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A Note on Transliteration and Abbreviation

This book follows the system of transliteration used by the International
Journal of Middle East Studies for Arabic and Persian. To avoid confusion
with single quotation marks and apostrophes, the letters hamza and ayn are
indicated only in the middle of words in the body of the work. Persian izafe
is rendered —i or —yi.

Translation of material into English generally precedes its transliteration,
which follows in parenthesis. I have fully transliterated names and terms
using dots and macrons when directly quoting sources but have otherwise
left off diacritical marks for general readability and to make the prose more
accessible to the non-specialist.

A few abbreviations appear in the text and footnotes. Words or phrases
transliterated from Arabic are prefaced with Ar.; New Persian words with
N.P. In the footnotes, references to the Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition,
are abbreviated EI2. I occasionally cite the third edition of that work as
well (EI3). Encyclopedia Iranica has been abbreviated Elr. Foreign terms are
usually italicised, with the exception of some that are frequently used, such
as jizya and hadith.

Dates of birth and death are given in parenthesis after the first mention
of a person’s name. A slash separates years reckoned according to the Islamic
or hijri calendar (aH) and years of the Common Era (cE).
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Introduction
Zoroastrianism, Islam and Accommodation

I n the seventh century, when Zoroastrians first met Muslims, the end of
the world seemed nigh. According to later Zoroastrian sources, demons
of wrath pillaged Iran and dishevelled devils ruled in wickedness. Arabs
destroyed ancient customs, imposed evil laws and consumed polluted matter.
Zoroastrians awaited the arrival of the legendary heroes who would deliver
them and the saviour who would ultimately purify the earth. In other words,
Zoroastrians imagined their first encounter with Muslims apocalyptically.'
Muslim narrators remembered it differently. When the caliph Umar ibn
al-Khattab (ruled 13—23 AH/634—644 cE) first heard about Zoroastrians he
was perplexed. Umar reportedly exclaimed, ‘I do not know how to treat
Zoroastrians!? It was an exasperated acknowledgement that they did not fit
neatly into his religious paradigm. Umar’s confusion about Zoroastrians, the
struggle to accommodate them in the early caliphates and the ambivalence

felt by subsequent generations of Muslims is the subject of this book.
Zoroastrianism in Late Antiquity

In order to appreciate the significance of this interreligious encounter, it
is important to understand the nature of Late Antique Zoroastrianism.
Under the Sasanian dynasty (224-651 ck) of Persia, Zoroastrianism became
an imperial religion. The faith of individual emperors in the Achaemenid
(550-330 BCE) and the Arsacid or Parthian (247 BCE-224 CcE) periods,
Zoroastrianism gained official status in the third century when Ardashir I, the
founder of the Sasanian dynasty, sought an ideology to legitimise his rule.?

Scholars have recently questioned how exclusive the empire’s relationship

I
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was with Zoroastrianism, especially early in its history.* Sasanian subjects
practiced a variety of faiths, from Judaism and Christianity to Manichaeism,
and their communal leaders were often present at court. Yet the Zoroastrian
priestly sources from the period, while certainly not disinterested, suggest
that Sasanian monarchs had more than a personal interest in Zoroastrianism.
That religion enjoyed a privileged status in the empire.

Most Zoroastrians recognised Ahura Mazda, the Wise Lord, as the
creator of order, light and purity. Ahura Mazda, also known as Ohrmazd
in Pahlavi sources, was engaged in a cosmic struggle against Ahriman (or
Angra Mainyu, ‘the Evil Spirit’ in the Avestan language), the sower of chaos,
darkness and pollution. Zoroastrians believe that Ahura Mazda will eventu-
ally triumph and a defiled earth will be restored to its paradisiacal state.
Zoroastrian cosmology also includes Amesha Spentas — seven immortal beings
created to assist in the struggle against Ahriman. Some Zoroastrian sources
even identified Ahura Mazda as Spenta Mainyu (the Beneficent Spirit), one
of these divine helpers.®

Ahura Mazda created the earth as the battleground between the forces
of good and evil. He forged a perfect world and celebrated with a yasna (reli-
gious ceremony), but Ahriman attacked his creation. The Evil Spirit spoiled
fresh water with salt, fire with smoke and plains with mountains.” Ahura
Mazda created humans to assist in the fight against Ahriman and the demons.
Humanity’s pious acts, especially ritual reenactment of the Yasna ceremony,
would slowly purify the world and lead to the ultimate triumph over evil.®

Late Antique Zoroastrians debated the role of Zurvan in their cos-
mogony. Could Zurvan, the embodiment of undifferentiated Time, have
existed before creation and thus be independent of Ahura Mazda? Some
Zoroastrians supposed Zurvan to be the father of both Ahura Mazda and
Ahriman. According to legend, Zurvan performed the Yasna ceremony for
1,000 years before Ahriman was conceived in a moment of doubt about its
efficacy. Ahura Mazda was born simultaneously from the merit accrued by
performing the ritual. These twin gods then created the world and everything
in it. While this story is obviously related to the Zoroastrian cosmogony,
the precise relationship between Zurvanism and Zoroastrianism has vexed
scholars for decades. Once dismissed as a heresy, scholars now recognise it as

a variation of the Zoroastrian myth of creation.’
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Zurvanism featured prominently in Zoroastrians’ interactions with
other religions. Manichaeans may have elevated Time to divine status in
order to demonstrate its existence prior to, and thereby its superiority over,
Ahura Mazda. Richard Payne has noted the role that Zurvanism played in
Christian polemics against Sasanian Zoroastrians. Christians pressed them
to explain, for example, whether Zurvan or Ahura Mazda’s creation was
ritually re-enacted in the Yasna.'’ These impossible questions were designed
to vindicate Christianity and to cast doubt on the efficacy of the sacred ritual.
Zoroastrians continued to grapple with Zurvanism into the early Islamic
period, as noted by the Muslim scholar of religion Muhammad ibn Abd
al-Karim al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153)."

Zoroastrians also recognised other beings as worthy of worship (N.P.,
yazata). Subordinate to Ahura Mazda, they were the personification of
abstract values such as Life and Order. Among the most prominent of
these Worshipful Ones were Anahita and Mithra. Anahita, or Anahid, was
the female steward of water and fertility, whose cult was prominent in the
Sasanian period.’? Mithra was the guardian of truth and the enforcer of
contracts. He had devotees in the Roman and Persian Empires. Zoroastrians
celebrated feasts and recited hymns in honour of these powerful beings who
acted as intercessors with Ahura Mazda.”® Zoroastrian eschatology also rec-
ognises a saviour, Saoshyant, who will come at the end of time to inaugurate
the resurrection of humankind and renovate the earth.'

Sasanian Zoroastrians venerated fire as a symbol of the light and purity
of Ahura Mazda, and emperors patronised the construction of temples to
house the sacred flame. These temples were generally square structures, with
an arched opening in each wall, topped by a dome (N.P., chahar-i tiq)."
The fire altar stood on a pedestal in the middle. In Late Antiquity there was
a hierarchy of village, provincial and imperial fires. An imperial fire burned
perpetually for each of the classes of the Sasanian Empire: the temple at
Kariyan in Fars housed the Farnbag fire of the priests, the Gushnasp fire
burned at Shiz in Azerbaijan for the soldiers and the Burzen-Mihr fire near
Nishapur in Khurasan represented the agriculturalists.'®

The Zoroastrian priesthood helped believers to reach or remain in a
state of ritual purity."” In addition to the Yasna ceremony, they recited the

sacred collection of hymns and texts known collectively as the Avesta, and
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performed ablutions.'® There appear to have been two major classes of priests
in Late Antiquity. Herbads were teacher-priests, responsible for induct-
ing candidates into the priesthood and leading the faithful in devotion.
Herbads were occasionally dispatched to rural areas to establish or regulate
the imperial cult. Mobeds attended to the sacred fire. In the waning days of
the Sasanian Empire their responsibilities included judicial and administra-
tive matters as well. In the Islamic sources, herbads are sometimes described
as custodians of the fire. ‘Herbad’ was also a generic term for priest, so it
could be that Muslim authors confused the titles. Or perhaps herbads’ duties
had also shifted. The scantiness of the record makes it difficult to know for

sure.!

Terminology

Zoroastrianism is an Indo-Iranian religion that developed over millennia
in Central, West and South Asia. Because of its diversity, Jenny Rose pre-
fers to speak of Zoroastrianisms or “Zoroastrian beliefs and practices’ to
avoid the implication that there is one monolithic religion.® Zoroastrian
beliefs and practices varied in Late Antiquity. There was the institutional-
ised Zoroastrianism of the Sasanian Empire in southwestern Iran, and what
Richard Frye called ‘the religion of the Magi’ in Central Asia.”! There also
existed a set of distinct, indigenous practices and beliefs — wife sharing, non-
violence, reincarnation — in the Zagros Mountains. Muslim authors called
these beliefs, which coexisted with Zoroastrianism, Khurramdiniyya.** This
work, for the most part, focuses on the institutional and imperial religion
associated with southwestern Iran.

In an effort to make the prose accessible to non-specialists, this book
employs the English terms Zoroastrians and Zoroastrianism. The most
common Arabic term to describe Zoroastrians is majis, meaning Magi or
priests. Muslims applied this plural word indiscriminately to all Zoroastrians,
priesthood and laity alike. Mazdeans would perhaps be a more accurate
translation as the Wise Lord is the object of worship rather than his priests,
but it is likely unfamiliar to lay readers. The New Persian term maghan is
used in local histories such as Tarikh-i Bukhara to describe the adherents of
the Central Asian fire cult. As already noted, there was a difference between

the priestly, hierarchical, institutionalised religion of the Sasanians and the
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simpler, heterodox, iconographic forms of Avestan religion that persisted
outside of their realm.” Therefore, Maghin will be translated as Magians
to differentiate it from majis. Early Muslim authors did not always make
such careful distinctions, so this work refers generically to followers of Late
Antique sacredotal cults of fire as Zoroastrians.

Zoroastrianism is known in Old Persian as Mazdayasna (worship of
Ahura Mazda) or Daena Vanguhbi (the Good Religion) —a phrase that appears
in the Gathas, the oldest portion of the Avesta. Contemporary Zoroastrians
call their faith the Good Religion (Behdin) in New Persian. As these terms may
not be recognisable outside of the community Jenny Rose prefers to use the
word ‘Zoroastrianism’.** Zoroaster is the Greek form of the Persian name
Zarathushtra. Practitioners of the Good Religion recognise Zoroaster as the
first human to perform the Yasna.? Therefore, later Arabic sources sometimes
use the word Zardushtiyya — literally, ‘Zoroastrianism’ — to describe Mazda
worshippers. That designation may overemphasise Zoroaster’s importance
in Late Antiquity. Described in the Avesta as a model believer, he does not

% Zoroaster appears to have

feature in any surviving Sasanian inscription.
attained prominence later, in dialogue with Islam and Christianity. However,
his name is now synonymous with the faith, so Zoroastrianism has become
the accepted term among scholars to describe the Good Religion and a

variety of affiliated beliefs.?”
Iran

The geographical nomenclature used by scholars to describe regions where
Zoroastrianism prevailed is fraught. Sarah Bowen Savant prefers /ran instead
of Persia when speaking of the early Islamic period. In Arab-Muslim par-
lance ‘Persia’ (Ar., Firs) referred to both the southwestern province of the
plateau and the entire Sasanian Empire. People associated with either locale
were Persians.”® Sasanian rulers, by contrast, conceived of their realm as
encompassing Erin and Anéran. This Middle Persian terminology, which
appears in an inscription of Shapur I (ruled 240-272), is potentially poly-
valent. The words literally mean ‘Iranians’ and ‘non-Iranians’, although
precisely how those oppositional identities were defined is unclear. As noted
by Shaul Shaked, in religious sources they often signify “Zoroastrians’ and

‘non-Zoroastrians’.?’
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This Late Antique terminology surfaced again in the modern period.
Under the influence of secular nationalism, Reza Shah renamed his country
‘Iran’ (N.P., 77dn) in 1935 to emphasise the nation’s mythical Aryan roots.*
After the revolution of 1979 the state became the Islamic Republic of Iran.
Khodadad Rezakhani uses the name /ran cautiously, even to describe Persia
in Late Antiquity, lest it be conflated with the current regime.’’ As fran is
both historically attested and familiar to twenty-first-century readers, it is
used throughout this book to describe the plateau, the empires it hosted
and the diverse peoples living there. The term does not intend to make any

particular ethnic, religious or nationalist statement in this context.
Tolerance and its Discontents

Scholars of early Islamic history have struggled for decades to produce a
sophisticated way of theorising the relationship between Muslims and adher-
ents of other religions who lived under caliphal rule after the seventh century.
Stale and unproductive assertions about the inherent tolerance or intolerance
of Islam are still too common. Tolerance is the idea that a society should
allow unpopular beliefs or minority religions to compete in the marketplace
of ideas, even if they are abhorrent to the majority, because government ought
not to coerce belief. It is a virtue that emerged out of the Enlightenment in
the eighteenth century. For example, Enlightenment thinkers such as John
Locke and Thomas Jefferson used the idea of tolerance to argue that Muslims
could be citizens of Great Britain or the United States, even if they did not
necessarily think that would happen.*” Many modern North Atlantic socie-
ties were built on Enlightenment values, but these ideas did not exist before
the eighteenth century. Therefore, tolerance is not a useful barometer for
gauging the relationship between governments and religious communities in
earlier ages. Nor is it helpful for understanding societies founded on ideals
other than those derived from the Enlightenment. Nevertheless, tolerance
continues to inspire serious scholarship on intercommunal history in the
pre-modern Middle East.”

In addition to being a liberal value, tolerance is a tool of governance. It is
inextricable from secularism, the Enlightenment idea that people’s beliefs do
not have public significance and therefore should be kept private. According to

Wendy Brown, the tendency of secular governments to legislate majoritarian
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norms — often derived from culture, which includes religion — and their
reluctance to make structural changes to achieve substantive equality has
led elected officials in the twenty-first century to shift the responsibility for
tolerance to individual citizens, civil society or the private sphere. Hence
governments call for tolerance without legislating it. By identifying certain
groups as in need of tolerance, the state marks them as different, which
increases suspicion of and resentment toward them. The government then
regulates religion in the name of protecting these marginalised groups.*
Brown’s is a trenchant critique of the work that the idea of tolerance
does within liberal societies.” It is complimented by Saba Mahmood’s recent
study of secularism in Egypt, which argues that the government’s ostensible
neutrality in matters of faith contrasts with its frequent intervention in sup-
posedly private affairs, creating new frontiers for the regulation of religion
and the contestation thereof, and more calls for secularism as the antidote.

3 Brown

The increased power of the state is the inevitable result of this cycle.
notes that the discourse of tolerance also permeates foreign relations, where
secular governments project power against societies that are deemed intoler-
ant, including several in the Middle East.”’

Eschewing tolerance as a paradigm for interpreting intercommunal his-
tories, Richard Payne has made the case that Late Antique Zoroastrians,
once accused of persecuting Christians, in fact practiced a ‘differentiated,
hierarchical inclusion of religious others rooted in Zoroastrian cosmological
thought’.® The suggestion is not that cross-confessional strife was absent in
the Sasanian Empire. Imperial authorities punished Christians for challeng-
ing the supremacy of Zoroastrianism, attacking fire temples, proselytising,
and ignoring the ruler’s demands. Violence was rare but formed part of the
imperial response when necessary. However, its intent and effect were ulti-
mately inclusive.*” David Nirenberg made similar arguments in the 1990s:
writing about Jews in the medieval Kingdom of Aragon, he provocatively
argued for the fundamental interdependence of domination and coexist-
ence in the Middle Ages. There is no reason why, he suggested, convivencia
need designate only harmonious interaction. Violence and aggression are also
meaningful, as opposed to meaningless, forms of association.*

Anver Emon has argued that Islamic law fostered a religiously differenti-

ated hierarchy in the early caliphates. Muslim rulers struggled to balance
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the inherent tension between Islamic universalism and imperial governance.
Islamic universalism stipulated that Islam, as the last divine revelation, was a
universal religion for all people and therefore should be dominant in society.
However, caliphs presided over religiously diverse populations from North
Africa to Central Asia. Therefore, non-Muslims enjoyed religious autonomy
provided that they did not deny Islamic universalism by publicly asserting the
superiority of their religions.*!

Perhaps the tension between the demands of Islamic universalism and
imperial governance ought not to be surprising. It is possible that Muslims,
although politically dominant, remained a minority in the Middle East for
centuries after the Islamic conquests. Thomas Carlson has suggested that ‘the
achievement of demographic majority by Muslims even within the Middle
East was much closer to 1500 than to 600’.** Previous scholarship assumed
that Islamisation proceeded apace after the seventh century, at least partially
due to Richard Bulliet’s innovative and influential study of conversion on the
basis of naming conventions in biographical dictionaries.” It was a brilliant
heuristic exercise, but one that privileged evidence from cities and educated
elites. Jack Tannous now estimates that non-Muslims constituted a majority
of the total population from Nile to Oxus until at least the eleventh century.*
Similarly, Jamsheed Choksy believes that Islam did not exert significant
influence in rural Iran before 1000 ce.” Although reasonable, these supposi-
tions remain to be proven.

If the number of Muslims in the Middle East during Late Antiquity was
relatively small, the language that scholars employ to describe the peoples and
cultures of the region should reflect that fact. In the Venzure of Islam, Marshall
G. S. Hodgson proposed the adjective ‘Islamicate’ rather than ‘Islamic’ to
describe societies from the Nile to Oxus Rivers (another neologism, to replace
the problematic term ‘Middle East’) as a way of acknowledging the presence
and contributions of non-Muslims (as well as historical influences that have
little to do with religion) after the seventh century.*® This terminology has
since transformed related fields, notably Persianate Studies, which includes
under its purview populations within Iran that do not identify with Persian
culture and societies outside of Iran that do.

Another point to bear in mind is that communal boundaries were porous

in Late Antiquity. Scholars have documented extensive interaction between
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Muslims and non-Muslims in the early caliphates. They shared food, dressed
alike and married each other. Most people were probably simple believers
without deep theological literacy.”” Hence they practiced similar forms of
asceticism, reverenced one another’s sacred emblems and sought out the
same healers.®® It was a ‘messy world’, according to Thomas Sizgorich.”
While anecdotes illustrate what was possible in the realm of social interac-
tion, it is more difficult to say how frequent or widespread such contact
was. Considering the nature of historical writing, which tends to note the
exceptional, even documented examples may not be representative. Certain
types of cross-confessional contact were probably reserved for non-Muslim
elites with sufficient social capital.”® Certainly not everyone was comfortable
with social mixing. Some Muslim jurists sought to outwardly differentiate if
not humiliate non-Muslims, and some voluntary martyrs died to assert the
distinction between communities.”® Therefore, simplistic notions about the
harmonious nature of interfaith relations in early Islamicate society warrant
scepticism. Non-Muslims by and large remained subordinate in the early
caliphates even if, like Zoroastrians in Sasanian Iran, early Muslims practiced

a differentiated, hierarchical form of inclusion.
Defining Accommodation

Muslim jurists writing in Arabic often collectively classified non-Muslims as
Protected People (ah! al-dhimma). These Protected People, or dhimmis, were
not to be attacked by Muslim armies within the early caliphates if they sub-
mitted to taxation. In practice, Jews, Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, Sabi’ans
and Zoroastrians were included in this category. Among these groups, fol-
lowers of the biblical tradition enjoyed a prototypical or normative status as
People of the Book (ahl al-kitib). The Quran expresses some affinity for, as
well as criticism of, Jews and Christians on the basis of their shared reverence
for Abrahamic prophets and scripture. While historians have focused most
of their attention on the People of the Book, Hindus and Buddhists have
received some scholarly attention.”* More research on non-normative dhimmis
is needed, as their experience offers potentially valuable insights into the logic,
mechanisms and limits of imperial accommodation in the early caliphates.
Shelagh Day and Gwen Brodsky define accommodation as ‘the adjust-

ment of a rule, practice, condition or requirement to take into account the
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specific needs of an individual or group’.”® The Supreme Court of Canada
recognised the principle of accommodation in a 2006 ruling. The court
decided in favour of a Sikh boy who sought to wear a ceremonial dagger at
school. The Multani decision affirmed that accommodation was a means
to protect religious beliefs in a diverse society and to respect minorities.>*
Beverley McLachlin, one of the justices who adjudicated the Multani case,
had previously suggested that it is in the best interest of governments to

accommodate.

Diverse societies face two choices. They can choose the route of no accom-
modation where those with power set the agenda and the majority rules
prevail. The result is the exclusion of some people from useful endeavours
on irrelevant, stereotypical grounds and the denial of individual dignity
and worth ... The other route is the route of reasonable accommoda-
tion. It starts from the premise of each individual’s worth and dignity and
entitlement to equal treatment and benefit. It operates by requiring that
the powerful and the majority adapt their own rules and practices, within
the limits of reason and short of undue hardship, to permit realisation of

these ends.”

One goal of accommodation, couched here in the logic of liberalism, is to
further the state’s interest in the productivity (‘useful endeavours’) of its
citizens.

This goal is not unique to modern, liberal democracies. Empires are, by
definition, regimes of domination motivated at least in part by the extraction
of resources from subjected populations.”® In the pre-modern world, the
most useful endeavour that an imperial subject could be engaged in — at
least in the eyes of the government — was the production of taxable surplus
through agriculture or trade.” In the early caliphates, rulers cared a great
deal about the collection of jizya, the conscription of corvée labour and the
political loyalty (or at least acquiescence) of non-Muslims. Liberal values
like individual dignity and tolerance were not a concern. The goal was the
productive employment of the population. Accommodation was, in other
words, the means to an end.

Some scholars of the modern, liberal state have criticised the idea of

accommodation because it is a conservative principle of inclusion that does
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not require dramatic, structural change in society. It allows for individual
exceptions but maintains the normative standards that are a product of differ-
ential power between groups. Therefore, accommodation perpetuates systems
of inequality by limiting the amount of difference that powerful groups in
society must absorb.”® As Lori Beaman states, ‘In both the law and public
discourse, the claimant or person requesting accommodation cannot be and
is not imagined as an equal. When we “accommodate” someone, we grant
an exception to the rule, rather than questioning the inclusiveness of the rule
itself.” For critics of accommodation, the fact that majorities must choose to
accommodate minorities makes it an unsuitable doctrine for liberal societies
that profess the fundamental equality of all citizens.

While the idea of accommodation is arguably unbecoming of modern
democracies, it is applicable to pre-modern societies, where differential
power and religious inequality were enshrined in imperial hierarchies. The
caliphates endorsed the legal superiority of Muslims. Therefore, as Stephen
Humphreys has noted, ‘In the study of Islamic societies, it is not enough to
know whether a person is a Muslim or not, but that is the first thing which
we must know.”®® Accommodation involves adjusting normative standards
in order to fit seemingly extraordinary people into existing systems.®" If Jews
and Christians, by virtue of their status as People of the Book, were presumed
to set the standard for Muslim engagement with non-Muslims in medieval
Islamdom, then Zoroastrians and other dhimmis were exceptional. As People
without a Book, they could be accommodated.

That does not imply that accommodation was ever universal or absolute.
Arabian polytheists, for example, seemingly did not qualify, and there were
limits to the concessions that People without a Book received. As Anver

Emon notes:

One important question of governance — one that arguably transcends the
premodern and modern periods — concerns the fact that where diversity
exists, governing enterprises will often attempt some form of regulation and
accommodation of minorities. This question does not concern whether a
state will accommodate, but rather how it will do so and in light of what

circumstances.®?
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Because accommodation is variable and limited, it is also contested. Early
Muslims disagreed about which groups were acceptable and which conces-
sions they warranted. Therefore, accommodation can be ambivalent or even
disputed.

Previous studies have applied the term accommodation to disparate
phenomena in the pre-modern Middle East without properly defining it.®
In this book, to accommodate means to extend a special dispensation to a
non-normative group in order for society to benefit from its useful endeavours.
While the idea of accommodation has not previously been used to analyse
encounters between Muslims and non-Muslims in medieval Islamdom, it is
well suited to the task.

Outline of Chapters

This book will demonstrate that Muslims chose to accommodate Zoroastrians
after the prophetic period, a decision that subsequent generations remem-
bered with ambivalence. Chapter One describes the historiography of
Muslim-Zoroastrian relations and the tendency of scholarship to fluctuate
between myths of inveterate hostility and countermyths of harmonious bliss.
It suggests that some of the challenges that Zoroastrians face in the twenty-
first century influence dour conceptions of the community’s past.

Chapter Two demonstrates that early Muslims taxed Zoroastrians with-
out recognising them as People of the Book. Although Muslim exegetes did
not attribute a divinely revealed scripture to Zoroastrians, hadith transmit-
ters affirmed that Muhammad collected jizya from them. That controversial
practice was defended by the Banu Tamim, an Arabian tribe closely allied
with the Sasanians and keenly interested in the welfare of Zoroastrians. Later
attempts by Muslim jurists to stifle inquiry into the issue reveal the ambiva-
lence that some Muslims felt about the exceptional status of Zoroastrians.
This chapter demonstrates the contested nature of accommodation.

Theories of memory come to bear in Chapter Three, which argues that
early hadith collections function as a sort of judicial archive where Muslim
jurists registered their discomfort with further concessions to Zoroastrians.
Legal experts attempted to limit cross-confessional contact by suggesting
that Muslims should neither marry Zoroastrians nor eat meat slaughtered by
them. Although this prohibition was likely a later opinion, it was attributed
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to the Prophet Muhammad. At least one jurist challenged the ban on the
basis of a prophetic report circulated by Ali’s family that urged Muslims to
treat Zoroastrians like People of the Book. The effort was unsuccessful, and
most schools of law affirmed the inferiority of the Good Religion in the social
hierarchy. Whether their boundary marking was effective is debatable, but it
demonstrates the limits of accommodation.

Chapter Four analyses the ahd-nama, a charter of religious freedom that
the Prophet Muhammad supposedly granted to the descendants of Salman
al-Farisi. Although certainly a later forgery, this document was an attempt
to claim privileges for Salman’s Zoroastrian relatives. It freed them from the
most onerous impositions of Islamic law, declared the inviolability of their
temples and guaranteed them a stipend from the local treasury. Salman’s
charter was a site of memory where Muslims remembered the Prophet’s pious
example. It bears a strong resemblance to other charters forged on behalf of
Jews and Christians, demonstrating that Zoroastrians were subject to the
same laws of differentiation as other non-Muslims. Persian historians faith-
fully transmitted this document for centuries until it arrived in South Asia,
where it has become a site of memory for modern Parsis to lament the trials
that their progenitors faced under medieval Muslim rule.

Chapter Five contrasts earlier examples of accommodation with a trium-
phal narrative of Islamic supersession that developed later. Local Persian his-
tories, written centuries after the events they purport to describe, celebrated
the conquest of Iran as the triumph of Islam over Zoroastrianism. Muslims
symbolically represented their supposed superiority by inventing tales of
temple desecration. The goal was to make Muslims seem dominant from the
seventh century. Careful analysis of competing accounts and their proper
contextualisation reveals the rhetorical character of these narratives. Their
authors chose to forget the history of accommodation.

Chapter Six examines the ways that Muslims outside of Iran remembered
Zoroastrians. From Iberia to India, early Islamic discourse is replete with
references to so-called “Zoroastrians’. These were not actual followers of the
Good Religion but pagans, heretics and deviants. The term majus, it seems,
could be applied to other liminal groups. The fact Muslims made such unflat-
tering comparisons suggests a lingering ambivalence about the accommoda-

tion of Zoroastrians. It also demonstrates that the Good Religion provided a
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template for understanding and potentially integrating other non-normative
groups into early Islamicate societies.

The Conclusion emphasises the contemporary relevance of the ideas
treated in this book based on a heart-wrenching example from the modern
Middle East. In 2014, fighters for the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
massacred and enslaved Yazidis at Sinjar. More than 100 experts in Islamic
law called on the leader of ISIS to account for the violence. In an open letter
published online, they argued that Yazidis are comparable to Zoroastrians
and therefore ought to be protected under Islamic law. Citing some of the
same historical sources and legal precedents as this book, they noted that their
pious predecessors had accommodated Zoroastrians. That decision, made
centuries ago with some ambivalence, continues to resonate. It remains a

valuable lesson in the present.
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Myth and Countermyth in Zoroastrian
Historiography

cholars who write about interreligious encounters in the pre-modern

Middle East are sometimes tempted to compose apologetic accounts of
pluralistic harmony or polemical narratives of cross-confessional strife. The
interpretive pendulum easily swings between myth and countermyth as Mark
Cohen has documented with regard to Jewish historiography.' For example,
historian Salo Baron used the disparaging term ‘lachrymose’ in 1928 to
describe a school of interpretation that viewed the experience of medieval
European Jews through a veil of tears.” Proponents of this dismal perspective
described Jewish history as if it lurched from crisis to crisis. The lachrymose
narrative was based in part on eschatological beliefs about the coming of the
Messiah and Jewish redemption. Its counterpart was the Jerusalem school of
historiography, which David Nirenberg describes as ‘a post-Holocaust, secu-
larised version’ of the lachrymose school. Though its messianism was more
muted, the Jerusalem school shared with the lachrymose school a teleological
view of history, in which each pogrom foreshadowed greater persecutions to
come.’ Both schools painted a fairly bleak picture of Jewish—Christian rela-
tions in medieval Europe. According to Cohen, they developed in response
to the nineteenth-century myth of a Jewish Golden Age in Islamicate Spain.
That rosy narrative, which contrasted so sharply with the anti-Semitism of
Christendom in the Middle Ages, was intended to prod modern Europeans
to achieve the promise of liberalism by extending political and social equality
to Jewish citizens.?

Similar tendencies toward mythmaking exist in the study of Zoroastrian
history. The period from the Islamic conquest of Persia to the end of the

19
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so-called Iranian intermezzo — that is, from the seventh to the eleventh
centuries — was supposedly an unmitigated disaster for adherents of the
Good Religion. According to Zoroastrian tradition, Muslims forced them
to convert to Islam by the sword.” Zoroastrians who continued to practice
their religion struggled under the weight of the jizya, or capitation tax, a
form of economic jihad.® Most of the Avesta was lost or shamelessly burned
by Muslims.” Parsis fled to India to escape the contemptuous and intoler-
able treatment of the Umayyads.® Abbasid caliphs inaugurated a general
persecution of Zoroastrians, who lost their protected status in Islamic law.’
By the ninth century, ‘the Zoroastrian population was left with the options of
apostasy, migration, martyrdom or marginalisation’.'® Such ideas encourage a
grim conception of Muslim—Zoroastrian relations in Late Antiquity.

Some elements of this sad narrative warrant reconsideration. Richard
Payne and Michael Penn have critically examined Late Antique myths about
the persecution of Christians in the Sasanian and Byzantine Empires."’ The
goal of critical inquiry is not to minimise the trauma of tumultuous events
on the affected populations. It is an effort at dispassionate analysis of primary
sources to ensure that, insofar as is possible, interpretation of events accords
with the best available evidence in order to prevent the perpetuation of tropes.

The conquest of Iran was undoubtedly troubling for Zoroastrians,
although historians lack contemporary documentation of their reactions. The
Introduction noted the eschatological significance with which it was imbued
by later priests.'? Yet the fall of the Persian Empire was not a foregone conclu-
sion. The last Sasanian emperor, Yazdagerd III, fought Umar’s less numerous
forces for years. The contours of the invasion are relatively well documented
in the early Islamic sources.”® The Sasanian military engaged in several major
battles with caliphal armies in the 630s before the emperor fled eastward.
Local resistance continued as Arab-Muslim forces made their way across the
Iranian plateau in pursuit. Some cities had to be subdued more than once.
Yazdagerd was finally assassinated in 651 at Merv, and attempts to revive the
dynasty thereafter faltered.!

The few extant Zoroastrian sources from the period suggest that the
priesthood struggled to maintain itself without imperial support. In the
wake of the conquest, agents appointed by the caliphs reportedly confis-
cated Sasanian royal properties, including fire temples, in Iraq.”” By the
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ninth century, the sacerdotal hierarchy began to break down. The functional
distinction between different types of priests blurred as there were too few
to perform the necessary rites. Also, Zoroastrian sources aver, priests were
insufficiently trained and impoverished worshippers could not afford their
services.'® Scholars of Islam have reasonably suggested that these factors may
have encouraged conversion but, again, there is not strong evidence."”

After the conquest, Muslims taxed non-Muslims at a differential rate on
the basis of religion, as Sasanian Zoroastrians had done with non-Zoroastrians
before them.'® The notion that Muslims burned the Avesta resembles tropes
about the destructive nature of Alexander’s invasion of Achaemenian Persia
in the fourth century Bce."” Philip Kreyenbroek has noted that medieval
Zoroastrians recycled apocalyptic prophecies about Macedonians and applied
them to Arabs.® A group of Persian Zoroastrians, now known as Parsis,
migrated from Iran to India, arriving as early as the eighth century. Alan
Williams has questioned the historical value of the scant literary evidence that
suggests they were driven by oppression. Instead, André Wink proposes that
Arab competition for trade in the Persian Gulf may have led to ‘a readjust-
ment of commercial patterns’ and perhaps the opening of new economic
opportunities built on existing contacts with India.?! The idea warrants fur-
ther exploration.

A sense of historical persecution is an important component of modern
Zoroastrian identity.”> This communal conception seems to have perme-
ated scholarship. It is evident, for example, in the works of Mary Boyce
(1920-2006), formerly Professor of Iranian Studies at the School of Oriental
and African Studies at the University of London. Boyce was a leading voice
in the field of Zoroastrian Studies in the latter half of the twentieth century.”
In the preface to A Persian Stronghold of Zoroastrianism she laments, ‘It is a
cause of keen regret to me that it is impossible to write about the Zoroastrians
of Yazd without casting the Moslems [sic] in the role of villains, just as it is
impossible to write an account of Jews in Europe without showing Christians
in a hateful light.”* Boyce’s conviction that Zoroastrians suffered immeasur-
ably at the hands of medieval Muslims persists in her later writings.”

