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Abstract

The Islamic conquest of the Sasanian Empire inaugurated, among many
other transformations, the progressive Islamization of the region. The
pace and mechanisms of this transformation remain poorly understood.
Yet the progress of Islamization in the capital province of the Abbasid
caliphate is a significant hidden variable in the study ofMuslim relations
with non-Muslims and the Abbasid state’s interactions with its subject
populations. This paper adopts a geographical approach to Islamization,
looking for differential developments in different areas within Iraq,
especially the distinctions between newly founded and pre-Islamic cities,
and between urban and rural society. The study compares Muslim geo-
graphical sources (such as al-Balādhurī, Ibn Ḥawqal, and al-Muqaddasī)
with Arabic Christian sources (including Ilyās b. ʿUbayd al-Dimashqī and
ʿAmr b. Mattā). Rather than attempting a quantitative approach on such
uneven data, this paper offers a contextually sensitive reading of relevant
literary passages, anecdotes which often unselfconsciously reveal what
each author presents as normal or unusual, not only among reports of
multi-religious presence, but also the changing distributions ofmosques,
bishops, and monasteries. This paper argues that Islamization was slight-
ly more rapid in southern Iraq than in the north, but as late as ca. 400/
1000, substantial areas of the countryside had been only lightly influ-
enced by Islamization. This suggests that we must explain mass Islami-
zation by forces relevant to the period ofAbbasid disintegration or later,
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rather than to that of Abbasid dominance as scholars have heretofore
assumed.

Introduction

Nothing about al-Wāsiṭ was original. As an Arab Muslim city in
southern Iraq, founded by the Umayyad governor al-Ḥajjāj , it had been
preceded two generations earlier by Kufa and Basra.1 It was not even the
first city on its stretch of the Tigris, but was founded across the river
from the still very lively Sasanian settlement of Kashkar (in Arabic,
Kaskar).2 This earlier city continued to be an important Christian center
into the late Abbasid period; its bishop administered the Iraqi churches
during vacancies in the office of catholicos, the highest-ranking church
leader in Iraq.3 Yet in the fourth/tenth century, the geographers Ibn
Ḥawqal (d. after 362/973) and al-Muqaddasī (d. after 380/990) no longer
remembered the existence of the pre-Islamic city; instead they described
al-Wāsiṭ as a city founded by Muslims, occupying both banks of the river.4

The new Arab Muslim city had not only engulfed its predecessor town,
but had also erased the memory of an important Christian center. The
question facing scholars is how this happened, not just at al-Wāsiṭ but
across Iraq, and also how quickly and thoroughly this transformation
occurred.

Richard Bulliet’s 1979 book Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period

claimed only to be a tentative “essay,” and yet the field has largely taken
it as the final word on the demographic process of Islamization in Iraq,
as in most of the Middle East.5 While earlier scholars had proposed that
mass conversion to Islam was a phenomenon of the Umayyad period,
Bulliet proposed a slower chronology. Bulliet suggested that Muslims
came to outnumber non-Muslims in Iraq only in the 270s/880s, much
later than previous scholarship had thought, and that Muslims approa-
ched 90 percent of the population only at the end of the fourth/tenth
century.6 The details of his argument need not occupy us here; despite
some criticisms, this has become the standard chronology of Islamization
in Iraq.
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Further, Michael Morony proposed that by the third/ninth century,
Muslims had probably become a “virtual majority” of Iraq’s population,
and that the process ofmass conversion may have paralleled the earlier
sectarian competition for converts among “Nestorian” and “Mono-
physite” Christians.7 Unlike Bulliet’s concept of “social conversion,”
namely that changing religion was as much or more about moving social
groups as it was about dogma, Morony argued that conversion was fastest
as a result of social dislocation, rather than as a cause for it, and that,
conversely, the ability of certain groups to preserve earlier identities
“did not depend on regional predominance but on cultural or social
density.”8 Morony briefly references the conversion to Islam ofChristian
Arab nomads.9 In an agrarian region such as Mesopotamia, however, the
rural sedentary population was necessarily much larger than the nomadic
sector, and Morony does not discuss the progress of Islamization among
the farmers. Instead, the conversions which he does discuss are those of
Zoroastrians, not to Islam, but to Christianity.10 Counterintuitive though
it may seem, it is even possible that the Christian population of Iraq was
rising during the early Islamic period as a result of Zoroastrianism’s loss
of state sponsorship.

More recent scholarship discussing conversion to Islam in Iraq
addresses interreligious dialogue and polemics, as well as conversion
narratives.11 Wadi Haddad has examined a few third-/ninth-century
apologetic texts, particularly the correspondence between ʿAbd Allāh b.
Ismāʿīl al-Hāshimī and ʿAbd al-Masīḥ b. Isḥāq al-Kindī, as well as ʿAlī b.
Rabbān al-Ṭabarī’s (d. third/ninth century) defense of Islam, to demon-
strate some of the different strategies used to make conversion to Islam
appealing or unappealing.12 Giovanna Calasso has discussed accounts of
conversion, devotional zeal, and religious instruction in a Basran bio-
graphical collection of the third/ninth century.13 Sidney Griffith has
argued that during the first centuries ofMuslim rule, in the social context
of increasing Christian conversion to Islam, clergy writing in Syriac and
Arabic used Islamic cultural categories to construct their denomination-
ally distinct identities.14 David Bertaina has explored the shifting uses of
interreligious dialogue texts from the pre-Islamic period to the early
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second millennium CE, by Christians and Muslims, in Iraq and more
broadly.15 These scholars all contextualize their documents in Bulliet’s
timeline for a “wave of conversions” in third-/ninth-century Iraq, and
ascribe to Christian authors the goal of “stemming the tide of conver-
sion.”16 Likewise, Michael Penn approaches conversion on the basis of
narrative Syriac sources, but he questions the rapidity of Bulliet’s timeline
and counters that into the mid-third/late-ninth century, “the actual
number of converts from Christianity to Islam did not threaten the sur-
vival of Syriac Christianity”; nevertheless, he also suggests that “the
threat ofmass conversion weighed heavily on the minds of Syriac auth-
ors” during the early Islamic period.17 All such texts are elite productions,
relevant only to the small portion of the population which was literate,
and therefore this scholarship does not revise our understanding of the
pace ofnon-elite Islamization.

