Egypt we see Christian elites exploiting the absence of central 
government to raise much higher taxes on the agricultural population than had 
occurred under Roman rule.21 In other words, the seventh century witnessed an 
absence of upper level government that was exploited by men on the spot.22

Another feature of this absence of state control is the remarkable progress 
made by Christian missionary activity and monastic building in the former 
6DVDQLDQ�ZRUOG� LQ�WKH�VDPH�SHULRG��7KH�HQWULHV� IRU� WKH�\HDUV�c.���²���� LQ�WKH�
SDWULDUFKDO�FKURQLFOH�RI� ૛$PU�LEQ�0DWWD�VHH�D�ERRP�LQ�WKH�FRPPHPRUDWLRQ�RI�
monastic founders.23 These foundations are clustered in northern Iraq, around 

15೉A. Walmsley, Early Islamic Syria: An Archaeological Assessment��/RQGRQ��'XFNZRUWK���������
47.

16೉)��'RQQHU��¶&HQWUDOL]HG�DXWKRULW\�DQG�PLOLWDU\�DXWRQRP\�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�,VODPLF�FRQTXHVWV·��
in The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, vol. 3: States, Resources and Armies, ed. Averil Cameron 
�3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������²����FRPHV�WR�WKH�VDPH�FRQFOXVLRQV�IURP�
the literary sources.

17೉C. Robinson, Empire and Elites after the Muslim Conquest: The Transformation of Northern 
Mesopotamia��&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����������²���

��೉On the provision of justice by GKLPPҸ� UHOLJLRXV� OHDGHUV� VHH�8�� 6LPRQVRKQ��A Common 
Justice: The Legal Allegiances of Christians and Jews under Early Islam��3KLODGHOSKLD��3$��8QLYHUVLW\�
RI� 3HQQV\OYDQLD� 3UHVV�� ������ DQG� 1�� (GHOE\�� ¶/·DXWRQRPLH� OpJLVODWLYH� GHV� FKUpWLHQV� HQ� WHUUH�
de l’Islam’, Archive de l’histoire du droit orientale��������������²����7DQQRXV��Syria������JLYHV�WKH�
example of one Theodota of Amida, whose Life records that the Arabs gave him legal authority 
over ‘all the Christians of Amida’ (a local coup, therefore, for the Miaphysites).

��೉Robinson, Empire and Elites����²�����3��6LMSHVWHLMQ��¶/DQGKROGLQJ�3DWWHUQV�LQ�(DUO\�,VODPLF�
Egypt’, Journal of Agrarian Change �������������²���RQ�WKH�UHWHQWLRQ�RI�&KULVWLDQ�SDJDUFKV�XQWLO�
the Marwanid period. Al-Tabari, 7D·UҸNK�DO�UXVࡃO�ZDO�PXOࡃN, HG��0��'H�*RHMH��/HLGHQ������²�����
YRO���������QRWHV�WKH�XVH�RI�GLKTčQV to collect taxes.

20೉M. Bates, ‘Byzantine Coinage and Its Imitations, Arab Coinage and Its Imitations: The 
Byzantine-Arab Coinage’, Aram��������������²�����DW����²��

21೉John of Nikiu, Chronicle��WUDQV��5��&KDUOHV��/RQGRQ�DQG�2[IRUG��:LOOLDP�1RUJDWH���������
CXXI, 5.

22೉The tyrannical powers of the shahregan of northern Iraq, and their eventual destruction 
by the Arabs, is a strong theme of the Life of Maranemmeh, preserved in Thomas of Marga, The 
Book of Governors��HG��DQG�WUDQV��(��:DOOLV�%XGJH��/RQGRQ��.��3DXO��7UHQFK��7U�EQHU�	�&R����������
���²�������²���

23೉Amr, Kitab al-Magdal. trans. H. Gismondi, Maris, Amri et Salibae: De Patriarchis Nestorianorum 
Commentaria �5RPH��GH�/XLJL��������������²�������QRWLQJ�WKH�OLVWV�RI�IRXQGDWLRQV�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�
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WKH�JUHDW�PRQDVWHU\�RI�,]OD��EXW�WKH\�H[WHQG�LQWR�&HQWUDO�$VLD��DQG�LQWR�'D\ODP�
RQ� WKH� VKRUHV� RI� WKH� &DVSLDQ�� 7KLV� JHQHUDO� LPSUHVVLRQ� LV� DOVR� FRQϮUPHG� E\�
archaeological evidence from the Persian Gulf, where a series of monasteries 
and churches have been recently re-dated to the early Islamic period, having 
ORQJ�EHHQ�WKRXJKW�WR�EH�6DVDQLDQ�LQ�GDWH�24 And in Palestine, ‘Christian life went 
on both sides of the Jordan, not as an ebbing survival, but as the expression of a 
ϰRXULVKLQJ��VHOI�DVVXUHG�DQG�VHOI�RUJDQLVHG�FRPPXQLW\�·25

Christian expansion in the seventh century may seem counter-intuitive, 
but we should bear in mind that Islam was, at that time, a religious opinion 
held by very few people indeed, and that they ruled the Middle East as a small 
and dispersed population, drawing on the resources and expertise of a much 
larger non-Muslim population. Moreover, the regions of Iraq and Iran were 
LQ� DQ� XQXVXDO� SRVLWLRQ� DV� IRUPHU� WHUULWRULHV� RI� WKH� 6DVDQLDQ� HPSLUH�� ZKRVH�
RϲFLDO� =RURDVWULDQ� UHOLJLRQ� KDG� VXGGHQO\� DQG� IDWDOO\� ORVW� LWV� DELOLW\� WR� UHWDLQ�
adherents with the collapse of the empire.26 The monastic history of Thomas 
of Marga describes a situation where most of the Christian converts in this era 
EHDU�,UDQLDQ�QDPHV��RIWHQ�ZLWK�=RURDVWULDQ�FRQQRWDWLRQV��7KHVH�PHQ�ZHUH�DOVR�
powerful aristocrats, GHKTčQs and shahregčn in the language of the text, and they 
seem to have facilitated the seventh-century expansion in monasticism through 
gifts of money and political protection.27

7KH�UHODWLYH�IUHHGRP�RI�&KULVWLDQV�WR�SURVHO\WLVH�=RURDVWULDQV�DQG�SDJDQV�DQG�
expand monastic structures would remain continuous features of the seventh 
and eighth centuries.�� But we should note that the independence of Christian 

each section. They peter out after the entry for Pethion.
24೉R.A. Carter, ‘Christianity in the Gulf during the First Centuries of Islam’, Arabian 

Archaeology and Epigraphy ��� �������� ��²����� 1RWH� DOVR� 5�� 3D\QH�� ¶0RQNV�� 'LQDUV� DQG� 'DWH�
Palms: Hagiographical Production and the Expansion of Monastic Institutions in the Early 
Islamic Persian Gulf ’, Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy �������������²�����ZKR�LQWHJUDWHV�WKLV�
archaeological study into the hagiographical evidence.

25೉4XRWDWLRQ� IURP�/��'L�6HJQL�� ¶&KULVWLDQ�(SLJUDSK\� LQ� WKH�+RO\�/DQG��1HZ�'LVFRYHULHV·��
Aram 15 (2003): 247–67, at 247. Walmsley, Early Islamic Syria, 124–6 has emphasised the enormous 
expense involved in the construction of mosaics in churches in Palestine and the Transjordan in 
WKH�HDUO\�WR�PLG�HLJKWK�FHQWXULHV��6HH�IXUWKHU�0��3LFLULOOR��Mosaics of Jordan (Amman: American 
&HQWHU�RI�2ULHQWDO�5HVHDUFK���������0��3LFLULOOR�DQG�(��$OOLDWD��Umm al-Rasas- Mayfa’ah I. Gli scavi 
del complesso di Santo Stefano��-HUXVDOHP��6WXGLXP�%LEOLFXP�)UDQFLVFXP��������

26೉M. Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest� �3ULQFHWRQ�� 1-�� 3ULQFHWRQ� 8QLYHUVLW\� 3UHVV��
����������²�����&I��7��'DU\DHH�� ¶0DUULDJH��3URSHUW\�DQG�&RQYHUVLRQ�DPRQJ�WKH�=RURDVWULDQV��
)URP�/DWH� 6DVDQLDQ� WR� (DUO\� ,VODPLF� ,UDQ·� Journal of Persianate Studies �� �������� ��²�����ZKR�
suggests that close-kin marriage was promoted as a means of keeping property within a 
shrinking community.

27೉e.g. Thomas of Marga, The Book of Governors�� ,,��[OLLL�� ���²�����²��RQ�+XJDLUDEDG��6HH�
WKH� GLVFXVVLRQV� RI� &��9LOODJRPH]�� ¶7KH� )LHOGV�� )ORFNV� DQG� )LQDQFHV� RI�0RQNV�� (FRQRPLF� /LIH�
DW�1HVWRULDQ�0RQDVWHULHV�����²���·� 3K'�GLVVHUWDWLRQ��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&DOLIRUQLD�DW�/RV�$QJHOHV��
������DQG��GUDZLQJ�RQ�WKLV��:RRG��Chronicle of Seert, 163–70.

��೉e.g. Narratives in Thomas of Marga, The Book of Governors����[[[LL�����²������²���RQ�*RODL�
LQ�QRUWKHUQ�,UDT���Chronicle of Seert, in Patrologia Orientalis �����������;/9��/��/,9��/;;9,��PLVVLRQV�
WR�WKH�.XUGV�DQG�$UDEV���Life of John of Daylam��HG��DQG�WUDQV��6��%URFN��Parole de l’Orient������������
���²�����������������PLVVLRQV�LQ�'D\ODP�DQG�)DUV��
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leaders, especially their bishops, was eventually curtailed. In the last decade 
RI� WKH� HLJKWK� FHQWXU\�� WKH� FDOLSK� ૛$EG� DO�0DOLN� EHJDQ� UHIRUPV� WR� WLJKWHQ� WKH�
remit of the state and to restrict the behaviour of local elites. It was in his reign 
WKDW�ZH�ϮUVW�KHDU�RI�D�FHQVXV�DQG� ODQG�VXUYH\�EHLQJ�FRQGXFWHG��HYHQ� LQ�UXUDO�
districts such as northern Mesopotamia.���6LPLODUO\��WKH�VDPH�SHULRG�ZLWQHVVHG�
a strong crack-down on the high nobility (shahregčn) of northern Iraq by local 
governors in Mosul: the aristocratic dominance and conspicuous consumption 
of the previous century was being brought to heel by a stronger and more 
centralised caliphate.30

This centralisation of the state, and the revenue that it brought, was also 
used to fuel a deliberate articulation of the state’s Arabic and Islamic character. 
Epigraphic coinage, bearing the Arabic VKDKčGD��ZDV� LVVXHG� IRU� WKH�ϮUVW� WLPH��
and bureaucracy was increasingly conducted in Arabic, rather than in Greek and 
Persian.31�7KH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI� ,VODPLF�PRQXPHQWV� LQ�'DPDVFXV�DQG�-HUXVDOHP�
DOVR�SURFODLPHG�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLϮFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VWDWH�WR�D�&KULVWLDQ�SRSXODWLRQ�
and to visitors from the still unconquered Byzantine world.32 To both interest 
JURXSV�� WKLV�PXVW� KDYH� EHHQ� D� VWDUN� VWDWHPHQW� RI� FXOWXUDO� GLϸHUHQFH� DQG� WKH�
rejection of a Roman way of doing things. These cultural-religious statements 
took place against a background of military victory over the Byzantines and 
rival caliphs, and there was a strong expectation that Constantinople’s fall, and 
possibly the end of the world, were both imminent.33

��೉Chronicle of Zuqnin, ed. J. Chabot, Incerti auctoris chronicon anonymum pseudo-Dionysianum 
vulgo dictum� �3DULV��7\SRJUDSKHR�5HLSXEOLFDH������²����DQG�WUDQV��$��+DUUDN��The Chronicle of 
Zuqnin, Parts III and IV, A.D. 484–775 �7RURQWR��21��3RQWLϮFDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�0HGLHYDO�6WXGLHV���������
��������²��

30೉Thomas of Marga, The Book of Governors�� ,,,�� YLLL�� ����� ���²��� �IRU� 0DUDQHPPHK·V�
FRQGHPQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VKDKULJ�=DGKDL��ZLWK�FRPPHQWV�LQ�3��:RRG��¶&KULVWLDQV�LQ�8PD\\DG�,UDT·�
in A. Marsham and A. George, Power, Patronage and Memory in Early Islam: Perspectives on Umayyad 
History �(GLQEXUJK��(GLQEXUJK�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��IRUWKFRPLQJ��

31೉J. Bachrach, 6LJQV�RI�6RYHUHLJQW\��7KH�6KDKDGD��4XU૟DQLF�YHUVHV�DQG�WKH�&RLQDJH�RI�¶$EG�DO�0DOLN�
(65–86 AH/685–705 CE) (forthcoming). For the background to this coinage reform, seen in terms 
RI�QXPLVPDWLF�H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ��VHH�$��:DOPVOH\��¶&RLQDJH�DQG�WKH�HFRQRP\�RI�6\ULD�3DOHVWLQH�
in the seventh and eighth centuries CE’, in Haldon, Money, Power and Politics, 21–44. For changes 
LQ�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�LQ�(J\SW�LQ�WKLV�SHULRG�VHH�3��6LMSHVWHLMQ��Shaping a Muslim State: The World 
RI�D�0LG�(LJKWK�&HQWXU\�(J\SWLDQ�2ϲFLDO��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������

32೉C. Robinson, ¶$EG�DO�0DOLN�(Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), esp. 77 and 116–7 on construction in 
-HUXVDOHP�DQG�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�XQLIRUP�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��6WXGLHV�LQ�)�%��)ORRG� The Great Mosque of 
Damascus: Studies on the Makings of Umayyad Visual Culture �/HLGHQ��%ULOO��������DQG�LQ�-��-RKQV�DQG�
J. Raby (eds), %D\W�DO�0DTGLV��¶$EG�DO�0DOLN·V�-HUXVDOHP��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������

