?

S HI ' IS M UND E R TH E
UMA YY A D S
W. jv1onrgomery

rVatt

Source: Jo.1Irnai or rhe Roml Asiaric Socier)" 1 960. pp. 1 58-72.

§ 1 . The early revolts "

The Shl'ite revolts against the Umayyadas may be said to have begun in 6 7 1 .
Immediately after his father's death in 66 1 , al-Basan had made an
unsuccessful attempt to resist Mu'awiyah, and had then retired to a life of
luxury in Medina. Ten years later there was an abortive revolt in Kufah led
by Bujr b. 'Adl al-Kindl. Next, in the troubled period after the death of
Mu'awiyah in 680, al-Busayn, the younger son of 'All and Fatimah, with
some encouragement from the Shl'ite party in Kufah, came to 'Iraq and
claimed the caliphate. He did not receive the support he had expected,
however, and his small force of about a hundred was massacred at Karbala' .
In the confusion of the following years, with considerable support in ' Iraq
for Ibn az-Zubayr, the Shl'ites remained quiet; but on the death of Yazld in
684 some of the older Shl'ites of Kufah, led by SUlayman b. Sura\i
al-Khuza'i, prepared for military action. The basis of this movement was
twofold: they were to show that they repented of the betrayal of al-B usayn
(and so are known as the tawwabiin or Penitents), and they were to seek
vengeance for his blood. Most of those who carried out the massacre at
Karbala' were living in Kufah, but the governor who had despatched the
army against al-Busayn, ' Ubaydallah b. Ziyad, had been forced to retire
from 'Iraq and was now on the Syrian border with an army. After some
debate they decided to march against him with their 4,000 men, but they
were defeated and several of their leaders killed (Jan . , 685).
What is known about the character of the support given to 'All during his
lifetime does not contribute much to our understanding of these events.
Many of the Ansar supported him, but the main reason probably was that
both he and they believed in the principle of "priority" (sabiqah), namely,
that grading in the diwan or stipend-roll should be in accordance with
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priority i n acceptance o f Islam and i n service o f the community. This would
place 'AIT and the Ansar above the t\\I"O groups of Quraysh from Mecca who
were the chief contestants for supreme power in the Arab empire, the
Umayyads and the party of Talhah and az-Zubayr. and later of Ibn
az-Zubayr. Apart from this the Ansar in general did not become Shl'ites.
Again. what is said in the sources about the alleged founder of Shl'ism,
'Abdallah b. Saba' or Ibn as-Sawda. is now regarded by scholars as
" a projection into the past by second-century traditionists of the conditions
and ideas of their own day" ' , I and so does not illuminate the historical
origin. The Shl'ite movement began among the former nomadic tribesmen in
'AlI's armies: but these armies also included men of Kharijite sympathies,
and it is only from the lists of participants in the revolts after 'AIl"s death
that we begin to see the identity of the earliest Shl'ites.
Shl'ism and Kharijism are diametrically opposed responses to a common
situation. Reflection shows what this common situation was. In the course
of thirty years countless nomads from the Arabian steppes had been
transformed into the military aristocracy of a vast empire. Their leaders
were its administrators, and the rank and file its standing anllY, living
in camp cities or campaigning on distant frontiers. There must have been
a widespread feeling of unsettlement and insecurity. In this critical situation
some men looked for a strong leader. with superhuman charismata, as
their one hope of safety; others sought for a community which would
have some of the strength they had formerly found in their tribe. If we may
speak of these as the charismatic leader and the charismatic community.
then the Shl'ite looked for salvation to the former and the Kharijite
to the latter; 2 and each thought that the other was threatening the salvation
of the whole.
This contrast may be illustrated by what appears to be a genuine report
from the earliest period. In 658 the Shl'ites swore to 'All that they would be
"friends of those whom he befriended and enemies of those to whom he was
hostile"; and the Kharijites criticized this as unbelief. 3 The latter considered
that it was possible for the leader to err, and that to accept his decisions
without question might involve a man in acting against the law. The Shl'ah,
on the other hand. held that 'All was "in accordance with truth and
guidance" ( 'ala 'l-Iwqq lI'a- 'l-huda), and his opponents consequently in error.
