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INTRODUCTION
Muslims and Others

Robert Hoyland

IN THE COURSE of the third and fourth centuries AD the Middle East wit-
nessed the loose-knit empires of the Romans (in the west) and the Parthians
(in the east) give way to the integrated empires of the Byzantines and the
Sasanians. Whereas the ruling elites of the former pair were largely indiffer-
ent to the beliefs of the masses, those of their successors shared their creed
with the majority of their subjects and sought not only to control political
power within their lands, but also to promote religious uniformity. More-
over, warfare between them assumed an increasingly religious character and
religious difference frequently became equated with political dissidence, the
result being persecutions. This drive towards greater integration and confor-
mity, which intensified during the sixth century as a result of an escalation of
the conflict between the two superpowers, provoked those sectarian groups
Jjealous of their own independence to establish a certain distance between
themselves and imperial culture. Gradually, and especially in pluralist Iraq,
they transformed themselves into communal organizations with their own
schools, law courts, places of worship, religious hierarchy, and so on. They
were effectively socio-legal corporations ordered along religious lines.

It was within this environment that Islam grew up and, naturally enough,
it continued and even extended these trends (Chapter 1). It divided up the
world primarily along religious lines, seeing only believers (ahl al-islam) and
infidels (ahl al-kufr). The latter were generally left—indeed expected—to
manage their own affairs and to conduct themselves according to their own
laws and beliefs. The only major demand made of them was that they
pay a special tax (jizya) to demonstrate their twin shame of having been
conquered and having rejected the true religion and its prophet Muhammad.
This laissez-faire attitude was noted of the Muslim conquerors by a north-
Mesopotamian resident writing in the 690s:

Their robber bands went annually to distant parts and to the
islands, bringing back captives from all the peoples under the
heavens. Of each person they required only tribute, allowing
them to remain in whatever faith they wished....There was no



distinction between pagan and Christian, the faithful was not
known from a Jew !

For their part the early Muslims preferred to distance themselves from the
conquered population, living in separate garrison towns and eschewing the
customs and practices of others. But the possession of wealth and power by
the Muslims meant that the conquered peoples would inevitably seek them
out, whether to win their support in internal conflicts, or to earn a share
in their privileges and riches, or simply to seek a living in their employ. So
the garrison towns became cosmopolitan cities in which Muslims and non-
Muslims interacted in a variety of different ways. Some examples of this

will be given here and the select bibliography at the end will suggest further
directions for study.

Independence of Non-Muslims from Muslims

In return for paying their taxes the non-Mus
protection (dhimma) with regard to their lives

practise their faith without hindrance (Chapter 2). Since certain Qur’anic
verses (e.g. 22.17, 98.1) distinguish between the Jews and Christians as
possessors of a recognized scripture (ahl al-kitab), and polytheists (ahl al-
shirk), some Muslims argued that only the former qualified for protection
whereas the latter should be fought to the death. But as the Muslims pushed
further east, vanquishing such peoples as the Zoroastrians and the Hindus,
any initial objections were soon brushed aside and the category of people
qualifying for protected status (ahl al-dhimma) expanded to comprise pretty
much all non-Muslims. Thus Muhammad ibn al-Qasim (d. 96/715), the first
Muslim general to conquer an Indian town and to face the problem of what
to do with its population, ruled that their holy places were “akin to the
churches of the Christians and the synagogues of the Jews and the fire-
temples of the Zoroastrians”.2 And this judgement formed the theoretical
basis for subsequent Muslim tolerance of Hindus and their worship. The
only major exception to this principle involved non-Muslim Arabs, who
whether the pagan Arabs of Muhammad’s Arabia or the Christian Arab

lims received a guarantee of
and property and the right to

’
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'John bar Penkaye, Ktiba d-rish melle, ed. and trans. A. Mingana in his Sources

syriaques (Leipzig, 1907), 147/17s, 151/179. Compare the words of the first caliph Aba
Bakr (r. 11-13/632-34) to his generals on how to treat the co
bring tribute as determined between you

land” (Chronicon ad 1234, trans. Andrew Palmer in The Seventh Century in West-
Chronicles, Liverpool 1993, 145).

m>~,ww_mn:::ﬂ Futah al-buldin, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1866}, 439,
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To qualify for protection and tolerance the various non-Muslim commu-
nities were expected to be in possession of the legal wherewithal to exercise
autonomy (Chapters 3 and 4). This would seem to have been an early con-
cern, since the Qur’an already demands that “the adherents of the Gospel
Judge by that which God has revealed therein” (5.47). And in one early
Christian-Muslim debate text an Arab general issues to his Christian inter-
locutor the ultimatum: “Show me that your laws are written in the Gospel
and that you conduct yourselves by them, or else submit to the law of the
Muslims”.* This was problematic for the Christians, since the Gospel is
much less explicit about most areas of human social intercourse than the
Torah and the Qur’an and is little interested in legal matters. Under pres-
sure from Islam eastern Christian clerics set about rectifying this. One of
the earliest such authors whose works have survived s an eighth-century
Iranian archbishop, Isho‘bokht of Fars, who wrote a six-volume tract called
simply Composition on the Laws by its Syriac translator. It is not merely a
collection of canons, but an attempt to systematize and codify the Christian
law, treating jurisprudence (Volume 1), marriage (2-3), inheritance (4), @«5
contract (5-6). Interest in such subjects is not found in pre-Islamic Chris-
tian legal writings. There are some hints of related activity by authors of
the late seventh and early eighth centuries,® but it is the work of Isho‘bokht
which first embarks upon a proper treatment of the matter, and so he is

something of a pioneer. What spurred him to this innovation is clear from
his introduction:

Whereas the Jews in every place have one law, as also the error
of the Magians, and likewise also those who now rule over us (i.e.
the Muslims), among the Christians the laws which are deter-
mined in the land of the Romans are distinct from those in the
land of the Persians, and they in turn are distinct from those in
the land of the Aramaeans, and different from Ahwaz, and dif-
ferent in Mayshan, and likewise also in other places. .. Because
of this... [l am writing this book].6

®For examples see Robert Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It (Princeton, 1997),
352-54.

