The Situation of Christians under the reign of Al-((kim bi-Amr All(h

1. Introduction

     In AH 400 (AD 1009), Al-((kim bi-Amr All(h, a fatimid Caliph, destroyed the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Western historians and orientalists have rarely tried to discover the reasons behind his decision. They are most often satisfied with the simple conclusion that he was a madman. The destruction of this sanctuary is usually the only anti-Christian deed of Al-((kim mentioned by textbooks. The result is that the policy of Al-((kim towards Christians was reduced to a single, and seemingly accidental, act. The psychological instability of Al-((kim is undoubted, but it is not a sufficient explanation, and one can not deny that his orders had a certain, peculiar logic. This article, based on my master’s degree thesis under the supervision of Dr P. Lewicka, will provide an explanation of the causes, a description of the events, and a presentation of the consequences of the persecution of Christians by Al-((kim. But this is not possible without a better understanding of the earlier history of Christianity under Muslim rule.

2. Christianity in Muslim territory before the reign of Al-((kim

     During the life of Mu(ammad, and the early Muslim conquests, the only demand towards Christians, Jews and the other “people of the book” (ahl al-kit(b: all the non-Muslim societies living under the protection of Muslim law were called ahl a(-(imma) who had surrendered to them was that they should pay a toll tax ((izya). Muslim tolerance of indigenous populations (not always consequent) allowed them, especially in the Byzantine territories, easy conquest and maintenance of their territorial gains. In order to profit from these conquered territories, the young caliphates were forced to adopt and maintain the local, non-Muslim, administration.

     It seems that the turning point for Christians were the orders of Caliph ‛Umar (II) ibn ‛Abd al-‛Az(z, developed by his successors, and, since the times of cadi Ab( Y(suf Ya‛q(b, attributed to Caliph Umar I. The tradition of restrictions imposed on (imm(s, started by Umar II, included the prohibition of construction of new temples, and repairs to the old ones, an order to wear a special dress that would distinguish them from the Muslims (al-(iy(r), the prohibition of public cults, and the sacking of Christian officials. The origin of these orders is not certain, but it seems that one can trace it to the old Byzantine, Visigothic and Sassanian laws concerning their respective religious minorities. Similar restrictions are present in imperial codices and synodial canons of the late antiquity. It appears as if it was part of the ancient heritage adopted gradually by Muslims. While increasing in number and presence in the Mediterranean provinces, they were superseding Christianity with Islam when it came to the privileges of the dominant religion of these lands. This could have been caused by fear of dissolution among the poulation, who were initially dominant in number and culture, as well as by the fear of their revolt. Initially the majority of the Muslim empire, Christians, and among them Melkites, were considered a fifth column: an outpost of the Christian empire of Byzantium. The orders of ‛Umar II coincided with the failure of the second Muslim siege of Constantinople. Later Muslim rulers, issuing anti-Christian orders, were also enforcing these orders  when the fights with Byzantium were particularly tense. It seems, as well, that the situation of Christians was inversely proportional to the position of the Caliph, which, depended especially on the success of his foreign policy. Caliphs, as the successors of the prophet, were originally blessed with the ability to create Muslim law. But time passed, and various other Muslim institutions were created. The cadis, originally representatives of the caliph, started exercising their own ability to create law, and achieved a de facto independent position. Muslim law became, to much extent, independent from the Caliph’s opinion, which was, in fact, an inevitable consequence of internalization of the rules of Islam and led to a weakening of the position of the prince of the faithful. It meant that Muslim law was placed in the hands of the public; with opinion represented by tradition and Muslim jurists appointed by the population. Additionally, as the Caliphs distanced themselves from the purity, piety and modesty of the original Islam, pious Muslims started to await the coming of Al-Mahd(: the Caliph guided by Allah, who was supposed to bring back Muslim law and justice. Many rulers and usurpers aspired to be Al-Mahd(, and among them was Al-((kim. Of course, in case of weakening of his power, the Caliph had to make concessions to the religious circles, to assure their fidelity and show himself as a pious ruler, worthy of the support of Allah.

     The family of Al-((kim, the dynasty of the Fatimids, used the doctrine of Al-Mahd( to gain power. Nevertheless, it was among those most tolerant towards Christians and Jews in the Muslim world. There may have been two reasons behind it. Firstly, Fatimids were the leaders of a minority faction of a minority Muslim denomination, ism(‛(li Muslims, but even among the ism(‛(lis, not all acknowledged their claims to be the Caliphs and imams. Their main rivals were the Sunni caliphs, the Abbasids, residing in Baghdad. Therefore, Sunnis were possible Abbasid sympathisers, while  the Christians had no reason to support Baghdad. Secondly, in the doctrine of the ism(‛(lis, Al-Mahd( wasn’t precisely supposed to re-establish Muslim law, but rather to introduce a new one. If the (ar(‛a ceased to hold importance for the Fatimids, so did these laws that concerned ahl a(-(imma.