In 2005, Bulliet explored whether dynamics ofgeographical diffu-
sion might add nuance to the model of innovation diffusion through
social contact which he proposed in 1979.18 His use of spatial diffusion
was limited in this work, primarily serving to link a progress of conver-
sion with shifting onomastic patterns observed in a fourth-/tenth-cen-
tury biographical dictionary. He concluded that for Iran, the object of
his 2005 chapter, the chronology which he had proposed in 1979 was
biased in favor ofurban centers, and needed to be revised as much as a
century later in order to account for slower rural adoption of Islam.19

The urban and rural sectors of Iraq’s population were divided as sharply
as Iran’s, so Bulliet’s proposed timeline for the Islamization of Iraq might
likewise be revised later in order to account for the urban bias of his
study.

The present article considers what geographical texts might tell
us about the diffusion of Islam in Iraq. As Zayde Antrim has indicated, a
diverse Arabic “discourse of place” developed in the early medieval per-
iod, representing not a unified genre but a shared set of assumptions
about place and space.20 This discourse included books of “historical
geography” (such as Kitāb Futūḥ al-buldān by Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā b. Jābir al-
Balādhurī [d. ca. 279/892]), works of the Balkhī school of mapmaking
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(such as Kitāb Ṣūrat al-arḍ by Abū’l-Qāsim b. ʿAlī al-Naṣībī Ibn Ḥawqal and
Aḥsan al-taqāsīm fī maʿrifat al-aqālīm by Shams al-Dīn Abū ʿAbd Allāh
Muḥammad b. Aḥmad b. Abī Bakr al-Bannāʾ al-Shāmī al-Muqaddasī), and
other genres. The Kitāb al-Diyārāt ofAbū’l-Ḥasan ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-
Shābushtī (d. 388/998) likewise organizes descriptions of monasteries
into geographical regions. Another form of geographical thinking is
displayed in lists of Christian dioceses compiled in Syriac and Arabic,
reflecting the spatial diffusion of ecclesiastical infrastructure and hier-
archies of precedence. Due to the literary nature of all these texts,
composed in idiosyncratic ways for individual purposes, I have not
attempted a numerical or computational analysis of these sources, such
as might yield spuriously precise demographic figures.21 Instead, I have
engaged in close readings of relevant passages, with attention paid to
each author’s stated goals, rhetorical strategies, and unstated assump-
tions.

Exploring religious diversity through geographical texts both ena-
bles and requires us to consider Islamization as a multifaceted and multi-
dimensional social and cultural transformation, involving more than
simply the shifting numbers of people identifying as one religion or ano-
ther. Geographical texts, like other extant literary works composed by
premodern Muslim elites, do not contain demographic data in a form
that modern scholars can usefully quantify.22 Religious adherence in the
medieval Middle East also took different forms than it does today, and
the dynamics of changing identification from one religion to another
could look very different for different people or groups. These dynamics
are an active area of research, but the language of “conversion” often
presumes a modern Protestant model of religious identity and change
that is of dubious applicability to the premodern Middle East.23 Therefore,
due to the limits of our textual sources and the theoretical implications,
this article avoids the language of “conversion.” Instead, what the texts
do give us are statements about changing patterns ofurbanization, the
nature of land claims, the presence of infrastructure and architecture
for religious rituals, and the shape of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. While
these details cannot be used to reliably estimate populations, they do
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provide a broader picture of the changing place ofnon-Muslims in what
scholars call “Islamic” society, as experienced and recorded by their con-
temporaries.

Scope and terminology

Both medieval Muslim authors and modern historians have found
the plethora of flavors ofnon-Muslim religion distinctly confusing. While
dividing the world into Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians was clear
enough, the internal diversity among Jews and Christians has typically
held little interest, and much opportunity for misunderstanding, for
medieval Muslims and modern Islamicists alike. The potential for confu-
sion is exacerbated by the fact that though there were several different
Christian denominations, each one referred to itself primarily as Christian
and as orthodox, terms which were therefore useless for distinguishing
one from another. To deal with this issue, when medieval Muslims needed
to distinguish one denomination from others, they resorted to derogatory
polemical labels coined by Christians themselves in the heat of intra-
Christian theological controversies, and thus referred to Jacobites,
Nestorians, and Melkites. In this they have been followed, largely unques-
tioningly, by modern Islamicists.

While certain Middle Eastern Christian authors in specific periods
have been willing to own such labels, they retain their offensive sting
for most people so described, and are as misleading as most insults. Thus,
here I will refer to the so-called “Nestorians,” headquartered in Iraq, as
the Church of the East or as Eastern Syriac Christians, due to their use of
Syriac as their liturgical language and their location as the furthest east
of the ancient churches.24 So-called “Jacobites” are customarily labeled
by Syriacists, for lack of better options, either as Syriac Orthodox or Wes-
tern Syriac Christians, although both labels may be challenged. Finally,
while Syriac scholars as well as Islamicists often retain the dismissive
term “Melkites” for Syriac- or Arabic-speaking Christians who agree with
the doctrine of the Council of Chalcedon (and thus with the Byzantine
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Empire), here I will adopt the label “Chalcedonian Orthodox” for this
community.

