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The present study, while discussing Zandagah as a social and
political phenomenon, deals with those individuals who were declared
zindigs and were prosecuted and persecuted as heretics during the early
‘Abbasid Caliphate from 750 to 850 (C.E.). The movements and individuals
whose religious beliefs and practices did not conform to the religious
doctrine of the dominant religious and political elite, were branded as
zindigs. The rebellious movements in Persia and their leaders, including,
among others, Ustadh Sis, al-Muganna‘, Babak al-Khurrami, Afshin and
Mazyar were declared heretics and were persecuted on the charges of
having anti-Islamic Zoroastrian and Manichaean agendas. In fact, there
were social, economic and political grievances of the people of these areas
that prompted them to rebel against the central government, and they were
branded as heretics as they were against political and economic interests
of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate in these areas.
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Introduction

The ‘Abbasid period in Muslim history is remembered as the period
of development and progress in cultural, social, and religious spheres of
life. The innovations in the fields of culture, society, religion and politics
changed the dynamics of Muslim society. Some of the Muslim schools
of thought and sects struggled to give meaning to and fulfill their social
and political ambitions. Among these schools of thought and individuals,
those who posed threat to the authority of the Caliphs and the dominant
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religious groups were branded as heretics. In Muslim history, heresy has
generally been treated as a religious or theological phenomenon by the
historians. Theological arguments and religious reasons have been over-
emphasized. Other reasons of political, economic and social nature, and
of discontent of the people, have been under-emphasized. This approach
to heresy seems to be reductive, as it over-simplifies a complex
phenomenon. The present study contests this view of dealing with heresy
merely on theological and religious grounds, and explores the likelihood
that, in addition to religious and theological causes of heresy, political,
social and economic factors were also involved. It focuses primarily on the
social, political and economic causes of heresy during the early ‘Abbasid
era stretching from 750 to 850 (C.E.). It tries to address the questions:
Why political dissenters were branded as zindigs or heretics and were
persecuted? What were the causes of the mass discontent among the
population that led to rebellions in Persia and Central Asia? Why were
these rebellious movements declared heterodox movements? While giving
answers to these questions, the present study deals with the etymology
of zindiq. It identifies the individuals who were declared heretics while
also giving an empirical overview of the different heterodox movements
in Persia, and analyses the rebellious movements in Persia and their
leaders who were declared heretics during the early ‘Abbasid era.

Zindiqs

Zindigs were generally considered to be the followers of Mani.
Some of the zindigs who accepted teachings of Islam were branded as
heretics during the early ‘Abbasid Caliphate. The term zindig was so
much in use during this period that even Muslim opponents to the ‘ Abbasid
government were declared heretics and were persecuted.

Etymology and Meaning of Zindiq

Zindiq is an Arabic word (pl. zanadiq or zanadigah, abstract/
collective noun Zandagah) most probably borrowed from the Persian
language. It was used most narrowly against Manichaeans, and loosely for
mulhids, heretisc, murtids, renegades, kdfirs, and unbelievers.! The word
zindiq appeared for the first time during the time of the Sassanid Empire
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in Persia and was used against Manichaeism when that empire, having
Zoroastrianism as its official religion, started a campaign against the
followers of other religions, including Jews, Buddhists, Hindu-Brahmans,
Christians and zndyky. During the fifth century an Armenian Christian
writer Eznik used the word zindiq in his writings for Manichaeism. In
the books of Zoroastrian religion also, the word zindig has been used for
Manichaeans.?

In the Arabic language, the term zindig was primarily used for
Manichaeans, while secondarily it was used for Muslim heretics as well.
According to Mas‘udi (d. 956), the word zindiq first appeared during the
time of Mani (216-274 C.E.) when Zoroaster’s teachings were gathered
together in the Avesta and its interpretation, Zand. For Persians, anyone
who introduced something in the book contrary to the book or zand, was
called a zandi. The Arabs changed the word to zindig and used it for
the dualist, thanawiyyah, having belief in two Gods. According to the
modern linguistic research, the word zandig was borrowed from Aramaic
zaddiq, which meant ‘righteous’. The Manichaeans also used the word
zaddige for the ‘elected one’, i.e. for those who were full members of
the Manichaean community.’ In this early context, when used by the
Manichaeans the word was not pejorative, as it was used for the elected
group of the community. Josef Van Ess argues that Zandagah was a
Persian word. It was derived from zand, the commentary on the Avesta.*
The Arabs did not know the etymology of the word and it was soon
applied to any deviation, error or unbelief.’ W. Montgomery Watt has
defined the term as ‘vague’ and ‘irreligion’.® It was used against those
who were accused of having theological deviation, particularly towards
Manichaeism or dualism.” According to another definition of the word
zindig, which was used by Jahiz (d. 868), it meant the wandering monks.
It was also used for Mani and his followers. The word zaddig was used
for the elected class of Manichaean hierarchy.® E.G. Browne argues
that zaddiq is an Aramaic word which means ‘righteous’. The Arabic
word siddig, which means ‘veracious’, is etymologically equivalent to
zaddiq. Thus zaddiq passed into Persian in the form of zandig, which
was used by the Persians before Islam, and zindig is the Arabic form
of zandiq.®