33೉e.g. G. Reinink, Die syrische Apokalypse des Pseudo-Methodius� �/HXYHQ��(��3HHWHUV�� �������
&6&2����²���(QJOLVK�WUDQVODWLRQ�LQ�3��$OH[DQGHU��The Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition (Berkeley, 
&$��&DOLIRUQLD�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����������²����1RWH�WKH�FRPPHQWV�LQ�*��5HLQLQN��¶3V�0HWKRGLXV��
a concept of history in response to the rise of Islam’, in idem, Syriac Christianity under Late 
Sasanian and Early Islamic Rule� �$OGHUVKRW�� $VKJDWH�� ������� YRO�� ��� DQG� RWKHU� FKDSWHUV� LQ� WKLV�
YROXPH�� 7KHVH� LGHDV� ZHUH� VKDUHG� E\� PDQ\� 0XVOLPV�� '�� &RRN�� Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic 
�3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������)RU� WKH�%\]DQWLQH�PLOLWDU\� IDLOXUHV�RI� WKLV�
period: Whittow, Making of Orthodox Byzantium�����²���+RZDUG�-RKQVWRQ��Witnesses�����²���
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Regional Identity and the Christians

/RFDO�FKURQLFOHV�FRPSRVHG�LQ�6\ULDF�SURYLGH�D�ULFK�YHLQ�RI�PDWHULDO�IRU�&KULVWLDQ�
attitudes to the competing powers of Byzantium and the caliphate. A particularly 
interesting example is the Chronicle of Zuqnin, composed in a monastery in 
QRUWKHUQ�0HVRSRWDPLD�EHWZHHQ�WKH����V�DQG�WKH����V�E\�D�QXPEHU�RI�GLϸHUHQW�
monks working in the same monastery.34�7KH�ϮUVW�FRPSRVHUV�RI� WKLV�Chronicle 
VSHDN� RI� WKH� $UDEV� LQ� XQGLϸHUHQWLDWHG� WHUPV� DV� W\UDQWV� DQG� RSSUHVVRUV� VHQW�
IURP�*RG��ZKLOH�FRQVLGHUDEOH�SUDLVH� LV�KHDSHG�XSRQ�WKH�HPSHURUV�/HR� ,,,�DQG�
&RQVWDQWLQH� 9�� 7KLV� LV� DOO� WKH� PRUH� VWULNLQJ� EHFDXVH� WKH� =XTQLQ� FKURQLFOHUV�
ZHUH�DOPRVW�FHUWDLQO\�-DFRELWHV��(YHQ�DIWHU�૛$EG�DO�0DOLN·V�VWULNLQJ�GHIHDW�RI�WKH�
%\]DQWLQHV��DQG�WKH�SHUVHFXWLRQV�VXϸHUHG�E\�KLV�VL[WK�FHQWXU\�FR�UHOLJLRQLVWV��
the Byzantine empire remained a seat of God’s providence, and the deeds of its 
emperors an obvious topic of interest for an ecclesiastical historian, even one 
writing beyond the borders of the empire. However, the account of the emperors 
is also rather ignorant of their theological innovations: to any Greek-speaking 
historian these emperors were famous as Iconoclasts.35

+RZHYHU��DXWKRUV�ZULWLQJ�DURXQG�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\�RϸHU�FRQVLGHUDEO\�
more space to the Arab rulers of Mesopotamia as the Byzantine emperors recede 
IURP�YLHZ��7KH�8PD\\DG�FDOLSK�0DUZčQ�,,�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�SURPLQHQW�IRU�PDNLQJ�
his capital in Harran, and the chronicler presents him as an attractive military 
hero, whose deeds will be an obvious point of interest for his listeners.36 These 
VWRULHV�SDYH�WKH�ZD\�IRU�D�V\PSDWKHWLF�SHUVSHFWLYH�RQ�WKH�FDXVH�RI�WKH�8PD\\DGV�
during the third ϮWQD. This is seen primarily in ‘racial’, rather than religious 
terms: the Abbasids are Persians, and are characterised by their black skin and 
EODFN�FORWKHV��DQG�WKH�QHJDWLYH�HϸHFWV�RI�WKH�ϮUVW�GHFDGHV�RI�$EEDVLG�UXOH�LQFOXGH�
WKHLU� LPSRUWDWLRQ�RI� ODUJH�QXPEHUV�RI� IRUHLJQHUV��6LQGLV��.KXUDVDQLV��3HUVLDQV�
and Medians. By this stage, it seems that the early wave of Arab conquerors had 
become familiar to the chroniclers.37 The writers of the 760s seem more able 
WR�GLϸHUHQWLDWH�EHWZHHQ�GLϸHUHQW�JURXSV�RI�IRUHLJQHUV�WKDQ�WKHLU�SUHGHFHVVRUV��
Even if is only on a principle of ‘better the devil you know’, they increasingly 
felt sympathy for local Arabs who were subject to the same oppressive taxation 

34೉On this text note C. Cahen, ‘Fiscalité, propriété, antagonismes sociaux en Haute-
0pVRSRWDPLH�DX�WHPSV�GHV�SUHPLHUV�$EEDVLGHV�G·DSUqV�'HQ\V�GH�7HOO�0DKUp·��Arabica ����������
136–54 (for economic issues) and W. Witakowski, The Syriac Chronicle of Pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-
Mahre: A Study in the History of Historiography��8SSVDOD��$OPTYLVW�	�:LNVHOO�,QWHUQDWLRQDO���������
3��:RRG�� ¶7KH�&KURQLFOHUV�RI�=XTQLQ�DQG�7KHLU�7LPHV� �F����²���·��Parole de l’Orient 36 (2011): 
���²���

35೉Chronicle of Zuqnin�����²������²���RQ�/HR�,,,�����������²����RQ�&RQVWDQWLQH�9���&RQWUDVW�
the negative portrayal given in Theophanes, Chronographia, ed. and trans. Cyril Mango and 
5REHUW�6FRWW�DV�The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������H�J��
$0����������������DQG�$0�����������������

36೉e.g. Chronicle of Zuqnin�����²�����²��
37೉,ELG������������7KH�FKURQLFOHU�REVHUYHV�WKDW�PDQ\�RI�WKLV�DUP\�DUH�ZRUVKLSSHUV�RI�ϮUH�

and idols: the emphasis is on the alien nature of the caliph’s army and on the signs of the 
apocalypse, rather than on the caliph as a Muslim per se.
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regime as they were themselves.�� A reference to the Abbasids removing 
$UDEV� IURP�WKH�YLOODJHV�RI� WKH� ¶6\ULDQV·� �Suryaye), where they had settled and 
intermarried with local women, suggests that this sympathy stems from some 
measure of social integration on the ground, though it is unclear whether such 
intermarriage had led to conversions in either direction.��

7KH�ϮQDO�VHFWLRQ�RI� WKLV�UHJLRQDO�FKURQLFOH� LV� WKH� ORQJHVW��DQG�DOVR�KHDYLO\�
ZHLJKWHG�WRZDUGV�DQ�HVFKDWRORJLFDO�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KLVWRU\��ϮOOHG�ZLWK�LPDJHV�
of the apocalypse. It is only in this section, written in 776, that the Arabs and 
3HUVLDQV�DUH�FOHDUO\�LGHQWLϮHG�DV�0XVOLPV��UDWKHU�WKDQ�PHUHO\�DV�IRUHLJQHUV��+HUH�
the frontier wars between the caliph and Byzantium are understood as a war 
between Christianity and Islam. The caliphal forces are described in the terms 
RI� ,VUDHO·V� RSSRQHQWV� LQ� WKH�2OG�7HVWDPHQW� DV� WKH� FXSEHDUHUV�RI� 6HQQDFKHULE��
¶:KHUH�DUH�QRZ�WKH�NLQJV�RI�(J\SW��$IULFD��WKH�1XELDQV�DQG�WKH�0RRUV"�«�7KH�
deeds of the Persians were all in vain because the help of the Romans was 
WKH�/RUG�·40

7KH�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZDU�DV�D�UHOLJLRXV�FRQϰLFW�PD\�VWHP�IURP�WKH�ϮUVW�
apostasies that occurred within nearby communities in the time of the last of 
=XTQLQ� FKURQLFOHUV�� 7KH� Chronicle concludes with the celebration of the local 
martyr, Cyrus of Harran. Though Cyrus is celebrated for his steadfastness, 
the chronicler is still forced to admit that he has been killed for his return 
to Christianity, after a spell of time as a Muslim. Other accounts of Christian 
apostates are much freer to condemn those who leave their faith. In one moving 
scene, the chronicler describes the apostasy of a priest who ignores the entreaties 
and presents of his friends to renounce his faith, even adding additional curses 
against Christ and the Virgin that had not been requested by his Arab patrons. 
After saying the VKDKčGD��WKH�FKURQLFOHU�LQIRUPV�XV�WKDW�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�OHIW�KLV�
PRXWK� LQ� WKH� IRUP�RI�D�GRYH�DQG�ϰHZ�DZD\��D�ZDUQLQJ� WR�DQ\RQH�ZKR�ZRXOG�
renounce their faith.41

Christians as Citizens of the Caliphate

Two key issues that emerge from the Zuqnin Chronicle are the increasing 
LGHQWLϮFDWLRQV�ZLWK� ORFDO� $UDE� VHWWOHUV� DQG�� SHUKDSV� SDUDGR[LFDOO\�� LQFUHDVLQJ�
awareness of the government and its servants as Muslims, and, in some cases, 
religiously motivated opponents of the Christians. On one hand it shows that 
this border region was especially sensitive to the political rhetoric of Byzantium 
and the caliphate, but, on the other, the chronicler was clearly capable of 

��೉,ELG����������
��೉,ELG�������������2Q�$UDE�VHWWOHPHQW�LQ�,UDT�LQ�JHQHUDO�VHH�)��'RQQHU��Early Islamic Conquests 

�3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������FK����
40೉Chronicle of Zuqnin�����²������
41೉,ELG�����ϸ������ϸ��1RWH�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�$��+DUUDN��¶&KULVWLDQLW\�LQ�WKH�H\HV�RI�0XVOLPV�RI�

the Jazirah in the eighth century’, Parole de l’Orient ��������������²���
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V\PSDWK\�IRU�$UDEV�DQG�0XVOLPV��HLWKHU�DV�IHOORZ�6\ULDQV�RU�DV�IHOORZ�REMHFWV�RI�
government oppression.

Much of the literature has concentrated on modern historians’ ability to 
quantify religious change and to understand the pressures to convert or to retain 
one’s religion,42 but before addressing this, I would like to emphasise the impact 
of the new regime on intra-Christian relationships. That is, my focus is on how 
WKH�LQWHUSOD\�EHWZHHQ�GLϸHUHQW�SDUWV�RI�WKH�FDOLSKDWH�FDPH�WR�DϸHFW�UHODWLRQV�
EHWZHHQ�GLϸHUHQW�&KULVWLDQ�JURXSV�DQG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�FOHUJ\�DQG�WKH�ODLW\�

The Chronicle of Zuqnin shows a situation where the chronicler and his milieu 
remains peripheral throughout the Roman and Islamic periods. Though the Tur 
૛$EGLQ�GLG�EHFRPH�D�ERUGHU�]RQH��DQG�WKLV�JDYH�LW�D�FHUWDLQ�NLQG�RI�VDOLHQFH��LW�
was never an economic powerhouse that attracted the particular attention of 
the caliphal state.43�$�YHU\�GLϸHUHQW�VLWXDWLRQ�H[LVWHG�IRU�6\ULD�DQG�,UDT��,Q�6\ULD��
the Abbasid revolution saw the disappearance of familiar patronage, which the 
UHJLRQ�KDG�HQMR\HG�XQGHU�ERWK�WKH�5RPDQV�DQG�WKH�8PD\\DGV��7KH�Life of Timothy 
of Kakushta�GHVFULEHV�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�UXUDO�QRUWKHUQ�6\ULD�EHIRUH�WKH�%\]DQWLQH�
UHFRQTXHVW�RI�WKH�UHJLRQ��DQG�,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LW�SURYLGHV�VLJQLϮFDQW�LQVLJKWV�LQWR�
WKH�HϸHFWV�RI�WKLV�UHWUHDW�RI�SDWURQDJH�RQ�UHODWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�KLJKHU�FOHUJ\�
and the uneducated laity of the countryside.

One of the most interesting scenes in this Life is the confrontation between 
Timothy and the patriarch Theodoret, which occupies the third quarter of the 
Life after Timothy’s reputation as an ascetic and wonder worker has already 
EHHQ�ϮUPO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�44�7KH�ϮUVW�VFHQH�LQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�KRO\�PDQ�
and patriarch sees the saint condemn a prominent layman in Kakushta for 
committing adultery, The patriarch intercedes to ask Timothy to forgive him, 
but the saint refuses: to do so, would be to nullify the laws of God.45

/DWHU�LQ�WKH�\HDU��WKH�SDWULDUFK�KLPVHOI�FRPHV�WR�YLVLW�WKH�UHJLRQ�DQG�VWRSV�DW�
Kakushta to pay his respects to the saint. But Timothy is less than accommodating. 
+H�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW�WKH�SDWULDUFK�FDUULDJH�DQG�KLV�ϮQH�UREHV�ZHUH�QRW�XVHG�E\�DQ\�
of the disciples. Timothy tells the patriarch that he has had a vision in which 
he appeared in the midst of the apostles. But while they wore robes of glory, he 
appeared wearing lowly clothes and with the face of an Indian.46

Initially, Theodoret agrees to change his ways, but he soon relapses and 
renounces any pretences to asceticism. However, he receives his just desserts 
when the troops of the caliph arrest him as he consecrates the myron (holy oil) 
on Maundy Thursday. In a desperate bid for help, the patriarch bribes his captors 
to allow him to visit Timothy on his way to prison. Timothy promises to use his 

42೉Especially R. Bulliet, Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in Quantitative 
History��&DPEULGJH��0$��+DUYDUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������

43೉6HH��LQ�JHQHUDO��$��3DOPHU��Monk and Mason on the Tigris Frontier: The Early History of the Tur 
¶$EGLQ��&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������

44೉Life of Timothy of Kakhushta��HG��DQG�WUDQV��-��/DPRXUHDX[�DQG�&��&DLUDOD��DV�¶�7KH�/LIH�RI�
Timothy of Kâkhushtâ: Two Arabic Texts Edited and Translated’, Patrologia Orientalis������������
Paris Manuscript (P) ������������IRU�KLV�KHDOLQJ�PLUDFOHV�DQG�KLV�DELOLW\�WR�IRUJLYH�VLQV��

45೉Ibid, P 22.1–2.
46೉Ibid, P 27.1–2.
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SDUUK̒VLD with God (his powers of intercession) to ensure Theodoret’s safety and 
tells him not to accept any rewards from the caliph, but to ask him to consider 
the poor with regard to the jizya, to give you a document ‘about the freedom to 
follow the laws of the churches and that they be built and repaired and that no 
monk be accosted in any way- in accordance with what is enjoined on them [the 
0XVOLPV@�LQ�WKH�SDFW�GUDZQ�XS�E\�WKHLU�PDVWHU�>0XєDPPDG@·�47

In Baghdad, Timothy’s promises come true. Theodoret is condemned to death, 
but the executioner is unable to kill him after his hand miraculously withers up. 
Next, the caliph’s concubine asks him to make Theodoret his doorkeeper instead 
of killing him. While serving the caliph in this capacity, Theodoret’s opportunity 
arrives when the caliph’s son falls sick and he cannot be cured by any of the 
doctors of Baghdad: Theodoret anoints the boy with ‘baraka’, holy oil that has 
been blessed by Timothy, and the boy is cured.�� After this miracle Theodoret is 
RϸHUHG�OXGLFURXV�ZHDOWK�E\�WKH�FDOLSK��%XW�WKLV�WLPH�KH�UHPHPEHUV�7LPRWK\·V�
warning and askes instead for a reduction in the jizya for the caliph’s Christian 
subjects and a guarantee of the rights to build churches and monasteries.