It is also necessary to say a word about the geographical scope of
this paper, specifically regarding the physical extent of “Iraq” in this
context. As the history ofMosul in the early twentieth century and in
the past few years reminds us, boundaries are often made rather than
given. Medieval Iraq has typically been defined as the region surrounding
the lower courses of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, defined to the south
by the emptying of those rivers into the Persian Gulf, to the west by the
desert which separates it from Syria, and to the east by the mountains
leading up to the Iranian plateau. The Khuzistan plain, sometimes consi-
dered part of Iraq and sometimes separated from it, will be excluded
from this article. The northern boundary is more problematic. One can
follow the Tigris and the Euphrates northward into Syria, eastern Ana-
tolia, and eventually into the mountains inhabited by medieval Arme-
nians and Kurds. Different medieval geographers drew the northern edge
of Iraq at different places.25 Morony noted that initially the Mosul region
was included as part of Iraq at the time of the Arab conquests, since it
was conquered from the direction of al-Sawād (the agricultural region
of southern Iraq), although it was joined to al-Jazīrah (upper Mesopo-
tamia) from the 60s/680s onward.26 For the purposes of this paper, I
include the plain around Mosul as part of Iraq, although not as far west
as Sinjar. Mosul is included in part because that area was conquered and
often ruled from southern Iraq, and in part as a case usefully different
from developments further south. The recently studied trajectory of
Islamization in Syria differs from that of Iraq in some instructive ways,
and will also be used for comparison.27

Uncertain foundations

The initial conquests of Iraq were reported in traditions (akhbār)
gathered into a geographical framework by Balādhurī in the third/late-
ninth century. In addition to the common prosopographical and military



90 Thomas A. Carlson

interests of this genre, Balādhurī devotes a third ofhis section on south-
ern Iraq (Sawād) to the foundation of the new cities, especially Kufa, al-
Wāsiṭ, Baghdad, and Sāmarrāʾ, as well as lesser foundations such as al-
Hāshimiyyah and al-Mutawakkiliyyah.28 The foundation of Basra receives
a separate treatment later in the work.29 In the north, Mosul was founded
as a garrisoned fort that grew into a walled city during the Marwanid
period.30

These cities, of course, were centers of power and patronage for
the Muslim ruling elite, and urban garrisons were the highest concen-
trations of the new religion in the region. As Morony points out, “At first
the Muslim population was virtually identical with the army and its
dependents who settled in the garrison towns.”31 Yet these four to seven
centers were fewer than the garrisoned cities of Syria which formed the
nodes of early Islamization in that province.32 The centrality of these
Muslim centers in Iraq is suggested by Balādhurī’s report that an early
garrison in al-Madāʾin was removed and consolidated into Kufa.33 He
mentions very few Muslims living in Iraqi towns which predated the
conquests, although his references to a church partitioned into a partial
mosque in Hīt on the Euphrates, as well as mosques in al-Madāʾin, Anbar,
and the northern city of Haditha suggest a Muslim presence in those
towns.34 In general, however, compared to the Muslim garrisons of Syria,
those in Iraq were more concentrated at fewer centers, which limited
the social contacts which might lead to Islam’s diffusion.

The new cities did not restrict non-Muslim urbanization, however.
Despite the famous anecdote about al-Ḥajjāj sending (non-Muslim) pea-
sants away from the garrison cities, we should not think ofKufa or Basra
as exclusively Muslim.35 Captives and slaves, as well as non-Muslim ser-
vice workers and merchants, inhabited these cities very shortly after
their founding, and we simply do not know how many such people there
were. Kufa was so closely associated with the older Christian Arab city
of al-Ḥīrah that Ibn Ḥawqal linked the former’s growth to the latter’s
decline.36 Similarly, Basra was near to Pěrāth dě-Mayshān (al-Furāt),
whose metropolitan archbishop may have moved into Basra by the begin-
ning of the Abbasid period.37 Al-Wāsiṭ was founded across the river from
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Kashkar and encapsulated it with its non-Muslim population.38 Mosul
grew up across from the Sasanian town of Nineveh, and around a pre-
existing fort and a monastery called Mar Īshōʿyahb which had been
founded at the end of the Sasanian period.39 Baghdad had a monastery
within a dozen years of its founding.40 Sāmarrāʾ had multiple churches
and monasteries in the 230s/850s, when al-Mutawakkil ordered their
demolition according to a fourth/tenth-century historian.41 As counter-
intuitive as it seems, we cannot even be certain that Muslims remained
a demographic majority within the cities they founded. These would be
the prime sites of contact between Muslims and non-Muslims, but urban
immigration rates may have sometimes outstripped conversion rates.
In any event, non-Muslims long remained demographically dominant in
the pre-Islamic cities of Iraq: Ibn Ḥawqal reports that Takrit, on the
northern edge of Iraq, was still majority Christian in the fourth/mid-
tenth century.42

In most agrarian societies, farmers outnumber city-dwellers by a
large ratio, so this Muslim urban population was probably large only
relative to other early medieval cities, not when compared to the rural
non-Muslim population. Hugh Kennedy has estimated that the urban
population of early Islamic Iraq was up to approximately half a million,
but reliable estimates of the rural population are not available.43 J. C.
Russell suggests a total population of nine to ten million in the Tigris–
Euphrates valley in that period, although the basis for his estimate is not
clear.44 By contrast, Colin McEvedy and Richard Jones critique the “nor-
mally sober Russell” for credulity in his interpretation of literary sources
and implausible calculations; they instead propose that the premodern
population of Iraq ranged between one and two and a halfmillion, peak-
ing around 180/800.45 The basis of their lower estimate is unstated, and
therefore it cannot be evaluated.

The Muslim geographers include a report (khabar) that ʿUthmān b.
Ḥunayf, the governor of Iraq for ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb, “sealed the necks
of 550,000 uncircumcised men” (i.e., Christians and Zoroastrians), a prac-
tice of attaching lead seals to cords around the necks of defeated enemies,
captives, and slaves, which was later associated with the payment of
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jizyah.46 If this number is reliable, it might imply a non-Muslim population
in that period of at least one and a half to two and a halfmillion, depen-
ding on the average number ofdependents assumed for each adult male.
This is close enough to the estimate ofMcEvedy and Jones to make one
suspect that this report may be the ultimate basis for their proposed
population total. Yet Morony noticed that this number pertains only to
the area around Kufa, not to all of Iraq, and Balādhurī reported an alter-
nate tradition which divided the tax-collection in al-Sawād between
ʿUthmān b. Ḥunayf, west of the Tigris, and Ḥudhayfah b. al-Yamān east
of it.47 On the other hand, Balādhurī cites a different report according to
which ʿUthmān b. Ḥunayf accompanied Ḥudhayfah b. al-Yamān to
Khāniqīn, a town east of the Tigris.48 This latter report may undercut the
theory of a partition of Iraq between two tax collectors, and raises the
question what the precise geographical scope of the previously reported
neck-sealing activities might be.