     Nevertheless, the subjects of the Fatimids did not share their religious convictions, and certainly not their sympathy for Christians. They were appalled by the rising influence of Christian officials, and scared by the growth of Byzantium. In the 10th century, Muslims, until then used to victories, witnessed spectacular Byzantine victories. Byzantium captured Crethe, Cyprus, Cilicia, Armenia and northern Syria, destroying churches and killing or displacing Muslims on their way. The result of this was a wave of attacks on Christians that swept through the Middle East. The biggest of them included the murder of the patriarchs of Antioch and Jerusalem, and the destruction of churches within these cities. Among the destroyed churches was the church of the Holy Sepulchre, which was eventually restored by Christians. Other attacks occurred in Cairo. The pressure of the population forced the Fatimid Caliph Al-‛Az(z, and his Christian vizier (w(si(a) to start preparations for an expedition against this distant enemy of the Muslims. But the fleet, prepared to battle Byzantium, was destroyed by a fire. Christians were accused of causing it, and another pogrom of Christians took place. Ibn Nas((rus and Al-‛Az(z punished harshly those Muslims believed responsible for the attack. But, at this time, AH 386, the Caliph died, leaving his 11 year old son as ruler. The reign of Al-((kim begun.
3. A history of the reign of Al-((kim

     The death of Al-‛Az(z was followed by a struggle between two factions in the Fatimid army: the People of the West (Berbers) and the People of the East (Turks and Daylamites). Initially the People of the West gained the upper hand, but they lost power to the guardian of Al-((kim, eunuch Bar(aw(n. 

     AH 390 Al-((kim killed Bar(aw(n and started his own independent rule. He was helped by the son of the conqueror of Egypt, Al-(usayn ibn (awhar. Ibn (awhar was, through his marriage, a member of an influential family of Cadis, the An-Nu‛m(ns. It seems that the conflict with this family was one of the causes of the downfall of Bar(aw(n. After this Ibn (awhar became the w(si(a. He also became the commander of the Fatimid army.

     From this moment it became clear that the reign of Al-((kim would be a special one. Until then, Fatimid Caliphs lived apart from their subjects; Al-((kim started traveling through the streets of his capital. The forefathers of Al-((kim didn’t care much for the habits of their population; Al-((kim started his personal crusade against the use of alcohol and immorality. It was only in AH 395 that he made a really important move. That year, he forbade the food prohibited by the ism(‛(li doctrine: he ordered all dogs killed, as Al-Mahd( would do according to some prophesies; he ordered the public insulting of the rightly guided Caliphs (apart from ‛Al() of Mu‛(wiya, and of the Abbasids. He founded D(r al-(ikma, the centre of ism(‛(li propaganda. All these actions were aimed at competing with the Abbasids and ism(‛(lisation of the Muslims of the Fatimid Empire. Al-((kim wished to present himself as the legendary and long awaited Al-Mahd(: close to the people and just.

     The anti-Sunni orders of Al-((kim were used by a self-appointed Caliph, Ab( Rakwa, as a pretext to start a revolt against him. This rebellion almost destroyed the Fatimid state, and forced Al-((kim to rethink some of his orders. The fight against Ab( Rakwa exhausted the treasury of Al-((kim and forced him to mint bad coins to pay the army, which lead to inflation. These problems were worsened by a series of natural disasters: the appearance of a comet; the destruction of parts of Cairo by a flood which came down from the mountains; and the low level of the Nile, which lasted for several years.

     After the failure of the rebellion of Ab( Rakwa and until AH 401, Al-((kim was absorbed by an internal struggle against his former friend, Al-(usayn ibn (awhar and his brother-in-law, the Grand Cadi ‛Abd al-‛Az(z an-Nu‛m(n: a struggle that ended with their deaths.

     AH 401, Al-((kim made B(r(( the commander of his entire army and sent him to Syria. Taking into account that the cease-fire with Byzantium had just ended, it is probable that he was supposed to lead a campaign against this enemy, which would bring Al-((kim the popularity he craved. However, B(r(( was attacked in Palestine by a tribal leader, Ibn al-(arr(( and killed: all the plans for Syria were thus shattered. In AH 403 the revolt of Ibn al-(arr(( became even more dangerous. Profiting from the questioning of Fatimids’ descent from ‛Al( and Fa((ma by the Abbasid Caliph Al-Q(dir, Ibn al-(arr(( invited the (ar(f of Mecca to Palestine and proclaimed him Caliph, thereby obtaining support from the other tribes of Syria. As an undoubted descendant of ‛Al( and Fa((ma, as well as the ruler of the holy city of Islam, Ab( al-Fut(( was highly regarded and could become a dangerous enemy. Al-((kim managed to bring the situation under control in AH 404. He used the relatives of Ab( al-Fut(( against him in Hi((z, and convinced Ibn al-(arr(( to send him back home by promising him possession of the lands he held. After the death of Ibn al-(arr(( in AH 405, Al-((kim re-established his rule there.