*F. Nau, “Un colloque du patriarche .umw: avec Pémir des Agaréens”, JA Ser. X1, 5
(1915), 252/262. . )
*See P. Crone, “Islam, Judeo-Christianity and Byzantine Iconoclasm » JSAT 2 (1980},
71-73 (arguing that certain legal texts were composed in response to Islam). )
ﬁmro;oowrf Maktbanata d-‘al diné, in E. Sachau, ed. and trans., Syrische Rechtsbiicher
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But Isho‘bokht did not reach this conclusion simply by observation, rather
it was pointed out to him, as we see from the heading of one of the chapters
of his first book: “Concerning what is said by the Jews and the Muslims
(hanpe) that the Christians have no laws and it is not possible that their
lives be conducted without laws”.” The usual Jewish accusation had been
that the Christians did not hold to the law of Moses and not that they had
no laws, so the question must have originated with the Muslims (“those
who now rule over us”). And indeed, it is only in the churches of Muslim-
ruled lands that we find such developed Christian law codes. These went
far beyond the usual chapters on doctrine, scripture, sacraments and hier-
archical administration, including sections on marriage and divorce, dowries
and settlements, inheritances, degrees of consanguinity, debts and loans,
selling and buying, contracts and partnerships, pledges and oaths, and so
on.®

Besides this basic requirement there were a number of rules for social
conduct by which the non-Muslims were expected to abide. These most
famously appear listed in the so-called “Pact of ‘Umar”, which purports to
be a letter sent at the time of the Muslim conquests from the Christians of
Syria to the caliph ‘Umar I requesting protection and promising observance
of certain obligations. The document has provoked much discussion both as
regards its authenticity and its significance. Earlier scholars tended to regard
it as a late invention and as an indication of the discrimination and isolation
endured by non-Muslims of later times. More recently it has been argued
that the list does reflect the conditions of the earliest period of the conquests
and that its contents were intended for the benefit of the Muslims rather than
for the detriment of the non-Muslims (Chapter 5).% Faced with a massive
majority population of non-Muslims, the conquerors instituted measures to
erect boundaries between themselves and the conquered peoples so as to
prevent their assimilation after the fashion of the Germanic conquerors of
Rome and so many Central Asian conquerors of China (Chapter 6). For
example, one item on the list concerns the belt known as the zunnar. Since
Christians wore such a thing before Islam, it is evident that the initial aim

(Berlin, 1907-14), 111, 8-10 (1.).

"Isho‘bokht, Maktbanata d-‘al diné, 111, 20 (1.XIV).

®Sce Richard B. Rose, “Islam and the Development of Personal Status Laws among
Christian Dhimmis”, MW 72 (1982), 159-79.

°On the radically divergent answers to the question of the nature of Muslim/non-
Muslim co-existence and pertinent bibliography see Mark Cohen, “Islam and the Jews:
Myth, Counter-myth, History”, in Shlomo Deshen and Walter P. Zenmer, eds., Jews among
Muslims: Communities in the Pre-Colonial Middle East (Basingstoke, 1996), 50-63.
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of the regulation was not specifically to humiliate Christians, but rather to
make it possible to distinguish them from Muslims.1°

Recourse of Non-Muslims to Muslims

Though in theory non-Muslim communities acted as separate entities within
the Muslim state, with their own laws and leaders, in practice the Muslim
authorities frequently became involved in the internal affairs of the vari-
ous communities, largely at the instigation of the non-Muslims themselves
(Chapter 7). For example, in his fight against the mutiny of Persian and
east Arabian Christians in the 650s, the eastern Christian leader Isho‘yahb
Il appealed to “the local governors and also to the governor of that time
who was over the local governors”. His successor, George I, came to face
charges brought against him before the Muslim authorities by a disgruntled
archbishop. And in Egypt a certain Theodore of Alexandria, a leader of the
Chalcedonian Christian community, “went to Damascus to the chief of the
Muslims, named Yazid ibn Mu‘awiya (r. 60-64/680-83), and took from him
a diploma empowering him over the people of Alexandria and Maryut and
all its environs and declaring that the governor of Egypt had no authority
over him, for he had paid Yazid much money”. And on his return Theodore
“tyrannized the Coptic patriarch Agathon and troubled him” 1!

However, community leaders also ran the risk of occasional unwanted
intervention in their affairs, as happened to the patriarch Hnanisho* T (r.
686-93) during the second Arab civil war. Based at al-Madi’in in southern
Iraq, Hnanisho‘ found himself under the rule of rebels at al-Kifa who were
seeking to overthrow the Umayyad dynasty (660-750). The pro-Umayyad
governor of Iraq, ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Ziyad, wooed John of Dasen, archbishop
of Nisibis, promising him that “if you will accompany me, I will depose him
(Hnanisho) and establish you as patriarch in his place”.!? John was pre-
sumably courted for his connections at Nisibis, which was a hive of sedition
during the civil war. Certainly Bishr ibn Marwan, brother of the caliph
‘Abd al-Malik (r. 65-86/685-705), winner of the civil war, seems to have
made some agreement with John, for he forcibly installed him in place of
Hnanisho'.’3 Subsequently John’s partisans in Nisibis, led by an aristo-

198ee Mark Cohen, “At the Origins of the Distinctive Dress Regulation for Non-Muslims
i Islam”, in Lawrence 1. Conrad, ed., The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East IV
(Princeton, forthcoming); Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 364.

" Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 200-202: Isho‘'yahb and George; “History of the Patriarchs”,
ed. and trans. B. Evetts, PO 5 (1910), 5: Theodore.

"2 John bar Penkaye, 156/184.

13MarT ibn Sulayman, Kitab al-majdal, ed. and trans. H. Gismond; (Rome, 1899}, 63/56,
states that John bribed ‘Abd al-Malik and his brother Bishr.
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cratic Iranian Christian physician named Mardanshah, aided Muhammad
ibn Marwan, another brother of ‘Abd al-Malik, to recapture the city. The
party of Hnanisho‘ was driven out and Mardanshah was entrusted with the
administration.!* After the death of John in 695 the new governor of Iraq,

al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, suspended the election of a new patriarch; thus insti-
gating a Sasanian-style policy of government involvement in church affairs.

Dialogue of Non-Muslims with Muslims

The boundaries between confessional communities were patrolled by reli-
gious authorities whose task was to reinforce allegiance to their respective
communities. This they did by urging exclusive attendance of the institu-
tions of that community, by issuing laws prohibiting interaction and inter-
marriage with non-members, by promoting distinctive insignia and symbols,
and by disseminating propaganda against the adherents and beliefs of all
other groups. Much of this propaganda would have been for internal con-
sumption only, as is clear from the somewhat stale and one-sided Christian
anti-Jewish literature of pre-Islamic times, but in the early Islamic period a
considerable proportion of the apologetic writing seems to derive from real
debate. And this is graphically confirmed by the comment of the Muslim
scholar ‘Amr ibn Bahr al-Jahiz (d. 255/868) regarding Christians:

They hunt down what is contradictory in our traditions, our
reports with a suspect line of transmission and the ambiguous
verses of our scripture. Then they single out the weak-minded
among us and question our common people concerning these
things. .. and they will often address themselves to the learned
and the powerful among us, causing dissension among the mighty
and confusing the weak.!®

A number of factors favoured such debate in the early ‘Abbasid era (ca.
750-950): the cosmopolitan nature of Baghdad and its province, the caliphs’
patronage of scholarship, the emergence of Arabic as a lingua franca, the
universal deployment of dialectical reasoning based upon categorical defi-
nitions, and the proliferation of converts and apostates, which meant that
there were many with a genuine knowledge of two religions and with a real
will to champion one over the other. But also, quite simply, there were

Y Ibid., 63-65/56-57.

¥ Al-Jahiz, Al-Radd ‘ala I-nasard, in A-S.M. Hartin, ed., -Rasa’il al-Jahiz (Cairo, 1964
79), 111, 320. This very illuminating text has been translated by J. Finkel in JA40S 47
(1927), 311-34 (partial) and by L.S. Allouche in Hespéris 26 (1939), 129-53 (full).
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matters that needed debating. Islam prompted questions that had not pre-
viously arisen, such as what were the attributes of a true prophet and how
could one recognize an authentic scripture, and one can observe these and
other questions being broached in an original way (Chapter 8). For in-
stance, in a treatise aiming to demonstrate that Christianity was the true
religion, the theologian Theodore Abi Qurra (d. ca. 820s) introduces a
small thought-experiment:

Let us say that I grew up on a mountain ignorant of the nature of
people, and one day, on account of some need that presented it-
self to me, I went down to the cities and to the society of people,
and I perceived them to be of different religions. . . (Theodore
reviews the nine principal creeds of his day)....Reflecting on
the doctrine of each one of them, I perceived all of them to be
in agreement on three points and in disagreement about them
too....Ireflected again and said to myself: It befits God, in His
goodness and grace, when He perceived that His creation had
deviated from the worship of truth, that He send to them a mes-
senger and a book to make them realize that and to return them
to it from their errors. But there came a plurality of messengers
and books. .. It is appropriate that there should be among them
only one true one in accordance with what is known of God’s
grace and providence for His creation, but what is the trick for
recognizing this one?!®

Two younger contemporaries of Theodore, the aforementioned Muslim writer

al-Jahiz and the Jewish thinker Dawiid ibn Marwin al-Mugammis (d. ca.
860s) also posed themselves this question.!” The former, in his essay “On
the Proofs of Prophecy”, postulates two categories of proofs: those pertain-
ing to “sensory perception” and those based upon a “cogent tradition”, both
cases requiring the involvement of the intellect for purposes of verification.
The most important sensory experience in the determination of prophethood
was a miracle performed by the contender:

' Theodore Abi Qurra, Ft wujad al-khaliq, ed. Ignace Dick (Jounieh and Rome, 1982),
200, 211-12, This tract is discussed by Sidney H. Griffith, “Faith and Reason in Christian
Kalam”, in S.K. Samir and J.S. Nielsen, eds., Christian Arabic Apologetics during the
‘Abbasid Period (Leiden, 1994), 1-43.

