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Introduction

THE ALMOHADS: A GENERAL OVERVIEW

Imohad history began with a journey, a journey from a
place called the ‘farthest west’, the Maghrib al-Agsa.

‘Maghrib’ in Arabic means not only the ‘west’ but ‘land of
the setting sun’. It was a journey from the land of the setting sun,
from the fringes to the heart of Islam, and back again. Around 1100
Muhammad Ibn Tiamart, the son of a minor Berber chief from the
Atlas Mountains south of Marrakech, in what is now Morocco,
travelled to Baghdad, Cairo and Damascus, centres of knowledge in
the Middle East. The Islamic world was under attack. The
crusaders had captured Jerusalem in 1099. The ‘Abbasid caliphs of
Baghdad, symbolic spiritual leaders of all Muslims and inheritors
of Muhammad'’s leadership and call, were weak puppets.

Far from being the source of spiritual life, conquest and godly
rule, the institution of the caliph, literally the ‘successor’ of the
prophet, had become an empty shell, hollowed out by political
expediency. Yet not all was lost. Reacting to this political crisis in
Islam, a Sunni intellectual fortress was being built by thinkers like
al-Ghazali (d. 1111) whose work On the Revival of the Religious
Sciences hailed a new era for Islam. Rather than the typical quietist
approach to political oppression that official, state scholars and
religious clerics so often expressed, al-Ghazali authorized
‘commanding right and forbidding wrong’, a duty enshrined in the
Qur’an, not only against the local butcher or wine seller but
against rulers, states and whole societies. Ibn Tamart claimed to
have met al-Ghazali. He told the great scholar about how his works
were being destroyed in Andalusia, southern Spain. According to



THE ALMOHADS

an Almohad legend that will be analysed later, al-Ghazali gave Ibn
Tamart his blessing and predicted that the young scholar would
soon lead a movement that would transform the Islamic world,
restore the true vision of the prophet Muhammad and herald a
new era.

As Ibn Tumart returned home to North Africa, he became more
and more certain of his mission to command right and forbid
wrong, to transform his world and inspire a new era of promise,
Islam. After a few years of evading the wary and envious rulers of
North Africa, Ibn Tumart gained an unprecedented following of
rough, rowdy and hitherto undisciplined mountain tribes of his
homeland, tribes that were used to fending for their own or
raiding their neighbours and the local village. Transfixed by his
charisma and his divine message, he transformed these tribes into
a disciplined army. They soon proclaimed him Mahd1 - the one
who would herald the end of time and the beginning of a new era
in Islam. He delivered a message of absolute, uncompromising
monotheism. The unifying ideal of the Almohad Empire was this
absolute monotheism, the belief that there is one God without any
physical attributes. The word ‘Almohad’ derives from the Arabic
al-Muwahhidiin, a word that means ‘followers of the doctrine of
divine unity’. Ibn Tamart declared that the fundamentals, the
roots of Islam should be followed, as opposed to the branches, the
interpretations of jurists who, in his fiery statements, had
corrupted the words of the prophet. He wrote a book that declared
his purified vision of Islam. He proclaimed the necessity of armed
jihad, holy war.

Ibn Tamart would not live long enough to see the fulfilment of
his dream. He died around 1130. His closest followers kept his
death secret for three years for fear that the tribes would abandon
their beloved Mahdi. Soon, however, Ibn Tumart’s capable
‘successor’ or caliph, ‘Abd al-Mu’'min, was able to consolidate the
tribes and conquer Marrakech, the door to the Saharan gold trade,
and the greatest city of trade and commerce in North Africa, in
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1147. Tired of heavy taxes and inspired by the message of Almohad
doctrine, tribes after tribe soon fell under the Almohad yoke and
the spell of ideal egalitarianism preached originally by Ibn Ttimart.
The Almohads would dominate the entire western Mediterranean
to Tripoli.

By the late twelfth century the great Almohad caliph Yasuf
Ya'qub al-Mansdr, ‘the victorious’, ruled over a vast, diverse and
improbable empire of deserts, mountains, tribes and cities: the
Almohad Empire, an interlocking system of enforced tribal
loyalties and carefully cultivated bureaucracy, was at its zenith. Its
domains stretched across the Mediterranean from Tunis to
Andalusia and south, deep into Africa to the Sous valley in today’s
Morocco. Marrakech, the capital, with its famous deep-red walls
and Seville, the golden centre of Andalusia, were home to the
caliph and elite Almohad tribal leaders. Both were brilliant garden
cities bustling with learning and trade from distant lands, supplied
with plentiful water channelled from the hills in complex pipes
and aqueducts, and adorned with stark, monumental architecture.

The Almohads were the first and only effective system of
government in history to control the entire wild and treacherous
chain of the Atlas Mountains in North Africa. When centuries
before the Romans had ruled, they did not venture far into the
Atlas range. The entire region from Tunisia to southern Morocco
and Andalusia was united; almost every piece of useful land was
divided and sorted for tax and revenue collection. The Almohads
also ruled the rich coastal plains of Morocco and the cosmopolitan,
luxurious cities of southern Spain, one the most culturally and
intellectually advanced regions in medieval Europe at the time.
The Almohad army, a hotchpotch of tribes and tongues, often
numbering up to 100,000 for major expeditions, was paid through a
complex government bureaucracy. The Almohads were the major
power in the Mediterranean throughout most of the twelfth-
century Renaissance. Some of the most famous scholars in Europe
at the time, including the physicians and philosophers Abubacer
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and Averroes, were Almohads. Scores of scholars, thinkers,
mystics, saints, poets and philosophers swelled the biographical
dictionaries of the time.

The decline of the Almohads, according to the medieval North
African sources, only really began with the disintegration of
relations between the Berber tribal sheikhs, portrayed as
defenders of the ‘authentic’ movement, and the refined caliphs or
successors of the Mahdi. By 1229, these caliphs, especially the
negatively portrayed al-Ma’'miin, began to reject the doctrine of
the Mahdi Ibn Tamart and even began massacring the tribal
leaders. The sources generally see the later Almohad caliphs in a
negative light. Al-Ma'miin, a late Almohad caliph, rejected Ibn
Tumart as Mahdi and declared, ‘there is no other Mahdi than Jesus,
son of Mary, who alone has a right to the title of Mahdi.”" Unlike
his predecessors, ‘Abd al-Ma'min could not depend on a
disciplined cohort of Berber tribal fighters so praised in early
sources. Replacing Ibn Tamart with Jesus seemed popular with
those who destroyed the tribal forces of Yahya, the favourite of
the original Almohad Berber tribes, and put al-Ma'miin in power,
namely Christian mercenaries purchased from King Ferdinand III,
who specified the stringent conditions under which he would
allow ‘Abd al-Ma'miin to borrow his troops.

I will give you the army only under the condition that you
give me ten fortresses on the frontier of my reign, selected
by me. If God favours you and you enter Marrakech, you
must build a church in the middle of the city for those
Christians who go with you, where they ... [are able to]
practise their religion and ring their bells at the time of
prayer.

In other words, the whole character of Marrakech as an exclusive,
Muslim city at the heart of a Muslim empire would be threatened.?
The king, perhaps fearful that some of his mercenaries would try
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to curry favour through conversion, even required ‘Abd al-Ma'miin
to refuse to allow any Christian to convert to Islam. ‘If a Christian
attempts to convert himself to Islam, he shall not be received as a
Muslim and will be returned to his brothers so that he may be
judged in accordance with his laws and if a Muslim converts to
Christianity, none shall do a thing to him.” After conquering
Marrakech back from the Berber tribal elders in 1227, he imme-
diately made his pact with Ferdinand, the Spanish king. Instead of
gaining loyalty from the Berbers, he would have to purchase it. He
would rely on Ferdinand’s European mercenaries, who were
disciplined troops under his direct control.

By 1269, the Marinids, a Berber dynasty from Figuig, an oasis
south of Oujda and east of the Atlas Mountains, had almost
completely extinguished the Almohads sheltered in the High Atlas
Mountains. Although the decline of the Almohads is not the focus
of the book, it confirms how the sources saw the relationship
between the Berbers and their rulers. The loyalty and tribal
solidarity of Berber tribal sheikhs was essential to the Almohads’
success. In this historical narrative, the extinguishing of the power
of the mountain Berber hierarchy led to the extinguishing of
Almohad power in general, except for the small community of
Berber sheikhs who heroically continued Almohad traditions in
the valleys of the High Atlas Mountains.

Surprisingly, there is only the slightest understanding of the
Almohads and their role in history, especially the role of the
Berber tribes in the foundation of Almohad power. The few brief
books on the Almohads in English are translated from French and,
at best, they are too short.” Most scholarship on medieval Islam
has focused almost exclusively on either the ‘Abbasids in the east,
or Cérdoba and the Umayyads in Andalusia. Even though they
controlled more territory than the Spanish Umayyads and
arguably had just as much influence on the course of
Mediterranean history, scholars writing in English have almost
completely overlooked the Almohads. Scholars working in Spain,
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France and Morocco have recently made vigorous efforts to rectify
this yawning gap of historical literature.” Nevertheless, a great
deal of work still needs to be done, especially on the rise of the
Almohads in the non-Andalusi context.

The Almohad movement only really started when Ibn Tamart
embarked on his journey back to North Africa and began to attract
a large number of followers as he preached among the Masmiida
Berber tribes of the Atlas Mountains. Obedient to the Mahdi, the
rightly guided Ibn Tdmart and his Berber followers would lead all
Muslims at the end of time. The Berber tribes burst out of the Atlas
Mountains. Within decades the remote Atlas Berber tribes, at one
time seemingly lost to history, became rulers of the western
Mediterranean and altered the course of world history. In this
book I shall demonstrate how North African sources explain the
way this remarkable transformation occurred. I shall argue that
the structure of Berber tribal society, as portrayed in many of the
sources, was not an impediment to the establishment of an
Almohad government but its main source. Ibn Timart and his
successors did not have to destroy tribal society and create the
structures of a governing movement from scratch. Rather, he and
his successors used and adapted existing tribal customs and ways
rooted deeply in Berber experience. According to several sources
that will be discussed, including al-Baydhaq, al-Qattan and Ibn
Khaldin, the cooperation and incorporation of the Berber tribes
was the main reason the Almohad Empire ever came into being.

Despite the importance of the Almohads in African, Near Eastern
and European history, very little is currently known about who
exactly the Almohads were and why they were so successful. In
this book, which is the first systematic study and analysis in
English of the foundational myths about the rise of the Almohads
as portrayed from within the Almohad tradition, I shall attempt to
fill this gap. Rather than taking a simple narrative approach, I
interpret the rise of the Almohads as a model for understanding
revolution, tribalism, identity and change on the western edge of
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the Islamic world. A good place from which to begin this
discussion of revolution, tribalism and change in Islamic history is
with the work of Ibn Khaldin (d. 1406), the philosopher and
historian who worked for the descendants of the Almohads and
whose insight into the tribal, Berber origins of the Almohad
movement profoundly influenced his philosophical understanding
of history.

ON FOUNDING MYTHS

Writing towards the end of the fourteenth century, more than 100
years after the fall of the Almohad Empire, Ibn Khaldiin described
how Berbers in the remote High Atlas outpost of Tinmallal
continued the practices of their Almohad forefathers.

The tomb of the Mahdi [Ibn Tamart] still exists among them,
as honoured, as revered as ever. The Qur'an is recited day
and night; men still come there. There is a corps of
guardians, conserving the same organization and following
the same ceremony as that followed during the time of the
Almohad Empire, receiving pilgrims and devotees from afar
who are introduced into the sanctuary with an order and
solemnity that inspires profound respect.’

It would be difficult to verify Ibn Khaldin’s report. He may have
written this glorified account of a lost remnant of the defeated
Almohads to please his patron, the Hafsid ruler of Tunis hundreds
of miles away who maintained a semblance of an Almohad
tradition in his realm. Nevertheless, what Ibn Khaldtn’s writing
indicates is the pull of a certain powerful myth, a myth about the
rise of Almohad doctrine and Almohad ambitions to reform the
Islamic world as a reflection of claimed, innate Atlas Mountain
Berber virtues, and the power of the mountain Berbers when
united under a common cause. In fact, according to some sources,
Ibn Tamart’s body was actually removed from its tomb in
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Tinmallal and taken to a secret location where Berber tribesmen
have venerated it ever since by remembering the period when
Almohad and Tashelhit-speaking Berber power was at its height.’

My purpose in this preliminary section of the book is to address
and challenge prevailing views of how primary sources of Almohad
history were manipulated at the time they were produced. In later
sections I provide an overview of the content of the Berber
historical myths. 1 argue that although Andalusis may have
manipulated some Almohad history and doctrine far from the
Atlas Mountains, most of the first sources of Almohad history were
written by Berber Almohads (the first converts to Almohadism)
within the Berber social hierarchy established in the High and
Anti-Atlas under the leadership of the Mahd1 Ibn Tamart and his
successor, the first Caliph ‘Abd al-Mu'min. The myth about
Almohad origins was primarily constructed in a way that
confirmed the power and standing of the early Almohad elite, the
Berbers of the High Atlas and Anti-Atlas Mountains.

Scholars of medieval North African dynasties have noted that
even basic facts about the life of Ibn Tamart (d. circa 1130), the
founder of the Almohad doctrine, which formed the basis of the
Almohad Empire, are conjectural.® Yet the facts were not conjured
arbitrarily. The history of Ibn Tamart and of Almohad doctrine
was influenced and shaped to fit a certain mystical narrative, a
narrative that reinforced not simply the infallibility of Ibn Tamart
but also the ideology and social structure of the Berber Almohad
elite.” Sources allegedly written during the life of the Mahdi, Ibn
Tumart, the messianic founder of the Almohad movement,
described the foundational mythical narrative of the Almohads in
a way that reinforced the prestige of the Berber tribes. Such
sources included the biography written by Ibn Tamart’s personal
scribe al-Baydhagq, chroniclers writing after the deaths of many of
the first Almohads, such as the son of an Almohad enforcer of
values and ranks Ibn al-Qattan, and even later historians including
Ibn Khaldin (d. 1406) whose philosophy of history was influenced
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by the Almohad example. Most writers from North Africa
generally accepted or glorified Ibn Tamart’s biography and many
of the claims attributed to him. By contrast, scholars from the east
who wrote accounts of Ibn Tumart, such as Ibn al Qalanist
(d. 1160), approached him and the rise of the Almohads from a
detached, disdainful distance, claiming that he ‘perpetuated the
failure of Islamic law and encouraged bloodshed’.’* In the North
African context, however, almost all the chroniclers, even some
enemies of the Almohads who had reason to be at least ambiguous
towards Ibn Tumart, portrayed him in a generally positive light as
a reformer who tapped into the latent energies and virtues of the
Berber mountain tribes. These sources created historical myths
about Almohad origins.

The creation of the founding myth is the subject of several
historical studies in European and American history. Patrick
Geary’s The myth of nations, for example, deconstructs modern
attempts to write medieval ‘ethnic’ histories of nations and
groups. In Islamic and Middle Eastern history the founding of
Islam has been the subject of often extremely contentious debate,
usually centred on modern challenges to the validity and
usefulness of early Islamic history, history tied to the life and
example of the Prophet Muhammad and the first, rightly guided
caliphs. The subject of foundational narratives and myths in North
African medieval history, however, has been somewhat neglected.
A great deal of work is still being done on what exactly the
historical myths and narratives of medieval North Africa were, let
alone who constructed them and how they were constructed.

In the course of examining and analysing historical sources on
the origins of the Almohads and the life of their Mahdi Ibn TGmart,
I shall try to come up with an accurate description of their
founding myth. Thus, in portions of this book I provide overviews,
translations and narratives based on the accounts of Almohad
writers within the tradition, especially the account by al-Baydhag.
The analysis takes place when I compare different historical
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sources and accounts of Ibn Tumart’s encounter with the rival
Berber dynasty, the desert born Almoravids. As part of my
analysis, especially in the second chapter, I describe the basic
outlines of the High Atlas Berbers’ social and political system in
the twelfth century. For, as much as Ibn Timart and his personal
charisma was an essential factor in the rise of the Almohads, the
mountain Berbers’ social tribal structures supported Ibn Tamart
and led to the successful spread of his doctrine.

Studying the Almohad founding myth is not a completely new
approach to the sources. Many scholars have already undertaken
serious work on how the Andalusis influenced the Almohads.
Madeleine Fletcher and Maribel Fierro have emphasized some of
the influence of the post-conquest (after circa Ap 1150) Andalusi
Iberian milieu on the Almohads’ doctrine and founding myths.
According to these scholars, the Almohad conquest of al-Andalus
was among the most important factors in explaining the
construction of the Almohad foundation myth. Fletcher, for
example, described how, as Almohad power spread and as
intellectuals possibly antagonistic to Berber messianism adopted
the Almohad doctrine, the idea of the Mahdi may have been
minimized or cut out of official doctrine.'? In this sense, some
scholars claimed that the sources went through a process of ‘de-
Almohadization’ in order to be more acceptable to the Andalusi
context.” Fletcher even attributed the Almohads’ central doctrine,
the profession of faith found in the A'azz ma Yutlab, a book of Tbn
Tamart’s doctrine that I shall discuss here, mainly to the pen of
Andalusi philosophers like Ibn Rushd." Other scholars such as
Dominique Urvoy, however, have emphasized the original nature
of Ibn Tamart’s thought.” Following Urvoy, who puts the
Almohads in the context of their own myth making, I similarly
argue, but much more extensively, that the development of Ibn
Tamart’s Almohad doctrine should be seen in the context of High
Atlas Berber society, and not only of the Andalusi milieu.

Maribel Fierro also viewed the historical sources of the
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Almohads in a primarily Andalusi context and identified many
instances of possible myth making. According to Fierro, the Mahdi
tradition and Mahdi Ibn Ttumart’s biography were constructed as a
way of justifying the conquest of al-Andalus and of a rival Andalusi
- Mahdj, Ibn Qasi, who had recently emerged on the scene in what
is now Portugal. According to this view, the Almohads developed
their doctrine not only because of their interest in maintaining
Berber solidarity, but also to legitimize their conquest of al-
Andalus. The Almohads claimed to be against the lawyers, judges
and scholars of the Maliki legal school in power before the
Andalusi Mahdi, Ibn Qasi, and against Ibn Qasi himself. Thus, a
main reason for the Mahdism and doctrine of Ibn Timart was to
counter the claims of Ibn Qasi.'® The Almohad doctrine was created
and subsequently manipulated, according to this theory, largely as
a reaction to events and intellectual currents in Andalus. In this
sense, both Fletcher and Fierro have analysed the founding
historical myths and doctrines of the Almohads in the light of
al-Andalus and not from the North African context in which the
Almohads originally emerged. The conquest of al-Andalus was
seen as the turning point, even though Almohad ambitions went
far beyond Islamic Spain. This Andalusi method is enlightening
and useful in many ways because it points to the possible
manipulation of some Almohad sources. However, the sources
from within the Almohad tradition, that is within the Berber
tradition, need also to be considered. It should also be
remembered that the Almohads did not see the conquest of
al-Andalus as the be all and end all of their movement. As Jamil
Abun-Nasr indicated in his A history of the Maghrib in the Islamic
period, the conquest of al-Andalus was really only a sideshow; the
unification of the Maghrib was the first objective of the first
Almohads.”

Although clearly many Almohad sources would have been
manipulated in the Andalusi context, this shaping of the Almohad
narrative in al-Andalus did not fully account for those sources that
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seem to confirm, and not diminish, the original Berber tribes (the
first ‘Almohads’) and their claims on power. Not enough allowance
has been given to sources that seem to come from ‘within’ the
Almohad tradition.'® In fact, at least four of the earliest and most
extensive accounts seem to come from within, or be primarily
influenced by, the Berber, not strictly Andalusi, Almohad tradition.
These sources claim to have been written by Almohads and
Berbers who, from what little we know of them, adhered to
founding Almohad principles, the Almohad hierarchy and the
Almohad, Berber myth of origins. These ‘inside’ accounts are, in
order of importance and chronology, first al-Baydhaq’s biography
of Ibn Tumart, found in an unedited collection of manuscripts at
the Escorial; second, the anonymous Kitab al-Ansab; third, the
chronicle of al-Marrakushi, an Almohad; and fourth, the chronicle
and a treatise on Almohad hierarchy by the writer AbG
Muhammad Hasan ibn al-Qattan (d. circa 1266).

Al-Baydhaq was Ibn Tamart’s personal scribe and biographer
and his account, the lengthiest and most detailed of all sources,
certainly confirmed the important role of the original Almohads of
North Africa.” There is the anonymous Kitab al-Ansab, also in the
collection of manuscripts at the Escorial near Madrid. Being
anonymous, it is not absolutely certain that an Almohad wrote this
text. Certainly, the manuscript would have been manipulated for
certain political purposes but without clear knowledge of who did
the manipulation it is important to look primarily at the content;
and, as I shall show in this book, the content supported Berber
power structures, not simply Andalusis. The description of the
Almohad hierarchy and the illustrious Berber ancestry of Ibn
Tamart and his followers, including Ibn Tamart’s successor ‘Abd
al-Mu'min, whose ancestry was even associated with Kahina, the
Berber priestess who resisted the original Islamic conquests,
seemed very favourable to a specifically Berber, North African
understanding of the rise of Almohad power.

Also, there is al-Mujib, the account of ‘Abd al-wahid

12



INTRODUCTION

al-Marrakushi (d. 1224), ‘from Marrakech’, who, although he wrote
during the waning of Almohad power, was not unfavourable
towards the Almohad Berber sheikhs and, in many respects,
seemed to portray attempts to maintain Almohad orthodoxy as
heroic.” Then too, there is the fascinating account of Ibn al-Qattan
who probably died around 1266 or the end of Almohad power but
whose father Abu al-Hasan ‘Alf bin al-Qattan (d. 1231) was an
enforcer of the Almohad Berber ranks. He was known to whip
those who did not fall into line or who did not properly memorize
and adhere to the Almohad doctrine and system!*" Ibn al-Qattan,
especially in his elaborate description of the early Almohad
hierarchy and the discipline of the tribes loyal to Ibn Ttmart,
seemed clearly interested in preserving an account of the golden
legacy of Almohad origins at the end of the empire.

Although written primarily in Arabic, generally the written
language of the time, these sources on Ibn Tamart’s life include,
especially in al-Baydhaq’s account, significant quotes and
anecdotes in the Berber tongue transliterated with Arabic letters.”
Even some later sources written during the reign of the Marinids,
the Almohads’ successors and enemies, such as the account of Ibn
‘AbT Zar' are by no means unfavourable towards Ibn Timart and
his claims to being the Mahd1.” This Marinid - the Marinids were
Berbers from the oasis of Figuig on the edge of the Sahara desert -
saw him as a powerful, inspired Berber leader. As just one
example, he described Ibn Timart as having facial features similar
to the Prophet Muhammad.” In fact, as Ibn Khaldiin mentioned,
remnants of the Almohads in the Atlas Mountains were allowed to
visit Ibn Tamart’s tomb even after the Marinid conquest.”® Thus,
even the elite Andalusi, Arab Ibn Khaldan (d. 1406) was part of the
Berber myth making. Ibn Khaldiin lavished praise on the founding
Berber tribes of the Almohad movement who conveniently
happened to be the ancestors of his Hafsid patron in Tunis.”® The
Hafsids famously preserved Almohad doctrine in their realm
despite the Marinid defeat of the Almohads at Marrakech.
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If anything, some of the Almohad history that historians like Ibn
Khaldlin presented was as much a re-Almohadization as a de-
Almohadization of history. Accounts of preserving the MahdT’s
ideal original doctrines could only serve to uphold the power of
Ibn Khaldin’s Berber patron.” Indeed, Ibn Khaldin’s highly
favourable depiction of the Almohad Berber tribes of the Atlas
Mountains and the way they were arranged in the Almohad
hierarchy, which al-Qattan also described, is a significant part of
this book. All these sources, from al-Baydhaq to Ibn Khaldin
confirmed and glorified the biography of Ibn Tumart. Certainly,
there were likely to have been some important Andalusi
modifications of Almohad history, but these main sources from
North Africa are, to say the least, hagiographical towards Ibn
Tamart and, in the case of al-Qattan, Ibn Khaldiin, and al-Baydhag,
clear about the importance of the Berber tribes in the foundation
of the Almohad movement.