It is equally unclear how to use a report included by Balādhurī that
if ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb had divided al-Sawād among the Muslims, there
would have been only three peasants per Muslim.49 Does this number
imply that Muslims were one quarter of the population in this district?
Or that the non-Muslim population of Iraq was three times the population
ofMuslims everywhere? Or were the “three peasants” three households,
while the enumeration of Muslims perhaps included women? Or were
both numbers exclusively adult men, but with a differential number of
dependents among the military elite as among the peasant class? It is
very difficult to move from literary references, even apparently precise
ones, to numerical conclusions. The usefulness of numbers in literary
sources for population estimates depends on many questionable factors,
including the reliability of the scribal transmission of the texts, the
stability of the oral transmission of the report (khabar), and, perhaps
most dangerously, the ability of a newly arrived foreign ruler to count
and tax every individual peasant. If Russell’s higher population estimate
is more accurate, and if this report about ʿUmar’s governor still has any
historical value, it may indicate instead that primitive Muslim jizyah
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collection was more haphazard and faulty than scholars have so far rea-
lized.

Outside of the cities, Balādhurī was particularly interested in Muslim
landowners and land acquisition. He listed individual Muslim Arab land-
owners in southern Iraq by name, and how they acquired their property.50

He was careful to point out, both for the region ofDiyār Rabīʿah around
Mosul and separately for al-Furāt in southern Iraq, that these lands were
not confiscated from legitimate owners; rather, the lands had been aban-
doned, or were previously uncultivable and reclaimed from swamp, or
their owners converted to Islam.51 He enumerated categories of land
claimed by ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb, from which subsequent caliphs granted
properties to Arabs: properties of those who died or fled in the conquest,
properties of the Persian royal family, uncultivated swamps and forests,
and Dayr Yazīd.52 Balādhurī also mentioned a handful of Persian land-
owners (dahāqīn, sing. dihqān) who converted to Islam and whose land
claims were subsequently recognized by the caliph, perhaps hinting at
a perceived threat of confiscation.53 The fact that his only examples for
this phenomenon come from obscure locations, which he enumerates,
may suggest that conversions of the dihqān class was not the norm at
such an early date. Although he lists four landowners in the south and
none in the north, his disclaimer about land confiscation in northern
Iraq suggests that some Arab landowners in the north adopted Islam.54

Balādhurī’s interest in Muslim land claims hints at differences
between the rural societies of southern and northern Iraq, specifically
the more rapid formation of a Muslim landowner class in the south con-
trasted with the larger numbers of Muslim Arab nomads in the north.
This was not his intent, of course; his concern for the provenance of land
claims was likely motivated by their relevance for legal or fiscal disputes
in the third/ninth century when he compiled this work.55 Even so, on
the basis of this source and others, Morony suggests that the Arab con-
quests reduced pastoral nomadism in favor of the new cities.56 By con-
trast, it is clear that many Bedouin remained in the north around Mosul,
ofwhom many converted early to Islam.57 Nevertheless, as Chase Robin-



94 Thomas A. Carlson

son points out, wealthy rural Christian landowners seem to have persisted
longer and more prominently in the north.58 The fourth-/tenth-century
Muslim geographer Ibn Ḥawqal, who generally had little interest in reli-
gious differences, still mentions these wealthy Christian landowners in
a village not far from Arbil in the north.59 The process of land reclama-
tion or bringing unfarmed land into cultivation, which Balādhurī indi-
cates repeatedly for the “great swamp” north of Basra, may have enabled
a more rapid rise in Muslim landowners in southern Iraq.60 This in turn
may have encouraged a slightly greater rate of Islamization among the
peasants brought in to work that land, as happened at a later period in
East Bengal, and thus initiated a slow divergence in the religious makeup
of society along a south-north axis.61

Mosques and monasteries

Unlike Ibn Ḥawqal, Muqaddasī, writing in the fourth/late-tenth
century, claims to be interested in the relative preponderance of different
religious groups.62 His discussion of religious groups, whether in parti-
cular locations or in Iraq as a whole, is nevertheless far from systematic.
He mentions several mosques in towns, which indicates a degree of diffu-
sion of Islam beyond the garrison cities and caliphal capitals founded by
Muslims. However, it also indicates that the presence of a mosque in
such towns could not be taken for granted. Indeed, Muqaddasī mentions
two towns both named al-Jāmiʿayn (“the two mosques”), one in the south
near Kufa, and one further north, near Sāmarrāʾ.63 This suggests that for
a town to have two mosques was so unusual as to change the name of
the settlement. Yet apart from the six district capitals of Iraq, he mentions
mosques in fewer than half of the towns which he singles out for descrip-
tion, and fewer than a fifth of the towns which he names.64 His list of
mosques is likely incomplete, as his list of villages certainly is, and of
course these proportions cannot be taken as a percentage of all villages.
But we might presume that his selection of villages was biased in favor
of “important” settlements which had attracted the attention ofMuslim
elites for one reason or another, and such towns and villages were also
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more likely than other (“unimportant”) settlements to have a mosque.
In other words, settlements without mosques were probably more prepon-
derant in the Iraq ofMuqaddasī’s day than in the list of settlements which
he presents.