The subtext of this Life� LV� DQ� HQYLURQPHQW�ZKHUH�0HONLWH� 6\ULD� KDG� EHHQ�
robbed of its patriarchal centres of Antioch and Jerusalem. The centres of power 
were moved to Iraq with the Abbasid revolution and the foundation of Baghdad.�� 
$QG�$QWLRFK�LWVHOI��RQFH�D�PLJKW\�FLW\��KDG�EHHQ�EDGO\�DϸHFWHG�E\�WKH�VKLIW� LQ�
trade routes to the east and its proximity to the Byzantine frontier.50 It is notable 
that another tenth-century saint’s Life describing the election to the patriarchate 
RI�$QWLRFK��UHPDUNV�WKDW�WKH�FDQGLGDWHV�FDPH�IURP�%DJKGDG�DQG�6DPDUUD��UDWKHU�
than from the region around Antioch.51 In such an environment, we should 
remember that the patriarch was no longer likely to be a local man, recruited 
from monasteries enmeshed in regional politics. Furthermore, the patriarch’s 
ability to represent the wider Melkite community rested on his ability to make 
his presence felt at the court of the caliph, requiring both his physical absence 
IURP�WKH�/HYDQW�DQG�D�SXEOLF�GLVSOD\�RI�ZHDOWK�DQG�OHDUQLQJ��,W�ZDV�WKLV�NLQG�RI�

47೉,ELG��6�������²�� �WKLV�SDVVDJH� LV�PLVVLQJ� LQ�WKH�3DULV�PDQXVFULSW�GXH�WR�D�EUHDN� LQ�WKH�
PDQXVFULSW��EXW�WKH�VFHQH�LV�SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�ODWHU�6HLGQD\D�PDQXVFULSW��

��೉,ELG��3�������²���DQG�6�������²���
��೉On the Melkites in general note H. Kennedy, ‘The Melkite Church from the Islamic 

&RQTXHVW� WR� WKH� &UXVDGHV�� &RQWLQXLW\� DQG� $GDSWDWLRQ� LQ� WKH� %\]DQWLQH� /HJDF\·�� LQ� 17th 
International Byzantine Congress: The Major Papers �1HZ�5RFKHOOH��1<��$�'��&DUDW]DV������������²���
DQG� -��0�� )LH\�� ¶´5XPµ�j� O·HVW�GH� O·(XSKUDWH·��Le Muséon ��� �������� ���²�����2Q� WKH�&KULVWLDQ�
SUHVHQFH�LQ�%DJKGDG�VHH�0��$OODUG��¶/HV�FKUpWLHQV�j�%DJGDG·��Arabica��������������²����HVS�����²��

50೉Wickham, Framing�����²��
51೉+��=D\DW �HG��DQG�WUDQV����¶/LIH�RI�&KULVWRSKHU�RI�$QWLRFK·��Proche-Orient chrétien ����������

��²���DQG����²����DW�����7KH�-DFRELWHV�DOVR�H[SHULHQFHG�WHQVLRQV�IURP�WKLV�HDVWZDUG�VKLIW�LQ�
power, which robbed the monasteries of Qenneshre and Gubba Baraya of their traditional 
roles as nurseries of future patriarchs: see the discussion of the sources in M. Oez, ‘Cyriacus 
RI�7DNULW�DQG�KLV�%RRN�RQ�'LYLQH�3URYLGHQFH·��'3KLO�WKHVLV��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\��������FK�����)RU�
the ‘Nestorians’, of course, this same shift in power brought them great importance, since the 
caliphal capital was now located in its traditional heartland: Wood, Chronicle of Seert�����²��DQG�
���²���6HH�IXUWKHU�EHORZ�
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representation that allowed clerics to claim a role in protecting the rights of 
fellow GKLPPҸs before the authorities.52

The requirements of the court at Baghdad made the patriarch, and other 
higher clergy, vulnerable to the kind of ascetic criticism levelled by Timothy. 
The Life passes over a number of opportunities to criticise Muslims and Islam. 
Though Muslims occasionally request miracles from the saint he assures them 
that he will not ask them to change their religion.53 And though the caliph’s 
actions against Theodoret are clearly tyrannical, this is not where the emphasis 
of the story lies. Indeed, Muhammad is invoked as a kind of guarantor of Christian 
rights.54 Instead the focus of the saint’s invective is the local moral order and the 
IDLOXUH�RI� WKH�KLJKHU�FOHUJ\��0RUHRYHU��D�VLJQLϮFDQW�WZLVW� WR�WKLV�QDUUDWLYH� OLHV�
in the hagiographer’s claim that Christians should thank Timothy for their low 
levels of tax rather than the patriarch: the patriarch’s legitimacy as a defender 
of the people has been stripped away, undermining any claim that his worldly 
OLIHVW\OH�PLJKW�EH�MXVWLϮHG�

A Shift in Power: The Rise of Iraq

7KH�VRXUFHV�IURP�6\ULD�DQG�QRUWKHUQ�0HVRSRWDPLD�VXJJHVW�D�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�GLUHFW�
contact between the central government and church leaders had become an 
opaque process, and therefore one open to criticism from local leaders. But a 
YHU\�GLϸHUHQW�WUHQG�HPHUJHV�IURP�WKH�VRXUFHV�FRPSRVHG�LQ�6\ULDF�DQG�$UDELF�LQ�
Iraq in the ninth and tenth centuries.

Iraq’s Church of the East had once enjoyed an important relationship with the 
6DVDQLDQ�VKDKV��D�UHODWLRQVKLS�WKDW�KDG�RIWHQ�EHHQ�FHOHEUDWHG�LQ�KDJLRJUDSKLHV�
and histories composed in the sixth century. But this close link between church 
and state seems to have reached an apogee in the reign of the catholicos Timothy 
�G��������ZKR�SOD\HG�D�PDMRU�UROH�LQ�WKHRORJLFDO�GLVFXVVLRQV�DW�WKH�FRXUW�RI�WKH�
FDOLSK�DQG�VSRQVRUHG�WKH�WUDQVODWLRQ�RI�WH[WV�EHWZHHQ�*UHHN��6\ULDF�DQG�$UDELF�55 
Timothy’s reign began shortly after the transfer of the patriarchate of the east 
to the new capital of Baghdad, and he seems to have received a share of the 
massive wealth that was generated by the new city, which was soon adorned by 
a large number of churches and monasteries. Two of his letters refer to gifts of 

52೉P. Wood, ‘Christian Authority under the Early Abbasids: The Life of Timothy of Kakushta’, 
Proche-Orient chrétien ��������������²����DW����²���

53೉Life of Timothy, P 36.
54೉Cf. Chronicle of Seert, in Patrologia Orientalis������������&,9�����²����
55೉9�� %HUWL�� ¶/LEUL� H� ELEOLRWHFKH� FULVWLDQH� QHOO·,UDT� GHOO·9,,,� VHFROR�� 8QD� WHVWLPRQLDQ]D�

GHOO·HSLVWRODULR� GHO� SDWULDUFD� VLUR�RULHQWDOH� 7LPRWHR� ,� ����²����·�� LQ� The Libraries of the 
1HRSODWRQLVWV��3URFHHGLQJV�RI�WKH�0HHWLQJ�RI�WKH�(XURSHDQ�6FLHQFH�)RXQGDWLRQ�1HWZRUN�¶/DWH�$QWLTXLW\�
and Arabic Thought’, ed. &��'·$QFRQD��/HLGHQ��%ULOO������������²����6�3��%URFN��¶7ZR�/HWWHUV�RI�WKH�
3DWULDUFK�7LPRWK\�IURP�WKH�/DWH�(LJKWK�&HQWXU\�RQ�7UDQVODWLRQV�IURP�*UHHN·��Arabic Sciences 
and Philosophy��������������²���
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land from the caliph for church-building and the funding of missions to the east 
by the patriarch.56

The wealth of the Church of the East in this period seems to have an immediate 
HϸHFW�RQ�LWV�DELOLW\�WR�GHVFULEH�LWV�RZQ�KLVWRU\��RU�UDWKHU��RQ�%DJKGDG·V�DELOLW\�WR�WHOO�
the history of the whole church from its perspective. The patriarchal chronicles 
DUH�SDUWLFXODUO\�ULFK�IRU�WKH�SHULRG����²�����FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�WR�D�JURZWK�LQ�WKH�
sponsorship of history-writing.57 In a similar vein, the synodicon of the church, 
with its collections of older canons and ‘secular’ legislation was made in the 
QLQWK�FHQWXU\��EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�HϸRUWV�RI�7LPRWK\�KLPVHOI��� These were not 
QDwYH�HϸRUWV�WR�UHFRUG�WKH�SDVW��EXW�V\VWHPDWLF�DWWHPSWV�WR�LQYRNH�DQWLTXLW\�WR�
justify the increased centralisation of the ninth-century church and magnify the 
dominance of the catholicos.�� Though centralising tendencies had always been 
SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�6DVDQLDQ�FKXUFK��ZH�NQRZ�IURP�FRQWHPSRUDU\�KDJLRJUDSKLHV�WKDW�
they were often resisted at a local level.60�7LPRWK\·V�HϸRUWV�ORRN�OLNH�D�PXFK�PRUH�
comprehensive attempt to use history to claim rights in the present, especially 
E\�OLQNLQJ�WKH�FRGLϮFDWLRQ�RI�ODZ�WR�D�VLPXOWDQHRXV�HϸRUW�WR�FRGLI\�KLVWRU\�DQG�
to underscore the patriarch’s own rights as a lawgiver.

Timothy’s reign also saw a reworking of the ecclesiology of the Church of the 
East, where the church’s institutional structures caught up with its missionary 
expansion in the past centuries. A church that had been limited to Iraq and 
Iran in the sixth century now stretched from western China to Cyprus and 
Melitene. The Church’s expansion east is often highlighted in general studies, 
keen to demonstrate that Christianity’s importance as an Asian religion long 
predated the European age of exploration.61 But we might equally place an 
emphasis on the presence of Nestorian bishops well inside the former Roman 
HPSLUH��7KH�FDOLSKDWH�XQLWHG�WKH�SURVSHURXV�SURYLQFHV�RI�,UDQ��,UDT��6\ULD�DQG�
Egypt, which had long since been separated by a political frontier.62 And this new 
unity facilitated trading and economic connections between previously separate 
regions. The caliphate saw the spread of Melkites in Merv and Herat, Nestorians 
LQ�'DPDVFXV�DQG�$PLGD�DQG�7DNULWL�-DFRELWHV�LQ�WKH�PRQDVWHULHV�RI�ORZHU�(J\SW�63 

56೉Wood, Chronicle of Seert, 236–7.
57೉,ELG�����²���
��೉6HH� 9�� %HUWL�� Vita e Studi di Timotheo I (823), patriarca cristiano di Baghdad. Richerche 

sull’epistolario e sulle fonti contigue��3DULV��3HHWHUV��������&DKLHUV�GH�6WXGLD�,UDQLFD�����RQ�7LPRWK\�
in general. On his role in collecting the synodica�VHH�:��6HOE� Orientalisches Kirchenrecht: vol. 1: Die 
Geschichte des Kirchenrechts der Nestorianer (von den Anfängen bis zur Mongolenzeit) (Vienna: Verlag 
GHU�2ၻVWHUUHLFKLVFKHQ�$NDGHPLH�GHU�:LVVHQVFKDIWHQ���������HVS������

��೉6HH� 7LPRWK\·V� Letter� ���� ZLWK� GLVFXVVLRQ� LQ� )�� %ULTXHO�&KDWWRQHW�� HW� DO��� ¶/HWWUH� GX�
SDWULDUFKH�7LPRWKpH�j�0DUDQ]HNKč��pYrTXH�GH�1LQHYH·��Journal asiatique��������������²���

60೉e.g. Acts of Mar Miles, ed. P. Bedjan, Acta Martyrorum et Sanctorum (Pari: Harrassowitz 
�������YRO��������²���

61೉e.g. C. Baumer, The Church of the East: An Illustrated History of Assyrian Christianity��/RQGRQ��
,�%��7DXULV������������²���

62೉-�� 'DXYLOOLHU�� ¶/HV� SURYLQFHV� FKDOGpHQQHV� GH� ´O·H[WpULHXUµ� DX�P{\HQ� kJH·�� LQ�Mélanges 
Cavallera��7RXORXVH��%LEOLRWKpTXH�GH�O·,QVWLWXW�&DWKROLTXH������������²�����HVS�����²��

63೉-��0��)LH\��¶/HV�GLRFqVHV�GH�PDSKULDQDW�V\ULHQ�����²����·��Parole de l’Orient �������������²����
J. Nasrallah, L’église melchite en Iraq, en Perse et en Asie Centrale��-HUXVDOHP��>V�Q�@���������-��0��)LH\��
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,Q�D�ZD\�WKDW�KDG�QRW�EHHQ�SRVVLEOH�EHIRUH��&KULVWLDQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�ZHUH�RϸHUHG�
new opportunities for expansion, opportunities that those near the wealth and 
patronage of the urban centres of Iraq were able to take full advantage of.