YAnd it prompted the mid-ninth-century Zoroastrian author Mardanfarrokh 71
Ohrmazddadan, who had “traversed many lands and seas” in search of the truth, to com-
pose his “Doubt-Dispelling Exposition” (Shkand-gumaniy wizdr), on which see Hoyland,
Seeing Islam, 511-12,
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The signs of messengers, peace be upon them, and their miracles
are more worthy of attention and renown and of being considered
a compelling argument for hearts and minds than their preaching
and their laws. Indeed, we know that Moses, peace be upon him,
was unknown and of no repute except on account of his wonders
and miracles, and the same is true of Jesus, peace be upon him.
Were it not for that, they would have been just like the rest
whose death and birth pass unnoticed.!®

For al-Muqammis, too, the execution of miracles was a prerequisite for belief
in a prophet, and he further stipulated that the content of the prophecy must
be in accord with logic and common sense, and that “the tradition about him
should not come from one direction, but rather from several quarters. .. nor
from only one nation, nor in only one language” (Chapter 9).1°

These three works illustrate very well two salient characteristics of the
polemic conducted by Christians, Jews and Muslims in the eighth to tenth
centuries. Firstly, the combatants of each party entered the inter-confessional
arena with the same intellectual armory: scriptures, authenticated traditions
and dialectical reasoning based upon categorical definitions. The latter was
the most important, as it enabled the debate to cross sectarian lines, and it
is noticeable that the three tracts mentioned above each open with an excur-
sus on the nature of knowledge and truth and on the procedure for deriving
them. Secondly, as mentioned above, the debate was clearly a real one. The
question of how to recognize a true prophet, given such careful reflection in
the above texts, was scarcely considered by pre-Islamic Christian and Jewish
authorities and was clearly provoked by Muslim claims about Muhammad’s
prophetic credentials.?® Moreover, we very often find in dispute texts that
arguments put forward by one party are taken up and refuted by another.
This does not mean, however, that we have records of actual discussions,
only that the authors of the texts, though purveyors of literary fictions, had
tested their metal in the field.

The roots of these controversies between the Muslims and their subject
peoples went back to the late seventh and early eighth centuries when Islam
first began to present itself as “the religion of truth”, so challenging other

'8 Al-Jahiz, F7 hujaj al-nubdwa, in Hartn, Rasa’il al-Jahiz, 111, 259.
® Al-Muqammis, ‘Ishrin magala, ed. and trans. Sarah Stroumsa {Leiden, 1989), 265.
For discussion see Sarah Stroumsa, “The Signs of Prophecy: the Emergence and

Development of a Theme in Arabic Theological Literature”, HTHR 78 (1985), 101-
14.
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faiths.?! But the debate only gathered momentum once Arabic, established
as the administrative language of the empire by late Umayyad times, had
become accepted as the international medium of scholarship. Whereas only
eight authors are known to have polemicized in Syriac against Islam from
the seventh to the thirteenth century in Muslim-ruled lands, and even fewer
in Greek, as many did so in Arabic in the first ‘Abbasid century (750-850)
alone.?? The emergence of Arabic as a lingua franca and the patronage of
scholarship by the early ‘Abbasid rulers sponsored a kind of Islamic “en-
lightenment”, fuelled by the transmission of Greek learning into Arabic,
and made Iraq of the ninth and tenth centuries a centre of lively alterca-
tions amongst Jews, Christians, Muslims, Zoroastrians, Manichaeans and
pagan philosophers over the nature of truth and knowledge (Chapter 10).
The contest itself was conducted in an almost gentlemanly fashion:

It is hoped that you will treat us fairly in the discussion and
that you will negotiate with us as brothers who share in the
goods they inherit from their father. All of them share in them;
nothing belongs to one to the exclusion of the other. So we and
you should be on a par in the discussion.??

But though the dialectical style of the disputants became ever more honed
and their arguments ever more refined, the key objections were never over-
come. Jews and Muslims could not forgive Christianity its dilution of God’s
unity and ascription to Him of a son; Muslims and Christians remained
opposed to Judaism on the subjects of abrogation of the law and falsifica-
tion of the scriptures; and Jews and Christians persisted in their rejection
of Muhammad’s prophethood and his claim to have brought a revelation

“IThis expression (din al-haqq) first appears on the gold coins of ‘Abd al-Malik dated
77/696. That such pretensions spurred non-Muslims o write is shown by the ninth-century
Christian author Abfi Ra‘ita, Rasa’il, ed. and trans. Georg Graf (Louvain, 1951; CSCO
130-31 Scr. arabici 14-15), I, 1: “You have asked me to write for you a treatise in which
I should make clear to you what is obscure to you of the doctrines of peoples and their
claims about the correctness of what they hold to, especially the doctrine of the Muslims
and their description of the excellence of their religion, its nobleness and its superiority
over other religions.”

#2See Sidney H. Griffith, Arabic Christianity in the Monasteries of Ninth-Century Pales-
tine (Aldershot, 1992), especially articles 1-3.

*Abi Ra‘ita, Rasa’il, I, 3-4. This at least is the approach of polemicists writing in
Syriac and Arabic; writings in Greek, whether from within or outside the Muslim empire,
tend to adopt a more hostile tone. See also Sarah Stroumsa, “Ibn al-Rawandi’s Si’ adab
al-mujdadala; the Role of Bad Manners in Medieval Disputations”, in Hava Lazarus-Yafeh,
ed., The Majlis: Interreligious Encounters in Medieval Islam (Wiesbaden, 1999), 66-83.
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from God, arguing that he was not announced in the scriptures and had
worked no miracles. Yet in the process each was subtly transformed and
drawn a few steps towards its opponents’ position (Chapter 11). For ex-
ample, Christianity came to place greater stress on monotheism; thus the
religious encyclopaedia known as the Book of the Tower begins its exposi-
tion of Christianity (Bab 2.1) with the words: “The acme of faith is the
oneness of God” (dhurwat al-timan tawhid Allah). And later Muslims came
to put forward a “Jesus-like portrait of Muhammad’s prophecy”.?

