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Commune-building movements in tenth-century Damascus and the populace

Fukuzo Amabe

Originally all cities were independent states; but Middle Eastern and
Mediterranean cities lost their autonomy in course of the very long rule of
successive large states from the Babylonian, Assyrian, Achaemenid Persian,
Macedonian, Roman, Sasanian to Arab-Islamic empires. However, when large
states temporarily lost their control, cities sometimes were quick to regain
independence.

Beginning with the mid-tenth century, many civil disturbances can be
observed in Damascus, following the popular movements in Baghdad during the
ninth to tenth centuries. In contrast with Baghdad, which was the ‘Abbasid
capital, the movements in Damascus were rather consistently oriented to getting
rid of the yokes of outside powers, based on either Baghdad or Egypt, and were
characterized by the seizure of initiative by the populace in the last phases.

Because the Damascene protest against the ‘Abbasid caliphs or governors is
seldom recorded by Baghdad-based chroniclers, it is the protest against the
Egyptian Ikhshid ruler concerning the appointment of an Egyptian lawyer as
qadr of Damascus that is handed down to us as the first civil movement in
Damascus in seeking after its autonomy. In this disturbance the lower people of
the Bab al-Saghir district collided with the notables, leaders of the protest, who
were supported by the people of the middle order, chiefly shopkeepers and
craftsmen of sitgs. Soon afterward, the citizens of higher, middle and lower
orders combined to rise against an Ikhshid governor and banish him from

Damascus in 968. This is the first constitution of a patrician city, despite the fact
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that the notables soon invited Salih b. ‘Umayr, an Arab leader of the neighboring
district of Hawran virtually as their condottiere or podesta (invited ruler of
foreign origin), in preparation for their defense against the invasions of not only
the Ikhshids, but also the Bahrayni Qaramita who recommenced their invasion
into Syria under their intrepid leader Hasan al-A‘sam.

After the Fatimid conquest of Egypt at the expense of the Ikhshids in 969,
the Damascene populace resisted the invasion of the Fatimids, who were espe-
cially characterized by otherness and illegitimacy of rule in the Damascene eyes,
even more vehemently and tenaciously under the leadership of their own
notables (their supreme leader was called 7ais) . Nevertheless, wealthy notables
(and the people of middle order) were generally more conciliatory to invaders
than the lower people, who would lose nothing as the result of expected long
wars and disorder. In course of a long siege conducted in 974, plebeian militias
of lower origin, called ahdath (young men), gradually seized the leadership from
the hands of notables ; and one of their leaders nicknamed Ibn al-Maward was
called »a’7s, This is the first constitution of a plebeian city in Damascus.

Generally speaking, militias were called ahdath when they were under the
patrician control and worked for the benefit of notables, but also called awbash,
dhu“ar, shuttar or ahl al-shirra (all these are more or less derogatory terms)
when they were disobedient.

In retaking the leadership from ahdath, the notables invited Alptegin, the
leading general of the Buwayhid Atrak cavalrymen, who had fled Baghdad to
Syria before the advance of the Buwayhid king of Fars, ‘Adududdawla. Alptegin
succeeded in getting rid of Ibn al-Maward as the notables had expected him to
do ; but he was more powerful than Salih and imposed his rule on the Damas-
cenes. Even Alptegin, in preparation for the expected Fatimid siege, had resort
to recruiting ahdath. As the result, many ahdath leaders appeared ; one of them,
Qassam seized power after Alptegin was defeated and captured by a Fatimid
army in Palestine in 978. Qassam, who was also called 7»z’s, continued to
successfully rule Damascus under Fatimid nominal suzerainty, and paid stipends
to his ahdath from the khifara (protection money) collected from sigs and
farmers. His rule was based on the meetings held in the grand mosque, with the
connivance of notables. This is a typical plebeian city, more plebeian in charac-

ter than those of Italian communes, whose rulers were commonly extremely rich
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despite their status of lower origin and their reliance on popular support.