Explaining Conversion: A Shared Culture

6LGQH\�*ULϲWK�KDV�VWUHVVHG�WKH�QHXWUDOLW\�RI�KLJK�OHYHO�UHOLJLRXV�GLVFXVVLRQ�DQG�
the vibrancy of Christian rebuttal of Muslim theological arguments. He lays 
an emphasis on the importance of NDOčP for such debates, that is, of a logical 
framework derived from Aristotle that did not respect the primacy of any 
revealed texts.64 And Jean-Maurice Fiey has stressed the high social position 
achieved by a Christian ‘middle class’ at Baghdad, and the close cooperation 
between prominent patriarchs and their Muslim rulers.65

<HW��DV�*ULϲWK�DOVR�REVHUYHV��WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�&KULVWLDQV�LQ�WKH�0LGGOH�(DVW�LV�
also one of ‘continual, if gradual, diminishment’.66 Even if individual Christians 
found prominent employment and courtly honours, the overall pattern in the 
longue durée, is of a subaltern status, where Christianity could not be allowed the 
public prestige of the state religion and where one purpose of state legislation 
and the rulings of individual jurists was to discriminate between Muslims 
and non-Muslims.67

¶&KUpWLHQWpV� V\ULDTXHV�GX�+RUDVDQ�HW� 6pJHVWDQ·��Le Muséon ��� �������� ��²�����0�� ,PPHU]HHO��
¶7KH� VWXFFRHV� RI� 'HLU� DO�6XULDQ�� $� waqf RI� WKH� 7DNULWDQV� LQ� )XVWDW"·� LQ� Coptic Studies on the 
Threshold of a New Millennium, ed. M. Immerzeel and J. Van der Vleit, vols 1–2 �/HXYHQ��3HHWHUV��
2004), 1303–20. Contrast the marked retraction of Christian bishoprics that has been observed 
IRU�WHQWK�6LFLO\��(GGp��0LFKHDX�DQG�3LFDUG��Communautés chrétiennes������RU�ϮIWHHQWK�FHQWXU\�
Anatolia (Vryonis, Decline of Medieval Hellenism�����²�����

64೉6��*ULϲWK��The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of 
Islam��3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������������6HH�DOVR�LGHP��¶7KH�6\ULDF�/HWWHUV�RI�
Patriarch Timothy I and the birth of Christian NDOčP�LQ�WKH�0X૛WD]LOLWH�PLOLHX�RI�%DJKGDG�DQG�
Basrah in early Islamic Times’, in Syriac Polemics: Studies in Honour of Gerrit Jan Reinink, ed. A. Van 
%HNNXP��-��:��'ULMYHUV�DQG�$�&��.OXJNLVW��/HXYHQ��3HHWHUV������������²����'��6NODUH��Samuel ben 
҇RIQL�*DRQ�DQG�KLV�&XOWXUDO�:RUOG��7H[WV�DQG�6WXGLHV��/HLGHQ��%ULOO���������GLVFXVVHV�WKH�LQϰXHQFH�RI�
NDOčP��DQG�WKH�0X૛WD]LOLWH�LGHDV�RI�SULPDU\�UDWLRQDOLVP�RQ�-HZLVK�WKRXJKW�LQ�%DJKGDG�LQ�WKLV�
period (47–61). Interestingly, he observes that Jewish intellectuals were most innovative, and 
open to their surrounds, when gaonic institutions were in decline������

65೉J.-M. Fiey, Les chrétiens syriaques sous les Abbassides surtout à Bagdad, 749–1258� �/HXYHQ��
6HFUpWDULDW�GX�&RUSXV6&2���������7KLV�ZDV�SDUWLFXODUO\�WUXH�IRU�WKH�&KXUFK�RI�WKH�(DVW��������
0RUH�VSHFLϮFDOO\�VHH�&��&DEURO�� ¶/HV�IRQFWLRQQDLUHV�G·HWDW�QHVWRULHQV�D�%DJGDG�GX�WHPSV�GHV�
¶$EEDVVLGHV� �,,,�,;H²,9�;� V��·�� LQ� ¶$EEDVLG� 6WXGLHV� YRO�� ��� HG�� -��1DZDV� �/HXYHQ��3HHWHUV�� �������
���²�����5��/H�&R]��Les médecins nestoriens au Moyen Âge. Les maîtres des Arabes (Paris: Harmattan, 
������� +�� 3XWPDQ�� L’église et l’islam sous Timothée I �%HLUXW�� 'DU� HO�0DFKUHT�� ������� ��²�����
6��'DGR\DQ��The Fatimid Armenians: Cultural and Political Interaction in the Near East �/HLGHQ��%ULOO��
�������FKV��²��

66೉6�� *ULϲWK�� ¶&KULVWLDQV� XQGHU� 0XVOLP� UXOH·�� LQ� WKH� 1REOH� DQG� 6PLWK� �HGV��� Cambridge 
History of Christianity��YRO��������²�����DW�����

67೉6HH�IXUWKHU�EHORZ�
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One source of this ‘gradual diminishment’ is to see the process, perhaps 
paradoxically, as the result of the success of individual Christians and Jews in 
VHHNLQJ�HPSOR\PHQW�LQ�DQ�$UDERSKRQH�ZRUOG��7KH�FDOLSK�૛$EG�DO�0DOLN�LQLWLDWHG�
the Arabicisation of the bureaucracy and, even for non-Muslims, success in 
this world would have required the use of large numbers of religious formulae 
GHULYHG�IURP�WKH�4XU૟DQ�DQG�єDGҸWK.�� And the success of this programme also 
meant that Arabic gradually became a suitable language for the Christian elite.�� 
Arabic could, of course be used as a Christian language, and it may be that 
Christians in the caliphate were able to draw on an earlier history of the pre-
Islamic use of Arabic by Christians.70 And being able to deploy Arabic in elite 
contexts allowed Christians to play an important role as translators of Greek 
SKLORVRSK\�LQWR�$UDELF��RIWHQ�WKURXJK�WKH�LQWHUPHGLDU\�RI�6\ULDF�71

However, this cultural proximity also had a downside, in that it rendered the 
crossing of religious boundaries relatively easy. The Chronicle of Zuqnin remarks 
that early converts to Islam were ostracised both from Christians and from Arab 
0XVOLPV��DQG� IRUPHG�FRPPXQLWLHV�RI� WKHLU�RZQ�� ODEHOOHG� ૛$\GRXOL�72 And Arab 
VRXUFHV�IURP�WKH�8PD\\DG�HUD�LPDJLQH�WKDW�FRQYHUVLRQ�ZRXOG�EH�DFFRPSDQLHG�
by the adoption of an Arab lineage as a client, or mawla, of an Arab tribe.73 But 
the disappearance of these sorts of interstitial identities for converts suggests 
the proximity of Christians and Muslims rendered them unnecessary in a later 
era. In any internal power struggle within a Christian group, whether we are 
speaking of secular aristocrats or of members of the clergy, conversion to Islam 
represented a strategy that would have given them new allies with connections 
to the state.74

Even to individuals who were not prepared to convert outright, the 
increasingly Islamic tone of the state, and of public religious discussion, may 
KDYH� OHG� LQGLYLGXDOV� WR� VXSSUHVV�GRFWULQHV� WKDW�GLϸHUHQWLDWHG�&KULVWLDQV� IURP�

��೉For religious formulae, note the numerous examples in A. Grohmann, From the World of 
Arabic Papyri��&DLUR��$O�0DDUHI�3UHVV���������6LMSHVWHLMQ��Shaping a Muslim State. For the language 
shift in the GLZčQ��DO�%DOčGKXUҸ��)XWࡃє������

��೉C. Robinson, ¶$EG�DO�0DOLN, 73–4 and 124–6.
70೉6��*ULϲWK�¶)URP�$UDPDLF�WR�$UDELF��7KH�ODQJXDJHV�RI�WKH�PRQDVWHULHV�RI�3DOHVWLQH�LQ�WKH�

Byzantine and early Islamic periods’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers �������������²����6��*ULϲWK��¶:KHQ�
GLG�WKH�%LEOH�EHFRPH�DQ�$UDELF�6FULSWXUH"·��Intellectual History of the Islamicate World (2013): 7–23.

71೉Tannous, Syria����²���RQ�WKH�FLUFOHV�RI�WUDQVODWRUV�WKDW�VXUURXQGHG�҇XQD\Q�LEQ�,VєčT��
+LV� ZRUN� LV� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� FRUUHFWLYH� WR� '�� *XWDV�� Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-
Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early’Abbasid Society ��QG²�WK����WK²��WK�FHQWXULHV��
�/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH���������ZKLFK�WHQGV�WR�LJQRUH�WKH�6\ULDF�FRQWULEXWLRQ�

72೉Chronicle of Zuqnin�����������
73೉P. Crone, Roman, Provincial and Islamic Law: The Origins of the Islamic Patronate (Cambridge: 

&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������HVS�����DQG�����+��.HQQHG\��The Prophet and the Age of the 
Caliphates: The Islamic Near East from the Sixth to the Eleventh Century��/RQGRQ��/RQJPDQ���������
��²���&URQH��Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity �&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�
3UHVV������������

74೉6��*RLWHLQ��A Mediterranean Society����YROV� �%HUNHOH\��&$��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&DOLIRUQLD�3UHVV��
����²�����YRO��������REVHUYHV�IRU�)DWLPLG�&DLUR�WKDW�-HZLVK�FRQYHUWV�WR�,VODP�WHQGHG�WR�EH�WKRVH�
with professional connections to prominent Muslims, such as successful doctors.
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other monotheists. A ninth-century Summa Theologica in Arabic complains 
about those who make evasive statements about their faith or issue unitarian 
VWDWHPHQWV��¶:KDW�FRPSHOV�XV�WR�VD\�)DWKHU��6RQ�DQG�6SLULW�DQG�WR�PDLQWDLQ�WKDW�
WKH�0HVVLDK� LV�*RG"�:H�DUH� FRQWHQW�ZLWK� WKDW�ZLWK�ZKLFK� WKH� ,VUDHOLWHV�ZHUH�
content, that God is one.’75� 6LPLODU� DWWLWXGHV� DUH� UHSRUWHG� IRU� WKH� shahregčn of 
Mosul, whose wish for political independence from the caliph’s government was 
coupled with a bid for intellectual independence from the clergy: ‘Although they 
were nominally Christian, they confessed that Christ was an ordinary man, and 
VDLG�´+H�ZDV�DV�RQH�RI� WKH�3URSKHWV�µ�$QG�WKH�ELVKRSV�RI� WKH�FRXQWU\�ZRUNHG�
amongst them, but they did not accept the orthodox doctrine.’76�6XFK�VHQWLPHQWV�
might be read as forms of religious code-switching, where individuals did not 
change their confessional identity, but made compromises with the dominant 
discourses that surrounded them.77 However, if such ideas acquired popularity 
in the long term, this may have eased the conversion of Christian laymen into 
Islam.�� And for elites already familiar with Arabic (and popular Islamic slogans) 
from its use in administration and theology, it would not have been hard to retain 
the cultural capital of aristocratic lineage or valuable skills after conversion, 
whether this cultural capital was military, medical or literary.��

Explaining Conversion: Taxation

$Q�REYLRXV�DUHD�ZKHUH�WKH�VWDWH�GLϸHUHQWLDWHG�EHWZHHQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRPPXQLWLHV��
and demonstrated the subaltern status of the GKLPPҸs, was the area of taxation. 
The level of taxation, and the terminology in which it was expressed seems 
highly ambiguous in the early period. It probably varied considerably from place 
to place and included a poll tax, land tax and labour corvée.�� The reports of later 

75೉6�� *ULϲWK�� ¶7KH�ϮUVW� &KULVWLDQ� Summa Theologica in Arabic: Christian NDOčP in ninth-
century Palestine’, in Conversion and Continuity: Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic Lands, 
Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries��HG��0��*HUYHUV�DQG�5�-��%LNKD]L��7RURQWR��21��3RQWLϮFDO�,QVWLWXWH�
RI�0HGLDHYDO�6WXGLHV�����������²����DW���²��

76೉Thomas of Marga, The Book of Governors,,,���LLL����������²����
77೉I borrow the term ‘code-switching’ from Tannous, Syria, who draws on descriptions of 

multilingualism to describe the religious landscape of the seventh-century Middle East.
��೉We should note that the drift of religious conversion due to such compromises need not 

KDYH�DOZD\V�EHHQ�RQH�ZD\��.ULV]WLQD�6]LODJ\L��¶0XVOLP�FRQYHUVLRQ�WR�&KULVWLDQLW\�LQ�WKH�,VODPLF�
:RUOG�� ���²�����$'·� �XQSXEOLVKHG�SDSHU��GHOLYHUHG� LQ�&DPEULGJH�� ������ VXJJHVWV� WKDW� VRPH�
of the ninth century disputation literature may have been composed by Muslim converts to 
&KULVWLDQLW\��6KH�SRLQWV�WR�&KULVWLDQV·�FXOWXUDO�SUHVWLJH��WKH�SURVSHFW�RI�D�&KULVWLDQ�UHFRQTXHVW�
and the existence of a large Christian population into which converts could disappear as 
IDFLOLWDWLQJ� IDFWRUV��&I��DOVR�7��6L]JRULFK�� ¶)RU�&KULVWLDQ�H\HV�RQO\"�7KH� LQWHQGHG�DXGLHQFH�RI�
WKH�PDUW\UGRP�RI�$QWRQ\�5ZDє·��Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations ��������������²����:RRG��
¶&KULVWLDQV�LQ�8PD\\DG�,UDT·�

��೉Compare the employment of Christian elites under the Turkish Beyliks: Vryonis, Decline 
of Medieval Hellenism������

��೉0��/HJHQGUH�DQG�.��<RXQHV��7KH�XVH�RI�WHUPV�ОL]\D�DQG�ђDUčО�LQ�WKH�ϮUVW�����\HDUV�RI�KLОUD�
in Egypt �KWWS���KXP�OHLGHQ�HGX�OLDV�IRUPDWLRQ�RI�LVODP�WRSLFV�VWDWH�VWXG\�KWPO��HPSKDVLVH�
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Muslim jurists and historians of the IXWࡃє� GR� VHHP� WR� FRQFHLYH�RI�GLϸHUHQWLDO�
taxation for the GKLPPҸs, and envisage that GKLPPҸs might seek to convert to 
alleviate their tax burden.��

/HQD�6DOD\PHK�KDV�DUJXHG�WKDW�SD\PHQW�RIߙ�DGDTD or ]DNčW (charity tax) was a 
SXEOLF�VWDWHPHQW�RI�IXOO�PHPEHUVKLS�RI�WKH�0XVOLP�FRPPXQLW\��6KH�KDV�DUJXHG�
that payment of poll tax can be understood as an acknowledgement of partial 
citizenship, where the state acknowledged its duty to defend the GKLPPҸ and 
accepted their legitimate presence within the caliphate.�� In a similar vein, we 
might also see the poll tax as a sign of ritual exclusion, just as the ߙDGDTD was a 
sign of membership of the Muslim umma.�� If payers of the poll tax were to be 
defended by the state, then they could also be seen as an ‘unmilitary class’, in an 
empire that was rapidly expanding and where God’s favour was shown through 
FRQTXHVW�� ,UUHVSHFWLYH�RI� WKH�PRQHWDU\� OHYHOV�RI� WKH� WD[�� WKH�4XU૟DQ� LPDJLQHV�
the tax paid by the GKLPPҸs as an act of humiliation: ‘Fight against those who 
GLVEHOLHYH�LQ�*RG�DQG�WKH�ODVW�GD\�«�ZKR�GR�QRW�IROORZ�WKH�UHOLJLRQ�RI�WUXWK�IURP�
among those who have been given the Book, until they pay the jizya in exchange 
for the benefaction granted to them, since they have been humiliated.’��

Chase Robinson has argued that the payment of jizya was connected to the 
placement of seals around the necks of the GKLPPҸs, who were forced to wear 
marks to show that they had paid the jizya�WKDW�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�DϲUPHG�WKHLU�

both the ambiguity of the term jizya�LQ�WKH�ϮUVW�,VODPLF�FHQWXU\�DQG�WKH�YDU\LQJ�OHYHOV�DW�ZKLFK�
it was raised. Note also the general comments of P. Heck, ‘Taxation’, in (QF\FORSHGLD�RI�WKH�4XU૟DQ, 
HG��-��0F$XOLϸH��/HLGHQ��%ULOO������²����RQ�ERWK�jizya and ߙDGDTD.

��೉Crone, Slaves on Horses�� ���� 6�� *RLWHLQ�� ¶(YLGHQFH� RQ� WKH� 0XVOLP� 3ROO� 7D[� IURP� 1RQ�
0XVOLP�6RXUFHV·�� Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient� ���QR���� �����������²���
saw the jizya� DV� D� VXEVWDQWLDO� EXUGHQ� E\� WKH� )DWLPLG� SHULRG� LQ� (J\SW��0�� /HY\�5XELQ�� ¶1HZ�
Evidence Relating to the Process of Islamization in Palestine in the Early Muslim Period: The 
&DVH�RI�6DPDULD·�� Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient���������������²���QRWHV�
WKDW�HFRQRPLF�GLVWUHVV�ZDV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�VWLPXOXV�WR�6DPDULWDQ�FRQYHUVLRQ��)RU�WKH�jizya on the 
GKLPPҸV�LQ�WKH�PHGLHYDO�SHULRG�VHH�6��+HLGHPDQQ��¶&KDULW\�DQG�SLHW\�IRU�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�
RI� FLWLHV�� 7KH� QHZ� GLUHFWLRQ� LQ� WD[DWLRQ� DQG�ZDTI� SROLF\� LQ�PLG�WZHOIWK� FHQWXU\� 6\ULD� DQG�
northern Mesopotamia’, in Charity and Giving in Monotheistic Religions��HG��<��)UHQNHO�DQG�<��/HY�
�%HUOLQ��:��GH�*UX\WHU������������²���

��೉/��6DOD\PHK��¶7KH�FKDULW\�WD[�LQ�ODWH�DQWLTXH�,VODP·��XQSXEOLVKHG�SUHVHQWDWLRQ��/RQGRQ��
������6LMSHVWHLMQ��Shaping a Muslim state�����²���

��೉7KH�FDVH�RI�WKH�%DQ�7ࡃDJKOLE��&KULVWLDQ�$UDEV�ZKR�KDG�IRXJKW�DORQJVLGH�WKH�0XVOLPV��
VHHPV�WR�LOOXVWUDWH�WKLV��$O�%DOčGKXUҸ�UHSRUWV�WKDW�WKH\�REMHFWHG�WR�SD\LQJ�WKH�jizya (here, poll 
tax) and agreed to pay a double ߙDGDTD. I take the implication to be that they avoided the 
shaming rituals associated with the jizya paid by the GKLPPҸV, and paid through the same ritual 
that was used by Muslim Arabs. The scene also suggests that ߙDGDTD was set at a lower level than 
jizya�DW�WKLV�WLPH��DO�%DOčGKXUҸ��)XWࡃє�����²���

��೉C.E. Bosworth, ‘Dhimma in early Islam’, in idem, The Arabs, Byzantium and Iran (Aldershot: 
9DULRUXP���������DW�����FLWLQJ�4XU૟DQ��������+RZHYHU��ZH�VKRXOG�QRWH�WKDW�WKH�SROO�WD[�DWWHVWHG�LQ�
the seventh-century papyri is not termed jizya��DQG�WKH�DVVRFLDWLRQ�RI�WKH�WD[�ZLWK�WKH�4XU૟DQLF�
jizya� LV� FLUFXPVWDQWLDO� DW� WKLV�GDWH�� 6LMSHVWHLMQ��Shaping a Muslim State, 72–3. The payment of 
jizya�LV�FOHDUO\�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�VKDPLQJ�LQ�WKH�VRXUFHV�RQ�WKH�$UDE�FRQTXHVW�RI�,UDQ��6��6DYDQW��
New Muslims of Post-Conquest Iran: Tradition, Memory and Conversion (Cambridge: Cambridge 
8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������������
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semi-citizenship, and their exclusion from the political and arms-bearing 
class. These drew on earlier Near Eastern traditions of the sealing of slaves and 
war-captives, but were employed in the eighth and ninth centuries as a mark 
of GKLPPҸ status and subjection to the jizya.�� Against such a background, it is 
understandable that socially mobile individuals, especially military elites, might 
have sought conversion as a means of preserving status and deriving the social 
DQG�HFRQRPLF�EHQHϮWV�RI�WKH�FDOLSKDWH·V�H[SDQVLRQ���

There is also another way in which we might envisage state taxation 
LQGLUHFWO\�OHDGLQJ�WR�UHOLJLRXV�FRQYHUVLRQ��7KLV�LV�ODQG�ϰLJKW��ZKHUHE\�SHDVDQWV�
ϰHG�ODQG�WKDW�KDG�EHHQ�UHJLVWHUHG�WR�SD\�WD[�WR�OLYH�HOVHZKHUH��ZKHWKHU�LQ�FLWLHV��
in previously unsettled and unregistered land or on estates whose landlords 
would undertake to protect peasants from the tax. We might expect any of these 
behaviours when the tax burden was perceived to be especially high, such as the 
late eighth and early ninth centuries.��

All of these are behaviours that have long precedent in the Roman period, 
particularly in Egypt.�� However, in an environment where large cities were 
IRXQGHG� DV� VSHFLϮFDOO\� 0XVOLP� VHWWOHPHQWV� �DPߙčU����� ϰLJKW� DZD\� IURP� WKH�
countryside may have also involved displacement into a Muslim majority area, 
where conversion was a means of ‘getting ahead’ that it did not represent in 
ORQJHU�HVWDEOLVKHG�VHWWOHPHQWV��6XFK�PLJUDWLRQ�PD\�DOVR�KDYH�EHHQ�DFFHOHUDWHG�
E\�WKH�HϸHFWV�RI�ZDU��GLVHDVH�RU�HFRQRPLF�FKDQJH�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\VLGH��� This may 
EH�D�ZD\�RI�UHDGLQJ�WKH�IDPRXV�DQHFGRWH�RI�WKH�,UDTL�JRYHUQRU�DO�҇DMMčM�GULYLQJ�

��೉&��5RELQVRQ��¶1HFN�6HDOLQJ�LQ�(DUO\�,VODP·��Journal of the Economic and Social History of the 
Orient���������������²���

��೉H�J��WKH�FRQYHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�SHRSOH�RI�4D]YLQ�LQ�,UDQ��DO�%DOčGKXUҸ��)XWࡃє, 321.
��೉Chronicle of Zuqnin� ����²�����²��� IRU� QRUWKHUQ�0HVRSRWDPLD�� History of the Patriarchs 

WUDQV�� %�� (YHWWV�� 32� �� IRU� (J\SW��0LFKDHO� WKH� 6\ULDQ�� &hronique�� ;,�� [[YL� �YRO�� ��� ���²��� YRO��
2, 526) for exactions near Mosul and Qinnasrin, which triggered a famine. For the complex 
DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� DWWHPSWV� RI� WKH� FDOLSKDWH� WR� SUHYHQW� ODQG� ϰLJKW� LQ� WKH� 0DUZDQLG� SHULRG��
especially the issuing of passports (sijl���VHH�5RELQVRQ��¶1HFN�6HDOLQJ·�������2XU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
RI�¶WD[·��QHHG�QRW�EH�UHVWULFWHG�WR�WKH�RϲFLDO�H[DFWLRQV�RI�WKH�VWDWH��DQG�PLJKW�DOVR�LQFOXGH�WKH�
seizure of land and wealth by elites, however these were legitimated. e.g. the seizures of ‘Amran 
bar Muhammad in Beth Bozai in northern Iraq: Thomas of Marga, The Book of Governors, IV, xxi, 
���������

��೉R. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity� �3ULQFHWRQ�� 1-�� 3ULQFHWRQ� 8QLYHUVLW\� 3UHVV�� �������
���� DQG����²���GLVFXVVHV� WKH� UROH� RI� DULVWRFUDWV�SURWHFWLQJ�SHDVDQWV� IURP� WD[DWLRQ� DQG� WKH�
LVVXH�RI�ODQG�ϰLJKW��%UHWW��¶(J\SW·��LQ�New Cambridge History of Islam��YRO��������²����DW������DQG�
)��7URPEOH\��¶6DZLUXV�LEQ�DO�0XTDϸD·�DQG�WKH�&KULVWLDQV�RI�8PD\\DG�(J\SW��LQ�Papyrology and 
the History of Early Islamic Egypt��HG��3��6LMSHVWLHMQ�DQG�/��6XQGHOLQ��/HLGHQ��%ULOO������������²����DW�
���²��GLVFXVV�ODQG�ϰLJKW�LQ�WKH�,VODPLF�HUD�

��೉+�� .HQQHG\�� ¶)URP� 6KDKUHVWDQ� WR� 0HGLQD·�� Studia Islamica� ���� �������� �²���� DW� ��²���
6LMSHVWLHMQ��Shaping, 77 on Fustat, emphasising its role as an entrepot.

��೉H�J�� $��:DOPVOH\�� ¶8UEDQ� WUHQGV� LQ� 3DOHVWLQD� 6HFXQGD·�� LQ� Le Proche-Orient de Justinien 
aux Abbasides. Peuplement et dynamiques spatiales, ed. A. Borrut et al. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), 
���²��� RQ� WKH� FRQWUDFWLRQ� RI� 3HOOD� DQG� -HUDVK� DIWHU� WKH� HLJKWK� FHQWXU\��:LFNKDP�� Framing, 
���²��RQ�HFRQRPLF�GHFOLQH� LQ�WKH�/LPHVWRQH�0DVVLI�RI�QRUWKHUQ�6\ULD��0��/HY\�5XELQ�� ¶1HZ�
HYLGHQFH·�����²����DW�����IRU�QLQWK�FHQWXU\�SODJXH�LQ�6DPDULD�RSHQLQJ�WKH�ODQG�WR�VXEVHTXHQW�
0XVOLP�VHWWOHPHQW��ZKLFK�ZDV�IROORZHG�E\�6DPDULWDQ�PDVV�FRQYHUVLRQ�
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would-be converts into the marshes.�� These men were probably at the lowest 
end of Iraqi rural society, seeking to improve their social standing and their 
HFRQRPLF�SURVSHFWV�E\�PLJUDWLRQ�DQG�FRQYHUVLRQ��6XFK�D�VFHQDULR�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�
PRUH�FRPPRQ�LQ�,UDT�WKDQ�6\ULD��EHFDXVH�$UDE�0XVOLP�VHWWOHPHQW�WHQGHG�WR�EH�
in discrete centres, separated from the rest of the population, where Muslims 
constituted a local majority.

A change of landlord may have also led to the breakdown of religious 
adhesion. In the Roman world, it was often considered to be a duty of the 
landlord to provide (and oblige) orthodox practice on the part of his tenants 
and to maintain churches on his estates.�� The same argument would hold true 
for an even greater extent for monasteries. If the new landowner was a Muslim 
then rural tenants would not have experienced this level of religious patronage 
or obligation. With this in mind, the acquisition of lands by Muslim, whether by 
force�� or purchase,�� might have removed part of the support structures of rural 
Christianity.�� In both Egypt and the Jazira, Muslim Arab landownership outside 
the DPߙčU�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�VWDUWHG�LQ�WKH�WKLUG�TXDUWHU�RI�WKH�HLJKWK�FHQWXU\���

Flight to peripheral land to escape tax collection may have also had 
VLJQLϮFDQW�GHPRJUDSKLF�HϸHFWV��ZKLFK��LQ�WKH�ORQJ�WHUP��ZRXOG�KDYH�DOWHUHG�WKH�
balance of Muslims and Christians. Martin Brett has argued that this is what we 
ϮQG�LQ�(J\SW��ZKHUH�WKH�WD[�EXUGHQ�ZDV�KLJK�HQRXJK�WR�SURYRNH�GHVSHUDWH�DQWL�
government revolts in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. He notes that 
monasteries on the more prosperous west bank of the Nile were progressively 

��೉Al-Tabari Tar’ikh, II, 1435. The spread of Islam among slaves (and the conquered 
population in general) was dangerous to the conquest elite because it gave them a language 
with which to challenge the status quo: P. Crone, ‘Imperial Trauma: The Case of the Arabs’, 
Common Knowledge���������������²����DW������$O�+DMMčM�ZDV�DOOHJHG�WR�KDYH��W\UDQLFDOO\��OHYLHG�
the jizya even on former GKLPPҸV who had converted to Islam, which should be read as much as 
an attempt to preserve Arab Muslim status as secure tax revenues.