Although the Andalusi context would to some extent have
influenced the doctrine and history of the Almohads, the Andalusis
were not the only myth makers in the medieval western Mediter-
ranean. The writings of al-Baydhaq and the Kitab al-Ansab were too
full of Berber writing and too praising of Berber traditions and
practices to have been written or extensively rewritten solely by
an elite Andalusi Arab. As I shall show, these sources, even if
Andalusis manipulated them later, seem generally pro-Berber and
supportive of a mythology about an ideal Almohad hierarchical
structure. They do not completely minimize the Berber tribes’ role
in founding the Almohad movement. Perhaps, elite Andalusis who
were sympathetic to the Berber sheikhs rewrote the Almohad
myths, but, apart from Ibn Khaldin who was as much North
African as Andalusi, that seems even less probable. If this were
proven to be the case, and Andalusis did, indeed, heavily
manipulate or write Almohad sources, it would alter current
assumptions about the Andalusis’ hostile reaction to the Almohad
presence.
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By directly examining the medieval sources and focusing on a
narrative that follows the Berber sources mentioned above, I shall
in this book explain the creation of the myth of Almohad origins
within the specifically Berber social framework in which the
empire arose. I shall demonstrate how Ibn Tiimart and the most
powerful Berber tribes of the High Atlas Mountains organized and
inspired the tribes and rearranged the pre-existing Berber
institutions of the Atlas region. According to the earliest sources
within the Almohad tradition, Berber tribes and an Almohad
Berber hierarchy not only prepared for battle and conquest, but
also came to dominate al-Andalus. Those in power made and
shaped historical myths. As 1 shall demonstrate, Berbers and
Berber tribes were in positions of power during the formative
period of the Almohad movement. The writing of Almohad history
in a Berber context, and not just in al-Andalus, fundamentally
shaped the creation of the Almohad myth of origins. The evidence
does not necessarily suggest that the Berber myth about the
Almohad foundations was any more historically factual or accurate
than any other, especially Andalusi myths, but rather that the
historical presence of the Berber myth has not been fully
examined or analysed. To orient the reader, I will first provide a
brief summary of the foundations of the Almohad Empire as first
portrayed by Almohad sources.

THE ALMOHADS AND IBN KHALDUN

In the beginning of this century a man by the name of
al-‘Abbas appeared among the Ghumarah. ... He marched on
Badis, one of the [Ghumarah] cities and entered it by force.
He was then killed, forty days after the start of his mission.
He perished like those before him. There are many similar
cases.

(Ibn Khaldtn, The Mugaddimah)®

Not only is Ibn Khaldiin one of the most important sources on
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Almohad history, but his ideas about the cyclical rise of dynasties
in North Africa also help to introduce important insights into how
a group of formally disorganized Berber tribes managed to rule so
much of the Mediterranean world. Ibn KhaldiGn’s writings are
essential to understanding the Almohads’ Berber historical myth.
According to his understanding of history, Berber, specifically
Masmiida, tribal solidarity with Ibn Timart was the reason for the
rise of the Almohads.” As Ibn Khaldiin explained, Near Eastern
history from the Maghrib to Persia was full of figures like al-‘Abbas
mentioned in the quote above. The potential for tribal revolution
and revolt was constant. There was a basic, inevitable geographic
reason for tribal revolutions in North African history.

In much of premodern (and modern) North Africa, even the
strongest dynasties and governments only nominally controlled
the fringes between the cultivated plains and inaccessible deserts;
the mountain tribes ruled themselves without a formal govern-
ment or written laws and, being well away from any administra-
tive controls, tribal armies were easily assembled around common
causes and leaders. Potential revolutions and potential revolution-
aries were bound to appear in the wild regions, the borderlands
between dynasties and the most inaccessible lands. Inspired by
religious doctrines, disgruntled by attempts to tax them or their
trade, compelled to unite and to give up their petty differences,
tribes on the fringes of rule formed armies of the faithful and
threatened the urban centre of power.*® These tribes were led by
men claiming to be agents of God, saints, prophets, saviours or
Mahdis.

In most cases, the lives of such movements were cut short.
Sometimes, however, they lasted longer. A tribal movement could
harass the edges of urban power and even take some important
towns away from the ruling dynasty. The tribes might even set up
their own petty government and army, but these would then
quickly dissolve. In exceptional cases, a united tribal coalition led
by a gifted leader or inspired prophet would arise during a time of
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dynastic succession and division in the ruling dynasty. United in a
perfect storm of economic advantage, tribal cohesiveness,
doctrinal novelty and charismatic leadership, these tribal
movements succeeded in shaping history. They established
powerful dynasties and empires. They would rule for decades, even
centuries, until yet another inspired group of tribes, often also led
by a religious leader, appeared. Then they themselves were subject
to the threat of a new tribal coalition. It was in such exceptional
circumstances of successful tribal revolution that the Almohads,
the al-Muwahhidiin, the followers of the Mahdi Ibn Timart, entered
the stage of history.

Once isolated in independent fortress villages surrounded by the
towering heights of the Atlas Mountains, the Berber tribes of the
High Atlas forgot their grievances and inherited divisions to unite
around the charisma and doctrine of the Mahdi Ibn TGmart
(d. 1130). His was a leadership that demanded absolute obedience.
His was a doctrine that demanded total belief in the supreme unity
of God. His was a doctrine and a message suited and crafted
specifically to the Berber context. According to the sources, far
from destroying all Berber tribal traditions at their foundation, the
Almohads created a government, a system of rule that incor-
porated the tribes and their customs into a large and remarkable
hierarchy, a hierarchy of scholars, sheikhs and tribal leaders that
was maintained even at the height of dynastic rule.

At their apex the Almohads controlled, taxed and governed
North Africa from the Siis valley to Tripoli. They ruled the rich
cities of al-Andalus and were the dominant power in the western
Mediterranean. While the tribal revolt of al-‘Abbas and the
Ghumarah achieved no more than pools of blood on the dusty
streets of Badis, the Almohads created a civilization.® This,
according to Ibn Khaldlin and the Almohad chronicles, which he
mainly used, was through the charisma of the Mahdi and the
solidarity, support and obedience of the Berber tribes.

17






1

The Life of Ibn Tumart
and the Birth of the
Almohad Movement

Tumart’s birth. In fact, much of the chronology of his life

varies from source to source.! Huici Miranda, the Spanish
historian, claimed that he was born between the years ap 1078 and
1081 (AH 471-474).” 1t is clear, however, that the early sources
portray his birth and his Berber name ‘Timart’, which means
‘happiness’ or ‘earth’, as sanctified in terms recognized by Berber
society.” During these years the desert Berbers’ powerful
Almoravid Empire, the future enemy of Ibn Tamart and the
Almohads, was at the peak of its power and influence.

The story of the rise of the Almoravids, who were in control
when Ibn Timart was born, would in some ways be similar to that
of the Almohads. The Almoravids raided from the desert, whereas
the Almohads would rain down from the mountains. The
Almoravid capital was Marrakech, a city founded by desert people
who were unused to urban life. The desire to create an earthly
paradise by conforming man’s will to God’s drove the Almohads
and Almoravids alike and Marrakech was to be a symbol of this
paradise achieved.” Soon the powerful and fiercely religious
Almoravids, with their trading empire stretching from Ghana to

T he available sources disagree about the precise date of Ibn
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Cérdoba, would meet a dangerous rival whose own message of
religious fervour preached to the tribes was in many ways like
their own.> This rival was Ibn Timart and his movement would
eventually breach the high, red walls of this city of palaces,
fountains and gardens.

The Berber village life of his birth shaped Ibn Tamart’s
character.® He was born near the Wadi Ss in the Anti-Atlas, south
of the High Atlas” in what was most likely the small village of Igiliz
on the edge of the Sus valley.?

The Hargha, or more precisely the At Argan (At in Berber
means ‘people of’), were Ibn Tumart’s ethnic and tribal group,
which remains in the area today.’ They were a part of the loosely
knit Masmida confederation of tribes that would occasionally
come together in the face of common threats or for a common
cause.” Like many mountain tribes, the Hargha had a reputation
for strength and survival. Ibn Tamart lived his early childhood in
these bare and hardy conditions. He would have attended school
near Igiliz, where, according to later sources, he established a
reputation as ‘the light’ for his ability to acquire and memorize
religious knowledge, possibly either under the lamp of the mosque
or at home."

It is important to remember that Ibn Tamart was born into a
Berber tribe and an Atlas Mountain Berber social context. As he
grew into manhood, he soon learnt that survival depended on all
members sharing their wealth and labour for the benefit of the
community as a whole. Intrinsic, tribal social unity and solidarity,
‘asabiyya in Arabic, was a matter of life and death. In fact, as the
sources portray his message and its reception by Berber tribes, Ibn
Tamart used the latent power of tribes to form larger groups,
larger circles of loyalty, to unite not simply one tribe, but whole
confederations of tribes.

Ibn Tamart knew that if tribal ‘asabiyya failed, the demanding
climate and frequent drought could wipe out a community or even
an entire small tribe."” There were usually no larger institutions
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outside the tribe on which to depend.” The Atlas Mountains are
still dotted with small, close-knit villages sustained by labour-
intensive terrace agriculture. In an endless battle against erosion
small plots of wheat or grain would have been terraced snug
against the hillsides. The effort behind some of these terraces,
often built on the most improbable of slopes and stacked in all
variety of ways to accommodate yet another small plot of grain,
was, like today, a remarkable feat of rural Berber engineering.
Members of the tribe would be expected to help their neighbour;
they may have then divided food in the community.'* This shared
communal labour scheme is preserved in many parts of the Atlas
and Anti-Atlas.” Ibn TUmart’s community of Igiliz, or Igli n
Wargan, probably held a market every week to exchange goods
and news, settle disputes, negotiate marriage and generally
maintain contact with the larger tribal confederation, both those
in and outside an immediate kin group. Green olive oil, the highly
prized oil of the Argan tree with its smoky taste, oranges, citrus
fruits, vegetables, grains, sheep and goats are still the rich
products of the region, supplied by the waters of the Wadi Sas.
There was frequently a set day of the week for market, often
Friday to correspond with the main Friday sermon; some towns
had markets two or more times a week and larger cities were often
able to have markets open every day.'

Market day was, and remains, a day of particular economic and
social importance for the Atlas tribes. Those who shared a market
would often also share loyalties if a dispute with an outside group
arose."” Ibn Tlmart, who was probably aware of the many disputes
that would come before the elected tribal council, would have dis-
cussed these matters with his family. Methods of dealing with
murder, robbery and other violations varied between tribe and
region. There were no prisons and no formal enforcement insti-
tutions outside the largest towns. The main purpose of these tribal
councils was to prevent disputes from dividing the tribe internally,
which could be very dangerous for everybody. It was a matter of
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survival for the community, not simply individual justice. As the
son of an amghar, or chief, Ibn Timart was exposed to the ways of
tribal justice and community cohesion. He would make use of
tribal traditions later in life as he consolidated them and created a
government out of tribes and tribal traditions."

One of the more important notions of tribal life in the Atlas was
the meaning of the name, or names, of individuals. Each name or
sets of names indicated loyalty in the complex web of balancing
blood interests. Ibn Tiimart’s own name revealed much about the
many ways he wished to identify himself. In twelfth-century
Berber society the name was a type of concise and summarized
autobiography of its user. The name revealed not only claimed
ancestors, but also claims to the glories of the past.

IBN TOMART’S NAME: THE MYTHS AND USES OF ANCESTRY

Ibn Timart’s name revealed how he wished to portray himself. It
also revealed his position in a long line of distinguished ancestors,
a type of apostolic succession of blood that tied him to the prophet
himself.” One version of his name was Muhammad son of ‘Abd
Allah, son of Ugallid, son of Yamsal, son of Hamza, son of ‘Isa, son
of ‘Ubaid Allah, son of Idris, son of ‘Abd Allah, son of al-Hasan, son
of Fatima, daughter of the Prophet Muhammad: this was one
version of Muhammad Ibn Timart’s name and genealogy.”
Another, longer and more Arab version of his name also traces his
lineage to the daughter of the Prophet: Muhammad, son of ‘Abd
Allah, son of ‘Abd al-Rahman, son of Hud, son of Khalid, son of
Tammam, son of ‘Adnan, son of Safwan, son of Jabir, son of Yahya,
son of Rabah, son of ‘Ata’, son of Yasar, son of al-‘Abbas, son of
Muhammad, son of al-Hasan, son of Fatima, daughter of the
Prophet Muhammad.

There was a reason why Ibn Timart had these different sets of
names. Names, especially those of holy men and leaders, were
never completely static or unchangeable in this period and region.
There was a difference between Ibn TGmart’s Berber and Arab
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ancestry. Many of his names could have been acquired later in his
life out of fame and associations, and the need to have his
legitimacy bestowed by a lineage that stretched back to the
prophet. Although he was born into a respected Berber family, it
was doubtful that Ibn Timart had so many distinguished
ancestors. The first version of his genealogy put him in the line of
the first sharifian rulers of the Maghrib, the I1drisids.” A sharif was
a descendant of the Prophet Muhammad.” Other Berber names,
like the Berber Ugallid or ‘king’, appealed to Berber loyalties. Yet,
even his Arab name was meant in a way to secure his status as a
descendant of the prophet who could rise above local Berber
loyalties.

In an effort to amplify the myths of Berber tribal origins and to
shore up the support of his Hafsid sponsor al-‘Abbas, who main-
tained Almohad doctrine in fourteenth-century Tunisia where
Ibn Khaldin first wrote the Mugaddimah, Ibn Khaldin defended
not only the Mahd1 Ibn Tamart’s possibly mythical descent from
the Prophet Muhammad but also the distinctness and importance
of Ibn Timart’s Berber, Hargha heritage. In his intellectual
efforts at re-Almohadization, or legitimization of Ibn Tamart’s
claims, he described those who doubted Ibn Timart’s ancestry as
the product of ‘weak-minded jurists’.”> According to Ibn Khaldin,
it was only ‘jealousy’, not any legitimate reason, that led the
Almoravid jurists, enemies of the Almohads, to call Ibn Timart a
liar. Tbn KhaldGin described the Mahdi’s character in highly
positive terms, ‘always frugal, retiring, patient in tribulation, and
very little concerned with the world to the last; he died without
fortune or worldly possessions. He did not even have children ...
if his intention had not been good, he would have not been
successful’.” Tbn Khaldiin naturally denounced the Almoravids’
disavowal of the Mahdi’s claimed descent from the Prophet
Muhammad. Getting around the difficult matter of proving Ibn
Tamart’s claim, Ibn Khaldtn put the burden of proof in the hands
of the opponents of the Almohads, saying cleverly, ‘Were it
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established that he himself claimed such descent, his claim could
not be disproved, because people are to be believed regarding the
descent they claim for themselves.” Yet, as Ibn Khaldiin stressed
throughout his writing on the Almohads, it was not on the basis
of his descent from the prophet that Ibn Tamart gained a
following; rather, it was very much a Berber-centric movement.
The Almohads were not simply renewed followers of earlier,
Fatimid doctrine of the Mahdi. ‘They followed him because of
their Hargha-Masmiida group feeling, which was firmly rooted in
them.’”

Further confirming the centrality of his Berber identity, the
name ‘Tamart’ itself is Berber and does not hold the classic Arabic
meaning of so many eastern names associated with Arab qualities
and virtues, such as Amin (trustworthy). Ibn Tamart was the
Berber son of a minor Berber chief and his first name was merely
‘Abd Allah. When he became older his name changed to Ttmart ibn
Ugallid, Tamart son of Ugallid. His mother, full of satisfaction with
her son, once said in Berber atamart inu issak ayiwi: ‘Oh my joy for
you my little infant.”*

Several French colonial historians, but most notably Georges
Margais, have viewed the Arab ethnic invasions into the Maghrib,
especially the famous Hilalian invasion, as the great disaster of the
era that pitted Arab against Berber.”” In Ibn Tamart, however, it
seemed that the most important aspects of Arab and Berber
culture, their ancestry, had combined. As the twelfth century
Almohad Kitab al-Ansab (Book of Ancestry) demonstrated, the use of
names to identify a simultaneous Berber and Arab ancestry was
widespread among the Almohad tribes.”

As the Book of Ancestry shows, names were more than simply
identities; a name secured power and legitimacy. Names reflected
the complex network of ties that prevented disorder in tribal
societies. Ernest Gellner, the anthropologist, undertook a detailed
study of the names and ancestral relationships of modern-day
central Atlas Berbers. Though many tribal affiliations and even
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land-use patterns have changed since the twelfth century,
Gellner’s analysis of naming practices provided a useful tool for
dissecting the complexities, counter claims and contradictions of
Ibn Tamart’s contested ancestry. Most Berber ancestries were
what Gellner called occamist. In an occamist name ancestors were
not multiplied beyond necessity. A member of a tribe would only
quote ancestors who were useful in securing alliances and pro-
tection. ‘The individual knows the name of his father and grand-
father: after that, he will name or know of only those ancestors
who perform the useful task of defining an effective social
group.’” Sedentary tribes may have defined individuals according
to place names and geography. Saints and holy men, however,
indulged in what Gellner called a ‘conspicuous display of
genealogical wealth’. A holy man will have a long list of names.
Many of the names define several different agnatic or blood-based
groups. Ibn Timart and the most prestigious Almohad rulers
certainly fit into this long naming scheme.

Before his journey to the east and his spiritual awakening, he
may have had only a short ‘occamist’ name, reflecting his local
tribal origins. This explained Ibn TGmart’s first, more Berber-
sounding genealogy. His sharifian genealogy connecting him to
the prophet’s blood and family may have been invented, as Ibn
Khaldiin seemed to suggest. It is also possible that Ibn Tamart
was related to the many Arab tribes that flooded into the region
after the Hilalian Arab invasions before his birth.*® His family
could also possibly have had some form of relationship with the
original 1drisids who founded the first independent Muslim
Moroccan state at Fes, and who dispersed widely into the Sis
valley. In any case, the attempt in the Kitab al-Ansab to highlight
both his prestigious Berber and Arab ancestries had a specific
purpose: to make him qualified and esteemed inside and outside
Masmiida tribal society. He was a prestigious Berber whose
grandfather was regarded as a ‘king’ among Berbers, but he was
also fully connected in blood to the Arabs and the Prophet
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Muhammad. In his multiple names and identities Ibn Tumart
seemed to blend two worlds in his person: the world of the
Berber tribes he would try to convert to his doctrine, and the
sophisticated but declining world of the east where Islam began.
As the sources suggest, he legitimized the Berber institutions of
ugallid and amghar as much as that of the Arab sharif.’! Neither is
considered superior to the other. In this sense, Ibn Tamart’s elite
Berber background confirmed Berber institutions, even if he also
claimed the mantle of Arab authority.

THE JOURNEY EAST

Ibn Timart began his journey to the east at the beginning of the
sixth century after the hijra of Muhammad (circa Ap 1106). He
returned from his journey around the year 514 after the hijra (circa
AD 1119).** He travelled possibly to Cérdoba®® and then to Babylon,
Syria and Egypt. He returned by land and sea through Tunisia and
Algeria.

According to al-Baydhaq’s portrayal of his journey, there were
several possible reasons for Ibn Tamart’s trip to the east. Since his
youth he had longed for knowledge and spiritual certainty. He set
out as a young Berber tribesman from his obscure place of birth in
the Stis valley in search of knowledge in the east. He left the
unique customs of his mountain tribe, the Hargha, broke from his
family and travelled into an uncertain world, searching for himself
and his destiny. Wandering from teacher to teacher, doctrine to
doctrine, he slowly discovered his version of Islam, which would
restore righteousness and Islam.* It did not happen suddenly; it
was a gradual process, a product of his journey and his encounters.
It was also a product of the times and the profound challenges
facing the Islamic community, the umma, in the twelfth century.
Along the way he socialized, studied, lectured, preached and
exhorted, and rulers and jealous jurists denounced and exiled him.
He survived raids, pestilence and countless other close encounters
with death.
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At first, his journey would have seemed neither unusual nor
special. Similar stories of physical hardship, travel and discovery
were told over and over again by the thousands of people from the
farthest reaches of Islamic influence who sought to fulfil their
duties as pilgrims and to perform sacred rituals at the Kaba in
Mecca. Others sought enlightenment and education from the great
cities at the heart of Islam in Arabia, Syria and Iraq.*”® When, or if,
they returned to their homes, these travellers would bring back
fantastic tales and accounts of bravery, survival and spiritual
fulfilment. The pilgrim would become a highly respected member
of the community.

Although pilgrimage is a pillar of Islam, it is required only for
those with means.’® Sometimes pilgrims were sent out as represen-
tatives of whole villages or towns, which would pool their money
to pay for the person in question’s journey. The traveller would
often perform the holy pilgrimage for an entire community. If
travelling scholars did achieve letters of reference (the ijaza) by
the great masters of law and scripture in Cairo, Damascus and
Arabia, there were still further benefits for a person’s social and
often political standing.”

Ibn Tamart met many of these travellers and students on his
journeys. Like him they were from faraway places, often on quests
for answers they could not find in their own communities. Indeed,
it has often been argued that this journeying, this propensity to
travel in search of knowledge, to see the holy places, in which so
many people from such different backgrounds in Islam engaged,
maintained the vitality and at least theoretical unity of the Islamic
umma, the Islamic community as a whole.”® Kings, rulers and
princes both valued and feared experienced traveller-scholars like
Ibn Tamart, Ibn Battiita and Ibn Khaldin because of their uniquely
articulate and free-minded spiritual and political views. Although
travelling did not automatically make them revolutionaries, it did
open their minds to new, varied and sometimes radical views on
interpreting Islam.”
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Unlike most of his fellow travellers, in the North African sources
Ibn Tamart is described as having unique physical and personal
traits of comprehension, concentration, eloquence and, perhaps
more importantly, the ability to convince himself and others of
absolute truths. The political establishment saw him as one of the
more potentially dangerous wandering itinerant preachers and
scholars. His life was often saved from danger in ways that might
only be considered miraculous.

Even his physical features were said to resemble those of the
Prophet Muhammad.® Regardless of whether or not this was the
case, his alleged physical resemblance to the prophet served to
legitimize Berbers in the eyes of the Arab world that the Almohads
were intending to conquer. Even according to one later source that
was critical of the Almohads, Ibn Tamart had an upright stature,
light complexion, aquiline nose, luminous eyes, a black mole and a
full beard.” The Prophet Muhammad was likewise reported to
have an aquiline nose, white sun-tanned skin, a full beard and a
light in his eyes.* In addition to his alleged physical resemblance
to the prophet, many aspects of the Mahdr’s life would come to
mimic that of the Prophet Muhammad.” By constantly referring
both indirectly and directly to the Prophet Muhammad, he
identified his mission with the original and, in his mind, true spirit
of Islam.

Ibn Tamart travelled to an Islamic east in the midst of political
fragmentation. In 1099 (aH 492), only nine years before his journey,
Jerusalem fell to the crusaders who massacred approximately
40,000 of the holy city’s inhabitants.”” The shocking news of
Jerusalem’s fall, the place of the Dome of the Rock and one of the
three holiest sites in Islam, spread quickly from Damascus to
Baghdad to Cairo. With the Muslim world politically fractured and
divided, there was no unified response to the crusader invasions.
The Seljuk Turks controlled Baghdad and the Fatimids were in
power in Cairo. The ‘Abbasid caliphate was losing its power to
nomadic invaders and schismatic groups. While the office of the
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caliph existed until 1258 as the symbolic vice-regent of God on
Earth, the Turks held effective power.” The caliph was no more
than the puppet of Turkish rulers, holding spiritual authority but
having no more power than a twenty-first-century British
monarch.*® As the Christian armies advanced, the Muslim east
seemed to be in a state of impotence and confusion. Islam became
more and more internally divided; ideologically, politically and
militarily the Muslim world adopted a defensive posture and out of
its defensiveness grew new stirrings of thought, new attempts to
create a unified vision of Islam that would withstand even the
most divisive political circumstances. If the political citadel of
Islam had been penetrated, the ideological keep would need
special reinforcement and consolidation in the face of external
attack. The Islamic west was aware of these developments. Thus,
as the Almohad chronicles allege, Ibn Tamart travelled east at a
turning point in Islamic history. The sources in fact indicate that
this period, which was 500 years in the Muslim calendar since the
hijra from Mecca, was especially ripe for revolution. In this hectic
political and intellectual milieu, it would have been almost
impossible for a character like Ibn Tamart not to think of revival
and revolution.