Conversion of Non-Muslims to Islam

What motivated religious authorities constantly to strive for the fidelity of
their flock was the ever-present specter of apostasy. This was also a worry
for Muslim leaders, especially in the first one or two centuries when Muslim
numbers were small, but in the long run it was the non-Muslim communities
that witnessed a steady loss of their members. There are indications that the
Muslim Arab conquerors initially tended to think along genealogical lines:
in order to be an Arab and so to share in the immense privileges conferred on
Arabs since the conquests, one must be born as one. But the numerousness
of the non-Arabs who wished to enjoy the same benefits as their new masters
and the Qur’an’s stress on the universality of Muhammad’s message (e.g.
4.79, 7.158, 34.28) meant that it was not easy to refuse into their ranks
anyone who lacked the right descent.?®> And in general it was accepted that
one could become a member of the conquest society by adopting the Arab
faith. This fact constitutes one of the most important preconditions for
the emergence of Islamic civilization, since the skills and sciences of the
non-Muslims contributed enormously to its development (Chapter 12).
That the conquered peoples could join the ruling elite does not explain
how, why and when they availed themselves of this option, and these are
difficult questions to answer. Some idea of the procedure for converting to
Islam, in the early ‘Abbasid period at least, is given by a late eighth-century
chronicler who was a monk in northern Mesopotamia. While he was at
Edessa, he heard about a deacon of that district who, despite the entreaties
of “all the notables and priests”, made up his mind to apostatize and sought
‘out “a certain man from among the Arabs there”, asking that “he become

**See Bo Holmberg, “A Reconsideration of the Kitab al-Majdal”, POr 18 (1993), 255~
73: on the Book of the Tower; Stroumsa, “The Signs of Prophecy”, 114: portrait of
Muhammad.

#The Qur'an emphasizes that it was revealed in Arabic (12.2, 13.37, 16.103, 26.195,
39.28, 41.3, 42.7, 43.3, 46.12), but otherwise does not. mention the Arabs except for the
fickle bedouin (a‘rab). Appeal is most commonly made simply to “those who believe”.
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a Muslim (nhaggar) by his hands”. The Arab attempted to dissuade him,
fearing for him should he repent the next day, but the deacon insisted on
his sincerity. So the Arab asked whether he denied Christ, baptism, the
cross, the eucharist and “all that the Christians profess”. After the deacon
had abjured each item in turn, the Arab instructed him to confess belief
in Muhammad as the messenger of God, “the book which came down from
heaven upon him” and Jesus as the Word and Spirit of God, that “he was
a prophet and not God”, then to remove his belt and pray to the south.
As the deacon did so, a white dove emerged from his mouth; perceiving the
loss of his soul, he bewailed his folly. Further on the chronicler records that
whole groups of people would apostatize “without any kind of compulsion
to do s0” and “they would write their names in the register”.26

Turning to the reasons for conversion to Islam, one should first stress
that compulsion was very rarely among them, as noted by the aforemen-
tioned chronicler and as is suggested by the comparatively small number of
martyrdom accounts composed in Muslim times (compared to Roman and
Sasanian times). Only residents of frontier areas and Christian Arabs would
seem to have ever faced pressure to convert.?’” The decision to leave the
religion in which one had been brought up was never one to be taken lightly,
since it meant breaking ties with one’s family, friends and neighbors. When
Dioscorus of Alexandria became a Muslim, his sister wrote informing him
that she could have no further association with him, and a Jewish woman
who became a Christian was declared by her husband to be as good as
dead.?8 So why did people convert? Spokesmen of the non-Muslim commu-
nities impressed upon their flock that the only advantages Islam had to offer
were social and economic advancement, fame and gain.?® Thus authors of
martyrdom accounts never failed to present their heroes as being tempted

with offers of high office and wealth by some Muslim notable if they would
only convert.

28 Chronicon anonymum pseudo-Dionysianum, I1, ed. J.B. Chabot (Paris, 1933; CSCO

104 Ser. syri 53), 389-92, 385.

2"Muslim nervousness about their borders, especially with Byzantium, meant that non-

Muslims living there, even if not asked to convert, would face hostility and suspicion in time

of conflict. See J.M. Fiey, Chrétiens syriaques sous les Abbassides {Louvain, 1980), 48-50.
284Le synaxaire arabe jacobite (rédaction copte)”, ed. and trans. R. Basset, PO 16

(1922), 6th Barmahat: Dioscorus; Gaonic Responsa (Teshavot ge’one), ed. Joel Muller

(Berlin, 1881), no. 87, 20b: Jewish woman.

The argument was of course an old one; for example, the conversion of a priest to

Zoroastrianism in the days of Khusrau Il was deemed the result of “his fierce attachment

to the world and his desire for its pleasures”. See “Chronicle of Siirt”, ed. and trans. A.
Scher, PO 13 (1919), 467.
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Though this has been widely accepted by scholars and contains some
truth, it does require qualification. As regards admission to high office,
one’s religious persuasion was generally no bar, at least not in the first
two or three centuries of Islam when the administrative and medical pro-
fessions were dominated by non-Muslims.3® And as long as conversion still
entailed becoming a client (mawl@) of an Arab and so placing oneself on an
equal footing with all other clients, those endowed with status in their for-
mer community were unwilling to risk finding themselves working alongside
their former servants and subjects. It was, therefore, mostly those of low
social status (especially peasants), or those who had lost their former sta-
tus (especially prisoners-of-war), who converted to Islam in Umayyad times
(Chapter 13). As for taxation, in the first century of Islam it was not specif-
ically Muslims who enjoyed fiscal benefits, but rather those who fought “on
behalf of Allah”.3! Taxes were something that the conquered paid for the
upkeep (rizq) of the conquerors in return for protection. Only with ‘Umar II
(r.99-102/717-20), and only with any consistency under the ‘Abbasids, was
there an attempt to base the tax system on a distinction between Muslim

and non-Muslim,3? and even then the practice was often much messier than
the theory:

Nominally they (the tax collectors) were to levy one tenth, yet
even when those Arabs had sold all they possessed, it was not