According to Tabari, zindigs were those who were involved in
Zoroastrian, Manichaean and Mazdakite practices. It was a ‘terrifyingly
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vague’ term during the early ‘Abbasid era.!® The Manichaeans were
severely persecuted during this early period!! because of their profession
of dualism and their aggressiveness against Islam.'? Islamic thought did
not particularly flourish at the early stage in the areas conquered by the
Muslims, who were in the minority in these areas. So the Muslim religious
elite were in favour of crushing Manichaeism in these conquered areas
because it posed threat to Islam.'® In addition, during the early ‘Abbasid
period, the term zindig was also used for Zoroastrians, Sifi extremists,
Mu‘tazilah and the free thinkers.!* The term was used to encapsulate a
wide variety of people of different religious outlook or ideology. Muslim
jurists have defined Zandaqgah in different ways. Some believe that zindig
was the one who showed himself outwardly as Muslims but inwardly
practiced his former religion of Manichaeism. During the early Muslim
history, some Muslims were declared zindigs, being accused of believing in
dualism, that is, claiming that there were two forces in the universe, Light
and Darkness, a conception of God that was different from the Muslim
conception of divinity. Some jurists believed that those who questioned
the fundamentals of Islam, such as the Prophethood of Muhammad (&),
or the authenticity of the parts of Qur’an were declared heretics, zindigs."
According to another group of jurists, zindigs were those who were
engaged in those acts that were prohibited in Islam, such as adultery,
fornication and the consumption of wine.!® So those who did not give
proper respect to Muslim teachings and practices were declared as
zindigs.

As mentioned earlier, the word zindiq was borrowed in the first
instance from the Persian language. It was initially used against the
followers of other religions, particularly against the followers of
Manichaeism and Zoroastrianism. Later on its use was extended to
Muslim social, political, and religious dissenters, who were declared as
zindigs and were persecuted.

Individuals Branded as Zindigs

Zandaqgah was a strange phenomenon of early ‘Abbasid era when
some individuals were accused of Zandagah and prosecuted and
persecuted as heretics, including political opponents, religious dissenters,
poets and also those who did not conform to Islamic moral restraints.
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The persecution of Zandagah was not confined to the Persians and
Central Asians; Arabs also became victims.

During the Caliphate of al-Manstr (r. 754-775), ‘Abd Allah ibn
al-Mugqaffa‘ (d. 756), was accused of Zandagah and was persecuted.!’
Muhammad Ibn Ishaq al-Nadim narrates that the harsh terms, written
by al-Mugaffa‘ on behalf of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Ali, which annoyed Caliph
al-Manstr, became the reason for the persecution of al-Mugqaffa‘
persecution.'®* The terms written by al-Mugaffa® were in these words:
‘And if any time the Commander of the faithful acts perfidiously towards
his uncle ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Ali, his wives shall be divorced from him, his
horses shall be confiscated from the service of God (in war), his slaves
shall become free, and the Muslims lose from their allegiance towards
him’.'* Sufyan, the governor of Basra, also had personal enmity towards
al-Mugqaffa‘,?® who was accused of practising the Manichaean religion
and having an anti-Islamic attitude and was killed by Sufyan. The
persecution of zindigs gained so much importance during the Caliphate
of al-Mahdi (r. 775-785) that a separate department was established
having Sahib al-zanddigah as chief examiner. Two contemporary poets,
Bashshar ibn Burd (d. 783) and Salih ibn ‘Abd al-Quddiis (d. 784), were
put to death by the orders of Caliph al-Mahdi on charges of Zandagah.
Bashshar ibn Burd was accused of practising Manichaeism and atheism.?'
There were other reasons of political and social nature involved in the
execution of Bashshar ibn Burd. In his poetry, he encouraged the
Umayyads to rebel against the ‘Abbasid Caliphate.?> Belonging to a
noble Persian family, he propagated Persian ‘national’ sentiments and
encouraged Persian clients, mawali, to stand against the Arab domination.
He also engaged in theological disputes with the Muslim theologians of
Basra.?® He was accused of Zandagah because his activities were
perceived as being against the social and political authority of the ‘Abbasid
Caliphs and also of the religious elite.

