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Chapter One

THE WEAKENING OF THE ABBASID CALIPH 
AND THE SUNNI REVIVAL

All you can claim from me is the name which is uttered from 
your pulpits as a means of pacifying your subjects; and if you 
want me to renounce that privilege too, I am prepared to do so 

and leave everything to you.

The Abbasid Caliph Mutiʿ to the Buyid Amir

By the mid-tenth century it had become clear that the Abbasid caliphate 
as a political institution had failed. The second of the two great Sunni 
dynasties, the Abbasids had overthrown the Umayyad caliphate in 750 
and moved the seat of power from Damascus to Baghdad, which was 
established as the new capital on the west side of the Tigris river and 
which, until its destruction by the Mongols in 1258, would remain the 
most important and vibrant city in the Muslim world. Claiming descent 
from the Prophet Muhammad’s uncle Abbas Ibn Abd al-Muttalib, the 
Abbasids’ close kinship to the Prophet had undeniably gained them 
popular support, as did their assertion that they were reasserting the 
orthodox rule of Islam in contrast to the allegedly ethnocentric Umayyad 
Arab ways. For two centuries the Abbasid empire flourished, reaching a 
peak under the caliphate of Harun al-Rashid, but gradually the decline 
set in and the caliph became unable to exercise religious or political 
authority. By the middle of the tenth century, power was assumed by 
provincial governors who rapidly founded hereditary dynasties1 reducing 

1 The Samanids in Khurasan, the Hamdanids in Syria, the Umayyads in Spain, the 
Fatimids in Egypt, the Ghaznavids in Afghanistan.
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the caliph to a mere pawn in an empire of usurpers. Loss of revenues from 
the provinces meant loss of the military authority which was needed to 
bring recalcitrant governors back into line, for this was an age of private 
armies and mercenaries where loyalty was a commodity commanded by 
the highest bidder. 

For years the Abbasid caliphs granted the revenues of certain as-
signed lands (known as iqta) to their amirs who, in return, undertook 
to provide the caliph with a number of troops or a sum of money. The 
problem was that the granting of land in lieu of salary could only lead 
to fragmentation and the weakening of the central administration, and 
the irony became that the men and money required in order for the 
centre to hold ultimately caused its collapse. Now a lion in winter, the 
Abbasid caliph barely controlled the streets of his imperial city. In 945 
his political authority effectively came to an end when the Buyids, a 
Shiʿite ‘clan of freebooters’1 who emerged from the province of Dailam, 
seized Baghdad. Allotting the Sunni caliph a humiliating pension, they 
reduced him to a figurehead with little authority outside his household 
and placed their names on the coins and in the Friday prayers. 

There were many disputes between the Sunnis and the Shiʿites but 
ultimately there was only one that mattered and it revolved around the 
nature of the caliphate. Central to the Shiʿite tenet was the conviction 
that after the Prophet’s death the only rightful heads of the Islamic com-
munity, the imams, were Ali (the Prophet’s son-in-law), his sons al-Hasan 
and al-Husayn, and the descendants of al-Husayn through his son Zayn 
al-Abidin. The Imams, in addition, were divinely inspired and infallible. 
Only they understood the inner esoteric meaning (batin) of the religion, 
and since they represented the fountainhead of knowledge and author-
ity, guidance and salvation could be achieved only through them. To the 
Sunnis, who represented the majority of Muslims, this view was nothing 
short of heretical. Although they viewed the caliphate as the legitimate 
political institution of the community, the Sunnis stressed that the caliph 
possessed no spiritual function connected with the esoteric interpreta-
tion of the revelation. As the guardian of the community, the caliph was 
not to pass laws, but to administer the Divine Law (Sharia) and act as 
judge in accordance with this Law.2 For Sunnis the unity of Islam was 

1 J. Saunders, A History of Medieval Islam, London 1965, p. 134.
2 S. H. Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Islam, Cambridge 2001, p. 147.
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safeguarded not by the preservation of the caliph, but by virtue of the 
preservation of the Sharia, whose guardians and interpreters were the 
religious scholars (ulama). It was their consensus which represented the 
consensus of the Muslim people and constituted the foundation of Islam 
itself,1 and though the caliph patronized them in order to bolster his Is-
lamic credentials, the fact was he had no alternative but to ‘toe the line’2 
set by the religious scholars.