Perhaps, not unexpectedly since Ibn Timart was portrayed as a
hero fashioned in the North African Berber context but legitimized
by the few ‘true’ Muslims of the east, there were no detailed
descriptions of his travels in Iraq, Syria and the heart of the
Muslim east apart from a mention of his interactions with a few
key Muslim thinkers who had not fallen from the truth. The
account of his biographer, al-Baydhaq, starts on his way home
from Tunisia. The Almohad chronicler ‘Abd al-Wahid al-Marrakushi
wrote that Tbn Tamart set out for the east in the year 1107-08
(an 501) ‘to seek knowledge’.” He ended up in Baghdad where he
studied the fundamentals of Islamic law with renowned scholars
like AbT Bakr al-Shashi. He listened to the famed sermons of ‘Abd
al-Jabbar.*
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AL-GHAZALI AND IBN TOUMART

Ibn Tamart’s most important supposed encounter in the east, if
the encounter ever really happened, was with the famed scholar
al-Ghazali (1058-1111) in Damascus.* Al-Ghazali was so important
to the development of Islamic thought that many people in the
Islamic world considered him the greatest Muslim after
Muhammad.® There was no way, however, to prove that Ibn
Tamart met al-Ghazali as the Almohad chronicles claimed. Most
likely he did not physically meet him.** Apparently, the dates of
Ibn Timart’s voyage and al-Ghazalt’s time in Damascus simply did
not match.*® Vincent Cornell, a specialist of medieval North Africa,
suggested that although al-Ghazali claimed to have met Ibn
Tamart, he may have confused him with a different Ibn Tamart,
namely with Muhammad ibn Tiimart al Andalusi, a fairly unknown
sufi figure whose work was discovered in Baghdad.”

The sources on Ibn Timart’s early life leave many questions
unanswered about the meeting between Ibn Tamart and al-Ghazali.
Yet, they all agree that in the end, even if they never met face to
face, al-Ghazalt’s doctrine clearly influenced Ibn Tamart, who
sought his legitimacy. Legendary meetings with esteemed scholars
when sanctified by foundational myth are sometimes more
important than actual encounters. In fact, had Ibn Tamart met al-
Ghazali, he would almost certainly have been aware of the
master’s animosity towards the Fatimid doctrine of the imam and
Mahdi. He did not see the institution of the imam or Mahdi as
sufficient to assure the community’s adherence to God’s will. Had
he lived long enough to witness its rise in the West,
al-Ghazali may have abhorred the Almohads’ Mahdi doctrine as
much as he did the Fatimids’.* This was made clear in his work The
Revival of the Religious Sciences.

The chronicler al-Marrakushi, an Almohad, probably influenced
by propaganda, even described a short conversation between al-
Ghazali and Ibn Tamart. Ibn Tumart told al-Ghazali that the
Almoravids were burning al-GhazalT’s books as heresy. Outraged,
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al-Ghazali foretold Ibn Tumart’s rise to power against the
Almoravids, investing Ibn Tamart with the duty to overthrow the
Almoravids and establish a new government, presumably based on
al-Ghazal’s doctrine.”” Confirming and legitimizing Almohad
doctrine, al-Marrakushi, the Almohad chronicler from Marrakech
writing long after the rise of Almohad power claimed that al-
Ghazali was outraged at the Almoravids for burning his books. [‘All
bin Yasuf, ruler of the Almoravids] will be removed from his few
possessions and his son will surely be killed. I consider the one
charged with this [task] to be none other than one presently
attending our meeting.”® The Almohads were so successful in
portraying this legend of Ibn Timart’s meeting with al-Ghazali
that even their future antagonists seemed to believe it. The Rawd
al-Qirtas of Ibn ‘Abi Zar', a chronicler from the dynasty that came
after the Almohads, the Marinids, and who was not always
sympathetic to the Almohads, still provided a slightly different
account of the meeting. According to this source, the imam Aba
Hamid al-Ghazali, when presented with the young Ibn Tiamart,
examined him and asked him about things both ‘internal and
external’. When Ibn Tumart had left, al-Ghazali said to his
assistants, ‘this Berber will found an empire. He will revolt and
gain control of the entire Maghrib. This is evident from personal
signs and is apparent from his qualities.” These various signs
predicted the establishment of the Almohad Empire.”” Even though
it is almost certain that the dialogue with al-Ghazalt was apoc-
ryphal, the aim of the scene was to show that Ibn Tamart and the
Almohad Empire were somehow the true fulfilment of al-Ghazalt’s
thought, the manifestation of an ideal caliphate that would restore
unity to the lands of Islam. Not merely fighting for reform in the
west, the Berbers could see themselves as saviours of the Islamic
east. The Almohads’ Marinid Berber successors, including their
chronicler Tbn ‘Abi Zar', were only interested in portraying the
legitimacy of movements and rebellions starting in North Africa.
Despite these attempts to mythologize the meeting between
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al-Ghazali and Ibn Tamart, his admonition against the Shia notion
of the imamate, many of al-Ghazali’s ideas would have been
directly useful to the early Almohad community. Al-Ghazal,
almost unique among jurists of the time, authorized the Islamic
community to take up arms against wrongful rulers, to collect
armed helpers and even to train troops. Although he has become a
symbol of supposed orthodoxy for some scholars, al-Ghazali was
somewhat extreme in his justification of revolt against unjust
government.”® If al-Ghazali directly influenced Ibn Tumart, it
would almost certainly have been on this point. Ibn Tamart not
only wanted to command right and forbid wrong, to perform the
moral duties that God had set down, but he also ended up
commanding an army of Berber tribesmen against those whom he
considered wrongdoers.”

The wazir in Baghdad, Nizam al-Mulk, who attempted unsuc-
cessfully to reunify the caliphate politically, appointed al-Ghazali
to one of the most important academic positions in the caliphate.
Yet, after living comfortably as a tenured academic he experienced
a profound spiritual crisis. A rhetorician and lecturer, he was
suddenly unable to speak. Like the world surrounding him,
al-Ghazali was in turmoil. He retreated to the life of a mystic,
gaining insight into the practices of Sufis and their deep spiritual
knowledge, a knowledge that human words could not grasp. After
about a decade, al-Ghazali returned to scholarship, determined to
integrate Sufism with classical philosophy and Islamic theology.
The result of this massive and ambitious undertaking was the Ihya
‘Ulam al-Din, or The Revival of the Religious Sciences.®® The importance
and impact of this work cannot be underestimated. Even as the
caliphate, the political foundations of Islamic unity, was crum-
bling, al-Ghazali created an intellectual fortress of words. In an
attempt to deflect a variety of dangerous arguments that both
mystics and jurists used in the medieval period and that
threatened to split Islam asunder, al-Ghazalt combined popular
mystical experience with standard theology and sharia law. In
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other words, he revived, renewed and even defined the original
sources of Islam as the basis of Muslim identity. Yet, even his
efforts to create a unified belief system could not stop the decay of
the caliphate and Muslim political unity. Ibn Tamart, however,
came to believe that he could restore or revive Islam from the
outside inwards, beginning in the Maghribi west and moving to
the east and the heart of the Islamic world. Ibn Khaldtn (d. 1406),
again confirming a now well-established myth, described al-
GhazalT's alleged realization of Ibn Timart’s potential to change
the world in his Kitab al-Tbar, or Book of Forms.

[He saw] the weakness of the Muslim Empire in the East,
knowing that the columns of power that had united the
people and sustained the religion had severely deteriorated.
He encouraged the hope [of a new Caliphate from the West],
after being asked by his friends about the power of the tribes
and peoples and if they would be powerful enough to
accomplish the good cause and will of God. The Imam
Muhammad [Ibn Tamart], having become an ocean of
science and a flame of faith, returned to the Maghrib.*

Disappointed high expectations douse religious fervour and create
an urbanized sophisticated coolness, after which an almost
Machiavellian realism ensues.”” Among special figures like
prophets, reformers and Mahdis, however, disappointment in the
status quo enflames the reforming spirit, even in the most
intensely conservative minds. According to the way Berber sources
portray his visit to the east, Ibn Timart would have witnessed the
slow dissolution of the caliphate, the flouting of Islamic ideals for
the sake of mere political expediency. A journey originally
intended as a means of gaining knowledge and guidance from the
east quickly turned into a mission to reform the entire Dar al-Islam,
the abode of Islam. Whereas the Almoravids merely sent an envoy
to the ‘Abbasids in Iraq to gain their seal of legitimacy as nominal
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clients of the caliph,” Ibn Tamart would return to the Maghrib
with an ambition to reconstruct the entire Islamic caliphate, to
reform the core of Islam from the outside.

Sources indicate that Ibn Timart remained in the east with
great scholars like al-Ghazalt for several years. Ironically, and
perhaps an indication of the lack of knowledge that North African
chroniclers and myth makers had about eastern scholarly debates,
he also met extensively with scholars such as the Egyptian AbT Bakr
al-Turtusht (d. 1126) who rejected many elements of al-Ghazali’s
work.” Having allegedly received the seal of approval, the ijaza,*
from these eminent scholars and thinkers, even scholars who
disagreed with each other, Ibn Tamart began, according to the
Almohad chroniclers al-Marrakushi and al-Baydhaq, to attract a
great following, speaking in mosques to enraptured audiences.*
According to this portrayal, Ibn Ttmart was wildly successful in
the east and chose to come back to North Africa to confirm and
fulfil al-GhazalT’s call. He was ready to return to the Maghrib and
begin his reformation of Islam from the fringes of the Islamic
world. There were too many conflicting ideas and interests in the
east, too many pre-established doctrines and tribes. In the remote
parts of the Maghrib Ibn Tamart would have an almost
unchallenged reputation and a ready audience of kinsmen. In the
Atlas Mountains Ibn Tamart would not need constantly to deal
with claims that his doctrine did not conform to al-Ghazali,*” that
he was engaging in heretical activity or that he was following
some Shtite principles. In the Atlas, Ibn Tamart would have a
much cleaner slate.*®

According to the sources, however, it was the journey back into
North Africa, into the soils of North Africa and into the support of
North African Berber tribes that really established Ibn Tamart’s
claims. For it was mainly in North Africa, not in the East, that Ibn
TUmart actively commanded right and forbade wrong. It was in
North Africa, according to the North African sources, that Ibn
TUmart really became a reformer. As he approached his home in
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the Maghrib, at the very edge of the Muslim world, he became
more radical, more certain and more confident about confronting
all that stood in the way of his absolute message.” He had reached
the point of almost reckless courage. He was, in a sense, confront-
ing his former self. He was reborn as he attempted to reshape,
revolutionize and even reject the world of his childhood and
outward journey. It was not in leaving home, but in coming back
that he realized who he was and for what he lived. Perhaps this is
the true power of pilgrimage: the homecoming. It so happened
that a set of historical, social and economic conditions along with
his special traits, made his message, gained from the east, an
incredible new force in the western Islamic world.”

THE JOURNEY HOME

As the Almohad sources suggest, Ibn Tumart’s mission in North
Africa was to reform and fulfil the law in the decadent cities, to
transform the souls and morals of the people, and to punish the
decadent, mainly urban, leaders who had led North Africans
astray. He became a vehicle for salvation. The life of the Mahdi Ibn
Tamart, especially according to al-Baydhaq’s sanctified biography,
was the life of a holy man determined to shape human life
according to a strict moral code. Ibn Timart did not appeal to a
temporal authority to make these moral claims. He did not appeal
to an official to ask permission to enforce morality. Instead, it was
in North Africa that Ibn Tamart began to appeal not to the rulers
of this world, but to God himself.”

The duty to command fundamental morals and forbid sin, the
duty to fulfil God’s true intentions, dominated Ibn Tumart’s
journey from the East to his establishment of Almohads in the
Atlas, which his close companion al-Baydhaq chronicled in detail.
From the beginning of his journey, when he had only four
followers until his death in a mountain enclave where he had built
a nation of thousands, Ibn Tumart subverted, integrated and then
transformed the tribal Berber society around him.
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Although Abi al-Baydhaq and other Almohad chroniclers edited
and embellished Ibn Tamart’s biography, the story they told pro-
vided a compelling account of a man whose life would become an
inspiration for an empire, the life of a man who could legitimately
claim the title of Mahdi. Those embellishments, which are often
impossible to extract completely from more ‘legitimate’ text,
reveal the intentions behind the construction of the sunna, the life
and example of the infallible Mahdi Ibn Tamart by the Almohad
chroniclers.” This example of his life was intended not exclusively
for an elite Andalusi but primarily for the Berber tribes that
formed the core of the Almohad movement.

Ibn Tumart’s biography, as much as his doctrine, was the con-
firmation of his holiness and his right to lead an Islamic
revolution. Al-Baydhaq’s life story of Ibn Tamart was written as a
series of chronologically ordered scenes in which each scene, or
anecdote, provided a parable and example of Ibn Timart’s holiness
and authority. The scenes can be divided into three basic types.
The first was those in which Ibn Tamart forbade wrong, enforcing
‘true Islam’ over paganism or ignorance. The second proved the
divinely inspired, intellectual power of Ibn Tamart, his alleged
ability to quieten all dissenting scholars in a mosque. These scenes
demonstrated his ability to attract students and followers who
sought to gain his blessing or baraka. Finally, there were the
miracle scenes, where it seemed that Allah had intervened for the
sake of Ibn Timart’s mission.

There was a pattern to Ibn Tamart’s interventions in the local
enforcement of Islam. First, an incident would occur. Next, unskilled
scholars would judge the incident unfairly. Then, Ibn Tamart
would declare the truth and all would be brought to right. The
people and judges either vehemently protested against his inter-
vention or accepted his wisdom with contrition and awe. In almost
every instance, Ibn Timart inspired an extreme reaction. Disin-
terest, quiet embarrassment, or silent marginalization was never
used against him, only fear, disgust, awe and praise. This ability to
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inspire extreme reactions that upset the normal course of life was
perhaps the central characteristic of a holy man. It was natural for
a Mahdi to inspire extreme reactions - the worthy praise of the
righteous and the fearful spite of the ignorant. Extreme reactions
were reserved only for those with extreme ambitions. The sources
never spoke of truly ambiguous reactions to Ibn Timart.

Ibn Tamart believed he had direct authority from God and the
Prophet to command right and forbid wrong.” As the Quran
declared, ‘Let there be one community of you, calling to good and
commanding right and forbidding wrong, those are the pros-
perous.”” The prophetic tradition written by Abad Sa'ld
summarized the idea behind commanding right and forbidding
wrong, ‘Whoever sees a wrong, says the Prophet, and is able to put
it right with his hand, let him do so; if he can’t, then with his
tongue; if he can’t then with his heart.”” Ibn Timart commanded
right and forbade wrong with his right hand and his tongue. He
almost never simply used his heart or stayed quiet.

The fragmentary al-Baydhaq biography of Ibn Tamart began
with a parable about commanding right and forbidding wrong. The
students of the city had been gathering around Ibn Tamart to
learn from him. One Friday, he was in the mosque for the main,
afternoon prayer. After the prayer, another was made for the dead.
Ibn Tamart saw a cadaver sitting behind the rest. He asked, ‘Why
don’t you pray over this cadaver?’

‘He was a Jew, but he prayed like a Muslim,” they responded.

‘Is there among you anybody who can attest that he performed
the canonical prayers?’

‘Yes,” they said on all sides.

Hearing this, Ibn Timart declared, “You have shown that he was a
believer! Thus you are obligated to put him among the row of
believers.”®

The great scholars of the mosque checked the law books and
confirmed that Ibn Tumart was correct in this matter. They
confessed meekly, ‘We are in ignorance, oh master.”’
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This was Ibn Tamart’s opportunity to teach the people the
proper ways of the law and there were several other instances in
which he overturned incorrect enforcement of the law. When he
travelled to Constantine, in modern Algeria, with his three close
companions he discovered a man who had been whipped for
armed robbery. The proper punishment for a thief would have
been amputation of the hand, but since they had already punished
him with the whip and ‘it is not permissible to apply two
punishments to the same crime’ the one punishment was deemed
sufficient. Having undermined the authority of the judge, Ibn
Tamart asked the criminal to repent.”®

The most numerous anecdotes about Ibn Tamart were those in
which he corrected the actions of those who practised what he
considered pagan or ignorant customs, with his words and even
with his staff if needed. In Bougie (in modern Algeria), a
particularly indulgent place, Ibn Ttamart forbade the turbans of
the pre-Islamic period that supposedly made men look like
women. While the scholars of Bougie surrounded him and were
awed at his knowledge and counsel, Bougie’s general pleasure-
loving population was less pleased by his presence.

One day after Ramadan, men and women were mixing freely on
the streets of Bougie. Seeing this spectacle, al-Baydhaq wrote, ‘the
Imam placed himself among them, and struck them with his staff
on the right and the left and they dispersed.”” The Hammadid®
ruler in Bougie, al-Aziz, warned Ibn Tamart against actions that
might cause the people to turn against him. In fact, as al-Aziz
predicted, the immoral were unwilling to follow Ibn Tamart’s
commandments. Entering the gates of Bougie, Ibn Tamart saw a
group of Muslim slaves drinking wine.* When he forbade wrong
the sinners spoke back to Ibn Tamart asking, ‘Who made you
morality police?” Ibn Timart’s response was simple, but revealing,
‘Allah and his Prophet!"® His authority was not ordained by simple
human rules, but by God.

In fact, Ibn Tamart’s claim of divine authority to command right
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and forbid wrong contradicted common legal practice in North
Africa. This probably explained the reaction of the slaves in Bougie
when a stranger reprimanded them. Instead of allowing just
anybody to enforce morality, there was a special office, the
muhtasib, entrusted by a town or village to enforce moral
behaviour in the markets. Several guides from eleventh-century
Andalusia like the Kitab fi adab al-hisba by al-Saqati, provided
specific legal roles for the muhtasib, the morality police.” There
was also the Almoravid tract on urban life and morals written by
Ibn ‘Abdun of Seville. His description of the Almoravid muhtasib
revealed a rigorous enforcement of Islamic morals. According to
Ibn ‘Abdun, ‘the gadi cannot designate a muhtasib without
authorization from the prince ... the muhtasib must be a man of
good morals, honest, pious, knowledgeable.”®

Ibn Tamart did not think the Almoravid system went far enough
or that it was based sufficiently on the true sources of Islam, al-usiil
- the sayings of the Prophet and the Qur'an. The muhtasib often
used only law books that made little reference to the original
Islamic texts; he was beholden to political forces, not moral ideals.
Ibn Tamart also rejected the idea that the muhtasib should be
appointed by what he considered an unqualified or politically
motivated gadi or prince.”” Ibn Tumart knew he had a duty to
enforce moral standards when the government failed. There was
every reason to believe that Bougie, along with most of the
communities Ibn Ttmart visited, had its own muhtasib, even if he
was not doing a good job by Ibn Timart’s standards. Ibn Tamart
took on the role of muhtasib himself, usurping the role of the
prince who was supposed to appoint the morality police. Ibn
Tamart thus claimed to be above political authority. He combined
political and religious authority in his own person.®

Although Ibn TGmart was born and raised among Berbers and
would incorporate many Berber tribal traditions into the Almohad
government, he often had little respect for particular local ‘pagan’
customs that violated his universal view of Islam.*” This was
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especially evident in the town of Tlemsan where Ibn Tamart
encountered a traditional wedding party.®® As is still the custom
today, the bride was bedecked with splendid clothes and held up in
a seat of honour. Preceding her was a troupe of musicians making
loud celebrations and proclaiming the new marriage to the town.
Declaring the spectacle immoral, he made the bride descend from
her wedding seat. He interrupted the bridal procession and broke
its drums and musical instruments.*

Musical merriment and the drunken revelry it inspired
disgusted Ibn Tumart. After entering Fes and assembling an
entourage of students, he told his small group of followers to
gather dried sticks from the olive trees growing near the river. As
they entered the market and approached the musical quarter, Ibn
Tamart and his band took out their sticks and began to smash
everything in sight.” Despite reprimands from the civil authorities
and protests from various sectors of the population, his caravan of
followers, who were commanding right and forbidding wrong
without official permission, steadily increased as he made his way
across the Maghrib.

When Ibn Timart walked into markets he crushed or
demolished objects of sin with his hand or staff. He railed against
‘feminized”™ and ignorant people who were so enraptured by
music and song that they only superficially upheld Islam. He did
not respect local cultures that strayed from the straight path. He
upset daily life and did not follow worldly, local custom. He
revolted against the world and attacked it with his stick. By
overthrowing the rules of this world, Ibn Timart believed that he
would be able to create the conditions for a new, ideal society
based on rules from God and his infallible example.

After some months of living in a city, he was thrown out into the
hills - in effect, out of civilization. He went back to his birthplace
where he started to preach the beginning of a new world to the basic
unit of society in North Africa, the tribe. Thus, the message from
his encounters in the city and village streets was clear. Whereas he
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could not change the ways of decadent city dwellers, he could
inspire the tribes. They might have been ignorant of basic Islamic
conventions, have practised pagan customs and even pledged
allegiance to the Almoravids, but they were not irredeemable.”

Ibn Timart was portrayed as a man of miracles, which protected
him from the wrath of those who grew tired of his constant moral-
izing. These miraculous incidents only strengthened his claim to
be speaking the will of God. The chronicles describe a miraculous
incident on the boat Ibn Tamart used to travel from Alexandria to
Bougie.” While he was on the boat, the renegade cleric’s refusal to
stop pointing out people’s violations so frustrated and annoyed
the sailors and passengers that they threw him overboard. Ibn
Tamart followed in the rapid wake of the boat for half a day and
eventually, the sailors pulled him back onto the vessel. Amazed at
his miraculous survival, they did not cease to honour him until
they reached Bougie. It was unclear what exactly Ibn Tamart was
preaching in the boat that made the sailors so annoyed. Perhaps
there was alcohol on board, or music.” In any case, this incident,
and incidents like it, seemed to confirm that Ibn Timart’s mission
was divinely guided. Although treated as an outcast, he was the
chosen one of God.

According to several hadith, Muhammad the Prophet said, ‘Islam
began as a stranger and shall return to being a stranger just as it
began. Thus blessed are the strangers!” Simply put, this hadith
refers to the situation at the beginning of Islam when several
believers were outcasts from Meccan society. The outcast or
stranger was the true Muslim, the minority who kept the true
word of God in the face of innovations, bida, and the creeping
influence of paganism. Even if he was mocked and shunned from
society, the real Muslim would still stand up for the true faith. This
seemed to describe Ibn Timart. He was a gharib, a stranger to a
fallen urban society. He commanded right and forbade wrong
often in the face of mockery. However, there was a much more
subtle process involved.
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Yet Ibn Tamart did not only engage in sometimes unpopular
moralizing, but his activities also necessitated God’s miraculous
intervention to protect him from harm. He was not simply a
gharib, a ‘stranger’ or outcast whom a sinful majority community
ostracized for preaching the truth.” He was a populist. It was
through his deft use of popular support, especially in preaching
against non-Islamic taxes, that Ibn Tamart gained so much
support. Even his religiosity and moralizing could appeal to the
crowd. In fact, he used the gharib tradition of the outcast from
authority to legitimize himself. Being an ‘outcast’ was a positive
trait if it meant being outcast from a sinful society. Indeed, his
image as a simple man on a donkey commanding right may have
been used specifically to appeal to the general populous, especially
tribes, who often most vehemently opposed taxation. People
would have asked, what type of man, well versed in scholarship
and steeped in the power of experience rides around on a donkey
wearing simple clothes and preaching radical sermons against the
ruling authorities?’® When Jesus entered Jerusalem on his humble
donkey he smashed the tables of the money changers. Ibn Tamart
was a man who used the image of humility, of simple, moral Islam,
to galvanize popular support. He smashed pots, broke instruments
and so annoyed the sailors that they threw him overboard. Yet he
was also a consistent and powerful critique of the political status
quo that made him popular at the time. Thus, his experience as an
‘outcast’, a gharib, in the name of true Islam was a means of solidi-
fying his legitimacy, not only as a moral but also as a political
reformer. He was also keenly aware of the importance of appealing
to popular sentiment. As he continued on his journey west, he
became an increasingly deft master of persuasion.