In line with this report is the statement of ash-Shahrastanl, writing much
later indeed (about 1 1 30), but with a clear understanding of the issues. It is a
basic principle of all the branches of the Shl'ah. he says, that "the imamate is
not a matter of relative advantage. depending on the choice of the common
people, with the imam owing his institution to their action, but is a matter of
fundamentals, the mainstay of religion, which the Messenger may not
neglect or overlook and may not entrust or commit to the common
people".4 Thus what the early Shl'ites insisted on was that the supreme
authority in the community should be in the hands of a single man, and that
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this man should b e one who was, by the circumstances o f his birth, specially
5
qualified to bear authority
There appears to be a further contrast in the tribal afTiliations of the early
Shl'ites and Kharijites, In a list of tvvelve men of the Shl'ah who revolted in
67 1 the tribes are: Kindah (two), I:-!adramawt. Shayban, ' Abs, Khath'am,
Bajilah ( two), 'Anazah (two), Tamlm (twO ) 6 The losses incurred b y the
nomads supporting al-I:-!usayn at Karbala' in 680 were: Kindah ( thirteen),
Hawazin (twenty), Tamlm (seventeen), Asad ( six), Madh'\1ij (seven), others
seven), 7 Finally among the Penitents and their associates in 684--5 the
following tribes were represented: Khuza'ah, Fazarah, Azd, Bah b. Wa'il.
Baj1lah ( three), Muzaynah. 'Abd-al-Qays ( two), Kindah, I:-!imyar. 'Abs,
Asad, Hamdan, al-Ash,ar 8 The outstanding feature here is the number of
South Arabian or Yemenite tribes-Kindah, I:-!a<;lramawt. Khath'am,
Bajilah, Azd, Hamdan, and al-Ash'ar. Khuza ' ah, though living near Mecca,
was reckoned as Yemenite by the genealogists (like al-Aws and al-Khazraj ,
the Ansar in Medina). Other tribes, o f course, supported 'All: and references
in at-Tabar! show that many men from these Yemenite tribes supported the
Umayyads, Yet there is a definite contrast in the proportion of South
Arabians among the Shl'ites and that among the Kharijites (as reported in
the lists of those killed at an-Nahrawan9 and those who led risings against
'All and Mu'awiyah). lo
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In the case of the Kharijites many tribes are represented in the lists, but
the significant point seems to be that the doctrinally important individuals
and sects came mainly from the tribes of Tamlm, Hanlfah, and Shayban, I I
Thus the core of the Kharijite movement is from these northern tribes,
whereas the core of the early Shl'ah was in South Arabian or Yemenite
tribes, This is a strange fact. There are no striking differences in the outward
circumstances of the two groups, If it is noted that the northern tribes began
to raid non-Arabs earlier, it is also true that a large force of Bajilah were
among the first raiders, 12 Though 'Ali perfonned administrative functions in
South Arabia about 63 1 , there is no evidence of his gaining special
affection. 1 3 It is not possible, either, to link up the two groups historically
with the contrast between Judaism and Christianity or between Mono
physitism or Nestorianism (though there is some similarity in ideas between
the Kharijites and the Nestorians and between the Shl'ites and the
Monophysites) ,
In the absence o f other significant differences I would suggest a s a
hypothesis that the contrast between the two groups goes back to deep
seated differences, The South Arabians came from a land of ancient
civilization where for a thousand years kings had succeeded one another
according to a dynastic principle and had been regarded as having
superhuman qualities, l 4 Even if the seventh-century Arabs had no personal
experience of kingship, they came from the land of a civilization based
on charismatic leaders, and must somehow have been influenced by a
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continuing tradition. The northern tribes had not come under any
comparable influence. Some knew the Lakhmid rulers of al-J::ITrah, but
these were in the nomadic tradition according to which all the adult males of
a tribe were roughly equal and had a right to share in the business of the
tribe. This nomadic tradition was dominant in the steppe at that period, and
there are traces of "democratic communities" in 'Iriiq in the distant past. I S
It is not being suggested that there was any attempt consciously to recreate
older forms of polity. but only that in the period of stress after 656 primitive
and deep-seated urges directed men's conduct. The opposite responses to the
situation in the early Umayyad caliphate spring from roots in two diverse
traditions.