Some scholars have tried to temper morose conceptions of medieval
Zoroastrian history. Jamsheed Choksy notes, for instance, that Boyce’s por-

trayal of life under Muslim rule as constant misery does not match the
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26 Choksy argues that patterns of conflict and cooperation, estab-

evidence.
lished in the conquest era, varied across Iran and set the tone for future
interaction between communities. His own relatively nuanced account of
Muslim—Zoroastrian relations to 1300 ct concludes that followers of the
Good Religion were ‘a subordinate, subjugated, or inferior class, that is, a
subaltern community experiencing crisis, displacement, and marginalization
not only during that time but also later’.”” This assessment rests largely,
although not exclusively, on information preserved in Islamicate sources.
While Choksy valuably incorporates other evidence, particularly from
Zoroastrian sources, the Islamicate sources warrant further interrogation and
contextualisation. As an example, Tarikh-i Bukhara hints at the tenuous
nature of Umayyad control of Bukhara after Qutayba ibn Muslim conquered
that city in the early eighth century. While it might seem obvious, and even
true to the source, to characterise tension in Transoxiana as religious in
nature, Michael Haug has questioned the value of framing violence in com-
munal or ethnic terms, especially in a frontier province where the political
situation was constantly in flux, military control by any party was tenuous,
and group identities — let alone individual motivations — are difficult to
isolate.?® Critical analysis, sensitive to the vicissitudes of the political situation
and the rhetorical construction of religious identities, is essential.

Other scholars have stressed the precarious legal position of Zoroastrians
in the early caliphates. According to Aptin Khanbaghi, “Zoroastrianism did
not enjoy the same level of tolerance granted to the Jews and Christians
within the realm of Islam’.?? Zoroastrians were supposedly excluded from the
caliphal administration after the failure of Zoroastrian revolts in the ninth
century. Followers of the Good Religion subsequently lost their protected
legal status and converted to Islam en masse.®® It is true that most early
Muslim jurists did not regard Zoroastrians as People of the Book and prohib-
ited or regulated certain forms of interaction with them. However, mass con-
version of Zoroastrians is not well documented in the early Abbasid era, and
any role that Islamic law might have played in driving such a trend remains to
be proven. Patricia Crone has convincingly argued for the nativist character
of the so-called Zoroastrian revolts in Iran during the early Abbasid era.”!
Only one revolutionary, Bihafaridh, appears to have sought the revitalisation

of the Good Religion, and there is no evidence for a purge of Zoroastrians
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from the bureaucracy in response. Rather, Luke Yarbrough traces the origins
of Muslim opposition to the employment of non-Muslims to hadith emanat-
ing from Kufa, where Arab elites competed for lucrative government posts
in the mid-eighth century.’> While it is evident that Zoroastrians were at a
disadvantage relative to Jews and Christians in the legal hierarchy of medieval

Islamdom, it is less clear what practical effect that might have had.
Contemporary Zoroastrian Struggles

Present concerns often influence conceptions of the past, and contemporary
Zoroastrians face a number of difficulties that colour perceptions of Muslim—
Zoroastrian relations in earlier periods. As Mark Cohen has demonstrated,
twentieth-century tensions between the State of Israel and its neighbours led
to a neo-lachrymose narrative of Jewish history that exaggerated the persecu-
tion of Jews living under medieval Muslim rule.

It is a fact that Zoroastrians endure discrimination in the Islamic
Republic of Iran. They are a recognised religious minority in the country’s
post-revolutionary Constitution, which guarantees them a representative in
the parliament (N.P., majles), as well as freedom to worship and conduct their
personal affairs according to the tenets of their faith. Yet Zoroastrians are at
a disadvantage relative to Muslims in matters of education, military service
and employment as Imami Shi‘ism has, since 1979, defined the parameters of
a citizen’s participation in society. For instance, university admission exams
test Zoroastrians’ knowledge of Islamic theology even though they are legally
exempted from such coursework in secondary school.** The ownership of
communal lands around the Zoroastrian cemetery in Tehran is disputed
by the Revolutionary Guards, meaning that military exercises routinely
obstruct access to the site and disrupt Zoroastrian funerary customs.*> While
Zoroastrians experience prejudice in Iran, especially in terms of professional
advancement, they also enjoy some social freedoms that Muslims gener-
ally do not, such as access to alcohol and mixed-gender gatherings. Young
Zoroastrians confront the same challenges as all Iranian youths: a lack of
affordable housing, unfavourable economic prospects and the desire to emi-
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grate.’® The Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) helps many Zoroastrians
to leave Iran for Austria, where they stay temporarily at an HIAS centre in

Vienna funded by the US government. HIAS assists them with applying for
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refugee status and resettling in the United States. They flee the country in
droves.”’

This current state of affairs affects the way that Zoroastrians perceive their
medieval history. According to Jamsheed Choksy, it has revived dismal con-
ceptions of the past. ‘Iran’s reversal in 1979 to a political system where Islam
predominated . .. once more deeply shook the foundational psyche of the
Zoroastrian community, bringing back communal memories of harsh times
from centuries past and triggering survival responses.”® Many Zoroastrians
chose to emigrate after the Islamic Revolution rather than accept what they
perceived as ‘a modern version of dhimmi status’.* Parsis confront differ-
ent but nonetheless palpable challenges in twenty-first-century India. They
profited immensely from their collaboration with the British in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, but their collective wealth, influence
and prestige have waned in the post-colonial era. The size of the community

continues to dwindle.®
Demography

Demographic trends in the Zoroastrian community seem to bolster gloomy
conceptions of its history. The Zoroastrian population of Iran is steadily
decreasing. It has declined 25-30 per cent since the establishment of the
Islamic Republic, primarily due to emigration and birthrates below replace-
ment levels. There are now less than 20,000 Zoroastrians in Iran by one
estimate.*’ The Parsis of India face similar demographic challenges. In the
1980s, anthropologist Paul Axelrod surveyed Parsi attitudes toward marriage
and family in Mumbai. Controlling for variables such as urbanisation and
income level, Axelrod linked their relatively low rates of marriage and fertil-
ity to the lifestyles and economic expectations that they developed under
British rule.*> On average, Parsi women are better educated than other Indian
women, so they marry later or not at all and have fewer children. Many Parsi
men and women prefer unarranged marriages, which allows them to seck
partners outside of the community. Parsis generally do not consider the chil-
dren of exogamous unions to be Parsis, nor do they accept converts.” Those
who marry within the faith are accustomed to and expect a high standard of
living. Some Parsis emigrate in pursuit of careers to provide that standard

of living and thereby isolate themselves from potential partners within the
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community. As a result, the death rate among Parsis exceeds the birthrate.
Approximately 70,000 Parsis live in India at present.*

As the Zoroastrian population plummets in Iran and India, the priest-
hood struggles to perpetuate itself. For decades, the community in Iran
has not been able to train enough priests to meet its liturgical needs. For
example, a priest told Mary Boyce in 1963-1964 that he would soon exhaust
his supply of consecrated bull’s urine, which is used for purification rituals,
because there were no longer sufficient priests at Yazd to perform the rite of
consecration.” Traditionally, the priesthood was limited to males of paternal
priestly lineage. Initiates undertook years of study and training to master
liturgical languages and ceremonies. Zoroastrians are now reconsidering these
standards as families have fewer children and young men pursue more lucra-
tive or prestigious careers outside of the priesthood. In Iran, assistant priests
can now be appointed from previously ineligible families.” The community’s
contemporary struggles shape the way that scholars interpret Zoroastrian

history.
Countermyths

Several attempts in the early twentieth century to improve Muslim—
Zoroastrian relations produced apologetic countermyths. In 1925, responding
to an encounter with Parsis in Bombay, Khwaja Kamal-ud-Din (1870-1932)
wrote a treatise on Zoroastrianism. Kamal-ud-Din was an Ahmadi Muslim
missionary, prolific author, and imam of the Woking mosque in England.*
He argued that Zoroaster was a prophet but insisted that Parsis practice a
corrupt form of his teachings, including fire worship and dualism. Kamal-
ud-Din does not cite any sources, and his conviction that Islam is the cul-
minating faith for humanity means that Zoroastrianism comes up short by
comparison. The book’s proselytising intent is clear. The Afterword all but
invites Parsis to abandon their faith for Islam. At the same time, Kamal-ud-
Din also defies the reader to produce one example of Muhammad or the first
caliphs forcing Zoroastrians to convert by the sword.”

Kamal-ud-Din’s idiosyncratic attempt to reinterpret the history of inter-
religious encounter was undoubtedly in part a reaction to Orientalist conceits
about the fall of the Sasanian Empire. In the early twentieth century scholars
such as Edward Browne and Josef Markwart argued that Arabs had destroyed
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the imperial might, cultural refinement and tolerant religion of Iran in the
seventh century.”® The uncouth invaders forcibly imposed Islam instead.
According to Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, some secular Iranian nationalists adopted
such racialised thinking. They disdained Arab influences in Persian culture,
alleging that Iranians were Aryans whose inherent faith was Zoroastrianism.”!
Zia-Ebrahimi may underestimate the pre-modern and indigenous roots of
this ethnic chauvinism, which to some extent has been a part of anti-Arab
rthetoric among Iranian Muslims and Zoroastrians since the early Islamic
era.’? Yet he is correct that this ideology remains potent in Iran.

The early twentieth century witnessed increased contact between Persians
and Parsis. To nuture these burgeoning connections, the Parsi Orientalist
G. K. Nariman published a series of articles arguing that Muslims had been
unjustly blamed for the decline of Zoroastrianism after the conquest of Iran.
Nariman admitted that there had been racial tension between Persians and
Arabs in the past, and conceded that overzealous converts to Islam were guilty
of abuse toward their former co-religionists in the caliphal era. Yet he insisted
that these excesses do not detract from the overall spirit of tolerance in early
Islamicate history. He argued that an ossified priesthood was largely respon-
sible for the decay of fire temples and the failure of Zoroastrians to transmit
knowledge of the Good Religion to the next generation.”® These arguments
reflected the views of late nineteenth-century Parsi reformists who, based on
contact with Protestant missionaries, criticised their priesthood as benighted
and backward.>*

Nariman was a member of the Iran League, a Parsi organisation in
Bombay that sought improved relations with the Pahlavi dynasty and the
broader Muslim population of Iran. He was a passionate supporter of the
secular nationalism of Reza Shah and editor of the lran League Quarterly.
Nevertheless, the Parsi community of Bombay ostracised Nariman for chal-
lenging the narrative of historical persecution at the hands of Muslims. He
ultimately lost his editorship.”> Nariman’s Muslim counterpart was Taher
Rezwi. In 1928, Rezwi published Parsis: A People of the Book, which high-
lights positive episodes in the history of Muslim—Zoroastrian relations.*®
Nariman wrote the book’s preface. Rezwi asserted that Muhammad and the
first caliphs treated Zoroastrians like People of the Book. He challenged the

notion that Zoroastrians are dualists who worship fire, and sought to prove
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that they never condoned consanguineous marriage. Rezwi cited numerous
primary sources from the early Islamic period to substantiate his claims, but
denied passages that portrayed Zoroastrians in a negative light. For example,
Rezwi rejected the idea that the Prophet Muhammad had prohibited Muslims
from marrying Zoroastrians, reassuring the reader that the prohibition was
meant for polytheists like Manichaeans and Mazdakites. Rezwi admitted that
his work was apologetic but claimed that it was not ‘conceived in the spirit
of a propagandist’.”’

This rosy interpretation of medieval Muslim—Zoroastrian relations did
not gain wide acceptance, but a favourable conception of ancient Persia and
Zoroastrianism became part of Iranian nationalist discourse in the Pahlavi era
(1925-1979). When Reza Shah seized power, he used civilisational rhetoric
to pursue secularising reforms that would weaken the power of Muslim clergy
and supposedly allow Iranians to reclaim their former glory. His celebration
of the nation’s pre-Islamic past was part of a broader cultural movement of
neoclassicism in the interwar period that sought to disassociate Iran from
Islam.>® It accelerated under Reza Shah’s son and successor, Mohammad
Reza Shah, who elevated Zoroastrianism to the status of a ‘civic religion’
according to Michael Stausberg.” That might overstate the case, but the
Pahlavi era is certainly perceived as a golden age for the Good Religion in
Iran. Mohammad Reza Shah continued to curb the influence of the Islamic
religious establishment, which inter alia triggered the revolution of 1978-9
that ultimately toppled him. Critics of the Islamic Republic, both inside and
outside of the country, sometimes still invoke Persia’s pre-Islamic past to
delegitimise the current government. Zoroastrians, meanwhile, are caught in
a ‘discursive oscillation” between recognising Imami Shi‘ism as an Iranicised
religion and criticising Islam as Arab in origin and thus antithetical to Persian

culture.®
Conclusion

The present work strives to chart a course between myth and countermyth
in the history of interreligious encounter in early Islamicate Iran. It does
so without presuppositions about Zoroastrian decline or Muslim perfidy.
Subsequent chapters employ the concepts of accommodation and memory

to demonstrate that imperial administrators integrated Zoroastrians into
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the caliphal order largely on their own terms and for their own benefit.
They determined to tax Zoroastrians without recognising them as People
of the Book. This study also acknowledges the limits of accommodation.
Muslim jurists advocated against marrying adherents of the Good Religion
and against eating meat slaughtered by them. Theories of memory allow
the reader to consider the ways that early Muslims chose to remember
Zoroastrians. Persian historians faithfully preserved a writ from Muhammad
that supposedly exempted Salman al-Farisi’s family from the impositions of
Islamic law. At the same time, authors of local histories invented tales of fire
temple desecration to assert the triumph of Islam. Muslims outside of Iran
denigrated Zoroastrians rhetorically by associating them with pagans, her-
etics and deviants. In other words, Muslims remembered the accommodation
of Zoroastrians ambivalently. This ambivalence is a defining feature of early

Islamic discourse on the Good Religion.
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Umar’s Dilemma: The Taxation of People
Without a Book

n 120/737-738, a landed notable (N.P., dihqin) of Herat addressed an aris-

I tocratic assembly at Balkh during the feast of Mihrijan, a Persian celebra-
tion of the autumnal equinox once closely associated with Zoroastrianism.
His speech heaped praise on the visiting Umayyad governor of Khurasan,
Asad ibn Abd Allah al-Qasri, by comparing al-Qasri’s noble leadership to
that of the pre-Islamic Sasanians. “We are a group of non-Arabs (Ar., @jam).
We ruled the world for 400 years. We ruled it with forbearance, reason, and
dignity [even though] we did not have a divinely inspired scripture (kizib
ndtiq) nor a divinely commissioned prophet (nabi mursal).’" The themes
around which this notable constructed his backhanded compliment of the
emperors of Persia seem to imply that he was a Muslim.? The dihqan, like
most Muslims before the tenth century, believed that Zoroastrians lacked a
recognised prophet and book of scripture, at least as defined in Islamic terms.
Even among Zoroastrians, the relative importance of Zoroaster and the
Avesta seems to have increased over the centuries. Although Zoroaster’s name
has become synonymous with the faith, particularly for outsiders, Jenny Rose
notes that he did not always enjoy the distinctive status that he currently
holds in the Good Religion.> Michael Stausberg has argued that Zoroastrians
identified and promoted the Avesta as their scripture in the centuries after
the Islamic conquest of Iran.* Contact with Muslims undoubtedly influenced
these developments to some extent, yet scholars have paid insufficient atten-
tion to it.’ This is despite the fact that Arabic sources preserve a wealth of
information about the Good Religion as Muslim bureaucrats, collectors of

hadith and jurists discussed Zoroastrians’ status relative to People of the Book.

33
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The term ‘People of the Book’ (Ar., ahl al-kitab) is a Qur'anic designa-
tion for religious communities that possessed a divinely revealed book of
scripture before the advent of Islam. The Qur’an mentions two such books
(3: 3): the Torah (tawrar) given to Moses and the Gospel (ijil) given to
Jesus. As a result, Muslims considered Jews and Christians to be People
of the Book. The Qur’an placed Jews and Christians — and a mysterious
third group, the Sabi’ans — on equal footing with Muslims regarding the
possibility of salvation (2: 62, 5: 69). Although the Qur’an posits a certain
theological continuity with the People of the Book based on the notion that
their scriptures carry a common message, it also presumes that the People
of the Book corrupted that message over time. As Islam began to expand
throughout the Arabian Peninsula, the Qur’an instructed Muslims to fight
the People of the Book until they submitted to a capitation tax called jizya
(9: 29). The People of the Book evolved from a religious distinction to a legal
category as Islamic law began to develop in the first and second/seventh and
eighth centuries.

The claim that medieval Muslims regarded Zoroastrians as People of
the Book appears frequently in the secondary literature. Jamsheed Choksy
states, ‘Coexistence and interaction between Muslims and Zoroastrians were
informed by the Muslim belief that Zoroastrians were people with a revealed
scripture (ahl al-kitib).® Georges Vajda asserts that ‘use of this term [People
of the Book] was later extended . . . to Zoroastrians’.” Claude Cahen claims
that Zoroastrians became People of the Book by transcribing the orally trans-
mitted Avesta.® According to Michael Stausberg, ‘Only as a “people” or “reli-
gion of the book” (ahl al-kitib) were the Zoroastrians entitled to pay the jizya
and gain a certain legal status and “protection” by the authorities similar but
at the same time inferior to that of the Jews and the Christians.”® There is little
evidence from early Islamic history to substantiate these arguments, which
appear to be assumptions based on the fact that Muslims taxed Zoroastrians
after the conquest of Iran, or that many contemporary Zoroastrians consider
themselves to be People of the Book.

This chapter will demonstrate that early Muslims generally did not regard
Zoroastrians as People of the Book. Nevertheless, caliphal administrators
collected tax from adherents of the Good Religion. They attributed that deci-
sion to the Prophet Muhammad and circulated statements attributed to him
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(individually called hadith in Arabic) to justify the practice. Some Muslims
struggled to reconcile those statements with the Qur’anic notion that it is
only permissible to tax People of the Book. Tax collectors harmonised reports
in order to establish a clear precedent, while Muslim jurists encouraged
conformity. As a result, collections of hadith contain layers of debate about
the status of the Good Religion in early Islamicate society. They reveal that
Muslims ultimately chose to accommodate Zoroastrians in an effort to affirm
the existing order despite the fact that followers of the Good Religion lacked

an acceptable book.
Zoroastrians in Qur’anic Exegesis

The Qur’an does not describe Zoroastrians as People of the Book. It men-
tions them once, in Surat al-Hajj (22: 17), amidst a list of those whom God
will judge at the Last Day. That list includes both believers and polytheists.

Verily, those who believe and those who practice Judaism and the Sabi’ans
and the Christians and the Zoroastrians and those who practice polytheism,
verily God will distinguish between them on the Day of Resurrection.
Verily God is a witness of all things (/nna lladhina amani wa-lladhina hadi
wa-l-sibi’in wa-l-nasard wa-l-majis wa-lladhina ashraki inna alliha yafsilu

baynahum yawm al-qiyima inna alliha ‘ali kull shay’in shabid).

Modern scholars cannot agree on the proper interpretation of this verse.
Some believe that it implicitly classifies Zoroastrians as People of the Book.
The Orientalist Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921) stated that ‘the Qur’an
groups the Zoroastrians with [Jews and Christians], rather than with the
pagans’.'” Aptin Khanbaghi shares Goldziher’s opinion.!" Likewise, Jacques
Waardenburg and Guy Monnot cite 22: 17 as evidence that Zoroastrians
were People of the Book."? Other scholars favour a neutral reading of this
verse that does not imply anything about their theological standing.” On the
opposite end of the interpretive spectrum, the Egyptian scholar Hamid Abd
al-Qadir (d. 1966) insisted that the Qur’an places Zoroastrians on the same
level as polytheists.'

Christoph Biirgel interprets the grammatical structure of this verse to
imply that Zoroastrians were People of the Book. He contends that the key

to interpreting it is
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the second relative pronoun before ashrakis; there is a clear caesura between
‘they that believe’ with the following specification and ‘they that commit
idolatry.” According to this verse, the Madjus [Zoroastrians] clearly belong

to the believers, as do the Christians, the Jews, and the Sabaeans.”?

Biirgel’s reading of the text is plausible but not definitive. In the Qur’an
‘believers’ is often a synonym for ‘muslims’ (meaning people who practiced
uncorrupted religion and accepted Muhammad’s leadership), especially in a
verse like this one, which differentiates belief from other types of religion.'
Most Jews and Christians were not ‘believers’ in that sense, and the verse does
not state that God will favourably judge them or any other group associated
with the second relative pronoun. What an implied caesura, if it exists, might
mean for Zoroastrians is a matter of conjecture.

Early Muslim exegetes certainly did not interpret Q 22: 17 to suggest
that Zoroastrians were People of the Book. In fact, they had little to say about
the verse. Abu Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Qurtubi (d. 671/1272)
briefly identified each of the groups listed in the verse but did not interpret
its meaning at all.” Abu Muhammad al-Husayn ibn Mas‘ud al-Baghawi
(d. 516/1122) specified that ‘those who practice polytheism’ means idol
worshippers, and the phrase ‘God will distinguish between them’ means that
He will judge between them — not particularly insightful comments.'® Most
exegetes were content to reproduce the verse’s ambiguity about the eternal
fate of non-Muslims. The author of Tanwir al-Migbas min Tafsir Ibn Abbas
simply said that God ‘is aware of their differences and works’." While God
distinguishes between the believers and unbelievers, Abu 1-Qasim Mahmud
ibn Umar al-Zamakhshari (467-538/1144—-1075) insisted that He has more
than one type of reward.?* Abd Allah ibn Umar al-Baydawi (d. 685/12806)
asserted that God ‘rewards each of them what is proper for each, and admits
him into the place prepared for him’.?! According to Imad al-Din Isma‘il ibn
Umar ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373), “The Most High knows all about the people
of these various religions, whether believers or the equivalent among the Jews,
and Sabi’ans . . . and the Christians, and the Zoroastrians, and those who are
polytheists . . . Verily, it is the Most High who “distinguishes between them
on Resurrection Day”.”” Most exegetes, like Ibn Kathir, simply reserved
judgement for God.
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A few commentators, however, hazarded opinions about which groups
would be found wanting on Judgement Day. Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir
al-Tabari (d. 310/923) gave what is perhaps the most optimistic opinion of
Q 22: 17 for the adherents of other faiths. He implied that God distinguishes
between hypocrites and true believers without regard for religion. Yet he also
reproduced the harsh interpretation of Qatada ibn Di‘ama (d. 117/735), a
Successor to the Companions of the Prophet: “There are six religions [Islam,
Christianity, Judaism, Sabi’anism, Zoroastrianism, polytheism]. Five belong
to Satan; one belongs to God.’” Centuries later, Abu I-Fadl Abd al-Rahman
ibn Abi Bakr al-Suyuti (849-911/1445-1505) similarly explained that the
verse condemns all but the believers to hellfire.* Only Fakhr al-Din Razi
(544-606/1149-1210) endeavoured to differentiate the groups mentioned
in this verse: ‘It is certain that of all the religions, God mentioned the six in
this verse on account of their differences regarding the prophets, peace be
upon them.”” He clarified that Muslims, Jews, Christians and Sabi’ans follow
true prophets while Zoroastrians follow would-be prophets (Ar., ittiba* al-
mutanabbi) and polytheists do not follow prophets at all. Suffice it to say,
none of these exegetes identified Zoroastrians as People of the Book, and this
verse did not figure prominently in early Islamic debates about their status

in society.
The Transcription of the Avesta

Early Muslims did not consider Zoroastrians to be People of the Book even
though the Avesta may have existed in written form by the seventh century.
Its precise date of transcription is uncertain. Priests orally transmitted the
sacred liturgy for centuries, but there is not conclusive evidence for a writ-

26 Nevertheless, research by Alberto Cantera

ten Avesta in the Sasanian era.
indicates that the Pahlavi script used to write the Avesta predates the Islamic
conquest of Iran. He estimates its invention between the fifth and seventh
centuries.” Philip Huyse proposes the sixth century, especially during the
reign of Khusrau I Anushirvan (531-579).%® Xavier Tremblay cautions that
there may have been partial transcriptions of the Avesta at various times,
meaning scholars might expect more than a single archetype.?” Based on the
philological and paleographic evidence, it seems likely that the Avesta was at

least partially written by the late Sasanian period.
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Other Zoroastrian texts were composed in the caliphal era. Zoroastrians
committed 7he Book of a Thousand Judgements (Matikin i hazar datistan),
a primary source of Sasanian law, to writing in the early Islamic era.*® The
priest Adurfarnbag i Farroxzadan supposedly compiled the Denkard — a
compendium of Zoroastrian doctrine and praxis — in Baghdad in the ninth
century, but its final redaction came in the tenth century.’! Other collections
of priestly responsa appeared in these centuries.”” Perhaps the earliest sugges-
tion from within the Good Religion that Zoroaster brought a ‘book’ appears
in the Zaratusht-nama, a biography of the Prophet written in New Persian
at Rayy during the thirteenth century. It describes Zoroaster as a messenger
with a scripture, almost in an Islamic mould.?

Muslims seem to have attributed a book to Zoroastrians by the tenth
century. The geographer Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Muqaddasi, writ-
ing in approximately 355/966, reported, ‘I went into the fire temple of
Khiz and asked what their God said in their book. They showed me their
manuscripts (subuf) and explained to me what the Pahlavi text said.”** In
Abu Hanifa Ahmad ibn Dawud al-Dinawari’s (d. 281 or 282/894—895 or
before 290/902-903) historical text, al-Akhbar al-Tiwal, Zoroaster brings
to King Bishtasif [Gushtasp] ‘the book which is in the hands of the Magi’.%5
Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Khwarazmi categorises Zoroastrians with the
Hindus, Buddhists and Sabi’ans — People without a Book — in his Mafazih
al-Ulum, an encyclopedia of scientific knowledge written approximately
367/977. However, he noted that the Avesta was ‘the sacred book of the
Zoroastrians which Zaradusht, whom they claim as their prophet, brought’.3
In the heresiographical text al-Farq bayn al-Firaq, Abd al-Qahir ibn Tahir
al-Baghdadi (d. 329/1037) attempted to refute the Qadarite philosophy of
al-Qasim al-Dimashqi, who argued that the same letters of the alphabet used
to write the Qur’an also comprise ‘the book of Zoroaster of the Magians’.?’
These vague and sometimes polemical descriptions of Zoroastrian scripture
suggest that Muslims generally ascribed a sacred book to the Good Religion
by the tenth century.

It does not follow, however, that Muslims considered Zoroastrians to be
People of the Book. The Hanafi jurist Abu Bakr al-Jassas (305-370/917-982)
argued empbhatically that Zoroastrians were not People of the Book because
they did not read the Bible or Qur’an.
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Zoroastrians do not profess anything from the books of God revealed to
His prophets. Rather, they read the book of Zoroaster. He was a lying
would-be prophet (kina mutanabbiyan kadhdhiban). Hence they are not
People of the Book ... They are not now professing anything from the
books of God the Exalted.*

The political philosopher Abu I-Hasan al-Mawardi (364—450/974-1058) clas-
sified Zoroastrians as people with ‘the semblance of abook’ (Ar., shubbat kitab),
as did Muhammad ibn Abd al-Karim al-Shahrastani (479-548/1086—-1153),
the philosopher of religion.” It is rare to find Zoroastrians described as
People of the Book outside of a few isolated reports.

Zoroastrians in Hadith

Collections of hadith generally affirm that early Muslims did not consider
Zoroastrians to be People of the Book. Nevertheless, a few reports suggest
that Zoroastrians had a sacred text. Abd Allah ibn Abbas (68/686-688),
for example, states in the Sunman of Abu Da’ud Sulayman ibn al-Ash‘ath
al-Sijistani (202-275/817-889) that the Good Religion was inspired by
the devil: “When the Persians’ prophet died, Satan wrote Zoroastrianism
for them’ (inna ahla farisa lamma mata nabiyyuhum kataba lahum iblisu
al-majisiyya).** While this report does not attribute a book to Zoroastrians,
it does imply that their religion was textual. Two reports narrated on the
authority of Ali ibn Abi Talib assert that Zoroastrians lost their scripture.
Both of them appear in Abu Yusuf Ya‘qub ibn Ibrahim’s (d. 182/798) Kitab
al-Kharaj. ‘Ali, may God honor him, said: I am the most knowledgeable
person about them [Zoroastrians]. They were people of a book that they used
to read and a religious tradition that they used to study until it was stricken
from their hearts (Kana abla kitibin yaqra’inabu wa-ilmin yadrusinahu
Ja-nuzi'a min sudirihim).*!

The second report clarifies the first. It suggests that Zoroastrians lost their

book after adopting the doctrine of consanguineous marriage.

The Zoroastrians were a nation who possessed a religious book which they
used to study. One of their kings one day got drunk and took his sister to
a place outside of the town. He was followed by four of his priests who

witnessed his copulation with his sister. When he sobered [up], he was
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told by his sister that the only way to save himself from being punished
by death for what he had done in the presence of the four priests was to
declare the act lawful and call it ‘Adam’s law’ because Eve was part of the
body of Adam. He followed her advice and ordered accordingly, killing all
who were against it. He then threatened to put to fire any objector and this
brought them to submit to the new law. The Prophet accepted the jizya
from them for their original religious book but did not allow intermarriage

and sharing of food with them.*

This report has obviously been shaped to appeal to a Muslim audience.
The number of witnesses to the rape meets the Qur’anic threshold of four;
the origin of humanity is the Semitic duo Adam and Eve rather than the
singular Persian Gayomart; and the king punishes with fire, a holy element in
Zoroastrianism that would have been polluted thereby. Alternately worded
hadith suggested that this incestuous practice entered their books and was
never purged.” Abu Ubayd did not consider reports from Ali on this issue
to be authentic or reliably transmitted.* He insisted that they had been
invented by those who wished to justify the taxation of Zoroastrians.

Indeed, both hadith are excerpts from larger reports that advocate for
the taxation of Zoroastrians. Therefore, fiscal concerns are inseparable from
debates about the existence of a Zoroastrian book. There were other issues
at stake as well, including the integrity of the Islamic legal system. In the
seventh century, Muslim raids on Byzantine and Sasanian territories had led
to the collapse or retreat of imperial defences, bringing large populations of
non-Arabs and non-Muslims under the jurisdiction of the caliphs. Individual
commanders made unique agreements with each city that surrendered.”
In the centuries afterward, Muslims jurists developed standardised codes
of conduct for war and diplomacy based on Qur’anic principles and the
example of Muhammad.* They stipulated that Muslims must invite non-
Muslim adversaries to convert to Islam before combat. People of the Book
who refused the invitation could be fought until they submitted to taxation.
Communities without a book, by contrast, were not eligible to pay jizya. In
theory, their only option was to convert or fight.’

The implications of this idealised conception of war were potentially
significant. If Zoroastrians lacked a book, they should not have been taxed.
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Yet the caliphs had clearly accepted jizya from them. As we will see, some
Muslims struggled to reconcile this fact with theoretical norms. Hence the
propagation of reports suggesting that Zoroastrians once had a book. Other
transmitters suggested that it was the Prophet Muhammad’s decision to
tax Zoroastrians and that Muslims should follow his example, regardless of

whether Zoroastrians had a book.
The Taxation of Zoroastrians

Numerous hadith in Ahmad ibn Yahya ibn Jabir al-Baladhuri’s Fuzuh
al-Buldan and Abu Yusufs Kitab al-Kharaj suggest that the Prophet
Muhammad set the precedent for taxing Zoroastrians when he col-
lected jizya from the people of Bahrayn (a region encompassing most of
the eastern littoral of the Arabian Peninsula, whose capital was Hajar).
The authors of these two works attempted to resolve questions of taxa-
tion by reference to Muhammad’s custom. Abu Yusuf did so explicitly at
the behest of the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid (r. 170-193/786-809).
Al-Baladhuri’s work about the Islamic conquests also sought to ground
Abbasid fiscal policy in prophetic precedent, especially in the chapters on
Yemen and Bahrayn.

Most reports suggest that Muhammad’s deputy, al-‘Ala’ al-Hadrami
(d. 14/635 or 21/642), was the first Muslim to tax Zoroastrians.*® He was
governor of Bahrayn from the Prophet’s era through the caliphate of Umar.*
It is not clear when Muhammad first dispatched him to collect tribute from
the people of Bahrayn. Al-Baladhuri reported both the year 6 and 8 AH.* Yet
Abu Ubayd said that Abu Ubayda ibn al-Jarrah was sent to collect tax from
Bahrayn and returned with its revenue after the Prophet made peace with the
people and appointed al-‘Ala’ as the amir.>' Al-Baladhuri reported elsewhere
that there was no fighting in Bahrayn during the Prophet’s lifetime, but that
al-‘Ala’ besieged Zara (a Persian stronghold at Hajar) during the caliphate of
Abu Bakr, perhaps in 12/633.5% The city did not fall until the caliphate of
Umar, which makes his administration the logical point at which the ques-
tion of taxation arose.

While al-‘Ala’ imposed tax on Bahrayn, he may not have deliberately set
a precedent for collecting it from Zoroastrians. Al-Baladhuri preserves a copy

of his agreement with the region’s inhabitants.
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In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. These are the terms
agreed upon between al-‘Ald’ al-Hadrami and the people of Bahrayn. It
is agreed that they will save us the trouble of work and divide with us the
dates. Whosoever of them fails to keep this, may the curse of God, the
angels, and the world altogether be upon him. As for the jizya, al-‘Ala’

assessed one dinar on every adult.’

Significantly, this version of the agreement does not mention the Prophet.
Nor does it indicate the religious affiliation of the Bahraynis, even though
al-Baladhuri prefaces this report by stating that the population was a mixture
of polytheists, Jews and Zoroastrians. The final clause, which sets the rate
of jizya at one dinar, appears to have been added after the fact; the treaty
mentions only a tribute paid in dates. In fact, the agreement presumes the
existence of an agrarian economy at Bahrayn, and consequently asks the
people to surrender a portion of their harvest. Its terms resemble those of
Khaybar, which Muhammad conquered a year earlier.’ The jizya clause, by
contrast, presumes the existence of a monetised economy, demanding that
non-Muslims pay tax in gold coins. If al-‘Ala’ (rather than Muhammad)
secured an unspecified amount of dates (not coinage) as tribute from the
people of Bahrayn (undifferentiated by religion), why do many other
reports instead suggest that the Prophet accepted jizya from the region’s
Zoroastrians?