The term ulama, however, must be used with caution. These scholars 
did not emerge as a cohesive group of people until a later period and 
although the term is frequently used, it is rarely defined or clarified. 
Was the possession of an Islamic education sufficient to label someone 
a scholar (alim), or was it necessary to have secured a high position in an 
institution or the judiciary? During this period the term is rarely used in 
the plural form and the sources tend to refer to terms such as jurist (faqih) 
or mystic (sufi), indicating that the ulama were not recognized as a unit. 
In the words of Humphreys, it is probably easier to say what they were 
not, for they were neither a socio-economic class, nor a clearly defined 
status group nor a hereditary caste. Yet they were the one group which 
made the society Islamic and not something else.3 Having said that, and 
keeping in mind that there existed no fixed boundaries or specializations, 
it can generally be accepted that the ulama were largely divided into three 
groups: the legal scholar (faqih) whose focus was on the application of 
Islamic law; the scholar of hadith (the muhaddith) whose work empha-
sized the transmission of hadith (the Prophet’s sayings); and the mystic 
(sufi) who devoted himself primarily to the esoteric dimension of the re-
ligion. In medieval Islam, however, religion and law were inseparable and 
the ulama who administered the religious law were also proficient in the 
transmission of hadith and were themselves Sufis. 

By and large, Shiʿism, ‘destined to live in eternal opposition’4 to 
Sunnism, remained the choice of the minority—those who were outside 
the main power structure. There is no doubt that by linking their name, 
no matter how tenuously, with the Prophet’s uncle, the Abbasids had 

1 G. Makdisi, ‘The Sunni Revival’, in Islamic Civilization 950-1150, ed. D. Richards, 
Oxford 1973, p. 165.

2 P. Crone & M. Hinds, God’s Caliph, Cambridge 1986, p. 90.
3 R. S. Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework for Enquiry, Princeton 1991, p. 187.
4 Saunders, op. cit., p. 125.
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tried deliberately to win the support of the Shiʿites, and to a large extent 
they were successful. Gradually, however, the followers of Ali came to 
view the Abbasids as usurpers. The inability historically to convert the 
Sunnis, however, meant that periods of hegemony could only be transi-
tory. Revolutionary zeal, in short, could not be maintained when those 
over whom they ruled remained indifferent to their message. This ef-
fectively meant that the actions of the Shiʿite dynasties which emerged 
differed little, on the whole, from their Sunni counterparts, for they 
were unwilling to enforce the Sunni viewpoint or to impose their Shiʿite 
views. Even if they had chosen to end the House of Abbas and replace 
him with that of Ali, the Buyids had no Imam to produce.  So the Buyids 
chose to retain the caliph, offering him a nominal loyalty and allegiance, 
‘so far as loyalty had any meaning,’1 though not without considerable 
antagonism; and in religious ceremonies the caliph continued to wear 
the cloak which the Prophet wore and have the Quran of Uthman placed 
in front of him. There was another politically expedient reason why 
the Buyids chose not to end the caliphate; if a dispute arose between 
the Abbasid caliph and the Buyid amir, the followers of the amir would 
have not hesitated to kill the caliph as they did not believe him to be 
the rightful claimant, whereas they would follow the orders of a Shiʿite 
caliph and not those of the amir.