An especially colourful example of Ibn Timart’s popular appeal
involved an ostrich owned by the Wazir of Agarsif.” When the
people of Agarsif saw the ‘infallible Imam™® commanding right
with authority and calling on their women to cover themselves,
they cried out to him to judge the case of the ostrich that a citizen
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of the town had killed. The wazir was so angry about the killing of
his precious ostrich that he imposed a fine of 1000 mitqals on the
entire community. On hearing about this, Ibn Timart informed the
man’s overlord, the prince Yahya ibn Fanna, who ordered the
wazir to return the money to the population. The prince wanted to
put the wazir to death but Ibn Tamart prevented him, saying the
action did not merit death. So, in a stroke Ibn Tumart did two
things: he reformed the ways of the governor and reproached the
prince for his overreaction.

When the population heard that Ibn Tamart had gone to the
prince, they rejoiced saying ‘None will have to pay anything for
the ostrich, neither in this life nor the next!” The ridiculous levy
on the population for the death of the wazir’s ostrich was
symptomatic of what Ibn Tamart saw as a much broader problem,
namely that of rulers imposing non-Islamic taxes. By smashing
instruments and turning over wine pots Ibn Tamart provoked
popular protest, but promoting just ‘Islamic’ taxes instead of
unjust excessive taxation endeared him to the very traders and
merchants whose markets he ransacked. Ibn Tamart may have
been an upright Muslim, but he was not ignorant of either politics
or the necessities of Maghribi economics. As I shall discuss later,
he became especially adept at accusing the Almoravids of major
violations of proper Muslim principles of taxation. Moreover, the
governor, by putting the welfare of his ostrich over the welfare of
his people, was a powerful symbol of decline and decadence. The
governor had become so unaccountable to Islam that he cared
more about a bird than about his duties as an Islamic ruler.

The governor and his ostrich was only one of many instances in
which Ibn Timart commanded right towards others, regardless of
their rank and status. Al-Ghazali, his alleged teacher held similar
views about the duty of a man to command right and forbid wrong,
even when it meant disobeying rulers and bad governments.'*” Ibn
Tamart’s commanding right and forbidding wrong in this way was
a useful political strategy. The one who commanded right justly
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was also, by association, a person of higher moral standing. Higher
moral standing in a context in which religion was never thought of
as separate from governance meant higher political legitimacy.
Some of those who commanded right to power had no political
ambitions whatsoever. In that sense they were useful to the ruler
in the same way as a joker was useful to King Lear, they would
show where the ruler had gone wrong in a non-threatening way.
Ibn Tamart, by contrast, did not want to be a mere critic of the
dynasty; he wanted to overthrow it.'*!

Another example of popular appeal was Ibn Timart’s constant
involvement in a mosque restoration scheme throughout North
Africa. In addition to enforcing the moral edifice of Islam, and
taking on the role of God’s elected muhtasib, Ibn Timart was a
builder and restorer of mosques and zawiyas,'” yet another indi-
cation of his future restoration of Islam in the Maghrib. Since the
mosque formed the centre of an Islamic community, building or
restoring them had a significant appeal to the communities that
prayed in the mosques that Ibn Tamart’s teachings inspired.
Everywhere he turned, a new mosque or lodge would sprout up,
sometimes filling a spiritual vacuum.'” Building or rebuilding
mosques linked the people to Ibn Timart and his teachings.

Symbolic of the moral decline Ibn Tamart saw throughout North
Africa, several mosques and prayer halls were in a state of ruin or
decay. By consecrating and restoring mosques and zawiyas as he
travelled west, Ibn Tamart left behind him not only a trail of
whitewashed prayer halls but also groups of organized followers
and students who would prepare for his expected, triumphant
return. The residents of Mallala built a zawiya in his honour in
which his new students and followers from the town would
gather.'™ He restored small mosques throughout North Africa in
even the most remote locations and ordered a renewal of daily
prayer. In al-Baydhaq’s glorified version of these events, mosques
sprung up everywhere Ibn Timart went. Despite the Almoravids’
previous efforts and reforms, many rural tribes would not have
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had access to established religious institutions. Establishing a
mosque meant establishing structured places of prayer. Ibn
Tmart built houses of worship where once tribesmen had only
fields or a roadside shrine at which to pray. It was likely that
different tribes shared the same mosque, which would have been
an important method for developing cohesion between different
blood groups.

In this way, he brought his own form of religious practice into
the countryside. By building mosques, he both physically and
morally repaired Islam, even in the most minor, rural villages. He
also reconstructed structurally sound mosques that did not follow
his interpretation of proper Islamic practice. In Oujda, when Ibn
Tamart saw a group of women at a fountain where men were
performing their ablutions for prayer, he declared, ‘Is this not a
most blamable spectacle of men and women mixing? Construct a
canal system and a basin for the mosque.”” Here, Ibn Tumart
ordered an improvement in public works for the benefit of
spiritual and moral purity. As he tore down the immoral and the
licentious, he built up mosques and prayer houses in the name of
God.

Ibn Tamart enforced a pure and strict notion of Islam on sup-
posedly degraded, cosmopolitan and worldly communities. At the
same time he prevented abuses of the legal system and encouraged
the reconstruction of a religious ethic.'® Ibn Ttmart was upsetting
a stratified order, an order that, at least in his mind, had fallen to
corruption, decadence and most importantly had distanced itself
from God. Also, Ibn Tamart’s strict interpretation of the law was
tailored to have some popular appeal. This was most evident over
the issue of taxes. While he ordered women to cover themselves
and music not be played, he also railed against superfluous laws
and taxes enforced by ‘decadent’ rulers.'”’

A common pattern in most of these cases of Ibn Tamart com-
manding right and forbidding wrong, especially as portrayed by
al-Baydhaq and even al-Marrakushi, was that they almost always
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occurred in urban environments, or were directed towards urban
luxuries and wrongdoings. If later urbanized and elite Andalusi
writers altered Ibn Tamart’s biography, it is difficult to understand
why they failed to edit out his clear antagonism towards certain
urban practices. If anything, Ibn Tamart’s journey seemed to
reinforce the Berbers’ anti-city sentiments and attempts to control
outlying tribes. Ibn Tamart’s campaign against urban luxuries
justified the conquest and purification of urban excesses both in
Marrakech and al-Andalus, the place where al-Gazali’s books were
burned.

ENCOUNTER WITH ‘ABD AL-MU MIN

In addition to gaining public support by criticizing luxurious
urban rulers and building religious sanctuaries, during his journey
Ibn Tamart also set about acquiring allies and close followers or
disciples. These disciples, drawn from a population far away from
the Sts valley where the Almohad movement would begin, would
be potentially less biased than the tribal chiefs and clan leaders
towards their own people. Ibn Timart needed a unifying figure, a
second in command who would be absolutely loyal to the Mahdi. A
miracle of fate brought him and ‘Abd al-Mu'min together near
Mallala where Ibn Timart was so impressed by his new follower
that he built a hall of worship to commemorate the meeting. This
meeting between the Mahdt and future caliph was depicted as a
fated, astrological event. Ibn TUmart predicted the encounter
through his skills in sand divination, ilm al khatt."® From lines in
the sand and alignments of stars Ibn Tumart foresaw the young
‘Abd al-Mu'min of the Kiimya tribe’s future fortunate rule.'”

The genealogy of his deputy was one of Ibn Tumart’s first
concerns. Clearly, Ibn Tamart wanted somebody who could lead an
uprising in the Atlas Mountains without an automatic bias towards
his own tribe."® He also wanted somebody in search of a new
understanding of Islam. Ibn Timart asked, ‘Where are you going
young man?’ ‘Abd al-Mu'min responded, ‘To the East in search of
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knowledge (ilm).”""* Confident that the East had fallen into disunity
and that his own understanding of Islam lay in the future, Ibn
Tamart responded, ‘This knowledge you want to acquire in the
East, you will come to find in the West!” ‘Abd al-Mu'min became
the most gifted among Ibn Tamart’s group of tullab, the growing
convoy of students who followed the Mahdi’s every word and
action. Al-Baydhaq related an incident in which the future caliph
grew tired after months of study without sleep. The Mahdi said to
him, ‘How can one sleep, for whom the entire world awaits?"'"?
After this encounter, both Ibn Tamart and ‘Abd al-Mu'min could
turn confidently towards Marrakech, the heart of Almoravid
world.

Setting out to Marrakech, he left Fes, passed through Meknes
and Salé, and then crossed the Umm Rabi’ river between Salé and
Rabat. As the imam and his followers were being taken across the
Umm Rabi’, the boatman asked them to pay for the crossing. The
imam responded in Berber, saying: ‘The road has appeared to the
Muslims but you are blockers of the route! Your pretension is
illegal according to religious law!” This scene contained two
important meanings. First, it indicated that Ibn Timart was
beginning to enter his own land, the land of his birth where he
could speak in his own tongue. This was one of the first times that
the imam spoke to his followers in his local Berber dialect.'”
Second, at another, more symbolic, level his response made clear
that Ibn Tamart believed that the road from Baghdad to
Marrakech was, figuratively and literally, the straight path of
Islam restored."* The Almohad warriors would return on this very
path as they conquered the region. As the Almohad chronicles
warned, anybody who blocked his path, like the petulant boatman,
blocked the future of Islam. In this sense the chronicles
foreshadowed the future victories of the Almohads, placing events
in a mythical, predictive context.

Ibn Tamart’s ambition was much larger than the duty of
commanding right, or enforcing morals. He was not simply an
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isolated, vigilante moralist. Ibn TGmart’s ambition was to revive
the original intent of Islam as the basis of governance, the basis of
what he thought was a true Islamic community. He sought to
transform the Islamic world. Overturning pots and upsetting
wedding parties was only a symbol of a much larger purpose,
namely to renew the entire Islamic community, both morally and
politically.

IBN TOMART IN MARRAKECH'"

On Friday 2 April 1120 [aH 514] Aba ‘Abd Allah Ibn Tamart entered
the grand mosque of Marrakech and signalled the beginning of a
new order in North Africa and Islam.""° He passed through the lines
of notables, chieftains, powerful wazirs, learned gada’ and coun-
sellors assembled to hear the Friday sermon and to affirm the holy
and legitimate rule of the prince of believers, ‘Ali bin Yasuf. Ibn
Tamart sat down squarely in the first line of prayer, close to the
Minbar. To the astonishment and shock of all, this stranger calmly
performed his prayer and genuflections. The guardians of the
mosque interrupted saying: ‘This place is reserved for the prince of
the Muslims [‘All bin Yasuf]. Ibn Tamart replied, ‘places of
worship [mosques] are for God [alone].” He continued reading
verses of the Qur'an, probably finishing with this same verse, ‘And
the places of worship are for God [alone]: so invoke not any one
along with God. Yet when the servant of God [literally, ‘abd Allahi,
conveniently the name of ‘Abd Allah Ibn Tamart] stands forth to
invoke Him, they just make round him a dense crowd."

When the amir ‘Alf bin Yasuf entered the mosque with pomp to
find his seat, everybody rose to their feet to honour him, all except
Ibn Tamart. He remained seated and continued to read verses in
the place reserved for the amir, seemingly not distracted by the
amir’s presence. Ibn Tumart finally finished his recitation and
calmly saluted the amir who was standing before him with ‘may
peace be with you’. Then Ibn Timart proclaimed, ‘Change the
abominations of your country: you are responsible for [the ways
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of] your flock.”*® Tbn TGmart’s humiliating and even irreverent
treatment of ‘Ali bin Yasuf reflected a common tactic among
religious reformers and preachers of many types. When Pilate
asked Jesus a question, Jesus remained silent. When powerful
Quraysh confronted the Prophet Muhammad, a poor orphan, he
did not lower himself to their level. Even the Old Testament
writers were aware of this classic pauper-to-prince irony, ‘Folly is
set in great dignity, and the rich sit in a low place. I have seen
servants upon horse, and princes walking as servants upon the
earth." When a decadent, illegitimate ruler confronted Ibn
Tamart with questions, he similarly responded with measured
contempt, calling upon the ruler to change the abominations of his
country. In the portrayal of this encounter Ibn Timart appeared to
be the simple, humble man speaking truth to the power wielded by
a slightly bewildered and bemused ruler, a ruler who was so
steeped in his own self-satisfied power that he was blind to the
imminent danger to his rule. Thus, the importance of this story to
the mythical history of the Almohads was that it linked Ibn
Tamart’s life to the life of the prophets before him. The message
was clear: the eternal richness of spirit and truth will always
prevail over the vanity of temporal wealth and power. The
encounter between Ibn Tumart and ‘All bin Yasuf, indeed the
entire ensuing struggle between the Almohads and Almoravids,
was a struggle of eternal truth over temporal power, spiritual
illumination'® over temporal authority.

The story continues: ‘Al bin Yasuf did not respond to this
stranger in the mosque but waited until he had returned to his
castle and called him into his court. The amir said hospitably, ‘If
you need anything, I will provide it However, Ibn Timart
responded bitingly, ‘I need nothing nor desire anything but to
change what is reprehensible.” The meaning of his words was
clear. Here was a clear threat to the rule of the ‘reprehensible’
Almoravids.

The gada’ and the amir’s advisers were divided over what to do
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with the man who insulted their amir. Several said he was a
dangerous threat who gathered the people around him, separating
them from their loyalty to the Almoravids and the amir. The
respected Malik bin Wuhayb of Andalusia, said ‘Put this man in a
house of iron, for if you do not, he will fight against you with a
house full of gold.” Others said, ‘Put this man into chains, for if you
do not ... you will hear the drums of war.” One, however, suggested
that Ibn Tamart was but a weak man compared with the strength
of the Almoravid prince."”!

Ibn TUmart was released, or somehow found his way out of prison
in Marrakech. After spending time in the cemetery of Marrakech, he
ventured deep into the Atlas Mountains around Urika, Aghmat and
Tinmallal, the land of the Masmuda Berbers with whom he would
unite against the Almoravids and their prince. Five years later, the
Almoravid prince spent 71,000 gold dirhams in the construction of a
massive wall to protect Marrakech from the onslaught of Ibn
Tamart and his followers, the Almohads.'*

Initially, Ibn Tamart’s encounter with ‘Al bin Yasuf may seem a
classic example of the former, a Muslim, performing his duty to
command right and forbid wrong. The chronicler ‘Abd al-W3zhid
al-Marrakushi, claimed that none other than the Alexandrian Abi
Bakr al-Tarttshi had instructed Ibn Tamart in the proper ways of
commanding right and forbidding wrong.'” Commanding right
and forbidding wrong was also, however, a way of making specific
political and religious claims about right and wrong. In the case of
Ibn Tumart, these claims were made against a society that had
very different moral, political and cultural systems, and in which
concepts like ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, ‘pure’ and ‘impure’ had very
different meanings. The main problem with any unified theory of
commanding right and forbidding wrong in Islam was its incon-
sistency in application, even to the point of irrelevance, between
diverse cultures within the Islamic world.

Despite the disintegration of the caliphate into several regional
powers during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Islam was also
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expanding (and continues to expand), into remote regions on the
far borders of the classical Islamic empire. In these regions it
encountered and absorbed local customs and practices that were
quite different from those in the largely Arab regions that formed
the basis for the early schools of Islamic law. With the slow
breakup of the caliphate, an essential reference had disappeared,
not only in politics and law, but also in standards of morality and
practice.

The fundamental issue in this period of Islamic history was not
how to command right or forbid wrong. Rather, faced with the
double disintegration of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in the Middle East
and the caliphate in Spain, the real issue was what was right and
what was wrong, and even more importantly, what was Islam?
What does it mean to command right and wrong if those whom
you command have a very different idea of what is right and
wrong, or even a very different idea of what is true Islam? Michael
Cook suggested that the problem was alleviated legally by an
agreement between the main schools of law. They agreed that
when it came to questionable practices you should not forbid
wrong against those not in your specific school or philosophy.
Chess, for example, was forbidden by some schools of thought, but
accepted by others."” Also, some sects would not allow their prac-
titioners to forbid wrong outside their school or community. But
Ibn Timart’s was more than a modest legal challenge. The tacitly
tolerant agreement between different legal schools did not apply
to Ibn Tmart’s moral revivalist mission.'*

Although the study of the details of Islamic law was very useful
for describing the gradual development of ideas, it sometimes
failed adequately to describe dramatic rifts in Islamic history. The
dispute between Ibn Tmart and ‘Alf bin YTsuf was neither simply
a matter of law or legal differences over minor concerns with the
Maliki school dominant at the time'” nor a matter of calling a
single person or small group of people wrong. It was a matter of
social, cultural and ethnic difference and the creation of a new
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eschatological ideology.'”” Ibn Tiimart was not simply forbidding
wrong against an amir, a person on the street or a group of
drunken revellers. Ibn Tamart, who represented the interests of
the Berber mountain tribes, was proclaiming wrong the culture,
beliefs and ways of the prince, government and society of
Marrakech.

As the Almohad chronicles explained, Ibn Tamart’s daring, per-
haps even foolhardy, performance in the mosque at Marrakech
was more than the humbling of an amir by a deluded stranger; it
was challenging the very legitimacy of the Almoravid rule. It was a
challenge that took place in the symbolic core of Almoravid Islam,
the great mosque at Marrakech. It created a personal legend, a
narrative of piety, and a dichotomy of the pure and impure.'”®
When he said, ‘mosques belong to God’, Ibn Timart was expressing
his desire to return the Muslim community to God. Like incidents
of dramatic piety in the life of Muhammad, the story of Ibn Tamart
in Marrakech incited the loyalty and respect of restless mountain
followers. Those around him elevated him to the same level as
amir ‘Alf bin Yasuf. While everybody stood up for the prince, Ibn
Tamart did not. He remained praying to God. It was not simply
prayer. It was a political challenge. This was not just personal
piety. This was not simply commanding right and forbidding
wrong for its own sake. This was the politics of piety. He appealed
to and depended on the support of the mountain Berber tribes, not
on wealthy urban merchants or settled peoples satisfied with the
status quo.'”

INTO THE MOUNTAINS

Ibn Tamart may have wanted to remain longer in the cemetery
outskirts of Marrakech. There, he was not ‘in the territory of ‘Al
bin Yasuf’, but in the territory ‘of the dead’.” Even the spirits of
the dead knew to follow him. It would have been risky for the
Almoravids to spill the blood of a holy man and upright Muslim in
the city’s cemetery. However, ‘All bin Yasuf had grown more
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determined to dispatch this new and peculiar foe who claimed
moral and political authority over his reign. Ibn Ttmart continued
to preach from his tent. Then, one of his companions received
word of Almoravid intentions.”" Just as a council of Egyptians had
determined to kill the Prophet Moses, the council of the Almo-
ravids was determined to kill the Mahdi of God."” Having escaped
the Almoravid ruler in Marrakech, Ibn Timart made his way to the
two Aghmats, Aghmat Wailan and Aghmat Urika. These were the
great trading centres near the Atlas Mountains before the
establishment of Marrakech."

Ibn Tamart and his followers stayed for several days with
‘Uthman al-Mu’allim, the teacher at the madrasah of Aghmat
Wailan. During that time, al-Baydhaq discovered some Yo-Yos.
This led to an episode in which Ibn Tamart reprimanded the boy’s
mother for giving him toys that were a sign of heresy. The woman
had nine Yo-Yos; three were for the moment of his birth, three for
his circumcision and three for his marriage. It is difficult to
decipher these cryptic passages or to know why Ibn Timart should
have prohibited the use of children’s toys. Perhaps they were not
toys, but amulets given to boys in Aghmat when they passed
important stages in their life like birth, circumcision and marriage.
As such, they may have been tied to pagan, Berber rituals.'*

On leaving Wailan, Ibn Tamart went to Aghmat Urika. According
to al-Baydhaq, Urika was divided into two camps - believers and
infidels."””® A certain imam, ‘Abd al-Haq ibn Ibrahim, who was also
closely affiliated with the Almoravids and had a large group of
followers and students, was envious of Ibn Timart’s science and
learning. By referring to his learning in the East, Ibn Tamart
quickly reduced ‘Abd al-Haq’s followers to silence and was able to
leave Aghmat Urika, the Almoravids’ original capital before the
founding of Marrakech, without serious challenge. In al-Baydhaq'’s
version of events, the MahdT's impressive knowledge alone secured
his safety, even among enemies. The people respected his
knowledge and he reduced his enemies to silence."®
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Ibn Tamart’s preaching was so convincing and his background
so esteemed that he easily secured the loyalty of tribes and chiefs
subjected to the Almoravids. Having left Aghmat, Ibn Tumart
stayed in the land of the Igalwan where Isma‘l Igig was leader. The
governor of Aghmat had sent a man to ask the amir to stop the
Mahdi from preaching in the area and an order to capture him
arrived in Igalwan. However, instead of obeying the ruler’s order
the Igig encouraged Ibn Tumart to flee before the amir’s mercen-
aries arrived. Isma‘ll Igig was later rewarded for having so bravely
protecting the Mahdi by being made a member of the council of
ten that Ibn Tamart set up to help govern the Almohad hierarchy.

Ibn Tamart quickly gained a following in the High Atlas Moun-
tains. Unlike the Almoravid ruler who simply sent in mercenaries
to extract taxes and enforce his control, the Mahdi Ibn Tumart
built mosques and schools in the villages. He built a mosque at
Tiynitian where he passed the winter. In Tamadghiist he built an
assembly hall for tribal councils, councils that would play a major
role in the Almohad hierarchy. He also built a granary and a
garden. Here he convened a jamda, a meeting of tribal notables
who circled around him. He preached a new message in an accent
and language familiar to his Masmuda brethren.”” Eventually, he
went back to the place of his birth in Igiliz: the place that would
become the ‘Mecca’ of the Almohads. It was near here, in a ribat
built in the foothills, where he could consolidate his powerful
following and plan an attack on the decadent enemies of Islam.

IBN TOMART IN IGILIZ
Proclaim! In the name of the Lord and Cherisher who created ...

(Siira, XCVI: 1)

The history of Islam began when Muhammad the Prophet received
the divine revelation from Allah in the Cave of Hira near Mecca.
The basic components of this revelation, most importantly the
belief in one God, would be repeated in various cultural and ethnic
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manifestations as the Muslim faith spread to North Africa and
Central Asia. Muslims throughout the world consider the
revelation to Muhammad in the Cave of Hira  as one of the most
important events in their faith: being a place where God had
spoken, the Cave of Hira’ (Ghar al-Hir@) became a sacred space that
Muslim, or pilgrims, have visited throughout the centuries.

Considering what a central role the Cave of Hira played in Islam,
it was hardly surprising that Ibn Tamart, the Mahdi of the Almo-
hads, should also proclaim the beginning of Almohad Islam in a
simple cave near the place of his birth. Muhammad Ibn Tamart
attempted to mirror, even exceed, the life and example of
Muhammad the Prophet.”® If Muhammad the Prophet proclaimed
the word of God to the Arabs, Muhammad Ibn Tamart, who pro-
claimed the beginning of a new era, was the Mahdi of the Berbers
in the Atlas and Anti-Atlas Mountains of Morocco.

Ibn Tumart spent many days inside the cave near Igiliz. He
spread out his burnous (a long, rough, usually white woollen cloak)
like a carpet.”” One day Isma‘il Igig saw it and asked, ‘Oh my
brother, is it only but a burnous that you make like a carpet that
inspires the light of knowledge? Light is nothing if not worn by
light!” Ibn Tamart later wore this ‘sacred’ burnous of Yaliltan, as it
was called in the text, during various battles against the
Almoravids. Isma‘Tl took off his cloak and put it on the floor
declaring, ‘Sit here, you are more dignified than me for this, and
God has ordered us to treat you with honour.” After sitting down at
the entrance of the cave, the imam looked to the left and right and
said, ‘Make a great enclosure for the horsemen.” Then he ordered
the construction of mangers saying, ‘Those who have one horse
will construct one, those who have two will construct two, and
those who would judge my word about the mangers, may God
castigate them!” A communal meal (the Berber dsmas) was
prepared. Ibn Tamart put salt in his hand and said, ‘Here is a pact
of God, a pact of the Prophet, between us and them, to conform to
the Book [the Qur'an] and the sunna!” When the food was ready the
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people said, ‘The Imam neither drinks nor eats!” He turned towards
them, detached a portion of meat from a lamb shoulder and
brought it to his mouth. He said, ‘I eat as people eat, I drink as
people drink. I am from the offspring of Adam, I must do as they
do. ... Eat as all the Prophets have eaten!"'*°

The first purpose of the scene in the cave with the burnous was
to confirm the status of Ibn Tamart as a Mahd1 with special access
to God. Alone in the cave, he was somehow transformed. The cave
became a liminal space between the sacred and the earthly, a
channel to the light of prophecy, a passage only the Mahdi Ibn
Tamart could follow.

