NINTH-CENTURY MUSLIM
ANARCHISTS

I

INTRODUCTION

The people with whom this paper is concerned were anarchists
in the simple sense of believers in an-archy, ‘no government’.
They were not secularists, individualists, communists, social
reformers, revolutionaries or terrorists, merely thinkers who held
that Muslim society could function without what we would call
the state. Their view is, however, of great interest from the point
of view of early Islamic political thought and the history of
anarchism alike. Since they are largely unknown even to
Islamicists and have yet to be discovered by historians of anarch-
ism, I am grateful for the opportunity to present them to a wider
public here.!

All the anarchists came from Basra in southern Iraq or had
their intellectual roots there, but they belonged to two quite
different groups. Most of them were Mu tazilites, that is members
of a theological school of Basran origin distinguished by its reli-
ance on reason. Mu‘tazilites were not necessarily, or even usually,
anarchists, but a ninth-century Mu‘tazilite heresiographer pre-
sumed to be Ja‘far ibn Harb (d. 850) implies that belief in
the non-necessity of government was common among them in

* This paper is a revised version of a lecture delivered at the Institute for Advanced
Study, Princeton, in January 1998. I should like to thank Sebastian de Grazia and
Amy Remensnyder for their comments in the discussion, Philippe Buc for clarifying
problems arising from his book, Fritz Zimmermann for letting me read an unpublished
paper on al-Asamm, Judith Herrin for making me revise the lecture for publication,
and Michael Cook for commenting on the draft. Where references are given in the
form 98 = 34, the former figure refers to the text and the latter to the translation.

! See, most recently, Aziz Al-Azmeh, Muslim Kingship (London, 1997), 115, voicing
the Islamicist consensus; Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A History of
Anarchism (London, 1993), 86, where Mazdak and ‘Al-Qurramitta’ (i.e. the Qaramita)
are the nearest we get to forerunners of anarchism in the Middle East, both on grounds
of communism.
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his days.” Its adherents included al-Asamm (d. 816 or 817),
al-Nazzam (d. between 835 and 845), Hisham al-Fuwati
(d. 840s?) and his pupil ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman (d. 870s?),’ all of
whom lived or began their careers in Basra, as well as the so-called
Mu‘tazilite ascetics (sitfiyyat al-mu‘tazila), active in Baghdad.®
The other anarchists were Kharijites, that is to say, members of
a mainly Basran sect which was notorious for its militant intoler-
ance. The Kharijites were not normally anarchists either, but one
sub-sect was, that is the Najdiyya, or Najadat, who had appeared
in the seventh century and who seem to have survived into the
tenth, possibly in Basra and possibly elsewhere.”

Whether Mu‘tazilite or Kharijite, the views of the anarchists
have been poorly preserved. Numerous sources mention that
some Mu‘tazilites and Kharijites denied the necessity of the
imamate (roughly translatable as legitimate government), but it
was not until van Ess published the heresiography now presumed
to be Ja‘far ibn Harb’s (generally referred to as Pseudo-Nashi’)
that their laconic statements could be related to a context. This
new source also provided a clue to the identity of unnamed
anarchists who appear in a fragmentary epistle by al-Jahiz
(d. 869), a famous littérateur and Mu‘tazilite of the non-anarchist
variety:® they can now be plausibly identified as Mu‘tazilites
influenced by al-Asamm.® In addition, van Ess has done an

2 Nashi’ (attrib.), in Friihe mu‘tazilitische Hdresiographie, ed. Josef van Ess (Beirut,
1971) (hereafter Ps.-Nashi’), §82; trans. in Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft
im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra, 6 vols. (Berlin, 1991-7) (hereafter TG), v, 329.
For the authorship, see W. Madelung, ‘Frithe mu‘tazilitische Hiresiographie. Das
Kitab al-Usal des Ga‘far b. Harb?’, Der Islam, lvii (1980). His proposal has been
generally accepted.

3Van Ess, TG, ii, 408 ff.; J. van Ess, ‘Une lecture a rebours de I’histoire du
Mu'‘tazilisme’, Revue des études islamiques, xlvii (1979), 21 ff.; J. van Ess, ‘Al-Asamm’,
in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edn (Leiden, 1960— ) (hereafter Encycl. Islam 2), suppl.

4 Van Ess, TG, iii, 416; iv, 714-15.

5 Ibid., iv, 14-15, 44.

6 Ibid., iii, 132; iv, 716.
=+ P. Crone, ‘A Statement by the Najdiyya Kharijites on the Dispensability of the
Imamate’, Studia Islamica, 1xxxviii (1998).

8 ‘Al-Jawabat fi ’l-imdma’, in his Rasa’il, ed. ‘Abd al-Sallim Muhammad Hariin,
4 vols. (Cairo, 1964-79), iv, 285 ff.; cf. C. Pellat, ‘L’Imamat dans la doctrine de
Gahiz’, Studia Islamica, xv (1961), 38 ff. (based on Sandubi’s edition, where it forms
part of K. wujub al-imama). There is also a reference to anarchists in al-Jahiz, al-
Hayawan, ed. ‘Abd al-Sallam Muhammad Harin, 8 vols. (Cairo, 1938-45), i, 12
(trans. in Pellat, ‘Imamat’, 38). Pellat, who actually uses the term ‘anarchists’, took
them to be Zaydis, which is not entirely wrong; cf. below, n. 38.

° Cf. van Ess, TG, ii, 409 n. 2. Like al-Asamm, they held it equally lawful to have
one imam, none or several.
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NINTH-CENTURY MUSLIM ANARCHISTS 5

immense amount of groundwork on the anarchists (without ever
using that term) in his Theologie und Gesellschaft, a monumental
work which covers the doctrinal developments of the early Islamic
world in four volumes of prosopography and analysis, and
two of translations. Without Pseudo-Nashi’ and Theologie und
Gesellschaft this article could not have been written.° But numer-
ous problems of textual interpretation remain, and this, in con-
junction with the need to provide information for readers in
different fields, accounts for what may strike the reader as
annoyingly dense annotation.

Anarchism in the simple sense of belief in the dispensability of
government appears to have a continuous history in the West
from the Bohemian Taborites of the 1420s onwards.!! Outside
the Western tradition it is difficult to find. There is a case for the
view that Chuang Tzu (fourth century BC) and other early Taoists
should be classified as anarchists,’> but much that looks like
anarchism is not,'® and the only non-Western example known to
date apart from the Taoists appears to be the Muslim thinkers
under discussion here. As one would expect, the three types of
anarchist arrived at their convictions by quite different intellectual
routes, having started from different premisses. The Taoists will
have to be left aside here, but we may start with a comparison
of the Western and the Islamic routes.

II

THE WESTERN PREMISSES

Western anarchism, medieval or modern, has its ultimate origins
in the Western conviction that human society pre-dates the emer-
gence of the state. The Western tradition abounds in claims that
once upon a time humans lived together without coercive govern-
ment — in Paradise, the golden age, the state of nature, in

10 Cf. nn. 2-6.

"' Cf. Marshall, Demanding the Impossible, 91 ff. At a less popular level, see N. Cohn,
The Pursuit of the Millennium (London, 1970), 214 ff., on the Taborites; and
G. Woodcock, Anarchism (Cleveland, Ohio, 1962), ch. 2, where the family tree of
anarchism is severely pruned.

12 Thus the contributors to the ¥/ Chinese Phil., x (1983), entirely devoted to that
question. For a good discussion, see A. C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao (Chicago,
1989), 170 ff., 299 ff. (drawn to my attention by Michael Cook).

13 This goes for the many Buddhists, Christians, Gnostics and mystics who sought
to ignore or transcend the state rather than to do away with it.
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primitive societies or before the development of agriculture.
However formulated, the assumption is always the same: state
and society are not inseparable, let alone identical. This may
strike a modern reader as self-evident, but it is not. Its history
takes us back to the Stoics.