Salih ibn ‘Abd al-Quddiis was a member of an Arab tribe or affiliated
with an Arab tribe. There is very little information available about his life.
Reynold A. Nicholson claims that he used to preach at streets in Basra
and Damascus so there is a possibility that this ‘public doctrine’ was
perceived as a threat to the authority of the ruling elite. Moreover, his
was the philosophical mind of a poet, which could be a reason for his
persecution as zindig,** though there was nothing heretical in his poetry
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and he was not critical of the religion of Prophet Muhammad (££).25 It
was his libertine way of life and free thinking that became the reason for
the persecution of Salih ibn ‘Abd al-Quddis, Bashshar ibn Burd and
Hammad Ajrad.?® Another brilliant poet, Abii Nuwas (d. 814), was accused
of Zandagah, of having blasphemous, dangerous and morally unacceptable
ideas, and was consequently imprisoned. But there are different versions
of the death of Abli Nuwas.?” This was the religious orthodoxy of the
early ‘Abbasid period that tested the urban intellectuals like Bashshar ibn
Burd and Abii Nuwas of having Manichaean and Zoroastrian inclinations.
There were questions of freedom of thought and an immoral way of life
behind the accusations of Zandagah made against them.?® The religious
and political authority of the dominant religious group, the Traditionalists,
and the ‘Abbasid Caliphs played an important role in declaring those
Muslims as zindigs who did not follow Islamic teachings properly and
those who lived an immoral life.

Members of respected Arab families were not spared from
prosecution and persecution by the ruling authorities. The Hashimis,
Ya‘qib ibn al-Fadl, his daughter and Da’ud ibn ‘Ali’s son, were brought
as zindigs before Caliph al-Mahdi. They were thrown into prison as the
Caliph had taken an oath not to kill a Hashimi.*® Abt Ubaydallah
Mu‘awiyah ibn Yasar was an honest vizier and a capable officer of the
revenue department during the Caliphate of al-Mahdi. He made many
enemies due to his honesty. His son, Muhammad or ‘Abdallah, was
declared zindig and was ruthlessly killed.*® According to Ibn Khallikan,
it was al-Rabi‘ ibn Yinus who induced Caliph al-Mahdi against Abi
‘Ubaydallah and caused the death of his son as zindig.*' In the case of
Abi Ubaydallah’s son, who was declared as zindig and was persecuted,
it is clear that there were political and not just religious causes of
Zandagah during the early ‘Abbasid period.

Caliph al-Hadi (r. 785-786) closely followed the policy of his father
in respect of the persecution of zindigs. Two people, Yazdan ibn Badhan,
the Secretary, and ‘Ali ibn Yaqtin, Keeper of the Privy Seal, were
executed during the reign of Caliph al-Hadi on charges of Zandagah.*
Caliph Harin al-Rashid (r. 786-809) continued the religious policy of
orthodoxy and the persecution of zindigs, though not in a severe manner.
Anas ibn Abi Shaykh was killed after being accused of Zandagah. He
was an associate of the Barmakis.** Caliph al-Ma’min (r. 813-833) did
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not follow the policy of persecuting Manichaeans of his predecessors as
he grew up in an intellectual environment, and hence respected the
educated and intellectuals who belonged to other religions as well. Neo-
Manichaeans were well treated by al-Ma’miin, and it became fashionable
to profess and show Manichaeism.** According to Ibn Nadim, during the
reign of al-Ma’miin Ibn Yazdanbakht, who was accused of Zandagah,
was pardoned by the Caliph.®

Famous Zindiq Movements and Leaders

The later Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid era witnessed many religio-
political and social movements in Persia. The inclusion of religious
sentiments in these rebellions made them heterodox movements. These
movements and their leaders were declared heretics by the ruling
authorities when they perceived them as a political and social threat.
These movements are also called Khurrami Movements.

W. Madelung argues that Khurramiyyah was a religious movement
founded by Mazdak in the late fifth century. Some Islamic sources claim
the movement to have been anti-Islamic, as Ibn Nadim writes in his book
al-Fihrist that these people were Magians and followers of Mazdak.
They were very fond of pleasure in respect of food and drinking and also
sharing their women, which they believed was according to the teachings
of their master, Mazdak.’* Madelung maintains that the Khurramiyyah
were those who took Abti Muslim Khurasani (d. 755) as their Imam and
thus were also called Muslimiyya, as Abi Muslim received support from
the Mazdakite community during the da ‘wa movement against the
Umayyad Caliphate. After the murder of Abl Muslim, Khurrami
Mazdakite rose against the ‘Abbasid Caliph in revenge for their leader’s
murder.”’ Jonathan P. Burkey explores Khurramiyyah and its roots in
the socio-religious movement of Mazdak during the Sassanian rule (224-
651) in pre-Islamic Persia. They followed Abii Muslim during the  Abbasid
Revolution of 749 C.E. After his murder by Caliph al-Mansir, they
participated in rebellions against the ‘Abbasid government.*® Farhad Daftary
also called these rebellions and revolts ‘Khurrami movements’, when a
large number of Zoroastrian and neo-Mazdakite communities supported
these movements. They belonged to the lower social strata, particularly
peasantry.** According to J.J. Saunders, though, it was an effort to revive
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the Persian culture and sentiments in the eighth century that gave birth to
the different fanatical and heretical sects and factions in Muslim Persia.*
E.G. Browne recalls these movements as the movements of heresiarchs
that arose in the Persian land of the ‘Abbasid Empire.*! These movements
emerged owing to the social and economic grievances of the local
population. Among the famous movements and leaders were Bihafarid,
Sunbadh, Ishak, the Turk and Baraz, Ustadh Sis, al-Muganna®,
Muhammira, Babak al-Khurrami, Afshin and Mazyar.