     When the danger of Ab( al-Fut(( appeared, Al-((kim sent gifts to the Byzantine emperor, apparently to assure that he wouldn’t intervene in Ibn al-(arr((’s favour. These contacts led to a visit of a Byzantine envoy in AH 405. Nevertheless, in AH 406 a new conflict over the control of Aleppo started. Initially Al-((kim managed to take over the city, but its governor changed sides. A cease-fire was only signed after the death of Al-((kim. 

     Although Al-((kim aimed to be close to his people through his entire reign, his tendency intensified in AH 400-403. He devoted himself to ascetical modesty, denying himself the usual honours: he sacked his cooks, banned his astrologers, banished his concubines, and freed his slaves. AH 403 he launched a great show of generosity; giving land and money to everyone who asked for them, building and equipping mosques, giving money to the readers of Al-Qur‛(n and to muezzins, giving alms, etc. All this brought him great popularity. He also sent money to influential people in the territory of his enemies, the Abbasids – Iraq, which brought him short-lived success in convincing them to acknowledge him as their Caliph. Al-((kim’s dreams of becoming the universally-acknowledged Caliph and taking over the Cuslim world never came true. He did, however, thanks to ostentational ascethism, cruel justice and extravagant generousity, achieve popularity at home. Perhaps that’s the reason why, in AH 408, a certain group of ism(‛(l( missionaries appeared in Egypt. They started preaching that Muslim law was not important anymore: that Al-((kim was receiving divine revelations, that he was a Messiah, or even a divine person. Apparently they believed that, after the cycles of Judaism, of Christianity and of Islam, the time had come for a new revelation and a new faith. This was the beginning of the Druze religion. Al-((kim, facing the opposition of all the most important persons of his state, denied them official support, but he did punish attacks on them, and was widely believed to support them unofficially. Sectarian fights ensued. Al-((kim himself used to spend more and more time riding on his donkey in the environs of Cairo, until, one day, he didn’t return. A mutilated donkey and the Caliph’s blood-stained dress were found, but not his body. Some believed he was killed by beduins he encountered; others claimed he was killed by the order of his sister. Proto-druzes believed that he’d disappeared, but would return, but this never happened. The reign of Al-((kim was over.

4. Christians under the reign of Al-((kim

     When, after the death of the father of Al-((kim, the People of the West had taken power, their first decision was to sack and execute the Christian w(si(a of deceased Al-‛Az(z, and to provide state-sponsored burials for those Muslims executed for attacking Christians. But Eunuch Bar(aw(n, who succeeded them, wasn’t hostile towards Christians. His right hand was Fahd ibn Ibr(h(m, a Christian clerk. The murder of Bar(aw(n didn’t change Fahd’s strong position. Although Al-((kim made Ibn (awhar w(si(a, he kept Ibn Ibr(h(m as the supervisor of the clerks. Fahd was executed as result of a conspiracy inspired by Al-(usayn ibn (awhar, which was accompanied by a general attack on Christian clerks, who were accused of corruption and of harming Muslims. The clerks’ property was confiscated, and they were tortured, but eventually they were found not guilty and set free. 

     At similar time, other events, more harmful to the Christians, occurred. Al-((kim sanctioned the actions taken by the Muslims of R((ida, close to Cairo, who destroyed local churches, and built mosques in their place. He also destroyed two other churches in Cairo, because he needed the land they were standing on in order to build an extension to a mosque. In this case, however, he compensated the loss by re-building the churches in another place. These actions didn’t signify an established policy against the Christians yet.

     First, general orders concerning the (imm(s were issued in AH 395. Al-((kim ordered them to wear a special belt (az-zunn(r), and black turbans. He also prohibited selling slaves to ahl a(-(imma. While the uprising of Ab( Rakwa (AH 395-7) forced Al-((kim to reconsider some of his orders towards the Sunnis, his attitude towards Christians only deteriorated after its end. In AH 398 he forbade Christians to celebrate Palm Sunday by processions and decoration of churches (the decorations were confiscated, and the crosses burned). There were also attacks on Christian clerks that year, and Al-((kim made the decision to destroy the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, although he only implemented it two years later. The levelling of the holiest Christian shrine was accompanied by the destruction of several other churches in Jerusalem, Damascus, Damietta and Cairo (AH 398-401). One of those destroyed buildings was the monastery of Al-Qu(ayr, the site of the Melkite patriarch of Alexandria, Arsenios. Soon afterwards he died, allegedly poisoned. It’s worthy to notice, however, that the order of destruction of the Holy Sepulchre was written by a Christian secretary, and was fulfilled when the w(si(a was a Christian too. 