��೉/��'RVVH\��Peasant and Empire in Christian North Africa��%HUNHOH\��&$��&DOLIRUQLD�8QLYHUVLW\�
3UHVV������������²��IRU�WKH�JXLGDQFH��FRHUFLRQ�RI�'RQDWLVW�DQG�&DWKROLF� ODQGORUGV�RYHU�WKHLU�
coloni. Augustine credited church charity with ‘making Catholics where there were none 
EHIRUH·�DW�)XVVDOD��%��6KDZ��Sacred Violence: African Christians and Sectarian Hatred in the Age of 
Augustine �&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������������

��೉H�J��DO�%DOčGKXUҸ��)XWࡃє������GHVFULEHV�KRZ�ODQGV�VHL]HG�E\�0X૟DZL\D�GXULQJ�WKH�FRQTXHVW�
RI�6\ULD�ZHUH�VROG�WR�RLO�VHOOHUV�IURP�.XID��7KRPDV�RI�0DUJD��The Book of Governors��,,,��LY�����²���
���²���,9��[[L����������IRU�WKH�DWWHPSWV�RI�WKH�PRQNV�RI�%HWK�¶$EH�WR�SURWHFW�WKHLU�ODQGV�IURP�
appropriation by Muslim Arab elites.

��೉For the growth of long distance landowning following the Arab conquests: Wickham, 
Framing, 241–2.

��೉As well as spiritual support, the church might also act as an important source of relief 
from famine, which might otherwise drive migration to the cities (e.g. History of the Patriarchs 
of Alexandria��32��������

��೉(J\SW��6LMSHVWHLMQ��¶/DQGKROGLQJ�SDWWHUQV·�����²���0XVOLP�SDJDUFKV�DUH�PRUH�IUHTXHQWO\�
DWWHVWHG�IURP�WKH�VHFRQG�TXDUWHU�RI�WKH�FHQWXU\��������,UDT��&��5RELQVRQ��¶$O�૛$WWčI��E��6XI\čQ�
and Abbasid imperialism’, in Festschrift for Ahmad Mahdavi Damghani (Berlin, forthcoming). 
The phenomenon of settlement of the countryside may be associated with the wider de-
militarisation of Muslim society: H. Kennedy, The Armies of the Caliphs: Military and Society in the 
Early Islamic State �/RQGRQ��5RXWOHGJH������������

Peacock.indb   41 11/28/2014   4:29:58 PM



Islam and Christianity in Medieval Anatolia42

abandoned, and suggests that Christians were driven onto less fertile land 
that could not support earlier population levels.�� This scenario seems most 
plausible for Egypt, with its stark gradient between fertile and infertile land, but 
something similar could have operated elsewhere as well.

Thus, even if one were to reject the thesis that taxation on the GKLPPҸs 
was actually heavier than on Muslims, there is still reason to suppose that the 
LQFUHDVLQJO\� HϸHFWLYH� WD[� UHJLPH� RI� WKH� 0DUZDQLGV� DQG� $EEDVLGV� VHUYHG� WR�
break up the links between Christian tenants and their patrons.�� And where 
GKLPPҸs migrated into majority Muslim areas, confession of a new religion 
would have been a good way of securing good will, and possibly accommodation, 
employment or gifts of money.��

Explaining Conversion: Shaming and Discrimination

6LGQH\�*ULϲWK�TXRWHV�D�IDPRXV�VFHQH�IURP�D�SURYLQFLDO�0XVOLP�WUDYHOOHU�ZKR�
visits the majlis�RI�WKH�FDOLSK�DO�0DKGҸ��DQG�LV�VWXQQHG�WR�ϮQG�WKDW�QR�LQGLYLGXDO�
6FULSWXUH�LV�DFFRUGHG�DQ\�SUHFHGHQFH�DQG�WKDW�0XVOLPV�DUH�IRUFHG�WR�GHEDWH�ZLWK�
Christians, Manichees and atheists solely on the grounds of reason.100 It is indeed 
a powerful image of the tolerance of the caliph’s court. But the traveller’s shock 
also illustrates that this was not the norm: we should probably not assume that 

��೉M. Brett, ‘Population and conversion to Islam in Egypt’, in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid, 
Ayyubid and Mamluk Eras��HG��8��9HUPXHOHQ�DQG�-��9DQ�6WHHQEHUJHQ��/HXYHQ��3HHWHUV����������²����
HVS���²����1RWH�HVSHFLDOO\�KLV�FULWLFDO�UHYLHZ�RI�HDUOLHU�OLWHUDWXUH�DQG�LWV�UHOLDQFH�RQ�VHOHFWHG�
SDVVDJHV�LQ�WKH�PHGLHYDO�FKURQLFOHV�WR�PDNH�EURDGHU�JHQHUDOLVDWLRQV��6HH�DOVR�0��%UHWW��¶(J\SW·��
in New Cambridge History of Islam�,�����²����DW����²���HPSKDVLVLQJ�WKH�GHPRJUDSKLF�HϸHFWV�RI�
marriage between Muslim men and Christian women.

��೉The link between taxation, failed rebellion and conversion is made strongly in 
,�� /DSLGXV�� ¶7KH�FRQYHUVLRQ�RI�(J\SW� WR� ,VODP·�� Israel Oriental Society� �� �������� ���²����2Q� WKH�
KLJKO\�PRQHWLVHG�ϮVFDO�V\VWHP�RI�WKH�FDOLSKDWH�VHH�.HQQHG\��The Armies of the Caliphs, 70–73 
DQG� ��²���� 5RELQVRQ�� Empire and Elites�� ���²��� FRPPHQWV� RQ� WKH� LQFUHDVHG� ¶ELWH·� RI� WKH� WD[�
V\VWHP�XQGHU�WKH�$EEDVLGV��,GHP��¶$O�૛$WWčI��E��6XI\čQ·�REVHUYHV�WKDW�WKH�H[WHQGHG�ϮVFDO�UHDFK�
of the Abbasids was tied to their ability to gather information so successfully about the rural 
hinterlands of cities such as Mosul. Cf. also W. Kadi, ‘Population census and land surveys under 
WKH�8PD\\DGV����²��������²���·��Der Islam���������������²����

��೉The association between migration and conversion is made by Crone, Slaves on Horses, 
��²���6XFK�GDQJHUV�DUH�WKH�WKHPH�RI�WKH�PLG�HLJKWK�FHQWXU\�Life of Elias of Damascus (R. Hoyland, 
Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Writings 
on Early Islam� �3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������²����(OLDV�ZDV�EHOLHYHG�WR�
have converted because he loosened his ]XQQčU (the belt that Christians were obliged to wear) 
to dance at a party. Notably he was not accused of apostasy in his home-town of Heliopolis, 
EXW�RQO\�ZKHQ�KH�UHWXUQHG�WR�'DPDVFXV�PDQ\�\HDUV�ODWHU��)RU�JLIWV�RI�PRQH\�WR�QHZ�FRQYHUWV�
note the example of Ibn Qutayba at Bukhara, who gave two dirhams to all who attended Friday 
prayers (History of Bukhara�� WUDQV�� 5�� )U\H� �&DPEULGJH��0$��+DUYDUG�8QLYHUVLW\� 3UHVV�� �������
��²����5��6WDUN��The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist reconsiders History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������KDV�HPSKDVLVHG�KRZ�PRGHUQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQYHUWV�DUH�RIWHQ�UHFHQW� LQ�
migrants without strong local networks.

100೉6FHQH�LQ�6��*ULϲWK��The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque, 63.
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the tolerance of the majlis was replicated in the cities of the provinces, especially 
those dominated by Muslims.

7KURXJKRXW�WKH�FDOLSKDWH�DV�D�ZKROH��-HZV��&KULVWLDQV�DQG�6DPDULWDQV�ZHUH�
subject to a series of discriminatory measures in law that emphasised their 
subject status. While the conquerors had initially established generous terms 
with individual cities that surrendered, Muslim jurists increasingly sought a 
single systematic formula that might be applied to all of the GKLPPҸ.101 The most 
famous of these is the VKXUࠃࡃ�૛Umar��WKH�3DFW�RI�૛8PDU���ZKLFK�ZDV�ϮUVW�DSSOLHG�DV�
D�ZKROH�LQ�WKH�UHLJQ�RI�WKH�FDOLSK�DO�0XWDZDNNLO�����²����DQG�ZDV��LPSUREDEO\��
DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�FDOLSK�૛8PDU�LEQ�DO�.KDࠃࠃčE��,WV�VWLSXODWLRQV�DUH�DV�IROORZV�

Not to build new churches or monasteries or cells in our cities or 
neighbourhoods, nor repair, by day or night, any that fall into ruin or that are 
situated in the quarters of the Muslims.
Give lodging to Muslims and refuse help to the spies of the enemy.
1RW�WR�WHDFK�WKH�4XU૟DQ�WR�RXU�FKLOGUHQ�
Not to manifest religion in public, attempt conversion of Muslims or prevent 
conversion to Islam.
To respect Muslims and rise from our seats when they enter a room.
Not to seek to resemble Muslims by imitating their garments.
Not to use saddles [as opposed to pack-saddles] while riding or bear weapons.
Not to use Arabic seals.
Not to sell fermented drinks.
To cut the forelocks.
Always dress the same, wherever we may be. Always wear the ]XQQčU.
Not to display crosses or have religious processions.
To beat the nčTࡃV softly.
Not to have loud funeral processions.
Not show lights at the markets of Muslims.
Not to take slaves allotted to Muslims.
Not to build houses higher than those of Muslims.

7KLV�OLVW�LV�SDUDSKUDVHG�IURP�0LOND�/HY\�5XELQ·V�DGDSWDWLRQ�RI�%HUQDUG�/HZLV·�
translation of the version of the VKXUࠃࡃ� JLYHQ�E\� DO�ࠦXUࡃࠃVKL� �G�� ������102 We 
should note that it occurs in several variants, but that the substance of most of 
WKHVH�VWLSXODWLRQV�LV�FRQϮUPHG�LQ�WKH�FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI�WKH�Samaritan Chronicle 
RI�$Eࡃ·O�)DWє�DQG� LWV� DFFRXQW�RI� WKH� UHLJQ�RI� DO�0XWDZDNNLO��ZKLFK� VHHPV� WR�
FRQϮUP�WKH�WUDGLWLRQ�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�VKXU103.ࠃࡃ To the list of restrictions on the 

101೉Though conquest agreements might still strongly incentivise conversion: e.g. al-
%DOčGKXUҸ��)XWࡃє�DO�%XOGčQ������ZKHUH�WKH�¶5ࡃP·�DUH�H[SHOOHG�IURP�%DDOEHN�XQOHVV�WKH\�FRQYHUW�

102೉0��/HY\�5XELQ��Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire: From Surrender to Coexistence (New 
<RUN��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������²��

103೉,ELG��� ��²��� DQG� ���²��� 7KH� RQO\� SDUWV� WKDW� DUH� QRW�PHQWLRQHG� DUH� WKH� VHFWLRQV� RQ�
WHDFKLQJ�DQG�VWXG\LQJ�WKH�4XU૟DQ��ZKLFK�PD\�VLPSO\�EH�EHFDXVH�WKH�6DPDULWDQ�FRPPXQLW\�LQ�
Palestine had not traditionally done this.
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GKLPPҸV in the VKXUࠃࡃ we might also add the stipulations of Abbasid-era jurists 
on the lower levels of blood money paid to the family of murdered a GKLPPҸ�104 
WKH�YDULRXV�LQMXQFWLRQV�WR�0XVOLPV�DJDLQVW�JUHHWLQJ�-HZV�RU�&KULVWLDQV�105 the 
lower value placed on the testimony of GKLPPҸV� LQ� FRXUWV� RI� ODZ�106 or the 
restrictions on GKLPPҸs living in the Arabian peninsula.107

However, we should be very wary of presuming that the VKXUࠃࡃ were imposed 
EHIRUH�DO�0XWDZDNNLO·V�UHLJQ��7KH�MXULVW�$Eࡃ>�ࡃVXI��G��������ZKLOH�KH�LV�NHHQ�WR�
maximise the duties of the GKLPPҸ to pay jizya and erode localised claims for 
exemption,����RϸHUV�PXFK�PRUH�WROHUDQW�VWLSXODWLRQV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��WKH�GKLPPҸ 
are only banned from taking pigs into areas where Muslims are in the majority, 
rather than from owning pigs altogether, and they are only banned from striking 
the nčTࡃV during the adhan. His emphasis is on the need to build loyalty among 
the GKLPPҸ.���� 7KLV� VWDQFH� PD\� UHϰHFW� KLV� VHQVH� RI� WKH� 0XVOLPV·� QXPHULFDO�
weakness and the proximity of a resurgent Byzantine enemy, as well as the need 
to justify higher levels of tax.110

Yet another attitude to the GKLPPҸV�LV�DSSDUHQW�LQ�WKH�ZRUNV�RI�DO�6KčϮ૛Ҹ��+H�
laid emphasis on the danger of the subversion of Muslims by Christians and of 
the fornication of Muslim women with GKLPPҸs. He shows a concern for physical 
and moral purity that seems to have faded by the time of the VKXUࠃࡃ, and devoted 
PXFK�HϸRUW�WR�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�GKLPPҸV selling pork, blood or carrion to Muslims 
or publically professing the divinity of Jesus.111

All three legal texts emphasise the need to distinguish between Muslims and 
GKLPPҸV in terms of dress, and these sumptuary restrictions seem to be based on 
WKH�GHWDLOHG�UHJXODWLRQ�RI�WKH�KLHUDUFK\�RI�WKH�6DVDQLDQ�(PSLUH�112�/LNH�WKH�WD[�
UHJLPH��WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�OHJLVODWLRQ�ZDV�WR�GLϸHUHQWLDWH�EHWZHHQ�¶IXOO�FLWL]HQV·�
DQG�¶VHPL�FLWL]HQV·��EXW�WKH�DJHQGDV�RI�WKH�MXULVWV�GLϸHUHG�RYHU�WLPH��$Eࡃ>�ࡃVXI�
envisages an environment where Muslims lived in enclaves without Christian 

104೉(GHOE\��/·DXWRQRPLH�OpJLVODWLYH������
105೉0�� .LVWHU�� ¶'R� QRW� DVVLPLODWH� \RXUVHOYHV� «� Oč� WDVKDEEDKࡃ·, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic 

and Islam���������������²����7��6L]JRULFK��Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in 
Christianity and Islam��3KLODGHOSKLD��3$��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�3HQQV\OYDQLD�3UHVV���������FK����

106೉Bosworth, ‘Dhimma·�� ���� 7ULWWRQ��The Caliphs�� ���²����$�� )DWWDO��Le statut légal des non-
musulmans en pays d’Islam �%HLUXW�� ,PSU�� FDWKROLTXH�� ������� ���ϸ�� 'LVFULPLQDWLRQ� DJDLQVW�
GKLPPҸV might also overlap with the rich tradition of (often sexual) slanders against non-Arabs, 
H�J��6��%DVKHDU��Arabs and Others in Early Islam��3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������
��²���RQ�WKH�1DEDࠃ�

107೉+��0XQW��¶1R�7ZR�5HOLJLRQV��1RQ�0XVOLP�LQ�WKH�(DUO\�,VODPLF�҇LMč]·��Bulletin of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies (forthcoming).

