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The Growth of Civil Power in Early-Islamic Aleppo: 1014—-1125
Fukuzo AMABE

After the disintegration of ‘Abbasid centralism in the mid-later tenth century, many cities
located between Iraq and Egypt enjoyed virtual autonomy under weak ‘Abbasid or Fatimid
governors (amirs). They were obliged to seek the approval and cooperation of citizens,
especially land-owning, cultured patricians, called a ‘yan, shuyikh, masha’ikh, wujith and
ashraf, in the decision and execution of important matters. This is what Hodgson once
called a ‘yan-amir system. This article is an attempt to detect and follow the course of the
development of a ‘yan-amir system leading to a relatively short-term patrician seizure of
power after many twists and turns in the city of Aleppo.

The Aleppan patricians, including the ‘Abbasids, ‘Alids, Jaradis, Usamids, Kisras, ‘Att-
arids and Khashshabids, first loomed large after the death of the Hamdanid prince, Sayf al-
Dawla, in 967; they supported one of his professional horsemen (ghilmdn) named
Qarghtiya against his son, and then in 970 bore witness to the conclusion of the treaty
accepting Byzantine protectorate. Then, Lu’lu’, another Hamdanid ghulam, returned the
land confiscated by Sayf al-Dawla to patricians and abolished additional land tax rate
introduced by the latter.

Lu’lu’s son and successor, Mansiir, had to withstand Kilabi incursions, simultaneously
with facing the patrician growing power. He was the first ruler to gather footmen from
plebeians (‘@mma) including not only Muslims, but also Christians and Jews. On the other
hand, Muslim patricians, and probably also plebeians (almost equally divided between
Sunnis and Shi‘Ts), tended to lend their support to the Isma‘ili Fatimid caliphs in opposition
to Byzantine overlords.

A Kilabi leader, Salih b. Mirdas, seized Aleppo from the Fatimids in 1024, heavily
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depending upon the support of Christian citizens. The Mirdasids not only appointed
Christians as wazirs and katibs, but also organized a plebeian police force dissociated from
patricians, called ahdath, appointing Salim b. Mustafad, one of the Hamdanid ghilman, as
its commander and head (ra’is) of the Aleppans. Thus, the ra’is and ahddth of Aleppo
were essentially an auxiliary force of amirs, not necessarily representing civil power. On the
other hand, Muslim patricians continued favoring the Fatimids over the Byzantines; the
a ‘yan-amir system was considerably attenuated during the Mirdasid holding of power.

In 1080 a Sunni ‘Abbasid patrician, Khutayti, attempted to seize power at the expense
of the Mirdasids, relying upon his own plebeian ahddath. This is the first Aleppan attempt of
establishing a patrician city. The majority of Aleppans, however, accustomed with the
traditional a ‘yan-amir system, decided to accept the Seljuqid rule, eliminating Khutaytt in
1086. Under Seljuqid governors a large part of the ahdath was dissociated from patricians
and put under the command of the ra’is of robber origin, Mujann. Ridwan, Seljuqid
monarch of Aleppo, was too heavily dependent upon the ahdath, resulting in Mujann’s
attempt to seize power. This is an attempt of establishing a plebeian city. Desperately, Rid-
wan was forced to recruit Nizaris (Assassins) as unpaid mercenaries.

Ridwan’s inability to resist the advance of Antiochean and Edessan Crusaders to seize
rich land surrounding Aleppo, coupled with his loss of confidence among Syrian Muslim
rulers and Aleppan patricians, led to the formation of Sunni-Shi‘i coalition of citizens under
the leadership of the Shi‘i eloquent qadi, Abu’l-Fadl Ibn al-Khashshab, at the expense of
Christian citizens. Although one of Ridwan’s eunuchs, Lu’lu’ attempted to preserve the old
order, he proved powerless against both the rising civil power and the Turkish supporters of
the all-powerful Seljuqid governor of Mosul, Aq Sunqur al-Bursuqt, who was fully equipped
with professional horsemen (ghilman) and bureaucrats. The city of Aleppo outside the
citadel (gal‘a), in which the Seljuqid family, their eunuchs and ghilman, entrenched
themselves, was virtually put under patrician control.

After banishing Lu’lu’, Ibn al-Khashshab fully seized power, but his lack of horsemen
to resist the Crusaders compelled him to appeal for help to Turkmen leaders, especially the
Artugid Tl Ghazi, ruler of Mardin, and then his cousin Balak of Khartpert, under the guise of
Jihad against the Franks. The Artuqid leaders were especially ideal as condottieres, because
they lacked an infrastructure (i.e. bureaucracy and standing army) to put Aleppo under
their strict control from their faraway strongholds. Even when Il Ghazi stayed in Aleppo he
was not admitted to the citadel. The failure of Tl Ghazi’s son to rush for the succor of Aleppo

during a Crusaders’ devastating siege compelled the patricians to appeal for help to the
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fearful Bursuqi of Mosul.

Bursuqt and his successor Zangi succeeded in putting an end to the patrician rule,
murdering Ibn al-Khashshab and taking his son away to Mosul, and incorporated Aleppo in
their large centralized state. It is noteworthy that ra’is and the ahdath did not play an
important part in supporting Ibn al-Khashshab’s civil power. Maybe, Ibn al-Khashshab took
advantage of the congregation of Friday prayer in persuading the citizens and perceiving
their perception. He was also likely to often consult patricians in mosques and his and their
residences. However, a stably functioning, legitimized political institution apparently failed

to make an appearance.
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