A similar transformation from patrician to plebeian cities is also observed
in Italian communes during the eleventh to thirteenth centuries, whose rulers
changed from consoli to podestas, and finally to capitanos. Nevertheless, in
contrast with medieval Italian cities which ended up as monarchies with signo-
res as monarchs, the plebeian city of Damascus finally succumbed to an Fatimid
expeditionary force in 983, not because of the fundamental weakness of Middle
Eastern (or Asian) society, but because of the formation of powerful states
(rather showing economic and political developedness). Another difference is
the fact that Ibn al-Maward and Qassam were really of plebeian origin, in
contrast with Italian capitanos, for in Islamic society all Muslims were equal in
principle : anyone who became wealthy and cultured were automatically admit-

ted into the higher order ; they were no longer leaders of the lower people.
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Ve T AT =BT 7Y —CHkFEL, AT e TE— Y77 —13¥ KL Tadmur (FV
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BoE ETH o 7RI 5 BT h, UEEDOA Av—A —IRIEW 77 [ | HE e 5E
SR TSR NS R T DY 200, Fie, ¥R ATRBKY =TT H %
B, T v N—ZAFATIE %L, MUOE>TeTv~A YEHO Y >Nl E v, (Qalanisi 16) Y4
B, Ho—<HENEHELEZAZ =V (757 LHEu—~< L DIHIEE) O &)V A—R Tarsts
BT Y —F XS AR AR DRI, ~NVEVUHEDOT 2T — T c N— =¥
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PV ARSI AT ADA TV « TA=FT—DFEWIRLT, YV TRKERKR L, 777
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Hy FTRATABWEL TREEZZ AA VADBIY T I POIRELTZ 7 ¥ —<BEDT
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BEDEET, TORBMIBHICTY, ZAE, & AT rakeThy, anNchz
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L, 775 —ABZEROEELZPRL T, 77 —7 4 ~HCEIZ2HED T, K7 7
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B, TNENIE O & 8200 2 To—B hizb 2L, PIOEMIZ OV, BL WERE
i, ¥YF—NAM26 Yy =Y T TO—m720 TR, FYAMEKXIZEL 5H
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Tuhfa 307, 313-6)

E7 Y741, 77 =74 XHOXETICA>TY, BFHERE (FR) 2EENcEZ 2
HER L, EREREOTICLFIEE RV T TEE L OMHOEHEZMFAL, piFEE7
T— e 7 A= RN IZHIINT, BEIECEEORS 2RI T 2EELIFAIL E L TWw S,
BZOLGERRZITHL, THICEE#Z 2T EOBWA « BADEE, TV 7 160
EiZHIET AT, ThM RcEEIC X 2 BHEC—E TR X 218% - Zug 220, |’
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—7F, KI5 bOBVEVEBIELITIEAL EOEMEEA  MRERE 2 O TEE L, ¥
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FEZIELThH, REFETE RV, MEE, 7785 -k [EHE] COENTH D, MHEE
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TREELEENEARESTRIETOICNL, 775 —ARGHRICEL TREDIEEZEDTI
FELIARTHY, Lichio>ThBEMBEL, XN —DEELTWE LI THS,
L, 778 —=RZEMLT: [ER] 82RL8»oTHL5, 615, A TXN =
—UNFDEI BTREEFDOT 75— ADREEPHEROBEMED B WT, AL
HERFEE) C MBI T2 FRIT 2 L D Ick b &, 778 —RARBRLYEE»rORTyavy—k
bIEEN, [ER] ERlENEL kb, 2L T, ZERBIIATZADTIA—RAELTH
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TR AAFED 2 5, NI TR TRT T4 THONT T4 X =&, FRT DT -
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Frerbinyy—rpokErRERSh, 27—, J7NERTYYTICAD,
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2T, TVTTEF VYA ADHLEROEF 2 Z T CHICA» Y, MBI A v—
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EER BB 2R, b D ICTHRICHRE imaya #5725 2 L 212D 0ICEWH - 72, [FEIRF
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59%F) BhrnDb e EE o7z, - TNTTHFREEZ SRy T —VEFR N, ZOH
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% —) ) Ahmad b. al-Justar O5EIR hizb I A>T o, HAZBRLIZ WS, (Tubfa 317-
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F—R, Yav =), FHR TUH—), B, 74 Y= ayar?® s £ LEENE AR %
88T 20 v 9 —LAPMERLCIL S, F2 D RED SHRER khifara 2B LTz, pRIZE S
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