���೉N. Calder, Studies in Early Muslim Jurisprudence��2[IRUG��&ODUHQGRQ�3UHVV������������²���
���೉/HY\�5XELQ��Non-Muslims����²��
110೉)RU�%\]DQWLQH� UHVXUJHQFH� LQ� WKH�HQG�RI� WKH�8PD\\DG�SHULRG� VHH�:KLWWRZ��Making of 

Orthodox Byzantium, 142–4. This situation was reversed in the early Abbasid period, culminating 
LQ�WKH�VDFN�RI�$PRULXP�LQ������:KLWWRZ��Making of Orthodox Byzantium�����²����&�(��%RVZRUWK��
¶%\]DQWLXP�DQG�WKH�6\ULDQ�IURQWLHU�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�$EEDVLG�SHULRG·��LQ�LGHP��The Arabs, Byzantium 
and Iran, XII.

111೉/HY\�5XELQ��Non-Muslims����²��
112೉,ELG��FK�����7ULWWRQ��The Caliphs, 115–26.
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QHLJKERXUV�� ZKLOH� DO�6KčϮ૛Ҹ� IHDUV� WKDW� DQ� LQϰX[� RI� &KULVWLDQV� ZLOO� VXEYHUW�
Muslims from their religion or lead to heteropraxy.113 The VKXUࠃࡃ seems to mark 
a further shift, where the intention was to deliberately humiliate the GKLPPҸ, 
prevent the maintenance of religious buildings and block the social mobility of 
groups that had become as capable in Arabic as the Arabs.

However, I think we should be wary of imagining that al-Mutawakkil’s 
discriminatory laws represented a new norm for the caliphate. The VKXUࠃࡃ�may 
have been a legal paradigm that rigorists might appeal to in later years, but 
the continued building of churches and the employment of Christians in the 
administration suggests that it was not systematically applied. I would argue that 
the fact that the patriarchal chronicle singles out one caliph, al-Mutawakkil, as 
particularly opposed to the Christians, suggest that the VKXUࠃࡃ was only applied 
periodically, by weak caliphs who sought to appeal to the lowest common 
denominators of public opinion.114 In addition, we should remember that caliphs 
in this period were probably not unitary lawgivers on the model of Roman 
HPSHURUV��WKH�FDOLSKDWH�HQMR\HG�D�QXPEHU�RI�GLϸHUHQW�OHJDO�RUWKRGR[LHV�LQ�WKLV�
SHULRG�� DQG� GLϸHUHQW� MXULVWV� PD\� KDYH� YDULHG� FRQVLGHUDEO\� LQ� WKHLU� DWWLWXGHV�
to GKLPPҸs.115

Explaining Conversion: Marriage

$�VSHFLϮF�DUHD�ZKHUH�0XVOLP�OHJLVODWLRQ�HPSKDVLVHV�WKH�LQIHULRU�VWDWXV�RI�WKH�
GKLPPҸ� LV�WKHLU�GLϸHUHQWLDO�WUHDWPHQW�LQ�VH[XDO�PDWWHUV��7KH�4XU૟DQ�LV�H[SOLFLW�
that GKLPPҸ may not marry Muslim women, while their women are permitted 
to Muslim men.116 This stipulation ensures, in a patriarchal society, that 
mixed marriages will result in an expansion in the Muslim population.117 The 
4XU૟DQLF� LQMXQFWLRQ�PD\�DOVR� LPSO\� WKDW�PXFK�JUHDWHU�FDUH�QHHGV� WR�EH� WDNHQ�
in safeguarding the ‘virtue’ of Muslim females: this is certainly the implication 
of later laws that give lower penalties for fornication of Muslims with a female 

113೉.ULV]WLQD�6]LODJ\L�KDV�DUJXHG�WKDW�WKH�KLJKO\�GHWDLOHG�DSRORJLHV�IRU�&KULVWLDQLW\�ZULWWHQ�
LQ�WKLV�SHULRG�ZHUH�ZULWWHQ�E\�FRQYHUWV�IURP�,VODP��VR�DO�6KDϮ·L·V�IHDUV�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�MXVWLϮHG�

114೉Mari, .LWčE�DO�PDJGDO, ed. and trans. H. Gismondi, Maris, Amri et Salibae: De Patriarchis 
Nestorianorum Commentaria �5RPH��GH�/XLJL���������YRO�������²������²��� �7KHRGRVLXV���2Q�WKH�
political weakness of this caliph (following the Mu’tazilite controversy), see Fiey, Chrétiens 
syriaques����²����&I��9U\RQLV��Decline of Medieval Hellenism, 224–6 on the patchy imposition of 
the VKXUࠃࡃ in Anatolia.

115೉For Abbasid legal pluralism and the state of ‘permanent negotiation’ between the state 
DQG� MXULVWV�VHH�0��7LOOLHU�� ¶/HJDO�NQRZOHGJH�DQG� ORFDO�SUDFWLFHV�XQGHU�WKH�HDUO\�$EEDVLGV·�� LQ�
Philip Wood (ed.), History and Identity in the Late Antique Near East �2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�
3UHVV������������²�����FULWLFLVLQJ�WKH�SRVLWLRQ�RI�%��-RNLVFK��Islamic Imperial Law: Harun al-Rashid’s 
&RGLϮFDWLRQ�3URMHFW��%HUOLQ��:DOWHU�'H�*UX\WHU��������

116೉4XU૟DQ�����
117೉6HH�GLVFXVVLRQ� LQ�$��7ULWWRQ��The Caliphs and their Non-Muslim Subjects: A Critical Study 

RI�WKH�&RYHQDQW�RI�¶8PDU��/RQGRQ�DQG�%RPED\��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������DQG�)DWWDO��Le 
statut légal, ���²���
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GKLPPҸ than a female Muslim,����RU�WKH�GHDWK�SHQDOW\�LQϰLFWHG�RQ�GKLPPҸ for the 
ODWWHU�RϸHQFH����

These legal stipulations, which underscore the relative value of Muslim and 
GKLPPҸ women, were mirrored in narratives of the ideal behaviour of Muslim 
PHQ� LQ�SURWHFWLRQ�RI� WKHLU�ZRPHQ�� ,EQ� ,VєčT·V�SҸUDW�5DVࡃO�$OOčK describes how 
an assault by a Jew on a pious Muslim woman legitimated the expulsion of the 
Jews from Medina in the lifetime of the Prophet.120�:H�ϮQG�D�VLPLODU�QDUUDWLYH�
narrated some four centuries later in the region of Aleppo, when an accusation 
by a Muslim woman against a ‘Christian tavern owner’ prompted the community 
to destroy the tavern.121

By the same token, Christian claims to celibacy and virtue were commonly 
discounted in Muslim Arabic poetry. Elizabeth Campbell has emphasised how 
monasteries and nunneries were stereotyped as sites of debauchery, where 
religious garments and rituals only served as trappings for the drunken orgies of 
their occupants.122�,Q�D�VLPLODU�YHLQ��7RP�6L]JRULFK�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�PRQDVWHULHV�
were a centrepiece of ‘Muslim imperial fantasy’, inhabited by ‘metonyms of 
an essentialised Christianity’.123 Monasteries were a common motif for Muslim 
poets, but frequently the stories ‘secularize the monastery, turning the sacred 
&KULVWLDQ�VSDFH�«�WR�D�SODFH�RI�OHLVXUH�DQG�LQGXOJHQFH�IRU�0XVOLPV��7KH\�GLVFUHGLW�
FODLPV� WR� SLHW\� >E\@� LQYHUWLQJ� WKH� JRDOV� RI�PRQDVWLF� OLIH�«�7KH� FHOHEUDWLRQ� RI�
attractive Christian youths and unveiled women asserts Muslim dominance over 
passive and available Christians’.124

Poets skirted on the edge of blasphemy in their presentation of the monastery 
DV�D�VLWH�RI�OLFHQWLRXVQHVV�� ¶,�FDOO�RQ�*RG�DV�P\�ZLWQHVV�«�WKDW�,�GHVLUH�PXVLF�
and song, to drink wine and to bite the cheeks of nubile youths’.125�6RPHWLPHV�
this could even spill over into homosexual desire:126 ‘Monks in their monastery 

���೉Tritton, The Caliphs�������7KLV�PD\�EH�FRPSDUDEOH�WR�WKH�GLVFUHSDQF\�LQ�WKH�SD\PHQW�RI�
blood money.

���೉/HY\�5XELQ��Non-Muslims�����
120೉Ibn Ishaq, Life of Muhammad�� WUDQV�� $�� *XLOODXPH� �/DKRUH�� 2[IRUG� 8QLYHUVLW\� 3UHVV��

�����������
121೉E. Campbell, ‘A Heaven of Wine: Muslim-Christian Encounters at Monasteries in the 

Early Islamic Middle East’, 3K'� GLVVHUWDWLRQ�� 8QLYHUVLW\� RI� :DVKLQJWRQ�� ������ ����� &I�� 7KH�
FULWLFLVP�RI�WKH�$EEDVLG�,EUčKҸP�LEQ�<DK\č�IRU�DOORZLQJ�WKH�YLRODWLRQ�RI�¶$UDE�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ·�
E\�KLV�EODFN�VROGLHUV�LQ�0RVXO��DO�0DTUҸ]Ҹ��Book of Contention, ������WUDQV��%RVZRUWK��0DQFKHVWHU��
8QLYHUVLW\�RI�0DQFKHVWHU������������

122೉Campbell, ‘Heaven of Wine’, 150–2.
123೉7��6L]JRULFK��¶0RQNV�DQG�WKHLU�GDXJKWHUV��0RQDVWHULHV�DV�0XVOLP�&KULVWLDQ�ERXQGDULHV·��

in Muslims and Others in Sacred Space��HG��0��&RUPDFN��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������
���²�����DW�����

124೉Campbell, ‘Heaven of Wine’, 115–6. Cf. N. El-Cheikh, Byzantium Viewed by the Arabs 
�&DPEULGJH��0$��+DUYDUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����������²��

125೉Cited in Campbell, Heaven of Wine������
126೉Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World 1500–1800 �&KLFDJR��,/��

8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&KLFDJR�3UHVV������������HPSKDVLVHV�WKDW�SHGHUDVW\�ZDV�QRW�FRQVLGHUHG�LPPRUDO��
the penetrator was considered socially superior to the penetrated.

Peacock.indb   46 11/28/2014   4:29:59 PM

Philip

Philip

Philip



Christians in the Middle East, 600–1000 47

LQWRQHG�WKHLU�SUD\HUV�«�ZHDULQJ�WKH�]XQQčU�RQ�WKHLU�ZDLVWV�«�WKHUH�ZDV�PDQ\�D�
boy amongst them with a pretty face and eyelids painted with kohl�«�,�IROORZHG�
him with longing glances ’til he acquiesced in obedience, promising to meet 
me with the wink of an eye.’127

The sexual submission of Christian men and women in a monastery was also 
a re-enactment of the military defeat of their ancestors, their own contemporary 
powerlessness and the supersession of their religion. A case in point is the visit 
of the caliph al-Mutawakkil to a monastery near Homs to view ruins. Here he 
LV� JUHHWHG� E\� RQH� RI� WKH�PRQNV�ZKR� LQWURGXFHV�KLP� WR�KLV� GDXJKWHU� 6D૛čQҸQ��
Instead of protecting her from male visitors he allows her to drink with them. 
As the caliph became enraptured she led them to an upper room to overlook 
the churches, brought them food and sang them a Christian song on the lyre. 
8OWLPDWHO\�WKH�FDOLSK�FRQYLQFHV�KHU�WR�FRQYHUW�WR�,VODP�DQG�PDUULHV�KHU����

The anecdote presents the Christian girl as exotic, indulging in behaviour 
that would be impossible for a Muslim woman (singing, drinking and being alone 
in male company). But this exoticism also emphasises the caliph’s victory: he 
shows his own moral superiority and that of Islam by converting the girl and 
marrying her, two actions that tame both her unguarded behaviour and her 
UHOLJLRQ��3RHWU\�LV��RI�FRXUVH��QR�FOHDU�JXLGH�WR�VSHFLϮF�GHHGV��,W�VKRXOG�JR�ZLWKRXW�
saying that the relationship between al-Mutawakkil may be no more than the 
fantasy of a tenth-century author. But it does suggest an environment where 
Christians and their religion were not accorded the same respect as Muslims, 
and where this was particularly manifested in assumptions about the body and 
VH[XDOLW\��ZKLFK�ZHUH�LPDJLQHG�D�ϮHOG�IRU�0XVOLPV�WR�UH�HQDFW�WKH�GRPLQDQFH�RI�
,VODP��6XFK�SRHWU\��WKHQ��PD\�KDYH�VHUYHG�WR�OHJLWLPDWH�WKH�GLϸHUHQW�WUHDWPHQW�
of the GKLPPҸV��DQG� LW� LV�SRVVLEOH�WKDW�VXFK�DWWLWXGHV�ϮOWHUHG�GRZQ�LQWR�DFWXDO�
day-to-day behaviour.