Harmonising Reports

It seems that transmitters edited hadith about Muhammad collecting tax
from Zoroastrians at Bahrayn and Yemen in order to harmonise them and
thereby create a consistent precedent. For example, the following report
appears in al-Baladhuri’s account of the conquest of Yemen: “The Prophet
collected jizya from the Zoroastrians of Hajar and the Zoroastrians of Yemen
and assessed one dinar or its equivalent in clothes on every adult male or
female from the Zoroastrians of Yemen.> This report begins by mentioning
Hajar (Bahrayn) because that was supposedly the earliest precedent for
taxing Zoroastrians. Then it insists that the Prophet did the same at Yemen,
at the rate of one dinar or its equivalent in cloth. As noted above, the report

about al-‘Ala” accepting jizya from the people of Bahrayn mentions that he
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did so at the rate of one dinar, despite the fact that his written agreement
with them only stipulates a share of their dates. Nearly every report about
the collection of jizya at Yemen sets the tax rate at one dinar; no other
report about Bahrayn does so. Thus, there appears to have been an attempt
to reconcile these accounts by making the same amount due in Hajar as in
Yemen.

A hadith in Abu Yusuf’s Kizab al-Kharaj seemingly confirms that reports
about taxing Zoroastrians at Yemen and Bahrayn were harmonised after the
fact. Abu Yusuf notes that Muhammad sent a letter to al-Mundhir ibn Sawa,
the leader of Bahrayn, inviting his people to convert to Islam. There are two
versions of this letter in Kizab al-Kharaj. The first version explicitly demands
that the Zoroastrians of Bahrayn pay jizya.”® The second version states that
those who refuse to become Muslims (their religion is not specified) must
pay one dinar, or the equivalent in Ma‘afiri cloth, as jizya. (The content of
these letters is analysed in greater depth in Chapter Three.) The stipulation
that non-Muslims pay a dinar or its equivalent in cloth was a policy most
often associated with Yemen, not Bahrayn. Reports in the tax manuals of Abu
Ubayd and Abu Dawud explicitly state that Ma‘afiri cloth was a substitute
for jizya in Yemen.”” Indeed, Ma‘afiri cloth takes its name from the village of
Ma‘afir, near the city of Ta‘izz in Yemen.*® Clearly, in the second version of
the Prophet’s letter, someone has applied information from a hadith about
Yemen to a report about Bahrayn, where the Prophet supposedly set the
precedent for taxing Zoroastrians.

There is further evidence that reports of taxation from Yemen and
Bahrayn were later reconciled or at least confused. In Yahya ibn Adam’s (d.
203/818) Kitab al-Kharaj, the Prophet instructs Mu‘adh ibn Jabal to collect
one dinar or its equivalent in cloth from the men and women of Yemen.”
Most tax collectors stipulated that jizya should only be collected from men.
Hence Yahya commented, “We never heard of jizya imposed on women
except in this tradition and in a tradition from ‘Amr on the authority of
al-Hasan about the Zoroastrians’.** In other words, the only two times this
Abbasid-era expert on early Islamic tax policy had ever encountered the
notion that women should pay jizya was in this report about Yemen and in
a similar report about Zoroastrians. Considering the foregoing evidence, it

seems to be more than mere coincidence.
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‘I Do Not Know How I Will Deal with the Zoroastrians’

Hadith transmitters may have harmonised reports about taxing Zoroastrians
because there was not a clear precedent. The caliph Umar was certainly
ambivalent about accepting jizya from followers of the Good Religion.
According to a report in Abu Bakr Abd al-Razzaq ibn Hammam al-San‘ani’s
(126-211/744-827) Musannaf, Umar initially refused to collect it. “Amr
ibn Dinar informed me on the authority of Bajala al-Tamimi that ‘Umar
ibn al-Khattab did not want to take jizya from the Zoroastrians until ‘Abd
al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf testified that the Messenger of God, may God bless him,
took it from the Zoroastrians of Hajar.®" Other reports suggest that Umar
was simply perplexed.

'The Emigrants (Muhdjiran) had a council (majlis) in the mosque. ‘Umar
used to sit in it with them and talk to them about matters from the prov-
inces that came to his attention. One day he said: I do not know how I will
deal with the Zoroastrians (ma adri kayfa asna* bi-l-majiss). ‘Abd al-Rahman
ibn ‘Awf stood and said: I testify that the Messenger of God, may God bless
him, said: Follow the custom of the People of the Book with them (sunni
bibim sunnat ahl al-kitab).%

Umar’s dilemma, which is widely attested in the early Islamic sources, sug-
gests that this prophetic guidance was not widely known. (The report is
treated at length in Chapter Three.) If the Prophet had deliberately taxed
Zoroastrians at Bahrayn, Yemen and Oman, it seems strange that Umar, one
of his closest Companions, would have been unaware of it.* The Andalusi
jurist Abu Muhammad Ali ibn Ahmad ibn Hazm (384-456/994-1064)
sought to preempt this argument by listing many prophetic customs that
Umar supposedly did not know. He went so far as to suggest that Umar
might have received unwittingly a share of the jizya from the Zoroastrians of
Bahrayn.®

Numerous hadith suggest that Umar was confused about taxing
Zoroastrians, so the relatively few reports suggesting that his immediate
predecessor, Abu Bakr, did so in accordance with the Prophet’s example
appear dubious.®® They are ostensibly based on a hadith in which the Muslim
general Khalid ibn al-Walid invited a Persian governor to pay jizya before
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the conquest of Iraq. This episode supposedly occurred during the cali-
phate of Abu Bakr (11-13/632-634). Sarah Bowen Savant has argued that
Muslim authors in the Abbasid era shaped narratives about the conquest of
Iraq to emphasise that Persians repeatedly rejected opportunities to convert
to Islam.® This hadith seems to fit the pattern. Abu Ubayd, the Abbasid
tax official, invoked the report as proof that Muhammad set a definitive
precedent that Abu Bakr dutifully followed. But it fails to explain Umar’s

dilemma.
Contesting the Taxation of Zoroastrians

Umar’s uncertainty about accepting jizya from Zoroastrians reflects a broader
debate within the early Islamic community about the propriety of taxing
People without a Book. Evidence of this controversy survives in the hadith
corpus. The Sunan of Abu Da’ud, one of the six canonical Sunni hadith
collections, records a tradition in which the spahbed, or Sasanian military
governor, of Bahrayn visited the Prophet to ask an unspecified question. It
is possible to infer the nature of the spahbed's inquiry from Muhammad’s
answer and from the fact that this story appears in a section of Abu Da’ud’s
work entitled ‘Levying Jizya from Zoroastrians’. Apparently, the spahbed (Ar.,
al-Usbadhi or Asbadhi) asked Muhammad if his people could submit to the
Prophet’s authority and retain their religion by paying jizya. As this report
contains competing answers to the question, it reveals the struggle within
the early Islamic community over the permissibility of taxing Zoroastrians.
(The report has been divided into three parts for easier analysis even though

it appears as one seamless narrative in Sunan Abi Da’id.)

1. Muhammad ibn Miskin al-Yamami informed us that Yahya ibn Hassan
informed us that Hushaym informed us that Dawud ibn Abi Hind told
us on the authority of Qushayr ibn ‘Amr on the authority of Bajala
ibn ‘Abda on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas. He said: A man from the
Asbadhiyyin of the people of Bahrayn—who were the Zoroastrians of
Hajar—came to the Messenger of God, may God bless him, and tarried
with him. Then he emerged, so I asked him: What have God and His
Messenger ruled regarding you all? He said: Evil. I said: How dare you!
(Mah!) He said: [We must accept] Islam or be killed (al-islam aw al-qatl).
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2. He [Bajala] said: ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf said: He [the Prophet]
accepted jizya from them.

3. Ibn ‘Abbas said: The people adopted ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf’s saying
and abandoned what I heard from al-Asbadhi.”®

The layers of this hadith reveal opposing viewpoints about accepting jizya
from Zoroastrians. Part One encourages Muslims not to accommodate them.
They must fight Zoroastrians like the polytheists of Arabia, presumably
because they lack a book. Part Two endorses the taxation of Zoroastrians.
It asserts that the Prophet set an example that subsequent generations of
Muslims should follow. Part Three affirms that the permissive hadith rep-
resents the preferred prophetic precedent based on the consensus of the
community.

Neverthless, Muslims remembered the reluctance of some caliphal
administrators to accept jizya from Zoroastrians. Abu Musa al-Ash‘ari, whom
the Prophet sent to spread Islam in Yemen with Mu‘adh ibn Jabal (the
region’s first tax collector), hesitated to tax them.®® He said, ‘Had I not seen
my companions collecting the jizya from them — that is, the Zoroastrians — I
would not have done it.”® At least one Muslim was willing to defend vio-
lently the notion that Muhammad taxed Zoroastrians, equating criticism of
that policy with defamation of the Prophet.

When Farwa ibn Nawfal al-Ashja‘ said that it was a grave mistake to accept
the jizya from the Zoroastrians who are not People of the Book, he was
challenged by al-Mustawrid ibn al-Ahnaf to recant or be killed for speaking
thus against the Prophet, who did accept jizya from the Zoroastrians of

Hajar.”®

Al-Mustawrid was a member of the Banu Tamim, an Arab tribe from Hajar.
Tamimis had close relations with the Sasanian Empire before the advent of
Islam, and some members of the tribe had converted to Zoroastrianism. A
contingent of asqwira, or Sasanian heavy cavalry, settled among the Banu
Tamim at Basra after defecting during the conquest of Iraq. Another Sasanian
regiment, the Hamra’, was integrated with the Tamimi forces.”!

Bajala ibn Abda, who reported Abd al-Rahman’s layered statement about
the Prophet collecting jizya from the Zoroastrians of Bahrayn, was a Tamimi
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too. Bajala was the secretary of Jaz’ ibn Mu‘awiya, a Tamimi who served as
governor of Ahwaz. As soon as Umar learned from Abd al-Rahman that the
Prophet had taxed Zoroastrians, Umar supposedly wrote to Jaz’ instructing
him to do likewise.”? It is no coincidence that these permissive reports are
narrated by members of the Banu Tamim. According to Michael Lecker,
‘Some, perhaps many, Tamimis stood to benefit from the recognition by the
Muslim state of the Zoroastrians as “People of the Book”.””? The prospect of a
self-interested tribe of Persianised Arabs advocating on behalf of Zoroastrians
is an important reminder that — as Thomas Sizgorich, Michael Penn and
Jack Tannous have demonstrated — sometimes ethnic, religious and imperial
boundaries in Late Antiquity were fuzzy.”* Some Muslims evidently had an

interest in the accommodation of Zoroastrians.
Stifling Dissent

Such reports did not persuade everyone, though. Al-Mustawrid’s willingness
to violently defend the notion that Muhammad taxed Zoroastrians offers
some insight into the construction of a normative Islamic discourse on the
issue. Advocates of taxation employed several strategies to stifle dissent and
delegitimise their critics. First, as we have already seen, they attributed the
decision directly to the Messenger of God. Second, like al-Mustawrid, they
reframed questions about accepting jizya from Zoroastrians as criticism of
the Prophet. Third, proponents of taxing Zoroastrians labelled dissenters as
‘Hypocrites’.

The Arabic term ‘Hypocrites’ (al-mundifiqin), or waverers, denotes
Muslims who questioned the Prophet’s policies at Medina. They were among
Muhammad’s harshest critics during his wars with Mecca, so the term is
extremely pejorative. The proponents of taxing Zoroastrians found Qur’anic
justification for ignoring their opponents by labelling them Hypocrites. This
much is evident in the asbab al-nuzul literature, which describes the reasons
that particular verses of the Qur’an were revealed. According to Abu I-Hasan
Ali ibn Ahmad al-Wahidi (d. 468/1076), one of the earliest authors in the
genre, the controversy about collecting jizya from Zoroastrians resulted in
the revelation of Q 5: 105. The verse reads, ‘O you who believe! You are
responsible for your own souls. He who errs cannot injure you if ye are rightly

guided.” It encourages faithful Muslims to ignore their detractors.
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According to al-Wahidi, the context for the revelation of this verse was a
letter the Prophet sent to al-Mundhir ibn Sawa, the ruler of Bahrayn, inviting
the people of that region to convert to Islam or pay jizya. The population con-
sisted of Arabs (in this context, a synonym for polytheists), Jews, Christians,
Sabi’ans and Zoroastrians — the complete roster of religions mentioned in
Q 22: 17. Not coincidently, this is the only hadith of which I am aware
that claims that there were Sabi’ans or Christians at Bahrayn. Al-Mundhir
accepted Islam but wrote to the Prophet that the people of Bahrayn preferred
to be taxed. Muhammad responded:

As for the Arabs, [only accept Islam from them;] otherwise they will have
nothing but the sword. As for the People of the Book and the Zoroastrians,
accept the jizya from them. When this letter was read to them, the Arabs
embraced Islam while the People of the Book and the Zoroastrians agreed
to pay the jizya. The Hypocrites among the Arabs said: How strange from
Muhammad! He claims that Allah has sent him to fight all people until
they surrender to Allah and [that he only accepts jizya] from the People of
the Book. But we only see that he has accepted from the idolaters of the
people of Hajar that which he had rejected from the Arab idolaters. Allah,
exalted is He, then revealed—O you who believe! You are responsible for
your own souls. He who errs cannot injure you if ye are rightly guided

[Q 105: 51’7

These Hypocrites alleged that Zoroastrians were polytheists and therefore
ineligible to pay jizya. In other words, Muhammad had violated Qur’anic
principles by collecting tax from them. The revelation of Q 105: 5 rejected
that notion, urging rightly guided conformists to ignore their faithless detrac-
tors. Such reports were undoubtedly intended to stifle dissent.

Early Muslim jurists dismissed questions about the propriety of taxing
Zoroastrians. Abu Ubayd noted that legal experts like Rabi‘a ibn Abi Abd
al-Rahman (d. 135/753) responded curtly to such inquiries. “Abd Allah ibn
Salih informed us on the authority of al-Layth ibn Sa‘d on the authority
of ‘Amr ibn al-Harith. He said: I wrote to Rabi‘a ibn Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman
asking him about the Zoroastrians. How was jizya fixed on them while
the Arab polytheists were left [without recourse]?” Note that the seeming

inconsistency of this policy was the same issue registered in the Hypocrites’
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complaint above. ‘He wrote: There is enough for you in the affairs of those
who have departed to relieve you of a question of this sort’.”® For Rabi‘a, the
taxation of Zoroastrians was a settled issue not worth discussing further.

The Umayyad caliph Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz wrote a similar letter to
al-Hasan al-Basri (21-110/624-728), which was preserved by Abu Ubayd.

Hajjaj told us on the authority of Hammad ibn Salama on the authority
of Humayd. He said: ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz wrote to al-Hasan asking
him: On what basis did the imams (2 imma) who preceded us recognise
the Zoroastrians marrying their mothers and daughters? He mentioned
other things about their matter, naming them. Al-Hasan wrote to him: To

proceed, aren’t you a follower and not an innovator? Peace.””

Here Umar’s question about consanguineous marriage and ‘other things’
pertaining to Zoroastrians does not explicitly mention taxation. But in other
versions of the letter, al-Hasan al-Basri tells the caliph that Muslims must
tolerate the Zoroastrians’ polytheism (shirk) because they pay jizya.” It seems
that al-Hasan al-Basri, too, dodged questions about the legality of taxing
Zoroastrians.

Finally, the proponents of taxing Zoroastrians urged unquestioning
obedience to prophetic precedent. For example, Abu Ubayd credits the
second caliph Umar with piously enacting Muhammad’s custom as soon as

he learned of it:

Do you not see that ‘Umar, when ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf informed him
on the authority of the Messenger of God, peace be upon him, that he took
it [jizya] from them, arrived at that and accepted it from them? . .. When
he found the tradition (athar) from the Messenger of God, peace be upon
him, he obeyed it. He did not ask what was behind it.”

The implication is that devout Muslims should do likewise.
Conclusion

Early Muslims generally did not regard Zoroastrians as People of the Book.
Qur’anic exegetes did not classify them as such, and the transcription of
the Avesta seems not to have been a factor. Rather, transmitters of hadith

remembered that Muslims had accepted jizya from the Zoroastrians of Hajar.
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Umar’s reluctance to tax them suggests that this precedent was not widely
known, if it had been consciously made prior to his reign. Taxing People
without a Book was controversial because it appeared to violate emerging
legal ideals. Members of the Banu Tamim, an Arabian tribe that may have
benefited from the integration of Zoroastrians into the caliphate, defended
the idea that Muhammad had collected jizya from followers of the Good
Religion. Early Muslim jurists, affirming the status quo, circumvented criti-
cism of past practice by dismissing inquiries and promoting pious examples
of compliance. They remained ambivalent about the accommodation of

Zoroastrians and, as the next chapter argues, sought to limit it.
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Marriage, Meat and the Limits
of Accommodation

I n the late eighth century, the Abbasid official Abu Yusuf produced a taxa-
tion manual called Kizab al-Kharaj. In it, he acknowledges that it is permis-
sible for Muslims to tax Zoroastrians, but followers of the Good Religion
remained beyond the pale of other forms of intercommunal contact. The

section on taking jizya from Zoroastrians begins with this statement:

The people of shirk among the idol worshippers and the fire worshippers
and the Zoroastrians are not the equivalent of the People of the Book in
terms of slaughtered animals and marriageable women, on account of what
came from the Prophet, peace be upon him, regarding that. It is what the
community and the practice [agree] upon, and there is no difference of
opinion about it. (Wa-laysa ahl al-shirk min ‘abadat al-awthin wa-'abadat
al-nirin wa-l-majisi fi l-dhaba’ibi wa-l-mundkabati ‘ali l-mithli ma ‘alayhi
ahl al-kitib li-ma ji'a ‘an al-nabi salla allahu ‘alayhi wa-sallama fi dbalika
wa-huwa alladhi ‘alayhi al-jamai ‘atu wa-1-'amal wa-la ikhtilifa fihi).!

According to Abu Yusuf (died 182/798), Muslim men should not wed
Zoroastrian women nor consume meat butchered by adherents of the Good
Religion. By contrast, Muslim men could marry Jewish or Christian women,
and those religious communities were capable of slaughtering animals in a
ritually acceptable manner, as endorsed by the Qur'an (5: 5).2 When did
this prohibition on marriage and meat originate? What was its significance?
What effect might it have had on cross-confessional interaction in early
Islamicate history? And was there truly no difference on opinion on the

matter?
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Ideology and Memory

To answer these questions, one might begin in the realm of memory. Pierre
Nora and Maurice Halbwachs have demonstrated the importance of memory
in the writing of history.? Individuals choose to remember or forget infor-
mation about the past that helps them to explain the present. Collective
memories form the basis of societies as well as religions. Historians may write
national narratives that promote patriotism or communal narratives that
inspire belief. They could discover ‘new’ memories to reinforce the status quo
or encourage social change. They might forget ‘old” memories for the same
reasons. In Islamic Studies this phenomenon has been usefully documented
by Sarah Bowen Savant and Antoine Borrut.* The previous chapter described
Muslim efforts to remember prophetic precedents regarding the taxation of
Zoroastrians. These precedents helped to justify accepting jizya from People
without a Book, a decision that generated some controversy.

Georges Duby (1919-1996), a leading scholar of Memory Studies,
argued that controversy often reveals the underlying ideological structures in
a society. Changes in the material or political structure of society can quickly
become ideological, creating conflict between systems. ‘For the historian, the
most revealing phase is the moment when conflict comes to an end: victory
is followed by repression, and much information can be gathered from the
records of investigations, interrogations and sentences which are held in judi-
cial and police archives.” In the study of ideology, Duby advised historians
to pay special attention to behavioural manuals, which prescribe conduct and
therefore reveal the issues at stake in a given struggle. Yet he acknowledged
that it is important to distinguish between ‘the mental representations of
systems’ and actual practice.® In other words, scholars must not mistake legal
dictum for case law.

These insights inform the current study. While historians lack a judi-
cial archive per se from the early caliphates, hadith collections preserve the
competing rulings of jurists and thus expose the latent ideological structures
of early Islamicate society. Furthermore, Abu Yusuf's Kitab al-Kharaj and
sources like it can be compared to behaviour manuals that prescribe conduct.
Together they form a judicial archive of sorts, incomplete and subjective but

nonetheless useful to the historian of ideology. These sources reveal that most



MARRIAGE, MEAT AND ACCOMMODATION | 57

early Muslim jurists sought to limit the accommodation of Zoroastrians to
taxation. In an effort to demarcate the boundary between followers of the
Good Religion and People of the Book, they prohibited Muslims from mar-
rying Zoroastrians or consuming meat slaughtered by them.

This chapter will explore the origins and implication of this ban, which
circulated in conjunction with Abd al-Rahman ibn Awf’s statement about
the acceptability of taxing Zoroastrians (discussed in Chapter Two). The
prohibition seems related to post-prophetic rulings regarding Sabi’ans and
Banu Taghlib. Despite Abu Yusuf’s statement, early Muslim jurists did not
unanimously agree. Abu Thawr deemed it permissible to marry Zoroastrians
and eat meat slaughtered by them. His ruling appears to rest on a hadith
that urges Muslims to ‘follow the custom of the People of the Book™ with
Zoroastrians. Most jurists interpreted this phrase as a variation of the pro-
phetic permission to tax them. By the third/ninth century, representatives of
the major Sunni legal schools had rejected the idea of marrying Zoroastrians
or eating meat slaughtered by them. Their successful promulgation of the ban

reveals the limits of accommodation.
Origins of a Prohibition

Although Abu Yusuf related many reports regarding the taxation of
Zoroastrians, the idea that Muslims ought not to marry them or eat meat
slaughtered by them is contained in a single hadith narrated on the authority
of al-Hasan ibn Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya (d. circa 100/718). Hasan
was the grandson of Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 40/661), the Prophet’s cousin and
son-in-law. Hasan’s father, Muhammad (d. 81/700), was the offspring of
Ali’s marriage to Khawla al-Hanafiyya. Muhammad was also the half-brother
of Husayn, the famous Shi‘i Imam and martyr. After the death of Husayn at
Karbala, Muhammad ibn al-Hanafiyya became the object, although seem-
ingly not the leader, of a revolt proclaimed at Kufa by Mukhtar against
Umayyad authority.” It is unclear if Abu Hashim (d. 98/717-718), Hasan’s
full brother, engaged in politics, but he died without children. Hasan him-
self appears to have remained politically quiet, perhaps associated with the
Murji’ite movement.® Hence some devotees of this branch of the Prophet’s
family looked to Husayn’s descendants, Muhammad al-Baqir and Ja‘far al-
Sadiq (discussed below), for leadership.
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Hasan ibn Muhammad did transmit hadith, though, including this
influential report about Zoroastrians:

Qays ibn al-Rabi‘ al-Asadi (died between 165-168/782-785) told us on
the authority of Qays ibn Muslim al-Jadali (d. 120/738) on the authority
of al-Hasan ibn Muhammad that he said: The Messenger of God, peace
be upon him, made peace with the Zoroastrians of the people of Hajar on
the basis of taking jizya from them. It is neither permissible to marry their

women nor eat their slaughtered animals (ghayra mustabillin munikabata

nisda’thim wa-la akl dhaba’ibihim).

The last sentence of this report is seemingly the origin of the idea that
Muslims should not marry Zoroastrians or eat animals slaughtered by them.

This prohibition is closely associated with Hasan ibn Muhammad. The
very next report in Abu Yusuf’s work advocates taking jizya from Zoroastrians
but does not mention marriage or meat. Significantly, this second report also
has a chain of transmission that does not include Hasan.'® The prohibition
is exclusive to reports narrated on the authority of Hasan in other collec-
tions as well. These reports allude to a letter that Muhammad wrote to the
Zoroastrians of Hajar. Ibn Zanjawayh’s (d. 251/855-856) Kitab al-Amwal
states:

Humayd informed us that Aba Nu‘aym informed [him] that Sufyan
informed [him] on the authority of Qays ibn Muslim [who narrated] on
the authority of al-Hasan ibn Muhammad. He said: The Messenger of God
wrote to the Zoroastrians of Hajar inviting them to Islam. He accepted it
from whomever submitted. Jizya was imposed on whomever refused, except
that (f7 an) a slaughtered animal of theirs is not to be eaten, and a woman

of theirs is not to be married.!

In Ibn Abi Shayba’s Musannaf, Hasan narrates that the Prophet wrote to
Hajar, inviting its population to convert to Islam. Those who refused had
to pay jizya ‘on the condition that a slaughtered animal of theirs is not to be
eaten and a woman of theirs is not to be married’ (@i an li tu’kala la-hum
dbabibatun wa-li tunakaba la-hum imra atun).’? In al-Baladhuri’s Futub al-
Buldan, Hasan reported that jizya would be imposed on Zoroastrians ‘with-

out eating their slaughtered animals and marrying their women’ (fi ghayr
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akl li-dhabi’ibihim wa-li nikah li-nisi’ihim)."> One of the transmitters in
al-Baladhuri’s isnad is Yahya ibn Adam (d. 203/818), whose own taxation
manual curiously does not include this hadith.

Many early Islamic sources contain a copy of the Prophet’s letter. It
is usually addressed to the Arab ruler of the region, al-Mundhir ibn Sawa.
After conquering eastern Arabia in 575, the Sasanians garrisoned soldiers at
Hajar and stationed a military commander, or spahbed (Ar., Asbadh) over the
Arab tribes there. One of these tribes was the Banu Tamim.'* Mundhir, also
known as Abd Allah ibn Zayd ibn Abd Allah ibn Darim, was the ruler of
the Arabs of Bahrayn (and Oman by some accounts)."” The Persian governor
(marzuban) of Hajar was Sibukht. Muhammad wrote to Mundhir — and the
governor, according al-Baladhuri — either in the year 6 or 8 an.'® Abu Ubayd
situated the letter in relation to the missives that the Prophet supposedly
dispatched at the same time to the rulers of the Byzantine and Sasanian
Empires."”

Although the letter does not contain the prohibition, Hasan’s report
appears to paraphrase parts of the letter. Abu Ubayd preserves three (very differ-
ent) prophetic letters to Hajar, none of which forbids marrying Zoroastrians
or eating the animals they butcher.'® The version of the letter preserved by
al-Tabari does not include the prohibition, but he added in a postscript that
their women and slaughtered animals were impermissible.”” Early Muslim
historians generally agreed that Hajar’s polytheistic Arabs converted to
Islam in response to the letter while the Jewish and Zoroastrian populations
declined, preferring to pay tax.” The Prophet allegedly coaxed, “Whoever
prays our prayers, and faces our ¢ibla, and eats our slaughtered animal, that
[person] is a Muslim. Whoever rejects that, jizya [will be] imposed on him.™*!
Variant wordings of this report specified that a Zoroastrian who did these
things would be considered a ‘submitter’ (muslim), ‘secure’ (dmin) in the
‘protection’ (dhimma) of God and His Prophet.”? The Jews and Zoroastrians
of Hajar ultimately chose jizya. Apparently, among other things, they were
unwilling to eat meat butchered by Muslims.

Sahnun ibn Sa‘id (d. 240/854), an early Maliki jurist, preserved the
most extensive version of the Prophet’s letter to Hajar, one that includes
some original material but also incorporates most of the variants. It does not

mention marrying Zoroastrians or eating meat at all.
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Ibn Wahb on the authority of Maslama on the authority of a man on the
authority of Abi $alih al-Samman on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas said: The
Messenger of God, may God bless him, wrote to Mundhir ibn al-[Sawa],
member (akhi) of Bani ‘Abd Allah from Ghatafan, a great man of the
people of Hajar, summoning them to Allah and to Islam. He accepted
Islam and read the letter of the Messenger of God, may God bless him, to
the people of Hajar. Some accepted and some declined. He wrote to the
Prophet, may God bless him: Verily, I have read your letter to the people
of Hajar. The [pagan] Arabs have entered into Islaim while the Zoroastrians
and Jews declined Islam and proposed the jizya. I await your command
regarding them. The Messenger of God, may God bless him, wrote: To the
worshippers of God among the [Asbadhiyyin, the retinue of the Sasanian
military governor], if you undertake prayer and pay the zakdr and act in
good faith toward God and His Messenger and pay the ushr of the date
palms and half ‘ushr of the seed and do not Zoroastrianize (lam tumajjisis)
your children, then everything you had before you submitted (aslamtum) is
yours, except that the fire temple belongs to God and His messenger. If you
refuse, jizya is upon you. He read [it] to them. The Jews and Zoroastrians

declined Islam and desired the jizya.”

This version of the letter emphasises the fiscal obligations incumbent on those
who submitted. Zoroastrians allegedly forfeited their fire temple and could
not raise their children in the Good Religion.* The prohibition, meanwhile,

is nowhere to be found.
Sabi’ans and Banu Taghlib

Michael Morony has suggested that the injunction not to marry Zoroastrian
women or eat animals slaughtered by followers of the Good Religion origi-
nated with early Muslim jurists.” The legal experts ruled similarly regarding
Sabi’ans, which makes for a fruitful comparison. Exegetes did not know what
to make of Sabi’ans, whom the Qur’an mentions favourably alongside Jews
and Christians (as well as Zoroastrians in 22: 17).%° The identity of whatever
group the Qur’an had intended was obviously lost within a century. By the
second/eighth century, Muslim jurists could not agree on the etymology of

their name, let alone their identity.”” They speculated about Sabi’an beliefs,
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generally concluding that they worship angels. Unsure of where Sabi’ans
lived, the exegetes proposed Syria, Iraq or the Sawad.”®

According to Abu Ubayd, Zoroastrians set the precedent for taxing
Sabi’ans.”” Was it permissible for Muslims to marry or eat animals slaugh-
tered by Sabi’ans? Baghawi’s 7afsir noted that while Umar permitted the
consumption of animals slaughtered by Sabi’ans, Ibn Abbas did not.*’
Second/eighth-century jurists such as Mujahid (d. 102 or 104/720-721
or 722-723), al-Hasan al-Basri (21-110/624-728) and Ibn Abi Najih
(d. 131/749) ruled that Muslims should not marry Sabi’ans nor consume the
meat they butcher.’’ Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161/778) and Ata ibn Abi Rabah
(d. 115/773) explained that the group existed legally somewhere in the realm
between Zoroastrians and People of the Book. Abu Hanifa (d. 150/767),
by contrast, decided that it was permissible because they read Psalms.** Abu
Ubayd (154-224/770-838) noted that most jurists did not consider Sabi’an
women and slaughtered animals to be permissible because the group’s beliefs
resembled those of Zoroastrians.” The idea that Muslims should not marry
Sabi’ans or eat their slaughtered animals is the result of post-prophetic debates
and comparisons to Zoroastrians.

The judicial archive of memory preserves similar material about the Banu
Taghlib. A nomadic, Christian Arab tribe of Mesopotamia, the Banu Taghlib
was one of the largest and strongest tribes of pre-Islamic Arabia, displaying
great prowess in battle. When Muslim forces overran their territory during the
conquest of Iraq, the Banu Taghlib refused to convert to Islam or to pay jizya.
They perceived the latter as an insult and were prepared to flee to Byzantine
territory to avoid it.* The caliph Umar, fearing that their departure would bol-
ster the enemy forces that were engaged with his troops along the Byzantine
front, allowed the Banu Taghlib to pay double the rate of sadaga — an alms tax
paid by Muslims — instead of jizya.?* Certain reports add that Umar prohibited
the Banu Taghlib to baptise or ‘Christianise’ (yunassiri) their children because
of their refusal to pay jizya.’® In the Abbasid era, the caliph Harun al-Rashid
questioned the Banu Taghlib’s loyalty and accused them of baptising their
children.’” The idea of not “Zoroastrianising’ children from Muhammad’s
letter to Hajar is clearly related to reports about the Banu Taghlib.

Ali ibn Abi Talib displays marked hostility toward the Banu Taghlib in
Abd al-Razzaq’s Musannaf. Ali witnessed Muhammad’s treaty with them,
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which they allegedly broke by baptising their children. Ali noted wryly that
he would have preferred to fight them.”® Some reports suggest Umar had
prohibited the Banu Taghlib from drinking wine on account of their refusal
to pay jizya. Ali reportedly loathed meat prepared by Taghlibis, griping that
the only part of Christianity to which they adhered was wine drinking.?’
Muslims also remembered Ali’s disdain extending to Christian Arab tribes
more generally. He is supposed to have said: ‘Do not marry the women of
the Christian Arabs and do not eat meat slaughtered by them’.* Nurit Tsafrir
regards specific reports about the Banu Taghlib to be earlier than generic
reports about Arab Christians. The conflation of the two groups is a relatively
late misunderstanding.*!

The ban on Taghlibi women and meat appears to be a product of the
late first/early eighth century. The jurist Sa‘id ibn Jubayr (d. 95/713-714)
stated in al-Baladhuri’s Futuh al-Buldan on the authority of Ibn Abbas, “The
slaughtered animals of the Christians of the Banu Taghlib are not to be eaten
and their women are not to be married. They are neither of us nor of the
People of the Book.™** Likewise, Ata ibn Abi Rabah (d. 114-115/732-733)
ruled that Arab Christians were not People of the Book. The Tribes of
Israel (Ar., Bana Isra’il) had received the Torah from Moses and the Gospel
from Jesus, but Arab Christians had embraced the faith after it ceased being
divinely inspired. Therefore, Muslim men should not marry Arab Christian
women. Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi‘i (150-204/767-820) agreed. Like
Ata, he believed that Arabs could not be People of the Book. Therefore, it
was impermissible to marry or eat meat butchered by them. Nevertheless,
Muslims could tax Arab Christians.®

Most jurists rejected this narrow definition of People of the Book,
including the founders of the other major Sunni legal schools and earlier
jurists such as al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728), lkrima (d. 105/723-724),
al-Sha‘bi (d. 103-110/721-728), Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab (d. 94/713), Ibn
Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 124/724) and Qatada ibn Di‘ama (d. 117/735). They
argued that Jews and Christians were People of the Book regardless of their
ethnicity or time of conversion. These juridical debates largely occurred in
the second/eighth century. That makes them roughly contemporaneous with

Hasan’s statement regarding Zoroastrians.
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Follow the Custom of the People of the Book

The chain of transmission for Hasan’s report is remarkably consistent. It
invariably flows from him to Qays ibn Muslim. The isnad spreads after that,
but often follows a path from Qays ibn Muslim to Qays ibn al-Rabi‘ and then
to Sufyan al-Thawri (d. 161/778). This is the chain of transmission in two of
the earliest collections of hadith, Abd al-Razzaq’s (d. 211/826) Musannafand
Ibn Abi Shayba’s (d. 235/849) Musannaf- In a fifteenth-century commen-
tary, Badr al-Din al-Ayni claimed that Abd al-Razzaq and Ibn Abi Shayba
had transmitted the report on the authority of Ali ibn Abi Talib, although
this may simply be an error because Hasan was Ali’s grandson, which Ibn
Abi Shayba specifically notes in the isnad.® Harald Motzki has suggested
that, absent evidence to the contrary, historians should generally consider the
common link in a chain of transmission to be the zerminus ante quem of a
report.* If the common link is Qays ibn Muslim, the report dates to the early
second/eighth century. There is little reason to doubt its ultimate attribution
to Hasan, which potentially pushes it into the first century.