Bihafarid

Bihafarid was the leader of the Bihafaridiyyah heretic movement
of Muslim Persia. According to Abii al-Rayhdn Muhammad al-Birtini
Bihafarid pronounced himself a prophet and found many followers
among the Magians.*> Ibn Nadim says that, he propagated the doctrines
of Magians. Apparently, he accepted Islam but inwardly practised the
teachings of Magians.* Farhad Daftary states that Bihafarid had a
Zoroastrian background. He started a reform movement based on a
blend of the ideas of Zoroastrianism and Islam.**

Sunbadh

Sunbadh, was a Zoroastrian who revolted in 755, during the Caliphate
of al-Mansur, and started the popular Khurrami movement.* Tabarl
states that Sunbadh was a Magian and was a supporter of Abli Muslim
al-Khurasani. He was the leader of a rebellion that was started to
avenge the death of Abii Muslim.* According to Maqdisi, Sunbadh
proclaimed himself as the successor and wali, of Abii Muslim Khurasani
and vowed to take revenge for his death. Sunbadh used the religious
syncretism to acquire support from the different religious communities,
particularly the Muslims and Zoroastrians. He preached that Abii Muslim
was not dead and would soon return with Mahdi and Mazdak.*” According
to some sources, he gathered 100,000 supporters and aimed at destroying
Ka ‘bah (God forbid), which gave an anti-Arab and anti-Muslim aspect
to Sunbadh’s rebellion.*® Caliph al-Mansiir sent Jahwar ibn al-Marrar
al-Ijli to deal with Sunbadh, who was defeated. He fled to Tabaristan,
where he was killed.
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Ishaq, the Turk and Baraz

Ishaq, the Turk, was one of those who participated and encouraged
the Khurramiyyah movement as he played an important role in the formation
of the mubayyidah (safid-jamahgdn in Persian), ‘wearers of white’
movement against the ‘Abbasids. They carried white banners against the
black banners of ‘Abbasids.* Later on, Baraz, under the false name of
Ibrahim ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Hashimi, became leader of the safid-jamahgan.
He fled from the persecution of Caliph al-Mansiir and resided in
Transoxiana, where he propagated the view that neither Abi Muslim
and nor Zoroaster were dead but would return and preach the true religion.>

Ustadh Sis

Another Persian ‘pseudo-prophet’, named Ustadh Sis, revolted in
766-768 in the districts of Herat (capital of Herat province of today’s
Afghanistan), Badghis (a province of northwestern Afghanistan) and
Sistan (a historical region comprising parts of eastern Iran and southern
Afghanistan).’! Some sources maintain that he proclaimed himself as a
prophet, but this assertion is controversial.> Among the followers and
supporters of Ustadh Sis were peasants, Khariji tribesmen of Sistan and
also Turkish tribesmen. He gathered huge support from the villagers.
Later he was captured and killed at the orders of al-Mansir in Baghdad.

Al-Muganna*

The most famous Khurramiyyah movement in Khurasan and
Transoxiana was that of al-Muganna‘ (d. 799).>* Abii Bakr Muhammad
ibn Ja‘far al-Narshakhi notes that he was a very clever man and learned
magic and engineering at an early age, with which he attracted people.
He gathered a large number of people around him and started plundering
and looting the caravans.** Al-Birini says that he claimed divinity and
preached the teachings of Mazdak, resorting to killing and violence.** He
was killed in 779, during the Caliphate of al-Mahdi.

Muhammira

Muhammira were the Mazdakites, those who followed the teachings
of Mazdak or were the supporters of Khurramiyyah. They were called



Hamdard Islamicus 54 Vol. XLI, Nos. 1 &2

Muhammira, which meant ‘wearers of red’. They revolted in Jurjan
(now in Iran). ‘Amr ibn Muhammad al-Amraki, who encouraged these
revolts, was declared as zindig and was executed in Merv on the orders
of Caliph Harun al-Rashid.’®* When the Khurramiyyah, i.e. the
Muslimiyyah, began a rebellion under the leadership of Muhammira in
revenge for the death of Abli Muslim, the neo-Mazdakite communities
of western Persia made common cause with the Khurramiyyah,
Muslimiyyah.?’

Babak al-Khurrami

The Khurramiyyah movement reached its peak in its enmity against
the Arabs and the ‘Abbasid Caliphate when Babak Khurrami (d. 838)
started a rebellious movement against the ‘Abbasid Caliphate.® According
to Ibn Nadim, the chief of the ‘Khurramiyyah al-Babakiyah’ was Babak
al-Khurrami who claimed divinity and introduced violence in the
Khurramiyyah sect.® Babak revolted in northwestern Persia and
posed a serious threat to the ‘Abbasid Empire. Two other important people
who were declared as zindigs were Afshin, who was a famous general
of caliph al-Mu‘tasim,*® and Mazyar (d. 840), who was a member of the
Karinid dynasty of Tabaristan who revolted against caliph al-Mu‘tasim.®'
He was accused of heresy and was imprisoned during the Caliphate of
al-Mu‘tasim, where he died.