Muqaddasī also asserts that there were “many” shrines in Iraq, and
yet the examples he cites are almost exclusively urban. He mentioned
one site associated with Abraham and one with Noah, which may have
been shared with the local Jewish and Christian populations rather than
exclusively Muslim.65 Apart from these, the monuments of ʿAlī and Ḥusayn
are the only specifically Muslim holy places which Muqaddasī did not
locate within Kufa, Basra, Baghdad, or al-Madāʾin.66 By contrast, he lists
fifteen Muslim shrines in Basra, six in Baghdad, one in al-Madāʾin, and
one in Kufa, and he alludes to the existence of others.67 Coupled with his
references to town mosques, this may suggest that in Muqaddasī’s time,
late in the fourth/tenth century, Islam was still primarily an urban pheno-
menon beginning to spread into towns and some larger villages. If this
is the case, then Muslims must have remained significantly less than half,
perhaps no more than a quarter, of the total population of Iraq at this
time, far less than the 90 percent estimate prevailing in current scholar-
ship. Such a small proportion ofMuslims would explain why Muqaddasī
began his discussion of religious groups in Iraq, even before listing the
different Islamic groups which interested him, by stating briefly, “There
are many Magians [i.e. Zoroastrians] in this region, and its dhimmah [sic]
are both Christians and Jews.”68 The fact about religious diversity in Buyid
Iraq which Muqaddasī found most noteworthy was the large numbers of
non-Muslims.69

Although Muqaddasī evinced no specific interest in any non-Muslim
population above others, the fourth-/tenth-century Kitāb al-Diyārāt of
Shābushtī reveals that the Christian monasteries of Iraq continued to
function largely unhindered into the Buyid period. Scholars may dispute
whether the content of such a literary work, designed at least as much
to entertain as to inform, is more factual or fictive.70 Yet this debate has
largely taken place over the value of the particular anecdotes related,
anecdotes relating the personal interactions between elite Muslim men
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and Christians of various ages and genders, ranging from the miraculous
to the seductive. Just as hagiography often yields reliable social infor-
mation in its incidental details, the “scenery” for the entertaining anec-
dotes may be more consistently factual than the events narrated. Among
incidental details we might include whether a monastery was inhabited
or not, and the dates of individual monasteries’ particular festivals; it is
not clear how such details, not entertaining in themselves and unneces-
sary to understand particular tales, would serve the belle-lettristic pur-
pose. As Kilpatrick notes, Shābushtī also indicates at one point that he
had visited Basra in southern Iraq, and was informed about a marvel
inside a monastery in northern Mesopotamia by the Christians of that
region, perhaps suggesting that he traveled the full length of Iraq and
wrote from firsthand knowledge.71 This fourth-/tenth-century author
mentions thirty-six monasteries in Iraq and around Mosul.72 Of these, he
describes at least twenty of them as inhabited by monks, and probably
at least three more were functioning. By contrast, he explicitly identifies
only three monasteries as ruined, abandoned, or inhabited by travelers,
leaving ten whose status at the end of the fourth/tenth century is entirely
unclear. Even if all ten of these were abandoned at that time, most of the
monasteries known to Shābushtī continued to function. Many of these
had functioned continuously since the Sasanian period, while others
were founded more recently.73

There are many ways scholars might misinterpret these numbers,
which we must carefully avoid. No conclusion can be drawn from the
fact that Shābushtī lists more active monasteries than Muqaddasī lists
towns with mosques; both lists are incomplete, and the two texts were
compiled for different purposes. The ratio between the two lists cannot
be extrapolated to the religious demographics of Iraq’s population as a
whole, for two reasons, one mathematical and one historical. First, the
mathematical reason: without knowing the total numbers of each cate-
gory, the ratio of two non-random samples is meaningless. Second, even
if the ratio ofmonasteries to mosques were known, the two types of buil-
dings performed very different religious and social functions, so it is by
no means clear that a Muslim population would have the same number
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of mosques as a comparable Christian population would have monas-
teries.74 But the numbers of active, uncertain, and abandoned monasteries
also cannot be generalized to the greater (unknowable) set of all Iraqi
monasteries, to suggest perhaps a bounded range on the ratio of Islami-
zation since the conquests three-and-a-half centuries earlier. Medieval
monasteries were like modern American business start-ups: most were
small, never famous, and of brief duration, many monasteries not long
surviving their founders, so even in the best of circumstances we would
expect a certain number of failed monasteries and some rapid turnover.75

In short, Shābushtī’s list of active, uncertain, and abandoned monasteries
cannot be used computationally.

But it can be used culturally. What these numbers do indicate is
that when one fourth/tenth-century Muslim author such as Shābushtī
imagined monasteries in Iraq, some ofwhich he may have visited himself,
he imagined them not solitary and deserted in a landscape, but peopled
with monks. Generalizing from his assumptions to those ofhis educated
Muslim audience is difficult for all the usual reasons, but we might venture
a few suggestions based on Shābushtī’s rhetoric. It was evidently not
surprising to Shābushtī’s audience for a monastery to be inhabited, since
it could be indicated tersely with a single word such as ʿāmir (“occu-
pied”).76 Shābushtī specified whether the monastery was occupied or
abandoned in a slight majority of cases, which suggests that he did not
expect his audience to assume one way or the other. Without such an
overarching assumption, the fact that most of the monasteries which he
mentions were occupied probably indicates that the cities, towns, and
rivers of Iraq were still accustomed to seeing active, rather than ruined,
monasteries in the fourth/tenth century.

The continuation ofChristian infrastructure

A changing geographical distribution of the Christian presence in
Iraq should also be reflected by shifting locations of bishops and metro-
politan archbishops. Like monasteries, the number and extent of bishop-
rics was affected extremely slowly by Islamic rule. Three nearly complete
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lists of Eastern Syriac bishops, each evidently independent of the others,77

survive from the Buyid period or earlier: one included in the acts of a
church council in 410 CE during the Sasanian period, one composed at
the end of the third/ninth century by Ilyās b. ʿUbayd, the Eastern Syriac
metropolitan ofDamascus, and one in the Mukhtaṣar al-ākhbār al-bīʿ iyyah,
a text composed anonymously in the fifth/early-eleventh century.78 The
first list was a component of a Christian hierarchical reform within the
Sasanian Empire to establish increased centralized control by the catho-
licos, while the second was composed as part of a canon law text in the
Abbasid Empire. The purpose for the composition of the third is not fully
clear, inserted in the middle ofhistorical reports pertaining to the pre-
Islamic period, even though the list does not reflect pre-Islamic condi-
tions.