To the early Greek philosophers, including Plato and Aristotle,
society and government developed together as two sides of the
same coin: take away the one and you took away the other.'* But
the Stoics distinguished between them in their famous accounts
of what society would look like if it were based on natural law.
Natural law was the right reason by which the universe was
governed and on which the wise man would model his life. A
society based on such reason would not have any law courts,
private property, slavery, marriage or war; in other words, it
would not have any structures of domination or organized viol-
ence: all these things were human conventions, not part of natural
law. (Many other conventional institutions, including temples,
education and coinage, would be absent too.)!® The Stoics were
not anarchists. Their message was not that all these institutions
could be, or ought to be, abolished.'® They did, however, lay the
foundations for anarchism by assigning human sociability and
human government to radically different sources: the one was
natural, rational and good; the other not. The later Stoics said
that in the golden age humans had actually lived in a society
based on natural law, led by wise men; but then avarice had made
its appearance, resulting in the development of private property,
tyranny, slavery, war and so forth; in short, social and political

14 People were assumed originally to have lived as scattered individuals devoid of
any social or political organization — thus Democritus (c.460 BC); cf. W. K. C.
Guthrie, A4 History of Greek Philosophy, 4 vols. (Cambridge, 1962-81), ii, 473 — or
as scattered households ruled by patriarchs, like Homer’s Cyclopes (Plato, Lauws, iii,
680; Aristotle, Politics, i, 1252°). Either way, they gradually came together as a polis.
There are many variations on the theme in Plato’s works (not to mention later writings,
in which people sometimes start by leading a herdlike existence; cf. T. Cole, Democritus
and the Sources of Greek Anthropology (Cleveland, Ohio, 1967), 80, 83); but the primi-
tive polis constructed by Plato in his Republic, 369 ff., is not a stateless society: what
we are asked to think away is luxury, not governmental institutions.

15 Thus the lost Republics of Zeno (d. 263 BC) and Chrysippus (d. 207 BC); cf.
D. Dawson, Cities of the Gods: Communist Utopias in Greek Thought (New York, 1992),
166 ff., where the sources are quoted in full (this is in general an illuminating book).

16 Differently A. Erskine, The Hellenistic Stoa: Political Thought and Action (Ithaca,
NY, 1990), ch. 1, esp. p. 29. Here, as in Malcolm Schofield, The Stoic Idea of the City
(Cambridge, 1991) and Dawson, Cities of the Gods, ch. 4, the Stoic vision is accepted
as a genuine utopia; but see below, n. 84.
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inequality, coercion and strife had emerged.'” This view of human
pre-history went into Cicero and other Latin sources that passed
to the medieval West,'® and above all it went into the Latin
Church Fathers, so that it became part and parcel of Latin
Christianity itself.'® In its Christianized version it said that once
upon a time, in Paradise or in some remote time on earth, humans
had lived social lives without private property and slavery (though
not without marriage),?® but that the Fall had so vitiated human
beings that this was no longer possible. Kings had been instituted
as a punishment for and remedy against sin; their authority
derived from God Himself, however oppressively they behaved,
and one had to obey them, but they did not form part of the

7 Thus Panaetius (d. 109 BC) as reflected in Cicero, De Officiis (but see Dawson,
Cities of the Gods, 228-9, according to whom Panaetius did not idealize the early
period); and Posidonius (d. ¢.50 BC) as reconstructed from Seneca (d. AD 64) and other
sources (G. Rudberg, Forschungen zu Poseidonios (Uppsala, 1918), 51 ff.). Rudberg
conjectures (p. 64) that Posidonius saw warfare as going back to the days of the
sapientes with reference to Manilius (wrote c. AD 10), Astronomica, i, 89; but it is
difficult for an outsider to see why Manilius is assumed to have drawn on Posidonius
here: his story is one of straightforward progress from ignorance to civilization, with
kings and priests rather than philosophers as culture heroes, and with nothing resem-
bling the golden age described by Seneca, who explicitly says that weapons were not
used (Letter 90, 41).

'8 Notably the Institutes and Digest, with the result that twelfth-century lawyers
would speak of a natural state of liberty and communal ownership (cf. P. E. Sigmund,
Natural Law in Political Thought (Cambridge, 1971), 37-8).

“In the Greek Church Fathers the Stoic tradition seems to lose its sociopolitical
content. The interest is in inner man, the slavery which appears with the Fall is
metaphorical, and John Chrysostom (d. 405) stands out when he says that common
ownership is in accordance with nature (Erskine, Hellenistic Stoa, 112). In Nemesius
of Emesa (before 400) the Fall is combined with sociopolitical naturalism: the needs
engendered by the Fall cause humans to congregate because man is a sociable and
political animal by nature, no one person being self-sufficient (De Natura Hominis,
ed. M. Morani (Leipzig, 1987), i, 52 = N. Teller (trans.), Cyril of Ferusalem and
Nemesius of Emesa (London, 1955), 243; cf. Aristotle, Politics, i, 1253%; Schofield, Stoic
Idea of the City, 71). That man, though sociable by nature, was not originally meant
to dominate other men, only beasts, goes unmentioned (contrast Augustine (d. 430),
City of God, xix, 15; cf. R. A. Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology
of St Augustine (Cambridge, 1970), app. B). Natural law is not a prominent concept
in the Syriac tradition, and it is not associated with freedom or equality (cf. the
attestations in S. Pines, ‘La Loi naturelle et la société: La doctrine politico-théologique
d’Ibn Zur‘a, philosophe chrétien de Baghdad’, Scripta Hierosolymitana, ix; repr. in
his Studies in the History of Arabic Philosophy, ed. S. Stroumsa (Jerusalem, 1996),
159 ff.).

%% Sexual communism does not appear in any version of the golden age myth, Stoic
or Christian. When Lactantius (d. ¢.320) argues against it, he is taking issue with Plato
(The Divine Institutes, iii, 21; trans. M. F. McDonald (Washington, 1964); Lactantius
did not like communism in respect of property either, cf. v, 5, where he dismisses
the absence of private property in the golden age as a poetic figure, though the golden
age itself ‘is not poetic fiction, but truth’).
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original condition of innocence.?* The sinful, yet God-given,
nature of power enabled medieval churchmen to stress the diabol-
ical or celestial nature of government as they saw fit, and many
held political subordination to have existed even in Paradise,?
where the existence of civil (as opposed to servile) subjection was
to be explicitly endorsed by Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) with
reference to Aristotle’s view of political organization as natural.??
But the view that government was unknown to God’s original
plan and to nature alike was too entrenched in Western thought
to disappear, though it was often attacked.

As a result, Westerners have always found it possible to think
away the state. Some would think away society along with it, to
illustrate how nasty, brutish and short life would be in the state
of nature; but many would dream up societies from which the
structures of domination had been removed, with reference to
the remote past, the millenarian future, real or alleged primitive
societies, or by way of construing utopias based on natural law
or its socio-economic successor. In short, Western anarchism is
in essence the belief that we can return to the condition of
innocence from which we have fallen, or to some secularized
version of it. Anarchist sentiments can thus be classified as
endemic to the Western tradition, though they have rarely been
epidemic.?* Differently put, if one thinks of an intellectual tradi-
tion as a box of conceptual tools with which every generation
tries to carve some sense out of the world, the Western tradition
has always had a tool labelled ‘does God/nature really want us to
have rulers?’

2! For innumerable attestations of this idea, see R. W. Carlyle and A. J. Carlyle, 4
History of Medieval Political Thought in the West, 6 vols. (London, 1903-36), esp. vols.
i and iii, where the sources are often quoted at length; for a systematic survey and
discussion, see W. Stiirner, Peccatum und Potestas. Der Siindenfall und die Entstehung
der herrscherlichen Gewalt im mittelalterlichen Staatsdenken (Sigmaringen, 1987).