These people gave leadership to the rebellions against the early
‘Abbasid Caliphate. As has already been mentioned, these rebellions
arose because of the murder of Abi Muslim Khurasani and the
dissatisfaction of the masses with the new Caliphate, since the promises
that were made during the ‘Abbasid Da ‘wah movement were not fulfilled.
The leaders of these revolts and rebellions profited from the discontent
of the people because of their personal interests, and provided leadership
to these movements, which were declared as heretical movements by
the ‘Abbasid Caliphs.

Rebellions in Persia as Heretic Movements

These movements were portrayed by some Muslim chronicles as
heretic movements. To understand the aspects and nature of these
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heterodox revolts, it would be very useful to understand the issues of
‘class conflict, social reforms, and simple religious syncretism which
invariably accompanied them’.®* The involvement of different religious
groups like Zoroastrians, Khurramiyyah (neo-Mazdakite), Muslims and
ghulats® in these movements made it easy for the ‘Abbasid government
to declare thesm heterodox movements.* According to Waardenburg,
these religio-political movements were expression of popular religion,®
which was not tolerated by the religious elite nor by the political elite,
which favoured normative religion.

The Abbasids came to power claiming themselves legitimate heirs
of the house of Prophet (££). They presented themselves as the
champions of the cause of Islam. Their state was called the ‘Blessed
State’, al-dawlah al-mubdrakah, by their supporters and followers.*
After the establishment of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, some of those who
helped them to come to power became dissatisfied with the ‘Abbasid
government, as the promises of justice and well-being of the people —
later used as basis and catchphrase of the ‘Abbasid revolution — were
set aside.’” The ‘Abbasids were very much aware of their political
authority, even during the revolutionary activities; the extremist attitude
of Khidash (executed in 736) was rejected not because of religious
reasons but because of losing the political authority over the revolutionary
process, as extremism was derailing the political process.®® The oppressive
rule started by the ‘Abbasid Caliphs dissatisfied Shi‘ah and other groups.
Those who were dissatisfied with state policy, like the ghulat, participated
in the Khurramiyyah Movement against the ‘Abbasid government in
Persia.® The religious and political groups whose religious, social and
economic interests had not been met by what the ‘Abbasid government
had promised during the revolution, turned against them. They were
declared heretic and were persecuted.

Right from the beginning, ‘Abbasid Caliphs understood the
importance of Persia. They tried to establish the political writ in these
areas because the areas were important for the empire in respect of
economy. Azerbaijan and adjacent areas were rich in mineral resources
like gold, iron, lead, silver and mercury.” The crude oil of the areas like
Khurasan (the region comprising the land of modern-day northern
Afghanistan, eastern Iran and parts of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan),
Azerbaijan was important for the state. It was used for lighting and
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warfare.”! The mineral wealth of these areas attracted the Arabs and
they migrated there in great numbers during the early period of ‘Abbasid
Caliphate. The fertile agricultural land of Transoxiana, also called
Mawardun-nahr during the ‘Abbasid Caliphate (the region between the
Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers in Central Asia), and Khurasan attracted
the Arabs to settle in these regions. As they were arriving in such
numbers, the local population perceived them as a threat to their
livelihood.” During the early period, the ‘Abbasid government began
creating colonies in the areas at the foothill of Elburz (a mountain range
in northern Persia). Local people started a rebellion against the ‘Abbasid
government as the new immigrants started controlling the resources of
local population.” These rebellions against the ‘Abbasid government
were crushed and their leaders declared heretics. Badghis, where
Ustadh Sis revolted, was important for the ‘Abbasid government as it
had a large number of silver mines. The urbanite Muslims of Khurasan
were interested in taking Badghis. They used religion to legitimize their
effort to take a hold on it. The local population stood against the government
that posed a threat to their established traditional way of life, and
against the urbanite Muslims.” The movement of Ustadh Sis was very
much linked with the threat to the material well-being of local population,
as the Arabs and urbanite Muslims of Khurasan wanted to take control
over the silver mines in the areas.”” When the local population of the
areas abounding in mineral resources saw that their economic interests
were in jeopardy, they rebelled against the usurpers. Their revolts were
branded as heterodox movements by the ‘Abbasid Caliphs and were
crushed.

The people and princes of mountainous areas like Tabaristan loved
their culture, old traditions and beliefs and they were very keen to preserve
their social customs and cultural values.” The small princely states and
their rulers, being conscious of their social and political status, wanted it
to continue in the presence of semi-divine figures. So they resisted the
process of Islamization in their areas.”” During the Umayyad Caliphate,
the city-states of the Eastern Empire like Tukharistan (part of the eastern
Persia during the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, which is presently part of
Afghanistan) and Sogdiana (territory corresponds to the modern provinces
of Samarkand, Bukhara in Uzbekistan and the Sughd province of modern
Tajikistan) lost their independence when they were occupied by the
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Umayyads. After the ‘Abbasid Revolution, these city-states tried to regain
their freedom and to implement their own social and economic structure,
which they had enjoyed before the Arab invasion.”® The religious
syncretism, local cultural traditions and common enemy of these rebels
created a sense of group feeling among them, the same group feeling as
that of the urbanite ‘ulamd’ in Khurasan and Bukhard.” The resistance
of the original inhabitants of areas like Tukharistdn and Sogdiana was
seen as a threat to the political and economic interests of the ‘Abbasids
and the religious elite, aligned with the government, and was suppressed
as a heretic movement.