     The fight of Al-((kim against Ibn (awhar concerned Christians, as Christian clerks were sometimes the victims of it. 
In AH 399, during riots, several churches were destroyed in Cairo. During this period, the order for Christians to wear special dress was repeated (AH 399, 401), and in the years AH 401 and 402 Christians were forbidden to celebrate other holidays.

     In AH 403 the Christian w(si(a Zur‛a ibn ‛((( ibn Nas((rus died. He was posthumously accused of plotting with Ibn al-(arr(( - perhaps because Ibn al-(arr(( was initially friendly towards the Christians – and the Christians were stricken with new restrictions. They were ordered to wear black covers for their heads and shoulders, and big wooden crosses on their necks, they were forbidden to ride horses, and on other animals they could only travel using wooden stirrups: reins and un-embellished saddles were supposed to be made of black leather. They were forbidden to keep Muslim servants; renting saddle-animals from Muslims; and sailing on ships with Muslim crew. It was also decided that Muslims had a right to spy on them and to inform the authorities. In addition to this, an attempt was made to find Muslim replacements for Christian officials. A Christian procession, begging Al-((kim for mercy, only brought tightening of the laws. Soon afterwards, a call for violence towards (imm(s and confiscation of their property appeared, which lead to mass conversions to Islam, initially of the leaders of the societies, and later of the masses. Al-((kim then passed an order to destroy all the churches in his land, giving them instead to Muslims. Some of them were transformed into mosques. Only a few were spared, either because of the money paid to Arabic tribes for protection, or due to the shrewdness of their Christian protectors. Furthermore, Christians were forbidden to hold masses: they had to meet at night, secretly, in destroyed churches, while paying money to governors to keep their eyes closed.

     Although for contemporary Christians AH 403 was only the start of the persecutions, which lasted for 9 years, and during which the churches remained in ruins, and masses couldn’t be officially held, from a modern perspective it seems to have been the start of the end. In AH 404, Al-((kim issued a reminder of the obligation to wear crosses and bells for Christians and Jews respectively, and after that he allowed them to leave his state, “as a sign of friendship towards them”. No new negative orders concerning Christians were issued afterwards, and the situation of Christians started to improve. In AH 405 the army of Al-((kim captured Jerusalem, and the patriarch of the city, chosen during the revolt of Ibn al-(arr((, was treated well. If we believe the information of Michael of Tinn(s, who was a child during the persecutions, the situation ameliorated after 3 years, so around 405/6, when Christians were again able to pray openly. After three years, around AH 408/9, reconstruction of the churches started behing closed doors. It was in AH 408 that Al-((kim started letting those (imm(s, who had converted to Islam to return to their original religion. AH 411 he started returning church property and giving it tax immunities: he filled the vacancies in Melkite patriarchates (although for Alexandria it was only provisory) and gave the Christians guarantees of safety. According to Michael of Tinn(s, he even allowed Christians immunity to their dress codes. Al-((kim’s benevolence had limits, however. He only returned property to those that asked him for it, and only those properties that hadn’t been given to Muslims already. He didn’t return movable property, apart from the elements of the buildings. To return to one’s previous religion, it was necessary to ask the Caliph himself for approval, which probably discouraged many, because it wasn’t sure Al-((kim wouldn’t change his opinion and kill those who’d admit apostasy before him. But Al-((kim died at this point, so we’ll never know whether the change of his attitude was permanent or not.

5. Forces influencing the situation of Christians

5.a Relations with Byzantium

     Christians, especially Melkites, were always treated, sometimes rightly, as associated with the biggest enemy of Islam – Byzantium. The great victories and conquests of Byzantium and its maltreatment of Muslims in the period preceding the reign of Al-((kim caused anger among the Muslim citizens of the Fatimid empire towards the Christians. But Byzantium was also a dangerous force that could avenge those Christians, and therefore the influence of Byzantium could both aggrieve and ameliorate the situation of Christians. 