8 Theophanes, Chronographia, ed. C. de Boor (Leipzig, 1886), I, 430-31, says that in
758 the Muslims tried to “expel the Christians from government chanceries, but were
once again obliged to entrust the same duties to them because they were unable to write
numbers”. In the late tenth century al-Muqaddast, Ahsan al-taqasim fi ma‘rifat al-aqalim,
ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden, 1877), 183, observed that in Syria and Egypt the physicians
and scribes were mostly Christians. And there were still enough Christians in positions
of power in Mamlitk Egypt for Muslims to write tracts decrying this fact; see R. Gottheil,
“An Answer to the Dhimmis”, JAOS 41 (1921), 383-457; M. Perlmann, “Notes on Anti-
Christian Propaganda in the Mamlik Empire”, BSOAS 10 (1940-42), 843-61.

*1Thus the Mardaites of Lebanon were to be exempted from poll tax as long as they
fought for the Muslims (al-Baladhui?, Futiih al-buldan, 159).

32G8ee J.B. Simonsen, Studies in the Genesis and Early Development of the Caliphal
Tazation System (Copenhagen, 1988), 140-50. The fact that decrees exempting converts
to Islam from poll tax were commonly issued—e.g. by ‘Umar 11 (numerous Syriac texts:
see Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 654), Hafs ibn al-Walid {“History of the Patriarchs”, 116) and

" al-Saffah (ibid., 189)—indicates that it was not a consistent policy. Rather it was done
when there was a need to mobilise support (‘Umar after the disastrous Muslim defeat
at Constantinople, Hafs to usurp the governorship of Egypt, al-Saffah in the wake of the
‘Abbasid revolution), for it was well known that “it will be enough for you to have a herald
announce that taxes will be removed from whoever becomes a Muslim and 50,000 praying

men will come to you”. See al-Tabart, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-l-mulik, ed. M.J. de Goeje et
al. (Leiden, 1879-1901), II, 1024.
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sufficient to pay what was demanded of them. They were entreat-
ing them to take according to the law laid down by Muhammad,
their guide and legislator, and by the first kings, and to take from
each one of them what they had: if he had wheat take wheat, if
cattle so cattle. But they did not accept that, saying to them:

“Go and sell your possessions however you like and give us our
NONQ 733

Furthermore, the desire to avoid taxation did not generally lead directly to
conversion, but rather to flight from the land. In Egypt this would most
often mean seeking refuge in a monastery or some rural retreat, but in Iraq
and Mesopotamia it usually meant escape to a city where increased contact
with Muslims rendered the chances of conversion high.34

Probably more significant in the long run for conversion was the erosion
of the prestige and influence of the leaders and institutions of the non-
Muslim communities. This followed on from the late Umayyad decision to
promote individual responsibility for payment of taxes over lump sum pay-
ments collected by mediating bodies, and gradually to replace local officials
by government-appointed Muslim agents (Chapter 14). The Muslim Arabs’
military successes must have also indirectly promoted conversion to Islam.
One of their effects was the transfer of peoples from their homelands to the
overwhelmingly Muslim environment of the garrison cities where conversion
was correspondingly more likely. Moreover, they challenged other religions’
claims to enjoy God’s exclusive favour. “It is a sign that God loves us and
is pleased with our faith”, one Arab general declares to a Christian monk
of the monastery of Beth Hale in Iraq, “namely, that He gives us dominion
over all religions and all peoples”.® And this point, coupled with the recep-
tivity towards interfaith discussion of the early ‘Abbasid rulers, must have

provoked much soul-searching and certainly produced a number of converts
among the literate elite.

The rate of conversion would have varied substantially from community
to community. The Jews, who had long been used to living as a minority
under foreign rule, probably fared best. The Christians had suffered a pe-

8 Chronicon anonymum pseudo-Dionysianum, 11, 299; this concerns land-tax but illus-
trates that the theory was not always applied. Cf. ibid., 11, 341: “They imposed them
(extraordinary taxes) on the Muslims as well as on the Christians, for their motivation
was not concern for the tradition [of Islam], but to sate their avid desire for money.”

*If fugitives wished to avoid being rounded up and returned to their villages (cf. al-
Tabari, - Ta’rikh, 11, 1122, 1435), then they needed to find a Muslim patron. This plus
greater interaction with Muslims made conversion likely.
35Ms. Diyarbakir 95, fols. 1b~2a; for this text see Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 465-72.
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riod of persecution under the Romans and could draw upon this history and
the model of the early martyrs for strength and comfort. The Zoroastri-
ans, however, had always enjoyed state patronage and were unable to cope
with being political and religious underdogs, so more quickly succumbed to
Islamization (Chapter 15). The speed of the latter process was also linked
to the potential for interaction and intermarriage with Muslims. In Egypt,
where the Muslim presence was meager for the first two centuries of Islam,
conversion was very slow; but in Khurasan and Iraq, which bore the brunt of
early Muslim settlement, opportunities for social intercourse were numerous
and conversion more frequent. :

Finally, there is the question of when apostasy first occurred and when it
became widespread. We hear of defections to the Arabs already at the time
of the conquests, though our sources frequently make no distinction between
conversion and collaboration.®® QOne seventh-century Syrian monk declares
to his Jewish disputant: “We Christians, though enslaved for many years
and worn down by troubles, shall not deny God. And if some Christians
have denied Him, they are not as many as did so among you in Babylon.”37
And the Coptic author John of Nikiu laments that in the course of the Mus-
lim invasion “many of the Egyptians. ..denied the holy orthodox faith and
life-giving baptism, and embraced the religion of the Muslims”.38 By the
late seventh century apostasy had become an important issue in Christian
writings, demanding the attention of church authorities.3® And in the sec-
ond half of the eighth century we begin to hear of incidents of large-scale
apostasy to Islam. In the days of the patriarch Michael (r. 743-67) “those
who denied Christ numbered 24,000”7.40 A couple of decades later a similar
outbreak occurred in Mesopotamia, according to the aforementioned local