Most of the leaders of these rebellious movements had personal
material interests. These revolts were backed by the local people, with
different religious beliefs and social values, in great numbers. The presence
of these heterogeneous elements in these movements gave the ‘Abbasid
government the opportunity to brand them as heterodox movements.*
Some of the Arabs who settled in these areas during the Umayyad
Caliphate also participated in these movements. They lost their jobs
and prestige as a result of the occupation of their land by the new
Arabs settlers.®! The differences and disagreements between the local
Arabs who inhabited these areas during the Umayyad Caliphate and
those who arrived after the ‘Abbasid Revolution encouraged local
people to rebel for their independence.® The reasons for the rebellions
were based on political, social and religious grievances of the local
people.

The growing luxuries of the court of the Caliphs forced the tax
collectors to raise the taxes in the empire. The process of taxation
created disputes between Muslims and non-Muslims, and also among the
Arabs themselves. Moreover, there was a new social order that eliminated
the old one, based on the stereotypical social thinking. This new type of
social system became the cause of unrest and rebellion by the local
people. Before the ‘Abbasid government, the local dehgans (peasants
and small landlords) had enjoyed political power. They were not only
deprived of their political role, but also of social privileges that were
taken over by the Muslim military and administrative elite.®* The revenue
based on tax collection played an important role in the urban development
in the early ‘Abbasid era. This created discontent among the rural
population in Khurasan.** The rebellious movements were against both
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the political structure of the central government and the taxation system
in these areas.

The Zoroastrians supported these movements to stop the
dissemination of Muslim culture, which was a threat to their old social
and religious system. The Zoroastrians showed more resistance against
the Arab encroachment than against Islam.? The Zoroastrians and neo-
Mazdakites living in these areas belonged to the poor sections of society,
and belonged partly to the peasantry. They were not satisfied with the
unequal system of taxation and their increasingly deteriorating social
position. When these movements started after the assassination of Abi
Muslim, they supported them, as they had also considered Abii Muslim
their leader.’® In fact, it was the grievances of local peasants and the
growing differences between ‘haves’ and ‘haves nots’ that forced people
to rebel against the central government. The religious beliefs and cultural
practices of the people were under threat from the new social and
religious order that became the cause of the movements like al-Muganna“.?’
According to Daniel, the revolt of al-Muqanna® was a genuine protest
based on the social grievances of the peasants of Central Asia that was
declared heretic as it threatened Islamic social order in Transoxiana.®
The rural population of most of those areas where these rebellions arose
had their own local rulers and distinct cultural identity. The threat to the
autonomous and traditional culture of these areas became the prime
reason for the rise of these movements.

Political interests of different groups allied with the central
government also played a critical role in these revolts that were branded
as heretic movements. According to Hugh Kennedy, Ustadh Sis rebelled
with his dehqgdni followers in support of ‘Isa ibn Misa (d. 784), who
was the nephew of first ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Saffah, when the latter was
removed as heir apparent by Caliph al-Mansir in favour al-Mahdi.®
Ustadh Sis revolted in Soghdiana region where ‘Isa ibn Miisa was
popular.” The revolt of Babak al-Khurrami posed a threat to the political,
economic, social and territorial integrity of the ‘Abbasid Empire. Being
head of a socio-religious sect of Khurramiyyah, Babak gathered a large
number of poor peasants. They were ready to revolt under any leader
who would preach the doctrine of salvation after death and prosperity in
this world, both of which were Babak’s slogans. In addition, personal
motives of gaining power and autonomy encouraged Babak to revolt
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against the central government.”’ The multiple causes of the revolts,
from the social and economic interests to the political interests of the
people of Persia and Central Asia, forced them to rebel against the
‘Abbasid Caliphate. The ‘Abbasids, perceiving a threat to their dynastic
rule, labeled these movements as heretic movements.

Those who converted from one religion to another kept in mind
their social status. They wanted to enjoy the same social status after
converting to the new religion.”” The princes of the Central Asian regions
were very proud of their culture and belief system. After conversion to
Islam, they expected equal status in Muslim society as that enjoyed by
the Arabs. For example, Mazyar, one of the princes of the region of
Tabaristan, accepted Islam. He was given the status of mawld, the client
of Caliph al-Ma’min, but the prince insisted on being treated as an ally
not as the client of the Commander of the Faithful.”* These social
deprivations encouraged people like Mazyar to rebel against the ‘ Abbasid
government. There was conflict over political and territorial gains between
‘Abd Allah ibn Tahir, the governor of Khurasan, and Mazyar, the governor
of Tabaristan. The latter was accused by the Tahiridis, the ruling family
of Khurasan, who perceived a political threat from Mazyar in the form
of anti-Islamic and anti-state activities.®* Mazyar revolted against the
‘Abbasid Caliph al-Mu‘tasim as his political and social status was not
accepted by the ‘Abbésids because it was harmful to their political
authority. So they declared Mazyar as having an inclination towards
other religions, with the support of the religious elite.