A different but more or less contemporaneous report about Zoroastrians
circulated on the authority of Muhammad al-Bagqir (57-114 or 117/677-732
or 735), the Prophet’s great-great grandson. It urged Muslims to ‘follow
the custom of the People of the Book with them’ (sunni bihim sunnat ahl
al-kitib).” Abd al-Razzaq’s Musannaf, one of the earliest compilations of
hadith, also contains this report, although the phrase cannot be found in any
version of the Prophet’s letter to Mundhir ibn Sawa.”® Abu Yusuf narrates it

in the context of Umar’s confusion about taxing Zoroastrians.

One of the shaykhs told us on the authority of Ja'far ibn Muhammad
on the authority of his father. He said: A tribe was mentioned to ‘Umar,
may God be pleased with him, that worships fire. They were not Jews or
Christians or People of the Book. ‘Umar said: I do not know what to do
with these. ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf, may God be pleased with him, stood.
He said: [ testify that the Prophet said: Follow the custom of the People of
the Book with them.?

This hadith resembles reports about Sabi’ans in its struggle to situate fol-
lowers of the Good Religion relative to People of the Book. Also, as they
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had done with Sabi’ans, early Muslims speculated wildly about Zoroastrian
beliefs, attributing horse worship to them among other things.”

The chain of transmission for this report seems credible. Muhammad
al-Baqir was a respected early Muslim jurist and the fifth Imam in the
Twelver or Imami Shi‘i tradition.”’ Muhammad’s son, Ja‘far al-Sadiq
(c. 83—148/702-765), was the Sixth Imam. Beyond Ja'far, the isnad spreads to
Sufyan al-Thawri, Yahya ibn Sa‘id and others, but the common link is always
Ja‘far. Harald Motzki notes that father-son transmissions are common in Abd
al-Razzaq’s collection, where the transmission from Ja‘far to Muhammad
is almost exclusive.”” Both men were well respected in proto-Sunni legal
circles, so the report need not be seen as distinctively Shi‘i in nature.”® It
did, however, circulate in at least one source with Alid isnads that bless the
Prophet’s family.*

The report’s connection to Ali is potentially significant. In Abd al-Razzaq’s
Musannaf Ali deemed himself the most knowledgeable person about taxing
Zoroastrians, and ascribed (corrupted) books to them.” Both Muhammad
al-Baqir and Hasan ibn Muhammad were members of Ali’s family, albeit
from different branches. The fact that Ali was associated with the case of the
Banu Taghlib and the injunction against marrying Arab Christians or eating
animals slaughtered by them perhaps explains his descendants’ interest or
authority in related matters.

Al-Baqir’s chain of transmission from the Prophet is incomplete.
In the technical terms of later hadith criticism, it is ‘severed’ or ‘uncon-
nected’ (mungqati‘ or ghayr muttasil) because neither Umar nor Abd al-
Rahman met Muhammad al-Baqir.’® A defective isnad is not uncommon
in this era, and Scott Lucas has suggested that early hadith transmitters
treated reports narrated by Companions and Successors as equally valid to
those from the Prophet.”” Muhammad al-Bagir was generally considered
a reliable narrator of hadith, and the founders of the four main Sunni
schools all transmitted reports from him.’® These reports include chains of
transmission that terminate with Muhammad al-Bagqir, not the Prophet.
Nevertheless, some Medinans accused al-Bagqir of transmitting reports on
the Prophet’s authority despite never having met him.*> While the report
can be reasonably attributed to al-Bagqir, its connection to the Prophet is

more tenuous.
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Later jurists understood ‘the custom of the People of the Book (sunnat
ahl al-kitib) to refer to taxation. The Hanafi jurist al-Jassas (d. 370/981) took
this phrase to be synonymous with the prophetic permission to collect jizya
from Zoroastrians.” The Hanbali scholar Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad
ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi (d. 682/1283) agreed.®® Makki ibn Abi Talib
(d. 437/1045) said al-Shafii also limited it to taxation.®* According to Fakhr
al-Din Razi (544-606/1149-1210), the jurists ‘agree that the Zoroastrians
received the treatment of the People of the Book with regard to taking the
jizya from them without eating meat slaughtered by them or marrying their
women.’® The Hanafi jurist Badr al-Din al-Ayni (d. 855/1451) interpreted it

% Despite the apparent consensus, at

to mean taking jizya and giving security.
least one early Muslim jurist used this phrase to argue that it was permissible
to marry Zoroastrians and eat meat butchered by them.

Abu Thawr (d. 240/854), an independent jurist of Iraq sometimes associ-
ated with the school of al-Shafi‘i, was the earliest proponent of this idea.
Little information about him survives, meaning that his views on the matter
are most readily accessible through later refutations of them. As stated suc-
cinctly by the Shafi‘i jurist al-Baghawi (d. 516/1122), ‘Abu Thawr said their
women and slaughtered animals are permissible but most Companions and
ulama’ differ from that’.® Similarly, the Hanbali scholar Abd al-Rahman
ibn Muhammad ibn Qudama al-Maqdisi stated, ‘As for Abu Thawr’s saying
about the permissibility of their women and meat, it differs from the consen-
sus. So do not heed it.”*® According to Badr al-Din Ayni, Abu Thawr narrated
the permission to marry Zoroastrian women on the authority of Hudhayfa.®”
As caliphal governor of Mada’in, the former Sasanian capital at Ctesiphon
in Iraq, Hudhayfa ibn al-Yaman was married to a Zoroastrian woman.® It is
possible that he promoted the idea although I have not been able to locate
this hadith.

Ibn Kathir said, by contrast, that Abu Thawr permitted Muslims to
marry Zoroastrians on the basis of the phrase sunni bihim. ‘It seems that
he adheres in general to an incompletely transmitted hadith narrated on
the authority of the Prophet that says: “Follow the custom of the People
of the Book with them.”® Ibn Kathir denied the validity of Abu Thawr’s
interpretation because Qur’an 5: 5 only permits Muslims to consume the

food of People of the Book. The Hanafi jurist al-Jassas (d. 370/981) asked
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hypothetically if this hadith could be used to argue that Zoroastrians were
People of the Book. He concluded that it could not because they do not read
either of the two books of God (the Hebrew Bible and New Testament).”®
Abu Thawr’s opinion evidently did not prevail.

Zoroastrian Cheese and Boundary Marking

The jurists’ ban on marriage and meat was prescriptive, but Duby reminds us
that behaviour manuals do not always reflect actual behaviour. Accordingly,
it is reasonable to ask what effect the prohibition might have had on inter-
communal contact. The case of “Zoroastrian’ cheese is instructive. Michael
Cook has argued that Muslim attitudes toward its consumption became
progressively more liberal over time.”! For early Muslims occupying ter-
ritories of the former Sasanian Empire, cheese was a controversial commodity
because Persians made it with rennet — partially curdled milk extracted from
the stomach of a slaughtered calf. Not only did most Muslim jurists presume
Persians to be Zoroastrians and therefore incapable of valid slaughter, but
rennet is a form of carrion, which is forbidden to Muslims by the Qur'an
(2: 137, 5: 3, 6: 145, 16: 115). As a result, there are a number of very early
hadith in which the Companions of the Prophet express concern about the
permissibility of eating Zoroastrian cheese. The caliph Umar is supposed to
have instructed Muslim troops headed to Iran in the conquest era to only eat
cheese prepared by People of the Book.”” One early Muslim settler at Basra
reportedly stopped eating cheese because he lived among Zoroastrians and
feared that it might contain carrion.”” Despite these reports, three of the four
Sunni legal schools ruled that Muslims could eat Zoroastrian cheese.

On what grounds did early Muslim jurists permit the consumption of
Zoroastrian cheese? Numerous hadith appeared suggesting that the Prophet
had allowed it. For example, when Muhammad encountered a Persian cheese
after the conquest of Mecca, he is supposed to have instructed his followers
to invoke the name of God and eat.”* The chains of transmission for these
reports generally lead back to Kufa.” Jurists of the Hanafi and Hanbali law
schools, which were based in Iraq, demonstrated considerable interest in
the rules about Zoroastrian cheese, while Hijaz-based Maliki jurists were
relatively uninterested. Shafi‘i law did not address the issue but, in reports

with Kufan isnads, Shi‘i Imams generally permitted its consumption.”®
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Significantly, this includes reports attributed to Muhammad al-Bagir and
Hasan ibn Muhammad.”

Iraqi jurists advanced a number of legal arguments to justify the con-
sumption of Zoroastrian cheese. For instance, they argued that any cheese
was permissible insofar as Muslims lacked certain knowledge that it con-
tained carrion. If a Muslim simply did not know, he or she could partake.
Some jurists suggested that cheese purchased in an Islamicate market was
presumed lawful, regardless of the identity of its maker. Others argued that
once rennet was combined with additional ingredients, the final product —
cheese — was permissible. Some scholars even argued that rennet was not
carrion.”® In short, they found sufficient justification to eat Persian cheese
despite the prohibition. Presumably, their permissiveness facilitated com-
mercial and social interaction with Zoroastrians, allowing Muslims to benefit
from their useful endeavours.

If early Muslim jurists erred on the side of liberality in the case of cheese,
what might have been the intent of the related ban on meat slaughtered by
Zoroastrians? David Freidenreich argues that it demarcated the boundary
between followers of the Good Religion and People of the Book.” The
increasing levels of abstraction to which Muslim jurists carried this sort of
boundary marking reveals that their concern was not the meat itself but
the legal implications of Zoroastrians’ lack of an acceptable scripture. For
example, the hadith collections of Abu Isa Muhammad ibn Isa al-Tirmidhi
(210-279/825-892) and Abu Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Yazid ibn Maja
(209-273/824-887) each contain a report that prohibits game killed by a
Zoroastrian’s hunting dog. Tellingly, both reports speak in the passive voice
and neither is attributed to the Prophet or his Companions.*® They appear to
reflect the rulings of early Muslim jurists.

Later Islamic legal literature devoted considerable attention to joint
Muslim-Zoroastrian hunting ventures. For example, Abu Hamid Muhammad

ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali (450-505/1058—1111) wrote:

If a Zoroastrian and a Muslim are partners in the act of slaughter, it is
prohibited. The same applies if each sends an arrow or a hunting dog at a
game animal. But if one of them strikes the animal first, beginning the act

of slaughter, its legal status follows that hunter. If the Zoroastrian’s dog
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chases the quarry toward the Muslim’s dog, who kills it, its meat is permit-
ted. If the Muslim’s dog exhausts the quarry but the Zoroastrian’s dog then
catches it and kills it, the animal is carrion and the Zoroastrian must offer

compensation to the Muslim.*!

Jurists devised increasingly fantastic scenarios: is the game edible if a Muslim
hunts alone using a Zoroastrian’s dog? What if a Zoroastrian encourages the
Muslim’s dog to pursue the quarry? And what happens when a Zoroastrian
converts to Islam after he releases his dog but before it makes the kill? As
Freidenreich notes, “The pedagogical function of these cases accounts for dis-
cussions that are in other respects overly extensive, impractical, and, for most
Muslims, hypothetical’.#? In other words, Muslim jurists were less interested
in regulating the behaviour of Muslim hunters than in exploring the implica-
tions of the Zoroastrians’ peculiar status as People without a Book. They were

marking the boundary between communities.
Intercommunal Sex and Marriage

Jamsheed Choksy has emphasised the reciprocal nature of Muslim-
Zoroastrian boundary marking.® In the realm of interpersonal law, the
codes of each community were similar enough that it is possible that Muslim
jurists adopted Zoroastrian rules, or vice versa. For example, Zoroastrians
prohibited the consumption of meat slaughtered by Muslims.** Both
Muslim and Zoroastrian jurists condemned interfaith marriage, preventing
the children of such unions from inheriting their parents’ wealth. Islamic
and Zoroastrian law also proscribed extramarital sex between Muslims and
Zoroastrians. Although the Qur’an (4: 25) permits Muslim men to have
intercourse with their slaves who are People of the Book, several jurists
argued that Zoroastrian slaves had to convert to Islam first.® Similarly,
Zoroastrian law warned men and women against engaging in cross-
confessional coitus. Conceiving a child in this manner constituted a grave
sin. In the tenth century, the high priest Emed i Ashawahishtan warned: ‘[If
a Zoroastrian man] has sexual intercourse with a woman of another religion
and consequently she becomes pregnant, then a sin preventing his soul
[from] reaching paradise will result from begetting a child with [a member

86

of] another religion.”® The high priest’s warning applies to sexual relations
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with non-Zoroastrians in general, although Muslims were almost certainly
the concern.

These rules, too, marked the borders between communities. They allowed
individual adherents of the Good Religion to preserve their ritual purity, not
to mention the distinctiveness and vitality of the Zoroastrian community.
David Nirenberg has noted that fear about the disintegration of Christian-
Muslim boundaries in the medieval Kingdom of Aragon led authorities to
police the bodies of prostitutes who worked across the confessional divide.®
Similarly, the only province in which the tenth-century Muslim geographer
al-Muqaddasi noted the existence of brothels is Fars — a region of the early
Islamic world that presumably would have retained a large Zoroastrian popu-
lation in that period.* Thus, even as jurists clearly defined the sexual limit of

their communities, Muslims and Zoroastrians transgressed it.
Blood Price

The blood price (Ar., diya) of Zoroastrians is perhaps the most obvious
indicator of their inferior status as People without a Book. Blood price was
the amount that a perpetrator paid to the victim of a violent crime in lieu
of physical retaliation by his or her family. It was a pre-Islamic Arab custom
meant to prevent blood feuds between tribes. Under the aegis of Islamic law,
blood price became a legal instrument for settling cases of murder and man-
slaughter. The blood price of non-Muslims — including Zoroastrians — was
equal to that of Muslims until the caliphate of Mu‘awiya (d. 60/680).”° He
is supposed to have appropriated for the Umayyad treasury half of the blood
money awarded to his injured Christian physician. Later, the Umayyad
caliph Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz (ruled 99-101/717-720) allegedly declared
that a non-Muslim’s blood price was half that of a Muslim’s.”” Thus, three
of the four major Sunni law schools afforded to Jews and Christians half
(or less) of the amount of blood money afforded to Muslim victims. They
allocated even lower amounts to Zoroastrians and other People without a
Book.”

Unlike mostscholars, Muhammad ibn Idrisal-Shafi‘i (150-204/767—-820)
considered Zoroastrians to be People of the Book. He reportedly said, “The
Zoroastrians are People of a Book other than the Torah or Gospel. They
forgot their book and corrupted it. The Messenger of God permitted the
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collection of jizya from them.”®® This point of view reflects the reports in
Chapter Two regarding Zoroastrians’ supposedly lost book. It also demon-
strates one of al-Shafi'i’s guiding legal principles — that the custom of the
Prophet cannot contradict the Qur’an. Since the sacred text (9: 29) states
that jizya should be taken from the People of the Book, and Muhammad
accepted it from Zoroastrians, al-Shafi‘i concluded that Zoroastrians must
be People of the Book.” Admittedly, there are contradictory opinions attrib-
uted to al-Shafi‘i on this point. Yohanan Friedmann suggests that al-Shafii’s
students may have modified his views after his death in order to bring them
more in line with their peers who did not consider Zoroastrians to be People
of the Book.” Even so, the Shafi‘i school, in theory, did not offer injured
Zoroastrians the same amount of compensation as injured Muslims.

Aptin Khanbaghi views Zoroastrians’ low blood price as evidence that
‘the dhimma did not always apply to them’.”® That is a fundamental mis-
understanding of Islamic law. Zoroastrians had a blood price because of
their protected status (dhimma), not in spite of it. The lower rate simply
reflects the Muslim jurists’ failure to recognise a Zoroastrian book of scrip-
ture. Like other legal disabilities, blood price differentiated them from Jews
and Christians. Sunni jurists also used it to distinguish between males and
females, and between Muslims and non-Muslims, in the construction of legal
hierarchies.” They generally ruled that the latter deserved less blood money
than the former.

Abu Hanifa, however, offered Zoroastrians the same blood price
as Muslims. The Hanafi school of law, arguably the most influential and
widespread in the early Islamic world, afforded all non-Muslims the same
blood price. Independent jurists such as Ibrahim ibn Yazid al-Nakha‘i
(c. 50-96/670-717) and al-Sha‘bi did as well.”® The Maliki and Hanbali
schools, which guaranteed a Zoroastrian male one-fifteenth the blood price
of a Muslim male, were never popular on the Iranian plateau or regions
further east, where there were significant Zoroastrian populations. Their rul-
ings, clearly, were boundary markers. The Shafi‘i school, on the other hand,
was popular in Iran, where it vied with the Hanafi school for influence.”
Partisans of the two schools competed intensely at Nishapur, for example.'®
But it seems from a close reading of al-Mugaddasi’s geographical treatise

that Hanafis were generally ascendant across the Iranian plateau in the tenth
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century.'”! Travis Zadeh asserts that most residents of Transoxiana were
Hanafis at the time.'” Therefore, only one of the three Sunni legal schools
that afforded Zoroastrians a lower blood price held sway in provinces with
significant Zoroastrian populations, and the dominant Hanafi school offered
Zoroastrians the same blood price as Muslims.

Consequently, it is unclear how much practical significance blood price
had. A Zoroastrian plaintiff could theoretically sue a Muslim defendant for
blood money in an Islamic court. Uriel Simonsohn has demonstrated that
Jews and Christians utilised Islamic courts in Egypt and Iraq.'®® However,
most of the cases were intra-confessional affairs in which one non-Muslim
litigated against another. Jews and Christians sometimes appealed to Muslim
authorities after receiving an unfavourable or unenforceable ruling from the
leaders of their own religious communities. Since non-Muslims had their
choice of venue in such cases, they could pit competing legal schools against
each other in search of the most favourable outcome.

By contrast, a case of blood money between a Muslim and a Zoroastrian
could not be settled in a non-Muslim court because it was an inter-confessional
affair. The Zoroastrian litigant would have to enter a mosque (where court
was usually held), risking his or her ritual purity through contact with non-
Zoroastrians. He or she would be allowed neither to serve as witness nor

1941 the end, a non-Hanafi

present evidence against Muslims in that setting.
judge would have to rule in the Zoroastrian’s favour for the lower blood price
to have any effect. It seems an improbable scenario, similar to the theoretical
hunting expeditions described earlier. Considering the Zoroastrians’ inherent
disadvantage in an Islamic court, it is unlikely that many pursued cases of
blood money there. Rather, Muslims used blood price to legally distinguish
Zoroastrians from the People of the Book by emphasising their lower stand-

ing in the hierarchy of religions.
Conclusion

There are limits to accommodation. In order to emphasise the inferiority of
Zoroastrians relative to People of the Book, jurists prohibited Muslim men
from marrying Zoroastrian women and eating animals slaughtered by adher-
ents of the Good Religion. This ban, attributed to the Prophet Muhammad,
circulated on the authority of Hasan ibn Muhammad, a descendent of Ali.
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Muhammad al-Bagqir, another member of Ali’s family, remembered a dif-
ferent prophetic directive. He reported that Muslims were to follow the
same custom with Zoroastrians as with the People of the Book. Abu Thawr
interpreted al-Baqir’s report to mean that Muslims could wed Zoroastrians
and eat meat prepared by them. Most other jurists disagreed, insisting that
the report applied to taxation only. They affirmed Zoroastrians’ inferiority
in the social order. The practical effect of their rulings is difficult to meas-
ure. Zoroastrians warranted a lower blood price than Muslims according to
most schools of Islamic law, except the Hanafi school that was ascendant in
Iran. Iraqi jurists generally permitted the consumption of cheese made by
Zoroastrians, even though it might contain the by-products of butchered
animals. These examples derive from behaviour manuals and should not be
mistaken for case law. Nevertheless, they suggest that some Muslims were
keen to interact with followers of the Good Religion despite the latter’s social
standing. Jurists sought to benefit from the community’s useful endeavours
while upholding the legal boundary between Zoroastrians and People of the
Book. Meat and marriage, then, represent the limits of accommodation in

the early caliphates.
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Salman’s Charter as a Site of Memory

I n the wake of the Bombay Riot of 1851, Sorabjee Jamsetjee Jejecbhoy
published a slender volume entitled Tugviuti-Din-i-Mazdiasna (“The
Virtues of the Zoroastrian Religion’).! Sorabjee was a member of the Parsi,
or Indian Zoroastrian, community and the son of Jamsetjee Jejeebhoy, the
wealthy merchant, philanthropist and Baronet of India.” Sorabjee undoubt-
edly intended its publication to ease tensions between Muslims and Parsis
after weeks of sectarian violence in Bombay. The book included a char-
ter (N.P., @hd-nima) that the Prophet Muhammad had supposedly granted
to the family of Salman al-Farisi in the seventh century.’ Salman was a
Companion of the Prophet and a former Zoroastrian. The charter, written
in Arabic, offered various fiscal and legal privileges to Salman’s brother and
his descendants.* The Prophet gave them full autonomy over their lands and
fire temples, and urged Muslims to treat them kindly, regardless of whether
they converted to Islam. Muhammad warned that Muslims who contravened
his instructions would face divine retribution. This ahd-nama, sealed by the
Prophet and witnessed by several of his Companions — including Salman — is
dated Rajab of year 9 an, or 631 ck.

This document routinely surfaces in the Parsi community of Mumbai
during moments of interreligious tension as a panacea. Sorabjee Jamsetjee
Jejeebhoy translated the ahd-nama into Gujarati in the wake of the sectar-
ian Bombay Riot of 1851. The Iran League, a Parsi organisation dedicated
to improving ties between Muslims and Zoroastrians in Iran and India,
funded the first English translation in 1925.5 Jamshedji Saklatwalla rose

to the charter’s defense in 1938 after an editorial in a Bombay newspaper
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questioned its authenticity.® In 1991 the periodical Parsiana featured an
acrimonious exchange between Ervad Darius Sethna and an Iranian scholar,
Ali Jafarey. Sethna did not recognise Jafarey’s conversion from Islam to
Zoroastrianism. As noted previously, conversion is a contentious issue in
modern Zoroastrianism, particularly among Parsis.” After Jafarey published
an article questioning the use of bull’s urine in Zoroastrian rites of purificia-
tion, Sethna suggested that Jafarey, whom he still considered to be a Muslim,
would be ineligibile for such rites anyway. Sethna contemptuously urged
Jafarey to study his own religion (Islam) and its scripture (the ahd-nama)
instead.® Just a few years later, in 1995, Mithoo Coorlawala offered the char-
ter as an answer to religious extremism. She argued, ‘In our fundamentalist
times they [the charter and related documents] carry an important message
of conciliation and co-existence’.’ As expressed by Coorlawala, the ahd-nama
offers hope to members of the Parsi community for better relations with
Muslims in India and beyond.

With the exception of Jafarey, these authors assume that the charter is
authentic. They generally praise the Prophet Muhammad’s tolerance of the
Good Religion and lament the failure of subsequent Muslims to follow his
example. The ahd-nama supposedly bears little relation to Zoroastrians’ lived
experience in the early caliphates; rather, it is imagined as the antithesis of
their history.® Acceptance of the charter’s authenticity, then, seems almost
predicated on the belief that medieval Muslims mistreated Zoroastrians,
forcing them into India, Islam, or decline. Interest in the document is also
rooted in anxiety about the present — including legitimate concerns about
sectarian strife in contemporary Iran and India — with an eye toward a more
harmonious future."" Hence Parsi authors encourage Muslims to return to
the Prophetic ideals expressed in the charter, thereby improving the lot of
contemporary Zoroastrians.

Salman’s charter has, in other words, become a site of memory. Historians
of memory, such as Maurice Halbwachs and Pierra Nora, emphasise that
history is not simply a record of the past; people choose to remember and
forget ideas, events and individuals as it suits their needs in the present.
Interest groups, nations and families might even hold shared interpretations
of the past, resulting in collective memories. Halbwachs emphasises that the

collective memory of religious communities is no different.
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[A]lthough religious memory attempts to isolate itself from temporal soci-
ety, it obeys the same laws as every collective memory: it does not preserve
the past but reconstructs it with the aid of the material traces, rites, texts,
and traditions left behind by that past, and with the aid moreover of recent

psychological and social data, that is to say, with the present.'

Communities might develop these artefacts into sites of memory (leux de
mémoire). They can be physical or symbolic places that specific groups, often
minorities, regularly visit in order to reflect on historical episodes that they
imbue with contemporary significance but that are not recognised or no
longer spontaneously commemorated by the broader society and therefore
in danger of being forgotten. Sites of memory have enormous ‘capacity for
metamorphosis, an endless recycling of their meaning and an unpredictable
proliferation of their ramifications’.’® Therefore the careful historian must
decode them in order to determine what people value in the present by the
things they choose to remember and forget about the past.

Salman’s charter is a text that has become a site of memory. Recent schol-
arship has demonstrated the diverse ways that Muslims chose to remember
Salman.' This chapter is concerned specifically with the ahd-nama and its
reception in medieval Islamdom. Whence the charter’s content? What does
it reveal about how Muslims remembered Zoroastrians? Who preserved this
document and why? While Parsis remember that Muslims ignored its stipula-
tions, Persian histories reveal that Muslims were keenly interested in the ahd-
nama. Salman’s relatives, Abbasid scribes and Indo-Iranian rulers all made
copies. It is more difficult to say whether they abided by its precepts, but
the charter remains a site of memory for reflection on Muslim—Zoroastrian
relations in the Middle East and South Asia.

The Origins of the Charter

The ahd-nama is probably not authentic. The document contains a number of
anachronisms that belie its alleged origins. Mohammad Reza Torki has noted
ten suspicious elements in it."” For example, the Iranian province of Fars, in
which Salman’s family presumably lived when Muhammad wrote the char-
ter, had not yet been conquered by the Muslims in 9/631. Likewise, many of

the laws from which Muhammad frees Salman’s family were not introduced
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until a century or more after the Prophet’s death. It is also curious that the
charter bears a Aijri date as that calendar was not in use during Muhammad’s
lifetime. Yet the ahd-nama’s occasional spelling errors, its awkward invoca-
tion of blessings on the Prophet in a third-person voice while he is speaking
in the first person, and the fact that manuscript copies of it are written in
nasta liq script are not proofs of forgery.'® These errors and anachronisms can
be attributed to later scribes, not the original author."”

The likelihood that Salman’s charter is inauthentic makes it more, not
less, interesting to the historian of memory as Sarah Bowen Savant has
aptly noted. However, there has been little attempt to uncover its origins.
Previous analyses that suggested it was of South Asian origin or relatively
recent date are not supported by the evidence.'® The ahd-nama hails from the
medieval Middle East, although there are distinct Indian recensions of the
text."” Mohammad Reza Torki traced it to Persian histories such as Tarikh-i
Guzida (730/1330) and Mujmal al-Tawarikh wa I-Qisas (c. 528/1126). A
fourteenth-century anecdote states that the Sufi master Abu Ali al-Farmadi
(407-477/1016-1084) preserved Salman’s charter in one of his books from
the eleventh century.?® The ahd-nama also exists in Abu Nu‘aym Ahmad ibn
Abd Allah al-Isfahani’s (336-430/948-1038) Dhikr Akhbar Isfahan.*' The
oldest extant version appears in Abu Muhammad Abd Allah ibn Muhammad
ibn Ja‘far ibn Hayyan’s (274-369/887-979) Tabaqat al-Muhaddithin bi-
Isbahan.** Yet the anonymous author of Mujmal al-Tawarikh admits to copy-
ing it from Hamza ibn al-Hasan al-Isfahani’s (280-350/893-961) Tarikh
Isfahan. Unfortunately, that work is now lost, so the charter’s precise origin
is uncertain.® According to Muhammad ibn Hindushah Nakhjavani (c.
679/1280-768/1366), an Ilkhan-era master scribe, ‘in the days of the Arab
government’ the ahd-nama ‘was sent to Fars’.?* The implication is that the

charter originated outside of Iran and during the early Abbasid caliphate.
St Catherine’s Firman

Salman’s charter resembles other writs supposedly issued by the Prophet
Muhammad to various non-Muslim communities throughout the Middle
East. These documents granted certain privileges to these communities, often
exempting them from taxation and freeing them from legal restrictions. As
Muhammad was illiterate, they are usually written by Ali and stamped with
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the Prophet’s handprint or seal. Christian, Jewish and Samaritan communi-
ties in Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Anatolia and Iraq possessed such texts.”

A well-studied document of this sort resides at St Catherine’s Monastery
in the Sinai Peninsula of Egypt. The Prophet Muhammad supposedly granted
it after a delegation from the monastery visited him at Medina in 10/631.
This writ is often called a firmadn, a term usually associated with Ottoman-era
chancelleries, indicating its relatively late origins. Stamped with the Prophet’s
hand, this firman limits the tax liability of Christians, holds their churches
inviolable, prohibits outside interference in ecclesiastic appointments and
exempts them from military service.”® Scholars have rightly questioned its
authenticity. Like Salman’s charter, the St Catherine’s firman contains a
number of anachronisms. For instance, it bears a A#jri date even though that
calendar was not in use during the Prophet’s lifetime, and frees Christians of
laws that Muslims had not yet devised. The firman includes a list of Muslim
witnesses, two of whom were not Muslims at that time.” The similari-
ties between the documents suggest that they belong to the same genre of
literature.

It is doubtful that the St Catherine’s firman is a genuine Prophetic
charter from the seventh century. Jean-Michel Mouton argues that it was
probably forged by the monks at the monastery during a period of crisis in
the Fatimid era.?® Exactly what that crisis was remains unclear. The most
likely scenario is the imposition of direct Muslim rule over the monastery in
the twelfth century. St Catherine’s had been largely autonomous before the
First Crusade, but the Muslim authorities in Cairo sought to secure the Sinai
Peninsula after the Franks conquered Palestine in 1099.% As a result, contact
between the Fatimids and the monks increased, and two mosques were
built — one inside the monastery and the other over the site of a church atop
Mount Sinai.*® The firman may have been a reaction to Fatimid encroach-
ment on the monastery’s autonomy during the Crusades.

St Catherine’s firman seems to have been modelled on the Treaty of
Najran, forged centuries earlier on behalf of Iraqi Christians. The Treaty
of Najran (Ar., sulb Najran) purports to be an agreement that the Prophet
Muhammad made in 2/623 with the people of Najran, a region in the
Arabian Peninsula near the present border between Saudi Arabia and Yemen.

There are competing accounts in Islamic sources of how the treaty came to
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be, so it is difficult to say more than that about its origins.”’ Like Salman’s
charter and the St Catherine’s firman, the Treaty of Najran grants autonomy
to Najranis in their religious affairs, exemption from taxation and conscrip-
tion and freedom from laws regulating the behaviour of non-Muslims in
public. Unlike Salman’s charter, which reserves these privileges for Salman’s
family, the Treaty of Najran extends them to all Christians everywhere. At
least, one version of the Treaty of Najran does so.

There are in fact two versions of the Treaty of Najran — one preserved
in Christian sources, the other in Muslim sources. The content of each is
quite different. For example, the Muslim version of the Treaty of Najran,
found in the works of Abu Ubayd (154-224/770-838) and al-Baladhuri
(d. 279/892), contains a relatively simple list of rights and privileges afforded
to the Najranis by the Prophet in exchange for their submission. Negotiated
by the civil and military leaders of Najran, its terms applied only to Najranis.*
The terms of submission are plausible enough that the Muslim version of the
Treaty of Najran may reflect an actual agreement that the Prophet made
in the seventh century. The Christian version of the Treaty of Najran, on
the other hand, is more expansive. Like the St Catherine’s firman, its privi-
leges extend to all Christians everywhere. It was supposedly negotiated by
a delegation of Christian dignitaries from Najran. This treaty heaps praises
on Christians, offering them far more rights than responsibilities. Its form,
diction and content are extremely elaborate. The Christian version of the
Treaty of Najran is found in Bar Hebraeus’ Chronicon Ecclesiasticum and
the anonymous Nestorian history known as the Chronicle of Séert.>> The St
Catherine’s firman is nearly identical to the Christian version of the Treaty
of Najran in the Chronicle of Séert.>* The ahd-nama, as will be demonstrated
below, more closely resembles the Muslim version.

Antoine Fattal assumed that a Christian priest must have fabricated the
Christian version of the Treaty of Najran because it was discovered by a
monk named Habib at Bayz al-Hikma (The House of Wisdom), the Abbasid
library at Baghdad, in 265/878-879.% Louis Massignon argued that a promi-
nent Muslim family, the Banu Makhlad, forged it. The Banu Makhlad had
once been Nestorian Christians — indeed, one branch of the family remained
so — and served as viziers and governors in the early Abbasid caliphate.
Massignon speculated that the Banu Makhlad retained some sympathy for
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their Nestorian family members and former co-religionists, and therefore
invented the Treaty of Najran to relieve them of the harsh strictures imposed
on non-Muslims by the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil.** As Najranis, the
Banu Makhlad naturally modelled the Christian version of the Treaty of
Najran on the agreement that the Prophet had with their ancestors. As
government administrators, they had little difficulty producing a credible
forgery. Indeed, the Treaty of Najran proved so convincing that it became
the model for myriad charters in the possession of non-Muslim communities
throughout the Middle East.”” In Nora’s terms, these were sites of memory
where people remembered an alternative past that addressed their needs in
the present.