2 Philippe Buc, L’Ambiguité du livre: Prince, pouvoir, et peuple dans les commentaires
de la Bible au Moyen Age (Paris, 1994) (I am indebted to Amy Remensnyder for
drawing my attention to this work). That the introduction of Aristotelian thought
marked less of a break than used to be believed is also the message of C. J. Nederman,
‘Nature, Sin and the Origins of Society: The Ciceronian Tradition in Medieval Political
Thought’, §I Hist. Ideas, xlix (1988); but the political naturalism postulated for early
medieval Europe here mostly seems to be social.

23 Markus, Saeculum, app. C, esp. pp. 224-5.

24 Cf. F. E. Manuel and F. P. Manuel, Uropian Thought in the Western World
(Cambridge, Mass., 1979), 737.
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III

THE MUSLIM PREMISSES

But the Muslims started with a very different set of conceptual
tools. As they saw it, structures of domination had always existed
and always would, for the universe itself was a kingdom, in the
most literal sense of the word.

The king of the universe was God, who ruled by legislating.
At first sight, divine law as conceived by the Muslims looks much
the same as the natural law of the Stoics (who often called theirs
divine as well); but the conceptions are quite different. The
natural law of the Stoics was something built into nature, exempli-
fied by nature, and available to all humans by virtue of their
possession of reason; it was ‘written into their hearts’, as St Paul
put it,?* and thus wholly independent of human government. But
the divine law of the Muslims was envisaged on the model of
positive law as something that had to be enacted, promulgated
and enforced within a particular community: the King had to
send messengers in order for people to know it, and He had to
raise up deputies of one kind or another in order to have it
executed. Far from being independent of human government,
divine law engendered it. You acknowledged God as your king
by accepting membership of His polity, to live by His law as
brought and executed by His agents.

God’s government was coercive. He would not, of course, have
to use force if His subjects would obey Him of their own accord,
but for some reason or other they all tended to be rebellious.
There was nothing special about humans in this respect. God had
sent armies against disobedient creatures even before humans had
been created, and the human fall plays no role whatever in the
Muslim view of why coercive government exists.?® Government
had always existed and always would; it was an inescapable feature
of the universe.

Consequently, the Muslim golden age myth is not about the
absence of government, but rather about its ideal form. The myth

2 Rom. 2: 15.

% For the angelic wars against the jinn who occupied the earth before the creation
of Adam and a detailed account of the Fall, see al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa’l-mulik,
ed. M. J. de Goeje and others, 3rd ser. (Leiden, 1871-1901), i, 81 ff. = The History
of al-Tabart, 39 vols. (Albany, NY, 1989-98), i, trans. Franz Rosenthal, 252 ff. Muslim
views on Paradise and the significance of the Fall for human history still await a
monograph.
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is set in Medina in the time of the Prophet and the first caliphs,
from 622 to 656 (or earlier),”’” that is in a well-remembered
historical period rather than the hoary past, and what it offers is
an idealized version of that period rather than complete fiction.
Like the Stoic account, it describes a simple society which was
guided by wise men until things went wrong, as they did when
the first civil war broke out in 656, if not before. But unlike its
Stoic counterpart, it starts with the foundation of a polity, and
what it illustrates is not a contrast between divine law and human
government, but on the contrary their fusion. The Prophet and
the first caliphs who bring and execute God’s law are unambigu-
ously envisaged as rulers, not just as wise men. They impose
penalties, conduct campaigns, suppress revolts and start the wars
of conquest; in short, they use institutionalized violence. But they
always do so in accordance with God’s law. Nothing is wrong
with coercive institutions as long as they are properly used: that
was the basic position.?®

Ideal government was government by an imam, a communal
leader who modelled himself on God’s law and who thus set an
example to be imitated. The first imam in human history was
Adam. The first imam in Islamic history was Muhammad; the
imams after him adopted the title of caliph, and their position
was thereafter known now as the imamate (which stressed its
legitimate nature) and now as the caliphate (which stressed its
political reality). But they were all rulers of the same kind.
Everything else was a corruption, in two opposite directions.

On the one hand, some people transgressed against God by
arrogating His power to themselves, leading to tyranny. This was
the condition under which the non-Arabs had lived until they
were conquered by the Muslims. More precisely, they had lived
under kings, but all kings other than God Himself were tyrants,
for a king was somebody who wanted power at God’s expense,
like Pharaoh, the paradigmatic example.?® On the other hand,
there were people who forgot about God and His law altogether
and so had no government at all. Statelessness was the condition

%7 Things went wrong as soon as the Prophet died, or when the third caliph took
power, or six years into his reign, or when he was killed and the first civil war broke
out in 656.

28 Practically all sources on the Prophet and the Rashidiin, ‘the rightly guided
caliphs’, in Medina are written along these lines, but the subject still has not found
its Carlyles.

2 Cf. Encycl. Islam 2, s.v. ‘malik’.
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in which the Arabs had lived before the rise of Islam. The Greeks
had rather admired them for their ability to do without rulers,*
and they had certainly admired themselves for it: they boast
endlessly of their refusal to submit to kings or anyone else in
their poetry.3! But after the rise of Islam they realized that they
had lived in pagan ignorance and barbarism, Jahiliyya,* a state
of amorality and disorder, not a condition of innocence, let alone
one which established a natural right to freedom from subordina-
tion. Obligation, subordination and order all came with the revela-
tion, for a religion was first and foremost a set of legal and moral
obligations whereby human society was ordered. The Medinese
caliphs steered a middle course between tyranny and anarchy by
adhering to God’s law. To the vast majority of Muslims they
represented the political ideal, as indeed they still do.

In short, coercive government was not a mere human conven-
tion, except in so far as it had been perverted by kings. In its
authentic form it was a sacred institution which reflected the
absolute. You could not have a moral order without a revealed
law, and you could not have a revealed law without an imam to
enforce it. This was the premiss with which the Muslims started.
It is not easy to see how they could get to anarchism from there.

1A%

FROM IMAMATE TO KINGSHIP

Like everyone else, however, the Muslims soon discovered that
divine law and human government tended to be at loggerheads.
By about 800 Medina had long ceased to be the capital, the
Muslim polity had long lost its simplicity and the imams had long
ceased to be wise men dispensing friendly guidance, in so far as
they ever were. The ‘Abbasid caliphs ruled a vast empire from
Baghdad in a style all too reminiscent of Pharaoh and his likes.

3 Cf. Herodotus, History, 3, 88; Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, ii, 1, 5-6; ii,
48, 4; xix, 94, 2 ff. For the proclivity of the Greeks and Romans to cast tribesmen as
people who preserved virtues that they themselves had lost, with the Scythians as star
performers, see A. O. Lovejoy and G. Boas, Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity
(Baltimore, 1955).

31 Again, there is no monograph. For some examples, see ‘Amr b. Kulthiim,
Mu‘allaga, verse 25; ‘Abid b. al-Abras, in C. Lyall (ed. and trans.), The Diwans of
“Abid Ibn al-Abras, of Asad, and ‘Amir Ibn at-Tufail, of ‘Amir Ibn Sa‘sa‘ah (London,
1913), 4, 14.

32 Cf. Encyl. Islam 2, s.v. ‘Djahiliyya’.

This content downloaded on Tue, 8 Jan 2013 19:05:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

12 PAST AND PRESENT NUMBER 167

The imamate had turned into kingship, as people said; in other
words, it had turned into tyranny. The question was what one
should do about it.

Islam had originated as an activist religion, and there were still
people who said that wherever you saw people act wrongly, you
should take action against them, with the sword if necessary: if
the ruler misbehaved, one had to rebel and replace him with
another, provided that there was a reasonable chance of success.
Most ninth-century Mu‘tazilites were of this opinion,* as were
all Kharijites of the non-anarchist variety.3* But the religious
scholars who came to be the bearers of Sunni Islam were quietists,
like the churchmen of the medieval West. In their view, civil war
was more destructive for the community than such wrongs as
tyrants could inflict on it, and preserving the community was
more important than setting its leadership right; you had to obey
the ruler, however sinful he was, unless he ordered you to disobey
God Himself, in which case you had to adopt passive resistance.>*
There were even some who argued in the Christian style that
tyrannical rulers were a punishment for sins.® But the anarchists
proposed a third solution. We may start with the Mu‘tazilites,
who will get the bulk of the attention.

