Shiism among the Bedouins in the Middle Ages: A Literature Review

Introduction
Orientalists (archaic as the word may sound today, it has multiple layers of history beneath it) have always been fascinated with the Bedouins; their mere mention has evoked a sense of adventure, romanticism and a passion for the unknown. Shiism, similarly, has also seen much academic interest, especially after the mid-20th Century, when Academia finally realised that the debate between orthodoxy and heterodoxy was not a simple one, as a result we saw researchers specialising in Shiism. This would lead one to think that even at the intersection of the two a lot of research would have been carried out. Unfortunately, that is not the case, even though research has been undertaken, it is only in scattered areas. This therefore means that there is much scope for comprehensive research on this very interesting topic.

Methodology
I have narrowed this review do[footnoteRef:1]wn to the Middle Ages, as this was the time when the Middle East saw a lot of Shia dynasties, in the wake of which there was much interaction between the Bedouin and these dynasties. This interaction was mostly recorded either in Arabic books written between the 11th and 12th Centuries, such as those of the famed Mamluk historian, al-Maqrizi. Earlier works of Fatimid dais was discovered very recently by Western Academics like Ivanow and studied more in detail by the likes of Professor Heinz Halm. However this interaction has to be studied since the advent of Islam to actually understand the psyche of the Bedouins in accepting Islam in general, let alone Shiism; areas where Shiism had taken a foothold and finally the rise of the Shiite states in the 8th and 9th Centuries. [1:  Halm, Heinz. (1996) The empire of the Mahdi, trans. from the German by Michael Bonner. Leiden: Brill] 


Review of Literature
Arabic books on genealogy are a fertile ground for studies on the Arabs. The Arabs, according to these genealogists,[footnoteRef:2] are generally divided into the Northern Arabs or the ‘Adnaniyyah, and the Southern Yemeni origin-Arabs or the Qahtaniyyah[footnoteRef:3] (Nicholson, 1907, p. ). Both groups had nomadic and sedentary populations. The balance tilted toward nomadism. The Bedouin (badw in Arabic; also known as the a’rab, or ahl al-badiyah) or the people of the badiyah (the out bush or the desert) were the hardy people, one who could survive in the toughest of conditions. Crone gives an interesting analysis of how Islam encouraged them to migrate towards the urban centers especially towards Madinah, towards which Prophet Mohammed had migrated (2007, Chapter III)[footnoteRef:4].  [2:  Nicholson, Reynold.  (1907) A Literary History of the Arabs. London: T.F. Unwin]  [3:  See the tension between Qays and Mudar in the article: Were the Qays and Yemen of the Umayyad Period Political Parties in Crone’s From Arabian Tribes to Islamic Empire: Army, State and Society in the Near East c. 600-850]  [4:  Crone, Patricia. (2007) From Arabian Tribes to Islamic Empire: Army, State and Society in the Near East c. 600-850, London: Ashgate (Variorum Collected Series)] 

The Qur’an[footnoteRef:5] and the other Hadith narrations portray the fragile relations between the earliest Muslims and the Bedouins, and their reluctance to accept Islam. The Bedouin have always been portrayed as free men, unaccepting of authority and unwilling to yield to it. It was the Bedouin who revolted after Prophet Mohammed’s death in 632 CE against the state[footnoteRef:6]. Again, it was mainly the Bedouin who supported the kharijites after the battle of Naharwan. This pitted the Bedouin against any organised religion. The Shiat ‘Ali or the partisans of Ali b. Abitalib (661 CE) were the ones who supported Ali b. Abitalib’s right to the caliphate and imamate after the death of the Prophet. The Shia view is that he did not stake his claim, following the orders of the Prophet, until people forced him to accede to the caliphate. He moved to Kufa (Iraq) from where he fought three wars, supported by various tribes. Some of which turned against him after the second battle, with whom he fought his last battle, only to be killed at the hands of one of them[footnoteRef:7]. [5:  The Qur’an refers to the Bedouin as the a’rab. See verses which portray the Bedouin in a poor light; for example (9:97), (9:101), (49:14)]  [6:  Reynold Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs. London: T.F. Unwin, 1907]  [7:  And al-Rahman ibn Muljam or Muljim al-Muradi] 