Khabar Salman

The ahd-nama relates to a second genre of literature, which Louis Massignon
called Khabar Salman (Salman’s Narrative). Khabar Salman is a collective
term for several lengthy reports about the life and conversion to Islam of
Salman al-Farisi. Although the details differ slightly, they share the same
basic outline. They are also very early, hailing from the first and second
Islamic centuries, contemporaneous with the first biographies of the Prophet
Muhammad. In fact, Ibn Ishaq and Ibn Sa‘d, two of the earliest transmitters
of the sira, are among the earliest transmitters of Khabar Salman. There were
already seven or eight distinct recensions of Khabar Salman circulating by
175/792.%

Khabar Salman connects Muhammad to Jesus of Nazareth through
Salman’s contact with one of Jesus’ long-lived Apostles. As a boy, Salman
unexpectedly meets the unnamed Apostle (wasi), who introduces him to
esoteric knowledge and asceticism. In some versions of the story, the Apostle
also relays writings that are destined for Muhammad. On his deathbed, the
Apostle urges Salman to seek out a new mentor in another city for further
instruction. Salman finds the new mentor, usually a monk or an ascetic, and
studies with him until that man too passes away. The process then repeats
itself as Salman searches out his next mentor. In one version of the story, the
mentors greet Salman by name when they meet him, for it has been proph-
esied that a Persian will visit them seeking knowledge. They teach Salman

about the coming of a future messenger of God named Muhammad. They
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also teach him the signs by which he will recognise this messenger (either
Muhammad’s pious conduct or the physical seal of prophethood between his
shoulders). Salman’s mentors instruct him in proto-Islamic worship, which
includes reciting the shahada and performing salat, and he spends years —
centuries in some versions — studying with each one. His journeys take him to
the major patriarchal seats of the eastern Mediterranean (Alexandria, Antioch,
Constantinople and Jerusalem) or beyond. The last monk announces the
advent of Muhammad and sends Salman to Arabia. Salman is enslaved along
the way by treacherous Bedouin and sold to a Jewish person at Medina.
There he meets Muhammad. Salman recognises in him the sign of the long-
awaited Prophet and converts to Islam. The story ends with Muhammad’s
Companions pooling their resources to purchase Salman’s freedom.*

Salman’s manumission by the Companions is an element common
to all versions of Khabar Salman.® An official deed of manumission (Ar.,
mukataba) accompanies it in later texts. The deed, written by Ali, describes
the terms of sale to Muhammad and transfers Salman’s clientage to the
Prophet. The list of witnesses appended to it includes Abu Bakr, Umar,
Hudhayfa ibn al-Yaman, Abu Dharr al-Ghifari, al-Migdad ibn al-Aswad,
Bilal and Abd al-Rahman ibn Awf. The deed bears the date ‘Jumada al-Ula,
the year of the emigration of Muhammad to Madina’ (1/622).*!

Although it is dated to the first year of the Ahijri calendar — an anach-
ronism not lost on al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (d. 463/1071)% — Salman’s deed
of manumission resembles a fourth/tenth-century contract of sale (shart).
Comparing it to the oldest surviving manual on contract law, the Kizab al-
Buyu of the Egyptian scholar Abu Ja‘far Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Tahawi
(d. 321/933), it is clear that Salman’s deed of manumission resembles a
standardised Hanafi contract of sale. The deed begins, as it should, with the
phrase hadha ma and subsequent clauses follow in roughly the recommended
order; it explicitly precludes future claims against the object of sale (in this
case, Salman); and the date and witness list are properly situated. These
features were supposed to make the contract unassailable.” Thus, the simple
story of Salman’s manumission by the Companions had, just a century and
a half later, produced a legally binding contract of sale to the Prophet. Not
coincidently, this embellishment of Khabar Salman appeared only after the

standardisation of such contracts in Hanafi law.
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Salman’s deed of manumission and charter are closely associated. They
appear side by side in several Iranian histories, including Dhikr Akhbar
Isfaban, Mujmal al-Tawarikh and Tarikh-i Guzida.** It is significant that
every medieval Muslim text that preserves Salman’s charter also preserves
his deed of manumission.* The two documents may have been composed at
roughly the same time. Since Salman’s deed of manumission adheres to the
norms of a contract of sale, and al-Tahawi’s tenth-century Kizab al-Buyu'is
the oldest surviving work on that subject, the late ninth or early tenth century
is a reasonable estimate, which coincides with its first appearance in 7zbagar
al-Mubaddithin bi-Isbahan.

Both the charter and deed of manumission are linked to Khabar Salman.
An abbreviated version of Khabar Salman precedes them in Mujmal al-
Tawarikh and Tarikh-i Guzida. In Dhikr Akhbar Isfaban, the deed and char-
ter appear in the midst of several hadith narrated on the authority of Ubayd
al-Muktib. According to Massignon, Ubayd al-Muktib (died 1402/757-8?)
was one of the earliest transmitters of Khabar Salman. In fact, a version of
Khabar Salman, narrated on Ubayd’s authority, appears in Dhikr Akhbar
Isfahan immediately before Salman’s deed of manumission and charter.
Following immediately after them in the text is a hadith, also narrated on
the authority of Ubayd, describing the deed of manumission as a physical
object that the Prophet pressed into Salman’s hand. Thus, in Dhikr Akhbar
Isfahan, the deed and charter are literally sandwiched between traditions
from Ubayd al-Muktib, even though neither document is transmitted on
his authority. Their placement demonstrates the connection between the
ahd-nama and Khabar Salman. Both were sites of memory about Salman’s

putative Zoroastrian origins.
The Content of Salman’s Charter

The ahd-nama is a composite document that draws inspiration from more
than one source. Some of its content is unique. For instance, the substantial
theological excursus in the middle of the text, which varies in length and
complexity between the Iranian and Indian recensions, appears to be original.
Nevertheless, it is possible to identify at least two sources of the charter’s

content — the Treaty of Najran and a derivative document called the Treaty

of Khaybar.
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A significant portion of the ahd-nama derives from the Muslim ver-
sion of the Treaty of Najran, the agreement that the Prophet made with
a tribal delegation from southern Arabia. Unlike the Christian version,
described above, the Muslim version closely resembles a conquest-era treaty.
Some of the language is nearly identical between them. For example, the
ahd-nama begins with the Prophet promising Salman’s family the protec-
tion of God and Muhammad (dbimmar Allah wa-dhimmat Mubammad).*
The Treaty of Najran, by contrast, promises Najranis jiwar Allah wa-
dhimmat Mubammad *® Jiwar and dhimma are synonyms, though Milka
Levy-Rubin notes that jiwar was typically used in the earliest conquest
treaties to describe the protection granted to conquered populations. The
term aman replaced it in later Muslim discourse, and jiwdir was not used in
relation to non-Muslims thereafter.’ This fact indicates that the Muslim
version of the Treaty of Najran is older than the ahd-nama. The authors
of Salman’s charter borrowed terminology and updated it when necessary.
Another example of analogous phrasing is the protection offered to Salman’s
family. In the ahd-nama it extends to ‘their lives and wealth in the land
on which they reside’ (dima’ihim wa-amwalibim fi l-ard allati yugimina
fihd).>* The protection afforded to Najranis covers ‘their souls, religious
communities, lands, and wealth’ (anfusihim wa-millatihim wa-ardihim
wa-amwdilihim).>!

The ahd-nama further stipulates that Muhammad ‘has relieved [Salman’s
family] of trimming their forelocks, the jizya, conscription, and the tithe’
(qad rafa‘tu ‘an-hum jazz al-nasiya wa-l-jizya wa-l-hashr wa-I-‘ushr).”* The
Treaty of Najran simply states that Najranis ‘shall not be conscripted nor
tithed’ (la yubsharin wa la yu'sharin).>® There was much confusion about
the meaning of the term al-pashr (‘conscription’) in subsequent copies of the
ahd-nama.>* Some medieval copyists misread it as a/-khums (‘one-fifth [of the
spoils of war]’) or al-khayr (‘goodness’). Consequently, in Tarikh-i Guzida
Muhammad relieves Salman’s family of ‘the jizya and the good and the
bad’ (al-jizya wa-l-khayr wa-I-sharr).> Other scribes made sense of al-hashr
by adding other words that gave it a religious meaning. Thus, in Indian
recensions of the text, the Prophet relieves Salman’s family of the jizya until
the Resurrection (al-jizya ili al-hashr wa-l-nashr).>® When compared to the

Treaty of Najran, however, the error of such readings is obvious.
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The charter demands that Muslims give Salman’s family preferential
treatment. The Treaty of Najran, on the other hand, denies the Najranis any
special status on account of their agreement with the Prophet. In Najran’s
relations with other tribes, there was supposed to be strict ‘parity (nasaf)
between them. They neither mistreat nor are mistreated by Najran (ghayr
zdlimin wa-la maglimin bi-Najrin).””’ The ahd-nama changes this concept
slightly. Salman’s family is ‘not to be mistreated nor imposed upon’ (ghayr
maglimin wa-li mudayyaq alayhim).>® While it was incumbent on Muslims
‘to protect them and please them and not impose hateful and odious things
on them’, there is no insistence that Salman’s family reciprocate. The ahd-
nama rejects the Treaty of Najran’s insistence on parity between tribes by
elevating Salman’s family above others.

Perhaps the ahd-nama’s most obvious similarity to the Treaty of Najran
is the section on financial obligation. Najranis famously wove fine garments,
and the Treaty of Najran demanded that Christians pay a regular tribute to
Muslims in textiles. A hulla was a two-piece suit of clothing, comprised of
a cape-like piece that draped over the shoulders (ridi) and an apron-like
loincloth that attached around the waist (7zdr).”” The concept of a tribute
paid in hulla also appears in the charter, but the roles of the respective parties
are reversed. Salman’s ostensibly Zoroastrian family now collects hulla from
Muslim authorities. This stipend was to be paid on account of God’s fond-
ness for Salman: “They must give from the Muslims’ treasury each year 200
hulla in the month of Rajab and 100 hulla in Dha-I-Hijja. Salman deserves
(istabaqqa) that from us because God prefers (faddala) Salman over many
of the believers.”® Another recension of the charter sets the stipend at 200
hulla and 100 ounces (presumably of silver).®" The idea that Zoroastrians
deserve payment is remarkable considering the contentious debates among
Muslims about taxing Zoroastrians encountered in Chapter Two. However,
Muhammad supposedly paid ten ounces to each member of a delegation
from the Banu ’I-Harith tribe of Najran.®® That report, which emerges out
of the larger story of the Treaty of Najran, may be the root of the idea that
Salman’s family deserves a stipend.

The Treaty of Najran required the Najranis to give 2,000 hulla per year to
the Prophet. The tribute was to be paid in semi-annual installments of 1,000

hulla during the months of Safar and Rajab. That represented a substantial
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sum, even in the days of the Prophet. In later Islamicate history, hulla were
fabulously ornate, woven with fine silk and decorated with embroidery (#iriz).
They were roughly equivalent to the £4il‘a, or robe of investiture, bestowed
by the caliph on governors and nominally subordinate rulers. Such robes
carried immense monetary and symbolic value.®® The garments of seventh-
century Arabia were likely more humble, but they were valuable. According
to the Treaty of Najran, each hulla had to be worth at least one ounce.**
That sum was enough that later generations of Najranis struggled to pay the
tribute. After the conquest of Arabia, the caliph Umar ibn al-Khattab had
resettled the Najranis on marginal land in Iraq, and many of them converted
to Islam, leaving the remainder to plead with successive caliphs — Rashidun,
Umayyad and Abbasid — to lighten their financial obligation. They met with
some success. The Umayyad caliph Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz reduced the impost
to 200 hulla annually, as did the first Abbasid caliph, al-Saffah. According to
al-Baladhuri, during the reign of Harun al-Rashid, the amount was fixed in
writing at 200 hulla.®

That Muslims should literally pay tribute to Salman’s family is a clear
reversal of the meaning and intent of the Treaty of Najran. Yet it is also
evidence that the ahd-nama derives from the Treaty. The 2,000 hulla of the
Treaty of Najran became 200 in Salman’s charter, perhaps reflecting Harun
al-Rashid’s adjustment of the rate. Even the mistaken demand for 200 hulla
in Safar and 100 in Rajab — a corruption of the original formula of 2,000
hulla paid in two installments of 1,000 — reflects the wording of an alternate
version of the Treaty of Najran.®® The assertion that Salman’s family has a
right (istabagqa) to such a stipend echoes the Treaty of Najran’s concern for
the rights (buqiig) of Najranis.®” The Treaty of Najran is the primary source

of the charter’s content.
A Similar Charter

The Treaty of Khaybar also resembles the ahd-nama. Muhammad ibn
Hindushah Nakhjavani, a fourteenth-century Iranian master scribe, reported
that Abu Ali al-Farmadi (407-477/1016-1084) knew of a charter written
‘in the same style’ (N.P., bar hamin oslizb) as Salman’s. It was addressed to
Huyayy ibn Akhtab. These two charters were reproduced by the scribes of
Nakhjavani’s day out of reverence for Ali, who had originally transcribed both.
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[Aba ‘Ali al-Farmadi] has studied a copy of [Salman’s] charter as well as
a charter which refers to [the Prophet Muhammad], may God bless and
grant him salvation, written by the Commander of the Faithful, may God
bless him, to Huyayy ibn Akhtab, who was the ruler (wdli) of Khaybar, in
the same style as Salman’s previously mentioned charter . . . [TThe copying
and memorizing of these two charters is one of the great glories of the
scribes who, like the Commander of the Faithful ‘Ali . . ., were in charge

of writing.®

Huyayy ibn Akhtab was the leader of the Jewish Banu ’I-Nadir tribe of
Medina and, according to biographers of the Prophet, a persistent antago-
nist of Muhammad. He reportedly plotted the Prophet’s assassination when
Muhammad once visited him with an inadequate security detail. The Prophet
expelled the Banu ’I-Nadir from Medina on account of this conspiracy.®’
Considering the overt hostility between the two men, it seems odd that
Muhammad would issue a charter to Huyayy, especially one like Salman’s.
There are two agreements associated with Huyayy in the Muslim sources,
although he was in fact a party to neither: the Prophet’s defence pact with
the Banu Qurayza and the Treaty of Khaybar. One is presumably the charter

written ‘in the same style’ as the ahd-nama.
Defence Pact

Muhammad’s fraught relations with the Jewish populations of Medina
is a topic that has attracted much scholarly attention.”” Eschewing
the essentialising claims about it made by anti-Jewish and anti-Muslim
polemicists, I admit that the full story cannot be detailed here. Sufhice it
to say, according to the Prophet’s biographers, Huyayy agitated against
Muhammad even after the Banu ’I-Nadir had been expelled from Medina.
He returned to the city in secret, encouraging the Banu Qurayza to betray
the Prophet at the Battle of the Trench in 5/627. They allegedly did not
aid Muhammad during the battle, and the Prophet laid siege to their
strongholds in retaliation. When the Banu Qurayza finally surrendered,
Muhammad had Huyayy executed for treason, along with all of the tribe’s
adult males.”” Despite the tension between them, al-Baladhuri reports that

Huyayy ‘made a pact with the Messenger of God that he would not aid
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anyone against [Muhammad], and made God guarantor of it’.”> This report
is strangely out of place in al-Baladhuri’s chapter on the Banu Qurayza, a
tribe to which Huyayy did not belong. Moreover, the defence pact appears
in al-Baladhuri’s work affer Huyayy was expelled from Medina for suppos-
edly attempting to assassinate the Prophet. Surely Muhammad would not
have negotiated a treaty of mutual defence with the man who just tried to
have him killed. Yet Abu Ubayd affirms that they had an agreement that
predated the battle.”

In reality, Muhammad had a defence pact with the tribes of Medina,
including the Banu Qurayza, but Huyayy was not a signatory of it. Abu
Ubayd and al-Baladhuri have confused the various treaties comprising the so-
called Constitution of Medina. Other Muslim historians, such as al-Wagqidi
and al-Tabari, transmitted these separate agreements as a single document.”
When the Prophet arrived at Medina in 1/622, several tribes accepted him
as their arbiter, and agreed to articles of confederation. This portion of the
Constitution of Medina does not provide for the common defence and
therefore predates the defence pact.”” R. B. Serjeant has convincingly argued
that Muhammad negotiated the defence pact just before the Battle of the
Trench, approximately 5/627. The defence pact only covered those tribes
remaining in Medina at that time. Huyayy could not have signed the pact
because his tribe had been expelled from Medina before the Battle of the
Trench. Thus, Muslim historians have confused the earlier portions of the
Constitution of Medina, which included Huyayy and the Banu ’I-Nadir,
with the later defence pact, which did not.”

By contrast, the Banu Qurayza were part of the defence pact. All of the
early Islamic sources agree that there was a special agreement between them
and the Prophet that went beyond the original articles of confederation.
Nevertheless, Huyayy induced the Banu Qurayza to violate the defence pact
at the Battle of the Trench; he is said to have personally torn up their copy of
it.”7 As a result, Huyayy is commonly associated with the defence pact in the
Muslim sources. While the defence pact could be the charter written ‘in the
same style’ as the ahd-nama, its wording does not resemble Salman’s charter,
nor does any part of the larger Constitution of Medina. Therefore, neither is

likely the document that al-Farmadi saw.
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Treaty of Khaybar

Considering the dissimilarity between the defence pact and the ahd-nama,
Nakhjavani must be referring to the Treaty of Khaybar, an agreement that
Muhammad allegedly made with that city after conquering it. Nakhjavani
described it as addressed ‘to Huyayy b. Akhtab who was the ruler of Khaybar’
(Pers., jehat-e Huyayy b. Akhtab ki wali Khaybar bid).” In fact, Huyayy was
not present at the surrender of Khaybar, having been executed two years
earlier at the Battle of the Trench. He was wrongly associated with the Treaty
of Khaybar, as with the defence pact, because of his ties to that city. Huyayy
was not from Khaybar, but he fled there after the Banu ’l-Nadir were expelled
from Medina. Ibn Hisham claims that he subsequently became a leader
of that city.”” The Prophet besieged Khaybar in 7/628, and its inhabitants
surrendered on terms. Huyayy obviously did not negotiate those terms, but
his association with the Treaty is perhaps understandable considering that
Muhammad captured Huyayy’s daughter, Safiyya, at Khaybar. She then
became one of the Prophet’s wives.*

It should be noted that a document called the Treaty of Khaybar does
not exist in early Muslim sources. Ibn Hisham preserved an antebellum letter
from the Prophet to the Jews of Khaybar, but it does not resemble Salman’s
charter.®! Al-Baladhuri simply described the terms of the city’s surrender.®
Yet at some later date a Treaty of Khaybar came into circulation among
Jewish communities in the Middle East because a copy of it was preserved
among the papers at the Cairo Geniza.*® The unnamed document, narrated
by a Jewish convert to Islam, is written in Judeo-Arabic and addressed to
‘Hanina [Huyayy] and the people of Khaybar and Magna’. Muhammad, dic-
tating to Ali, granted them certain privileges and exempted them from vari-
ous impositions — including jizya — even though al-Baladhuri reported none
of them as terms of submission.* Salman is listed as a witness in the Geniza
document, which bears a precise date: Friday, the third day of Ramadan,
5 aH. Hartwig Hirschfeld noted long ago that this date is incorrect. The third
of Ramadan fell on a Monday in the year 5. However, he notes that the third
of Ramadan fell on a Friday in the year 9, when Muhammad is supposed to
have dispatched other letters.* The ahd-nama is dated 9 aH, although it does
not specify the day or month.
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The Treaty of Khaybar was in wide circulation by the medieval period,
used by Jews throughout the Middle East to claim exemption from jizya.*
The charter was quite popular in Yemen, where there existed in Hebrew a
certificate to that effect known as Kitab Dhimmat al-Nabi¥” The Jews of
Damascus possessed a similar document, though the famous Muslim jurist
Ibn Taymiyya rejected its authenticity. Nevertheless, the Fatimid caliph al-
Hakim is supposed to have recognised the Khaybaris’ exemption from the
jizya.®® There was certainly more than one version of the Treaty, too, since a
copy presented to the Abbasid vizier in the eleventh century was deemed a
fraud because it was dictated to Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan, who was not yet
a Muslim at the siege of Khaybar.® It seems that the Treaty of Khaybar was
invented post facto to ease the tax burden of Jewish communities that could
claim Arabian descent.

The content and wording of the Treaty of Khaybar strongly resembles
that of Salman’s charter. It is undoubtedly the document that Nakhjavani
said was written ‘in the same style’ as Salman’s charter. While both derived
from the Treaty of Najran and are clearly patterned after each other, it
is difficult to say which came first.”® As will be seen, the content of each
reflects ghiyar regulations that sought to visually distinguish Muslims from

non-Muslims.
Ghiyar

Like the Treaty of Khaybar, Salman’s charter presumes the existence of laws
regulating the appearance and conduct of non-Muslims (Ar., ghiyir). Milka
Levy-Rubin has postulated that early Muslim jurists devised laws to differen-
tiate Muslims from others in places where they lived in close proximity. There
was not initially a consistent, comprehensive policy towards non-Muslims
because individual treaties had been negotiated with specific cities at the time
of the conquest. As a result, non-Muslims theoretically lived under whatever
terms their ancestors had agreed to generations earlier. These terms tended
to be relatively liberal, offering considerable autonomy in religious and social
affairs in exchange for loyalty and some form of remuneration, be it tribute
or service in kind.”!

The conquest-era arrangements worked for decades, so long as the number
of Muslims remained small and both Muslims and non-Muslims preferred
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to live in separate areas or distinct cities. As demographics shifted and cities
became more integrated, however, intercommunal contact increased, and
it became more difficult to distinguish Muslims from non-Muslims. Early
Muslim jurists proposed various legal codes in an attempt to standardise
and thereby replace the original treaties. Levy-Rubin suggests that they may
have been inspired by Sasanian codes but more research is needed to prove it
definitively.”” Regardless, the intent was to more clearly differentiate Muslims
from others.

These legal codes became a convenient means of suppressing practices
that Muslims deemed objectionable and, later, of humiliating non-Muslims.
The stipulations of ghiyar varied, and jurists such as Abu Yusuf (d. 182/798)
and al-Shafi‘i (d. 204/820) proposed different laws. The most infamous set
of rules, known as the Pact of Umar (shurit ‘Umar), did not exist until
centuries later but was attributed to the second caliph, Umar ibn al-Khattab
(ruled 13-23/634-644). There is some debate about which caliph was the
first to enforce particular ghiyar restrictions. Sources commonly suggest it
was Umar, or his namesake, the Umayyad caliph Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz, or
even the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil.”® The distinctive terminology used to
describe seemingly similar types of prohibited clothing, for example, makes
it difficult to say with certainty. It is also unclear precisely where and how
such laws might have been enforced by caliphal authorities. What is evident
is that rules circumscribing the worship, dress and prestige of non-Muslims
were part of Islamic juridical discourse by the eighth century. They circulated
side by side with the Treaty of Najran in the Siyar of the Hanafi jurist
Muhammad al-Shaybani (132-189/750-805), for example.”*

Salman’s charter was clearly written in response to ghiyar, again indi-
cating its likely Abbasid-era origins. Through the ahd-nama, the Prophet
Muhammad frees Salman’s family from many common stipulations.

I have relieved them [Salman’s family] of trimming their forelocks, jizya,
conscription, the tithe, and the rest of the burdens and inconveniences.
(Qad rafa’tu ‘an-hum jazz al-nisiya wa-l-jizya wa-I-hashr wa-I-‘ushr wa-sa’ir

al-ma’in wa-l-kulaf’)”

Indian recensions of the charter specifically add the wearing of the zunnar

(discussed below) to that list. They also include the following paragraph:
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They [Salman’s family] have complete control over fire temples, includ-
ing their domains and wealth. Do not prohibit them from [wearing]
luxurious clothing, or riding [animals], or building homes and stables,
or carrying biers, or adopting whatever they adopt in their religion and
sects. (Aydibum mutlagatun ‘ala buyit al-niran wa-diya‘iha wa-amwalihi
wa-la yamna‘inabum min al-libis al-fakhir wa-l-rukib wa-bina’ al-dir
wa-l-istabl wa-haml al-jand’iz wa-ittikhidh ma yattakhidhina fi dinihim

wa-madhpahibihim.)®°

Ghiyar prohibited or regulated all of these behaviours, and the Treaty of
Khaybar granted exemptions to its bearers similar to those mentioned in the
ahd-nama. A brief analysis of the Treaty of Khaybar’s contents, based on
Hartwig Herschfeld’s English translation of the Geniza version, will follow in
order to demonstrate its similarity to Salman’s charter.

Dress and Grooming

The core of ghiyar was the dress code. Various rules stipulated that non-
Muslims should not wear particular articles of clothing or seck to imitate
Muslim styles. They also had to wear the zunndr (also known as mintaga).”’
A belt or girdle that tied around the waist, it was a visual marker of their legal
status. Non-Muslims were obliged to wear the zunnar over their clothing in
public.”® The ahd-nama granted Salman’s family a reprieve. Surprisingly, the
zunnar is not mentioned in the Treaty of Khaybar.

Non-Muslims sometimes had to wear certain colours or afhix distinctive
patches to their clothing. The prescribed colours varied by time and place or
the sect to which a person belonged. The Treaty of Khaybar, for example,
permits Huyayy’s family to wear striped and coloured garments, particularly
in white, yellow and brown.” Beyond distinguishing non-Muslims from
Muslims, these rules also acted as sumptuary laws. For instance, fabrics
that doubled as status markers, such as silk, were sometimes forbidden to
non-Muslims.'"” Hence, Salman’s charter allows Salman’s family to wear
luxurious clothing. The dress code was neither universally nor consistently
applied. Indeed, the tenth-century geographer al-Mugqaddasi reported that
the Zoroastrians and Christians of Shiraz brazenly flouted it — at the very time
and place in which the ahd-nama appeared.'”!
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Ghiyar often required non-Muslims to groom differently than Muslims.
Therefore, the ahd-nama relieves Salman’s descendants of trimming their
forelocks. The Treaty of Khaybar liberates Jews from this practice as well.!”
The trimming of forelocks as a form of punishment has a long pedigree
in ancient Near Eastern societies.'”® Men generally wore their hair long in
pre-Islamic Arabia, so trimmed forelocks marked a freed captive. It was an
act of merit for a warrior to release a captive, but the victor would cut the
prisoner’s hair first in order to mark the victory. The freed man was then
expected to pay the champion for his clemency. This custom persisted in
early Islamic history. Like freed captives, non-Muslims were required to trim
their forelocks and pay the jizya as a token of their subjugation.'® Trimmed
forelocks visually distinguished them from Muslims.

Taxes

Salman’s charter frees his family from two taxes, jizya and tithe (‘ushr). The
precise meaning of these two terms varied over time but, by the Abbasid era,
the jizya was generally an annual head tax on non-Muslims, while the tithe
was an annual ten per cent tax on the agricultural produce of Muslims (or
a lesser rate on the products and wares of Muslim and non-Muslim artisans
and merchants). In earlier periods the meaning of these terms was more fluid.
Among other things, both terms were used to describe the land tax (kharaj)
paid by all cultivators, regardless of religious afhliation.® Thus, this portion
of the charter could refer to a general tax on agricultural production rather
than a Muslim tithe, or it may indicate there were fiscal benefits across com-
munal boundaries for claiming descent from Salman. The Treaty of Khaybar
mentions all three forms of taxation.'"

The jizya, or poll tax, is an infamous marker of non-Muslim status.
Al-Shafi‘i included it in his proposed ghiyar regulations. He set the rate at one
dinar per man annually.'”” The rate of jizya was usually graduated according
to ability to pay — often one, two or four dinars (or the equivalent of twelve,
twenty-four or forty-eight dirhams). It was collected from all adult males,
with the exception of slaves, clergy and the insane. Tax dodgers could be
fitted with a lead seal about their necks like slaves.'®® As Moshe Gil has dem-
onstrated, the Cairo Geniza preserves a petition by the Jewish community of
Tiberias for financial relief on the basis of the Treaty of Khaybar.'”
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Fire Temples

The charter offered Salman’s family complete control over their fire tem-
ples. That was a real concern because Muslims and Zoroastrians initially
worshipped together in many Iranian towns. Subsequent generations of
Muslims appropriated Zoroastrian sacred space in places such as Rayy, Herat
and Bukhara. Some proponents of ghiyar held that non-Muslims could not
build new houses of worship nor repair old ones.""” Zoroastrians were also
concerned at times for the safety of their sacred fires and the sanctity of their
temples in Dezpul, Istakhr and Nishapur, which later Islamic sources claim
to have violated. Such claims are treated at length in Chapter Five.''! The
Treaty of Khaybar, by contrast, does not assert authority over Jewish houses
of worship. That is surprising because the Treaty of Najran, its model, specifi-
cally protects churches (679.'2

Riding Animals

Indian recensions of the ahd-nama grant Salman’s family permission to ride
beasts of burden and to build stables. These were significant concessions
because security concerns and sumptuary laws may have otherwise prohibited
them from doing so. Indeed, every major edict issued by the caliphs on
the subject of ghiyar between the early eighth and the mid-ninth century
regulated non-Muslims’ use of riding animals, saddles or stirrups.'”® These
laws illustrate the concern about farming equipment being diverted to the
battlefield. Thus, the Treaty of Khaybar permits Huyayy’s descendants to use
saddles and carry weapons in the same clause.!* Restricting the use of rela-
tively expensive riding implements such as saddles and stirrups — and even the
ability to ride a horse, elevated above Muslim pedestrians — had the intended
side effect of limiting non-Muslim prestige. Such laws were supposed to curb

conspicuous consumption.
Funerals

The charter affords Salman’s family the privilege of carrying biers. As
Zoroastrians consider physical contact with dead matter to be particularly
defiling, preparing and conveying a corpse had to be finely orchestrated in

order to avoid pollution, which may explain why the author of the ahd-nama
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specified it.'" Some Zoroastrians in the pre-modern era had the distinctive
custom of leaving their dead exposed to the elements in a large, open-air
enclosure known as a Tower of Silence (N.P., dakhma). Here the corruptible
elements of the body were devoured by scavenging animals so as not to pol-
lute the earth.!'® Zoroastrians at times hired Muslims to dispose of corpses,
although Zoroastrian law sought to prevent it.""” Today, Zoroastrian funer-
ary practices have changed significantly in both Iran and India.'"®

Muslims have developed over the centuries their own distinctive burial
customs, including precise rules regarding funeral processions, carrying biers
and interring bodies in the earth.'”” Differentiating regulations sometimes
prohibited non-Muslims from raising their voices during processions and
from burying their dead near Muslims.'* According to the Treaty of Khaybar,
Muslims were supposed to make room for Jewish funerals provided they did
not trespass on a sacred spot, such as a mosque.'”! Perhaps the ahd-nama
permits Salman’s family to carry biers because there was an attempt to limit
cross-confessional contact at cemeteries. As Leor Halevi notes, some early
Muslim jurists were reluctant to participate in non-Muslim funerals, although
we know that Jews and Christians attended Muslim funerals. Indeed in the
conversion of Zoroastrians there was something of a trope.'” The fact that
carrying biers is mentioned only in Indian recensions of Salman’s charter
might suggest later or more localised concerns. For example, the Turkmen
rulers of fifteenth-century Mosul required Christians to drag, rather than

carry, corpses to burial.'*

Reception of the Text

Although Salman’s charter sought to liberate Salman’s Zoroastrian descend-
ants from ghiyar, early Islamic sources do not reveal whether it was effec-
tive. They do, however, show that there was keen interest in the document
for centuries among Muslim rulers, scribes and merchants from Iran to
India. The charter originally surfaced in southwestern Persia in the tenth
century, among people who claimed descent from Salman. According to the
anonymous author of Mujmal al-Tawarikh (who took his information from

Hamza al-Isfahani), Salman’s descendants in Shiraz possessed the charter.'*

Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn Ali al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (d. 463/1071) noted that
Salman had three daughters in Isfahan, dismissively adding that ‘some group
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had claimed that they were part of their offspring’.'” The author of 7zbagar
al-Muhaddithin likewise mentioned that

someone who took an interest in this matter mentioned that Salman has
a group [of relatives] from his father’s brother, Mahadhar Farrakh, scat-
tered across the lands. There is a group of them in the city of Shiraz, in
the Persian districts, whose leader is a man named Ghassin ibn Zadhan
ibn Shadhawayh ibn Mahbandad ibn Mahadhu [sic] Farrukh, brother of
Salmin ibn Badakhshan.!?¢

Although described as relatives, these people were perhaps devotees of
Salman, the so-called Salmaniyya. The report immediately preceding the one
about Salman’s relatives includes the claim that he lived for 350 years.'*” That
belief belongs to the cult of memory that developed posthumously around
Salman. For Muslims, and especially Persians, there was much about his
life to celebrate. Salman was a Companion of the Messenger of God and an
honorary member of the Prophet’s household (ah! al-bayt)."*® He was the first
Persian convert to Islam, the hero of the Battle of the Trench, and the first
governor of Mada’in, former seat of the Sasanian Empire.’*” Among Muslim
mystics, Salman was larger than life. He was a proto-Sufi; the Gate (43b)
to esoteric knowledge; the Siz of the Mysterious Letters of the Qur’an; an
incarnation of the Divine."

Not surprisingly, this Shirazi family passed down Salman’s charter within
its ranks. Dhikr Akhbar Isfahan states that in the eleventh century it was ‘in
the possession of a grandson (sibf) of Ghassan’."”! Based on the genealogy
given above, Ghassan would have been Salman’s great-great-great nephew.
His confessional identity is unclear. Ghassan is a non-sectarian Arabic name.
Names carried great religious significance in medieval Islamicate societies
and were often indicators of religious affiliation. Speaking of naming patterns

among Iranian converts to Islam during this period, Richard Bulliet states:

Whereas in the earliest stages of conversion [which began with the conquest
in the seventh century] identification as a friend of the Arabs was desir-
able, and somewhat later religiously ambiguous (though not threateningly
Zoroastrian) names came briefly into vogue for protective coloration, once

Islam was unquestioningly there to stay and rapidly growing stronger with
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a bandwagon effect . . ., it became increasingly desirable to display pub-
licly one’s conversion and give ostentatiously Muslim names to one’s sons.
Names that might be mistaken for Christian or Jewish names steadily lost
popularity, and nonreligious Arabic names were even less desirable in what

was increasingly an Iranian Muslim society.'?

The Arabic name Ghassan, while not obviously affiliated with any religion, is
distinct from the Persian names that precede it in the family tree.

Salman’s charter generated interest beyond his putative family. Hamza
al-Isfahani included it in his history ‘so that there would be a copy’ (N.P., 4
az yek ri-yi bishad).' As previously noted, the eleventh-century Sufi master
Abu Ali al-Farmadi studied the ahd-nama, and Muhammad Hindushah
Nakhjavani added that fourteenth-century Ilkhanid scribes memorised it as
an act of devotion to the Prophet’s scribe, Ali.'**

In the twelfth century, a Seljuk sultan summoned one of Salman’s
descendants to his court in order to view the charter. The anonymous author
of Mujmal al-Tawarikh reports:

I heard from a well-known, reliable source that in the time of Sultan
Muhammad [ibn Malik Shah] (ruled 498-511/1105-1118), may God
have mercy on him, that one of [Salman’s relatives] was brought under
escort from Shiraz to Isfahan with only the money and clothing that were
on him. He sought a private audience with the sultan and gave him the
aforementioned charter, still on parchment, to read. [The sultan] kissed it
and wept and gave this man many things, and [the man] returned to his
home. [The sultan] made a copy of it and the original was returned to its

place.'®

Although the Seljuk ruler ostensibly rewarded this man as a tribute to the
Prophet’s pious example, Sultan Muhammad is remembered for his harsh
treatment of non-Muslims in Baghdad."*® Mujmal al-Tawarikh was written
just seven years after the sultan’s death, during the turbulent reign of his
adolescent son and successor, Mahmud. It was during Mahmud’s reign that
the Seljuk confederation began to collapse. Sultan Muhammad was the last
of the Seljuk rulers to wield universal authority over Iraq and western Iran.'¥”

This story probably reveals some longing for his unified reign.