\Y%

THE MU‘TAZILITE ARGUMENTS

The Mu‘tazilites offered a variety of arguments in favour of
anarchism, but only one is quoted in full, that of the Mu‘tazilite
ascetics. It went as follows. Islam is different from other religions,
for other religious communities have kings who enslave their
subjects, but the Prophet was not a king, nor were his successors,

3 Thus Ps.-Nashi’, §108; similarly al-Ash‘ari, Magalat al-islamiyyin, ed. H. Ritter
(Istanbul, 1929-33), 451 (in the context of evildoers in general rather than rulers in
particular). Compare also M. Cook’s monograph on al-amr bi’l-ma‘rif wa’l-nahy ‘an
al-munkar provisionally entitled The Voice of Honest Indignation (Cambridge, forth-
coming), ch. 9.

34 Ash‘ari in the preceding note; W. M. Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic
Thought (Edinburgh, 1973), ch. 1; P. Crone and F. W. Zimmermann, The Epistle of
Salim b. Dhakwan (Oxford, 2000), ch. 5, all in the context of evildoers in general
rather than rulers in particular.

35 Cf. B. Lewis, ‘On the Quietist and Activist Traditions in Islamic Political
Writings’, Bull. School of Oriental and African Studies, xlix (1986).

*e.g. al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 728), in Ibn Sa‘d, Kitab al-tabagat al-kabir, ed.
E. Sachau ez al., 8 vols. (Leiden, 1904-21), vii, 1, 119.
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and if an imam were to turn into a king, by ceasing to govern in
accordance with the law, then the Muslims would be legally
obliged to fight him and depose him (as the activists said). But
civil war was indeed terrible; it split the community and led to
more violation of the law without guaranteeing a better outcome
(as the quietists said). Since imams kept turning into kings, the
best solution was not to set them up in the first place.?’” The
Mu ‘tazilite ascetics did not deny that there might be a legitimate
ruler in the future: they seem to have thought that he would have
to be an ‘Alid, or in other words a descendant of the Prophet.®
But in the absence of such a ruler it was better to have none.
Al-Asamm’s argument, which has to be pieced together from
diverse passages, was based on the premiss that the imam was a
ruler on whom all members of the community agreed; without
such consensus he would not be an imam at all.** This was widely
accepted (and also the premiss of the Najdiyya). Originally, the
caliphs ruled with communal agreement and had thus been true
imams (according to al-Asamm, though not the Najdiyya), but
nowadays they did not: the community had grown too big.*’ Like
the ascetics, al-Asamm seems to have kept open the possibility
that there could be a true imam again one day, though he cannot
have regarded it as likely if he saw size as the key problem;* and

37 Ps.-Nashi’, §83 = van Ess, TG, v, 329-30.

3 This is implied by the behaviour of Sahl ibn Salama, assuming that he was an
anarchist: he ended up by offering the imamate to an ‘Alid (Crone, ‘Statement by the
Najdiyya’, 74 n.; cf. below, n. 76 on Sahl). Compare also the fact that many Baghdad
Mutazilites were Zaydis, and compare the Shi‘ite tone in the account of the sifiyyar
al-mu‘tazila in Ash‘ari, Magalat, 467 = van Ess, TG, v, 330.

3 Ash‘ari, Magalat, 460, 6; al-Baghdadi, Usil al-din (Istanbul, 1928), 287, 5 =
van Ess, TG, v, 203, with discussion at ii, 408-9.

40 Ps.-Nashi’, §§99-102 = van Ess, TG, v, 204-5, where the true caliphs include
Mu‘awiya, but not ‘Al1. That he saw size as the problem is suggested by his proposal
to have several imams (below, n. 60).

4! There may be a reference to a future imam in the report that he rejected armed
combat against evildoers except under the leadership of a just imam (Ash‘ari, Magalat,
451, 12). This could be construed as a legitimation of revolt against unjust rulers
under the leadership of a just one to appear in the future (thus van Ess’s translation
in TG, v, 207, no. 31). But it may also have been meant to endorse the forcible
suppression of rebels by imams in the past while ruling out armed self-help in the
present (cf. Ash‘ari, Magalat, 278 = van Ess, TG, v, 198, no. 13; he wrote against
those ‘who believe in the sword’: van Ess, TG, ii, 409). Either way, it seems to
contradict his view of the imam as a person governing by consensus, but he clearly
did not envisage consensus as unanimity (pace al-Shahrastani, al-Milal wa’l-nihal, ed.
W. Cureton (London, 1846), 51 = Livre des religions et des sectes, trans. J. Jolivet and
G. Monnot (n.p., 1986-93), 251), for he can hardly have denied that there was
opposition to Mu‘awiya (661-80), whose imamate he accepted (see n. 40).
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he certainly did not think that the imam would have to be an
‘Alid, or even an Arab.** In any case, one had to look for alterna-
tives while such a ruler was absent.

Hisham al-Fuwati subscribed to a variant version of al-
Asamm’s argument. According to him, the community only
needed an imam when it was unanimous and righteous, by which
he appears to have meant that it was only under such circum-
stances that it was possible (and obligatory?) to elect one.*® In
the past it had been possible, but nowadays it was not: the
community had grown disunited and sinful. His pupil ‘Abbad
ibn Sulayman went so far as to declare in categorical terms that
there never could be an imam again.** Here too, it followed that
one had to look for alternatives.

The Mu‘tazilite anarchists were clearly regretful anarchists.
They would not have agreed with Emma Goldman (d. 1940) that
‘all forms of government rest on violence, and are therefore
wrong and harmful, as well as unnecessary’.* In their view, this
was only true of government in the sense of kingship; the imamate
had been an exception. But it was no longer an exception. It had
indeed come to rest on violence, and thus to be wrong, harmful
and unnecessary. This was the problem they were grappling with.

The Mu‘tazilites (as also the Najdiyya) declared the imamate
unnecessary by denying that it was prescribed by the religious
law. A Muslim had to pray, fast and fulfil other duties laid down
by the law, but having an imam was not a duty of that kind, they
said. They demonstrated this in different ways. Al-Asamm,

42 He rejected the imamate of ‘Ali (656-61), unlike that of Mu‘awiya, on the
grounds that there had not been agreement on him (see n. 40); and his presumed
pupils held that the imam could be an Arab or a non-Arab alike (Jahiz, ‘Jawabat’,
Rasa’il, iv, 285).

43 Al-Baghdadi, al-Farq bayna ’l-firaq, ed. M. Badr (Cairo, 1910), 149-50 = van
Ess, TG, vi, 234, no. 39, with further references; similarly Ibn Hazm, in van Ess,
TG, vi, 269, where the statement is attributed to ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman. Compare
Baghdadi’s formulation in his Usal, 271-2: when the members of the community
disobey and kill their imam, ‘it is not obligatory (lam yajib) for the righteous people
among them to set up an imam’.

“ Ash‘ari, Magalat, 459, 467 = van Ess, TG, vi, 269-70, nos. 106-7. In ‘Abbad’s
opinion ‘Ali was the last imam, and this will almost certainly have been Hisham’s
opinion too. Hisham’s claim that no imamate was possible when the community sinned
and killed its imam was not meant to imply that the imamate came to an end with
‘Uthman’s death, as al-Baghdadi and others believed, inferring that Hisham’s intention
had been to denigrate ‘Ali’s position (cf. W. Madelung, Der Imam al-Qasim ibn Ibrahim
und die Glaubenslehre der Zaiditen (Berlin, 1965), 42).

