	
	
	



Arwā bint Ahmed al-Sulayhi, incidental queen or extraordinary stateswoman?
[bookmark: _Hlk24739675]Introduction: Bilqīs al-sughrā (the junior Bilqīs, Queen of Sheba), Sayyidat Mulūk al-Yaman (foremost lady of the kings of Yemen) and al-Hurra (the noble one, the free) are some of the epithets by which Arwā bint Ahmed al-Sulayhi (d. 532 AH/1138 CE) is known in Yemen to date[footnoteRef:1]. In San’ā’, a historical grand mosque is attributed to her, while a modern university[footnoteRef:2] and scores of streets and establishments across Yemen are named after her. Who is this lady who holds such pride of place in the hearts of Yemenis even after over nine hundred years from her death? How is it that a Shī’ī Ismā’īlī Arab woman, a woman from a minority within a minority, came to rule Yemen for over half a century[footnoteRef:3]? Was her appointment purely incidental, or was she chosen for her outstanding attributes in the political, intellectual and spiritual realms?   [1:  Others are al-Sayyida al-Hurra (the free noblewoman) and al-Hurra al-Malika (the free queen)]  [2:  The Queen Arwā University in San’ā’ was founded in 1996.]  [3:  1067 CE to 1168 CE] 

[bookmark: _Hlk24746381][bookmark: _Hlk24749500][bookmark: _Hlk24749538][bookmark: _Hlk24740351]Methodology: To find an answer to these questions, I have relied on traditional Tayyibī Ismā’īlī sources such as the 7th volume of Uyūn al-Akhbār[footnoteRef:4], and researched Arabic primary sources such as ‘Umāra al-Yamanī’s Tārīkh al-Yaman, and academic works written both in Arabic and English. Although Yemeni history celebrates this remarkable queen, there is a surprising, or rather unsurprising, collective amnesia that has afflicted other historians, both Arab and Western, with regards to her reign. Fatima Mernissi narrates how a sceptical Western colleague, who specialized in the Middle Ages, asked whether she was confusing facts about the khutba (prayer sermon) being proclaimed in Arwā’s name with something that she had read in the Arabian Nights[footnoteRef:5]. Those who have spoken about her have done  so against the backdrop of the Fatimid empire, specifically the reign of the eighteenth Fatimid imam-caliph al-Mustansir bi’llāh (d. 466 AH/1074 CE), in which the Sulayhid dynasty was established, and who instated her not only as the monarch but also as his hujja (lit. proof)[footnoteRef:6]. I will henceforth use interchangeably the queen’s name, Arwā, and the honorofic title al-Hurra al-Malika, by which she was widely known. [4:  Ayman Fuad Sayyid, The Fatimids and their Successors in Yaman: The History of an Islamic Community, (London: I. B. Tauris, 2002). In collaboration with Paul E. Walker & Maurice A. Pomerantz; Arabic Edition and English summary of volume 7 of Idris ‘Imād al-Dīn’s ‘Uyūn al-akhbār.
]  [5:  Fatima Mernissi, The Forgotten Queens of Islam, trans. Mary Jo Lakeland (Minneapolis: Polity Press, 1993) p. 116]  [6:  Farhad Daftary, The Ismā’īlī s: Their History and Doctrines, (2nd ed) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007) p. 200.] 