3%6F.g. the Persian cavalry corps called the Asawira are said to have converted in 638, but
fight in the 680s under a certain Mzh Afridhtin; those transferred from al-Basra to Antioch
by Mu'‘awiya appear as non-Muslims, and their leader in the time of Hisham, Hassan ibn
Mahawayh, is obviously a first-generation convert (references given by P. Crone, Slaves on
Horses, Cambridge 1980, 237-38 n. 362). It is perhaps because they were exempted from
poll tax that later Muslimns assumed they had converted. But it is also true that for some-—
e.g. for the 15,000 Muslim soldiers of Egypt who “believed in Christ and were baptised”
during the first Arab civil war (Sebeos, History, trans. Robert Thomson, Liverpool 2000,
~154)—collaboration and conversion went hand in hand.
*"“Dialogue against the Jews”, PG (ed. J.P. Migne) 89 (Paris, 1865), 1236A—B.

38 John of Nikiu, Chronicle, trans. R.H. Charles (London and Oxford, 1916), 201, cf.
Hmw.

3%For examples see Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 100~101, 162-63, 267.
4“Le synaxaire arabe Jacobite”, 16th Barmahat. This was probably due chiefly to
the decree of Hafs ibn al-Walid, who was trying to gain support for his recapture of the
governorship of Egypt, that all who converted would be exempted from the poll tax.
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chronicler: “forming groups of twenty, thirty and a hundred men, two and
three hundred, without any kind of compulsion to this, they went down to
Harran to the governors and became Muslims (mhaggrin)”.4! Only a very
few years later the caliph al-Mahdi decreed that all converts who subse-
quently returned to their former faith were to be put to death,*? confirming
that it was indeed the second half of the eighth century that saw apostasy
reach significant proportions.

Though the prospect of the death penalty must have put a brake on the
number of those forsaking Islam, legal writings illustrate that all religious
communities of Muslim lands were afflicted by the phenomenon of apostasy
and had to make provision for it in their legislation. A fundamental question
was whether renegades should be admitted back into the fold, to which the
answer was generally affirmative as long as the offender did some form of
penance.?> Those who refused to recant were either ostracized or, in the case
of those defecting from Islam, put to death.** Another key issue was inheri-
tance, the essential point here being to prevent the hemorrhage of property
out of the community. Accordingly, legislators of the various confessions
ruled that apostates may not inherit from their former co-religionists,*5 and
that their estate was forfeit and to be divided among their heirs.#¢ Then

1 Chronicon anonymum pseudo-Dionysianum, 11, 385.
*?Elias of Damascus, “Passion” in F. Combefis, Christi martyrum lecta trias (Paris,
1666), 181.- Not only out of regret did people reconvert; the caliph ‘Alf ibn Abt Talib (r.
656-60) put it to one Christian who had become a Muslim, then apostatized, that he was
merely doing so to qualify for an inheritance or marriage, then would return to Islam. See
{Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani, Musannaf, ed. H.-R. al-A‘zamf (Beirut, 1970-72), VI, 104.
#3The earliest Christian witness is Jacob of Edessa (d. 708; see Hoyland, Seeing Islam,
163). - On" the Zoroastrian side see Manushchihr (9th c.), Dadistan 7 dénig, ed. T.D.
Anklesaria (Bombay, 1913), no. 40, and Emeéd T Ashawahishtan (10th c.), Rivayat, ed.
B.T. Anklesaria (Bombay, 1962), no. 26. The earliest extant Muslim authority is probably
Malik ibn Anas (d. 795), Muwatta’, ed. M.F. ‘Abd al-Bagi (Cairo, 1951), 11, 737, who
adduces a report in which ‘Umar I reprimands Abd Misa al-Ash‘arT for not offering an
apostate three days to repent before beheading him.
HMEI? s.v. “Murtadd” {by W. Heffening, 1993). Manushchihr, Ddidistan 7 dénig, no.
40, opines that apostasy by an adult is “worthy of death”, but presumably this was not
applied.
**For instance, the ruling that a son who is of a different religion to his father may not
inherit from him is found in Simeon of Rewardashir, Canons no. 18, in Sachau, Syrische

Rechtsbicher, 111, 249; Gaonic Responsa no. 11, 4b; Em&d T Ashawahishtan, Rivayat, no.
4

*The wealth of an apostate from Islam, were he executed or in Byzantine territory,
went to his Muslim heirs (e.g. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, Musannaf, VI, 104-105; X, 338-39).
Gaonic Responsa no. 87, 20b, records an argument over whether the estate belonging
to'a woman who converted to Christianity should go to the husband or to the family.
Emeéd 1 Ashawahishtan, Rivayat, no. 4, states that if the apostate possesses property,
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there was the question of what to do in the eventuality of one’s spouse
apostatizing, an action which was widely held to constitute grounds for di-
vorce.*” Beyond this there were numerous special cases to consider, such
as the apostasy of the enslaved, the inebriated and the insane; what to do
about criminal offences committed by or upon an apostate, and so on.*®

Shortly after the matter of apostasy begins to feature in our sources, ac-
counts of the trials endured by individual Christians at the hands of Muslims
become increasingly common.?® The purpose of these works was twofold:
to provide role models and heroes to further the fight against apostasy, and
to serve as anti-Muslim propaganda. Thus, whether repentant apostates or
committed Muslim converts to Christianity, many of the martyrs are por-
trayed as having purposefully sought out their fate and as having been de-
liberately provocative towards the Muslim authorities. And in the interview
between the martyr and the prosecuting Muslim that commonly features in
these accounts, the former disdains the material advantages of wealth and
status that are the only inducements of Islam, and he is shown to choose the
gifts of Christianity, which consist in virtue, truth and redemption. That
this choice is right is confirmed by the miracles that frequently attend the
martyr’s death. The first examples of such writings are little more than
reports of how the martyr died. Gradually, however, they become more

“whoever from among of the people of the Good Religion seizes it first, is entitled to it”,
though accepting that “in our era this is difficult to practise”.