45 In her Anarchism and Other Essays (New York, 1911), 56.
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NINTH-CENTURY MUSLIM ANARCHISTS 15

followed by al-Nazzam, famously declared that people would not
need an imam if they would obey the law of their own accord.*¢
By this he does not seem to have meant that such a situation
could actually be brought about, but rather that since one could
envisage a situation in which the imamate was superfluous, one
could not identify the institution as obligatory on the basis of
reason. Nor was it prescribed in the Qur’an (as all or most non-
Shi‘ites seem to have agreed at the time); and according to
al-Asamm’s presumed followers described by al-Jahiz, the beha-
viour of the Prophet’s Companions after his death also ruled out
that it had been prescribed by him.#’ In short, no legal obligation
to have the institution existed. ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman, perhaps
echoing Hisham al-Fuwati, used the very fact that doubts about
the possibility of having a legitimate imam had arisen to demon-
strate that none could appear any more,*® presumably inferring
that therefore no obligation to have the imamate could exist (any
more?); it was generally agreed that God did not impose imposs-
ible duties on the believers. How the ascetics argued we do not
know, but one way or the other they all denied that the imamate
was God-given. In other words, they all desacralized it: it did
not reflect the absolute; it was just a fallible human institution
like any other (min mu‘amalat al-nas, as al-Asamm put it).*’ They
did not say that it was a bad institution or that God originally
meant people to live without it; they merely denied that God had
any views on its desirability or otherwise. Given that the imamate
was simply a human convention, one could have it or not as one
saw fit: people had had it in the past, and it had worked very
well, but nowadays it was preferable, or even necessary, to do
without it. In short, they cut the link between the imamate and
the law on which Islamic society rested. That was how they made
anarchism possible.

46 Ash‘ari, Magalaz, 460, 9—10; Baghdadi, Usil, 271; Ibn Abi ’l-Hadid, in van Ess,
TG, v, 207, no. 33, with further references; ‘Abd al-Jabbar and al-Mas“udi, in Crone,
‘Statement by the Najdiyya’, nn. 21-2; al-Shahrastani, Kitab nihayat al-igdam fi ilm
al-kalam, ed. (with summary trans.) A. Guillaume (London, 1934), 481; trans. and
discussed in Crone, ‘Statement by the Najdiyya’.

47 ‘Jawabat’, Rasa’il, iv, 290 ff.; cf. Crone, ‘Statement by the Najdiyya’, 68.

8 Ash‘ari, Magalat, 459 = van Ess, TG, vi, 269-70, no. 106, presenting the doubts
as having arisen after the death of ‘Ali, the last caliph he himself recognized as
legitimate.

4 In Shahrastani, Igdam, 481.
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VI

DOING WITHOUT THE IMAM

But how would one manage without the imam? Above all, who
would apply the law and dispense the so-called hudiid, that is
penalties of which it was generally agreed that they could only
be applied by the imam or his representatives? Under normal
circumstances no private person was allowed to kill or maim
another believer. The law did, however, stipulate that certain
crimes (such as theft, adultery and wine-drinking) were punish-
able by death, amputation or flogging; these penalties were among
‘God’s rights’ (hugiiq allah), i.e. they were required for the greater
good, and a public figurehead was required for their execution.>®
This obviously suggested that having an imam was a legal duty,”!
and it is presumably for this reason that the hudid loom large in
the surviving discussions. The question of how one might manage
military matters without an imam attracts less attention, and there
is no discussion at all of where one would find religious guidance,
for all that the ninth-century Mu‘tazilites generally saw the imam
as a religious guide or teacher.>?> But maybe this simply reflects
the fragmentary state of the evidence.

In any case, the Mu‘tazilites responded partly with a pro-
gramme of moral rearmament and partly with practical proposals.
As regards the former, they harped on the theme of cooperation
and taking duties seriously. ‘People’s welfare lies entirely in the
degree to which they cooperate’, as some of them pointed out.
Everybody had to participate, no shirking was allowed; even
people guilty of crimes had to do their bit, by giving themselves
up voluntarily.>

As regards the latter, the proposals ranged from complete
dissolution of public authority to drastic decentralization.

*°On hugitg allah, see B. Johansen, ‘Eigentum, Familie und Obrigkeit im
hanafitischen Strafrecht’, Die Welr des Islams, new ser., xix (1979); B. Johansen,
‘Sacred and Religious Elements in Hanafite Law’, in E. Gellner and J.-C. Vatin (eds.),
Islam et politiqgue au Maghreb (Paris, 1981), 289, 297 ff.

5! Abd al-Jabbar cites his shaykh as making that very point: the fact that amputation
is prescribed for theft in the Qur’an (5: 38) means that the imamate is obligatory by
explicit command (nass), for only the imam is authorized to carry it out (al-Mughni,
xx/1, ed. ‘A.-H. Mahmid and S. Dunya (Cairo, n.d.), 41).

52 Ps.-Nashi’, §85 (al-imam huwa alladht yw’addibu ’l-umma wa-yu‘arrifuha ma‘alim
diniha), with reference to Mu‘tazilites who believed the imamate to be obligatory.
But al-Asamm clearly saw the imam as a teacher too (see below, n. 59).

3 Jahiz, ‘Jawabat’, Ras@’il, iv, 286-7, 289.
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Complete dissolution of public authority seems to be what Hisham
al-Fuwati and ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman had in mind. Since no legit-
imate authority existed, people should take the law into their
own hands whenever they could to ensure that the law was
applied: self-help was encouraged even when it entailed Kkilling,
and even when the killing had to be done on the sly.>* Better
still, people should rebel and openly take over the implementation
of the law, including the amputation of thieving hands, the execu-
tion of murderers and everything else that imams used to do.>
This sounds like a prescription for anarchy in the normal sense
of chaos and disorder. In a slightly less anarchic vein, other
Mu‘tazilites proposed that trustworthy and learned leaders of
households, districts, tribes and towns should apply the law within
their jurisdiction, and that they were qualified to carry out the
hudiid.>® In other words, power should revert to patriarchs and
local leaders — domestic tyrants and local thugs in modern par-
lance. But others were reluctant to do without public authority
altogether. In their view one could elect temporary imams. This
could be done whenever legal disputes arose or crimes were
committed, or when the enemy invaded; the imam would lose
his position as soon as he had finished the job, just as an imam
in the sense of prayer leader (another meaning of the word) loses
his authority the moment the prayer is over.’” One assumes that
it was the above-mentioned leaders of households, districts, tribes
and towns that they had in mind as candidates, but in any case
these Mu ‘tazilites (apparently the ascetics) clearly wanted govern-
ment to be taken over by elected officials. Al-Asamm played

5* If somebody apostatized from Islam without there being an imam to execute him,
anyone able to kill him without attracting attention to himself should do so (thus
Hisham al-Fuwati according to al-Khayyat, Kitab al-intisar, ed. and trans. A. N.
Nader (Beirut, 1957), 51 = 57 (inaccurate); van Ess, TG, vi, 233, no. 38). Posterity
summarized this as a doctrine that it was lawful arbitrarily to assassinate opponents
and take their property (Khayyat, where this is rejected; further sources in van Ess,
TG; Ash‘ari, Magalat, 465, on ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman = van Ess, TG, vi, 270, no. 108).
Since Hisham’s formulation presupposes the presence of some public authority from
whom one must try to protect oneself in the execution of one’s duty, it is hardly
surprising that posterity should have taken him and his pupil to have endorsed assas-
sination; but what Hisham and ‘Abbad were saying was undoubtedly that people must
practise ‘enjoining right and forbidding wrong’ (al-amr bi’l-ma‘raf wa’l-nahy ‘an
al-munkar), a duty incumbent on every believer, to the point of taking over the hudid
from imams who fail to uphold the law (thus van Ess, in TG, iv, 14; cf. also Cook,
Voice of Honest Indignation, ch. 9).

5 <Abbad, in Ash‘ari, Magalat, 467 = van Ess, TG, vi, 270, no. 107.

%6 Jahiz, ‘Jawabat’, Rasa’il, iv, 286.

57 Ps.-Nashi’, §82 = van Ess, TG, v, 329.
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around with this idea too. He said that if you assembled people
in sufficient numbers to minimize the danger of bias and collu-
sion, they could replace the imam for purposes of maintaining
the law and applying the hudiid.>® In other words, one could have
government by executive committee.