§2. AI-Mukhtar and the mawiili
Not all the ShT'ite sympathizers in Kufah joined the Penitents in 684.
In particular, al-Mukhtiir b. AbT ' Ubayd ath-Thaqafi, who had had t o go
into exile shortly before Karbalii' for his part in a movement in favour of
al-J::I usayn, was now back in Kufah and organizing the ShT'ites. In a letter to
the remnants of the Penitents 1 6 he said he would base his policy on "The
Book of God, the Sunnah of the Prophet, vengeance for 'the family', defence
of the weak, and the jihad against the evil-doers" . Thus al-Mukhtiir included
not only the Book and Sunnah, the central principles of any Islamic
government, but also the aims of the Penitents; and when he got control of
Kufah he actually executed those responsible for killing "the family" at
Karbalii'. The "defence of the weak" refelTed specially to the clients or
mawall. In addition-and this was a novel feature-al-Mukhtiir claimed to
be acting as the emissary of a son of 'All, Mul,1ammad b . al-J::Ianaflyah. The
latter had probably nothing to do with originating al-Mukhtiir's movement,
though, when he was imprisoned by Ibn az-Zubayr after al-Mukhtiir had
broken with the latter, he accepted help from his "emissary" . After the
revolt had failed he continued to live peacefully in the J::Iijiiz.
And important consequence of this revolt (as was emphasized by
Wellhausen) was the emergence of the l11a wall as a political force to be
reckoned with. Al-Mukhtiir's claim to be their champion won him much
support from them, but he had trouble in reconciling their interests with
those of the Arabs. The mawall thought he was favouring the Arabs, and
the Arabs objected to the mawall receiving any share at all of the spoiL 1 7
Some influential Arabs withdrew their support, and in later stages
al-Mukhtiir had to rely more on the mawall. It is significant that his
followers, though sometimes referred to by heresiographers as Mukhtiiriyah.
are more commonly called KaysiinTyah. Various explanations are given of
this name, but it is almost certainly derived from Kaysiin Abu 'Amrah,
themost distinguished of the mawalZ in the revolt and chief of al-Mukhtiir's
bodyguard. I s The name was applied widely to persons of Shi'ite views
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during the latter part of the Umayyad caliphate, and may originally have
been a nomen odiosu/11 given to them by their enemies 1 9
I t will b e useful at this point to assemble some elementary facts about the
identity of the mall'ii/z in general, and especially of those concerned in
al-Mukhtar' s and later Shj'ite revolts. In juridical circles there was
eventually a threefold classification: /7lCl1l'iii rahim, mal l'lci 'atiiqah, mall'lii
'1- 'aqd: that is, I71ml'/ii by kinship, by emancipation or by covenant . 20 Of
these the first is conceivably a way of incorporating matrilineally related
persons into a patrilineal society; the second type is the freedman who would
often be free born but enslaved as a result of capture in war: the third type is
the man who, by a compact or covenant. voluntarily accepts the status of
" client" to a "patron" . It is almost exclusively the second and third which
are met in the Umayyad period. In the biographical notices of the nUlTlerous
I11Clll'iill at Medina, Mecca, Kufah, Basrah and elsewhere (in volumes v. vi,
and vii of the Tabaqiit of Ibn Sa'd) some are said to have the status
"by emancipation"; but this is exceptional. and the presumption is that most
belong to the third type. Perhaps men sought or were given this status
because the Islamic community was regarded as consisting of a number of
tribes and other groups in treaty relations with Muhanmlad and the caliphs.