The Buyids may have chosen to retain the Sunni Abbasid caliph, but 
that did not mean they could not provoke him. Of immediate concern 
for the caliph were the increasingly public Shiʿite demonstrations encour-
aged by the Buyids. What must have outraged the Sunnis in particular 
was the vocal denigration of the first two caliphs, Abu Bakr and Umar. 
The Sunnis were also appalled by the celebration of the Shiʿite festivals, 
such as Ghadir Khumm, which Shiʿites believed was when the Prophet 
acknowledged Ali as his successor, or the mourning for al-Husayn, Ali’s 
son, whose slaying at Karbala was commemorated annually by the Shiʿites 
with an outpouring of wailing and grief. The Buyid emphasis on these 
two acts—the denigration and the commemoration—were symbolically 
of great importance. Whereas in the past any Sunni, as a Muslim, could 
accept the veneration of Ali without being labelled a Shiʿite, no Sunni 
could participate in the celebration of Ghadir Khumm or the cursing of 

1 M. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Chicago 1961, vol.2, p. 33.
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the first two caliphs without cutting himself off from his fellow Sunnis. It 
was during the Buyid period that Shiʿism defined itself as a distinct group 
or party; one either followed it or rejected it,1 and Baghdad began to be 
divided into Sunni and Shiʿites quarters, each armed and defending its 
own areas, with the Sunnis located in places such as Bab al-Basra and Bab 
al-Shaʿir and the Shiʿites in places such as Ahl al-Karkh and Bab al-Taq.2 
This did not occur just only in Baghdad; the sectarian division rapidly 
spread to other cities, like Wasit, with conflict frequent and violence and 
bloodshed common. To an extent, and as far as they could, the authorities 
clamped down on the outbreaks of violence. On one occasion, Abu Ali 
ibn Ustadh Hurmuz, sent to oversee affairs in Baghdad, bound one Sunni 
and one Shiʿite side together and drowned them. 

If the Buyid Shiʿites, driven by political expediency and largely 
uninterested in theological matters, chose to retain the Sunni Abbasid 
caliph, other Shiʿites movements were unwilling to compromise on ei-
ther secular or spiritual matters. Unlike the Buyids, who were Twelver 
Shiʿites, the Fatimids were Ismaili Shiʿites3 and the rise of the Fatimid 
caliphate, whose fate would be so closely linked to that of Saladin, is a 
major event in Islamic history. Emerging initially in North Africa in 
909, the dynasty, named after the daughter of the Prophet and the wife 
of Ali, ruled an empire that extended from North Africa to Palestine. It 
was under the Imam al-Muʿizz that the Fatimids reached the height of 
their power. Served by the brilliant Greek general Jawhar, the Fatimids 
took full advantage of the political fragmentation of the Muslim world 
and, for a brief period, it truly did appear that the universal triumph of 
Ismailism was about to be achieved. In 969, Jawhar routed the Turkish 
Ikhshidids, who controlled Egypt, and the Fatimids entered the country 
victorious. Such a propitious event had to be marked accordingly, and 
Jawhar began to plan out a new city just north of Fustat. The corners of 
the selected area were marked by poles with ropes extending from one 

1 H. Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the Caliphates, London 1986, p. 229
2 Ibid., p. 231. 
3 In 765, with the death of Jaʿfar al-Sadiq, the sixth imam after Ali, the Shiʿite com-

munity split. Jaʿfar’s son and heir, Ismʿail, had died before his father, and while 
some recognized Ismʿail’s younger brother Musa al-Kazim as the Imam (becom-
ing known as Twelver Shiʿites), others recognized Ismʿail’s son Muhammad and 
became known as Ismailis or Sevener Shiʿites. Twelver Shiʿites compose the great 
majority of Shiʿites today.
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pole to the other with bells attached to the ropes. Patiently the labourers 
waited, their eyes fixed on the astrologers who were busy calculating the 
most favourable conjunction of the planets. None, however, noticed a ra-
ven that darted down and perched on the rope, setting the bells jingling, 
just as the planet Mars was at its zenith. So the city assumed the name of 
the planet and history welcomed al-Qahira (Cairo). So the story, almost 
certainly apocryphal, goes, but it matters little, for in such auspicious cir-
cumstances the Fatimids established a city which would, for the next two 
hundred years, rival Baghdad. A few years later al-Muʿizz made his entry 
into Cairo. Ahead of him the coffins of his ancestors were carried in sol-
emn procession. The notables of the land came out to greet him and, we 
are told, demanded to be shown proof of his descent from Ali. To this 
al-Muʿizz drew his sword and exclaimed ‘This is my pedigree!’ He then 
scattered gold coins to the watching crowds. ‘This’, he declared, ‘is my 
proof.’ From the start, the Fatimids not only brazenly rejected the spiri-
tual claims of the Abbasids, which the majority of Muslims had accepted 
for a couple of centuries, but declared openly that the true spiritual and 
political leader was the Imam, the progeny of Ali. What was even more 
shocking to Sunni sensibilities was the Fatimid claim that the imam was 
to rule as a sinless and infallible spokesman of God.