Al-Asamm also advanced a proposal for extreme decentraliza-
tion: one could have several, semi-independent imams. One imam
had been fine in the days of the first caliphs, he said, but nowadays
there could no longer be real unanimity on just one man, and e
could not know meritorious people in distant provinces, meaning,
as al-Asamm saw it, that he could not collaborate with provincial
¢lites; this, he said, was frustrating for those who wished to
participate in government. Hence it would be better to have
several imams, and this was perfectly lawful. He ought to have
continued that since the imamate is a human convention, we can
do what we like with it, but at this point he seems to have lost
his nerve: he tried to legitimate his proposal by invoking
Prophetic precedent. He claimed that the Prophet’s governors in
Arabia had in effect been independent imams. Each one had
collected taxes, maintained order, conducted defence and taught
people the law;* and when the Prophet died, the inhabitants of
each provincial centre had inherited the right to appoint such
governors of their own. In short, all provinces were now entitled
to elect their own semi-independent rulers, who would, of course,
have to cooperate.®® Al-Jahiz scoffed at this proposal (as known
to him from al-Asamm’s followers): who ever heard of neigh-
bouring rulers who did not fight?®! But what al-Asamm was
grappling with was clearly the concept of federation. No such
concept existed, and he did not quite arrive at it either, for he
did not explain what would hold the governors together now that
the Prophet had died. But it is none the less a remarkable piece
of political thinking, and it is hardly surprising that he lost his
nerve, for to propose that the Muslim community should be

8 Ash‘ari, Magalat, 467 = van Ess, TG, v, 209, no. 35, where al-Asamm’s pupil
Ibn ‘Ulayya is of the same opinion. Van Ess strangely translates yugimi al-ahkam as
‘propose laws’ (Gesetze aufstellen) and takes the passage to refer to legislation (TG, ii,
414; similarly ‘Une lecture’, 24). One would normally translate it ‘uphold the laws’,
and the passage comes in a rubric on whether there can be any amputation of thieves’
hands, infliction of retaliation or infadh al-ahkam, execution of the laws, without
an 1mam.

5% To al-Asamm too, then, the imam was a teacher (cf. above, n. 52).

% Ps.-Nashi’, §§103-4 = van Ess, TG, v, 208.
61 Jahiz, ‘Jawabat’, Rasa’il, iv, 303-5.
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NINTH-CENTURY MUSLIM ANARCHISTS 19

divided up among a number of imams was even more heretical
than saying that it could do without imams altogether. Al-Asamm
never dared to publish this proposal; he merely told his close
friends and pupils (khawass ashabihi) about it.

VII

GREEK OR TRIBAL ROOTS?

Some eighty years ago Goldziher proposed that al-Asamm and
Hisham al-Fuwati found their anarchism in a Greek letter suppos-
edly written by Aristotle to Alexander after the latter’s conquest
of Iran;®® but this is unlikely and has rightly been rejected by van
Ess.®® The letter makes two points reflecting the Hellenistic
debate for and against monarchy (rather than government as
such): first, ‘many people think that a ruler upholding the law is
only necessary in times of war; when the war is over and security
and calm prevail, one can do without him’; and secondly, ‘some
think that people should all be equal, without any ruler or subject
among them’, while others go to the opposite extreme of deeming
it acceptable for the ruler to be ‘coercive in disregard of the
law’.% The letter was probably translated into Arabic in Syria in
the 730s-740s,% and a formulation reminiscent of the second
point reappears in a work by the Iraqi secretary Ibn al-Mugaffa“
(d. ¢.757), suggesting that it was read in Iraq well before the time

62 1. Goldziher, ‘Hellenistischer Einfluss auf mu‘tazilitische Chalifats-Theorien’, Der
Islam, vi (1916), with reference to J. Lippert (ed.), De Epistula Pseudoaristotelica Peri
Basileias Commentatio (Halle, 1891), §2. The Greek original is lost. For a re-edition
and translation of the famous section predicting the political unity of mankind, see
S. M. Stern, Aristotle on the World State (Oxford, 1968). For a new edition and
translation of the entire letter, see J. Bielawski and M. Plezia (eds. and trans.), ‘Lettre
d’Aristote a Alexandre sur la politique envers les cités’, Archiwum filologiczne, Xxv
(1970), who argue that the letter is authentic.

% Van Ess, ‘al-Asamm’; van Ess, TG, ii, 411-12, with further references.

% Bielawski and Plezia, ‘Lettre’, 30, 39 = 57, 63 (2, 1; 7, 7). Goldziher only
adduced the first passage. Compare Isocrates (d. 338 BC), Nicocles, 22—6, on how
monarchy is more efficient in war than other forms of government. The second
argument seems to summarize Aristotle’s case for and against ‘the king who acts in
all matters according to his own will’, where it is observed that ‘some people think it
entirely contrary to nature for one person to be sovereign over all the citizens where
the polis consists of men who are alike’ (Politics, 1287%).

% M. Grignaschi, ‘Les ““Rasa’il *Aristatalisa ’ila-1-Iskandar’> de Salim Abii-1-‘Ala’
et I’activité culturelle a I’époque omayyade’, Bulletin d’études orientales, xix (1965-6);
M. Grignaschi, ‘Le Roman épistolaire classique conservé dans la version arabe de
Salim Abu-1-‘Ala”’, Le Muséon, 1xxx (1967).
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of al-Asamm and Hisham.®® But it is hard to see how it could
have inspired them, for the concept of the ruler as an emergency
leader in war was alien to both of them, and neither wished to
dispense with the imam on the grounds that people were, or
ought to be, equal. The postulate of Greek influence is in any
case unnecessary. Al-Asamm and Hisham formulated their ideas
in interaction with their Kharijite neighbours (who were not
given to reading Greek works), and both the Mu‘tazilite and the
Najdite anarchists were clearly drawing on tribal tradition which
lies behind all early Islamic political thought of the type which
may be loosely identified as libertarian.

It should be stressed, however, that tribal ideas were at work
only in the sense that they formed part of the value system of
early Muslims, not as a model in their own right. There was no
tradition for crediting tribesmen with the preservation of political
virtues that the members of civilized societies had lost. Much
later, in a fourteenth-century school text from Iran, one does
encounter the argument that people do not need the imamate,
for the bedouin manage perfectly well without rulers;*” but there
is no way of telling where this argument comes from or how
early it is. It could be of Najdite origin. But the Mu‘tazilites
never invoke the bedouin in the surviving texts, and the chances
are that they envisaged tribal statelessness as every bit as bad as
tyranny in that neither was based on God’s law. They do not in
fact invoke any concrete example of statelessness at all, and this
is what is so remarkable about them: they were not thinking in
terms of a return to some original condition; all were discussing
new forms of political organization for which they had no example
in either real or imagined history. In so far as one can tell, they
simply reasoned their way to the view that one could live by the
law alone, in conjunction with some local administration.

6 ‘Al-Risala fi ’l-sahaba’, in Ibn al-Mugaffa‘: “Conseilleur” du calife, ed. and trans.
C. Pellat (Paris, 1976), §§13-14; in al-Majmii‘a al-kamila li-mu’allafar ‘Abdallah b.
al-Mugaffa‘ (Beirut, 1978), 195-6, where some people hold that the imam is no
different from anyone else in that he must be obeyed when he follows God and
disobeyed when he goes against Him, whereas others say that he must be obeyed in
all circumstances because his subjects cannot sit in judgement of him. Here, as in the
letter to Alexander, the adherents of the first view sound more anarchist than they
are likely to have been. (The similarity between the formulation in the two works
was first noticed by Anthony Black.)