The trial of Afshin also showed an antagonism, to some extent,
between the men of the sword, the military commanders, and the men
of the pen, the secretaries. Afshin represented the former group, while
Ahmad ibn Abi Da’ud (d. 854) represented the latter. These were the
secretaries who accused Afshin of heresy. ‘Abd Allah ibn Tahir had
some connections with this latter group. ‘It was this group which stood
behind the severe measures in the mihnah and having failed to carry
through its policies there found an outlet for its intentions in championing
the cause of Islam and the Caliphate in the trials of Babak, Mazyar and
al-Afshin.” The trial of Afshin was a political trial®® and not a theological
one.

The abundance of mineral resources, the harsh attitude of tax
collectors, and the growing control of migrated Arabs on the mines
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forced local people to rebel against the central government.”” The most
common feature of all the revolts in the eastern areas was economic
factors. Most of the people joined revolt to win financial benefits.
Oppression and injustice by the central government united different groups
of peasants, Arabs and Persians against the ‘Abbasid government.’
Moreover, ‘the uprising of Babak, the revolt of Mazyar and the trial of
Afshin describe the weak grip of the ‘Abbasid Caliphs on the government
and also the political and economic situation of the empire’.” These
movements challenged the political, economic and social hegemony of
the Arabs over the locals and ‘manifested anti-Arab or even anti-Islamic
sentiments, rooted in Manichaeism, Zoroastrianism, Mazdakism and other
Iranian traditions’.!” These movements and their leaders were declared
heretic because of anti-Islamic propaganda against them. In fact, these
movements were not against Islam but against the ‘Abbasid Caliphate.
The people of the areas where these movements arose fought against
the oppressive rule of the central government in order to save their social
and cultural identity.

Zandaqah as a Socio-political Phenomenon

These movements posed a serious threat to the political and
religious establishment. Its leaders were branded as zindigs, sometimes
for religious reasons and most of the time for other social and political
reasons. Those who were charged with Zandagah were accused of
having an inclination towards Manichaeism or dualism. Sometimes those
Muslims were also declared zindigs who did not give proper respect to
Islamic tenets and openly violated Muslim beliefs and practices, and
those who adopted a ‘libertine’ way of life.!°! Those who were accused
of Zandagah did not belong to any particular group or faction; they
included members of the ruling elite, Arabs, Persians, Central Asians,
poets, philosophers and learned men. They were declared zindigs and
were persecuted.

According to Melhem Chokr, zindigs were charged with Zandaqah
on different grounds, such as tawhid (unity of Allah), Shi‘ism, mu ‘aradah
(challenge of the uniqueness to the Qur’an), the fabrication of hadith, as
well as due to the association of Zandagah with Shu‘ubiyyah
Movement.!®? Chokr calls it a movement that considerably influenced
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the Islamic law, theology and literature. Those who sought religion through
speculative theology were also accused of Zandagah.'”* Although
Zandagah was a considerable challenge to the political elite, Caliphate
and religious elite, the zindigs failed to organize themselves and pose a
serious threat to Islam.!* It was easy to prosecute someone on religious
grounds as the dominant religious group, the Traditionalists, had powers
to regulate the religious doctrines, having a relationship of power with the
ruling elite.

In the opinion of Muhammad Qasim Zaman, ‘Zandagqah was a
highly charged but ill-defined’ term in the early ‘Abbasid society. The
term, and its use and abuse, played an important role in defining boundaries
of religious identities of different sects and schools of thought. According
to Zaman, though Zandagah was an ‘extremely diffused’ term,
nevertheless it played an important role in defining ‘religious identities’ of
different religious groups of the early ‘Abbasid period.'” Sometimes
the ruling elite and religious elite, dealing with this problem, were
apparently motivated by the possibility of eliminating their political and
religious opponents in the name of fighting heresy. Zandagah of
Persian rebels and pro-°Ali groups was seen as having political ambitions.
Although early ‘Abbasid Caliphs considered it their religious duty to
combat this growing heresy, they were more concerned for their political
security.!® In the opinion of Mahmood Ibrahim, the ‘anti-materialist,
anti-hierarchical and anti-authoritarian tendencies of Manichaeism or
dualism also ran counter to the political culture of ‘Abbasids and their
allies in the Persian aristocracy’.'”” Therefore, the ruling elite feared the
idea associated with Manichaeism or dualism. Marshall Hodgson argues
that the Manichaeans were persecuted because they posed a threat to
the intellectualism of the Muslim doctors of theology.!”® The Traditionalists
perceived a threat from the Manichaean intellectual traditions as these
traditions were influencing the intellectual Muslim groups, which
undermined the Traditionalists’ social status as the dominant religious
group.