     After a cease-fire was signed with Bar(aw(n, Byzantium undertook the conquest of Bulgaria, and the Byzantine danger moved away from the Muslim Middle East. Al-((kim’s decision to postpone the destruction of church of the Holy Sepulchre was, among other reasons, caused by his unwillingness to break the cease-fire until it expired in AH 400. Soon after this date the new general, B(r((, was sent to Syria, presumably against Byzantium, and the revolt of Ibn al-(arr(( began. It could be read as a Byzantine diversion, although there is no clear proof of that. The emergence of the anti-Caliph Ab( al-Fut(( incited Al-((kim to start negotiations with Byzantium in AH 403, a gift to the emperor that was probably aimed at stopping him supporting the cause of Ibn al-(arr((. In AH 405 a Byzantine envoy visited Al-((kim. One source claims that Al-((kim ordered Christian leaders to testify in the presence of foreign envoys that they were happy under his reign. Although it was said about the relationships with Nubia, and concerned Monophysites, it is possible that the situation of Christians was discussed with the Byzantine envoy as well. The execution of w(si(a Ibn ((hir, an enemy of Christians, coincided with this visit, and, if we believe the chronology of Michael of Tinn(s, the first improvement of the situation of Christians happened around this time. On the other hand, in the next year, a conflict over control over Aleppo began, and Basil the Bulgar-slayer started a trade embargo on the Fatimid empire, which, perhaps, meant preparation for a future attack. There were attacks on Christians linked with the Aleppo problem: a pogrom of Christians in the city and an attack by the Fatimid army on the monastery of St Simeon. But, apparently, they were not under the orders of Al-((kim himself. Perhaps the reason was that the battless were only regional, and Al-((kim didn’t feel threatened. In AH 408 Byzantium finished the conquest of Bulgaria, and the emperor had free hands to deal with Al-((kim. At the same time, the second improvement for Christians took place.

     When Al-((kim decided to fill the vacant patriarchal sites of Jerusalem and Alexandria, he filled them with people of Byzantine origin, rather than with local Bhristians, which also indicates a Byzantine influence.

5.b Political and ideological reasons

     Al-((kim aimed at ideological and political victory over the rival Abbasid caliphate by fulfilling the prophesies depicting the ideal Muslim ruler, Al-Mahd(. To achieve recognition as Al-Mahd(, he had to work towards popularity among the Muslim populace, as well as fulfilling Muslim law. Both these aims had harmful consequences for Christians. The popular feeling was anti-Christian, and Muslim law meant restrictions for Christians when it came to dress, the building of new temples and repair of old ones, work for the state and public cult.

     Al-((kim used to attack Christians when his internal position was weakened, or when he wanted to start an important political action. In AH 395 he issued orders concerning Christians as part of a bigger set of laws that were supposed to ism(‛(lise his Muslim subjects. The harshening of his attitude towards Christians after the fall of the Ab( Rakwa uprising, in AH 398, wasn’t coincidental either. His state was exhausted by the war, striking empty coin, and the low level of the Nile. Applying pressure on Christians would divert public opinion from Shia – Sunni conflict enflamed by the legislation of Al-((kim and by Ab( Rakwa: it would relieve the social pressure and fill the void in the treasury. It was also the point at which Al-((kim decided to destroy the church of the Holy Sepulchre, but he postponed implementing this decision by two years. The delay was caused by the cease-fire agreement with Byzantium, which only expired in AH 400, but this date isn’t coincidental for another reason as well. It was the anniversary of the (i(ra, it was the Year of the Sun. Al-((kim observed carefully the reaction of Muslim opinion to this deed, and it was a very cordial one: (some) Muslims held thanksgiving prayers at this occasion. 

     The attack on Christians in AH 403 took place when the seams of Al-((kim’s reign were under heavy pressure, as Caliph Al-Q(dir with many Muslim scholars questioned the validity of Fatimid claims to be descendants of ‛Al( and Fa((ma, and, at the same time, an Alid anti-Caliph appeared. When this danger disappeared, after the return of Ab( al-Fut(( to Al-(i((z and the death of Ibn al-(arr((, Al-((kim stopped issuing new orders regarding Christians.

     It is not suprising that Al-((kim issued orders when he felt threatened. The problem is that in AH 406, during a conflict over Byzantium, he did not, nor did he do when the problem of proto-Druzes began. One of the reasons may be that he couldn’t have done much more than he had already done. But a more probable reason is parallel to that I’ve given as a possible explanation of the tolerance of the Fatimids.