Ibn Tamart’s followers were astounded that a sacred man should
eat simple earthly food, and to them it confirmed the fact that Ibn
Tamart’s experience in the cave had transformed him. He was no
longer a mere preacher and moral reformer but the leader of a
new promise, ushering in a new era fired by the light of prophecy.
In his followers’ minds he was so transformed that he had to
remind them, ‘I am the offspring of Adam!” The meal was another
instance of Ibn Timart mirroring his life after the Prophet
Muhammad. His meal probably recalled the Prophet Muhammad’s
meal with his closest followers before any summons to Islam had
been made in public.'' A revelation had come from God saying,
‘Warn thy family who are your nearest of kin.*** Muhammad
assembled his family and closest followers and shared a miracu-
lous meal. Miraculously, the mutton never ran out.

Another purpose behind these scenes was to enforce the
absolute loyalty and just participation of his followers. Or, as Ibn
Khaldiin might have put it, to solidify their ‘asabiyya, their group
feeling against a common enemy - the ruling Almoravids. Although
the practice is slowly fading, Berbers in the Sis valley still give
their labour communally and share the rewards of their joint
work."® A whole community will be involved in the cultivation of
each family’s field. When Ibn Timart called on his followers to
‘build the mangers’ for the horses he said, ‘those who have one

56



THE LIFE OF IBN TUMART AND THE BIRTH OF THE ALMOHAD MOVEMENT

horse shall construct one, those with two will need to construct
two.” In effect, he was saying, ‘give up your horses (the most prized
asset of any male Berber) to the cause.” Not only should they
provide their horses, but they must also build a manger for the
horse in Ibn Tamart’s ribat near Igiliz. Those who have one shall
give their one; those who have more will give more. The purpose
of this was to solidify his followers’ loyalty, to sanctify the tribal
tradition of communal sharing, to become, as it were, one tribe,
one messianic community following the Mahdr's commands. Those
who did not follow his words were to be punished.

After the death of Ibn Tumart the Kitab al Ansab or Book of
Ancestry, described the Cave of 1giliz as a centre of pilgrimage and
devotion."** Abli Marwan ibn Yahya, for example, remained at the
ribat of Igiliz as a hermit until the end of his life. The Book of
Ancestry made clear the reasons for the constant devotion to the
cave, both during and after Ibn Tamart’s life. The cave was the
place where the rituals of allegiance took place, where a new
brotherhood was formed.

All these great men [‘the men of 50’, the ruling cadre of the
Almohads] passed in review [a tribal display of force, usually
on horses, still practised today] with the Hargha tribe. ...
When the Imam went inside the cave to go on a [spiritual]
retreat in Igiliz, at the ribat of the Hargha, the people of the
Hargha came to the entrance of the cave early in the
morning and saluted the Imam who spoke to them: ‘What is
it that you need?” he would ask. They responded, ‘We have
come to obtain your baraka [blessing or holiness] so that you
may invoke Allah in our favour!*

Having said this they inclined toward him and saluted him. Then
he passed his hand over their heads and invoked God in their
favour. This ceremony was performed several times. Ibn Tamart
blessed what seemed to be a throng of followers from his cave,
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transferring the baraka, the blessing and grace of God, onto them.
The Hargha and ‘adopted’ Hargha sheikhs remained at Igli-n-
Warghan (Igiliz) until the imam decided to move to Tinmallal
(much like Muhammad’s hijra to Medina). They accompanied him
until he had fixed his residence there.

The display of loyalty at the cave in the Kitab al-Ansab showed
how Ibn Timart confirmed his spiritual legitimacy and solidified
his support around the Cave of Igiliz."** He publicly blessed his
followers and invoked the name of God in their favour. He was
constantly surrounded by a great procession of horsemen as
warriors and sheikhs abandoned their former tribes and pro-
claimed themselves Harghan (members of Ibn Timart’s Hargha
tribe). Like the ansar of the Prophet Muhammad, the ‘adopted’
Hargha gave up their former deep-seated loyalties of blood,
tradition and honour to follow the Mahdi. Ibn Ttimart’s cave was
the ceremonial centre of the process of transforming their blood
and redefining their ancestry and identity. From this select band
of followers, the Almohads would sweep across the mountains of
North Africa and Andalusia, transforming loyalties, demanding
conformation to Almohad Islam, ‘submission’ and tawhid, strict
unity of belief from all.

This practice of manipulating and adopting identities was not
limited to the Berber context. The social anthropologist Paul
Dresch described a similar practice of changing tribal identities
and loyalties in his description of Yemeni tribal factions on the
border between North Yemen and South Yemen during a recent
civil war. Members of a tribe would often change their tribal
identity and name in order to favour the North Yemen govern-
ment in San@ or the South Yemen government in Aden. Paul
Dresch observed ‘the effect of broader politics on the details of
tribal classification’.'"” Similarly, tribal identities were realigned
under the influence of Ibn Tumart’s revolution. The rapid and fluid
reformation of tribal identities in Islam requires a reassessment of
classical models of tribal anthropology."*®
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According to basic principles of social anthropology, tribal
societies existed around blood loyalties and were regulated by
circles of relations. Boundaries and rules to defend those loyalties
ensure the propagation of one’s blood and maintain a certain level
of informal order between tribes. This ‘segmentary’ theory was
used widely by anthropologists including Gellner and Evans-
Pritchard, to explain the supposedly static nature of tribal
societies."”” However, as this scene of ‘adopted’ Hargha sheikhs
showed, ancestral loyalties were never really static. Although
blood was important, history was even more important. The
‘adopted’” Hargha sheikhs were a perfect example. In fact, Ibn
TUmart’s mission was to disrupt the status quo of blood relations
and reconstruct a powerful movement where old loyalties did not
disappear, but were redirected towards a spiritual purpose;
oneness with God and the Mahdji, the sheikh of sheikhs.

MAHDI PROCLAMATION

After gathering supporters, building his ribat and securing the
protection of the mountain tribes, Ibn Tumart knew it was
necessary to state his intentions formally and to harness tribal
traditions to build the rudimentary institutions of resistance that
would eventually evolve to form the Almohad state. In a speech
near Igiliz, Ibn Tumart proclaimed his purpose and destiny as a
Mahdi."® Before this sermon, there was no distinct point of time
when Ibn Timart was transformed into a Mahdi. For him, this
sermon, held under a tree, proclaimed the culmination of his fate
as the one chosen to save Islam from internal and external
enemies. Most of the speech has been lost and the chroniclers
seem to have recorded only a shortened version of what was a
much longer statement of purpose. What survives of it summarizes
the ambitious strategy that Ibn Tamart would use to unify the
Atlas tribes. First, he legitimized his claim as Mahd1 and described
how God and his messenger had chosen him to wipe the world of
sin. The Mahdi was necessary for ultimate salvation; he was the
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will of God. No one could contradict the will and word of God and
his messenger Muhammad. At a turning point in his development
as a revolutionary Islamic leader, Ibn Tamart made his speech
during Ramadan in AH 515 (AD 1121).

Glory be to God, who does what he desires and realizes what
he wishes; there is none who can resist his mandate nor
contradict his judgement. The word of God, revealed to our
master Muhammad, messenger of God, he who has
announced the Imam al-Mahdi the one who will fill the earth
with justice and equality, just as he shall empty it of injustice
and oppression. [This Mahdi] has been sent by God to
extinguish falsehood with truth and to sustain equality in
the face of injustice. The remote West will be his homeland
and his time the end of time and his name is the name, his
ancestry the ancestry, his doing the doing.""

The last sentence of the speech was the most revolutionary to the
assembled tribes. Essentially, with one bold statement, Ibn Tamart
challenged centuries of ancestral loyalties and tradition. Ibn
Tamart’s name was the name, his time the time, his ancestors the
ancestors, any other names, other ancestors, other loyalties, other
times could simply be washed away. This did not mean that tribal
loyalties disappeared. Nor did it mean that suddenly Ibn Tamart
had overcome ancient blood ties by declaring them nonexistent.
Rather, Tbn Tamart used this opportunity to integrate tribal
traditions into his revolutionary vision, creating an organized
resistance out of a disorganized multitude of ill feeling against the
Almoravid overlords. Even the method used to deliver his
declaration would support Ibn Timart’s newly established, tribal
hierarchy of loyalty.

Just as Muhammad the Prophet carefully told of the revelations
he received from Gabriel to his closest family and followers, so too
did Ibn Tamart only slowly reveal himself as God’s Mahdi. The first

60



THE LIFE OF IBN TUMART AND THE BIRTH OF THE ALMOHAD MOVEMENT

to receive the message was ‘Abd al-Mu'min, the future caliph of the
Almohads. Next were members of the ten, the close body of
advisers and tribal chiefs. Those who heard his message first were
destined to lead. The final declaration was delivered before his
entire assembly of followers.

Abl Bakr was among the first of Prophet Muhammad’s com-
panions to convert to Islam. He was the first of the caliphs after
Muhammad. Similarly, ‘Abd al-Mu'min was the first to convert to
the Mahd1’s Almohad doctrine. In this way, Ibn Timart set out to
create a ‘spiritual lineage’, with levels of loyalty corresponding to
levels of power and commitment to the Almohad cause. Ibn
Tamart had no children and ‘Abd al-Mu’'min was not a direct blood
relative. Nevertheless, he became the spiritual heir of the
Almohads.

The tribal council was one of the more important tribal concepts
that Ibn Tamart adopted. As I shall discuss in more depth in the
chapter on tribal affiliations, Ibn Tamart and his immediate
followers created a multi-tiered structure of councils - the ten, the
tiftty and the seventy. Each of these councils of prominent sheikhs
or valiant warriors would be convened to discuss important
matters. The council of ten would be consulted most often and the
council of seventy least often. Ibn Tamart was careful to ensure
that these groups included representatives from all the major
tribes and clans."’

Shortly after making his famous proclamation as Mahdi and
organizing the tribes, Ibn Timart began his hijra. In 1121 (aH 518),
he left Igiliz, his place of birth, and went to Tinmallal, a place of
greater security deeper in the High Atlats mountains. Like
Muhammad the Prophet, he left with some hesitation as the band of
followers headed into the almost impenetrable mountain valleys to
the north of Tarlidant and south of Marrakech. The roads were
treacherous and too often blocked by snow and falling rocks.

Having formally had his status proclaimed as the Mahdi of Islam,
having established the beginning of a coherent, obedient group of
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followers, and having established a secure base of operations in
Tinmallal, Ibn Tamart was ready to start his campaign against
infidels who resisted him. Many of these ‘infidels’ were not, in fact,
directly attached to the Almoravids. They may have been sections
of tribes loyal to the Almoravids, or they simply did not want to
give up their independence.”” It is difficult to know since
al-Baydhaq’s account is usually so resoundingly favourable to the
Almohads. Yet they still had to be persuaded to give up their
freedom and local authority to the new Mahdi, whose very
existence as a Mahdi severely threatened elements of the
established order.™

According to al-Baydhaq, nine major battles were fought under
Ibn Tamart’s leadership. Each battle was divinely guided, a jihad
against those who resisted the will and doctrine of the Mahdi."” In
the Qur’an, jihad is only to be used under circumstances of defence.
‘Permission to fight is given unto those who fight because they
have been wronged; and God is able to give them victory. Those
who have been driven from their homes unjustly, for no cause
other than for their saying: Our Lord is God.”"*® Ibn Tumart was
defending the right of his followers to believe in the one true God.
He was also in a defensive struggle against the Almoravid ruler
who wanted to eradicate him and his uprising. Yet he was also
engaged in active conversion by force. Where preaching and
enjoining were not effective, success in battle convinced
recalcitrant tribes of the truth of the Mahdi’s claims. Sheikhs and
clan chiefs who supported the Almoravids for practical, economic
reasons, such as the benefits of trade and commerce, or because of
special contracts that gave certain tribes the right to collect taxes
for the regime, would have to be shown the material as well as
spiritual advantages of following the Almohad cause.

One of these chiefs, Yintan ibn Umar, was the leader of the
Hasham, the first tribal group to resist the growing Almohad
movement in an organized fashion. Ibn Tiimart and the Almohads
met the chief in battle at Taudust. The battle was significant not
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only because it represented the beginning of the armed struggle
but also because it displayed the confidence of Ibn Timart and his
followers. They believed they were on a divine mission against all
those who did not follow the Mahd1’s doctrine, infidels who only
recently were members of a neighbouring tribe. The ‘infidels’ may
even have shared close blood relations with many of the Almohad
followers, yet the Mahdi had convinced them of the right path, the
path of unity over dissonance and of faith over freedom. It was
that almost complete freedom and independence that so many
tribes did not want to sacrifice. As the Almohads were arranged in
battle they fixed their eyes on the Mahdi who said, ‘Do not fear.
The enemy will be routed!”**’

The Almohads triumphed in their first battle against those who
resisted the divinely guided ones and the surviving Hasham were
integrated into the Almohad system. In a second battle, the
Almohads confronted the Almoravid army directly. The Almohads
were confident enough to expand their hold on parts of the Sis
valley and they faced the Almoravid contingent led by the gadi of
the SGs. By this time the Almoravids had lost the fervour of
religion and many of the skills of war. Their army was a
hotchpotch of Christian mercenaries brought from Andalusia and
various tributary tribes. They had superior equipment and
technology, but not superior will. This was a classic illustration of
Ibn Khaldin’s theory about the life span of empires and their
armies. After a succession of generations, the original fervour and
involvement of the founding tribe, driven by religious conviction,
had receded. They began to hire mercenaries as the leader tribes
became settled in merchant trades or government positions, or
returned to the desert and mountains with their loot. A new group
of religious adherents arose with their newly found ‘asabiyya. Ibn
Tamart was skilled at whipping up religious fervour on the
battlefield. As the ‘anthropomorphist’ Almoravids advanced with
their semi-pagan beliefs and Christian mercenary troops, Ibn
Tamart declared ‘Do not be afraid. You will receive presents from
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them!” The followers asked, ‘How will we receive presents from
them?” The Mahdi1 did not respond, saying only, ‘God will throw
out the fear in your hearts and inflame them!” The Mahdi then
ordered his followers to repeat the name of God and say, ‘There is
no force or power but in God the highest, the magnificent!” As the
two armies finally clashed their weapons together the Mahdi said
‘Allahu Akhbar! God is Great!""*® As the enemy retreated, Ibn Tamart
took a clot of dirt and launched it in their direction. The Almor-
avids were in such rapid flight from the energized tribal fighters
that they abandoned their horses, mules, arms and provisions.

According to al-Baydhaq’s version of events, after this spec-
tacular defeat, the Almoravids knew Ibn Timart was more than
merely a radical preacher. He was a serious threat. They tried to
hire people to assassinate the Mahdi, but failed. Highly skilled
Almoravid generals, under the command of Yanni and Akadi ibn
Misa were dispatched to quash firmly the Almohad uprising. Ibn
Tamart also gathered his generals and warriors and organized the
different tribes into an army. Instead of mixing the tribes together
into a homogenous fighting force, each Almohad confederation of
tribes had a commander with a specifically coloured cloak. In this
way different tribes could compete for victory and compare
honour and valour in the cause. Ibn Timart gave a white cloak to
the future caliph, ‘Abd al-Mu'min to lead the Gadmiwa tribes. To
Abi Ibrahim, commander of the Hargha, he gave a yellow cloak. To
‘Abd Allah Ibn Mawiya, commander of the Ganfisa, he gave a red
cloak. The fourth cloak he gave to Yaliltan who met him in the
cave at Igiliz; he was placed in charge of the people of Tinmallal.
‘Umar Int1 was put in charge of the Hintata."’

As long as the Almohads remained in the mountains waiting to
ambush the Almoravid troops, who were unused to mountain com-
bat, they were successful. In mountain battles the Almohads
followed the simple tactical advice of Ibn Timart, ‘Do not go down
towards the plain, but let the enemy climb up and meet you!®
The Almohad tribes, with their knowledge of the difficult terrain,
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had a distinct advantage. The desert nomads were used to battle in
fairly open spaces. Being far from home their Christian and
Turkish mercenaries knew little of the local geography. Planned
ambushes made the Almoravids look more and more like the
invader, not the defender: the Qur'anic justification of defensive
jihad would thus apply. It was simple for the Almohads to block
approaches, to cut off supply routes and to subvert even the most
organized Almoravid offences into the mountains. The Almohads
failed, however, when, full of early confidence, they ventured onto
the plains seeking to strike the Almoravids a mortal blow at
Marrakech, their capital. The overconfident Almohads, led by the
vicious and energetic general al-Bashir, attempted to capture
Marrakech, but were eventually pushed back from the city in the
infamous battle of al-Buhaira.'®" The Almohads retreated to their
mountain fortresses and returned to the high walls of Marrakech
only after they had conquered most of North Africa.

Before his death on the plains of al-Buhaira, al-Bashir had been
Ibn Tumart’s main enforcer. He had been responsible for main-
taining the discipline and unity of the Almohad tribes, and did so
with an iron fist if necessary. Ibn Timart was fighting battles not
only against the Almoravids, but also against reluctant Masmuda
tribes like the strong and naturally rebellious Haskira tribes who
did not, at first, willingly join his venture. Even among the loyal
tribes there were many supposed ‘traitors’ to the cause, many of
whom were unhappy about the loss of their freedom as
independent tribes. When preaching and accommodating tribal
culture did not work, Ibn Tamart would call upon al-Bashir to
terrorize those who questioned the will of the Mahdi.

Al-Bashir led the tamyiz (the separation or dividing out) of the
Almohads. He divided the good and loyal from the ‘dissidents,
hypocrites and deceivers’. According to al-Baydhaq, the unjust
were cleansed from the just and the people ‘redoubled their
faith’.'* Al-Baydhaq recorded that entire clans were gathered up
and massacred at places called Tgar-an-tisannan and Igar-an-Ait
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Kariyit. The Imattazga of the Hintata were executed, as were the
Gadmiwa living in Taktsht and the In Maghts, along with several
other clans and individuals. After the killings and before his
spectacular defeat at Marrakech, al-Bashir lined up the Mahdi’s
followers and passed them in review."” The savagery of his
discipline may have contributed to that defeat.

Although Ibn Timart wished to temper tribal independence, he
knew the importance of respecting, even encouraging, the pride of
various tribes and he directed that pride and competitiveness to
the service of the Almohad cause. The tribes that were best in
battle received higher honours. There was an incident at Tinmallal
when Ibn Tamart called all his warriors together to pass before
them and review them in tandem. He passed before the Hargha,
the Ganfisa and the rest riding bareback on his mule. Having
omitted to call forth one of the chiefs, ‘Umar Asnag, he called for
the entire ceremony to be repeated so that he could display the
absolute solidarity of all the chiefs and honour the tribe of ‘Umar.
Ibn TUmart was aware of the importance of tribal honour, despite
the brutal means he used to maintain collective discipline."**

After the battle of al-Buhaira the surviving Almohad warriors
returned to Tinmallal. The Almoravids had built the fortress of
al-Tasghimit in the pass into the Tinmallal valley.'” In fact, the
Almoravids built an entire line of 20 fortresses in a vain attempt to
control the Atlas tribes.'® The situation grew worse for the
Almohads with the illness of the ‘infallible’ imam; the Mahdi was
growing weaker every day. Sensing that the time for him to travel
‘on a voyage where none other may accompany [me]™® was
growing near, the Mahdi assembled his followers for a last sermon
to the believers, just as Muhammad the Prophet spoke his famous
last sermon before a company of his followers. It was not a sermon
of defeat, but of victory, a sermon that would set out the high
ambitions of the movement.'*® He said they would conquer ‘Persia
and the Christian lands’. This was often predicted for the end of
time. He was preparing his followers for the end days.
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Although most sources say that the Mahdi died on 13 or 14
August 1130 (aH 524)," his body was hidden from most of the
Almohads for three years, giving time for ‘Abd al-Mu'min to
establish his authority as the successor to the great Mahd. Several
legends survive concerning Ibn Timart at the threshold of death
and a new life. Many of these stories may have been elaborated
upon as the Almohad Empire expanded rapidly under the caliph
and his powerful successors. Al-Baydhaq tells us that at the end of
three months in Tinmallal, the Mahdi began to feel ill. He and his
companions went to the Faddan Amadyis for some fresh air. On
the road back to Tinmallal, Ibn Tamart told a parable about the
pea plant. He said, ‘Those over there! Take those.” Everybody went
and collected the peas. Ibn Tamart then said, ‘In the same fashion
you will pick the good things of this world after us!” Ibn Tamart
began to predict his own passage to another world."”°

As he grew weaker, his followers took the reins of his iconic
sturdy donkey, the symbol of his simplicity and humility, and led
him to his house. There he addressed the Almohads who had
assembled, anxious to hear from their leader. He said, ‘Look at me
well and fix my traits in your memories, for I will leave you for a
long voyage.” The people cried uncontrollably and said to him, ‘If
you must go again to the East, we will accompany you!’ He
responded saying, ‘On the journey I will take, none will accompany
me. It is for me alone!” Al-Baydhaq never explicitly mentions
death. Rather, he described the Mahdr as going on a journey from
which he may ultimately return. This seemed to mirror certain
aspects of the Shrite tradition of occultation, of the ever-present
imam and Mahdi going into hiding.

Five people accompanied Ibn Tiimart into his humble house; the
future caliph ‘Abd al-Mu’'min, his close friends, Abt Ibrahim, Umar
Asnag and Wasnar, and his sister Zainab. Every once in a while,
Wasnar would emerge from the house of the deceased or nearly
deceased Mahdi and say, ‘The Imam orders you to do such and
such a thing’ and the people obeyed. This continued even after the
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Mahdi’s death. According to al-Baydhaq, the Almohads were led
this way for three years. The Almohads were even able to continue
their wars against the Almoravids in this intermediary period."”"

There is a gloss on the manuscript of uncertain date and mys-
terious origin about the last days of the Mahdi. It is a citation from
the Kitab al-Majmu" written on the side of the original al-Baydhaq
manuscript.””* An almost identical text is also found in the body of
the Rawd al-Qirtas of Ibn ‘AbT Zar', written a significant time after
al-Baydhaq.'"” According to this passage, the imam and Mahdi
heard a soft voice inside his house shortly before his death. The
voice seemed to come from the other side of the wall. The voice
told the Mahdi that he would have to prepare for a voyage. He
would have to know what he would say at death. The Mahdi
responded saying, ‘I will say that God is true and I have been a
witness to this.” The mysterious voice said, ‘So prepare yourself for
death, for you will soon pass away.” This mysterious voice from
heaven, this angel, prepared Ibn Timart for his entry into
paradise.

Six days later, Ibn Tamart’s closest followers gathered around
him to hear his last words. He said, ‘Question me as you wish about
your religious and material concerns.””’* The future caliph, ‘Abd
al-Mu'min, and the Mahdi’s companions questioned him about
their daily life, about maintaining the straight path. They also
asked when was the best time to mount attacks on the Almoravids.
To these questions the imam said to follow the laws of God.
Reflecting the words of the Prophet Muhammad, the Mahdi said
with his last breaths, ‘Do not hate one another, do not envy one
another, do not break away from one another, and do not oppose
one another. Be servants of God and brothers. Truly, I have
transmitted you the truth! I have transmitted you the truth! I
transmitted to you the truth!"”® He died in the month of Ramadan
AH 524 or September 1130."7°

Just as Muhammad the Prophet was buried in Medina, Ibn
Tamart was buried in the Almohad Medina, in a simple grave at
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Tinmallal. Just as the mosque at Tinmallal, with its austere and
dominating beauty would become the model for Almohad
architecture throughout North Africa and al-Andalus, so would the
story and message of the great Mahdi be repeated throughout the
conquered lands of the new empire.”” It was Ibn Tumart’s
successor, the stranger from outside the Masmiida, ‘Abd al-Mu'min,
who would finally lead the Almohads to Marrakech after system-
atically conquering the Almoravid rulers’ land, trade routes and
mercenaries. The great and opulent cities of Bougie, Fes, Oran and
Tlemsan, places where Ibn Timart had preached against sin a few
decades before, had fallen to the Almohads. Marrakech and the
Almoravids were utterly defeated in 1147 after a bloody siege that
saw acts of great bravery and brutality by men, and even women,
on both sides. The now rich and sumptuous capital that was being
built at the birth of Ibn Tamart was under the control of his
successors.'”®

By 1183 (aH 578) the Almohad Empire was so strong that even
the Egyptians feared an invasion by the Almohads. Describing the
ruler’s construction of new passageways across the Nile, the
traveller Ibn Jubayr recorded a rumour that these bridges were an
augury of the coming of the Almohads, who would storm across
the Nile and into Syria and the Hijaz."”” The rise of the Almohads
was known throughout the Islamic world; their influence could not
be escaped. Al-Baydhaq made clear that Ibn Tamart had followers
not only in North Africa but throughout the Islamic world. One
unfortunate Almoravid fagih (jurist) fled to Egypt in a state of
panic at the rise of Almohad power and left for Mecca. There, still
in fear of rumours about the mighty Almohads, he ran all the way
to India where he died in peace in 1156."® If it were not for the
stagnation and eventual defeat of the Almohads at Las Navas de
Tolosa in 1212, Ibn Tamart’s dream of a reunited Muslim caliphate
stretching from the Maghrib to Persia may have been fulfilled.™

In the next chapter 1 explain how this powerful empire was
originally constructed. I describe the specific methods Ibn Tamart
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and the Almohads used to create an army and a hierarchy out of
the disparate tribes of the Atlas Mountains. First, however, I shall
wrestle with some of the methodological challenges of writing the
history of the early Almohad period, describing and analysing the
primary historical sources used in writing this history. Finally, I
shall interpret how Ibn Tamart and his followers used gender and
ethnic generalizations to construct the Almoravids as an enemy,
the ‘other’.