SALMAN’S CHARTER AS A SITE OF MEMORY | I0I1

Parsis discovered the ahd-nama in Gujarat in the seventeenth century.
Nanabhai Punjiya, the leader of the Parsi community at Surat, describes
encountering it when Sayyid Musa, a devout and enterprising relative of
Shah Jahan (1037-1068/1628-1658), the Mughal ruler of India, moved to
that city ‘seeking prosperity’.

The humble servant, Nana Baha son of Pinjiya son of Piyan the Parsi, and
supporters of the . . . household . . . visited [Sayyid Musa] out of devotion.
After a while, mention was made of the religion and madhhab of these for-
lorn Parsis (N.P., b7 kasan farsiyin). The eloquent, pious sayyid explained,
‘In our library there is a book called 7arikh bar Guzida. The charter (‘ahd-
nama) that the Messenger . . . has given to the nephew of Salman-i Farsi,
may God be pleased with him, has been written in that book, written in
the handwriting of the Commander of the Faithful, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib.” He
ordered the retrieval of the book from his library. In front of the majlis, they
read what was written . . . The servant asked to copy that book, expecting
(tavvaqu’) those honorable sayyids and esteemed shaykhs and qadis of Islam
and the muftis of mankind to certify (mozayyan va monavvar kardand) the

charter and the handwriting.'%®

This story presumably explains how the Parsi community first acquired a
copy of Salman’s charter.

A relatively late anecdote suggests that Salman’s family at one time
enjoyed the fiscal benefits promised in the ahd-nama. According to the
nineteenth-century Farsnama-yi Nasiri, the Prophet Muhammad instructed
the Companions to exempt Salman’s family from the jizya once they con-
quered Kazarun, near Shiraz. A tribe in Kazarun that claimed descent from
Salman had a copy of these instructions, which bore the Prophet’s seal.
One of these descendants was a Muslim named Abu Ishaq al-Kazaruni

(352-426/963-1033).

Among the notables of this Salmani tribe was the Rightful Master, Guide
of the Eternal Ones, Shaykh Abt Ishaq Ibrahim ibn Shahriyar ibn Mihriyar
the Kazarani. Throughout his life, he used to take the alms (sadagat) of the
honorable Salman from the treasury that was in the hands of the Abbasid

caliphs, and apportion it for the Salmani tribe.'
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These alms seem to be the stipend promised in the ahd-nama. Thus, the
author of the Farsnama-yi Nasiri remembered that Abu Ishaq abided by the
terms of the charter.

The Farsnama-yi Nasiri is an extremely late source for information about
Abu Ishaq al-Kazaruni, who had lived centuries earlier, and the shaykh’s
medieval hagiography does not include this information about the charter.'%
It celebrates his career in other ways. Abu Ishaq was a Sufi master, the founder
of an order that eventually spread to Anatolia and India. His khanqah, or Sufi
lodge, was renowned for its charity. Abu Ishaq was famous for recruiting
volunteers to fight the Byzantines, and his own prowess on the battlefield
and zeal as a missionary were proverbial.'*! He reportedly converted to Islam
24,000 Zoroastrians from Kazarun — an impossible feat, considering that
the city probably did not have that many residents.'** Yet the author chose
to remember him in the nineteenth century as a pious man who claimed the

prophetic favour that Salman’s family merited.
Conclusion

Despite its alleged origins, and resonance in South Asia, the ahd-nama first
appeared in works on the history of Isfahan during the tenth century. It
sits in dialogue with Khabar Salman, and bears similarity to the Treaties of
Khaybar and Najran, indicating that Zoroastrians in Persia were subject to
the same codes of ghiyar as Jews and Christians elsewhere and that different
communities employed similar means in an attempt to circumvent them.
Whether they were successful or not is harder to say. It is clear, however, that
Muslims took great interest in the charter over generations. Salman’s relatives
in Shiraz preserved it on parchment during the tenth century; a Sufi master
studied it in the eleventh century; and the Seljuk sultan procured a copy in
the twelfth century. Ilkhanid scribes memorised the text; Mughals shared it
with Parsis in early modern India; and Qajars imagined its implementation.
In Nora’s terms, Salman’s charter was a site of memory. It helped pre-modern
Muslims to remember Salman and the example of the Prophet. The ahd-
nama has also been a location where Parsis lament the mistreatment of their
ancestors. After the Bombay Riot of 1851, it offered the prospect of reconcili-
ation. The charter is, in other words, a place for remembering, forgetting and

contesting histories of Muslim—Zoroastrian relations.
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Fire Temple Desecration and Triumphal
Tales of Violence

Local histories of Iranian cities, composed in the early Islamic era, often
include one or more accounts of fire temple desecration. Why did Perso-
Muslim authors preserve them? What do such tales reveal about the nature
of Muslim—Zoroastrian relations after the conquest of Iran? How should
modern historians interpret them? Much of the secondary literature presumes
that they are indicative of hostility between Muslims and Zoroastrians.'
Yet if tales of fire temple desecration, intertwined as they often are with
tales of mosque construction, seem ideally suited to undermine the idea
of accommodation in post-conquest Iran, it is because they were designed
to do so. Medieval Muslims wrote them to explain the victory of Islam
over Zoroastrianism through the appropriation of sacred space. Tales of fire
temple desecration, in other words, are not disinterested historical accounts;
they are triumphal narratives of religious supersession.?

To properly interpret such accounts, the careful historian of interreli-
gious encounter must bear several caveats in mind when analysing them.
First, early Muslims narrated tales of fire temple desecration for a variety of
purposes. Even if the moral seems apparent, these stories should not be read
presumptively or in isolation. They must be evaluated against the information
available in other sources. Second, instances of fire temple desecration should
not be isolated from the multiple contexts in which they occur. Muslims
and Zoroastrians lived in direct contact for centuries in many communities.
A sound understanding of the local dynamics at play in a given place and
at a given time is necessary to properly interpret intercommunal violence.

Third, these tales tend to exaggerate the numerical and political strength of
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early Islamic communities in Iran — or project the founding of these com-
munities far into the past — in order to claim that Muslims were dominant
(and Zoroastrians subservient) from the earliest days of their arrival. This is
particularly true of stories purporting to describe the construction of the first
mosque in a town. Since these tales can be rhetorical, it is important to read

them critically.
Interpreting Fire Temple Desecration

Early Muslims chose to remember tales of fire temple desecration for a variety
of reasons. Since these stories are usually embedded in Islamic texts dedicated
to other topics, it is imprudent to take them at face value or ignore the
work they are doing in a particular text. For example, according to Ahmad
ibn Yahya al-Baladhuri’s Ansab al-Ashraf; Ziyad ibn Abihi (d. 53/673), the
Umayyad Viceroy of the East, ordered his deputy, Ubayd Allah, to destroy

Zoroastrian temples.

Ziyad charged ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Abi Bakra with extinguishing the fires and
demolishing their temples, and seizing whatever offerings were gathered
there that the Zoroastrians brought, as well as the wealth intended for their
maintenance. He ended up with, they say, 40 million dirhams. Before the

year was over, he squandered it and was indebted.?

The assumption that Ubayd Allah destroyed many fire temples is based on the
claim that he amassed 40 million dirhams from the campaign.* Admittedly,
40 million dirhams is an astronomical sum. It is twenty times the amount
that Ubayd Allah reportedly extracted as tribute from the Zunbil, a ruler
in Afghanistan, that same year.” However, it is clear from the other stories
in this section of Ansab al-Ashraf that al-Baladhuri intended this report to
demonstrate Ubayd Allah’s profligacy, not the number of fire temples he
destroyed.

Ubayd Allah was a notorious spendthrift. He reportedly once paid 30,000
dirhams for a drink of water.® Therefore, al-Baladhuri’s report about the fire
temples may have been intended to emphasise Ubayd Allah’s extravagant
lifestyle and the evanescence of wealth. His supposed decadence is almost
certainly a trope, even if it does reflect the fact that tribal connections permit-
ted men of humble origin, like Ziyad and Ubayd Allah, to profit immensely
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from the administration of the early caliphate.” Perhaps that was even the
point: Ubayd Allah was perceived as nouveau riche and reckless with money,
so Muslim authors fostered that image of him. The 40 million dirhams
accumulated during his campaign of fire temple desecration seem to be part
of a carefully crafted caricature. It does not necessarily reflect the number of
temples plundered.

In reality, the scope of Ubayd Allah’s campaign was quite limited. Ziyad
appointed him governor of Sistan in 51/671-2. Tarikh-i Sistan, a local his-
tory of that province, suggests that it was in connection with this appoint-
ment that Ziyad ordered Ubayd Allah to destroy fire temples.® Ubayd Allah
did so during his march to assume the governorship of Sistan. Therefore, his
assault on Zoroastrian sacred space did not extend beyond Fars and Sistan —
the two provinces that he passed through on his way east — and the brief
period between his appointment as governor of Sistan and his assumption of
that post.”

According to Amr ibn Bahr al-Jahiz’s Kitab al-Hayawan, Ubayd Allah
targeted three fire temples along the way, but ultimately sacked only one.
Al-Jahiz (160-255/776-869) reports that Ubayd Allah went first to the city
of Jur (also known as Firuzabad) in Fars province, intending to extinguish its

sacred fire.

While extinguishing it, [‘Ubayd Allah] was told: “There is no fire more
esteemed by the Zoroastrians than the fire at Kariyan of Darabjird. If you
extinguish it, no one will resist (Ar., yamtani‘u) you; while if you extinguish
their lowly fire [at Jur], they will resist (imtana ) it and prepare for war.” So

he departed for Kariyan and began with it."°

Apparently persuaded by this counterintuitive counsel, Ubayd Allah spared
the temple at Jur and proceeded to Kariyan.

His reluctance to extinguish the fire at Jur might reflect the Muslim
authorities’ tenuous control over the region. Jur was the second-to-last city
in Fars to submit to Muslim rule.!! Ardashir I, the founder of the Sasanian
Empire, had built it as an imperial capital in the third century.’ Although
emperors no longer resided there by the seventh century, Jur remained a
loyal Sasanian stronghold.” Muslim forces drove the Sasanian monarch,
Yazdagerd II1, out of the city just two decades before Ubayd Allah arrived.'
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Jur was also a major cultic centre. According to Abu I-Hasan ibn Ali ibn
al-Husayn al-Mas‘udi (275-345/890-950), its fire temple hosted an annual
festival and procession.” Therefore, Ubayd Allah’s fear that Jur’s inhabitants
would have violently resisted any attempt to extinguish their fire was prob-
ably well founded. Perhaps that is the reason he abandoned the effort.

Al-Jahiz is also correct that Zoroastrians greatly esteemed the fire
temple at Kariyan. It housed one of the three imperial fires of Sasanian
Zoroastrianism — the Adur Farnbag, or Fire of the Priests. Al-Baladhuri
described the region as ‘the fountain of [the Zoroastrians’] knowledge and
religion’.'® Al-Mas‘udi wrote in the tenth century: “The Zoroastrians vener-
ate this fire beyond any other fire or temple’."” In fact, the Muslim geog-
rapher Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Fagih al-Hamadhani reported that
Zoroastrians regarded the Adur Farnbag so highly that they took precautions
against the possibility that Muslims might extinguish it. “When the Arabs
ruled, the Zoroastrians feared that [this fire] would be extinguished so they
split it into two parts — the part in Kariyan and the part carried to Fasa. They
said that if one was extinguished, the other would remain.'® The effort that
Zoroastrians made to preserve this fire belies the claim that no one would
resist its desecration.

When Ubayd Allah arrived at Kariyan, its inhabitants barricaded them-
selves inside the citadel. According to al-Jahiz, one ill-tempered Persian who
remained outside the walls used to pass by Ubayd Allah’s camp daily. When
Ubayd Allah commented on the Persian’s foul temperament, an Arab soldier
asked how much he would pay to have the man imprisoned. Ubayd Allah
offered 4,000 dirhams, but the soldier convinced him to raise it to 5,000 —
perhaps another example of Ubayd Allah’s profligacy. According to al-Jahiz,
the Persian ‘did not resist’ (Ar., md imtanaa) when the soldier seized him,
which may fulfil the earlier prediction that no one would resist the destruc-
tion of the fire at Kariyan. The soldier threw the Persian to the ground and
the people trampled him to death. Only then did the citadel surrender. The
Muslim forces reportedly extinguished the temple’s sacred flame and mas-
sacred the Zoroastrian herbads, or priests."”

The reason for Ubayd Allah’s assault on the temple is not stated, although
it seems to have been part of an attempt by the Umayyad Viceroy of the East

to eliminate a rival centre of power in what was once the heartland of Sasanian
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Iran. Kariyan was located near Darabjird, a rebellious region dominated by a
Zoroastrian priest known in Islamic sources as ‘the Herbad’ (Ar., al-hirbadh).
He and his supporters surrendered to caliphal armies more than once. The
Herbad sued for peace when Muslim forces initially arrived in the region, but
he rebelled shortly thereafter, and Darabjird had to be forcibly conquered in
the mid-seventh century. Ubayd Allah’s assassination of the Herbad appears
to be the culmination of that effort.?

The final stop on Ubayd Allah’s campaign of fire temple destruction was
Sistan. 7arikh-i Sistan reports that when the Zoroastrians and local aristoc-
racy learned of his intention to destroy their fire temple, they threatened to
revolt. The Muslims of Sistan intervened, arguing that destroying the fire
temple violated Islamic law (Ar., shari‘a). They wrote directly to the Umayyad
authorities in Damascus for advice. The court allegedly urged Ubayd Allah
to desist:

“You should not [destroy the fire temple], since they and their places of wor-
ship are protected by treaty . . . In this case, it is not obligatory [to destroy
it] since the synagogue is to the Jews and the church is to the Christians as
the fire temple is to the Zoroastrians. How could we differentiate between
all of the protected people and their houses of worship? . . . If our Prophet,
peace be upon him, desired that, ... he would have uprooted unbelief
and religions other than Islam, but he did not. He did not uproot them
and even made peace with them through the jizyz . .. So ['Ubayd Allah]
ignored [Ziyad’s] decree.?!

The reference to Islamic law in this story is a bit anachronistic, but 7arikh-i
Sistan was written several centuries after Ubayd Allah’s arrival, so such pro-
jections are not unexpected. While this source may not accurately depict
Muslim—Zoroastrian relations in this period, it nonetheless reflects how later
Muslims in the region remembered them.?* In other words, the author of
Tarikh-i Sistan chose to remember that fire temples were the equivalent of
other houses of worship, and that local Muslims protected them.

Contextualising Fire Temple Desecration

While the extent of Ubayd Allah’s destructive acts may have been exagger-

ated, other accounts of temple desecration seem credible. They too must be
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carefully assessed to determine the precise meaning of such violence. A firm
grasp of the historical context and the identity of the perpetrators is necessary
to truly understand the significance of violence.” For instance, Abrun the
Turk’s destruction of the fire temple at Furdujan, near Qom, in 282/895-6
is frequently cited as an example of the persecution of Zoroastrians by
Muslims.?* Ibn al-Faqih’s early-tenth-century geographical work, Kitab al-
Buldan describes this episode as follows:

[The fire] in this temple remained in this village until, in the year 282, Abriin
al-Turk® came there. He was governing Qom (Ar., kina yatawalli Qom).
He aimed his mangonels and catapults at the village until he conquered it.
He destroyed the walls of the village, sacked the temple, extinguished the
fire, and carried the brazier to the city of Qom. The fire has been out since
that day.”

There is little reason to doubt this account of desecration, but previous schol-
arship has failed to properly contextualise it. Context matters, particularly
when interpreting intercommunal violence. This is as true of the Shepherds’
Crusade in fourteenth-century Europe as it is of fire temple desecration in
ninth-century Iran. The Shepherds’ Crusade of 1320 was a popular move-
ment initiated by pastoralists to defend the Kingdom of Aragon against the
Muslims of Granada. The shepherds marched to Paris to invite the king of
France to lead them on crusade, but he refused to grant them an audience.
In response, they pillaged royal institutions and attacked Jews. These attacks
continued throughout France and into Iberia as the shepherds crossed the
Pyrenees.”’

Due to the religious overtones of the Shepherds” Crusade and the dev-
astating effect that it had on France’s Jewish population, some historians of
Judaism have interpreted this incident as evidence of the growing intolerance
toward Jews in fourteenth-century Europe. Others view it through the lens
of atrocities committed against Jews in Nazi Germany. From that perspec-
tive, the Shepherds’ Crusade is but one step in the long march of European
intolerance that culminated in the Holocaust. By contrast, David Nirenberg
argues that violence against Jews during the Shepherd’s Crusade was contin-
gent and particular to that time and place, not part of a pattern of regular

persecution against Jews. Furthermore, Jews fared differently on either side
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of the Pyrenees. When the shepherds initially targeted Jews in France, the
king condemned the violence and attempted to contain it. Nevertheless, he
did not intervene when accusations that Jews had colluded with lepers in
poisoning wells sparked further violence in 1321. In that case, the municipal
authorities justified attacks on lepers and Jews as defence of the realm. The
king did not challenge that logic and many Jews fled to Aragon for safety. The
king of Aragon staunchly defended the Jews against the shepherds in 1320,
and accusations against lepers during the poisoning scare of 1321 did not
result in violence against Jews in Aragon.*®

Nirenberg draws two conclusions about religious violence from these
facts. First, religious violence must be understood in its local context because
even the same violent act can have distinct meanings depending on where
and when it occurs. Second, rather than viewing religious violence in hind-
sight as part of a progressive march toward some tragic end, each act must be
understood at the time and in the place that it occurred. Although historians
know the end from the beginning, they must resist the urge to impose that
knowledge on the past.

Applying Nirenberg’s ideas and methodology to Abrun’s destruction
of the fire temple at Furdujan reveals that this incident may not have been
motivated exclusively by anti-Zoroastrian fervour. Abrun was not the regular
governor of Qom but had been posted to that city by the Abbasid caliphs.
Tarikh-i Qom describes him as the city’s amir, which implies that he was not
a political administrator but a military commander.? Al-Tabari confirms that
Abrun was ‘an officer of the central authorities’, meaning the Abbasid cali-
phate at Baghdad. He was also the brother of Kayghalagh.*® A mid-ranking
member of the caliph’s Turkish guard, Kayghalagh mediated on behalf of the
Abbasid caliph al-Muhtadi during a troop revolt at Samarra in 256/869-70.'
Apparently the brothers were promoted for their loyalty because Kayghalagh
served as governor of Rayy from 262-264/875-878 while Abrun was set
‘over’ Qazwin (Ar., alayhd) in 266/879-880.>* Abrun was at Rayy two dec-
ades later, where he was killed in 289/902 during an uprising against the
harsh governor there.* Thus, Abrun seems to have been a soldier and Abbasid
appointee, governing the region martially.

The caliphs needed a loyal commander at Qom because al-Jibal, the

province to which it belonged, was a hotbed of revolt in the late ninth
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century. To the north, Tabaristan and Gilan spawned successive Alid rebel-
lions. Al-Jibal was overrun numerous times as the struggle of the Tahirids,
Saffarids and Samanids for control of Khurasan spilled over into neighbour-
ing provinces. To the south, the caliph had given begrudging recognition
to the Saffarids” seizure of Fars, even as Saffarid armies pressed further west
towards the very heart of the caliphate. In Jibal, the Dulafids — who ruled the
province hereditarily on behalf of the Abbasids — were showing signs of inde-
pendence.? This unrest appears to be the reason that the caliph, al-Mu‘tadid,
sent his son, al-Muktafi, in 281/894-895 to preside over the region directly.
Abrun likely assumed command of Qom at this time, just a year before his
attack on the fire temple.

Previously members of the local al-Ash‘ari family had governed Qom until
a rogue slave soldier named Wasif captured the city in 278/892.>> Muhammad
ibn Abi 1-Saj, Wasif’s master, had expelled him from Baghdad for waging
war on rival troops. When summoned to return, Wasif refused, wreaking
havoc across Khuzistan instead.*® It was apparently at this time that he seized
Qom and ruled it for three years, 279-281/892-895. The Dulafids, who
ruled most of al-Jibal on behalf of the Abbasids, were too preoccupied with
a succession crisis to immediately respond. Umar Dulafi finally fought Wasif
in 281/894-895 but could not defeat him.*”” Later that year, the Abbasid
caliph al-Mu‘tadid escorted his son, the future caliph al-Muktafi, to al-Jibal,
installing him at Rayy as governor over the northern cities of the province,
such as Qazwin and Qom. Although al-Tabari does not make the connection,
the arrival of the caliph and his son in al-Jibal may have been the reason
that Wasif suddenly and inexplicably quit Qom in 281/894-895, despite
his recent victory over Umar Dulafi.® In 282/895-896 the caliph launched
a campaign to kill the leaders of the unreliable Dulafid clan, capture their
territories and seize their wealth. That same year, Abrun, the Abbasid general,
besieged Furdujan and sacked the fire temple. Therefore, the context for that
attack is the Abbasids’ attempt to reassert authority over an unruly province.

Qom’s frequent tax revolts may also have played a role in Abrun’s assault
on the fire temple. The city had to be subjugated by the central authorities
five times in the ninth century before taxes could be collected.*” The inhabit-
ants of Qom had complained about their tax rate from the very first survey
of the land in 189/804-805. As a result, there were five more surveys in
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the ninth century and two more in the early tenth century. The residents
of Qom endured a total of eight separate tax assessments in a little over a
century.®” Abrun seized Qom in 282/895-896, just two years before the
sixth assessment. As described by Anne Lambton, the sixth assessment came
after the ‘people of Qom had complained of the extortionate treatment of
the tax-collectors who had followed one another in Qom in rapid succession,
each raising the demand’.*' Indeed, the fifty-seven years between the fifth
and sixth assessments was the longest period in the ninth century without
an adjustment of Qom’s tax burden. To make matters worse, there was a
severe drought at Rayy in 281/894-895. The resulting famine was so bad
that, according to al-Tabari, the people resorted to cannibalism.*? Since Qom
is relatively close to Rayy, it undoubtedly suffered the same famine. The
local populace’s penchant for rebellion, combined with a recent famine and
extortionate levels of taxation, suggests that the desecration of the fire temple
at Furdujan may have occurred amidst a tax revolt.

A piece of circumstantial evidence supports the assertion that Abrun
attacked the fire temple during a tax revolt. Tarikh-i Qom, the earliest surviv-
ing history of the city, notably does not contain an independent account of
Abrun’s assault. That source simply quotes information from Ibn al-Faqih’s
Kitab al-Buldan without adding any detail. It seems odd that a local his-
torian would know less about this incident than an itinerant geographer.
However, Tarikh-i Qom does preserve local lore about an instance of fire
temple desecration at Furdujan during the caliphate of Abd al-Malik, nearly

two centuries earlier.

They also say that the Muslims — in the caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn
Irags — took khardj from the people of this village [Furdujan] and warred
with them and conquered this village and broke into the fire temple. There
were two golden doors. They pried them off and carried them before Hajjaj.

He sent them to Mecca to hang at the entrance of the Ka‘ba. Only God
knows (Allahu a‘lam).?

Several elements of this story are curious. First, Muslims were not in a posi-
tion to tax Zoroastrians when they arrived in Qom, probably in 94/712-713,
after the caliphate of Abd al-Malik (65-86/685-705). Rather, the local
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Zoroastrian ruler allowed them to occupy villages in exchange for defending
the frontier.* Second, the attackers supposedly sent the temple’s golden
doors to al-Hajjaj, the Umayyad Viceroy of the East. But the first Muslims
came to Qom after instigating a revolt against al-Hajjaj at Kufa.” Therefore,
it is unlikely that they would have honoured him with such a tribute. Finally,
this tale ends with the Arabic phrase, ‘Only God knows’ (Allahu a’lam),
which is commonly used by Muslim authors to express uncertainty about
competing narratives of the same event.*

This story is more intelligible as a local memory of Abrun’s desecration
of the fire temple. By the ninth century Muslims governed Qom and could
tax Zoroastrians. In fact, the central authorities in Baghdad made the city its
own tax district in the early ninth century.” Furthermore, the inhabitants of
Qom regularly rebelled against their tax burden during Abrun’s era. Muslims
plundered goods from the temple in both stories. However, only in Tarikh-i
Qom is the loot sent to al-Hajjaj, a detail that demonstrates the attackers’
loyalty to the viceroy. Even though these attacks ostensibly occurred centu-
ries apart, they appear side by side in 7arikh-i Qom, which would explain
the author’s use of the phrase Allahu alam to express uncertainty about
competing narratives of the same event. In short, this curious report of fire
temple desecration makes more sense as a local memory, albeit confused, of
the attack on Furdujan in the late ninth century.

This incident is firmly rooted in a local context that makes its contingent
nature apparent. Religious antagonism may indeed have been a motivating
factor behind the assault on the fire temple, but it is difficult to tell from this
anecdote alone. Certainly there were broader concerns about the imposi-
tion of caliphal authority in the region and unfair rates of taxation. While
undoubtedly devastating for the Zoroastrian population of Furdujan and its
subsequent relations with the regional government, this attack should not be
seen as part of a broader history of Muslim persecution against Zoroastrians.

Its singular nature demands deeper analysis.
Inventing Fire Temple Desecration

As the previous example illustrates, Muslims sometimes invented tales of
fire temple desecration to exaggerate the numerical and political strength of

early Islamic communities in Iran. They also fabricated them to enhance the
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reputation of a town, mosque or pious ancestor. Research on the history of
Islam in South Asia has uncovered a triumphal Muslim narrative of temple
desecration. Indo-Muslim sources are replete with accounts of Muslim rulers
destroying Hindu temples to build mosques atop them. Yet most of these
accounts are highly rhetorical or difficult to substantiate. Richard Eaton
estimates that of the 60,000 temples supposedly destroyed by Muslims in
South Asia from 1192-1729, only eighty can be established with certainty.
Nevertheless, contemporary Hindu nationalists cite the higher numbers to
‘demonstrate a persistent pattern of villainy and fanaticism on the part of
premodern Indo-Muslim conquerors and rulers’.*® The fact that medieval
Muslims promoted this discourse of religious supersession only enhances the
caricature.

Muslim historians used triumphal narratives to bolster the reputation
of their rulers. Jihad was an important rallying cry in medieval South Asia
against enemies both internal and external, Muslim and non-Muslim. The
legitimacy of a ruler depended to a large extent on his success on the bat-
tlefield, and court historians were not above inventing victories for a patron.
Such tales often mention the destruction of an enemy’s shrine, because sacred
sites were emblems of political authority. Consequently, Mughal rulers even
celebrated the destruction of their Muslim rivals’ mosques!*” Sometimes these
claims were pure fabrication. A sixteenth-century Hindu temple in Andhra
Pradesh bears the inscription of a Muslim commander in the service of the
Qutb Shahs declaring that he damaged the edifice and built a mosque there.
Yet there is no surviving evidence of that attack, and another inscription at
the site claims that just five years later a representative of the same Qutb
Shahs endowed this Hindu temple with revenue from a local village.”

Since some claims of temple desecration are rhetorical, scholars must
scrutinise them to determine their reliability. They must weigh competing
narratives of an event and consider the authors” motives in constructing or
preserving them. Otherwise, they risk being duped by their own sources. In
1992, sectarian violence erupted in India over unsubstantiated claims that
the Mughal emperor Babur had destroyed a Hindu temple at Ayodhya cen-
turies earlier. Hindu nationalists, defying a court order, demolished the Babri
Masjid, the mosque that Babur supposedly built atop the ruins of a temple to
the god Ram. Riots between Hindus and Muslims ensued. The tragic irony
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is that there probably was not an ancient temple on the site. That claim first
surfaces in a nineteenth-century colonial gazetteer. What historians have
confirmed, however, is that Ayodhya developed as a centre of Ram worship
in the Mughal era and through the patronage of Muslim rulers.”’ Tales of
temple desecration, verifiable or not, have powerful resonance in the present.

In Iran, as in India, rhetorical claims of temple desecration are often
embedded in tales of mosque construction. For example, Abd Allah ibn
Amir, a Companion of the Prophet, supposedly built a mosque atop a fire
temple at Bam in 30/651-652.%% There are two stories about the origin of the
mosque in 7arikh-i Kirman, a nineteenth-century history of that province
written by Ahmad Ali Khan Vaziri. He was the descendant of a minor official
in the Qajar dynasty whose family had lived in Kirman since the twelfth
century. Although 7arikh-i Kirman is an extremely late source for such
information, Vaziri cites the Bam-nama, a lost history of the city written in
the thirteenth century by Tahir al-Din ibn Shams al-Din.”® It mentions the
destruction of the fire temple.

‘The author of the Bam-ndma says: ‘At the same time an old man, one of the
new Muslims who was completely devoted to Mansir al-Din [ibn Jaradin,
a local Muslim leader who reportedly remained in Kirman after the initial
conquest in order to convert Zoroastrians], offered a piece of gold to ‘Abd
Allih b. ‘Amir for someone to remove the fire temple and build a Friday
mosque in its place. He granted the old man’s wish to build a mosque on

four pillars. Today there is no trace of that mosque.”*

Unfortunately, the Bam-ndma is no longer extant so it is difficult to properly
contextualise this quote or to determine its reliability. By the author’s own
admission, there is not archaeological evidence to support it. The claim that a
fire temple existed on the site seems purely rhetorical.

In fact, Vaziri narrates a second story of the mosque’s origins that does
not mention a fire temple at all. As he does not cite a source, it is presumably

more recent.

[‘Abd] Allih-i ‘Amir left Mujashi‘ ibn Mas‘id with 1,000 men in Gavishir
and entered Bam on the way to Khurasan. Mansar al-Din had been in

Nasa Narmashir inviting the people to Islam but hadn’t made progress
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on account of his small entourage. He joined with ‘Abd Allah-i ‘Amir and
constructed a large compound further away from the Zoroastrians of that
district who used to vex the Muslims and speak ill of their religion. ‘Abd
Allah sent for a large group of the insurgents of that troublesome faction,
and many of the people of Bam and Narmashir entered into the glory
of Islam and built a mosque that is called the Mosque of the Honorable
Messenger. He had with him a piece of wood from the tree under which the
Believers swore allegiance to the Honorable Seal [of the Prophets], peace be
upon him. The sublime truth in the glorious Qur'an declares: “Truly God
was pleased with the believers when they swore allegiance to you under
the tree . . .” to the end of the verse [Surat al-Fath, 48:14]. He placed it in
the mibrib. Today, which is the year 1291 [1874-1875], that mosque with

the same well-known name is outside of the city of Bam.”

It is significant that in this story Abd Allah did not built the mosque on the
site of a Zoroastrian temple. Rather, he moved the small band of Muslims
further away from the Zoroastrians in order to decrease the interaction
between them. This second account better reflects the struggle of a Muslim
minority living on the eastern frontier of the Islamic world in the mid-
seventh century.*®

In this second story, the reputation of the mosque at Bam is not literally
and symbolically built on the ruins of a fire temple. Rather, the mosque’s
claim to fame is that it hosts a Prophetic relic. Local Iranian historians
boasted of similar connections to Muhammad as part of a conscious effort
to place their otherwise marginal cities within the mainstream of Islamic
history. Muslims living on the fringes of the medieval Islamic world — that
is, geographically distant from its centres of political power and religious
authority — inserted themselves into the central narrative of the faith through
religious relics, contact with the Companions, or visions of the Prophet
Muhammad. Mimi Hanaoka describes this as a discourse of ‘centering the
periphery’ in Islamic history.”

Tarikh-i Kirmin locates Bam within the central narrative of Islamic
history in two ways. First, it makes Abd Allah ibn Amir the builder of the
Mosque of the Honorable Messenger. As a Companion of the Prophet,
two-time governor of Basra and subjugator of Fars and Khurasan, Abd Allah
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had a certain cachet in early Islamic Iran. Kitab Ahval-i Nishapur ascribes
supernatural power (Ar., baraka) to him on account of his interaction with
Muhammad as a child.’® However, it is unlikely that Abd Allah ever visited
Bam, let alone constructed its first mosque. “The shaykhs of Kirman’ boasted
that he marched through their province on his way to conquer Nishapur,
and the southern route to Khurasan did pass through Kirman. However, al-
Tabari reports that Abd Allah in haste took the shorter but more dangerous
route through the deserts of eastern Iran, skirting the province.” Therefore, it
is unlikely that Abd Allah ‘entered Bam on the way to Khurasan’, as Tarikh-i
Kirman suggests, because that would have taken him in the wrong direction.
Instead, Abd Allah sent his subordinate Mujashi to conquer the city.** Yet
the notion that Abd Allah had once passed through Bam spawned the related
notion that he was buried there. In fact, Abd Allah died in Mecca.®! He may
have never visited Bam, which makes it extremely unlikely that he built its
first mosque.

Tarikh-i Kirman also places the Mosque of the Honorable Messenger in
the mainstream of Islamic history through a Prophetic relic that Abd Allah
placed in its prayer niche. In 628, the Prophet Muhammad attempted a pil-
grimage to Mecca with 1,400 of his followers but was diverted to Hudaybiyya
by hostile Meccan forces. A rumour spread that the future caliph Uthman had
been killed while negotiating on Muhammad’s behalf with the Meccans. To
prevent the Muslims from fleeing in panic, the Prophet asked them to swear
allegiance to him. Their pledge to adhere to whatever terms Muhammad
negotiated with the Meccans at Hudaybiyya became known as the Pledge
of Good Pleasure (Ar., bayat al-ridwin) because the Qur'an declared that
it pleased God.®* It was also known as the Pledge of the Tree because the
Prophet administered the oath under a tree.