     The doctrine of Al-Mahd(, which inspired Al-((kim to make decisions restricting ahl a(-(imma probably acted in their favour at the end of his reign. In AH 408 a group of ism(‛(l( missionaries appeared, who believed that Al-Mahd( had not only to fulfill the Muslim law, but also to bring about a new one. Al-((kim faced opposition of the most important people in his state, so he didn’t support them openly, but it seems he was sympathetic towards them. It meant that the Muslim law had a lesser importance for him, and, most especially, the laws concerning ahl a(-(imma. As it took place in AH 408, this coincided with the second improvement of the situation of Christians pointed out by Michael of Tinn(s. It should also be pointed out that the legends about Al-Mahd( included a claim that, after 7 or 9 years, he’d be succeeded by the reign of Jesus Christ, while the “real” persecutions of Christians lasted 9 years exactly.
5.c Muslim law and the orders of Al-((kim

     Al-((kim, applying pressure on Christians, tried to realize the demands of Muslim law. One of them was forbidding building new, and repairing the old temples of non-Muslims. The first example of this problem under the reign of Al-((kim was the case of the churches in R((ida. A church repaired by Muslims was, together with several others, destroyed by Muslims who believed it was a breach of Muslim law. It was accepted by Al-((kim, who built a mosque in its place. This was a unique event; two other mosques were destroyed in Cairo at this time to make place for an extension of a mosque; but Al-((kim re-built them in another place. In the R((ida case, Al-((kim only accepted what the Muslim mob had already done. It was different in future. Among several mosques, destroyed AH 398-401, we have information only about two: the church of the Holy Sepulchre and the monastery of Al-Qu(ayr. Both buildings were restored shortly before their destruction, just like that in R((ida. There are other explanations in the sources: anger at the alleged miracle of the holy fire, the wealth of the sanctuary, etc. But the wealth of the churches couldn’t be an official reason, while the miracle of holy fire couldn’t explain the destruction of churches save in Jerusalem. It’s highly improbable that Al-((kim hadn’t heard of this before. Therefore, it is probable that the excuse for the destruction of the churches was taken from Muslim law, and one might surmise it was a result of the petitions of local Muslims, as Al-((kim didn’t have a reason to issue orders concerning particular churches in cities he’d never seen. In AH 403 Al-((kim destroyed both old and new churches, so he went further than Muslim law dictated. Perhaps Al-((kim decided that the Christians had broken their pact with Muslims and had, thus, been deprived of the protection of the law.

     Forcing Christians to wear distinct garments was also part of Muslim law, although in his case Al-((kim did show some invention in this case. He tried to associate Christians with his enemies by forcing them to wear black clothes, as black was the colour of the Abbasids.

     An important tenet of Muslim law was that hiring non-Muslims in the state administration was forbidden. In this case Al-((kim was the most hesitant, although this demand had, perhaps, the biggest support among Muslims, as Christian scribes were often accused of “harming the Muslims”. Al-((kim was happy with their work, and spoke of his Christian w(si(as – Fahd ibn Ibr(h(m, Man((r ibn ‛Abd(n, Zur‛a ibn Nas((rus favourably: Christians took up the majority of state positions and there weren’t enough people to replace them. Moreover, Al-((kim preferred to choose his officials from among people of low condition (which included being a Christian), as it was less probable, then, that they’d become dangerous for him. Al-((kim restricted himself only to substitutes of sacked Christian officials: he repeated laws about (imm(s just after appointing new w(si(as, as if he wanted to remind both Christians and Muslims that the elevation of a Christian does not affect the overall situation of ahl a(-(imma; in case of transgressions, he punished Christian officials cruelly, more harshly than Muslim officials, and he pardoned them if they converted to Islam. Despite that, until AH 403, they remained the majority of the scribes and servants of Al-((kim. It was in only the elevation of Al-(usayn ibn ((hir al-Wazz(n, himself a Muslim clerk who achieved importance as a result of an attack against Christian officials, that this problem was “solved”, first by searching for a replacement, and, when this failed, by forcing Christian officials to convert to Islam. This was contrary to the Muslim law, as indeed was the order to destroy the churches that was issued in the same year. 
     It seems that the orders of Al-((kim, forbidding Christians renting saddle animals from Muslims and travelling by ships with a Muslim crew, were made in response to the order forbidding them to hold any offices, as they were a proof of an aversion towards giving a Christian even temporal power over a Muslim. It seems they had no precedent in the world of Islam, unlike a similar order issued earlier, which forbade (imm(s from owning slaves.

     Forbidding (imm(s to ride horses did have precedents in Muslim law, as well as the restrictions concerning saddles, although in this case the orders of Al-((kim also had a degree of originality. 
     In the case of the confiscation of church property in the capital of Egypt, there could be a legal basis, as, apart from the Qa(r a(-(am‛ quarter, the city was established after the Muslim conquest and there should have been no churches in it.
5.d Financial reasons

     Financial reasons were a specific part of the political reasons. The first time they can be seen in the very beginning of Al-((kim’s reign is when he confiscated the properties of his Christian clerks. They were freed of charges and released, but there is no mention of their properties being returned. At the same time, Al-((kim finished the construction of the mosque of Al-((kim, which had been started by his father. 