THE WRITING OF HISTORY IN MEDIEVAL NORTH AFRICA

There were several different primary sources for Ibn TUmart’s
famous visit to Marrakech and his encounter with the Almoravid
amir. It is necessary to demonstrate the differences between the
sources on this particular scene, a central event in Almohad
history. I shall describe how different sources presented the scene
and then provide a critical analysis of each source. Finally, I shall
discuss the methodological implications of these different inter-
pretations of the mosque scene.

The Anonymous Chronicler was used earlier as the source for
the short description of Ibn Timart’s mosque appearance in
Marrakech. The Anonymous Chronicler, writer of the al-Hulal al-Mu
shiyya, was possibly sympathetic towards the Almoravid amir ‘Al bin
Yasuf.® In his version of the encounter, ‘AlT bin Yasuf was a
hospitable, if confounded, amir and Ibn Timart seemed to be
inexplicably petulant, if not insane. The chronicler said he finished
writing his work in AH 783/AD 1381, 200 years after the meeting
between Ibn Timart and the amir. By this time the Almohads had
fractured. They suffered a fate similar to the Almoravids: the
Almohads were denounced as impious tyrants by the next wave of
‘pious’ successors.'”® The Anonymous Chronicler wrote in this
period of rapid Almohad decline. Even so, the mysterious chron-
icler, writing long after the event, was not wholly incredulous; he
frequently quoted from other authors or witnesses; in this case he
quoted a certain Ibn Bajir, who was closer to the encounter. Even
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this possibly anti-Almohad was not systematically de-Almohad-
izing history."™

In contrast, a primary source used to promote Ibn Tumart’s
systematic politics of piety was the writing of Ibn Tamart’s close
confidant Abt Bakr al-Baydhaq al-Sanhaji.'"®® Al-Baydhaq’s version
of the encounter was much more dramatic and clearly
considerably more favourable to Ibn Tamart. It was also very
direct. Al-Baydhaq was travelling with Ibn Tamart and witnessed
the event. According to Baydhaq, they were in Marrakech on
Friday and entered ‘Alf bin YGsuf’s mosque for prayer where they
found ‘Al bin Yasuf covered with a ‘head veil’."® The viziers and
counsellors sat surrounding the caliph. They said to Ibn Tumart,
‘Salute the amir with the title of Caliph!’

Ibn Tamart responded, ‘Where is the amir? For I see nothing but
veiled women!’

Incredibly, in al-Baydhaq’s version of events, the caliph simply
said, ‘You are right’ and took off his veil without question.

Seeing him unveiled, Ibn Tamart, ‘the infallible’, said to him,
‘The Caliphate belongs to God and not to you oh ‘Al bin Yasuf!’

Ibn Tamart went even further to mock the unclean ways of ‘Al
bin Yasuf in the mosque, saying, ‘Rise up from your tainted mat. If
you want to be a leader of righteousness, do not sit on this
indecent fabric!’

The Almoravid caliph got up off the mat asking him childishly,
‘Why is it so indecent?’

This weak and humbled response left a perfect opening for Ibn
Tamart’s climax, ‘It is made of manure!’ (al-najasa)."”

Abt Bakr Ibn ‘Alf al-Sanhaji al-Baydhaq’s memoirs possibly form
the most important source for the life of Ibn Tamart and the rise
of the Almohads. Unfortunately, the only significant information
we have about al-Baydhaq comes from his work. Also, the
surviving manuscript of his work, found at the Escorial library in
Spain, is incomplete.’®® As Lévi-Provencal noted, it had lost its
beginning and no title was mentioned."” Thus, there was no

71



THE ALMOHADS

indication of when al-Baydhaq was born. However, it was clear
that he was alive during Ibn Tamart’s life and that he served him
from the beginning as a loyal and steadfast follower.

For some curious reason, the French historian Le Tourneau did
not have a very high opinion of al-Baydhaq. He saw him as some
sort of simpleton. Instead of acknowledging the fact that the first
part of al-Baydhaq’s book was simply missing, he says:

It is regrettable that some clarifying information on this
[early] period of Ibn Timart’s life is not available, but the
first section of al-Baydhaq’s book, which might have been
helpful, was either lost or, more likely, the author, being a
simple man, was unable to trace adequately the development
of the thought of such a man as the Mahd1."°

Le Tourneau gave no credible reason for his low judgement of
al-Baydhagq’s intelligence. The book was, in fact, well written and
original and at least on the same level as most standard chronicles
of the time. Certainly, the many scholars and great teachers he
met when travelling with Ibn Tamart would have influenced him.
Everywhere Ibn Timart went, al-Baydhaq followed. He was a close
companion and an adviser to the Mahdi as well. Furthermore, as a
Sanh3ji he may have been instrumental in converting members of
the Sanhaji tribal confederation who formed the basis of
Almoravid power.

His work was an intimate window into the birth of a movement.
Al-Baydhaq’s writing was certainly not the work of a credulous,
country bumpkin. It was a unique manuscript, a text with special
features that placed it outside any easy category of Islamic
historical writing from the period.”" It was a memoir, a direct,
first-hand account of events. Most historical writing occurred
decades or even centuries after the event took place. In this case,
however, al-Baydhaq provided an inner view into the development
of the Almohad state. Yet, even as it provides a unique view, his

72



THE LIFE OF IBN TUMART AND THE BIRTH OF THE ALMOHAD MOVEMENT

text poses an important challenge. Al-Baydhaq was obviously
intensely biased in favour of Ibn Tamart, ‘Abd al-Mu'min and the
Almohad idea as a whole. It would have been easy for al-Baydhaq
to ignore potentially damaging or discouraging information about
the Almohads, even as he railed against the Almoravids. He was a
panegyric or even a sycophant. Indeed, it was not inconceivable
that Ibn Tamart or his followers may have ordered and then edited
al-Baydhaq’s work as a way of preserving a narrative for posterity,
a sira of the Mahd.

Thus, there are many reasons to trust this text, just as there are
reasons to be sceptical in certain instances. Under the intense
glow of ideological fervour even first-hand memories were not
necessarily as they seemed. Al-Baydhaq could easily have edited
the early sections of his book in the light of later events. For
example, Ibn Timart was not proclaimed MahdT until he appeared
from the Cave of Igiliz. Despite this, al-Baydhaq still described
people calling Ibn Tamart ‘infallible’ long before he was pro-
claimed. Also, he attributes miracles to Ibn Tamart, such as the
assistance of God when passengers threw him off a boat because of
his pestering and preaching. Nevertheless, al-Baydhaq remains a
unique, primary witness. In his chronicles he used not only his
eyes, but also his own imagination and his beliefs as a follower and
devotee of the Mahdi to write Ibn T@imart’s history.

In the Rawd al-Qirtas by Ibn ‘Abi Zar’, the story of Ibn Tamart’s
encounter with the amir is different yet again. Although it pro-
vides a wealth of unique information, the Rawd al-Qirtas is replete
with inconsistencies, legends and unlikely accounts."”” Written in
the first part of the fourteenth century, long after the encounter
between Ibn Tumart and ‘All bin Yusuf, Ibn ‘Abi Zar® describes
events and details that did not take place in other sources.”” It is
not clear if Ibn ‘Abi Zar® was consciously aware of creating these
legends or if he was simply expressing the shifting oral memory of
his sources. Either way this represents a transformation of the Ibn
TUmart narrative to suit changing political and social situations.
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This story of Ibn Tamart’s encounter with the Almoravid ruler
was subject to numerous accretions and colourful anecdotes that
reflected as much the myth making and perspectives of historical
sources as an account of what actually happened. For example,
according to Ibn ‘Abi Zar’ Ibn Timart came into Marrakech
commanding right and forbidding wrong, pouring out wine and
breaking the instruments of pleasure. He forbade wrong ‘without
the permission of the Prince of the Muslims, or of any qadr or
wazir’.'””* One of the conditions of commanding right was that it
must be done with legal sanction, unless the legal authority was
not legitimate. The Ibn Tamart of Ibn ‘Ab1 Zar* felt above the law of
the Almoravids. In some respects he was portrayed as more of a
reckless troublemaker, less of a sanctified reformer. Nevertheless,
the account of Ibn ‘Ab1 Zar® was full of anecdotal details that, in
many respects, put Ibn Tamart in a favourable light.

According to Ibn ‘Abi Zar', the news of Ibn Tumart reached ‘Ali
bin Yasuf who ordered that the trouble maker be brought to him.
Thus, in this version, instead of confronting ‘Ali ibn Yasuf in the
mosque, Ibn Tamart was called to the amir.

Ibn Tamart said ‘I am only a poor, humble man who searches
for the eternal life; 1 have no other purpose than to
command right and forbid wrong, and you are the one who
should be doing this, but you have lost account. You must
revive the sunna and destroy the reprehensible. Sinful things
have appeared in your Empire and heresies have been
spread. God commands you to uproot [the heresies] and
revive the sunna. For you have power by God alone. ... For
God reproves the people who should prohibit innovation

(bida‘) but do not.**

When the prince heard this he ‘inclined his head to the ground,
thinking of [Ibn Tamart] and his words’. He called all of his great
judges and faqihs for a conference with Ibn Timart. They wished to
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question him, but Ibn Tamart only revealed their impotence. Ibn
Tamart was expelled from the city of Medina to the graveyard
outside Marrakech where he could find some sanctuary from the
ruler. He set up a tent, read the Qur'an and preached. To the great
irritation of the amir, he attracted many more followers to the
cemetery. One man feared for the life of Ibn Tamart asking, ‘Did
[the amir] not mandate that you leave the city?’ Ibn Tamart
responded ‘I have followed his orders and left the city for the
cemetery, 1 have set up a tent between the dead [for] I am
occupied with the next life: do not listen to the deceitful?”

With each of the amir’s attempt’s to suppress Ibn Tamart and
his message, Ibn Tamart only attracted more followers. He did not
simply leave Marrakech. Occupied with the life hereafter, he went
to the cemetery and preached against the Almoravids. Although
the amir was supposed to have power, he was described as
remarkably powerless. He could not even prevent 1500 people
from joining Ibn Timart in the nearby cemetery, a place of
apocalyptic symbolism.

Another chronicler of the encounter born in ap 1185, the writer
al-Marrakushi, could not have witnessed the encounter between
Ibn Tumart and the Almoravid amir. Although an Almohad,
al-Marrakushi lived during the reign of the later, urbane caliphs,
Yasuf Ya'qlb and Ya’qiib Yasuf. By this time, many of Ibn Tamart’s
more radical concepts and claims were being toned down. How-
ever, unlike some later writers, he held Ibn Ttimart in the highest
respect. Huici Miranda, the Spanish expert on the Almohads,
believed that al-Marrakushi was one of the most reliable sources
for the period."

Unfortunately, al-Marrakushi provided only a cursory version of
the encounter. He may have attempted to tone down some of Ibn
Tamart’s more strident comments. This would have made them
more digestible to the worldlier, ruling elite of the Almohad
Empire at its height. There was no cemetery scene, no dramatic
encounter in the mosque. Al-Marrakushi described the meeting
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between the amir, his advisers and Ibn Timart in staid, legalistic
language, contrasting the position of Ibn TUmart against the
excessive judicial interpretation of the Almoravids.”” This did not
necessarily mean, however, that al-Marrakushi explicitly rejected
al-Baydhag’s historical legends.

In the Mugaddimah, an analytical introduction to his Kitab al-
‘Ibar, a history of the Almohads, Ibn Khaldiin set out a method-
ology for rejecting fanciful histories and the MahdT’s contradictory
accounts. He compared and contrasted primary sources and oral
accounts. He used the libraries of Tunis, al-Andalus, Fes and Cairo.
He was sometimes the only source for important events in North
African history. Yet, even Ibn Khaldin, a historian whose method
and sociological theory were remarkably rigorous, even ‘modern’,
was immediately vulnerable to bias and political circumstance. For
Ibn Khaldiin, the science of astrology held as many secrets about
humanity’s actions as his more interesting theories of economy,
tribalism and state development. He was keen to show instances in
history when astrology worked. For him, the rise of the Almohads
was as much a confirmation of astrological theory as historical
theory. Also, as his autobiography made clear, he was far from a
neutral observer, very much in the midst of political struggles and
machinations, and writing often in the court of the Hafsids who
maintained Almohad doctrine in Tunisia. Ibn Khaldin was a
researcher, not just a recorder of hearsay. His own complex,
political context should not be forgotten."®

Ibn Khaldiin was the last of the medieval Maghribi chroniclers
to write about the Almohads in any detail. According to his brief
version, Ibn Tamart did meet ‘Al bin Yasuf in the mosque during
Friday prayers where he addressed the amir with a vigorous
remonstrance. He then went out and encountered Sura, the
prince’s sister, who was out in public uncovered. Ibn Tamart repri-
manded her with vigour. He was also brought before a council of
fagihs and judges, presided over by the famous Malik ibn Wuhayb
who enjoyed a certain reputation as an astrologer and prognosti-
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cator. This was an opportunity for Ibn Khaldin to prove his belief
in the power of astrology through the use of hindsight. At the very
least, it was a useful poetic expression of fate in historical
events."” Malik ibn Wuhayb said, ‘Throw fire at his feet or one day
he will have you listen to the drum [of death]. I believe that this is
the man of the square dirham!””® While the Almoravids used a
round dirham for their money, the Almohad coins were square.

It was the rise and fall of the Almoravid, Almohad, and Marinid
empires, and, to a lesser extent, the earlier rise and fall of the Arab
dynasties of the East that led Ibn Khaldin to his most important
theories on the development of states in pre-modern Islamic
society. He had seen figures like Ibn Tamart in previous histories,
in other, long-lost empires, founded on hopes of reform and the
return of true Islam. Ultimately, however, empires were corrupted
from within. His account of Ibn Timart and the rise of the
Almohads and the fall of the Almoravids fits neatly, perhaps too
neatly, into his theory. Historical events in Ibn Khaldin’s major
work, the Kitab al-1bar, did not just happen, they often seem fated,
fated to fall into his pattern of history, a pattern determined as
much by what was to come as by what was before.

The discrepancies between the sources of Almohad history open
up important questions about the uses and meaning of history and
the effectiveness of history in the medieval Islamic period. Several
questions arise. Which account was most accurate? Where there
was a contradiction in dates or location, which chronicler should
be believed? What about unique information, such as the
potentially biased accounts of Ibn ‘Abi Zar® that are not even
mentioned in other sources? There are four main challenges in
Almohad historiography - the limited number of sources, the lack
of any exact parallels between any sources, the influence of
political motive on contemporary chroniclers and the develop-
ment of legendary, mythical stories over the course of time.

Each source had its particular bias and an interest in shaping
history through their view of Ibn Timart and the Almohads. It is
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even conceivable, if unlikely, that the one direct source, al-Baydhag,
fabricated the meeting entirely. The purpose of this fabrication
would have been to improve Ibn Tiimart’s image by making him the
one who single-handedly confronted the amir. Al-Marrakushi was
less directly biased, but was not a direct witness. He may have come
across the invented story after it developed into a legendary
account of a bold encounter with the Almoravid prince. It was in his
interest as a later Almohad chronicler to confirm the heroism of Ibn
Tmart. The Anonymous Chronicler, Ibn ‘Abt Zar’, Ibn Khaldtn and
others may simply have further developed al-Baydhaq’s version. If
this were true, then even history was made to follow Ibn Tamart’s
programme of political piety, creating events that may have never
happened except in symbolic terms. Whether imagined or real, the
encounter between ‘Alf bin YTsuf and Ibn Tumart was certainly a
significant historical myth in North African history.

Muslim historians in North Africa and the Middle East dutifully
wrote down events, supporting with sources and citations. They
gave rich descriptions of personalities and people. Yet, only in a
few instances did medieval Muslim historians explicitly interpret
events.””! Only rarely did they systematically attempt to under-
stand the meaning behind events. One brilliant exception to this
was the Kitab al-Ibar of Ibn Khaldan (d. 1406), a significant, if late,
source of the Almohad Empire. It is worth quoting the beginning of
Ibn Khaldiin’s Mugaddimah, not only for what he revealed about
the state of historical writing at the time, but for his analysis of
problems still widely debated by historians and philosophers of
history, problems at the very heart of historical methodology.***

History is a discipline widely cultivated among nations and
races. It is eagerly sought after. The men in the street, the
ordinary people, aspire to know it. Kings and leaders vie for
it. Both the learned and the ignorant are able to understand
it. For on the surface history is no more than information
about political events, dynasties and occurrences of the
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remote past, elegantly presented and spiced with proverbs.

. The inner meaning of history,”” on the other hand,
involves speculation and an attempt to get at the truth, the
subtle explanation of the causes and origins of existing
things, and deep knowledge of the how and why of events.
[History] therefore, is firmly rooted in philosophy. It
deserves to be counted as a branch of it.***

As Ibn Khaldiin stated, few Islamic histories provided information
about the meaning and patterns behind events. Rather, the focus
was on appearing to portray the events accurately and
persuasively in a narrative form. With the exception of the famous
Ibn Khaldln, the typical medieval, Muslim historian was much
more a craftsman than a thinker. As Ibn KhaldlGn said, ‘They
[historians] did not look for, or pay attention to, the causes of
events and conditions.””” The craftsman must produce his product
for consumption and will shape the product according to the
consumer’s tastes and preferences. Most often, the consumer was
a political figure, an amir, ruler, or king who had his own interest
in forming history. These consumers wanted custom-built
products. The basic structure of events was difficult to alter, but
the details, the filigree, features, legends, names, associates and
players could all be crafted, added, chipped, polished and inlayed
into the final product. There are several standard historical
narratives of the Almohad period available. Each one, including
the narrative work of Ibn Khaldin, has often slight, but
occasionally major, variations with other works regarding dates,
events and personalities. If we imagine each history to be a cabinet
for a specific customer, they all look similar from a distance. As
one moves closer, however, the details, the filigree and
idiosyncrasies of each craftsman begin to appear, even as the basic
structure might seem quite similar. Sometimes almost all simi-
larity is lost between the details. Ibn Khaldan criticized the typical
medieval historian, the historian who was more a craftsman than a
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philosopher. Yet, for all their ‘errors and unfounded assumptions’,
they had deliberate historical or political reasons for making those
assumptions.”®

Overall, the basic structure of Islamic Almohad historical
writing remained similar. As discussed at the beginning of this
book, the main reason for this was that the creation of the
Almohad historical myth occurred mainly in the context of Berber
Almohad power. The root sources of the founding of the Almohads,
the biography of al-Baydhaq, the Mujib of al-Marrakusht and the
writings of Ibn al-Qattan were all written in a context that
favoured the support of Berber power structures and the myth of
the transformation of Berbers, once considered the least trained in
Islam, as representatives of Islamic truths. All the sources, even
those written under the Marinids, the rivals and successors of the
Almohads, agree that the Almohads grew from a group of Berber
mountain tribes.

As I shall discuss in Chapter 2, it was the Berber, North African,
tribal context of Ibn Tamart's message that the historical
chronicles ultimately emphasized as the final basis of Ibn Taamrt’s
support. These tribes were led by Ibn Tamart, who claimed to be
the Infallible imam and Mahdi. The main power behind Ibn
Tamart’s claim was not his ancestry but the following of the tribes
and the return to the sources of Islam. Unlike the Fatimids, who
actively reconstructed history from the beginning of Islam to
establish their main claim of legitimacy as descendants of the
Prophet,”” the focus of the Almohad revolution was more
ideological than historical. The Almohads were creating a new
Islamic community in the image of the original community of
Muhammad. The Berber tribes were not merely a means, as the
Kutama were for the Fatimids, but a core source of legitimacy and
power behind and in support of Almohad doctrine. Almohad
sources mentioned the descent of Ibn Tumart, the founder of the
Almohads, from the Prophet Muhammad, but they did not dwell
on it as the sole basis for his position.**®
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The way the histories of the encounter between the Mahdi and
amir were written depended on each historian’s context. The pre-
conceptions and biases as well as the tribal and ethnic context of
the primary source writers shaped the Almohads’ history. Ibn ‘Ab1
Zar, writing during the dynasty that defeated the Almohads,
described Ibn Tamart as sometimes petulant and unruly, but
ultimately effective as a Berber tribal ruler. Al-Baydhaq described
him as heroic and worthy. The chronicler may even have invented
much of the encounter as a way of increasing Ibn Timart’s status,
emphasizing his power to command right and forbid wrong even
against powerful rulers. Ibn Khaldiin used Ibn Taimart to confirm
his wider theories of history, tribe and religion.”” This did not
mean, however, that the history of this encounter was unreliable.
If anything, the historians’ contradictions and biases reveal the
influence of the tribal, ethnic and religious forces on their writing.
It was within the tribal milieu that Ibn Tamart commanded right
and forbade wrong against the Saharan tribes who formed the base
of Almoravid power.*"

GENDER, ISLAM AND DEFINING THE OTHER

Gender often played a part in Ibn Tamart’s language of command-
ing right and forbidding wrong.*'' It was explicit during his
encounter with ‘Alf ibn Yasuf.”’* The Almoravids were not simply
breaking moral laws, they lived in a feminine state, an upside-
down world in which men wore veils and women walked around
uncovered. While the Almoravids only responded with feminized
passivity, the one commanding right was masculine and active.
The Almoravid way of treating their women, which was prob-
ably based on traditional Saharan matriarchy,””® was a particularly
appalling and alien sight to him. The discrepancy between the
Saharan and ‘true’ Islamic conception of women would present Ibn
Tamart with yet another opportunity to command right and forbid
wrong in a political way. The Almoravid women’s behaviour and
haughtiness was, according to Almohad chronicles, further proof
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of the degeneration, immorality and heresy that needed to be
extinguished.”* Again, this was not simply a case of Ibn Tamart
commanding right and forbidding wrong. When he called the
Almoravid prince a woman for wearing the veil, or insulted the
amir’s sister for riding high on her horse, he was proving the
heretical nature of the Almoravid enemy.

The Lamtiina, like many Sanhaja confederations of the Sahara,
were traditionally matriarchal tribes. In fact, the Tuareg, the
present-day descendants of the Almoravid founding tribes, still
follow matriarchal traditions despite the rise of modern Islamism
in the African Sahara.””® Unlike Arab women who gained status
through adopting Islam, the rise of Islam in the Sahara forced
women to give up many of their traditional privileges. Although a
woman could no longer serve as the Almoravid ruler or expect to
inherit the empire, Saharan matriarchal traditions remained, even
in the heart of the empire at Marrakech. It was these traditions
that Ibn Tumart criticized. In his view, the Almoravids were weak
because they did not follow true Islamic law. Allegedly blinded by
legalistic Maliki texts and interpretations, the Almohad
chroniclers of Ibn Timart made it appear as if they even allowed
women like Sura to control the empire indirectly. If any more
proof were needed in Ibn Timart’s mind to demonstrate the sup-
posedly feminine nature of the Almoravids it was that men wore
the veil, a strong tribal custom rooted in Saharan identity. Women,
by contrast, walked about freely with their hair uncovered so high
and haughty it resembled Bactrian camel humps.**°

Women were forced to surrender some of their traditional
rights when the Almoravid Empire was formed and Islamic law
superseded the old tribal customs. Nevertheless, many customs
remained, including the practice of men, not women, wearing the
veil. The male mouth veil was integral to the Almoravids’ identity,
culture and system of honour. In fact, most medieval chroniclers
and geographers identified the Almoravid tribes as the mulithamin
(the litham or mouth-veil wearers).
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Gender politics in twelfth-century North Africa was not con-
fined to the clash between Islam and traditional beliefs. The
Masmiuda Berbers of the mountains, the founders of the Almohad
movement, were largely patriarchal, whereas the Sanhaja nomadic
herders were largely matriarchal. Yet both empires were Muslim;
both achieved tribal unification; and both were revolutionary with
radical pretensions to ‘true Islam’.”?"” There were fundamental geo-
graphic and cultural differences between the core tribal identities
of the Almoravids and the Almohads.*"® One movement was started
in the desert by a confederation of tribes, the other in the
mountains. It was not Islam that separated these two empires: it
was the way Islam was recreated, reshaped into a non-Arab
phenomenon on the fringes of the Islamic world.