Like monasteries, we need to be careful not to treat the numbers
of bishops as proxies for Christian population levels.79 The shape of the
hierarchy tended to be conservative, changing more slowly than the
growth, movement, or decline of Christian populations. Thus the Eastern
Syriac patriarch continued to be headquartered at the Sasanian capital
of al-Madāʾin until twenty years after the foundation ofBaghdad, a cen-
tury and a half after the Muslim Arab conquest of the Sasanian Empire.
Nevertheless, medieval Syriac churches did not maintain merely titular
dioceses, offices with the rank ofbishop but without real local churches
or parishes under them, as the Roman Catholic Church did until the mid-
dle of the twentieth century. Thus episcopal lists might indicate Christian
institutional strongholds, and perhaps important Christian centers. David
Wilmshurst has raised the concern, however, that these lists ofdioceses
were even more conservative than the actual shape of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy at the time each list was composed, continuing to include indi-
vidual bishoprics that had already become defunct.80 Comparing lists of
dioceses with medieval historians’ references to specific bishops of each
diocese, as collected by Jean-Maurice Fiey, acts as a control upon suspec-
ted anachronistic features of the lists.81 But since medieval historians
were not systematic in their references to particular bishops, and tended
to mention primarily those who were closer to the seats of power in cen-
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tral Iraq, the absence of a chronicle’s reference to a particular minor
diocese far from the capital cannot be taken as strong evidence for the
abolition of that diocese.

Wilmshurst’s concern about lists being anachronistic is plausible,
yet internal features of each list suggest the degree to which each was
up-to-date when it was authored. For example, the anonymous author
of the Mukhtaṣar noted that the metropolitanate of Bardaʿah and Armenia
was abolished by one Catholicos Yuḥannā (presumably either Yuḥannā
V, r. 390–401/1000–1011, or Yuḥannā VI, r. 402–411/1012–1020) and
reduced to a diocese based in Khilāṭ.82 This must have been a very recent
event for an author writing in the first decades of the fifth/eleventh
century. He also noted that the diocese of al-Qubbah was merged into
Kashkar, and its rank was taken over by the bishop of al-Bawāzīj .83 Accor-
ding to the historian ʿAmr b. Mattā (eighth/fourteenth century), this
exchange happened under Catholicos ʿAbdīshōʿ (r. 352–376/963–986),
no more than fifty years before the Mukhtaṣarwas composed, and per-
haps within the lifetime of the author.84 Ilyās b. ʿUbayd, of course, wrote
before the transfer and listed al-Bawāzīj among the bishops of Beth
Garmay, but in this case, a later scribe updated Ilyās’s list in two places
to mention that al-Bawāzīj was removed from the metropolitanate of
Beth Garmay and made subject to the catholicos instead.85 Another scri-
bal note indicates that the diocese of Bādarāyā and Bākusāyā was abo-
lished and merged into the diocese ofKashkar.86 We do not know when
that happened, but in the Mukhtaṣar it is still listed as a separate diocese,
and Fiey indicates that bishops of that diocese are attested into the fifth/
eleventh century, suggesting that this merger was a post-Buyid develop
ment, incorporated into Ilyās’s list by a later scribe.87

These notes indicate that the authors composed these lists in light
of recent developments, and scribes expected the lists to be up-to-date,
sometimes adding notes to reflect developments after the original com-
position. Furthermore, although it was rare for ecclesiastical historians
to describe changes to the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the references to
individual bishops assembled by Fiey demonstrate the historical accu-
racy of at least the bulk of the shared elements in each list. Rather than
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supporting Wilmshurst’s suspicion that these documents were already
out-of-date when they were composed, it seems that they provide some
reliable information on the period of their composition.

Throughout the late Sasanian and early Islamic periods, most of
Iraq was divided among four metropolitans: from south to north, Pěrāth
dě-Mayshān, Beth Ārāmāyē (the province of the catholicos), Beth Garmay,
and Ḥadyab. While each changed between the Sasanian era and the fifth-
/eleventh-century list considered here, all three lists show more com-
monality with one another than difference (apart from changing names
for the same places), a fact all the more surprising given the lists’ mutual
independence.

In the north, the attraction ofnew Arab Muslim centers is seen in
shifting bishop locations, but later lists include as many dioceses as ear-
lier. The Synod of 410 identified the metropolitan’s seat as Arbil, with
suffragan (subordinate) bishops at Beth Nūhadrā, Beth Běgash, Beth Dasin,
Ramōnīn (?), Beth Mihqart (?), Dabriyānōs (?), and Ravranḥasan (?).88 But
there seems to be some textual corruption, since Briyānōs is then given
as the name of the bishop ofBeth Běgash later in the same text, and the
other three names at the end of the list are not otherwise known as dio-
ceses or even place-names at any period.89 By the end of the Sasanian
period, the city of Nineveh had obtained a bishop, as had the Sasanian
“new town” Nawgird in northern Iraq, later known as Haditha.90 Ilyās’s
list includes all of these dioceses with the exception of the four dubious
ones from the Synod of 410, as well as a new diocese for the Bedouin (al-
Bādiyyah), and records that the headquarters of the metropolitan moved
from Arbil to the new city of Mosul.91 The list in the Mukhtaṣar differs
only in the consolidation of the bishop ofNineveh with the metropolitan
of Mosul (indicated under the archaic name of the metropolitanate,
Ḥazzah).92 Ifwe neglect the four dubious dioceses listed in the acts of the
Sasanian synod, the only changes in the north of Iraq reflected in the
Abbasid and Buyid episcopal lists were the movement of the metro-
politan’s headquarters to the new city of Mosul, the unification of the
bishop ofNineveh with the metropolitan ofMosul, and the creation of a
new bishop “for the Bedouin.” In other words, northern Iraq’s ecclesi-



The Long Shadow ofSasanian Christianity 101

astical hierarchy was largely stable during the first four centuries of
Islamic rule.