For the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad the news emerging from Fatimid 
Cairo was alarming. Not only in the mosques of Egypt was the name 
of the Fatimid imam invoked, but also in Mecca and Medina, the two 
holiest sites in Islam, where Fatimid power had spread, for whoever con-
trolled Egypt controlled the route to the holy sites. Not just in Arabia, 
but also to Syria, where Damascus fell to Jawhar. Half of the Islamic 
world was under Fatimid control and the other half appeared destined to 
follow. But what was more alarming for the Sunni caliph was not just the 
political but the ideological threat. A magnificent college—al-Azhar—
was established in Cairo to preach the Ismaili doctrine and propagandists 
were despatched to all corners of the Muslim world to preach its mes-
sage. The threat was economic also; under the Fatimids, Egypt’s wealth 
no longer flowed to Baghdad and trade with India was routed via the 
Red Sea rather than the Persian Gulf. Alexandria shone like a jewel, the 
‘market of the two worlds’ in the words of William of Tyre, and trade 
was brisk between the city-port and the Italian republics of Amalfi, Ven-
ice and Pisa. From the south and the Sudan, trade flowed north, carrying 
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gold and ivory and Arabica gum. Along the Nile vast quantities of corn 
grew—enough to feed the land of Egypt many times.1

Provoked by vociferous public Shiʿite demonstrations and denuded 
of any political authority, the Abbasid caliph now took up a religious 
mantle, perhaps out of religious motivation, certainly out of political 
expediency.  At the beginning of the eleventh century, the Caliph al-
Qadir ordered that epistles be read out in the caliphal diwan (palace, or 
government office) which articulated his beliefs and which developed 
into a creed known as the Qadiri Creed. This was a strident combative 
Sunnism, reflecting the besieged mentality of the caliph. Three edicts 
were proclaimed in the caliph’s palace, and on each of these occasions 
there was a gathering of judges and scholars, who heard the reading of 
the edict and signed it as proof of their presence. According to the de-
scriptions, each reading was more elaborate than the preceding one, the 
third being of such length that it reportedly lasted throughout the day, 
until nightfall. Lengthy and elaborate they may have been, but the Qa-
diri epistles were important for they contained an explicit and positive 
definition of Sunnism. Hitherto the Sunnis had been defined by their 
opposition to Shiʿism, but with the Qadiri Creed there now existed a 
definition of what a Sunni should believe in. No longer would it be pos-
sible to be simply a Muslim; one was either a Sunni or Shiʿite. The Sunni 
response to the Shiʿite dominance has been labelled ‘the Sunni Revival’ 
by historians. In reality it was more of a transformation and an integra-
tion than a revival, and was not the work of one man or dynasty alone 
but a cumulative and wide-ranging process that would touch on almost 
all aspects of Islamic thought; from law to theology and from mysticism 
to politics. Neither did it proceed in a linear fashion; there was no uni-
form Sunni movement, and accusations of heterodoxy were common 
among the diverse and mutually opposed schools. 

The successful entry into Baghdad by the Turkish Sunni Seljuqs in 
1058 marks a new chapter in the history of this period. The fall of the 
Buyids meant that never again would the caliph find himself a hostage 
of the Shiʿites, and the power of the state could now be employed ag-
gressively to confront Shiʿism, and the Ismailis in particular. In Baghdad 
the Seljuqs found a mere shadow of the caliphate, one which politically 

1 S. Runciman, The Kingdom of Jerusalem, A History of the Crusades, vol. 2, Lon-
don 1952, p. 12.
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