A non-Muslim would be a member of one of the dependent groups of
dhimmTs; if he became a Muslim, he would have to be detached from that
group and attached to a Muslim tribe, and the simplest way to do this was to
become a mawlci by covenant. The relationship was not necessarily
permanent, for men seem sometimes to have left one Arab and Muslim
tribe to become l71Cl1l'cilT of a stronger and more important one.
It is clear from this account that an Arab may be a 71lCllVlci. Among the
mawiill on the Muslim side at Badr there were several of Arab origin who
had been captured in war and set free. 2 1 A list of mCllviill at Medina at a later
period includes men from Hudaylah (of Azd), an-Namir, and Lakhm, while
another has a South Arabian name (Shurahbll). 22 After 634 there were
practically no opportunities for the capture of Arabs in war, so that Arab
mawiill of the later seventh century would be descendants of former captives
or persons who had adopted the status voluntarily.
In southern 'Iraq, the main centre of early Shj'ism,2 3 the population at the
time of the Arab conquest was predominantly Aramaean, but there was an
upper stratum of Persian landlords and officials. In several areas the
peasants helped the Muslims against the Persians. 24 There is thus a
presumption that many of the mCl1viilT in this region were of Aramaean (and
also Christian) origin. The fact that many leading scholars were mawiilT is
doubtless connected with the existence of important Christian schools in
'Iraq. 25 The similarity of Shj'ite to older pre-Christian ideas (like the death
of Tammuz) also suggests that many adherents of the Shi'ite sects were from
the old stock of the land (and persons assimilated to it) rather than from the
more recent Persian immigrants. The extent of Aramaean-Christian
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influence i s indicated by the case of Abu Mansur, head o f the Mansurlyah,
who was an illiterate desert Arab. probably of the tribe of ·Abd-al-Qays.
who heard God speaking to him in Syriac (slIn,zil1l). and who assigned a
..
special place in his cosmology to 'Isa and the kalil71alz or "Word of God . 26
These g:rounds for thinking: that manv of the Shl. ite mall.iili were of
Aramaean and Christian origin have to be balanced by signs of the presence
of a Persian element. Hamzah b. 'Umarah is said to have allowed marriage
to daughters. which is a Persian trait, 27 The father of 'Abdallah b. al-Harith
(whose followers took 'Abdallah b, MU'awiyah for imam) is called a ::indzq.
and this probably means that he was either a Persian or a persianized
Aramaean. 28 That there were also numbers of persianized Arabs is shown by
the fact that part of the tribe of 'Ijl had "completely passed into the Persian
nationality" , 2 9 Several Shl'ite leaders had connections with this tribe.
AI-Mughlrah b, Sa'ld was of 'Ijl. but had become client of Khalid b .
'Abdallah al-Qasrl (of Bajilah); Abu Mansur i s sometimes: said to b e o f ' Ijl
(though an-Nawbakhtl says of 'Abd-al-Qays): and Abu Muslim. the leader
for the ·Abbasids. was a 111{[1l'lii of 'Ijl and said to be of Persian stock,
In studying the passage of Shl'ite conceptions from Arab bearers t o
Persian the mingling o f the two cultures. that had begun i n pre-Islamic
times, must be kept in mind, This cultural interaction is more important
than. for example. the settlement of 4,000 Persians from Daylam in Kufah as
Muslims, 3o since these felt themselves distinct from the main body of
Persians. Evidence for interaction is the Persian element in the language
of the Qur-'an and the pre-Islamic poets 3 1 Again, though the Persians in
South Arabia were arabized, the Arabs there may also, though to a lesser
extent, have been influenced by the Persians. Among the Muslim 711awiill at
Badr were two of Persian extraction; 31 and the Meccan pagan, an-Nadr b ,
al-I:Iarith, had special knowledge o f Persian lore which h e used i n his
criticisms of Muhammad. 33
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§3. The period of quiescence and the later revolts

The wide application of the name Kaysanlyah is a pointer to the fact that
during the later Umayyad period the Shl'ite movement was not at all
Imamite (or Rafi<,iite) in character; that is to say, the descendants of
al-I:Iusayn, who later became imams of the Imamites, were not during their
lifetime the centre of any political or religious movement of consequence.
