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The Fatimids trace their lineage to ‘Alī b. Abī Tālib; cousin, son in law, and successor of the Prophet Mohammed, and to their eponym: Fātima, daughter of the Prophet. After an era that spanned two centuries of persecution, first by the Umayyads and later by the Abbasids, and an ensuing period of dissimulation, the Fatimids established a state which soon grew into a flourishing academic, cultural and economic centre. ‘Abd Allāh al-Mahdī founded the Fatimid state and established the Caliphate in his name in Ifrīqīyyah (parts of Northern Africa) in 297/909. The Fatimids have been written about extensively, but most findings were based largely on resources that were prejudiced and distorted accounts commissioned by the Fatimids’ political rivals, the Abbasids. Organisations and academic bodies such as the Institute of Ismaili Studies have endeavoured to achieve two herculean tasks; firstly, to erase the distorted image of Fatimid history from the minds of academia, and secondly to replace it with an honest, impartial and deeply thoughtful presentation of their history. ‘The Fatimid Caliphate’ is a commendable effort by Dr. Farhad Daftary and Dr. Shainool Jiwa to present a holistic picture of this Muslim empire and era by bringing together a collection of essays by notable historians who have accumulated a trove of academic wealth related to Islamic, and more specifically, Fatimid history.
The first essay, ‘The Background of the Establishment of the Fatimid Caliphate’ by Dr. Daftary himself, is a short but lucid overview of the lineage of the Fatimid Imams and the establishment of the Fatimid caliphate. Dr. Daftary deftly navigates the reader through three centuries of history, explaining as he moves forward the stages that the da’wa and dawla went through before the conquest of Egypt by al-Mu’izz in 358/969.
The second essay, ‘The Baghdad Manifesto (402/1011): A Re-examination of Fatimid Abbasid Rivalry’ by Dr. Shainool Jiwa, is a refreshingly impartial reading of the turbulent relationship between these two great dynasties, and offers the reader a chance to process how enmity in all its forms can change the course of history. Most notable in this essay is how Dr. Jiwa takes a weighty issue and presents it with simple, clear and crisp commentary. The Baghdad Manifesto was issued by the Abbasid caliph al-Qādir in 402/1011, just over a century after the Fatimids established their empire in North Africa. The principal purpose of the document was to invalidate the ‘Alid lineage of the Fatimid Caliph Imams, thus denying that they were the progeny of the Prophet Mohammed through his daughter Fatima. This denouncement by the Abbasids of the Fatimid genealogy was fuelled by an ambitious political agenda and had far reaching religious and political ramifications.  
The third essay, ‘Was the Fatimid Amir al-Juyūsh in fact a Wazīr?’ by Dr. Paul E. Walker, throws light on the internal and external workings of the Fatimid Caliphate. The essay describes the hierarchy of power from the Imam down to his wazīr, especially the position of the ‘wazīr of the sword’, a seemingly new position at the time with an ambiguous portfolio. The Armenian Amīr al- Juyūsh Badr al-Jamāli was the first to be given this title. Professor Walker brings to light through this discussion the importance of nomenclature in decoding some of the hidden aspects of Islamic history. 
The fourth essay, ‘Leading from the Middle’, by Dr. Simonetta Calderini, is slightly removed from the other essays in that it focuses on Islamic jurisprudence far more than it does on Fatimid or Islamic history. The author begins the essay by stating how Islamic history has little mention of women in the Fatimid era attending congregational prayers, and no mention of instances when a woman has led a congregation in prayer. Al-Qādi al-Nu’mān clarifies the Fatimid stance on this issue in his book Da’ā’im al-Islām by stating that a woman cannot lead men in prayers, but she can lead other women in prayers, provided she stands in the middle; hence the title of this essay. Based on astute observations gleaned from three major works of the Fatimid chief justice al-Qādi al-Nu’mān, namely al-Idāh, Da’ā’im al-Islām and Ta’wīl al-Da’ā’im, Dr. Calderini deduces that references to women in Fatimid teachings are at three levels; legal, ritual and esoteric (bātin). While the essay gathers important information regarding differences in interpretation between different Islamic sects, and the impact of these differences on religious practice in the Fatimid government, still more needs to be said regarding the permissibility of women leading prayers, and whether it was practised in the Fatimid era. It is interesting to note that among other Ismaili denominations, the Dawoodi Bohras, who trace their roots to the Fatimids, have numerous existing masjids that are reserved for women; where a woman would lead others of her gender in prayer. Whether these masjids are used today for this purpose is unclear, but their existence is evidence of the Fatimid stance on this matter.
It is appropriate here to skip to the sixth essay, ‘Transmitting Sunni Learning in Fatimid Egypt: The Female Voices’ by Dr. Delia Cortese, because the theme is closely related to the previous essay on women leading prayers. In the previous essay, Dr. Calderini describes how the allegorical meaning of congregational prayers is a commentary on the system of transmission of knowledge according to Fatimid teachings. Thus, the mention of women in this context denotes the allegorical meaning of a mustafīd (learner).  This relates closely to Dr. Cortese’s essay on the female transmitters of learning as she writes in chronological detail about the Sunni muhaddithāt (female narrators of Hadīth) from the beginning of the Fatimid era down to the Ayyubid times, throwing light on the educational system during these times. In an era of predominantly male scholarship, history records the names of many women who were teachers as well as those who were learners.   
The fifth essay is ‘Al- Turtūshi and the Fatimids’ by Dr. Maribel Fierro. Dr. Fierro introduces his work by briefly drawing the backdrop against which the Fatimids entered Ifrīqīyyah. Ifrīqīyyah was, as it is still today, home to a largely Sunni Māliki population. While the Fatimid Caliph Imams were known for their tolerant ways when it came to the religious practices of other Islamic madāhib (schools), al-Turtūshi, a renowned Māliki scholar, felt it was his duty to pen numerous epistles to reveal, as he claims, the misguided innovations promoted by the Fatimids. Dr. Fierro comments that this was al-Turtūshi’s covert way of defying Fatimid tradition and quietly guiding the adherents of the Māliki madhab away from such rituals. It is interesting to note that al-Turtūshi has dedicated a great chunk of his work to legitimising the salāt al-tarāwīh, who’s founder ‘Umar himself called a bid’a (innovation), while he maintains that visiting places that the Prophet visited and attached importance to was a bid’a. 

Fittingly, the last essay of this anthology, ‘The Fatimid Legacy and the Foundation of the Modern Nizāri Ismail Imamate’ by Dr. Daniel Beben speaks of the Fatimid legacy in modern context, that of the Nizāri Ismaili imamate. Dr. Beben speaks of the de-emphasis of qiyāma and the revival of Fatimid heritage in the Nizāri communal memory in the 18th century. The question remains as to why there is no mention here of the Ismaili Tayyibi sect which claims an unbroken chain of succession from the Fatimid Imams.
This anthology of essays is a remarkable collection of information for all who are intrigued by the establishment and workings of Islamic dynasties, and especially for those who take an academic interest in Fatimid empire. 
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