Sometimes the ‘ulama used Zandaqah as a pretext against those
who belonged to the opposite school of theology and law.!” Most of the
time, the enmity among the Muslims was used for declaring someone
heretic or zindig.!'"® Zaman writes in his book Religion and Politics
during the Early ‘Abbdsids that ‘the persecution of Zandagah must
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also be seen in terms of what the early ‘Abbasid state and its religious
elite stood to gain from this challenge and their response to it. The
persecution of “heresy” can be a crucial means of gaining consolidating
and legitimating political power and social influence.’'!! From a social
point of view, heresy is primarily a matter of authority,''> and for the
‘Abbasids, their political authority and security was very important for
them.

The early ‘Abbésid Caliphs proclaimed themselves as Imadm and,
having this prerogative, tried to get rid of their religious and political
opponents through Zandagah. They believed that this would increase
their religious prestige and status as Imam and Caliph.'"® According to
M.A. Shaban, Caliph al-Mahdi tried to reconcile with the pro-‘Ali group
but he failed to get support on religious and political grounds. After his
failure, he started a campaign against religious and political dissenters.!!*
During the early ‘Abbasid era, the ruling elite placed great importance
on the sentiments of the ‘ulama’ to gain their support, particularly during
times of crisis and weak rule. Bishr al-Marisi was threatened on the
question of the nature of the Qur’an in order to please the proto-Sunni
elements in Baghdad during the weak governance of Ibrahim ibn
al-Mahdi (d. 839),'> who was an ‘Abbasid prince, and was proclaimed
Caliph by the people of Baghdad in 817.

It is difficult to relate the movement of Shu‘iibiyyah to the movements
of heresy. It looks reasonable to argue that the propagation of cultural
superiority of the Persians over the Arab culture became one of the
reasons for the Traditionalists’ resentment. Secretaries like Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘
continued Sassanian traditions that were disliked by the Traditionalists.!!
Some of the poets and secretaries were very conscious of their own
cultural and religious traditions. For example, Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ gave
superiority to the traits of the Persian culture over the culture of Arabs
in his writings,!'” which was not acceptable neither to the religious nor
Arab elite. The persecution of people like Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘ on the grounds
of having Shu‘iibiyyah sentiments cannot be ignored.

Zandagah was more a socio-political and economic phenomenon
than a religious one. The questions of the security of the ‘Abbasid
Caliphate, political ambitions of the ruling elite and the nature of the
relationship of the religious elite with the ruling elite were most important
in respect of Zandaqah controversy during the early ‘Abbasid period.
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Sunni orthodoxy was made the state ideology by the early ‘Abbasid
Caliphate except during the Caliphate of al-Ma’miin, al-Mu‘tasim and
al-Waithiq. Those who had religious beliefs and practices opposed to the
religious dogma of dominant religious elite and ruling elite fell victim to
Zandagah and were persecuted. The early ‘Abbasid Caliphs used the
term zindiq freely against their political and religious opponents to save
and consolidate the ‘Abbasid Caliphate.

Conclusion

Though outwardly the political, social and religious dissenters were
accused of having Manichaean or dualist religious tendencies, there were
other factors involved in the accusations that related more to the threat
posed by these dissenters to the authority of the dominant orthodoxy and
the state. As the ‘Abbasid Caliphate was in its infancy, so Zandagah
was used to crush political opponents and to consolidate the Empire.
Sunni Orthodoxy was the state ideology of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, so
those whose religious beliefs and practices were opposed to the ruling
elite and religious elite fell victim to Zandagah and were prosecuted and
persecuted. The rebellious movements in Persia and Central Asia were
declared heretical movements and their leaders were persecuted as zindigs
on the charges of having anti-Islamic Zoroastrian and Manichaean agenda.
These included, among others, Ustadh Sis, al-Muqganna‘, Babak al-Khurrami,
Afshin and Mazyar. In fact, the people of these areas had social, economic
and political grievances that prompted them to rebel against the central
government. The political and economic interests of the ‘Abbasid Caliphs,
and the political ruling elite of these areas that had shared their political,
social, and economic interests with the central government, were also
involved in crushing these rebellions as heterodox movements. Economic
factors played a critical role in the emergence of these rebellious
movements. During the early ‘Abbasid period, a large number of Arabs
started settling in the Persian and Central Asian lands and occupied the
fertile lands of the local people. Moreover, the abundance of mineral
resources, silver mines, gold, iron and crude oil in areas like Azerbaijan,
Khurasan and Badghis made these areas important and strategic for the
‘Abbasid Caliphs. When people of these areas rebelled as a protest
against the new settlers, who were taking their resources, the ‘Abbasid
Caliphate perceived it as a threat to their economic interests and declared
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these movements as heterodox movements, while accusing their leaders
of being non-Muslims.
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