     In the period after the end of Ab( Rakwa’s uprising, the financial condition of the realm of Al-((kim was bad. The defence of the uprising emptied the treasury and forced the Caliph to mint bad coins, which lead to inflation. Moreover, a series of natural disasters took place: a comet, a flood which came down from the mountains and destroyed part of the capital, and, above all, the low level of the Nile, which lasted for several years. All this meant financial problems and disorder. An attack on the Christians could ease tensions and bring in money. It was at this point, in AH 398, that confiscation of church property in the capital took place, while several other orders concerning ahl a(-(imma were issued. It was also in this year that the great missionary (atk(n, while suggesting destruction of the church of the Holy Sepulchre, spent much time describing the wealth of this sanctuary. Of the churches destroyed in AH 398-401 we have information about the church in Damietta that is described as very rich.

     Al-((kim was, in AH 398, on the brink of bankruptcy, and even after the situation improved in AH 402, he forbade people from demanding properties, salary rises and money from him. Next year, however, he started a big propaganda-driven campaign of generous spending. It was most probably made possible by the confiscation of church property throughout the land, robbing the churches and confiscating the property of many Christians early in the year. Those properties handed out to Muslims were those confiscated from the church, and the equipment Al-((kim sent to the mosques was probably the same he robbed from the churches. Such was probably also the provenance of the money Al-((kim was sending to Iraq.

     Throughout this time, in case of need, Al-((kim reached out for the money of the Christians, each time more greedily.

5.e Personal reasons

     It seems that an official by the name of Al-(usayn ibn ((hir al-Wazz(n played an important role in shaping the policy of Al-((kim towards the Christians. He was, together with Ibn al-‛Add(s, responsible for the first attack on Christian scribes and the death of the w(si(a Fa(l ibn Ibr(h(m, which was a part of the struggle of Al-(usayn ibn (awhar for power in the Fatimid state. Ibn al-‛Add(s was soon executed, but Ibn ((hir survived and became one of the ruler’s best friends. It’s not improbable that he could influence his policies. The church property in the capital of Egypt was confiscated when he was its governor; it was he who was sent to Jerusalem to destroy the church of the Holy Sepulchre, and he fulfilled his duties with great zeal. It was he who, in AH 403, took the place of the late Christian w(si(a Zur‛a and who was perhaps responsible for his posthumous accusation of plotting with Ibn al-(arr((, the rebel. The vizierate of Ibn ((hir coincided with a deterioration of the situation of Christians and the start of “real” persecutions. When he was executed in AH 405 (the reason could be that he criticised the extravagant policies of Al-((kim, but it could have also been suggested by the Byzantine envoy), the orders concerning Christians ceased to appear, and their situation begun to improve. In the same year M(nik ibn Sa‛(d al-F(riq(, who used to be the chief kadi AH 398-405, was also executed.

     Another person, who could have influenced the situation of Christians was the great missionary, (atk(n a(-(ayf al-‛A(ud(. As a person responsible for the spreading of faith, he must have been engaged with the propaganda actions of Al-((kim, including those concerning ahl a(-(imma. He is said to have personally incited Al-((kim to destroy the church of the Holy Sepulchre. When the proto-Druzes appeared in AH 408, he opposed them fiercely. As Al-((kim supported them (although not openly), this had to have decreased his influence on the ruler, and this may have contributed to the improvement of the situation of Christians.

     The Coptic source (Name it!) points towards a certain monk named John as responsible for the persecutions. John was disappointed in his hopes to become a bishop, so he encouraged Al-((kim to punish the corrupted patriarch and the church altogether. But this story has little credibility. (Give reasons!)

      Christian sources also point towards personal reasons as those responsible for the improvement of the attitude of Al-((kim towards Christians: they claim that these Christians were monks (Melkite monks according to the Melkite source, and Monophysite monks according to the Monophysite source) (footnotes here!). According to Michael of Tinn(s, a deacon named Buqayra, a former scribe who converted to Islam, decided to return to Christianity, even if it meant death. Al-((kim imprisoned him, but when Buqayra didn’t change his mind, he released him and allowed Christians to trade, which – according to this source (Give the name!) – was, until then, forbidden. He also allowed them to leave the country, which passed in AH 405. Several more re-conversions followed. A monk named Bim(n, one of the re-convertites, made friends with Al-((kim and arranged a meeting between him and the Monophysite patriarch, who gained his approval to reconstruct the churches, 9 years after they were destroyed. According to the Melkite version, a former scribe, a monk, notabene named Salm(n (Salomon) saved the monastery of St Catherine in Synai @@ from destruction. Afterwards, he made friends with Al-((kim and changed his attitude towards Christians. Both chronicles explain the night travels of Al-((kim in the same way: that he was visiting the monks who lived around Cairo.