Nicholson says that the Khariji movement since its inception had a Bedouin character, they were mostly drawn from the Bedouin soldiery (1907, p. )[footnoteRef:8].  [8:  Nicholson, Reynold.  (1907) A Literary History of the Arabs. London: T.F. Unwin] 

Ibn Khaldoun in his prolegomena known as al-Muqadimmah analyses this trend although not very directly (Ibn Khaldun and Rosenthal, 1967, p. )[footnoteRef:9]. Reynolds says that the Bedouin view of life was ‘thoroughly hedonistic’ and that they reluctantly subscribed to the new religion of Islam (1907, p. )[footnoteRef:10].  [9:  Ibn, Khaldūn, and Rosenthal, Franz. (1967) The Muqaddimah: An Introduction to History. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press]  [10:  Nicholson, Reynold.  (1907) A Literary History of the Arabs. London: T.F. Unwin] 

The Middle Ages saw the emergence of powerful Shiite states; the Fatimids in North Africa, the Buyids[footnoteRef:11] in Iraq and Iran, the Hamdanids[footnoteRef:12] in Syria. As a result, the Bedouin tribes of the Jazira, the land between the Euphrates and the Tigris saw constant interaction between them and the Shiite dynasties. [11:  or Buwayhids (Āl-i Būya), an Iranian Shiite dynasty named after Abū Shujāʿ Būya (Buwayh), whose descendants ruled the greater part of Iran, Iraq and the Jazīra up to the northern borders of Syria. For further reference see Sajjadi, Sadeq, Asatryan, Mushegh and Melvin-Koushki, Matthew, “Būyids”, in: Encyclopaedia Islamica, Editors-in-Chief: Wilferd Madelung and, Farhad Daftary. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1875-9831_isla_COM_05000055. (Accessed: 10 November 2019)	]  [12:  Tag̲h̲libī family which, in the 4th/10th century, provided two minor dynasties in Mesopotamia or Jazīra (Mosul) and in Syria (Aleppo), and whose most distinguished representative was the amīr of Aleppo, Sayf al-Dawla. See Canard, M., “Ḥamdānids”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0259. First published online: 2012. First print edition: ISBN: 9789004161214, 1960-2007 (Accessed: 10 November 2019)
] 

There was also the proto state of the Qaramita who though being Ismailis, refused to recognize the Fatimids as imams, and also fought with them, laying siege to Cairo itself. Madelung discusses how the Qaramita movement saw its advent in the hinterland of Kufa and stretched to Bahrayn (what is now Eastern Saudi Arabia (Halm, 1996, p. 31)) from where they drew their main support from the local tribes.[footnoteRef:13] Ivanow says that at the onset one of the Qarmati dais approached the Bedouins, ‘who were already converted to Ismailism’ (1952, p. 60), this gives us an insight that the Bedouin had already accepted Ismailism, although Ivanow also calls the supporters of the cause the ‘wild Bedouins’ (1942, p.52)[footnoteRef:14]. He then describes how a horde of a hundred thousand Bedouins besieged Damascus. This particular Bedouin uprising was finally crushed by their own brethren, who were bribed by the Abbasids (Ivanow, 1942, p.88). According to Ivanow, De Goeje[footnoteRef:15] and De Sacy[footnoteRef:16], when narrating about the Qarmatians, did not base their works on Fatimid sources, choosing to quote anti Fatimid historians. It was Ivanow who found Fatimid works such as the Istitar[footnoteRef:17] , from which he produced interesting details about this movement. Madelung also discusses how ʿAbd Allāh b. ʿAlī al-ʿUyūnī rose up against the Qaramita in Bahrayn, putting a definitive end to their reign, while recognising the suzerainty of the Sulayhid, ʿAlī b. Muḥammad, who was the Fatimid representative in Yemen[footnoteRef:18]. Halm on the other hand already had access to Fatimid sources such as the Istitar and hence his narration-of the Qarmatian episode and their conversion of the Bedouin tribes from believers in Mohammed bin Ismail to their form of Ismailism-is very detailed (1996, p. 47-51)[footnoteRef:19]. There was also one who pretended to be one of the imams (Halm, 1996, p. 64).  [13:  pl. Qarimata, an Ismaili sect, originally generally reported to have referred to the followers of Ḥamdān Qarmaṭ, an Ismāʿīlī leader in the sawād of al-Kūfa. See Madelung, W., “Ḳarmaṭī”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0451> (Accessed: 11 November 2019)