The biographies of these men have been touched up by Shl'ite (Imamite)
writers in the attempt to show that all along they claimed to be imams and
acted as such, Yet even these revised biographies show that they were
unimportant politically. 34 Thus in order to understand the development of
Shl'ism under the Umayyads it is necessary to discount most of the
statements about the descendants of al-Husayn (and some other men also)
until we come to the solid historical fact of the rising of Zayd b, 'All in 740.
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A brief outline o f the history of this period will help to make the theolo gical
views intelligible.
After the defeat of al-Mukhtiir in 686 there is no real historical event
involving the Shl'ite movement until 737. when Bayiin b. Sim'iin and
al-Mughlrah b. Sa'ld al-'Ij11 were executed in Kufah by order of the
governor. 3 5 In this half century much had been happening to the
Kaysiinlyah. Muhammad b. al-Hanaflyah had died in 700 and his son
Abu Hiishim about 7 1 6. but neither had organized any political move
against the Umayyads. To the Kaysiinlyah had belonged the poet Kuthayyir
(b. 'Abd ar-Ral.lmiin al-Khuzii·l). who is reported as having been present at
the courts of 'Abd a1-Malik (685-705) and Yazld b. 'Abd aI-Malik (720-714),
and is said to have died in 723: he lived mostlv in the neighbourhood
of Medina. 3 6 With his name is coupled that o { a later poet. as-Sayyid
al-BimyarJ ( 723-89). Of the Imams of the later Imiimite line
'All Zayn-al-'AbidTn (son of a1-Husayn) died about 7 1 2. his son MuLlammad
al-Biiqir died in 73 1 , and the latter's son Ja'far as-Siidiq died in 765.
In the same half century from 686 to 737. and particularly after the death
of MuLl,munad b. al-BanafTyah in 700. many of those who supported or
sympathized with al-Mukhtiir turned towards messianic ideas. They asserted
that Ibn al-Banaflyah was not dead but in concealment (ghaybah). and they
expected his return (raj'a/7) as the M ahdT. when he would set wrongs right
and establish justice on earth. Such ideas, in one form or another, came to be
widely held among Shi'ites, and their similarity to Judaeo-Christian
messianic ideas has frequently been pointed out. In their historical context,
however, they can be regarded as justifiying a de facto acceptance of the
existing regime. Those who believe in the "hidden imiim" are not required to
do anything in the immediate future, not even to work for any particular
refornl. 37 At the same time it is implied that the regime is not perfect. and
the way is left open for action at some later date. Such an attitude might
often be politically harmless, but there lurked in it a potential danger.
A change of circumstances might suggest to the adherents of the movement
that the time for action had come. When the Umayyad government was
obviously growing weaker, for example, and there was a chance that resolute
action might
� be successful. an adventurer claiming� to be the imiim o r his
emissary might soon have a revolt in progress.
Messianic ideas are specially associated with a sub-division of the
Kaysiiniyah called the KarbTyah (about whose founder nothing seems to be
known). To the KarbTyah the poets Kuthayyir and as-Sayyid al-Bimyarl are
sometimes said to belong, though they took the view that the place of
concealment of Ibn al-Banaflyah was mount Radwii, seven days' journey
from Medina. In another form of the doctrine the place of concealment was
unknown, and this form was held by Bamzah b. 'Umiirah of Medina, who
gained a number of followers in Medina and Kufah. He is alleged to have
said that Ibn a1-Banaflyah was God and he himself his prophe but this is
.
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