In the region of Beth Garmay around Kirkuk and Takrit, there seems
to have been some shuffling ofdiocese names, centers, and boundaries,
and one diocese was transferred from this metropolitan to the control
of the catholicos in the fourth/mid-tenth century, but each list contains
the same number of bishops in this province. The Synod of 410 listed
suffragan bishops at Shahrqart, Lashōm, Ārīwān, Daraḥ, and Ḥaravgělal.93

Ilyās listed Shahrqart, al-Bawāzīj (the Arabic name ofĀrīwān), Khānījār,
and Lashōm, and in place of the last two, introduced Daqūqā and Dar-
ābād.94 The odd thing is that the historian ʿAmr b. Mattā seems to regard
Lashōm and Daqūqā as alternate names for the same place, though Ilyās
clearly distinguished them in his list.95 Finally the Mukhtaṣar kept Shahr-
qart and Daqūqā, reintroduced Ḥaravgělal as Ḥarbath Jalū, and replaced
al-Bawāzīj (which moved to the jurisdiction of the catholicos) and Dar-
ābād with dioceses for Tāḥil and Shahrazūr.96 Although there is confusion
as to the names and locations of dioceses, each list agrees that there were
five suffragan bishops to the metropolitan, a detail which suggests that
there was no institutional weakening, whatever reshuffling might have
occurred.

In Beth Ārāmāyē, the province of the catholicos in central Iraq
around al-Madāʾin and Baghdad, in addition to absorbing one diocese
from Beth Garmay, four new dioceses were created in the second/eighth
and third/ninth centuries, although one of these seems to have lapsed
by the fourth/tenth century. Our analysis is hindered by the fact that
the acts of the Synod of 410 did not list the suffragan bishops of the catho-
licos, only those of the other metropolitans, but none of the dioceses
mentioned by Fiey in this region seem to have lapsed in the early Islamic
period. Instead, Ilyās’s list includes all seven known suffragan dioceses
of the late Sasanian period, as well as four new dioceses founded in the
Islamic period: ʿUkbarā, Niffar, al-Qaṣrā, and ʿAbdāsī.97 The list in the
Mukhtaṣar is the same as Ilyās’s, but omits ʿAbdāsī, replacing it with the
diocese of al-Bawāzīj which had been transferred from Beth Garmay.98

In sum, the province of the catholicos continued to have the largest
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number of suffragan bishops of any metropolitanate in Iraq, and was
larger in the middle of the Buyid period than in the pre-Islamic period,
suggesting that the first four centuries of Islamic rule were, on the whole,
ones of growth rather than decline for the ecclesiastical hierarchy in
central Iraq. But the loss of ʿAbdāsī, even if offset by the annexation of
al-Bawāzīj from the province to the north, perhaps indicates a slight
amount of institutional slippage in the fourth/tenth century after the
period ofgrowth under the earlier Abbasid caliphate.

It is only in the south, around Basra, that we see the unreplaced
loss of dioceses. At the Synod of 410, the metropolitan of Pěrāth dě-May-
shān had three suffragan bishops: Karkā, Rīmā, and Nahargūr.99 Ilyās
renamed the metropolitan archdiocese after the new Muslim city of
Basra, and gave Arabic names for Karkā (Dastumaysān) and Rīmā (Nahr
al-Marā), but Nahargūr was nowhere in view.100 By the time of the Mukh-

taṣar, Nahr al-Marā continued under the name Nahr al-Dayr, but Dastu-
maysān no longer had its own bishop, having been combined into the
metropolitan’s title, even if this loss was partially offset by a new diocese
of Najrān, presumably the settlement of the Christian Arabs expelled
from Arabia.101 Thus, in southern Iraq around Basra, we see the loss of
one diocese before 280s/900 and another incorporated into the title of
the metropolitan by 390/1000, large losses in a metropolitan province
with only a few suffragan bishops at any period.

Taken together, these three episcopal lists suggest a modest growth
of the hierarchy in central and northern Iraq, especially in the high
Abbasid period, but some shrinking in the south. The slow changes to
monastery and ecclesiastical hierarchy distributions suggest some conclu-
sions about demography as well, given the economic basis for monas-
ticism in Iraq and the fact that all bishops in this region were also
monks.102 As Cynthia Villagomez has pointed out, in the early Islamic
period, the Church of the East renounced the ideal of self-supporting
monasteries of laboring monks in favor of the acquisition ofwealth by
monasteries, whether in the forms of endowments or donations.103 Villa-
gomez repeatedly noted the centrality ofdonations in the monastic eco-
nomy, including in the primary sources.104 While some Muslims, even
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Muslim rulers, gave money to monasteries, the majority ofdonors would
have been Christian, and increasing Islamization would progressively
defund the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the monasteries in Iraq.105 The
fact that the hierarchy and the monasteries had been so little affected
by almost four centuries ofMuslim rule, including by the economic crisis
of fourth-/tenth-century Iraq, suggests that there was no massive defun-
ding such as we would expect had 90 percent of the Iraq’s Christian popu-
lation converted to Islam, as most scholars assume.106 It would seem that
the Christian populations of Iraq preserved sufficient “social density,”
to use Morony’s term, to maintain distinctively Christian social structures,
and thus to maintain Christian identities and even to assimilate new
converts, ifMorony’s suggested link between “social density” and resis-
tance to assimilation holds.107

Conclusion

As the Muslims’ new foundation ofal-Wāsiṭ grew, it did so at Kas-
kar’s expense, both physically and notionally. Yet Kaskar lingered, in a
variety of different forms. Shābushtī mentioned a monastery named
ʿUmr Kaskar, which he located “below al-Wāsiṭ, on the eastern side of
it,” where the Christian bishop resided.108 Two centuries later, the famous
geographer Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī knew Kaskar as an agricultural region.109

And the fact that al-Wāsiṭ was reported to occupy both sides of the Tigris
River indicates that Kaskar did not in fact decline, but was rather incor-
porated into al-Wāsiṭ and lost its separate identity.110 The Sasanian city
did not in fact go away, but continued under its Islamic name. We cannot
say what proportion of former Kaskar, renamed “eastern al-Wāsiṭ,” was
Muslim or not at any given period, but the data reviewed above indicate
that the literary amnesia outstripped the social Islamization “on the
ground” throughout Iraq. Non-Muslims were not gone, even if their
places were renamed.