Abd Allah supposedly installed a piece of that tree in the mosque at Bam.
Not only is it unlikely that he visited the city, but it is unlikely that he had
such a relic. Abd Allah was not at Hudaybiyya; he was just two years old at
the time. His father, Amir, would not become a Muslim until Muhammad
conquered Mecca in 630.% Sometime later, the second caliph Umar is sup-
posed to have felled the tree at Hudaybiyya because it became a site of
veneration.* Yet the remote probability that Abd Allah could have acquired a

piece of that tree is, in some sense, irrelevant. The intent of the ‘centering the
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periphery’ genre is to enhance the reputation of an otherwise marginal place.
A Prophetic relic installed by Abd Allah, regardless of its authenticity, serves
this function for the Mosque of the Honorable Messenger at Bam.

The story of fire temple desecration seems to have done similar work
in an earlier era. It proclaimed the triumph of Islam over Zoroastrianism at
Bam. Kirman boasted a substantial Zoroastrian population in the thirteenth
century, when the Bam-nama was likely composed. Therefore, the author of
that work, Tahir al-Din, had reason to proclaim the supersession of Islam
in his home town because Muslims were still in contact — and perhaps
competition — with Zoroastrians there. It may be that the size and influence
of the Zoroastrian community had decreased sufficiently by the nineteenth
century that the narrative of temple desecration no longer had the same
resonance for its Muslim audience.®® As it became less imperative to assert
Islam’s dominance over Zoroastrianism, a second story about the origin of
the mosque came into circulation. This revised story dropped the trope of
violence, inserting peripheral Bam into the mainstream of Islamic history
through a Prophetic relic. It was a Muslim-centred story for Bam’s increas-
ingly Muslim population. Both tales were invented to enhance the reputation

of the local mosque.
The Fire Temples of Bukhara

Three brief examples from Bukhara further illustrate the importance of
critically reading tales of desecration. All of them derive from a single source,
Tarikh-i Bukhara, the twelfth-century Persian abridgement of an Arabic
history of the city written in 332/943-944 by Muhammad ibn Ja'far al-
Narshakhi. The author alleges that Muslims confiscated several sacred sites
in that Central Asian city. The first and most credible is that Qutayba ibn
Muslim built a mosque atop a fire temple when he conquered Bukhara’s
citadel in 94/712-713.% The occupying forces secured the most defensible
spot in the city and worshipped within it, as they had done at Nishapur.*’
However, regarding the location of the mosque, the text simply states: “That
site was an idol house’ (N.P., an mawdi‘ but-khina bid).%® The idol house
mentioned here could be a Buddhist shrine rather than a Zoroastrian fire
temple.®” While certainly an act of appropriation, it is not an incontrovertible

instance of fire temple desecration.
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Villas of the Kashkathan

Scholars attribute the disappearance of fire temples in Bukhara to the rise of
mosques generally.” Yet a specific example from 7arikh-i Bukhara suggests
that economic factors may have been as pertinent. One of the more prosper-
ous groups at Bukhara was the Kashkathan. They were Magians, practitioners
of a Cental Asian cult of fire distinct from Sasanian Zoroastrianism, who
reportedly left the city rather than live alongside Muslims. The Kashkathan

built estates and several fire temples on the outskirts of town.

Muhammad ibn Ja‘far al-Narshakhi has related in the book that Qutayba
ibn Muslim came to Bukhara and seized Bukhara. He ordered the people
of Bukhara to give one half of their own houses and estates to the Arabs.
There was a tribe in Bukhara called the Kashkathan . .. Qutayba insisted
on the division of their houses and means. They left everything to the Arabs
and built 700 villas outside of the city. Nowadays those villas have become
desolate and most have become part of the city. Two or three villas, which
they call the Villas of the Magians (Pers., maghdin) have remained on that
site. Magians used to be there. The fire temples of the Magians used to
be numerous in this district. At the gate of these Magian villas used to be

lovely, verdant gardens. Their estates are extremely expensive.”!

The expanding city eventually swallowed the estates and fire temples that
were once outside its boundaries.

The value of these properties increased after the Samanids made Bukhara
their capital. The fire temples of the Kashkathan appear to have been casual-
ties of the courtiers’ desire for proximity to the ruler. According to Tarikh-i
Bukbara:

We heard the following in the days of the amir Hamid [ruled
331-343/943-954]: “The reason that the estates of the Villas of the Magians
are so expensive is that the rulers have settled in Bukhara. The slaves and
relatives of the ruler wanted to purchase those estates to the extent that the

price of each jiff of these estates became 4,000 dirhams.”?

It is unclear if the villas were already derelict. They may have been abandoned

before the tenth century as members of the dihgan class moved to the city.”
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One piece of evidence in support of that theory is that Muslims pilfered the
gates of the Kashkathan villas to expand Bukhara’s congregational mosque in
the early tenth century.”* When the congregational mosque collapsed shortly
thereafter, one of these gates was utilised in the construction of another
mosque. The repurposing of building material was not a select dishonour
reserved for Magians. Muslims at Bukhara reused their own dilapidated
structures. When the old congregational mosque in the fortress deteriorated,
it became the tax bureau.”

Thus, Tarikh-i Bukhara attributes the disappearance of the Kashkathans’
fire temples not to the rise of mosques but specifically to demand for land
during the Samanid era. Since it seems that villas and fire temples disappeared
simultaneously, this episode betrays no particular animosity toward Magians.
The drastic shift in property values also does not appear to be religiously
significant. Market forces were at work when prices rose in the tenth century
as the Samanid rulers established themselves in this district, and again when
the value of their estates dropped precipitously after the Samanid era. The
Persian translator of 7arikh-i Bukhara, Abu Nasr Ahmad al-Qubavi, declared
in 574/1178-1179, ‘In our days these estates of the Villas of the Magians
are such that they give them away for free and nobody wants [them]’.” The
vagaries of the real estate market, rather than the construction of mosques,
seem responsible for the disappearance of the fire temples of the Kashkathan
at Bukhara.

Temple of Makh

Richard Frye noted that the Mosque of Makh at Bukhara used to be a
Zoroastrian place of worship.”” It is possible, however, that the Mosque of
Makh was not built atop a fire temple at all. There are two stories about
the origins of this mosque, only one of which claims that it was the site of a
fire temple. The tale of desecration comes from Tarikh-i Bukbara. It relates
that Makh was a pre-Islamic ruler of the city who established a bazaar where

merchants could sell idols during the festival season.

This site became a fire temple thereafter. On the day of the bazaar, as soon
as the people had assembled, everyone entered the fire temple and venerated

the fire. That fire temple remained in place until the time of Islam, when the



FIRE TEMPLE DESECRATION AND TALES OF VIOLENCE | 129

Muslims seized power. They built that mosque on that site. Today it is one

of the esteemed mosques of Bukhara.”

This tale of destruction does not appear in the original History of Bukhara
written in Arabic by al-Narshakhi in the tenth century. Muhammad ibn
Zufar ibn Umar added it when he abridged the Persian translation of that
text in the twelfth century. He borrowed the story from Abu I-Hasan Abd
al-Rahman ibn Muhammad al-Nishapuri’s book, Khaza’in al-‘Ulum. That

source is now lost, so there is no telling how old the story is.”

Abd al-Karim ibn Muhammad al-Sam‘ani’s Kitab al-Ansab, a twelfth-
century biographical dictionary of hadith transmitters, preserves a different
story about the Mosque of Makh. The entry under the name al-Makhi
reads as follows: “This eponym (Ar., nisba) belongs to a man among the
Zoroastrians named Makh. He converted to Islam and turned his house
into a mosque in Bukhara. It is called the Mosque of Makh.”®* Al-Sam‘ani
attributes its origin to the willing renovation of a former Zoroastrian’s
house, not the Islamic conquest. Al-Sam‘ani travelled to Bukhara at least
twice during his lifetime to gather hadith, so his knowledge of the mosque’s
history is plausible, and he would have less reason to embellish the history
of its mosque than a local resident.’! Al-Sam‘ani died in 562/1166, before
Muhammad ibn Zufar abridged 7urikh-i Bukhara in 574/1178-1179,
meaning that his story is technically the older of the two.*> According
to Frye, the Soviet archaeologists who excavated the Mosque of Magok-
Attar dated it to the ninth century.® In general, that time frame favours
al-Sam‘ani’s tale of conversion over 7arikh-i Bukhara’s tale of conquest.
This example emphasises the importance of reading competing accounts in

juxtaposition.
Conclusion

The interpretations offered here are suggestive of the types of work that
accounts of fire temple desecration did in early Islamic history.** To propose
that some such tales from early Islamicate history have been exaggerated,
taken out of context or invented is not to deny that others may be reliable.
The appropriation of sacred space was common in Late Antiquity, and there

is archaeological evidence for the transformation of Zoroastrian temples into
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mosques, especially in later periods.*> Nevertheless, Perso-Muslim authors
preserved stories of temple desecration to demonstrate the supersession of
Islam, so scholars must contextualise even the most credible claims, consider
the writer’s intent and compare sources of information against each other.
This approach reveals that the motives for such violence were often complex
and not easily reducible to religious animosity alone, as seen in Abrun’s assault
on the fire temple near restive Qom. It also shows that Muslims sometimes
fabricated them to create a larger-than-life persona for famous progenitors
such as Ubayd Allah ibn Abi Bakra or Abd Allah ibn Amir. They used these
stories to enhance the prestige of peripheral places by inserting those places
into the mainstream of Islamic history at, for example, Bam. Tales of fire
temple desecration represent a sort of collective memory of interreligious
encounter. The medieval authors of Persian local histories generally favoured
them over tales of accommodation because they wanted to remember the
superiority of Islam and project its dominance over Zoroastrianism far into

the past.
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6

Rhetorical Zoroastrians in Early Islamic
Discourse

he Arabic term “Zoroastrians’ (majiis) frequently features in early
Islamic discourse as a synonym for ‘Other’. Muslims used it to describe
groups they perceived as pagan, heretical or deviant. Hence the following
report about ‘Zoroastrian’ Berbers occasionally appears in Islamic taxation

literature:

As for the Zoroastrians, the Messenger of God, may God bless him,
accepted jizya from the Zoroastrians of Hajar on the condition that the
meat slaughtered by them is impermissible, as is marrying their women.
When Khalid ibn al-Walid was the agent (‘4mil) of Abii Bakr, he demanded
[jizya] from the people of Irag, who were Zoroastrians, in his letter to their
Sasanian governors (mardzibatihim). ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab accepted [jizya]
from them thereafter, and after him ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan also accepted
it from them and from the Berbers, who were Zoroastrians (al-barbar

wa-kdinii majisan).!

Who were these Zoroastrian Berbers that Uthman taxed? Abu Ubayd ibn
Sallam (d. 224/838) identifies them as the Lawata people of Barqa and
the Pentapolis of Cyrenaica, in what is now Libya.? That location places
them beyond the plausible reach of Sasanian Zoroastrianism. Why, then, did
early Muslims call these Berbers “Zoroastrians’? In what ways were they like
Zoroastrians?

Previous scholars have asserted that Muslims used this descriptor to
justify accepting jizya from People without a Book — that is, adherents of
neither Judaism nor Christianity — since Umar had set that precedent with

136
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Zoroastrians (see Chapter Two).?> From a legal perspective, it relieved them
of the theoretical obligation to fight these groups because Muhammad had
taxed them. Yet it is likely that in this case the Berbers’ association with
Zoroastrianism was the result of a simple error in transmission. The following
version of the same report appears far more frequently in the early Islamic

taxation literature:

Yahya ibn Ayyub told me on the authority of Yanus ibn Yazid al-Ayli on
the authority of Ibn Shihab that the Messenger of God, may God bless him,
collected jizya from the Zoroastrians of Hajar and that ‘Umar collected
Jjizya from the Zoroastrians of Persia, and that ‘Uthman collected jizya from
the Berbers.*

In other words, the first caliphs accepted tax from Zoroastrians and Berbers —
not from Zoroastrian Berbers.

Berbers were akin to Zoroastrians in that Muslims felt the need retro-
spectively to justify taxing them. Chapter Two dealt extensively with early
jurists’ ambivalence about accepting jizya from Zoroastrians because of their
alleged lack of divinely revealed scripture. Apparently there was a similar con-
cern about Berbers, who supposedly denied the idea of prophecy.’ Although
Muslims eventually incorporated them into the caliphal tax regime, there
was evidently enough lingering doubt about their religious beliefs that a cor-
rupted report about “Zoroastrian’ Berbers could circulate in respected legal
manuals, such as Sahnun ibn Sa‘id’s (d. 240/854) al-Mudawwana al-Kubra.®
Therefore, scholars of Islam are correct to interpret the term “Zoroastrians’
as a legal designation for People without a Book because that is what it later
became, in part based on this corrupted report.

While some transmitters of hadith may have mistakenly labelled Berbers
as Zoroastrians, other Muslims deliberately applied this term to religious
and ethnic groups that they perceived as pagan, heretical or deviant. For
example, the Syrian jurist Abu Amr Abd al-Rahman ibn Amr al-Awza'i
(d. 157/774) applied it to Khazars and the people of Azerbaijan.” Centuries
later, Izz al-Din Abu I-Hasan Ali ibn al-Athir (555-630/1160—-1233) men-
tioned Zoroastrians among the Shi‘i communities of Greater Syria during
the Crusades.® With the possible exception of Azerbaijan, which was once

part of the Sasanian Empire, the correlation between these groups and actual
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Zoroastrians is doubtful. Rather, Muslims used the description rhetorically.
The enduring salience of this label across the centuries betrays a lingering
ambivalence about the exceptional status of Zoroastrians in early Islamic
society. As noted in Chapter Three, Muslims could generally accept jizya
from Zoroastrians but not marry them or consume meat slaughtered by
them. Prophetic hadith instructed Muslims to treat Zoroastrians like People
of the Book despite some uncertainty about the existence or legitimacy of
Zoroastrian scripture. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that some Muslim
authors applied the Zoroastrians’ name to other liminal groups. The label
thereby acquired a pejorative connotation, emphasising early Muslims’ mis-
givings about Zoroastrianism.

This chapter will consider three examples of rhetorical uses of the term
“Zoroastrians’ in early Islamic discourse. Muslim authors applied it to Vikings,
Qadarites and a group of converts in South Asia. None of these groups likely
had a genuine connection to Zoroastrianism, so the designation was rhetori-
cal. It was also polemical because the beliefs of these groups were considered
pagan, heretical or deviant. This label belonged to an internal Muslim dis-
course of identity construction. Only Muslims living far from Iran, without
much direct experience with Zoroastrians, tended to use it. The invocation of
this terminology in many places and across genres of literature demonstrates
that medieval Muslims remained ambivalent about the exceptional status of
Zoroastrians even as they used it to understand other marginalised peoples

and mediate interactions with them.
Rhetorical Identities in the Qur’an

At the outset, it is important to acknowledge that identities are constructed.
Religious groups often create oppositional identities in pursuit of communal
solidarity against external threats (real and perceived). The same is true of eth-
nicities, nations and a host of other political and social associations.” One can
choose a religious identity or acquire it at birth, like an ethnicity, regardless of
personal belief or self-identification. Rhetorical labelling of one’s opponents
is a common tactic of identity formation that promotes group adhesion. Such
labels assist the group in navigating interactions with outsiders who are per-
ceived as suspicious, rival or aberrant.'® Such labelling ultimately facilitates

the construction of one’s own group identity.
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There are numerous examples of rhetorical labelling in early Islamic
history. Scholars have recently emphasised the ways in which the Qur’an
constructed rhetorical identities for its audience. The Qur’an distinguishes
between believers (Ar., mu miniin) who accepted Muhammad’s message, and
polytheists — or more accurately, ‘associators’ (mushrikin) — who rejected
it. These polytheists supposedly associated (ashraka) lesser beings or objects
with God. Yet Patricia Crone has argued that the belief most commonly
condemned in the Qur’an is dabr, the notion that human life is fleeting
and death is the end thereof. The polytheists of the Qur’an, in other words,
did not necessarily believe in multiple gods or worship idols; they may have
simply rejected the idea of Resurrection and eternal recompense for the
deeds of this short life.!" Noting that accusations of polytheism are often
the product of theological debates between monotheists, Gerald Hawting
posits that the polytheists of the Qur'an were actually monotheists, prob-
ably heterodox Jews or Christians. By the time the sources of Islamic tradi-
tion were composed a century and a half after the death of the Prophet
Muhammad, Muslims had forgotten the original context of Qur’anic debates
and took its labels literally.'> Angelika Neuwirth likewise concludes that
Muhammad’s audience must have been Christian, or at least familiar enough
with Christianity to appreciate the frequent allusions to Jesus in the earliest
chapters of the Qur’an. For example, the so-called polytheists knew enough
about Christian doctrine to invoke Jesus’ claim to be the divine Son of God
against the Qur’anic claim that God is One."

Whether the ‘associators’ mentioned in the Qur'an were dabriyya,
Christians, or something else entirely, it is likely that Prophet Muhammad
had to contend with a more religiously diverse lot of Meccans than the word
‘polytheists’ connotes in its strictest sense. According to Hawting, that was
a polemical term, intended to delegitimise those who rejected Muhammad’s
message. Such exclusionary rhetoric also would have assisted Muslims in
defining themselves against their antagonists. Fred Donner has argued that
the early Islamic community used inclusionary rhetoric to create alliances
with like-minded monotheists. The first Muslims identified themselves and
their supporters as ‘believers’ (7 minin), a Qur'anic term with an unam-
biguously positive connotation.' It, too, helped early Muslims to forge an

oppositional identity vis-a-vis polytheists. These examples demonstrate that
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authors constructed rhetorical identities for a number of groups in the early

Islamicate era, and that such labels need not be taken literally.
Rhetorical Zoroastrians in Qur’an Commentaries

Although the term “Zoroastrians’ features just once in the Qur’an, rhetorical
Zoroastrians abound in early Quran commentaries. Exegesis of the opening
verses of Sirat al-Riim is a case in point. These verses foretell the Byzantines’
miraculous triumph over the (unnamed) Sasanians in what must be the
Perso—Roman War of 602—628. According to the exegetes, the Muslims
favoured the Byzantines in this conflict because they were both People
of the Book. The Meccans, on the other hand, supported the Sasanians.
(Although certainly a convenient literary device in this context, the pur-
ported Sasanian—Meccan alliance might also reflect actual Persian influence
in Arabia before the rise of Islam, as noted in Chapter Two.") The Meccans
taunted the Muslims after the Sasanians’ early victories, which included the
conquest of Jerusalem in 614. In response, God revealed the first five verses
of Surat al-Rim, prophesying that the Byzantines would be victorious after
a few years. These verses comforted and eventually vindicated Muhammad’s
followers, as the Byzantines’ fortunes miraculously reversed after 622 and
Heraclius triumphed over the Sasanians.'®

In the course of their exegesis, Qur'an commentators alternately described
the Sasanians as Zoroastrians, illiterates or idol worshippers, depending on
their exegetical needs. When merely seeking to identify the Persians’ reli-
gion, the commentators called them “Zoroastrians’ (majis)."” However, when
the intent was to highlight the affinity between Muslims and Byzantines as
People of the Book, Zoroastrians became ‘illiterates’ (ummiyyin) — People
without a Book."® Finally, if the commentator wished to emphasise the fact
that the ‘infidel’ Meccans (kuffir) were allied with the Persians, Sasanians
were ‘idol worshippers’ (@badat al-awthan) or ‘polytheists’ (mushrikin)."”
It was not that the exegetes were unsure about the nature of the Persians’
religion; their diction was deliberate. Qur'an commentators consciously
chose words to fit their exegetical objectives. That much is obvious in their
attempt to connect the Byzantines’ victory over the Sasanians to the Muslims’
triumph over the Meccans. Most commentators insisted that both events

occurred simultaneously, but they could not agree whether it was on the day
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of Badr or Hudaybiyya.?® The precise date of the victories was less important
than their synchronisation. Likewise, rhetorical Persians could be anything
from illiterates to idolaters. The fact that such disparaging terms could be
synonyms for ‘Zoroastrians’ reveals the extent of early Muslim ambivalence
about Zoroastrianism.

Qur'an commentators invented other rhetorical Zoroastrians. Sarah
Bowen Savant has described the process by which early Muslim exegetes trans-
formed Cain, the infamous son of Adam and Eve, into a proto-Zoroastrian.*'
Islamic tradition, like Jewish and Christian traditions, remembers Cain (Qdibil)
as the first murderer. Cain killed his brother Abel (Habil) out of jealousy after
God accepted Abel’s sacrificial offerings but not Cain’s. According to a report
in Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari’s (d. 310/923) Tarikh al-rusul
wa-l-mulitk, Satan (Iblis) deceived Cain, telling him that God had consumed
Abel’s sacrifice with fire because Abel had tended the fire. Satan urged Cain
to do likewise. Thus, Cain built a fire temple and became the first human to
worship fire. Savant notes that Muslims obviously had some familiarity with
the importance of fire in Zoroastrianism, but ‘their general ignorance made
it possible for them to entertain such a damning tradition, which inserted a
Zoroastrian practice into prophetic history and washed out earlier Iranian
ideas about fire.””* Cain’s proto-Zoroastrian innovations reportedly extended
beyond fire worship. He refused to bury Abel’s body, leaving it exposed to
the elements — hence the Zoroastrians’ practice of exposing corpses. Cain also
preferred to marry his twin sister rather than Abel’s sister, an allusion to the
Late Antique Zoroastrian practice of consanguineous marriage.”” Through
clever exegesis and subtle insinuation, the world’s first murderer became the

inspiration behind Zoroastrianism.
“Zoroastrian’ Vikings in Early Islamic Iberia

Vikings, or Norsemen, were rhetorical Zoroastrians in early Islamic Iberia.
In 230/844, Vikings raided the Iberian Peninsula. Sailing from Scandinavia,
they plundered the Umayyad emirate of al-Andalus. After fighting three bat-
tles in the Tagus River estuary with forces dispatched by the Muslim governor
of Lisbon, Vikings sailed up the Guadalquivir River. They pillaged Seville for
several days. The Umayyad ruler, Abd al-Rahman II (r. 206-238/822-852),

sent troops against them, killing 1,000 Scandinavians and imprisoning
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400 more. The remainder fled. Fourteen years later, however, they returned
to Iberia. The Vikings sacked Algeciras, torching its congregational mosque.
For three years they harried the coasts of the Iberian Peninsula, including
Pamplona, where they captured the Basque amir in 245/859. (He subse-
quently ransomed himself for a hefty sum.) A century later, in 355/966,
Norsemen attacked Lisbon again. Muslim forces, dispatched from Seville,
met them on land and at sea. Both sides suffered heavy casualties before
the Vikings retreated. In 360/971, the Umayyad navy repelled the last
Scandinavian raid on the west coast of Iberia, and Muslim forces deterred
their final landing a year later.?

Almost without exception, Andalusi Arabic sources call these Vikings
“Zoroastrians’. Why? What was the significance of this term? According to
Arne Melvinger, it meant something akin to ‘pagans’, people who are neither
Jews nor Christians.” The Andalusi author Ibn Hayyan (377-469/987-1076)
describes as ‘Norman Zoroastrians’ (al-majiis al-urdumdiniyyin) the perpetra-
tors of the final assault on Iberia in 360-361/971-972.%¢ They launched it
from Normandy, where the Treaty of St Clair had ceded them territory in
911. Although Scandinavians initially held indigenous Nordic beliefs, many
of them became Christians. A thirteenth-century Arabic source claims that
Abd al-Rahman II dispatched an ambassador to the Vikings after their first
raid in 230/844. This envoy reported that Norsemen used to be Zoroastrians
but now mostly professed Christianity. A few still held to their original
beliefs, which supposedly included fire worship and consanguineous marriage.
Melvinger admits that the mention of consanguineous marriage is suspicious,
but attributes it to ‘a misunderstanding on the Arabic side’ because Norse
religion ‘reminded the Arabs of that of the Persian Zoroastrians’.”” It seems
more likely, however, that Muslims attributed genuine Zoroastrian doctrines
to rhetorical Zoroastrians. For instance, they claimed that the Berbers who
established Fez built a fire temple there because they were Zoroastrians.”

Twelfth-, thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Muslims ascribed fire wor-
ship and the burning of corpses to northern Europeans. Muslims called them
Zoroastrians because ‘the Arabic authors were thinking about the religion in
which fire in some form played a prominent part’.?” It was a false association.
Fire is a pure element in the Good Religion, representative of the divine pres-

ence, but Zoroastrians did not worship it. Although fire has some resonance
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in Nordic mythology, Vikings did not venerate it either.** Muslim authors
may have ascribed fire worship to Scandinavians simply because the latter
hailed from the frozen climes of the north. For example, the tenth-century
Muslim geographer Ibn al-Faqih (fl. 290/903) alleges that the bitter cold of
Central Asia prompted Zoroaster to venerate fire.! The funerary practices of
many northern and eastern Europeans did involve cremation, at least accord-
ing to several Muslim geographers.” But the corpse is a source of pollution
in the Good Religion, and priests endeavoured not to contaminate the sacred
flame. Therefore, it is erroneous to associate cremation with Zoroastrianism
in the medieval period.

By contrast, authors from the eastern Islamic world seldom called
Norsemen ‘Zoroastrians’. Muslim geographers tended to use ethnonyms
when describing northern European fire worshippers who cremated their
dead.?® The Abbasid ambassador, Ahmad ibn Fadlan, for instance, does not
describe Vikings as Zoroastrians even though he witnessed their burning
of a funeral pyre.** Abu Hamid al-Gharnati (d. 565/1169), who was raised
in Iberia but spent considerable time in the eastern Islamic world before
travelling throughout northern Europe, also does not use the term majis.> It
seems that only Muslims who had little or no direct experience with Persian
Zoroastrians did so.

Nevertheless, some eastern geographers were aware of the rhetorical label.
Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn al-Husayn al-Mas‘udi (d. 345/956) noted that Andalusi
Muslims called the Vikings “Zoroastrians’, but he identified them as Rss.® The
early Muslim geographer Abu al-Abbas Ahmad al-Ya‘qubi (d. ¢. 292/905),
who never made it further west than Egypt, utilised both terms.

To the west of the city that is called al-Jazira [Algeciras] is a city called
Ishbiliyya [Seville] on the great river. It is the river of Qurtuba [Cordoba]
through which the Zoroastrians — who are called Riis — entered in the year

229[/843]. They enslaved and plundered and burned and killed.?”

The ethnic descriptor Ris was more commonly used in the eastern Islamic
world to describe Vikings. The term ‘“Zoroastrians’ must have had a rhe-
torical value for Andalusi Muslims that Ris lacked because Ann Christys has
documented its regular use in the Maghrib to denote Vikings specifically and

pagan outsiders generically.?®
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Robert Brunschvig argued decades ago that “Zoroastrians’ was a legal des-
ignation. He asserted that Andalusi Muslims labelled Vikings so because the
jurist al-Awza‘i (d. 157/774) deemed all heathens to be Zoroastrians legally.
Since al-Awza‘i’s short-lived school of law established itself in al-Andalus
after the Islamic conquest of the early eighth century, Brunschvig posited
that Muslims used the term to justify their peace treaty with pagan Vikings.*
However, it is unlikely that they had such a treaty. A single thirteenth-
century source contains the second-hand testimony of an ambassador sent by
Abd al-Rahman 1II to the Vikings after their first raid on Iberia in the ninth
century.”” Melvinger rejected Brunschvig’s hypothesis on the grounds that
Malik ibn Anas’ disciples had arrived in Iberia by the early ninth century and
had begun to supplant al-Awza‘i’s legal school (madhhab). Melvinger fails to
note, however, that Malik also considered all non-Arabs without a Book to
be ‘Zoroastrians’.*!

Mikel de Epalza has attempted to revive Brunschvig’s legal explanation
on the grounds that Andalusi Muslims sometimes referred to Basques as
Zoroastrians. For example, Badr, the Muslim governor of Zaragosa, led an
expedition up the Ebro Valley to the frontier (¢haghr) of Castile in 150/767.
After he conquered the city of Alava, its inhabitants paid jizya. Thereafter,
Badr ‘ordered all the men from that area to be examined and the most intel-
ligent to be selected, and those in the #haghr in whom bad intentions were
found, he took with him’.** Since the pagan population of Alava had no
Christian clergy to represent them, de Epalza believes that Badr had to test
their beliefs in order to determine their tax status. Later Andalusi Muslims
called them ‘Zoroastrians’ on account of their unknown religion.” However,
that term does not appear in this source, and Badr reportedly imposed jizya
on the inhabitants of the city before testing them. Furthermore, the explicit
purpose of the test was to select the most capable people — perhaps to serve in
the administration — and to identify potential troublemakers on the frontier.
While the Arabic word “Zoroastrians’ was used at times to identify people
and places in the Basque country, it usually described people who remained
beyond the borders of al-Andalus and, by extension, beyond the reach of
Islamic law.* Therefore, it cannot be a strictly legal designation.

All of these theories have some merit, but none fully explains Andalusi

Muslims’ penchant for labelling outsiders as “Zoroastrians’. A more
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comprehensive explanation is that majis was a rhetorical term for pagan
or unfamiliar ‘Others’. Caroline Stone and Paul Lunde stress that ninth-
century Muslims did not know who the Norsemen were, nor whence they
came.” Later, even as they gained deeper understanding, authors writ-
ing in Arabic ‘continued to place Vikings just beyond the limits of the
familiar world’.* Eastern Muslim authors, who would have been most
acquainted with Persian Zoroastrians, tended not to use this rhetorical
label. They preferred more precise ethnonyms, such as Ris. Although the
word “Zoroastrians’ may have had a legal connotation in certain contexts,
Scandinavians and Basques were generally not subject to Islamic law, so
that cannot be its sole significance. It is more accurate to state that Andalusi
Muslims applied this term to groups that were perceived as unfamiliar or
pagan. In medieval Iberia, “Zoroastrians’ was a rhetorical description of the

early Islamic Other.
“Zoroastrian’ Qadarites in Early Islamic Theology

‘The Sunan of Abu Da’ud contains two reports that use the term “Zoroastrians’
rhetorically to describe Qadarites (gadariyya), or Muslims who believed in

free will.

‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Abi Hazim told us saying: I was told about fate (manan)
by my father on the authority of Ibn ‘Umar on the authority of the Prophet,
may God bless him. He said: The Qadarites are the Zoroastrians of this
community (umma). If they are ill, do not visit them, and if they die, do

not attend their funerals.?
The polemical intent of this comparison is more apparent in a related report:

The Messenger of God, may God bless him, said: Every community (umma)
has Zoroastrians. The Zoroastrians of this community are those who say,
“There is no predestination’ (/4 qadara). Whoever among them dies, do not
attend his funeral. Whoever among them becomes ill, do not visit them.
They are the sect of the Antichrist (shi ‘at al-dajjil), and verily God will link
them with the Antichrist (yulbiqu bi-I-dajjal).*®

Not only were Qadarites rhetorical Zoroastrians, but also partisans of the
Antichrist, the sinister foe of the Believers whom the Rightly Guided One
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(al-Mahdi) will vanquish at the Last Day.* The Sunni hadith collections are
replete with similar condemnations of Qadarites and their doctrines.

Such reports reflect a significant theological debate in the later
Umayyad period about the limits of human agency. To what extent does
God determine (gadara) an individual’s behaviour? For piety-minded
Muslim theologians, the implications of the answer were potentially pro-
found. Qadarites, who believed that humans had free will, argued that if
God dictates human behaviour then He is the author of sin. Instead, they
believed that humans were responsible for their own deeds. The Qadarites’
rivals, whom they deemed Jabrites (Mujbira or Jabriyya), held that God
predetermined human behaviour. If humans could act independently of
the divine will, Jabrites claimed, then He is not sovereign. They rejected the
notion that humans are co-creators with Him. The Jabrites labelled their
opponents ‘Qadarites’ because they arrogated to themselves the power of
self-determination (gadar). According to Josef van Ess, the leading scholar
in this field, that term was ‘always derogatory, never applied to oneself’.*® It
had rhetorical resonance.

Although the contest between the Qadarites and the Jabrites was ‘the
first proper theological dispute in Islamic history’, it also had a political
dimension.”' Leading members of the Umayyad dynasty were frequently
accused of questionable behaviour, and politically minded Qadarites argued
that impious rulers might be rightfully deposed.”” The Umayyad caliphs,
for their part, believed that God had appointed them to govern the Muslim
community. Although imperfect, they were His deputies on earth.” Muslims
therefore ought not to overthrow the caliph, even for reprehensible behaviour.
The Umayyads found in the doctrine of gadar (that is, divine determination
of acts) sufficient reason to ignore the grievances of their numerous critics.
Khalid Yahya Blankinship notes that the Umayyads’ theology, though self-
serving, may not have been entirely disingenuous. In addition to justifying
the political status quo, predestinarian arguments piously affirmed God’s
absolute sovereignty.>*

Opponents of the dynasty naturally gravitated towards the Qadarites,
promoting free will as an implicit critique of Umayyad abuses of power.
The two centres of Qadarite thought were Basra and Damascus. The
Umayyad caliphs Abd al-Malik (r. 65-86/685-705) and his son, Hisham
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(r. 105-125/724-743), attempted to suppress the movement by executing
Qadarite leaders in both places.”” Steven Judd emphasises that the caliphs
did not target Qadarites like Ghaylan al-Dimashgqi for political crimes; they
were tried and executed for heresy.”® As a result of their harsh tactics, free
will became a rallying cry in the revolt that toppled Hisham’s chosen suc-
cessor, al-Walid II. The new caliph, Yazid III, embraced the Qadarites who
had brought him to power but died shortly thereafter. Most Qadarites fled
to Basra when Marwan II defeated Yazid’s chosen successor and became
caliph.”” The Abbasid Revolution toppled Marwan II and put an end to the
Umayyad dynasty of Damascus in 132/750.

Since the debate over free will and predestination began in the Umayyad
period, the previously cited reports, in which the Prophet Muhammad com-
pares Qadarites to Zoroastrians, are anachronistic. Jabrites often articulated
their theological positions in prophetic sayings, whose #snads (chains of trans-
mission) van Ess traces to second-/eighth-century Medina.’®® Why might

Jabrites have called Qadarites “Zoroastrians’> What was the implication?
Qadarites as Heretics

Mohsen Zakeri, a scholar who has written about the persistence of Sasanian
institutions in early Islamic Iran, takes this comparison as evidence of
Zoroastrian influence on the Qadarite movement. He contends that Abu
Yunus Sinawayh al-Uswari, a Persian convert to Islam from Zoroastrianism,
taught the doctrine of free will to Ma‘bad ibn Abd Allah al-Juhani. Ma‘bad
was later executed by the Umayyad caliph Abd al-Malik for heresy, thereby
becoming the first Qadarite martyr.” For Zakeri, the hadith reports reveal the
Zoroastrian inspiration behind Qadarite theology.®® Yet Zakeri’s interpreta-
tion disregards the obvious polemical intent of these prophetic sayings. Van
Ess argues that the comparison was originally rhetorical, and later Muslims
took it literally by mistake.®!

