
Project: Ibadi (and secondarily the so-called “Sufri”) connections to the early 
Umayyad Amirs of Spain have not been well understood.  This paper re-
examines Ibadi, Sufri and Spanish-Umayyad relations in order to prove that 
strong economic interests underlay the political ties that developed between 
these groups.  

The Ibadiyya are an Islamic sectarian group – related to the Kharijites – who 
controlled the Rustumid Empire, centered at Tahert (in present day Algeria), in 
the 2-3rd/8-9th centuries.  The Sufriyya were likewise Kharijites who 
controlled a smaller Empire – the Midrarids – located in Sijilmassa (in present 
day Morocco).  The research begins with the fairly well documented evidence 
for the political ties between Ibadis and Spanish Umayyads.  This material 
remains interesting in and of itself for the simple fact that the Ibadiyya formed 
from the quietist Kharijites of Basra (around 720-740CE) and remained hostile 
to the Umayyad regime: when they had the capacity they frequently revolted 
against the Umayyads.  In fact, the Akhbar Majmua describes the North African 
uprisings of the 740s CE as “Ibadi” or “Sufri” in inspiration; and these uprising 
spread to Spain.  

For this reason it is a bit surprising to find that only a few decades later – 
during the reign of the Umayyad Amir al-Hakam b. Hisham (al-Hakam I), a 
Rustumid named Muhammad b. Sa?id b. Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. 
Rustum - that is, the great-grandson of the founder of the Rustumids - became a 
confidant of ‘Abd al-Rahman II when he was prince in Medina-Sidonia 
(Shadhuna).  Muhammad lived near Algeciras to be close to ‘Abd al-Rahman 
II, and when ‘Abd al-Rahman became the Amir, he brought Muhammad to 
Cordoba and employed him in the hijaba and the Wazirate.  This same Ibadi 
governed (tawalla) Toledo in 214AH/829CE, by the commission of the Amir 
‘Abd al-Rahman II, due to the troubles in the city with rebellions.  He also 
played a significant role in the repulsion of the Normans from Spain in 
230AH/845CE.  He was married to one of the daughters of Ziryab, and was as 
adept at chess and poetry.  His son (or his brother, it’s not clear who exactly) 
briefly served as Hajib under ‘Abd al-Rahman II. 

Before this, in 207/822, the last year of al-Hakam I’s reign, we learn of the visit 
of the three sons of the 2nd Rustumid Imam ‘Abd al-Wahhab b. Rustum to 
Cordoba where al-Hakam personally welcomed them with a well attended and 
grandiose ceremony.  It is said that he gave them one million (alf alf) dinars 
and expensive gifts before sending them on their way.  The reason for their 
journey is not given. 



Returning to the reign of ‘Abd al-Rahman II for a moment, we witness that 
after the Rustumid Imam Aflah sacked and burned the Aghlabid city of 
‘Abbasiyya in 227AH/842CE, he sent word to the Umayyad Caliph (‘Abd al-
Rahman II), who sent ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Awsat to bless him, and to carry a 
gift of 100,000 dirhams. 

And finally, on the death of ‘Abd al-Rahman II, we learn that his son, the 
Umayyad Amir Muhammad I, continued to maintain good relations with the 
Rustumids.  He dispatched to the court of the Rustumids an ambassador to 
carry to Imam Aflah the renewal of the Caliphs honor and appreciation for the 
Imam, as well as his hope in the continuation of good relations between the two 
states.  He also sent expensive presents. 

From these and other pieces of evidence, it is clear that relations between Ibadis 
and Umayyads had warmed quite a bit since the revolts of the 740s.  The only 
two (Algerian) scholars to have written on this subject argue for political 
relationships of convenience based on common enemies – namely the Idrisids, 
Aghlabids and eventually the Fatimids.  Of course, there is something to this 
view. However, I think there are underappreciated economic pieces to this 
puzzle. 

The first piece to be considered is the slave trade: Baghdad and other cities in 
the Islamic East demanded massive numbers of slaves.  Between 760-790CE, 
Ibadis and Sufris from Sijilmassa opened and consolidated their control over 
the now highly lucrative slave routes to West Africa.  There were two routes 
through the Sahara, one from Sijilmassa (Maghrib) and the other through 
Zawila (in the Fezzan).  Ibadis and Sufris held a virtual monopoly on the slave 
trade from West Africa to East. 

Spain, however, was also known for its slaves: al-Istakhri (d. after 
340AH/951CE), for example, mentions that black slaves (khaddam) came from 
the Sudan (i.e. West Africa) while white slaves came from al-Andalus, 
especially the highly popular white slave singing girls (who might have fetched 
as much as 1000 dinars).  Ibn Hawqal echoes this sentiment and adds 
that  Saqaliba were brought from al-Andalus. 

When considering how Spanish Umayyads might have transported their slaves 
East, some interesting facts present themselves.  For example, the Rustumids 
had a port called Furu¯kh al-Jaza¯`iri¯  in the Oran district.  Also telling, in its 
own way, is the detail provided by al-Bakri, who informs us that Tahert had a 
gate called the Gate of al-Andalus (ba¯b al-andalus).  The Andalusians also 
established colonies and fortified cities (thughu¯r) along the central North 



African coastline “in the shade of the Rustumids”, often reaching agreements 
with the local Berbers (who were Ibadi).  In particular, the city of Tenes was 
founded in 262AH/876CE and became an important commercial center.  These 
ports and cities, and the relations they imply, speak to the kinds of economic 
cooperation going on between Spanish Muslims and North African 
Rustumids.  Slaves either came south and joined with Rustumid slave caravans 
or travelled by Spanish boats that stopped at Rustumid or Rustumid protected 
harbors. 

The second, and related piece of this puzzle is the gold and silver 
“trade.”  Savage and Gordus have shown that from 151AH/768CE to 
177AH/793CE – peaking in 160-165AH/776-781CE– the mints of North 
Africa produce a tremendous amount of silver coinage (possibly even out-
producing the central mints in Baghdad).  Analysis of the silver content of the 
coins shows that they come from silver mines south of Sijilmassa 
(Tughda).  Important for our purposes is that Andalusian mints were also using 
North African Silver.  Savage and Gordus conclude that this level of production 
was the result of mutually beneficial economic relations between the 
Aghlabids, Rustumids and Midrarids, eased by Ibadi ties to the Aghlabid 
governor Yazid b. Hatim, and especially the Ibadi consolidation of the slave 
trade. 

Savage and Gordus are not necessarily interested in Spain – but their inclusion 
of Spanish Umayyad dirhams in their analysis allows us to connect Umayyad 
Spain into the web of economic exchange that connected the Iberian Peninsula 
with North and even West Africa, with slaves and other commodities likely 
being exchanged for gold and silver.  And it is this economic relationship – part 
of the general economic boom in late 2nd/8th century North Africa – that 
undergirds the strong political ties between Rustumids and Spanish Umayyads 
that begin – not coincidentally – at just about this same time. 

While research continues on this project (I have not yet delved into the issue of 
gold) it has shown some of the economic connections that tied early medieval 
Ibadis, Sufris and Spanish Umayyad together in a web of commerce, which 
lead, I believe, to the kinds of strong political relations found in our sources. 
	  