5. f Other causes of persecutions

     One of the reasons that could be responsible for the gradual deterioration of the situation of Christians was Al-((kim’s anger caused by the disobedience of his orders: if his orders were not obeyed, he used to make them even harsher. That’s why the people fishing those fish he’d forbidden were killed, the production of alcohol was banned, grapes and honey were destroyed, and in order to assure that women would not leave their homes, the production of shoes for women was disallowed. Some scholars believe that this was also the case with Christians – the restrictions were made harsher, because Christians had not been following the laws when they were more lenient. The fact that Al-((kim repeated his orders several times is sometimes believed to be the proof
.

     The aforementioned problem of Al-((kim’s fight against alcohol is linked to the problem of Christians because of their holy communion. When Al-((kim forbade wine production, Christians had to celebrate communion using water in which a vine twig was submersed. But as Al-((kim had forbidden the sale of grapes as well, and he would have frowned at any use and cultivation of the vine at all. 

     If Al-((kim hadn’t forbidden other holidays earlier on, the prohibition of the “baptism” @@ holiday on the banks of Nile could be explained by his prohibition of any gatherings in this place, which was supposed to prevent men meeting with women there.

6. Epilogue

     After Al-((kim had disappeared (Die he disappear, or did he die?), his sister, Sayyidat al-Mulk, obtained power in the Fatimid realm and assured the succession of the late Caliph’s son, A(-((hir. She was a daughter of a Christian woman, and was sympathetic towards Christians and well liked by them too. She restored the ownership of land as had existed before Al-((kim, and returned the properties to the churches. She allowed re-conversions, and the extermination of the worshippers of her brother, the Druzes, replaced the persecutions of Christians. But, in comparison to the end of Al-((kim’s reign, the situation of Christians deteriorated. Sayyidat al-Muk cancelled all tax immunities granted to church property by Al-((kim; she allowed the return of refugees to Byzantium – to their land, and the return of the converts to Islam – to their original religion, but she demanded that they should pay the taxes for the period of their absence or conversion. Taking into account that they probably had been paying zakat (unless Al-((kim abolished this tax as well) and Byzantine taxes, as well as the fact that we know that some (imm(s weren’t even able to pay one year (izya and were imprisoned because of that, to pay (izya and land tax for up to 9 years was a major obstacle to re-conversion or return. Furthermore, a man who returned to Christianity after a period during which he behaved as a pious Muslim, leading prayers in a mosque and writing Muslim books, was killed
. All this had to have discouraged them from re-conversion or returning to the Fatimid Empire, and this was probably the intention behind these actions (apart from gaining money in the first case), because allowing a re-conversion, a breach of the Muslim law, was not popular among Muslims.

     One of the consequences of the persecution of Al-((kim was a decline in the number of Christians, and especially their elite: the state officials. That was a fact of a major importance because these clerks, if a danger was looming for Christians, had the money and influence that would help them avoid it. Their churches weren’t fully rebuilt even after 30 years, their equipment was stolen, their books stolen or burnt. Moreover, ahl a(-(imma, even after Al-((kim’s death, continued to wear a special dress
. Therefore, even if the situation of the years 403 – 411 didn’t repeat itself, Christians in the Fatimid Empire were severely crippled in many ways, and some of the consequences of Al-((kim’ policies were permanent. The orders of Al-((kim influenced their situation in other lands as well. The Abbasid Caliph Al-Q(dir, as if in response to the laws of Al-((kim, ordered Christians to wear special dress too. The echoes of the persecutions of Al-((kim reached Europe, and the Jews were accused of causing them. The policies of Al-((kim worsened the interdenominational relations in a much larger area than his, already large, realm. 
� I have presented, earlier in this text, another interpretation; Al-((kim was repeating his orders after appointing christian w(si(as. One possibility does not exclude another. I believe that Al-((kim, by such behaviour, wanted to calm down muslims, annoyed by these nominations, but also to curb down christians, remind them that the old restrictions haven’t been lifted. There are mentions of christians beaten for not wearing a proper dress, and Michael of Tinn(s incidentally mentions that his relative was traveling by ship which seemed to have a muslim crew.


� These orders suggest that these people were not treated as re-converted, but as Christians who were Christians all of the time, which allowed Sayyidat al-Mulk not to punish them as apostates. 


� So either it’s not true that Al-((kim abolished this necessity, or it was re-introduced by Sayyidat al-Mulk, or that Christians continued to wear the special dress due to social pressure made stronger by the earlier policies of Al-((kim.