Other scholars have understood these reports to mean that Qadarites,
like Zoroastrians, were dualists because both attributed evil to a source other
than God.®* According to this logic, Qadarites believed that humans or Satan
bore responsibility for sin in the same manner that Zoroastrians blamed
Ahriman, the deity of chaos, darkness and deceit. That is certainly how

Abu Da’ud understood the comparison.®® This interpretation is problematic,
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however, because medieval Muslim philosophers of religion generally did not
classify Zoroastrians as dualists.** Additionally, this argument only explains
the first half of each report, which likens Qadarites to Zoroastrians. If the
term ‘Zoroastrians’ in this context is simply a synonym for ‘dualists’, then
what of the Prophet’s injunction in the second half of each report about not
attending their funerals or visiting their sick?

According to the heresiographer Abd al-Qahir ibn Tahir al-Baghdadi
(d. 429/1037), several Companions of the Prophet sought to ostracise the

Qadarites on account of their beliefs.

In the time of the later Companions there arose the divergent views of the
Qadarites (Qadariyya) as to predestination and free will . . . Among the later
Companions who differed from [the Qadarites] was ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar,
Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah, Abit Hurayra, Ibn ‘Abbas, Anas ibn Malik, ‘Abd Allah
ibn Abi Awfi, and ‘Uqgbah ibn ‘Amir al-Juhani and their contemporaries.
These enjoined their successors not to greet the Qadariyya, nor to pray over

their bodies, and not to visit their sick.®

In other words, certain Companions restricted contact with the Qadarites
because of the latter’s deviant theology. Like the restrictions on interacting
with Zoroastrians discussed in Chapter Three, these legal disabilities became
embedded in prophetic sayings.

By the Abbasid era, the word ‘Qadarites’ came to mean ‘heretics’.
Mu‘tazilites (Mu ‘tazila) were the theological heirs of the Qadarites. They
shared some Qadarite views, including the individual’s responsibility for
his or her actions, although they were more concerned about defending the
notion of a created Qur’an. Early Abbasid caliphs, particularly al-Ma’mun,
patronised Mu'‘tazili theology but it slowly fell out of favour during and after
the reign of al-Mutawakkil. In that brief interval, Mu‘tazilites supported a
theological litmus test (mibhna) among scholars to suppress the idea that the
Qur’an existed co-eternally with God. Partisans of Hadith (ah! al-hadith),
such as the influential jurist Ahmad ibn Hanbal, furiously resisted this inqui-
sition. They eventually triumphed and discredited Mu'tazilites by comparing
them to Qadarites. Partisans of Hadith accused Mu'tazilites of making every
person the creator of his or her own actions (khdiliq al-af'il), whereas God

was the only true Creator. To subscribe to the doctrine of free will became
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heresy. Thus, Mu'‘tazilites were keen to avoid the accusation that they were
Qadarites.*

Like Zoroastrians, Mu'tazilites and Qadarites were perceived as theologi-
cally deviant. As noted in Chapter Three, most jurists prohibited Muslims
from marrying Zoroastrians or eating meat slaughtered by them because
these privileges were reserved for People of the Book. Muslims were not
to interact with Zoroastrians on the same basis as they did with Jews and
Christians. In the case of Mu‘tazilites, the prohibitions were different but the
exclusionary intent was the same. Partisans of Hadith should not care for sick
Mu'tazilites or mourn their dead because these condolences were reserved for
orthodox Muslims. While heterodox Muslims could not be excluded entirely
from society, they warranted ostracism on account of their beliefs. Every
community has groups that do not truly belong, the Prophet reportedly said.
Qadarites and Mu‘tazilites were the rhetorical Zoroastrians of the Muslim

community. Thus, Jabrites could not enjoy unbridled association with them.
“Zoroastrian’ Converts in Early Islamic India

A final example, from South Asia, exemplifies three potential meanings of the
polyvalent term “Zoroastrians’ — pagan, heretical and deviant. In the tenth
century, the Fatimid chief judge al-Nu‘man ibn Muhammad described a
group of Sindi converts to Islam as Zoroastrians. Sind was at that time the
easternmost province of the Islamic world, encompassing the upper Indus
River Valley.®” Although Muslims had conquered Sind in the eighth century,
Isma‘ili missionaries were the first to make a concerted effort to proselytise
there.%

The first missionary (4 %) arrived in Sind from Yemen in 270/883. The
Isma‘ili mission then disappears from the sources until 341/953, when news
reached the Fatimid caliph al-Mu'izz (r. 341-365/953-975) in Cairo that
the mission leader was allowing converts in the city of Multan to maintain
some of their previous practices, which were supposedly incompatible with
Islam. The accusation against him appears in al-Nu‘man’s Book of Audiences

and Proceedings (Kitdb al-majilis wa-l-musayarat):

One of the missionaries (du dt) was in a remote location in a distant region

proselytizing on behalf of the Friends of God [i.e., the Shi‘i Imams] . . .
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Most of its people are Zoroastrians but Islam had spread among them
previously. The Commander of the Faithful, al-Mu‘izz li-Din Allah, heard
that this last missionary had caused mischief among them. Specifically, [the
missionary] proselytized many of the Zoroastrian people (‘dlaman kathiran

min al-majiis) who kept their religion and did not convert to Islam.*

Apparently the mission leader did not require these new Muslims to entirely
abandon their old lifestyles. The source complains about several specific acts
that he tolerated.

He let them continue doing things forbidden by God, which they deem
lawful; they used to deem lawful that which God prohibited. They prac-
ticed consanguineous marriage and consumed that which is unlawful to
drink and eat, transgressing thereby the limits of God (Tarakahum ‘ali ma
hum ‘alayhi yastabillina min mabarim Allah ma kini yastahillina mimma
naha Allahu ‘anbu ma kina ya‘'malina min nikih dhawait al-mabarim
wa-l-tandwul ma la yabullu min al-mashirib wa-l-mati‘im ta'‘addiyyan

minhu bi-hudid Allah).”°

Al-Mu'‘izz determined to remove the mission leader from his post, but the
man died before the caliph could act.

Scholars have debated the meaning of “Zoroastrians’ in this context.
Abbas Hamdani reads it literally, asserting that Buddhists and Zoroastrians
inhabited Multan.”! However, the rhetorical intent is obvious from the fact
that these putative Zoroastrians are called ‘polytheists’ (mushrikin) elsewhere
in the text.”> While not excluding the possibility that there may have been
actual Zoroastrians in Sind, Samuel Stern contends that the term must be ‘a
vague denomination for Hindus’.”> Derryl Maclean concurs but notes that
the sun cult at Multan had Zoroastrian roots. Therefore, he speculates that
perhaps Muslims ‘applied [the term] to the Hindus of Upper Sind due to the
prominence of the Multan sun-temple’.”* These interpretations do not seem
to fully appreciate the polemical significance of this label.

Al-Nu‘man was a Cairene judge who may have known very little about
South Asian religions. Therefore, it is possible that the term “Zoroastrians’ is a
rhetorical descriptor for pagans — people whose beliefs are unrecognised by the
author. In that sense, both Hindus and Buddhists could be ‘Zoroastrians’, as
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were Vikings and Basques. Two sources related to the Umayyad conquest of
Sind (89-92/708-711) state that the commander, Muhammad ibn al-Qasim
al-Thaqafl, taxed the population at al-Rur after comparing their temple (Ar.,
budd) to houses of worship built by Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians.””
Of these three groups, surely Zoroastrians were the all-important precedent
for extending dhimma to the adherents of a religion not sanctioned by the
Qur’an. After all, the Good Religion was the original exception. Even if
such reports project later legal opinion into the past, as Yohanan Friedmann
has argued, they demonstrate that early Muslims in Sind compared People
without a Book to Zoroastrians.”

The meaning of “Zoroastrians’ in this context need not be limited to
paganism. The term also connotes unorthodox belief, as it did when applied
to the gadariyya. Maclean has argued that it was the spread of heresy in Sind,
rather than the disregard for Islamic norms, that most worried the authorities
in Cairo. The mission leader had apparently taught his converts that the
Fatimids were not Imams in their own right but mere caliphs, successors to
the Imams, and that the seventh Imam would return as a messianic figure
(al-Qd’im) to inaugurate the end of the world during al-Mu‘izz’s reign.”’
The spread of this subversive doctrine undoubtedly troubled the Fatimids as
much as the marital customs and dietary practices of recent converts.

There are other interpretive possibilities here. Considering the source’s
emphasis on the improper practice of Islam among proseltyes, the word
al-majiss implies deviancy. Al-Nu‘man accused them of consanguineous
marriage and the consumption of unlawful food and beverage. As noted
in Chapter Three, Muslims extensively debated whether they could marry
Zoroastrians or eat meat slaughtered by them. Most jurists prohibited it. The
Fatimid authorities were keen to discredit and replace the missionary but
hesitated because of his popularity in Sind. Accusations of permissiveness
with regard to these issues in particular may have justified his removal. Or, as
with Vikings, this source may have falsely attributed actual Zoroastrian prac-
tices to rhetorical Zoroastrians. Consanguineous marriage, the Late Antique
practice of marrying close kin, was odious to some Muslims because it vio-
lated the degrees of familial separation between marriage partners enjoined by
the Qur’an (4:23).7® The behaviour of these converts, whatever their identity,

was deviant by Islamic standards.
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It seems unlikely that the “Zoroastrians’ in this case married close kin. The
Chachnama, a thirteenth-century chronicle about the conquest of Sind, hints
that consanguineous marriage was unacceptable in that region before the
advent of Islam. It reports an incident prior to Muhammad ibn al-Qasim’s
arrival in which a local ruler lost the support of his subjects after marrying
his sister.”” The king had wed her reluctantly, in order to avoid the fulfilment
of a dire prophecy, so the text does not appear to sanction the practice. (This
story resonates in some ways with the hadith about the Zoroastrians’ lost
book, narrated by Ali in Chapter Two.) The Chachnama is a later source that
may reflect inaccurate or anachronistic views of South Asia in an attempt to
justify the Umayyad conquest. But the sober, near-contemporary Muslim
observer of Indian religions, Abu Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Biruni
(362-442/973-1050), also notes that Hindus did not condone consanguine-
ous marriage.® Therefore, it may be that al-Nu‘man was imposing on these
“Zoroastrians’ the contemptible practices of their Persian namesakes for rhe-

torical reasons.
Conclusion

As these three examples attest, medieval Muslims used the term ‘Zoroastrians’
to describe Others — groups perceived as pagan, heretical or deviant. This
nomenclature facilitated the construction of an oppositional identity. It
allowed Muslims to define themselves against outsiders — Vikings, Qadariyya
and Sindi converts — while expressing ambivalence about the status of
Zoroastrians in early Islamic society. Zoroastrians were People without a
Book who should be treated like People of the Book in some ways (taxation)
but not in others (marriage and meat). Thus, it was logical for Muslims to
compare other suspicious, threatening or marginal groups to them. Scholars
must consider the obvious rhetorical and pejorative significance of the term
“Zoroastrians’ in these contexts. The Muslim authors making the compari-
son often had little direct knowledge of the Good Religion. Indeed, each
example in this chapter emanates from a time and place in which there were
few, if any, actual Zoroastrians: Umayyad Spain, eighth-century Medina
and Fatimid Cairo. The fact that Muslims living far from Iran recognised
Zoroastrians as quintessentially Other meant that they could include or
exclude additional groups by extending the metaphor. Thus, the Umayyad
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conqueror of Sind invoked Zoroastrians to protect South Asian places of
worship while a Cairene judge did so to dissociate the Fatimids from deviant
converts in the same region.

Comparisons of this sort were often unflattering but rhetorical. Early
Muslims produced and consumed them as part of an internal discourse of
identity formation and maintenance. While the polemical connotations of
the term “Zoroastrians’ certainly betray a lingering ambivalence about the
Good Religion and its adherents, Muslims were ambivalent because their
progenitors had taxed Zoroastrians without recognising them as People of the
Book. Thus, Zoroastrians enjoyed the status of protected people despite their
lack of — at least according to Islamic standards — a divinely inspired scripture.
Therefore, the disparaging rhetoric of early Islamic discourse demonstrates
a simultaneous recognition of and discomfort with the exceptional place of

Zoroastrians in early Islamic society.
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Conclusion
An Ambivalent Accommodation

ust a decade ago, the contemporary relevance of some of the issues treated

in this book — from the taxation of Zoroastrians to their legal status
in medieval Islamdom — may not have been readily apparent to the non-
specialist. However, their significance and, indeed, their urgency, became
undeniable with the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in 2014.
ISIS emerged from the aftermath of the United States’ invasion of Iraq in
2003 and the eruption of the Arab Spring in Syria in 2011. The organisa-
tion’s complex history, including its evolution from al-Qaeda in Iraq to the
Islamic State of Iraq and the latter’s fraught relationship with the Nusra
Front, a militia fighting in Syria’s civil war, has been documented elsewhere
and will not be repeated here.! Suffice it to say that Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,
previously leader of the Islamic State of Iraq, attempted to siphon fighters
from the Nusra Front by declaring the creation of ISIS to coordinate attacks
in both countries. He also opened a new front in the Islamic State’s insur-
gency against the Iraqi government by ordering the invasion of northern Iraq
from Syria.?

In June 2014, ISIS came roaring across the Syrian border into Iraq.
Thus began a brutal campaign of conquest, rape and enslavement of the local
population in the process of creating a caliphate. ISIS fighters descended on
the Kurdish region of Sinjar (Shingal in Kurdish), massacring men and raping
women. Survivors fled to the mountains for protection. Between August and
September, the forces of the Islamic State displaced approximately 100,000
people, killing an estimated 5,000 men and enslaving 7,000 women in the

process.’ The Iraqi army, trained and equipped by the United States, fled in

159



160 | ZOROASTRIANS IN EARLY ISLAMIC HISTORY

fear. The Obama Administration began airstrikes against ISIS in the name
of humanitarian intervention, which quickly expanded beyond their stated
purpose of protecting Kurds into a full-scale war against ISIS to prevent it
from toppling the Iraqi government.

ISIS justified the violence against the Kurds of Sinjar in religious terms.*
Its fighters claimed that Yazidi Kurds lacked a divinely revealed religion and
were therefore undeserving of the protection that Muslims have historically
afforded to Jews and Christians. Yazidis, who call themselves Ezedi, are mon-
otheistic. They claim to be proselytes of a twelfth-century Sufi Muslim from
Lebanon, Adi ibn Musafir al-Umawi. Their beliefs also include ideas that are
akin to but distinct from Persian Zoroastrianism.” Yazidis, in other words,
practice an indigenous religion that incorporates elements of many traditions
and is consequently difficult to categorise. Nevertheless, ISIS deemed Yazidis
to be devil worshippers who could be legitimately killed and enslaved.

Scholars of Islamic law had more or less universally disavowed slavery by
the early twentieth century, often under pressure from European imperial-
ists.® Nevertheless, an issue of Dabiq, 1SIS’s monthly magazine, justified the
group’s revival of slavery as a precondition for the apocalyptic return of
the Mahdi and the end of the world.” To refute ISIS’ tendentious claims,
experts in Islamic law from around the world — whether trained in religious
seminaries or holding doctorates from secular universities — signed an open
letter to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, which appeared on the Internet in September
2014. Posted in Arabic and English, it is a point-by-point indictment of the
Islamic State’s behaviour and a rebuttal of its attempt to speak on behalf of
all Muslims.® More than 100 Muslim scholars from the Middle East and
North Africa, South and Central Asia, North America and Europe signed it,
including the highest-ranking religious authorities in countries as diverse as
Egypt, Uzbekistan and Malaysia.

In his declaration of the caliphate on 1 July 2014, al-Baghdadi pro-
claimed that he was open to correction if he erred as caliph. Thus, the Open
Letter begins with an invitation to him and his followers to repent and trust
in God’s mercy. It then outlines the many ways that the Islamic State had
deviated from Islamic norms, quoting the Qur’an, hadith and legal prec-
edents as evidence. It addresses twenty-four points of error, such as the killing

of non-combatants, mistreatment of Jews and Christians, denial of women’s
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rights, revival of slavery and mutilation of corpses. These scholars further
criticised followers of the Islamic State for their limited understanding of
Arabic, penchant for oversimplifying complex legal issues, and application of
doctrine without regard to circumstance. At seventy-six pages in the English
translation, the Open Letter is a fairly comprehensive critique.

Section 11 of the Open Letter decries ISIS’s treatment of Yazidis. It does
so by comparing Yazidis to Zoroastrians. The section is quoted here in its
entirety, divided into sections with the most pertinent passages underlined

for easier analysis.

You fought the Yazidis under the laws of jihad but they neither fought you
nor Muslims. You accused them of worshipping Satan and gave them the
choice to either be killed or forcibly convert to Islam. You killed hundreds
of them and buried them in mass graves. You were the reason for the death
and suffering of hundreds of others, and had it not been for Americans’ and
Kurds’ intervention tens of thousands of their women, men, elders, and

children would have been killed. These are all abominable crimes.

From the legal perspective of Islamic law (shari‘a) they are Zoroastrians based

on the saying of the Prophet, peace be upon him: ‘Follow the custom of the
People of the Book with them.” Thus they are People of the Book. The Most
High God says: ‘Truly those who believe, and those who are Jewish, and the
Sabi’ans, and the Christians, and the Zoroastrians and the polytheists—God
will indeed judge between them on the Day of Resurrection. Assuredly God
is witness of all things.” (Al-Hajj, 22:17). On the basis of the previous hadith,

many of the scholars among the pious forebearers (‘ulama’ al-salaf al-salibh)

regarded them [Yazidis] as Zoroastrians for legal purposes.

The Umayyads even considered Hindus and Buddhists to be Protected
People (ahl al-dhimma). Al-Qurtubi said: ‘Al-Awza‘i said: “Jizya is taken

from the worshipper of an idol or of fire or the unbeliever or disbeliever”.

The school of Malik [does] likewise, for it was his opinion that jizya is taken
from all types of polytheism (shirk) and unbelief, Arab or non-Arab . ..

except the apostate (al-murtadd).”*°

The Open Letter criticises the killing and displacement of Yazidis on the
grounds that they are legally Zoroastrians. It urges the Islamic State to follow
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the custom of the People of the Book with Yazidis because that is what the
first generations of Muslims determined to do with Zoroastrians.

The Open Letter endorses many of the conclusions reached in this book.
Its authors cite the Qur’an when referring to Zoroastrians but emphasise that
it is on the basis of hadith that followers of the Good Religion warranted the
custom of the People of the Book. Chapter Two made the same argument,
despite assertions in the secondary literature that the Qur'an or Avesta was
the primary focus of early Muslim debates about Zoroastrians. The custom to
follow with them was taxation, as identified by most of the jurists surveyed in
Chapter Three. The authors of the Open Letter mention the historical protec-
tion (dhimma) afforded to Hindus and Buddhists by way of comparison.
Chapter Six treated the tendency of authors to compare Zoroastrians to other
liminal groups. The ideas of al-Awza‘i and Malik, two jurists who deemed
idolaters and pagans eligible to pay jizya, were also noted in Chapter Six. In
sum, the Open Letter urges Muslims not to fight or enslave non-Muslims
if they pay tax. It affirms the legal status of Zoroastrians — and Yazidis by
extension — on the basis of their productive capacity. In doing so, the Open
Letter vindicates the definition of accommodation given in the Introduction:
to extend a special dispensation to a non-normative group in order for society to
benefit from its useful endeavours.

Accommodation and Memory

This book has demonstrated that some early Muslims advocated for the
accommodation of Zoroastrians. They did do so largely on their own terms.
Most medieval jurists did not recognise Zoroastrians as People of the Book.
They reserved that designation for Jews and Christians, normative believ-
ers with whom Muslims claimed some theological affinity. Nevertheless,
Muslim administrators incorporated Zoroastrians into the fiscal regime of
the caliphate. They did so seemingly without regard for the existence of a
written Avesta. Collecting jizya from Zoroastrians was the practice perhaps
from the time that the Prophet first dispatched deputies to Hajar. He may
not have identified them specifically or set a recognisable precedent, though,
because Umar allegedly did not know what to do with Zoroastrians when he
became caliph. Abd al-Rahman ibn Awf reminded him that Muhammad had

taxed them, and Umar followed suit.
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The decision to accommodate Zoroastrians met with some opposition.
A few Muslim administrators were reluctant to accept jizya from People
without a Book, but statements attributed to the Prophet ultimately justified
the practice. Members of the Banu Tamim, an Arab tribe that had been
associated with the Sasanian Empire and Zoroastrianism, circulated these
hadith. They may have been advocating for members of the tribe who had
not converted to Islam. Regardless, it was to the advantage of the caliphs to
tax Zoroastrians. Not only did jizya fill the imperial coffers, but collecting it
from Zoroastrians relieved Muslims of the theoretical obligation to fight a
population engaged in useful endeavours. Those endeavours, as defined by
the empire, were undoubtedly first and foremost the generation of a taxable
surplus. It was better to keep productive subjects serving the empire fiscally.
Perhaps for that reason early Muslim jurists urged inquirers not to question
the policy.

There were limits to this accommodation. Muslims were not to marry
Zoroastrians or eat meat slaughtered by them. Hasan ibn Muhammad attrib-
uted this prohibition to the Prophet, although it may have been the ruling
of early jurists. A nearly contemporaneous hadith narrated by Muhammad
al-Baqir and Ja‘'far al-Sadiq urged Muslims to follow the custom of the
People of the Book with Zoroastrians. Abu Thawr interpreted that statement
to mean that Muslims could interact with Zoroastrians on the same basis as
they did with Jews and Christians. Most jurists disagreed, arguing that the
hadith meant nothing more than taxation. Members of Ali’s family featured
prominently in these debates because of their eminence in law and, as one
hadith proclaimed, because Ali was the most knowledgeable person about
Zoroastrians. Questions about the legal status of Zoroastrians were closely
connected to juridical rulings about Sabi’ans, whose beliefs were unknown,
and the Banu Taghlib, an Arab tribe against whom Ali railed frequently
on account of their exceptional tax status. These rulings may have been the
inspiration for the ban on marriage and meat that applied to Zoroastrians.

There were other limits to accommodation. Some Muslim jurists ren-
dered Zoroastrians legally inferior to Jews and Christians. They granted
followers of the Good Religion less blood money than the People of the
Book. Not all schools of law agreed, including the Hanafi school that

was prominent in Iran. Therefore, the practical effect of such rulings is
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difficult to gauge. Without surviving case law, historians are left to contend
with the abstractions of jurists who were keen on boundary marking and
the regulation of religious hierarchies. Yet the judicial archive of memory
preserves the judgments of Hanafis and Hanbalis in Iraq who authorised the
consumption of Zoroastrian’ cheese (made by Persians with rennet) despite
the general prohibition on meat slaughtered by Zoroastrians. These schools
of law were influential in a region where Zoroastrians likely lived, which
is suggestive of the emerging consensus among scholars of Late Antiquity
that Muslims and non-Muslims found ways to interact across communal
boundaries.

The ahd-nama suggests that Zoroastrians resented some aspects of
Islamic law. This charter, supposedly issued by the Prophet Muhammad,
sought to liberate the Zoroastrian family of Salman al-Farisi from jizya and
the differentiating regulations advocated by Muslim jurists. It also entitled
Salman’s family to a stipend from the imperial treasury. The ahd-nama is
almost certainly a forgery. It was modelled on the Treaties of Najran and
Khaybar, texts mobilised by Christian and Jewish communities, respectively,
to claim financial relief from Muslim rulers. The ahd-nama seems to have
become a site of memory, where Muslims remembered Salman’s virtues
and his relationship with the Prophet. A Seljuk ruler, a Sufi master and an
Ilkhanid scribe all took an interest in it. The charter eventually arrived in
Mughal India where Parsis copied it. The ahd-nama has become a site of
memory in that community, too, a place for modern Parsis to reflect on
the difficulties faced by followers of the Good Religion in earlier eras and to
imagine a better future.

Medieval Persian historians chose to remember events differently. They
wrote triumphal narratives of religious supersession. Local histories presented
Islam as dominant in Iran from the seventh century. Muslims had allegedly
looted fire temples, appropriated sacred space and extinguished holy fires.
There is some archaeological evidence for the transformation of Zoroastrian
temples into mosques, but Muslim historians invented other stories to
enhance the prestige of their pious progenitors or peripheral home towns.
The most credible accounts of violence expose the cross-confessional fault
lines in particular localities at specific times, underscoring the contingent

nature of that violence. In the medieval period, when the desecration of
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another’s shrine seemingly validated one’s own claims to truth, local histories
accentuated the destructive aspects of interreligious encounter.

If some Muslim authors chose to ignore the history of accommodation,
others could not forget it. They simultaneously registered their recognition
of and discomfort with the integration of Zoroastrians into the imperial
hierarchy through rhetorical uses of the term majis. Muslims outside of
Iran applied it to liminal groups from Iberia to India. Vikings, Qadariyya
or Sindi converts, perceived as pagan, heretical and deviant, were putative
Zoroastrians. These unflattering comparisons reveal a lingering ambivalence
about the accommodation of Zoroastrians. Later Muslims remembered that
the early Islamic community had taxed adherents of the Good Religion even
though they were People without a Book, so their name became synonymous
with alterity.

While some of these examples challenge dismal conceptions of
Zoroastrian history, others are important counterpoints to the notion that
a blissful intercommunal harmony prevailed in the early caliphates. Non-
Muslims were legally subordinate to Muslims, and Zoroastrians occupied
a rung in the theological and social hierarchy below Jews and Christians.
At the same time, non-Muslims who paid jizya were generally protected
people in early Islamicate society, and — if an emerging consensus in the
field is correct — they may have constituted a majority of the population
in some places for centuries. Caliphal administrators extended protection
to Zoroastrians on the basis of taxation, although most jurists could not
countenance intimate forms of familiarity with them. Following an imperial
logic of accommodation, the first Muslims had incorporated adherents of the
Good Religion into their fiscal regime but subsequent generations remained
ambivalent about that decision even as they benefited from Zoroastrians’

useful endeavours.

Notes
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University Press, 2016); and James Gelvin, 7he Arab Uprisings: What Everyone
Needs to Know, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).

2. Jessica Stern and J.M. Berger, ISIS: State of Terror (New York: Ecco, 2015),
41-43.
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Appendix A: Translation of an Iranian
Recension of Salman’s Charter'

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

his is a piece of writing from Muhammad the Messenger of God. Salman

asked him for a testament (wasiyya) regarding his brother, Mahbandadh
Farrakh, and the people of his house and his posterity after him, anyone they
beget, whether they convert to Islam or stand steadfast in their religion.

I praise to you the God who commanded me to say, “There is no god
except God alone; He has no partner.” I say it, and I command the people
to do so. Truly, mankind is the creation of God and every matter (al-amr) is
God’s. He created them and their languages, and rears them, and they return
to Him. Truly, every matter ends and everything perishes and is annihilated
and every soul tastes death. Whosoever believes in God and His Messenger
has in the end the victors” ascent. Whosoever stands steadfast in his religion,
we leave him alone for “There is no compulsion in religion’.?

This is a piece of writing to the people of Salman’s house: verily they
have the protection (dhimma) of God and my protection over their lives and
wealth in the land on which they stand — its valleys and hills, its pastures and
springs. They are not to be oppressed and there is no imposition on them.
It is incumbent upon anyone among the believers, both male and female,
to whom this writing of mine is read, to protect them and please them and
not inflict injury or discomfort on them. I have relieved them of shaving the
forelocks and the jizya and military conscription (a/-pashr) and the tithe and
the rest of the burdens and inconveniences. Therefore, if they ask of you, then

give them. And if they seek your assistance, then assist them; and if they seek
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refuge with you, then protect them;? and if they err, then forgive them; and
if they are mistreated, then prohibit it.

They [the Muslim authorities] should give [them] from the Muslims’
treasury each year 200 pulla in the month of Rajab and 100 pulla in Dha
al-Hijja. Salman deserves that from us since God prefers Salman over many
of the Muslims. It was revealed to me in the revelation that Paradise yearns
for Salman more than Salman yearns for Paradise. He is a trustworthy and
faithful person, devout and pure, an advisor to the Messenger of God, may
God bless and grant him salvation, and to the believers. Salman is one of us,
the people of the household of the Prophet.

Let no one contravene any part of the testament (wasiyya) that I gave you
regarding the protection and kindness due to the people of Salman’s house-
hold and their descendants, whether they convert to Islam or stand steadfast
in their religion. Whosoever contravenes this testament has contravened God
and His Messenger and there is a curse upon him until Judgement Day.
Whosoever honours them has honoured me and God has a reward for him.
Whosoever harms them has harmed me and I will be his antagonist on the
Day of Resurrection. His recompense is hellfire and I am free of my respon-
sibility toward him. Peace be upon you.

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib wrote by command of the Messenger of God, may God
bless and grant him salvation, in Rajab, year 9 of the hijra. Accompanying
him were Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, Talha, al-Zubayr, ‘Abd al-Rahman,
Sa‘d, Sa‘id, Salman, Aba Dharr, ‘Ammar, ‘Uyayna, Suhayb, Bilal, al-Miqdad

and another group of believers.
Notes

1. al-Isfahani, Kitib dhikr akhbar Isfahin, 1:52-54; Sarah Bowen Savant has also
published an English translation of this document, which I only discovered after
my work on it was complete. See her New Muslims, 84-85. My translation is
original and independent.

2. Qur’an 2: 256.

3. 'This phrase has been emended for clarity.



Appendix B: Translation of an Indian
Recension of Salman’s Charter!

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

copy of an edict in the handwriting of the Commander of the Faithful,

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, may God be pleased with him. He wrote on red
parchment. This is a piece of writing from the Messenger of God, may God
bless him and grant him salvation, to Mahdi Farrakh bin Shakhsan, the
brother of Salman al-Farisi, may God be pleased with him, and the members
of his household, and his posterity after him, anyone they beget, whether they
convert to Islam or retain their religion.

The peace of God is [extended] to you. Truly God commanded me to
say, “There is no god but God alone; He has no partner.” I say it and they
commanded the people. Mankind is the creation of God, and every matter is
God’s. He creates them and causes them to live and die and then resurrects
them and they return to Him. Everything ends and is annihilated, and every
soul tastes death. God’s command cannot be averted and his authority is
complete. There is no end to his majesty and no one shares His dominion.
Praise to the King of heaven and earth who subverts things as He pleases and
prospers mankind in whatever He wills! Praise to the One who cannot be
even remotely defined by the description of orators even if they are philoso-
phers; the One who prefaced His book with praise, giving it as a reminder
of Himself, and is pleased with the gratitude of His servants. I praise Him!

It is impossible to calculate the number of those who praise God and
testify that there is no god but God. It remains hidden in secret for safekeep-

ing and protection. O people, fear your Lord and remember the coming day
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of the destruction of the earth, and the raging of hellfire, and the great terror
and the remorse that awaits while standing in the presence of the Lord of
Both Worlds!

I exhort you all, just as the messengers exhorted you, to ask about the
good news and its tidings hereafter. Whoever believes in it, and accepts what
came down in that which my Lord revealed to me, he has what we have and
he obtains what we obtain. He has protection in this world and joy in the
gardens of delight — with the ministering angels and the prophets and the
messengers — and safety and deliverance from the torment of hell. This is
what God promises the believers. He has mercy on whom He will. He is infi-
nitely wise and all-knowing, severe in punishing anyone who defies Him; and
He is the all-merciful Forgiver. ‘If We had sent down this recitation (qurin)
on a mountain, you would have seen it humble itself, trembling for fear of
God.? Whosoever does not believe in it, he is one of those who have gone
astray. Whosoever believes in God and in His religion and His messengers,
he is in the victors” path.

This is my writ: that he has the protection of God and it extends over his
children and their lives and their wealth in the land on which they stand — its
valleys and hills, its springs and pastures. They are not to be oppressed and
there is no imposition on them. To whomsoever this writ of mine is read, it
is incumbent upon him to protect them and please them and prohibit the
mistreatment of them, and not to inflict injury or discomfort on them. I have
relieved them of shaving the bangs, and the girdle (a/-zunnira) and the jizya,
and the rest of the burdens and inconveniences until the Resurrection.

They have complete control over fire temples, including their domains
and wealth. Do not prohibit them from wearing luxurious clothing, or riding,
building estates and stables, or carrying biers or adopting whatever they adopt
in their religion and their schools of interpretation (madhahibibhim). Favour
them over the rest of the sects among the protected people (ah! al-dhimma).

Truly the right of Salman, may God be pleased with him, is a duty
incumbent upon all the believers, God rest their souls. It is in the revelation
to me that ‘Paradise yearns for Salman more than Salman yearns for Paradise’.
He is my trustworthy and faithful one, an advisor to the Messenger of God,
may God bless him and grant him salvation, and to the believers. Salman is

one of us. Do not contravene any part of the testament (wasiyya) that I gave
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you regarding the preservation and kindness and protection (dhimma) due to
the people of Salman’s house and their descendants, whether they convert to
Islam or stand steadfast in their religion.

Whosoever accepts my instruction, he is in the good graces of the Most
High God. Whosoever contravenes God and His messenger, there is a curse
upon him until Judgement Day. Whosoever honours them has honoured
me, and God has a blessing for him. Whosoever harms them has harmed me,
and I will be his antagonist on the Day of Resurrection. His recompense is
hellfire and I am free of my responsibility toward him. Peace be upon you.
May your Lord grant longevity to you.

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib wrote by order of the Messenger of God, may God
bless him and grant him salvation, in the presence of Aba Bakr, ‘Umar,
‘Uthman, Talha, Zubayr, ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf, Salman, Aba Dharr,
‘Ammar, Suhayb, Bilal, Miqdad ibn al-Aswad and another group of believers,
may God be pleased with them and all of the Companions.

This is the seal. It was in the shoulder of the Arab prophet, Muhammad
al-Qurayshi, may God bless and grant him, his family, and his Companions

an exceedingly peaceful salvation.
Notes

1. Jejeebhoy, Tuquinti-Din-i-Mazdiasna, 1-11.
2. Quran 59: 21.
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