The persistence ofmonasteries and dioceses of the Church of the
East, reliant as they are on the donations of the faithful, suggest that this
particular Christian denomination did not experience any substantive
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Islamization before the end of the first millennium, with perhaps only
the first hints of coming changes in the south of Iraq around Basra. Yet
Eastern Syriac Christianity and Islam were not the only religions in late
antique and early Islamic Iraq; does the persistence of the former tell us
anything about the progress of Islamization more generally? One might
surmise that other religious groups fueled the conversion to Iraq at the
rate proposed by Bulliet, so that Iraq might be presumed to be 90 percent
Muslim before 390/1000.111 Beyond the Church of the East, there were
at least two other Christian groups in Iraq, the Syriac Orthodox (so-called
“Jacobites”) and the Chalcedonian Orthodox (so-called “Melkites”). In
addition, significant Jewish populations continued in Iraq, as well as the
formerly state-sponsored Zoroastrians and new religions such as Mani-
chaeans and Mandaeans.112 In the absence of census records, the relative
proportion of these groups is unknowable, but there are hints. The depth
of hierarchy of the Church of the East in Iraq far exceeded that of the
other Christian denominations, indicating, if not the precise proportion
of populations, at least which ecclesiastical structure was best at securing
a share of agricultural produce.113 We might expect a certain amount of
slippage among Christian denominations, but it is hard to imagine that
the vast majority of Christians in Iraq did not worship with priests ap-
pointed by the Church of the East hierarchy based in Baghdad, rather
than the more distant hierarchies of the Western Syriac denominations.
Thus the lack ofmass conversion to Islam among the Church of the East
is suggestive for Iraqi Christianity more broadly.

Comparing the Christian and Jewish populations in early Islamic
Iraq is not easy. Scholars have previously emphasized the urbanization
of the Jewish population, but Philip Ackerman-Lieberman has recently
argued that most of the region’s Jews continued in agricultural pursuits
until Iraq’s economic crisis in the fourth/tenth century.114 The Jewish
exilarchate and Iraq’s two geonic academies (yeshîvôt) of Sura and Pum-
bedita likewise continued, though not uninterruptedly, into the fifth/
eleventh century, revealing an institutional continuity similar to that
experienced by the Church of the East.115 The economic basis of these
institutions was perhaps mainly local Jewish populations rather than
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donations from abroad, even if the latter generated more literature and
thus more modern scholarly discussion.116 Robert Brody remarks that,
while the number of Jews who did convert is unknowable, such conver-
sions did not seriously impinge upon the Iraqi Jewish communities’ “inte-
grity.”117 If few Jews or Christians converted during the first millennium,
then most of the converts to Islam in Iraq during the early Islamic period
were not from its fellow Abrahamic religions.

We are even less informed about the relative demographic strength
ofZoroastrians as compared to Jews and Christians. The newer religions
such as Manichaeism and Mandaeism are not mentioned in Muqaddasī’s
statement about non-Islamic religions in Iraq,118 which may indicate that
they were less significant for understanding the region broadly.119 But
Zoroastrianism had been the state-supported religion of the Sasanian
dynasty, so it may have claimed a large number of followers in the region
around the former imperial capital in southern Iraq. And unlike Judaism
and Christianity, the ancient Persian religion did suffer significant insti-
tutional rupture in the early Islamic period. We might therefore expect
Islamization in Iraq to be driven by the conversion ofZoroastrians, even
if some of them chose Christianity over its newer monotheistic cousin.120

Nevertheless, Muqaddasī could still, in the Buyid period in the late four-
th/tenth century, claim that Iraq had “many Magians,” so it is unclear
even how many of them had adopted Islam by the end of the first millen-
nium.

This recapitulation of Iraq’s religious diversity might suggest that
most converts to Islam came neither from Christianity nor Judaism, but
we do not know if at the time of the Arab conquests, those two monothe-
istic religions together accounted for ten percent of the region’s popu-
lation, ninety percent, or anywhere in between. Yet if Christians and
Jews both preserved their “communal integrity,” and if there were still
“many Magians” in Iraq in the fourth/late-tenth century, it is unclear
from which sources a 90 percent Muslim supermajority, as scholars pre-
sume for Iraq by the year 390/1000, might have been drawn. Indeed,
regardless of the relative proportions among different non-Muslim popu-
lations, Muqaddasī’s testimony that mosques were only beginning to
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penetrate Iraq’s many agricultural villages in the fourth/tenth century
suggests that the religion of the rulers was also almost exclusively an
urban religion. The urban character of Islam before 390/1000, combined
with the general economic principle that the populations of agrarian
societies are overwhelmingly rural, calls into question whether Islami-
zation had even reached a third of Iraq’s population, much less a majority.
Bulliet’s proposed conversion curve must be considerably too steep.

Islam’s weak penetration into the Iraqi countryside even by the
fourth/tenth century should change how we understand the shape of
early Islamic history in Iraq, in precisely the period when Iraq ruled the
Muslim world. If, indeed, there were very few Muslims in Iraq’s smaller
towns and villages, then, in fact, the third/ninth century was no tipping
point, no “age of conversions,” but rather a period when most people
kept on keeping on. Scholars can stop interpreting elite texts in the con-
text of a popular wave of conversions which mostly likely had not yet
happened; religious diversity was much more continuous from the late
Sasanian period into the rule of the Buyid dynasty four centuries later.
Non-Muslims were pervasive in Iraq throughout the period of Abbasid
power, and Muslim texts might be more thoroughly contextualized by
an awareness of the religious other, even when unmentioned. Muqad-
dasī’s list of town mosques suggests that rural Islamization, and therefore
demographic Islamization, was beginning rather than ending as the Buyid
amīrs captured Baghdad. Indeed, David Wilmshurst has demonstrated
that the period of rapid transformation for Iraqi dioceses is later, around
1200 in southern Iraq, and after 1300 in the north.121 If we are looking
for an “age of conversions” in Iraq, we should perhaps look to the eve of
the Mongol conquest rather than to the Samarran period of the Abbasid
Caliphate.
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