“"Isho‘bokht, Maktbanata d-‘al ding, 111, 56 (2.XI); Isho* bar Nun, Canons, no. 114,
in Sachau, Syrische Rechtsbiicher, I1, 168; al-Shafi't, Kitab al-umm (Bulag, 1903-1908),
VI, 149-51. For Muslim lawyers there could be no divorce until the woman’s waiting
period (‘idda, three menstrual cycles) had expired, up till which time either partner could
still repent and then remain married. In Zoroastrianism there was also the question of

the social status of a married woman whose brother had converted to Islam (Emed 1
Ashawahishtan, Rivayat, nos. 1-2).

“ These and many other questions are posed and answered in the Asl of al-Shaybant
(d. 189/805), an annotated translation of which is given by M. Khadduri, The Islamic
Law of Nations (Baltimore, 1966), 195-229. On the non-Muslim side some other rulings
are: someone who betrays a convert to Islam who has returned to Christianity is excom-
municated (Isho' bar Nun, Canons, no. 124, II, 172); a priest or deacon who apostatises
then returns to Christianity must do a long atonement (ébid. mo. 117, 11, 170); incitement
to apostasy is a sin (Manushchihr, Dadistan 7 dénig, no. 40); dissuading someone from
apostasy Is a meritorious act (ibid., no. 41); one may make an invocation for the soul of
an apostate who returned to Zoroastrianism (Eméd T Ashawahishtan, Rivayat, no. 26).

*Muslim sources do mention Jewish and Zoroastrian converts to Islam who subse-
quently renege and are martyred, but no accounts of them seem to have been composed
in their own tradition and in Muslim sources they tend only to be adduced in support of

a legal point with few details ever being given. For further information and references see
Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 336-86.
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developed, borrowing themes and ideas from earlier martyrdom literature,
incorporating miracles and other signs of divine approval, establishing plots
and conventions and so on until, by the end of the eighth century, they have
become a fully-fledged literary genre and achieved great popularity.

Conclusion

Despite the efforts of the religious authorities to limit contact between their
flock and other confessional groups, this was not so easy in practice. In-
deed, one of the most significant aspects of the early Islamic period was, as
reported in the above-quoted statement by a north-Mesopotamian resident,
that “there was no distinction between pagan and Christian, the believer
was not known from a Jew”. This initial indifference of the Muslims to
divisions among the peoples whom they conquered, when compounded with
the flight and enslavement of an appreciable proportion of the population
and with the elimination of internal borders across a huge area extending
from northwest Africa to India, meant that there was considerable human
interaction across social, ethnic and religious lines. Furthermore, the Mus-
lims did not restrict the access of non-Muslims to any public places or to
any professional occupations, so at work and at play they were likely to
come into contact with each other. And the Qur’an itself was quite liberal
as regards inter-confessional fraternization. For example, it rules that:

Good things are lawful to you, and the food of the scriptural
peoples is allowed to you, as is your food to them. And you are
permitted to marry virtuous women of the believers and those
of the scriptural peoples once you have provided them with their

dues, living chastely with them without fornication and without
taking concubines (5.5).

It is easy to find examples of such interaction in our sources. At debates
it would often be the case that “a numerous crowd is present: Jews, Hel-
lenes (probably meaning the “many Saracens” who are later said to be in
attendance), Samaritans, heretics and Christians, for the place is public and
in full view”. Christian priests were permitted to “give the blessing of the
saints to Muslims and pagans”, to “teach the children of Muslims, Harra-
nians and Jews”, and to give communion “to a Christian woman who of
her own free will marries a Muslim”. The numerous non-Muslim secretaries
in the Muslim bureaucracy would often become very close to their masters;
thus Athanasius bar Gumaygé, secretary to ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Marwan, gover-
nor of Egypt (r. 65-85/685-704), was “not only his scribe, but the manager
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of all his affairs”. And from the repeated rulings of religious authorities con- _ BIBLIOGRAPHY
demning such behavior, we can assume that it was common for all parties to

frequent public baths and taverns together, to attend one another’s festivals,
and to marry, dine, and do business deals across confessional lines.®® The
onslaughts of Christendom (especially the Crusades), Shi‘ism (especially the
Isma‘ll Assassins), and the Mongols ushered in a time of greater concern
for conformity and less tolerance of diversity, but one should not assume
this to be a constant feature of Islamic history. And certainly for the period
of chief relevance to this book, the first three centuries of Islam (ca. Tth~

10th centuries), inter-confessional exchange was, to the chagrin of religious
leaders, all too common.

The literature on the subject of “Muslims and Others” is too vast to survey
here, especially given the current tendency to use early Islamic authorities
and events to inform contemporary debates about the tolerance/intolerance
of Islam, the status of non-Muslims in a modern Islamic state, and the
possibility of Muslim/non-Muslim dialogue. We shall list only a few of
the more essential and/or recent studies, and leave the reader to follow
the recommendations of these authors for further reading and to consult
the Index Islamicus (under “Dhimmi”, “non-Muslim”, “Islam and other
Religions”, etc.).
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