7 Al-Iji, al-Mawagif (Cairo, 1907), viii, 347.
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VIII

ISLAMIC VERSUS WESTERN ANARCHISM

It could be argued that most of the Mu‘tazilite proposals are not
really anarchist in that most of them replace one type of govern-
ment with another instead of abolishing it altogether. But this is
true of most anarchist proposals: the alternative to the state is
more often than not authoritarianism of another, and frequent-
ly more thoroughgoing, kind. The main difference between
Mu‘tazilite and Western anarchism is that the Mu tazilites only
proposed political alternatives to the imamate, whereas Western
anarchists have usually proposed social regimentation and/or
extreme simplicity of life in order to do without the state. Western
anarchism has always been as much about socio-economic re-
organization as political reform, almost always in an egalitarian
vein, and usually communist (thus already the Taborites). Neither
government nor private property had existed in the state of
nature; the former had come into existence for the protection of
the latter, as everyone knew from Cicero,® so the two had to be
abolished together. But Mu‘tazilite anarchism was not concerned
with social reorganization at all, nor was it egalitarian, let alone
communist.

The Mu‘tazilite ascetics did postulate a connection between
government and property, but what they said was not that both
were intrinsically wrong, only that both were wrong unless they
were based on Islamic law. This they no longer were. The abode
of Islam had turned into an abode of unbelief, as one of them
declared, meaning that collective life no longer had any legal or
moral foundations.® The illegitimacy of the ruler vitiated all titles
to property: all ownership was really usurpation until the rightful
imam appeared; making a living in any manner involving buying
and selling was forbidden; all income was sinful, apart from such
scraps as one received by begging in extreme need.” (How they

%8 Cf. Neal Wood, Cicero’s Social and Political Thought (Berkeley, 1988), ch. 4.
Dawson persuasively argues that this goes back to Panaetius (Cities of the Gods, 252
* "1"’4Iibﬁ ‘Imran al-Raqashi, in van Ess, TG, iii, 131.

70 Ps.-Nashi’, §83 = van Ess, TG, v, 330; Ash‘ari, Magalat, 467 = van Ess, TG,
v, 330; cf. also van Ess, in TG, iii, 130 ff. They were well aware that the scraps they
received by begging had been acquired in sinful ways as well, but they argued that
necessity legitimated their consumption: one may eat carrion and other things prohib-
ited by the law if the alternative is starving to death (thus Ash‘ari, who dismisses

their prohibition on making a living, known as zahrim al-makasib, as an excuse for
laziness).

This content downloaded on Tue, 8 Jan 2013 19:05:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

22 PAST AND PRESENT NUMBER 167

viewed living off the land we are not told: all were clearly urban-
ites.) Had the head of state been legitimate, property and income
therefrom would have been lawful too.

In so far as the Mu‘tazilites postulated a relationship between
property and their political problems, their view was thus that
wrongful government made property immoral, not that property
engendered wrongful government. Far from construing their
inegalitarian society as a source of caliphal tyranny, they all saw
it as an alternative to it: society would be fine if only it were left
alone; patriarchs and local leaders would dispense the law. Their
anarchism consisted in thinking away the head of state and,
implicitly, his army and bureaucracy too, in order to replace the
whole apparatus of central government with either provincial
imams in federation or local imams elected for a term, or with
executive committees, or simply with the leaders of households
and tribes as they were, or with straightforward self-help. But as
regretful anarchists, not one of them condemned the state on
principle. What they minded was not the existence of coercive
power but rather its distribution.

The distribution of power in the ninth-century caliphate was
in fact extremely lopsided. The ‘Abbasids tended to recruit their
soldiers and governors in one province, eastern Iran, and their
bureaucrats in another, lower Iraq; by and large, all others were
excluded from decision-making at a central level, however influ-
ential, wealthy or meritorious they might be in local terms. This
was to get worse, for instead of broadening their power base the
caliphs decided, from the mid-ninth century onwards, to import
Turkish tribesmen as slaves and to train them as soldiers and
government servants, so that central government came to have
even less anchorage in Muslim society than before.” This had
not happened by the time al-Asamm wrote, but it was where
things were going, and his federation was undoubtedly meant to
counteract this trend. He wanted more local participation. The
same would appear to be true of the other Mu‘tazilite anarchists.

"L Cf. P. Crone, ‘The Early Islamic World’, in K. Raaflaub and N. Rosenstein (eds.),
War and Society in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds (Cambridge, Mass., 1999), 323 ff.;
Patricia Crone, Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity (Cambridge, 1980),
app. 5; Dominique Sourdel, Le Vizirar abbaside, 2 vols. (Damascus, 1959-60).
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IX

PUTTING ANARCHISM INTO PRACTICE

None of the Mu‘tazilite anarchists explained how one was to do
away with the state. All seem to have made their proposals in
what Dawson calls a ‘low utopian’ vein, meaning that their pro-
gramme of radical reform was destined for eventual implementa-
tion, if possible, but that meanwhile it served the eminently useful
function (shared by all utopias) of providing a critique of existing
institutions.”? Since all were scholars devoid of political experi-
ence, they may have held the practicalities of implementation to
be for others to work out. We know next to nothing about their
social status or sources of income, but most of them seem to have
been happy to enjoy the comforts available under the protective
cover of the state, however despotic or illegitimate it might be.
Hisham al-Fuwati, possibly a wealthy trader, is even said to have
frequented the court.”® Only the Mu‘tazilite ascetics of Baghdad
appear to have kept their distance from rulers and the normal
comforts of life alike, but their withdrawal gave them greater
affinities with the mystics, with whom the term siufiyyar
al-mu‘tazila brackets them, than with political reformers. None
of them displayed any interest in fomenting rebellion, whether
they considered it lawful or not; and al-Asamm positively ruled
it out.”

An opportunity did, none the less, arise. In 817 the government
collapsed of its own accord in Baghdad. There had been a civil
war (the fourth); the new caliph al-Ma’mun was still absent, and
his governor could not maintain order.”® The result was complete
lawlessness, to which a certain Sahl ibn Salama responded by
founding a famous vigilante group that proved quite effective.
This man has turned out to be a Baghdad Mu‘tazilite, possibly
of the anarchist variety.”® His brief career certainly made a deep

"2 Dawson, Cities of the Gods, 7. Whether their programme was as comprehensive
as Dawson’s definition of utopian writing requires is another question: the chances
are that they only discussed the imamate, not political and social institutions in general.

7 See van Ess, TG, iv, 1-2, minimizing (but not denying) the court attendance
implied by the sources cited at 1 n. 3.

74 See above, n. 41.

5 Cf. Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the Age of the Caliphates (London, 1986),
148 ff.

76 W. Madelung, ‘The Vigilante Movement of Sahl b. Salama al-Khurasani and the
Origins of Hanbalism Reconsidered’, §! Turkish Studies, xiv (1990, Festschrift Fahir

(cont. on p. 24)
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impression on the anarchists. ‘At a time when government disin-
tegrated and the plebs and ruffians took over . .. we saw a small
number of people of integrity and standing get up in their district,
tribe, street and quarter to ... subdue the ... ruffians so that
the weak could once more move freely . . . and so that merchants
could go around again’, they boast in al-Jahiz’s account of them.”’
This was devolution in action. The anarchists concluded that
when people are forced to rely on themselves, they discover
talents they did not know they had. People should wake up:
the so-called shepherd would resume oppression as soon as he
recovered his strength.”® He did in fact recover his strength, so
that was the end of that.

X

THE NAJDIYYA

This brings us to the Najdiyya, who can be dealt with rather
more briefly.”” The Najdiyya were almost certainly the first to
deny the necessity of the imamate, and the reason why they did
so, in so far as one can tell, is that they wished to shed the
obligation to rebel. By origin they were activists: one had to fight
to replace the illegitimate caliph of today with a true imam. They
had in fact started their history by rebelling, in the late seventh
century, but their revolt had been suppressed, which left them
with the choice between trying again or modifying their doc-
trine.®’ They chose the latter, we do not know exactly when:
their belief in the dispensability of the imamate is not attested
until the end of the ninth century.® But the implications are clear
enough: if the law did not prescribe an imam, one did not have
to rebel to set one up; one could be a Kharijite without committing
oneself to establishing a true imamate; one could live under the

(n. 76 cont.)
Iz), 331; van Ess, TG, iii, 173 ff. (superseding I. M. Lapidus, ‘The Separation of
State and Religion in the Development of Early Islamic Society’, Internar. J1 Middle
East Studies, vi, 1975).