Review of literature: It is interesting to note the marked differences in narrating her history between a) Ismā’īlī authors, b) Yemeni authors, c) authors- academic or otherwise- who are neither Yemeni nor Ismā’īlī, but manifest distinctive gender differences in dealing with the historical facts of Arwā’s reign. 
[bookmark: _Hlk24758619]Tayyibī Ismā’īlī literature speaks of this queen with great reverence; not only as the sovereign who built a flourishing empire marked by justice and economic stability[footnoteRef:7], but also one who was elevated to the highest of spiritual ranks in the da’wa by the imam of her time. That the ‘imam of the age’ held al-Hurra al-Malika in high regard is evident in the honorific titles by which the 20th Imam al- Āmir bi Ahkām Allāh addressed her in official correspondence. Al-Khattāb b. al-Hasan, an important Yemeni Ismā’īlī author and Arwā’s contemporary, reiterates the reverence accorded to her in Tayyibī Ismā’īlī thought in his works[footnoteRef:8]. The Dā’ī ‘Imād al-Dīn describes her excellent virtue, her knowledge and her piousness, and concludes that she was a woman who surpassed the most learned of men in her excellence[footnoteRef:9]. She is also regarded as the ‘mother’ of the Tayyibī Ismā’īlī du’āt (s. dā’ī), who established the line of du’āt to act as representatives of the imams during the period of satr, or occultation. Like all his predecessors, today the 53rd dā’ ī in an unbroken chain of Tayyibī Ismā’īlī du’at, Dr. Syedna Mufaddal Saifuddin upholds this reverence and devotion to this remarkable figure of the da’wa’s history. I have had the good fortune of visiting the grand mosque and tomb of al-Hurra al-Malika several times with the present Syedna and his late father Dr. Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin (d. 2014), who made his last visit to this sacred site in Dhī Jiblah when he was almost a hundred years of age. When her tomb was desecrated by religious zealots in 1993, Syedna Mohammed Burhanuddin took it upon himself to undertake the restoration of her mausoleum.   [7:  Haider al-Karbalā’i and Fātin Kāmil al-Ghānimi, Nisā’ al-Balāt al-Sulayhi wa Atharuhunna fi’l Hayāt al-Siyāsiyya, (Baghdad: Ganadel Publishing, 2017) ]  [8:  Academics especially cite his book Ghāyat al-Mawālīd in this respect.]  [9:  Ayman Fuad Sayyid, The Fatimids and their Successors in Yaman: The History of an Islamic Community, (London: I. B. Tauris, 2002). In collaboration with Paul E. Walker & Maurice A. Pomerantz; Arabic Edition and English summary of volume 7 of Idris ‘Imād al-Dīn’s ‘Uyūn al-akhbār.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk24739936]On the other hand, Dr. Samer Traboulsi, professor of Islamic history and one of a handful of academics who specialise in the Dawoodi Bohra sect, opines that the appointment of al-Hurra al-Malika was incidental; she was chosen as the heir of the Sulayhid dynasty because of her Yemeni ethnicity and because it was in the best political and economic interest of the Fatimids to uphold their alliance with this Ismaili dynasty in the Yemen[footnoteRef:10]. Traboulsi describes how Arwā’s gender was problematic to the Fatimids, and that the rank of hujja was accorded to her as a step to legitimize her sovereignty[footnoteRef:11]. However, Traboulsi seems to disregard some facts about Arwā’s history. Firstly, Arwā was not the first woman of the Sulayhid dynasty to hold a position of authority sanctioned by the Fatimids. Her mother-in-law Asmā’ bint Shihāb (d. 480/1087) was not only an equally remarkable stateswoman but also one of only two Arab women[footnoteRef:12] in who’s name the khutba was proclaimed [footnoteRef:13]. Secondly, Arwā did not just appear on the political scene after the untimely death of her son and heir to the Sulayhid throne, ‘Abd al-Mustansir. She was previously her husband Ahmed al-Mukarram’s (d. 477/1084) closest aide and confidante in matters of the state during his reign, and when he was struck with paralysis, she bore most of the burden of administration[footnoteRef:14]. This extends her political career not only to the half century in which she reigned solo, but to the accumulated years from whence she held shared authority and sway in the rulership of Yemen. [10:  Samer Traboulsi, “The Queen was Actually a Man: Arwā Bint Aḥmad and the Politics of Religion”. Arabica, 50(1), 96-108. Retrieved from www.jstor.org/stable/4057749]  [11:  Ibid, p.99 ]  [12:  The other was al-Sayyida al-Hurra al-Malika Arwā bint Ahmed al-Sulayhi]  [13:  Fatima Mernissi, The Forgotten Queens of Islam, trans. Mary Jo Lakeland (Minneapolis: Polity Press, 1993) p. 115.]  [14:  Delia Cortese and Simonetta Calderini, Women and the Fatimids in the World of Islam, (Cornwall: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), pp. 127-129.] 

Cortese and Calderini, who specialise in the social history of the medieval Islamic world, and gender and Islam respectively, address the authority and power awarded to al-Hurra al-Malika as testimony not only to the status of women in the Fatimid empire, but also to the increase, between the 10th and 12th centuries CE, of women in influential positions in other Islamic dynasties as well. They maintain that while the powers these women exercised were confined to the secular domain, al-Hurra al-Malika stood out as the only woman to also hold substantial religious authority[footnoteRef:15]. Dr. Farhad Daftary, leading authority on Shī’ī studies with special reference to their Ismā’īlī tradition, considers Arwā’s appointment as al-Mustansir bi’llāh’s hujja to be reflective of her capabilities[footnoteRef:16]. [15:  Cortese and Calderini (2006), p. 101.]  [16:  Farhad Daftary, The Ismā’īlī s: Their History and Doctrines, (2nd ed) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007) p. 200.] 

Conclusion: Al-Sayyida al-Hurra al-Malika Arwā bint Ahmed al-Sulayhi, queen of Yemen for over half a century, rose through positions of authority first as her husband al-Mukarram’s aide and advisor, then as her young son’s regent, and finally, with the blessings of the Fatimid imam-caliph, as monarch of the dynasty that her father in law, ‘Ali b. Mohammed al-Sulayhi (d. 459/1067) had established. Her reign, marked as it was by shrewd statesmanship and sharp political acumen, was also one of economic stability and social justice; she was the queen of the people[footnoteRef:17], and their love for her still echoes in their Yemeni literature, their schools, and in their buildings and streets. Queen Arwā is also credited with the consolidation of the Fatimid da’wa in Yemen and India. Her knowledge, intellect, virtue and piousness were such that the imam al-Mustansir elevated her to the rank of hujja, a religious rank unattainable by most men, let alone a woman. It is safe to say that even if -as some propound- her ascension to the throne were incidental, her remarkably long and productive secular and religious rulership was anything but.   [17: Sabria Mohammed Al-Thawr, “Education: (Early through Late) Modern: Yemen”, in: Encyclopedia of Women & Islamic Cultures, General Editor Suad Joseph. Consulted online on 15 November 2019 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1872-5309_ewic_EWICCOM_0251m] 
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