Defining the enemy with ethnic generalizations

The language of the Quran and the hadith was Arabic; and this
applied not simply to the words, but also to the Arabs’ culture,
references and norms. It was for this reason that the study of
Islamic sciences was called ‘arabiyya, literally ‘Arab’ studies in
Arabic. Islam’s early expansion and the invasion of Arab tribes led
to the wide adoption of Arabic and Arab customs throughout most
major cities and the Middle East. Some parts of the ostensibly
‘Islamic’ world, however, adopted Islam only as a superficial
religious principle without implementing many of its cultural
dictates, especially those coming from Arabia. This lack of
exposure to Arab Islam was particularly pronounced among the
nomadic desert and transhumant mountain tribes of North
Africa.”™ Centuries after the dramatic conquest of the North
African Berber Queen Kahina and the invasion of Ugba bin Nafi in
the seventh century, a majority of people in the Maghrib,
especially south of the old Roman province of Mauritania
Tigitania, still practised traditional beliefs, often with little or no
knowledge of Islam.”” Due to their geography, the tribes of the
Atlas Mountains and the Sahara desert were both independent and
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proud. For these powerful tribes, Islam would have to be
reinvented as a Sanhaja or Masmida revolution, not simply an
Arab one. Islam was in many ways a means to an end, namely to
tribal unity.

The Almoravids had the idea first. They used Islam as the
ideological framework for a massive trans-Saharan trading
network that gave birth to cities like Marrakech from parched
ground. Islam, not the tribe, was the new loyalty. The Almohads
and the largely mountainous tribes, however, were not to be left
out. Both Ibn Tamart and the need to unify the tribes of the Atlas
against a common enemy brought Islam to the tribes of the Atlas
Mountains and turned early Almohad Islam into an ethnic
struggle.””" In their eyes the Almoravids were not real Muslims. In
fact, they were almost worse than infidels because they corrupted
the true religion. Ibn Timart called them ‘worse than the
Christians’ and more deserving of jihad, in an address to the
assembled Almohad tribes, he said: ‘Apply yourselves in jihad
against the veiled infidels for this is more important than
combating the Christians and all the infidels twice or even more.
In effect, they have attributed a corporal aspect to the Creator -
May he be glorified! In rejecting tawhid, they have rebelled against
truth itself!’**

Most of the time, commanding right and forbidding wrong was a
simple, ordinary act, almost a civic duty performed by Muslims.*”
Yet, in the case of Ibn Timart, the objective was not simply com-
manding right and forbidding wrong, but defining right and wrong
in revolutionary terms. Commanding right and forbidding wrong
took on political, ethnic and even gendered tones. The Ibn Tumart
of the Almohad chronicles was not out to reform and improve
Almoravid society. Rather, he used piety and commanding right as
part of his language of revolution, unity and power. The alleged
encounter with the Almoravid ruler and Ibn Tumart, a masterful
historical myth as portrayed by the Almohad historians, was more
than an encounter between two rivals; it was an encounter
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between two different visions of Islam in two different cultural,
geographic and ethnic contexts. It was the beginning of a conflict,
not just about commanding right but also about defining right,
defining morality and social norms, and hence, defining power.
Despite inherent claims of universality, claims of the absolute
unity of God, Islamic revolutions did not occur in a vacuum.

Almohad revolution developed in the intricate diverse political,
ethnic and geographic landscape of the early twelfth century
Maghrib.”* It was in this varied landscape that Ibn Tamart and his
followers would reconcile belief, the demands of monotheism and
obedience to the Mahdi, with identity, the demands of tribal
loyalty and custom. In the next chapter I describe how Ibn Tamart
and his followers created a hierarchy, a systematic synthesis of
tribes and religious institutions. This hierarchy allowed for this
remarkable reconciliation of belief and identity, an army, and an
effective government stretched across even the highest Atlas
Mountain passes.
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The Rise of the Almohads:
The Tribal Roots of
Monotheism

Abraham said, ‘What are these images, to which you are so
devoted?’ They said, ‘We found our fathers worshipping them.’
(Stra, XXI: 52-3)

So when you have performed your devotions, then laud
Allah as you lauded your fathers, rather a greater lauding.
(Stira, I1: 200)

And the brother shall deliver up the brother to death, and
the father the child: and the children shall rise up against
their parents, and cause them to be put to death.

(Matthew, 10:21)

THE ALMOHAD BOOK OF ANCESTRY

built on the reconciliation of monotheism and Berber
tribalism, established one of the largest and most influ-
ential empires in Islamic history. The most compelling primary
source revealing the process by which tribalism was synthesized

T he Almohad revolution in the twelfth century Maghrib,
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with the demands of monotheism, tawhid, was the Kitab al Ansab
(Book of Ancestries).! The Book of Ancestries was instrumental in
creating a founding historical myth, namely that Ibn Ttmart was
able to accommodate both the religious demands of Islam and the
power demands of the Berber tribes who accepted his call.

The Kitab al-Ansab, a compendium of early Almohad institutions
and ancestries that confirmed and established the power of Atlas
Mountain Berber tribes, opened with an apparent contradiction at
the heart of the struggle between monotheism and tribalism. The
text never, however, confronted the contradiction because it
would have revealed a weakness in the construction of the
Almohad historical myth as the foundation of allegedly pure
Islamic principles among the Berber tribes. The treatise began
with a list of reasons why the divisions of ancestry and blood
should be abandoned. However, it ended with a long list of names
and genealogies intended to bolster the power of the Almohad
regime and hierarchy. Thus, while condemning ancestry and
insisting on the universal application of belief, it also ironically
revealed how the Almohads preserved and categorized ancestry.

The Kitab al-Ansab first invoked the ‘arguments of the Book of
God’, the Quran, against genealogy.” Both Arab and non-Arab,
Atlas Mountains Berber and non-Atlas Berber, were hypothetically
equal before God. (As other texts revealed, however, this was not
actually the case.) Action and piety, not ancestry, were to deter-
mine one’s place in heaven. As the Kitab al-Ansab revealed, Ibn
Tlmart, like Muhammad, wanted to preach a universal religion to
humanity as a whole. At the same time he also constructed a
hierarchy, a system that gave status according to a complex
combination of tribal ancestry, politics and religious fervour.?

Ibn Tamart implored his followers to reflect on the illustrious
histories of pious people, like Abh Talib the protector of the
Prophet Muhammad, who did good deeds but did not enter
paradise. If genealogy were a guarantee, they would have entered
the gates of heaven. According to Ibn Tamart, the only use of

38



THE RISE OF THE ALMOHADS: THE TRIBAL ROOTS OF MONOTHEISM

genealogy was mutual recognition and identification. There should
be only names, nothing else.” Yet, as Ibn Tamart knew, ancestry
was so much more important than he claimed. It was important to
downplay divisive aspects of tribal identity, to make it more
malleable, even as Ibn Tumart and the Almohads used tribal
identity and the Berber tribal system in their construction of the
Almohad hierarchy. It was the manipulation of identities that led
to the establishment of a new social paradigm even if that new
paradigm (tawhid) used the building blocks (tribes) of the previous
social model (segmentary society).” Abraham almost killed his son,
but not really. Ibn Tamart, like the Prophet Muhammad, rejected
ancestry formally but not in practice.

Muhammad the Prophet was determined to integrate the Arab
tribes fully into Islam, gaining not simply their traditional sub-
mission but also their individual souls. He wanted them to give up
their ancestry and join the larger umma of Islam. In a strict sense
Islam means to submit. However, the Prophet Muhammad and
religious revolutionaries like Ibn Timart wanted more than simple
submission.® Muhammad wanted to create a new community. In an
ideal sense, he wanted that community to be open to the entire
human race. The Qur'an did not speak just to the Arabs or to the
Muslims but to the whole of ‘humankind’ (al-nas) when it speaks of
the universalism of God’s judgement. Although Islam was defined
as a universal religion, this did not mean that ancestry and tribal
notions of lineage simply disappeared with its coming. On the
contrary, these notions were simply reinvented to suit the new
religious community. Genealogy was ‘the accepted way of explain-
ing pragmatically determined tropus, a structured framework to
account for present reality.”

So it was not surprising that immediately after an astonishing,
idealistic appeal to the universal equality of humanity, the Kitab al-
Ansab seemed to contradict its initial sentiment of genealogical
equality before God. It was the apparent contradiction at the heart
of monotheism; a rejection of ancestry even as it was embraced as
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Figure 2.1: An ideal segmentary society expansion model

Each circle represents a field of loyalty and blood honour. Every step involves
more allies and stricter disciplined agreements for the sharing of resources and
the enforcing of justice. Monotheism/Tawhid is one more ‘segmentary’ circle,
claiming to encompass the tribe, the ‘brotherhood’ of humanity.

‘Infinite’ expansion of Pt
Alliance/strength

7 Tawhid: Religious Brotherhood of Humanity
Under God and Mahdit

Itihad: Confederation/Alliances

‘Asabiyya: Tribe

Family/Clan

a pragmatic reality. The monotheistic imperative never really
rejected ancestry to reject the father or son and embrace the will
of God. Ancestry was only hypothetically subordinated to doctrine,
to an eschatological ideal. The Almohad movement was not
founded on an attempt to destroy tribal loyalty, but rather on an
arrangement of those loyalties in a disciplined way, using native
Berber tribal institutions.

The Kitab al-Ansab expressed a dual rejection and embrace of
genealogy in a rapid and rather ironic shift. It spelt out the
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ancestry and genealogy of the Almohads right after arguing that
genealogy was irrelevant. In truth, genealogy was not being
rejected, but used for the formation of a new system - the
Almohad hierarchy of Berber tribes.® Tribalism was a powerful
part of forming monotheistic movements, so much so that it had
to be reined in, made a part of the system.’

In fact, there was neither a wholesale rejection of tribal ancestry
nor a wholesale embrace of pre-Islamic, Arab, or in the case of Tbn
Tamart, Berber traditions. Ibn Timart could not simply abandon
tribalism for a pure and universal system of belief based on good
works. Instead, he incorporated those aspects of the native Berber
culture that would have the most popular appeal. At least in the way
the Almohad sources portray him, Ibn Timart was not against Berber
tribalism, he was against those aspects of tribalism and Berber culture
that intrinsically supported the previous ruling elite. Despite the
rhetoric at the beginning of the Kitab al-Ansab, Tbn Tumart, like
Muhammad the Prophet, appeared in the Berber sources to appeal to
the population at large, to co-opt the tribal elite when he could or to
target them when he could not." In doing so he had to compromise
his absolute ideal of monotheism, of the irrelevance of genealogy, in
order to appeal to the popular base. These subtle compromises were
never admitted, they were simply folded into the new system.

The Almohads created a hierarchy by collapsing the tribal
circles of loyalties, the segmentary system, into a pyramid social
structure of loyalty to the Mahdi (see Figures 2.1-2.3)." The tribes
were still the building blocks of that pyramid and maintained
several powers."” The fact that Ibn Tamart was able to accomplish
the transformation of Berber society with remarkable speed and
efficiency was testament to his charisma and the power of his
doctrine. It was also a testament, according to the Almohad sources,
to the effective use of pre-existing Berber institutions." In a matter
of years the Atlas Berbers were transformed from a segmentary
society into a hierarchical society. The Berber tamyiz (the ordering
of tribal confederations) the mizwar (allowing the enforcement of
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Figure 2.2: A hypothetical representation of the complex state of pre-
Almohad social loyalties

Tribal confederation
1I

Tribal confederation

Jewish tribes: they
could occasionally
be a part of a larger
confederation with
Muslims

Dispossessed,
disinherited,
strangers

tribal rights), the agrao (the tribal council), the dsmas (a ceremonial
meal to solidify ‘new’ blood relationships), in fact the entire
segmentary system itself, based hypothetically on the absence of
central control, was conducive to the rise of Almohad monotheism.

92



THE RISE OF THE ALMOHADS: THE TRIBAL ROOTS OF MONOTHEISM

Figure 2.3: The Almohad social pyramid according to Ibn al-Qattan

Although, not all ranks on this pyramid were so equally divided, this diagram provides
a generalized representation of the newly stratified nature of Atlas society under Ibn
Tamart." A combination of tribal affiliation, good actions, prowess in jihad, obedience
and proximity to the Mahdi determined rank in the community.

Above any rank and obeyed by all: the imam and Mahdi Ibn Tamart

1. Council of ten
2. Council of fifty
3. Council of seventy
4, Tullab
5. Memorizers: Huffaz?
6. People of the house
7. Hargha (Ibn TGmart’s tribe)
8. Tinmallal
9. Gadmiwa
10. Ganfisa
11. Hintata
12. People of the tribes:
Hazmir, Hilana, Hizraja®
13. The Soldiers
14. The Champions

Notes:

1. For original list of 14 levels see Ibn al-Qattan, Nazm al-Juman, p. 28;
2. Memorizers of the Qur’an and the works of Ibn Ttimart.

3. These were various tribes around Marrakech.

A definition of segmentary tribal systems is required. The ‘seg-
mentary system’ was an anthropological concept first expounded
by Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard.” It is a simple, elegant, geometric
theory that explains the relationship between members of a
society governed purely by blood relations. According to this
theory, concentric circles or orbits, each representing levels of
loyalty and responsibility surround every individual.”

For example, if a close relative attacks an individual he need
only call on closer relatives to defend his claim. If, however, a
distant cousin attacked him, the clan or entire tribe might be
mobilized (Figures 2.1 and 2.2). At the extreme, when there is an
attack by distant strangers, he might call on the entire tribal
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confederation. These progressively larger circles of loyalty from
family to clan, to tribe to confederation surround every individual
in a segmentary tribal society (Figure 2.1). This regulates
behaviour without the benefit of written rules. Yet it also risks the
possibility of endless battles of honour between two equally
matched circles of loyalty. As E. Gellner pointed out, ‘The feud is a
characteristic institution [of the segmentary system]: it means that
the group of kinsmen are co-responsible for the conduct of any
one of their number, sharing the risk of becoming objects of
retaliation.””® It was because of the risk of feuding that alliances
and the use of mediators between tribes, ‘saints’ as Gellner called
them, mizwars as they were called in the twelfth century, made
sense.

Nevertheless, segmentary society was not always opposed to
central, absolute, leadership. In the right circumstances it could
actually be the basis for the development of a government, even of
a new religious ideology: an ideology promising the end of the
feud and the rise of a larger loyalty. This was especially possible
when a large group of otherwise rival confederations and tribes
were faced by a common enemy and were led by a charismatic
leader. This was the case with the Almohad revolution.”

Ibn Tamart used his influence over the tribes to create an even
larger segmentary circle of loyalty. This circle would encompass
all the tribes and all loyalties, eventually becoming the tribe of
humanity itself, the circle of tawhid (Figures 2.1 and 2.2). Beginning
from the confederation of tribes, Ibn Timart promised to create
the ultimate alliance and the ultimate tribe - the brotherhood of
humanity under God. Even the Almoravids, the worst enemies of
the Almohads, could repent, be forgiven, and join this new
encircling alliance. In his letter to the Almohads Ibn Tumart said,
‘If they respond to their invitation and return to the sunna, if they
fight jihad against the infidels, leave them in peace, they are
brothers in the religion of Allah, the sunna and the Prophet.”*®

Yet, before establishing his universal tribe, Ibn Tamart would
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have to defeat the Almoravids, a group that rose with similar
claims to be the standard bearers of the sunna. To do so, he would
need to use the strict hierarchy and discipline of the tribes, a
discipline and system of local alliances that for centuries assured
the peaceful movement of people between mountains and plains."
Thus, in both ideology and tactics Ibn Tamart used pre-existing
tribal structures to his advantage. The Almohad revolution was not
an urban idea brought to the tribes; rather, it was a revolution at
the heart of Berber culture.”

In using tribalism, the Almohad movement faced several chal-
lenges but also several opportunities. The segmentary system
would transform rapidly, but not immediately, under the Almohad
yoke. The endless blood feud between the Urika and Hintata tribes
before the rise of the Almohads was an example of the divisive web
of ancient honour. To confront the Almoravids, Ibn Tumart had to
resolve these ancient conflicts, reconstruct the web of relations
and blood loyalties into a disciplined force, and unite them with a
larger, religious sense of loyalty and unity. Thus, his main
challenge was encircling a segmentary tribal system with tawhid or
unity (see Table 2.1). His second challenge was to overcome the
natural geographic isolationism of the Masmtida.” Just as the Alps
divided Switzerland into cantons, the mountains of the Atlas
divided tribes into independent, self-sustaining communities. For
example, the Saksawa Berbers were a remarkable, independent,
self-sustaining community. The Saksawa had an intellectual ‘ruler
chief’, a mountaintop library, and successfully resisted all forms of
taxation.”” Ibn Timart needed to unify all this independent tribal
spirit and warrior resistance and direct it towards one enemy: the
Almoravids in Marrakech.

The Masmiida were already known for their fierce resistance to
outside rule. During the Muslim conquests of North Africa, the
Masmiida maintained a long war against ‘Ugba ibn Nafi*® before
adopting a form of Islam steeped in tribal traditions. They main-
tained their resistance against the rise of the desert tribes, the
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Almoravids. The blue-veiled Almoravids built Marrakech near the
High Atlas Mountains of the Masmiida to stop the ‘audacious and
endless raids’ of the Masmiida.* Resistance, in the form of simple
raiding, however, was never accomplished in a unified, systematic
way. An individual tribe might rain down from the mountains to
attack a settlement, a merchant caravan or even another Masmuda
tribe. However, there was nothing very organized about these
raids.

Ibn Tamart needed to bring all the fierce and aggressively dis-
united tribes together. To do so, he would have to manipulate, but
not completely abolish, the traditional ‘segmentary system’ of
tribal society in the Atlas.” Ibn Tamart did not wish to destroy the
value of lineage and blood relations and replace it wholesale with
strict monotheism. He was simply rearranging lineage and loyalty,
creating a much more efficient and obedient society of tribes. He
restructured and expanded and added flexibility to already
existing Berber institutions to lay the foundations of empire.*

INTEGRATING TRIBAL TRADITIONS

The Almohads transformed tribal traditions into governing insti-
tutions using an ideology of disciplined monotheism represented
in the person and authority of the Mahdi.”’ The tamyiz, tradi-
tionally a formalized process of forming alliances and organizing a
confederation for war, the asmas, a communal meal used to cement
alliances, and the agrao, the tribal council, all became formalized
Almohad institutions that were almost certainly adopted from
existing tribal customs.”® The Berber agrao was, and perhaps still
is, the most important institution in the Atlas Mountain cantons,
what Robert Montagne called l'organisation républicaine.”

Coming from the root m-y-z, to separate, tamyiz means distinc-
tion, distinguishing, segregation. The Almohad, Berber tamyiz
described by al-Baydhaq involved the segregation and classifi-
cation of the Almohad tribes. It generally meant the ‘organization’
or ‘gathering’ of the tribes but had several different meanings.* It
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could be a ceremony in preparation for battle, the ordering of
different clans that had formed an alliance, or the killing of
disloyal tribal members. Although used to describe the order of
battle,”* the tamyiz was more than that; it was the mechanism
whereby tribes could maintain their identity while participating in
a collective endeavour. The Berber tribes cemented alliances using
tamyiz. The Almohad use of tamyiz to prepare for battle was an
adoption of Berber custom. It was still being used with the same
name in the 1920s when the mountain Berbers formed confeder-
ations of tribes to fight against common enemies.”

Traditional tamyiz usually involved lining up every tribe and
tribal member into a specific hierarchy for the distribution of
booty. Tamyiz could be used to adopt conquered peoples into the
Almohad tribal order. New tribes were integrated into the
hierarchy. This artificial extension of blood identity was sealed
with a collective meal called the asmas.” This ceremony made the
adopted tribal member as much a member of the tribe as any
other. The asmas remains a living feature of Moroccan tribal life.*
It is worth quoting Dale Eickelman’s detailed description of the
asmas, a means of developing bonds between tribes that were not
related through blood. He described the ritual forming of alliances
between the Arabic speaking Wlad Khallti and the Berbers of the
ATt B Haddd.

These alliances were concluded by different ritual means. In
one case the groups involved had a communal meal, at the
end of which all the men removed one of their slippers and
placed them in a pile, one pile for each of the two groups.
Slippers from the two piles were then matched at random.
The men whose slippers were paired became companions
with a special relation to each other. Whenever one needed
permission for pasture rights or other matters, he
approached his companion in the other group. In another
case, the lactating women of the two contracting groups
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nursed the children of the opposite group after the men’s
communal meal. In a third case, the councils of the two
groups had a communal meal in which the milk from lactat-
ing women of the two groups had been mixed in one of the
plates, thus creating an enduring tie of milk brotherhood.
Once such an alliance was concluded, any violation invited
supernatural (as well as human) retribution.*®

Eickelman described bilateral, horizontal pacts between tribes.
The Almohads, however, used the asmas not only to form alliances
between individual tribes or to adopt new members into a tribe,
but also to solidify loyalty to their system as a whole. Ibn Tamart
was proclaimed Mahd1 during such an asmas. Like the tamyiz, the
asmas was another example of how Ibn Tumart used tribal
traditions to legitimize his authority and organize the tribes
around a hierarchy. Tribal identities were not static. They could be
manipulated to meet the political and religious ends of the
Almohad revolution. Ibn Timart and the Almohads not only
adopted Berber tribal traditions, but they also refined them. They
took these tribal forms to another level, the level of divine
ideology. Thus, the communal meal, usually a simple means of
solidifying alliances, became symbolic of the formation of Almo-
had ideology, the authority of Ibn Timart as Mahdi and the light
and even the coming end of time.”” Other tribal institutions and
practices would undergo a similar transformation. What were once
informal, unwritten tribal institutions and traditions became the
formalized, written institutions of the empire.

The tamyiz allowed for the extension of Almohad tribal identities
to occur in a systematic way. Several tribes, like the Hasktira and
the Giimiya, were simply ‘entered into the tamyiz’.*® Several indi-
viduals, even whole clans like the Inda Ou Zal, the Ida Ou Nadif or
the I1da Ou Zekri were adopted as honorary Hargha or Tinmallal.”

Like the dsmas, the tamyiz tribal tradition was transformed and
expanded by the Almohads to take on a symbolic, ideological
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justification. The tamyiz would not mean the formation of alliances
in the traditional sense of horizontal, bilateral loyalties; it would
mean loyalty to a central ideology.

The Almohads seemed to have transformed the traditional pro-
cess called tamyiz to cull and kill disloyal tribal members who did
not submit to this ideology.*® Often these were the older members
of the tribe, chiefs who were against the new order or anybody
suspected of disloyalty. Al-Baydhaq witnessed this form of tamyiz
and provided an account in his memoirs. It is worth quoting him at
length. Again, it should be remembered that al-Baydhaq was a
close confidant of Ibn Timart and a loyal Almohad.

A number of days passed and God gratified the Mahdi with
the counsels of al-Bashir.”’ He ordered the tamyiz. Al-Bashir
excluded all those Almohads who were dissidents, hypocrites
or knaves such that the perfidious were separated from the
good. The people thus saw the truth with their eyes and the
believers redoubled their faith. ... The culling organized by
al-Bashir went on from Thursday to Friday forty days later.
The people of five tribes were killed during this period at a
place called Igar-an-Gsannan where the Isalayin-an-uh-na’in
perished. Among the Hintata, the Imattazga were killed. The
In Majus were executed at a place called Igar-an-Ait Kariyit,
as were the Asaddan and the Gadmiwa of Takiisht. After this
al-Bashir called the loyal followers into review for an
expedition®’ under the benediction of Allah.