77 Jahiz, ‘Jawabat’, Rasa’il, iv, 289.

78 Ibid., 290.

7 What follows is based on Crone, ‘Statement by the Najdiyya’.

8 For their revolt, see ‘Abd al-Ameer ‘Abd Dixon, The Umayyad Caliphate
65-86/684—705 (London, 1971), 169 ff.

81 In al-Nawbakhti, Firaq al-shi‘a, ed. H. Ritter (Istanbul, 1931), 10 (Ps.-Nashi’’s
account of them breaks off in the middle).
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illegitimate ‘Abbasid caliphs without endangering one’s chances
of salvation.

But the Najdiyya soon developed a further reason to deny the
necessity of the imamate: they did not want an imam to lay down
the law to them. It is this second concern which is uppermost in
their argument as we have it. Unlike the Mu‘tazilite anarchists,
who merely held the imamate to have become inoperable, the
Najdiyya denied that it had ever existed. An imam was someone
on whom everyone agreed, they said, but perfect agreement was
inconceivable in theory and had never been seen in practice: even
the very first caliph, Abu Bakr, had encountered opposition, as
everyone knew. He had not been an imam, then, though he had
certainly been a good man. They classified him as a chief (ra’zs).
From this they inferred that the obligatory nature of the imamate
was a myth.®?

By denying that the imamate had ever existed, they also denied
that it was the only form of government compatible with Islam,
so they did not thereby declare themselves to be anarchists:
rightly guided chieftainship was still an option. But the question
of political government did not interest them much, since they
would have had to rebel in order to establish a ruler of their own
whether they classified him as an imam or not. They said that f
one were to establish a polity of one’s own, then one could have
a chief, though one was not obliged to have one, adding that he
would have to be elected by the community, supervised by it and
deposed by it if he was found to stray: he would merely be the
community’s agent. But this was the standard Kharijite view of
the imam (a term the Najdiyya sometimes fell into using of their
rightly guided chief as well).

As far as religious guidance was concerned, however, their
dismissal of the imamate was certainly meant in an anarchist vein.
Even if a ruler existed, he would only be a chief, not an imam,
meaning that he would not be empowered over anybody else in
religious terms. All believers were entitled to their own opinions
on law and doctrine on the basis of jjrihad, independent reasoning,
for all of them were equally authoritative. The believers were
‘like the teeth of a comb’, or ‘like a hundred male camels without
a single female riding camel among them’: why should they defer
to someone just like themselves? Just as there could never be

82 For the details, see Crone, ‘Statement by the Najdiyya’, 65 ff.
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sufficient agreement to establish an imamate, so there could never
be enough to establish law: consensus (fjma‘) was not a source of
law at all. Everybody was responsible for his own road to salva-
tion. Najdite Islam was a do-it-yourself religion. Politically and
intellectually a Najdite would have no master apart from God.

This was radical libertarianism, and it was achieved at a cost.
The Najdiyya held themselves to be the only Muslims. All others
were infidels who could in principle be enslaved, dispossessed
and exterminated by the Najdiyya, should the latter choose to
rebel.® In practice the Najdiyya seem to have lived in perfect
amity with their so-called infidel neighbours. But they continued
to regard the latter as outsiders, and this meant that they did not
have to consider them in their political thought. What they were
writing about was a tiny community in which people probably
knew each other face to face. They could allow a high degree of
independent reasoning because there was almost certainly a high
degree of consensus anyway, and they could dream of libertarian
politics because they had no polity of their own. As a solution to
the problems of how one might keep the Muslims from India to
Spain together in a single political and/or religious community,
the Najdite vision was no use at all.

XI

CONCLUSION

Aristotle’s Greeks and the very first Muslims were political
animals in much the same sense: both assumed the highest form
of human life to consist in participation in the public affairs of a
politically organized society, the polis (city-state) in the Greek
case, the umma (the community founded by Muhammad) in the
Muslim case. As the city-state was the only polity in which one
could be free according to the Greeks, so the community founded
by the Prophet was the only polity in which one could be a slave
of God’s, as the Muslims put it, meaning free of subjection to
mere humans in this world and saved in the next. In both cases
the conception was undermined by world conquest. What
Alexander did to the polis, the Muslim conquerors did to their
own community in Medina. People now had to come to terms
with empires. The original types of polity survived, of course:

83 Cf. Crone and Zimmermann, Epistle of Salim b. Dhakwan, ch. S.
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the polis continued within Alexander’s empire, the umma con-
tinued as an empire. But they ceased to be coterminous with the
arena in which people found the meaning of their lives. Real
politics now meant kingship, which the Greeks and Muslims alike
equated with enslavement. Real freedom now meant transcending
politics, to find the meaning of one’s life elsewhere.

This is the ultimate background to the anarchists, and it is also
what doomed them to extinction. The Mu‘tazilites had not tran-
scended politics. Unlike the Cynics and the Stoics, they were not
saying that people should change their artitude to government
and understand how unimportant it was in terms of the ultimate
order of the universe.®* It was the Sufis who took that line. The
Mu‘tazilite anarchists were saying that people should change
government itself. Al-Asamm and his pupils wanted their polit-
ical participation back, even if it meant sacrificing the imamate.
The Najdiyya wanted to keep their intellectual autonomy, even
if it meant remaining a tiny minority. Both were to that extent
backward-looking.

The Mu‘tazilites were perfectly realistic in their recognition
that the imamate could no longer function as it had done in
Medina, and al-Asamm was also right that political decentraliza-
tion was on the cards. By the end of the ninth century the
caliphate had broken up under semi-independent governors, very
much as he said it should. But it did not break up in accordance
with his prescription. The semi-independent rulers were military
leaders who fought each other as much as al-Jahiz had said they
would, and they were simply miniature versions of the caliph,

84 This surely was the message of the Cynic and Stoic Republics alike. None of them
was construed in a utopian vein (pace the authors above, n. 16), not even in a ‘high
utopian’ vein after the fashion of Plato’s Republic (cf. Dawson, Cities of the Gods, 7,
186). To say that a particular institution (e.g. slavery) did not exist according to
natural law was much the same as saying that it did not exist in the eyes of God: the
message was that the institution had no moral value, not that it ought to be abolished.
The deliberately outrageous tone characteristic of both the Cynic and the Stoic works
is consistent with a desire to change perceptions, not with one for institutional reform;
and unlike Plato, the Stoics were perfectly happy with the fact that their ideal city
could never exist: the status of wise man was practically unattainable, as they readily
declared, without excepting themselves. But whereas the Cynics took the moral worth-
lessness of conventional institutions to mean that one should reject society (to live in
a tub or the like), the Stoics held that one should continue to live in it while keeping
the moral indifference of conventional institutions in mind: the wise man should
marry, as Zeno and Chrysippus said, no matter how communist sexual relations might
be according to natural law; he just should not attach too much importance to it.
(Both attitudes reappear in Sufism.)
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the tyrant that al-Asamm had wished to replace. By the tenth
century these rulers had officially taken to calling themselves
kings in a flattering sense. By the twelfth century the sources will
routinely make statements such as that the king must ensure that
his subjects ‘do not take out the ring of slavery from their ears’.®®
The anarchists must have turned in their graves. But whether
one tried to live with this development or sought to transcend it,
anarchism was dead. Of people contemplating life without mon-
archs on a permanent basis in the Islamic world I do not know a
single unambiguous example after the Mu‘tazilite and Najdite

anarchists had disappeared.

Institute for Advanced Study, Patricia Crone
Princeton

85 Nizam al-Mulk, in A. K. S. Lambton, ‘The Dilemma of Government in Islamic
Persia: The Siyasar-nama of Nizam al-Mulk’, Iran, xxii (1984), 59.
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