]  [14:  Ivanow, Vladimir. (1942) Ismaili Tradition Concerning the Rise of the Fatimids, Calcutta: Islamic Research Association]  [15:  M. J. de Goeje. (1886)  Mémoire sur les Carmathes du Bahraïn et les Fatimides , Leiden: Brill]  [16:  by S. de Sacy, (1886) Exposé de la Religion des Druzes, Leiden: Brill ]  [17:  Istitar al-Imama of Naysaburi, a Fatimid Dai]  [18:  Kūfa. See Madelung, W., “Ḳarmaṭī”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0451> (Accessed: 11 November 2019)]  [19:  Halm, Heinz. (1996) The empire of the Mahdi, trans. from the German by Michael Bonner. Leiden: Brill] 

Daftary states that during the 11th Century, the Bedouin tribes of the Syrian desert played a crucial role between the Fatimids, the Abbasids and the Hamdanids, where the Shiite faith was utilized as a tool to mobilise pro-Fatimid sentiments (2007, p. 185 & 192)[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Daftary, Farhad. (2007) The Ismāʿīlīs: Their History and Doctrines, 2nd ed., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press] 

Arab chroniclers also narrate the arabicisation of North Africa at the hands of the Bedouin tribe of Banu Hilal. Kirsten discusses why the Caliph-Imam al-Mustansir mobilized them to subjugate the ZIrid warlord, Ibn Badis (2016, p. 35, 88)[footnoteRef:21]. While Sayyid discusses how during al-Mustansir’s reign, his distinguished dai, al-Muayyad, used the help of the Bedouin tribes from the Jazira to overcome a Saljuq army[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Thomas, Kirsten. (2016) Politics and Power in Late Fatimid Egypt, London: I. B. Tauris
]  [22:  Sayyid, Ayman Fuad. (2002) The Fatimids and their Successors in Yaman: The History of an Islamic Community, London: I. B. Tauris] 

Conclusion
Crone analyses the role of the Islam in unifying and mobilizing tribes, in which she makes a reference to the Ismaili movements in Yemen, the Syrian Desert and Eastern Arabia. Interestingly when she mentions the Fatimids, she only refers to North Africa, which is a pointed reference to the Berber tribe of Kutama, hence out of my subject area (2007, Chapter II)[footnoteRef:23]. Still their fragile acceptance of Islam is not discussed. Halm mentions this eagerness when discussing the conversion of the Bedouins of Bahrayn to the cause of the Qaramita (1996, p.55)[footnoteRef:24]. That is still a lot of scope for exploration to see whether the Bedouin accepted Shiism as a matter of belief, or it was just a convenient way for them to pursue their love for raiding, and to also discuss why the Shiite dais propagated their faith in the Bedouin, was it just a means to a political end or was it a genuine proliferation of their faith. [23:  Crone, Patricia. From Arabian Tribes to Islamic Empire: Army, State and Society in the Near East c. 600-850, Ashgate (Variorum Collected Series), 2007]  [24:  Halm, Heinz. (1996) The empire of the Mahdi, trans. from the German by Michael Bonner. Leiden: Brill] 
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