&RQFOXVLRQV��7KH�&KDOOHQJH�RI�4XDQWLϮFDWLRQ

We have been able to chart several areas where Christians were reminded of 
their inferior status in an Islamic state. Taxation emphasised their military 
powerlessness and legislation on dress and behaviour underscored their social 
inferiority to Muslims, using a symbolic language that had been inherited from 
6DVDQLDQ� ,UDQ��$QG� WKH�0XVOLP�SRHWLF� LPDJLQDWLRQ� UHLWHUDWHG� WKH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�
Christian women to their ‘conquerors’. All of these factors might have encouraged 
the abandonment of the Christian community, especially where Christians 
migrated to cities that were dominated by Muslims.

Our ability to quantify this process of conversion is limited. Richard Bulliet’s 
VWXG\�RI�ELRJUDSKLFDO�GLFWLRQDULHV�LGHQWLϮHG�WKH�PLGGOH�QLQWK�FHQWXU\�DV�WKH�HUD�
of mass conversions, but his data only really applies to north-eastern Iran. It is 

127೉Cited in Campbell, ‘Heaven of Wine’, 134.
���೉&DPSEHOO��¶+HDYHQ�RI�:LQH·�����²��
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YHU\�XQFOHDU�KRZ�IDU�KLV�VWXG\�PLJKW�EH�DSSOLHG�WR� WKH�/HYDQW�RU� ,UDT��ZKHUH�
the presence of large numbers of Jews or Christians makes it harder to identify 
non-Muslims (because they often shared the same names), and because Judaism 
and Christianity did not experience the same kind of haemorrhage of prestige 
DV�=RURDVWULDQLVP����

In a similar vein, literary texts, such as saints’ lives and chronicles, often 
only provide anecdotal evidence, and it is hard to know where one can safely 
generalise from such comments, either for the rate of conversion or the 
motivations ascribed to converts.130 It may be that conversion at a local level 
was often sudden: when local elites converted, we might imagine that their 
patronage networks swiftly followed.131 In textual terms, two possible indicators 
might be the emergence of saints’ lives that complain about apostasy and 
liturgical rites for the re-inclusion of apostates, both of which are features of the 
mid-eighth century.132

Architectural evidence may be the best way of tracing the conversion of the 
wealthy elites who would fund Christian churches and monasteries where the 
cultural reproduction of Christianity could occur. The pilgrimage complex of 
4DODDW�6HPDDQ�LQ�QRUWKHUQ�6\ULD133�DQG�WKH�&KXUFK�0DU\�LQ�(GHVVD��8UID��ZHUH�
ERWK�ϰDWWHQHG�E\�HDUWKTXDNHV�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�HOHYHQWK�FHQWXU\�134 This was not an 
infrequent occurrence, but on previous occasions they had always been rebuilt, 
presumably by local Christian merchants and landowners.135 On this occasion, 
QR�UHSDLU�ZDV�XQGHUWDNHQ��6LPLODUO\��LQ�WKH�WRSRJUDSKLF�DFFRXQWV�RI�'DPDVFXV�
PDGH�E\�,EQ�૛$VčNLU��RI�WKH����FKXUFKHV�WKDW�H[LVWHG�LQ�WKH�FLW\�DW�WKH�WLPH�RI�
the conquest, four were seized by the Muslims by the eighth century, a further 

���೉Bulliet, Conversion to Islam. He dates the emergence of a Muslim majority to the ninth 
FHQWXU\�LQ�,UDQ�DQG�WR�WKH�WHQWK�LQ�6\ULD�DQG�(J\SW��)RU�FULWLFLVPV�VHH�0��0RURQ\��¶7KH�DJH�RI�
conversions: A reassessment’, in Gervers and Bikhazi (eds), Indigenous Christian Communities, 
135–50 and Tannous, Syria�� ���²��� QRWH� ������ )RU� WKH� /HYDQW�� &�� &DKHQ�� ¶$Q� ,QWURGXFWLRQ� WR�
the First Crusade’, Past & Present �����������²����DW��²��KDV�DUJXHG�WKDW�WKH�UHJLRQ�UHWDLQHG�D�
Christian majority until the period of the Crusades.

130೉Note Brett’s warnings (‘Population and conversion to Islam in Egypt’) on the over-
UHOLDQFH�RQ�DO�0DTUҸ]Ҹ�E\�&RSWLFLVWV�

131೉This model is suggested by studies of Ottoman Palestine: F. Tramontana, ‘Payment of 
WKH�3ROO�7D[�DQG�WKH�'HFOLQH�RI� WKH�&KULVWLDQ�3UHVHQFH� LQ� WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�&RXQWU\VLGH� ���WK�
Century)’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 56 (2013), 631-52.

132೉Hoyland, Seeing�����²���RQ�VDLQWV·�OLYHV��Christian–Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History, 
vol. 1: (600–900)��HG��'��7KRPDV�DQG�%��5RJJHPD��/HLGHQ��%ULOO������������²��RQ�DEMXUDWLRQ�ULWXDOV�

133೉-��/��%LVFRS�� ¶7KH�´NDVWURQµ�DW�4DO¶DW�6LP¶čQ·�� LQ�Muslim Military Architecture in Greater 
Syria: From the Coming of Islam to the Ottoman Period, ed. +��.HQQHG\��/HLGHQ��%ULOO�����������²���

134೉5�6��+XPSKUH\V�� ¶&KULVWLDQ�&RPPXQLWLHV� LQ�(DUO\� ,VODPLF� 6\ULD� DQG�1RUWKHUQ� -D]LUD��
7KH�'\QDPLFV� RI� $GDSWDWLRQ·�� LQ�Money, Power and Politics, ed. J. Haldon (Farnham: Ashgate, 
���������²���&I��5��6FKLFN��The Christian Communities of Palestine from Byzantine to Islamic Rule: An 
Historical and Archaeological Study��3ULQFHWRQ��1-��'DUZLQ�3UHVV�������������

135೉6RPH�RI�WKHVH�ϮJXUHV�UHWDLQHG�FRQVLGHUDEOH�ZHDOWK�DQG�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�SDWURQDJH�
IDU� DϮHOG� �H�J�� (GHVVD�� :LFNKDP�� Framing, ����� 7DNULW�� /XF\�$QQH� +XQW�� ¶6WXFFRZRUN� DW� WKH�
PRQDVWHU\� RI� WKH� 6\ULDQV� LQ� WKH�:čGҸ�1DWUࡃQ�� ,UDTL�(J\SWLDQ� DUWLVWLF� FRQWDFW� LQ� WKH� ¶$EEDVLG�
period’, in CKULVWLDQV� DW� WKH� +HDUW� RI� ,VODPLF� 5XOH�� &KXUFK� /LIH� DQG� 6FKRODUVKLS� LQ� ¶$EEDVLG� ,UDT, ed. 
'��7KRPDV��/HLGHQ��%ULOO�����������²����DQG�0��,PPHU]HHO��¶7KH�VWXFFRHV�RI�'HLU�DO�6XULDQ·�
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seven fell into ruin, and two more were seized in the eleventh century, leaving 
only two in use.136�$V�6WHSKHQ�+XPSKUH\V�QRWHV��HYHQ� LI�ZH�WDNH� LQWR�DFFRXQW�
WKH� JHQHUDO� ODFN� RI� LQYHVWPHQW� LQWR� 6\ULD� DIWHU� c.����� WKH� DWWHQXDWLRQ� RI� WKH�
urban Christian community here is striking.137 If we accept that church repair 
is a good proxy for the existence of a Christian elite that was willing or able to 
fund the kinds of institutional structures that could reproduce Christian identity 
for the next generation, then the next step in answering this question may be 
the detailed mapping of the fate of church buildings in the Middle East. Given 
FXUUHQW�SROLWLFDO�SUREOHPV��WKLV�ZLOO��RI�FRXUVH��EH�D�ORQJ�ZD\�Rϸ����

)LQDOO\��LW�LV�ZRUWK�UHLWHUDWLQJ�WKDW�ZH�VKRXOG�ϮQG�LW�VXUSULVLQJ�WKDW�-HZV�DQG�
Christians survived in the Middle East at all. A sideways glance at the fate of 
%XGGKLVP�LQ�6LQG��FRQTXHUHG�E\�$UDE�DUPLHV�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�HLJKWK�FHQWXU\��PD\�
be a salutary reminder of what might have been. Here a state that was now 
FOHDUO\� LGHQWLϮHG� DV� ¶0XVOLP·� HQFRXQWHUHG� D� VRSKLVWLFDWHG� UHOLJLRXV� ¶RWKHU·�
WKDW�LW�FODVVLϮHG�DV�SDJDQ��7KH�UHJLRQ�ZDV�,VODPLVHG�TXLFNO\�HQRXJK�WKDW�ZKHQ�
intellectuals in the Abbasid period began to write about Buddhism there seem 
WR�KDYH�EHHQ�QR�%XGGKLVWV�OHIW�LQ�6LQG��RXU�RQO\�VRXUFHV�IRU�WKH�UHOLJLRQ�FRPH�
from archaeology.��� Christianity and Judaism were both known and, to some 
H[WHQW�� UHVSHFWHG� LQ� WKH� 4XU૟DQ�� DQG� WKLV� JUDQWHG� &KULVWLDQV� DQG� -HZV� ULJKWV�
as well as disabilities. In other words, the importance of the ‘old religions’ for 
WKH� VHOI�GHϮQLWLRQ� RI� ,VODP� KHOSHG� WR� HQVXUH� WKHLU� SUHVHUYDWLRQ�140 ‘Cultural 
SUR[LPLW\·� WR� WKH� FHQWUHV�RI� FDOLSKDO�SRZHU�� VKDUHG� UHOLJLRXV�QDUUDWLYHV�141 the 

136೉Eddé, Micheau and Picard, Communautés chrétiennes�� ���²���� 6FKLFN�� Christian 
Communities, 130 observes that it is not common to see churches converted into mosques in 
WKH� 8PD\\DG� SHULRG�� &RQYHUVLRQ� WR� GRPHVWLF� XVH� DQG� WKH� WKHIW� RI�PDVRQU\� LV�PXFK�PRUH�
common. Fattal, Le statut légal, 174–202 gathers examples for the construction and demolition 
RI�FKXUFKHV�DFURVV�WKH�FDOLSKDWH�XQWLO�WKH�2WWRPDQ�FRQTXHVW�RI�6\ULD�

137೉5�6�� +XPSKUH\V�� ¶&RQVROLGDWLQJ� WKH� FRQTXHVW�� $UDE�0XVOLP� UXOH� LQ� 6\ULD� DQG� WKH�
Jazirah, 630–775 CE’, in Inside and Out��HG��-��'LMNVWUD�DQG�*��)LVKHU��2WWDZD��3HHWHUV���������&I��
LGHP�¶(DUO\�,VODPLF�6\ULD�����²����· New Cambridge History of Islam, vol. 1, The Formation of the 
Islamic World, Sixth to Eleventh Centuries��HG��&KDVH�5RELQVRQ��&DPEULGJH��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�
3UHVV������������²����DW����²���ZKHUH�KH�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�HϸHFWV�RI�$UDE�WULEDO�PLJUDWLRQ�WR�WKH�
UHJLRQ�RI�+RPV�LQ�WKH�ODWH�HLJKWK�FHQWXU\��DQG�LWV�HϸHFWV�RQ�UHOLJLRXV�GHPRJUDSK\�

���೉(��.HVHU�.D\DDOS��¶&KXUFK�$UFKLWHFWXUH�RI�1RUWKHUQ�0HVRSRWDPLD��$'����²���·��'3KLO�
WKHVLV��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\��������DQG�WKH�DUWLFOHV�FROOHFWHG�LQ�%RUUXW��'HELp�HW�DO���Le Proche-Orient 
de Justinien aux Abbasides�RϸHU�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�VWDUW�

���೉&�(��%RVZRUWK��¶6LQG·��(,2��$O�%DOčGKXUҸ��)XWࡃє, 437 for the destruction of a large Buddhist 
WHPSOH� LQ� 'DLEXO� DQG� WKH� NLOOLQJ� RI� WKH� SULHVWV�� DQG� ���� IRU� WKH� ODWHU� UXOLQJ� WKDW� %XGGKLVW�
temples should be treated like churches or synagogues. Cf. C.E. Bosworth, ‘The coming to Islam 
to Afghanistan’, in idem, The Arabs, Byzantium and Iran, XVI.

140೉,�DP�LQϰXHQFHG�KHUH�E\�$��-DFREV��The Remains of the Jews: The Holy Land and Christian 
Empire in Late Antiquity �6WDQIRUG��&$�� 6WDQIRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�� �������ZKR�HPSKDVLVHV� WKH�
LPSRUWDQFH� RI� WKH� -HZV� IRU� WKH� VHOI�GHϮQLWLRQ� RI� IRXUWK�� DQG� ϮIWK�FHQWXU\� &KULVWLDQV� DQG�
suggests that this allowed the Jews to escape the fate of the Empire’s ‘pagan’ populations.

141೉H�J�� ,�� *ROG]LKHU�� ¶,QϰXHQFHV� FKUpWLHQQHV� GDQV� OD� OLWWpUDWXUH� UHOLJLHXVH� GH� O·,VODP·�� LQ�
Ignaz Goldziher. Gesammelte Schriften��HG��-��'HVRPRJ\L��+LOGHVKHLP��2OPV���������YRO��������²����
The local histories of Christian populations may have also play an important role in generating 
the regional identities of their Muslim conquerors: A. Talib, ‘Topoi and topography in the 
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acknowledgement of alternative religious practices142 and respected professional 
status143 shielded Christians and Jews from direct pressure to convert, especially 
as long as Muslims remained in a minority.

KLVWRULHV�RI�DO�҇ҸUD·��LQ�:RRG��History and Identity�����²����+��2PDU��¶´7KH�FULQNO\�KDLUHG�SHRSOH�
RI� WKH� EODFN� HDUWK�µ� ([DPLQLQJ� (J\SWLDQ� LGHQWLWLHV� LQ� ,EQ� ¶$EG� DO�҇DNDP·V� )XWࡃє’, in Wood, 
History and Identity�����²���

142೉Tannous, Syria, 460–3.
143೉H�J��/��5LFKWHU�%HUQEHUJ��¶*RQG̒ߖčSXU��LL��+LVWRU\�DQG�PHGLFDO�VFKRRO·��EIr, on the esteem 

given to Christian physicians in Iraq.

Peacock.indb   50 11/28/2014   4:29:59 PM