The Kitab al-Ansab described how the blood tamyiz began after
the dream of a companion of the Mahdi, Sheikh ‘Ubaid Allah al-
Haskdri,”” a member of the council of fifty. The devil appeared to
him and threatened to break the loyalty of the tribes to the Mahdi.
From this strange dream the bloody form of tamyiz was justified.**
The tamyiz and the enforcement of the tamyiz was a way of
maintaining discipline and the strict hierarchy needed for military
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operations, even as it was founded on separate tribal identities.
The tamyiz of al-Bashir created a social transformation of Atlas
society, pitting the generations against each other. According to
the Andalusian writer Ibn Khallikan, most of those killed in the
tamyiz were from the older generation. The old chiefs were ‘afraid
of the vengeance of the Almohads while the young and ambitious
embraced the cause of the Mahdr.” Yet it was not simply the
Berber traditions of agrao, tamyiz and asmas that were integrated
into the Almohad system, it was the tribes themselves that became
levels, institutions of Almohad government.

THE ALMOHAD TRIBES

Modern historians have not described the Almohad tribes in any
systematic way.* In this chapter I shall describe them as if one
were passing in review along the row of tribes before battle. The
tribes were transformed into levels of the Almohad hierarchy
(Figure 2.3) and several of them remain so to this day. Others have
changed their name, no longer exist or are severely weakened. The
ties and prestige of kinship are never concrete or immutable.*’

In his epic work on Berber genealogy, Ibn Khaldin divided the
Berbers of the Maghrib into three confederations - the Sanhaja of
the desert, the Zanata of the plains and the Masmuda of the
mountains. This has become the commonly used, but artificial,
categorization of the Berbers. Each group seemed to be divided by
different economic, social and territorial conditions, and each
played a major role as rulers of the Maghrib at various periods in
history. Ibn Khaldiin explained how each of these groups had a
common, mythical ancestor.”® Although it was unclear how much
loyalty or self-identification was associated with the Masmuda
label, most of the tribes described below were at least nominally
members of its confederation long before the beginning of the
Almohad movement. Even so, Sanhaja were also represented in the
Almohad system, as were the Zanata - especially the Kiimya tribe
of ‘Abd al-Mu'min. The Berber dialect the Almohads used was some
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sort of combination of the modern Chleuh (Masmiida) and Saharan
Sanh3ja dialects.*

Although a majority of the Almohad tribes were Masmiida, not
all were, nor were the tribes even uniformly Berber speaking.
Below are descriptions of the particularities and remarkable
diversity of each of the major Almohad tribes. Indeed, in the view
of the Mahdt and the Almohad leadership, the Masmtda, Berber or
Arab aspects of these tribes were no longer particularly important.
What mattered were their loyalty to the Almohad cause, the order
in which each tribe joined the movement and the resources each
tribe had available.*

Before describing the main factions of the Almohad tribes, an
important explanation of terminology should be made. The
common way of introducing tribes in Berber was Ait. In Arabic the
word was Bani. Generally speaking, tribes carrying the label Ait
were Berber, and those with that of Banii were Arab. However, as
tribal factions exemplified, many, if not most, tribal factions were
simultaneously labelled Banii and Aft. Just as Ibn Tamart had both
the genealogy of a Berber chief and an Arab sharif descended from
Fatima, so too did many tribes have dual Berber and Arab
identities. Referring again to the definition of tribe used for this
book, this was further proof of the prevalence of the intermingled
and imagined tribal ancestries, as described both by the modern
anthropologist Jacques Berque and the historian Ibn Khaldan.

The Hargha

The Mahdi Ibn Tamart was born into the Masmiida Hargha tribe.
The most loyal to the Mahdi, they were also the most devastated by
the Almohads’ many wars and expeditions. The small village of Igiliz
fairly near the Wadi Stis was the fortified village of the Hargha and
birthplace of the Mahdi.”* They were not a very strong tribe except
under the leadership of their charismatic kinsman, the Mahdi.** In
fact, it was because of their relative weakness that the appeal of Ibn
Timart’s reforms of the traditional tribal hierarchy and the
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domination of surrounding tribes was so strong. Indeed, during the
early Almohad period the Hargha went from being a slightly
marginal tribe to becoming the elite at the height of empire.”

Despite weak beginnings, the Hargha tribe had an important
role in the development of the Almohad hierarchy. At a great
tamyiz, the Mahdi called the Hargha forward ‘from among the
other tribes, because they had a higher rank than the rest and they
were the ansar, the defenders of the Mahdr'. The Mahdi passed
them in review ‘faction by faction, clan by clan, the one after the
other in the order in which they were named’.”® Then their
‘adopted brothers’, members of other tribes who became honorary
Hargha, were attached to each faction. Thus, Ibn Ttmart used his
own tribal identity to cement the loyalty of his closest followers,
inventing ties of blood and ancestry in the method described by
Ibn KhaldGn.” The Hargha tribe became a model, a corps of
honour. Thus, the story was told that when an envoy of the
Hintata tribe to the Hargha returned home, he said ‘Oh Hintatal
The light is with the Hargha and you are all in shadows.” The
Hintata joined the Hargha in fealty with a communal meal.*

‘Abd al-Mu'min was the most famous of the adopted Hargha
before he became caliph and transported his own tribe, the Kiimya
to Marrakech. He was a loyal, politically astute man directly below
the Mahdi.”” He was ‘joined in the lines of fraternity’”® and was
invited to their communal feasts. Next was the Sheikh Aba ‘Abd
Allah Muhammad bin Muhsin who was a part of the MahdT1’s closest
entourage. Sheikh AbT Zakarlya, another honorary Hargha, was a
propagandist of the Almohad cause.” The Mahdi made him a prayer
leader. He was also a lieutenant of the famed general Abu
Muhammad al-Bashir. He fought at the great battle of al-Buhaira
against the Almoravids. On the day of battle ‘an arrow pierced his
eye while he was calling the prayer. He did not interrupt his call and
continued until the end.” Sheikh Ibrahim al-HazmirT and Sheikh
Abt Tsa al-Guzali, both members of the council of fifty were
similarly made Hargha. Sheikh ‘Abd al-Malik bin Yahya resided at
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Igiliz, in the ribat of the Hargha, he remained there a hermit, ‘always
devoted until his death of sickness’. Yahya al-Sanhaji was Ibn
Tumart’s scribe. He worked with the Mahdr’s secretary Sulaiman
AhadrT and was probably involved in the actual writing of the Book
of Ibn Tamart, the doctrine and the praise poetry of the Almohads.
‘He was eloquent and quickly learned new languages: he wrote in
Syriac and in secret characters.” The text also notes that his
descendants were given title to land. His second son was the
secretary to the caliph Ya'qub al-Mansar (d. 1199). Finally, there was
Ab1 Bakr al-Dara‘T, a member of the council of fifty.

All these supporters of Ibn Tamart, his inner cadre, were
adopted into his family and line of blood. Originally outsiders, the
Mahdi could trust them as close advisers and leaders. There were
several motives behind the Mahdi’s adoption of these loyal
outsiders as members of his tribe. First, they may not have been as
accepted by the other, great Masmiuda tribes, like the Hintata,
unless they became fully one of them, part of the larger tribal
confederation of the Masmida and the high Atlas Mountains.
Second, the Hargha had become more than simply a tribe; it had
become the Ansar of the Mahdi, bound to his blood and
brotherhood. They were the first tribe, the first people to convert
to the cause, to witness his emergence from the cave after three
years of meditating. The Hargha could not remain a mere
collection of blood relations; they had to become an institution,
composing the upper hierarchy of the nascent Almohad state.
There was no indication that these men of adopted blood were of
lower status than those Hargha by birth. If anything, they had
more power.

The Mahdi arranged the factions of the Hargha, like the factions
of all other Almohad tribes, not only for military review but also
for distributing the spoils of battle.”” Some otherwise independent
clans were conveniently integrated into this spoils system. For
example, the Gudana, otherwise a separate clan, was placed with
the Ban Ait Hamza for the distribution of spoils.” More than
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many other methods of control, the distribution of booty
according to clan indicated Ibn Tamart’s desire not to destroy the
tribal structure of clans and factions completely but to use it for
larger ends. Just as each tribe was ranked according to its
closeness to the Mahdi and the time since it had joined the
movement, each clan was rewarded according to contributions to
battle, status and prowess. The other Hargha factions were as
follows: the Banii (A1t) Tarikt, these were the ‘sons of the Sheikh’,**
Banii (Alt) Zagzala, Bant (Alt) Makzaran, the Banu (Alt)
Wannammar, who were found with the Bant (Att) Mallal during
the distribution of booty, Bana (Ait) al-Malla, Bana (Ait) Waggant,
Banii (A1t) Tashtaliz, Bant (Ait) Tkmitis, Bani (Ait) Mazakat, Banii
(ATt) Tawidag, Bant (Ait) Idikal, and the Band (Att) Yasuf who
formed an independent group.

Interestingly, in addition to the individual adopted into the
Hargha, there were also entire clans, from the Hargha region, but
not strictly Hargha, who ‘joined in the review’ and the distribution
of booty with the Hargha. This was another indication of Ibn
Tamart’s ability to manipulate ancestry deftly, especially his own
ancestry, to secure loyal alliances. These allied clans were the Banii
Unitif,”® Band (Ida) Ulimit, the Bant (Ida) Ufinis, the Inad Wazal
(Indawazal) the Bani (Inda) Zaddut the Bant (Ait) Unisi, the Bant
(Ida) Zakarlya, the Bani (Att) Tin Siddiq and the Bana (Att) Tsa.*

The Ahl Tinmallal

With the exception of the Hargha, the Ahl Tmmallal had the
highest zeal for the Mahdf; their centre was the fortified village of
Tinmallal, which was where the military organization of the
Almohad movement began. The Ahl Tinmallal would also be
among the last of the Almohads to survive. If the ribat of Igiliz was
the MahdT's Mecca, then Tinmallal was his Medina.

In his work on Almohad hierarchy, J. Hopkins espoused the
theory that the Ahl Tinmallal were not strictly a tribe at all. As
they had no natural tribal loyalty of their own, they were
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automatically loyal to the Mahdi and the Almohad system.” Ibn al-
Marrakushi mentioned in the Mujib that the Ahl Tinmallal only
had their place of living in common.®® Unlike the other main
Almohad groups, the Ahl Tinmallal were not united by blood but
by a vague sense of common loyalty, a common territorial identity.
The Ahl Tinmallal lacked the ‘mythical genealogy’ aspect of the
previously mentioned definition of a ‘tribe’. Further evidence of
their non-tribal status was their name, Ahl, Arabic for ‘people’,
instead of Ait, Berber for ‘tribe’. This did not make them
sophisticated urban dwellers. They were most likely a type of
proto-tribe, just beginning to develop a common tribal identity,
when Ibn Tamart appeared in their ranks and gave them an
advanced doctrine, a purpose, to unite. The Ahl Tinmallal gave Ibn
Tamart little, if any, resistance. He offered the Ahl Tinmallal the
opportunity to rise above the proud and close-knit neighbouring
tribes. Only the Hargha would have a higher status. In fact, they
formed the largest representation in the council of fifty (Table 2.1).

Table 2.1: Division of the council of fifty according to tribal affiliation

[y
[N

Tinmallal 19
Famous Men of Various Tribes'
Hargha

Hintata

Gadmiwa

Ganfisa

The tribes?

Haskira

Sanhaja

The champions®

QW WK s DNWO O
B RN

5
Ibn al-Qattan* Kitab al-Ansab

Notes:

1. Men of standing who complete the 50.

2. Presumably this refers to the other tribes around Marrakech.

3. Al-Baydhaq does not mention them as part of the 50.

4. The sources disagree: thus the reason for different columns. The Kitab al-
Ansab differs from Ibn al-Qattan over the exact number from each tribe.
Possibly they represented different years or tenure.
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The Ahl Tinmallal were divided into 11 factions, which came
from diverse geographic origins. Like Hopkins, Lévi-Provengal
believed that their factional nature revealed their ‘heterogeneity’.
He was convinced that they were a type of random collection of
‘partisans brought together to strengthen the makhzen: the central
control. Their origins were not the pure Almohad tribes’.”” Far
from discouraging tribalism, Ibn Tamart invented a tribe. He
collected these small factions and individuals from random places
under the name of Ahl Tinmallal. They become a central corps,
among the most loyal of the Almohads. The Ahl Tinmallal could be
viewed as a smaller example of a wider Almohad project of
unification, of creating a ‘people’, a ‘super tribe’. The Ahl Tinmallal
were not classically segmented according to ancestral loyalty.

Listed first among the Ahl Tinmallal factions were the famed
Masakkala or Aumaskalan. This was the faction of Ibn Tamart’s
mother.” Today they live on the plain of Dir to the east of the wadt
Raghaya, north of the Urika. Next were the Bant Wartanag, the
Bant (or Ait) Almas, the Saktana,”* the Bana (or Alt) Wawazgit,”
the Bana (or Ait) Ansa, the people (Ahl or Ait) of Tifnaut,” the Ahl
(or Alt) al-Qabila,”* the Ahl Tadrart, the Sanhaja of the Tsnagan
group and the Ahl of the Sts valley.

The geographic position of the Ahl Tinmallal on a busy trading
route may explain their proto-tribe nature. They exercised control
of commerce and trade coming over the important Tizi-n-Test
pass to Marrakech and the Atlantic. They also held the expansive,
green valley of the Wadi Naffis. Due to these geographic advan-
tages and the legendary warrior strength of the Ahl Tinmallal, it
was little wonder that the Mahdi decided on Tinmallal as the
original political seat of his new movement, instead of his exposed
birthplace at Igiliz. From Tinmallal the Almohads could
manipulate, or even strangle, the traffic coming from TartGdant
and the south into Almoravid Marrakech. Surrounded by high
mountains with only a few possible entrances, the valley formed a
natural fortress, easily defended from Almoravid incursions; the

106



THE RISE OF THE ALMOHADS: THE TRIBAL ROOTS OF MONOTHEISM

only two passes into Tinmallal from the east and west were
treacherous and narrow; it was often necessary to dismount from
one’s horse and donkey to enter the valley. There was no need for
the Almohads to build a sophisticated system of defences. Even so,
they constructed a series of solid walls around the city. As added
security, Ibn Timart also built the Barj Tidaf, a tower high in the
mountains where he put a sentinel with a drum who was charged
to give prior warning of an Almoravid attack.” A century later, the
remnants of the Almohads would spend their last decades holed up
in this natural fortress of Tinmallal, a small island repelling the
changing tides of history.

Writing in the late fourteenth century, long after the Almohads
had lost all political power, Ibn Khaldiin knew that the Tinmallal
still venerated the tomb of the Mahdi. Conceived by the Mahdi as a
people, as a type of super-honorary tribe, this was but one sign of
their fierce loyalty to the Almohad cause.”

The Hintata

Down the Wadi Naffis and Wadi Raghaya, on the foothills of the
Atlas Mountains, the Hintata were in an ideal position to
intimidate Marrakech and the plains. From Marrakech, their lands
could be seen rising dauntingly up the Atlas mountain range,
peering down on the city. They were the largest and most
powerful of the Masmiida tribes. As well as access to the plains
near Marrakech and control of the trading routes after Tinmallal,
they had several geographic advantages. Their foothills and low
mountains provided fortified depressions with rich soil. Closest to
Marrakech and the plains the Hintata were the most settled and
sophisticated of the Masmida. Although often partially controlled
by the central authority in Marrakech, the Hintata naturally had
their own independent political ambitions. As a result, they
adapted well to the Almohad revolution securing high positions of
power in the empire.

Abl Hafs ‘Umar ibn Yahya was from the Hintata. His descen-
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dants founded the Hafsid dynasty in Tunisia, which was originally
a part of the Almohad Empire. As Abl Hafs was a leader of the
richest tribe, Ibn Tumart wisely chose him as one of his closest
deputies. Other Hintata chiefs would also play an important role in
the Marinid period immediately after the Almohads.

There were nine factions among the Hintata. These factions
were much less geographically diverse than those of the Ahl
Tinmallal.”” Unlike the Ahl Tinmallal who are listed with their
place of origin, the Kitab al-Ansab grouped the Hintata geo-
graphically in generally the same location.”® Again, like the Ahl
Tinmallal, the book lists them with both the Berber A1t and Arabic
Banl. They were the Bant (Ait) Talwih-rit, the Bani (ATlt)
Tagurtant, the Band (Alt) Tamsidin, the Bant (Ait) Lamazdar, the
Bant (Alt) Galg@’iya” and the Mazala who were allies of the
Hintata, the Bant (ATt) Wawazgit, the Band (Alt) Yigaz and the
Banii (A1t) Taklawwiih-tin.

The Gadmiwa®

The Gadmiwa inhabited the Wad1 Naffis and the Assif al-Mal valley
between the Hintata and the Tinmallal. During the Almohad period
the family of S’ad Allah ruled them. There were two fortress
villages, Tafargha and Tisakht, around Gadmiwa mountain. These
fortresses served the Gadmiwa well against incursions. In modern
times, tribes of the same name still exist in the valleys to the west
of Wadi Naffis.

Presumably, the Gadmiwa was a fairly large confederation
because the Kitab al-Ansab listed 46 separate factions, ‘each with its
own mizwar’*" The mizwar, in the Berber context, was a type of
chief, a moderator of disputes, an officer or an all-purpose
authority figure. Hopkins seemed to assume that the mizwar was
imposed on each group of the Gadmiwa with ‘the authority
delegated to him by the central government’.* However, there was
no direct evidence of this being the case. More likely, the mizwar
was already an institution of the Gadmiwa and possibly of most of
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the other tribes of the Atlas Mountains at the time. The mizwar
maintained the identity, order and discipline of each subtribe or
clan by wielding his special baraka or blessing.” He enforced the
careful balance between grazing and agricultural rights. Some
larger clans had more than one mizwar according to size. They
seemed to be yet another example of a tribal tradition that Ibn
Tamart used to organize the Almohads.

Figure 2.4: The Gadmiwa context

Almohads

‘ Other tribes/confederations ‘

- Gadmiwa
‘ Sauda of plains % g

Connected by transhumance: ‘mountain’ tribes

Indepe.:ndent Plains tribes Mogntain
affiliates tribes
Under hierarchy
of Yalmazdug

The Gadmiwa tribal confederation was in itself a remarkable feat
of unity, a complicated collection of subtribes, allies and relations.
They were roughly divided between the tribes ‘of the mountain’,
the Bani Gartit or Inad Gartit,* and the Gadmiwa of the plains (al-
fahs). There were also semi-independent tribes in the confeder-
ation like the Ait Fanzar, who were under the hierarchy of the
Bani Yalmazdug ‘for purposes of distributing booty and in other
circumstances’. The Banii Yalmazdug ‘shared spring pasturage’
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with one of the large factions of the Gadmiwa, the Magis (In
Magiis).” This sharing of spring pastures was an essential element
of the tribal alliance. As is the case today, a complex system of
unwritten rules over who could use the mountain pastures and
when, was set up to prevent unnecessary conflict. A strong alliance
would also prevent the invasion of prime pastureland by a
stronger or larger tribe.®

The sources also mentioned tribes that ‘emigrated to the
Gadmiwa land’. These included Zanata, not even part of the
Masmiida confederation. From the evidence provided by the Kitab
al-Ansab, it seemed that the Gadmiwa were a confederation of
numerous transhumant tribes who moved between the plains and
the mountains. The confederation may have been a mutual
alliance between plains, pasture and mountain that prevented
conflict between these groups as they moved their livestock in
seasonal patterns. There were several other factions other than
the 46 with their own mizwar that the Kitab al-Ansab did not
mention.”

As with other tribes, Ibn Tamart did not arrange the complex
structure of alliances that suited Gadmiwa economic conditions.
Rather, he took advantage of already existing alliances and
integrated the Gadmiwa tribal structure, as it already existed, into
his new order. To symbolize this, Ibn Timart passed each faction,
sub faction and tribe in review during military exercises.*® The
Kitab al-Ansab spelled out the factions of the Gadmiwa in order,
according to who was first in Ibn Tamart’s ‘review’ of the tribes
and who was first to receive the spoils of war.*’

The Urika

Before the rise of Ibn Timart and the Almohads, the Urika were
the great rivals of the Hintata. Like the Hintata, they had control
over an important river valley formed by the wadi Urika. They
also had ambitions for power in the region as they laid claim to
Aghmat, the main trading town of the Atlas Mountains. The
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beautiful Urika valleys still bear the name of this tribe. They
inhabited a region to the north and east of the Hintata. Ibn
Khaldin described the blood feuds between these two great
Masmiida tribes, ‘For ages these two peoples were at war, war in
which much blood was spilt (in vain). Each party claimed victory
alternatively. Many died until the Hintata were invested as the
tribe in command. They killed their adversaries en masse, with
vengeance.””

Ibn Khaldiin referred to the power the Hintata gained during Ibn
Tamart’s rise, as well as to the later Marinid period when the
Hintata also gained influence. The Hintata took advantage of the
Almohad movement to attempt an extermination of their tradi-
tional rivals. If so, Ibn Tlimart may have tacitly allowed this killing
to gain the loyalty of the Hintata, the marginally stronger of the
two rivals. It was reasonable to believe that the Urika were much
less successful than most of their neighbours in securing the
benefits of Almohad expansion. They may have simply been
unlucky; the Hintata found Ibn Tamart first, the Urika could not
produce a reformer of similar stature and success.

Many Urika were allied to, or at least sympathetic to the
Almoravid cause.”* They controlled a rich and prosperous region
that supplied the capital city with produce and received the trade
from Sijilmasa. There may have been more to this feud between
the Hintata and the Urika than ancient honour. The Almohad
doctrine that Ibn Timart propagated would have been an ideal
way for the Hintata to outflank the Urika by challenging the
legitimacy of Almoravid ideology. It was not by chance that the
Hintata were among the first to join Ibn Timart.

The Ganfisa (Saksawa)

The Ganfisa were the furthest west of the Masmuda tribes. They
inhabited the Arella mountain pass southwest of Tizi-n-Test. Ibn
Khaldiin had high praise for the fortitude of the Saksawa, the main
faction of the Ganfisa. As the Almohads gained power, other
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Masmiida tribes lost their tribal warrior spirit and fell into the
decadence of settled, civilized life, but the Saksawa maintained a
high level of power and spirit. They dominated neighbouring
tribes. ‘Loving the advantages of the aggressive life, they never
adopted the habits of luxury introduced among the other Almohad
tribes; they never ceded to seductions.”

Their fortitude was expressed in their geography. Their
mountains were the highest and their forts inviolable. In a poetic
flourish reserved for the Saksawa Ibn Khaldiin said:

Their geography personifies the virtue of independence ...
their mountain escarpment touches the vault of heaven,
hidden in a veil of clouds, its head crowned with stars. Its
bosom serves as a retreat for storms; its ears hear the
discourse of heaven, its face dominates the ocean, its back
serves as the support for the desert of Sis, and in its groin
reposes the other mountains of Daran.”

The brave and knowledgeable Haddd bin Yasuf was their chief
during the Almohad period. Even as the Saksawa joined the
Almohads and followed the doctrine of unity, they never fully
relinquished their legendary independence. The Saksawa must
have especially welcomed Ibn Taimart’s offer to abolish taxes for
the Masmida. Indeed, long after the fall of the Almohads, the
Saksawa stubbornly resisted the incursions of Marinid tax
collectors.

For a remote, non-urbanized tribe, the Saksawa were remarkably
sophisticated. From his isolated tribal kingdom, ‘Umar Ugallid
(Ugallid means king in Berber), the son of Haddg, built a mountaintop
library of law and poetry.” He even knew the sacred books of the
Jews. He also dabbled in alchemy and white magic.” Learning was not
absent from the isolated mountain tribes, especially among their
elite. Ibn Tamart was educated in the Atlas Mountains during his
early childhood. This contradicted the classic view of Gellner that
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cities were the only places for education and learning.” Writing was
not simply an ‘urban’ phenomenon. In fact, the cities were full of
chaos and political intrigue that could prevent scholarship. Ibn
Khaldiin himself wrote his Kitab al- Tbar under the protection of a tribe
in Tunisia. The tribes needed only the simple tools of writing, pen and
paper. Pens and paper were not so difficult to trade or transport. The
anthropologist Jacques Berque provided several examples of a rich,
thriving native literature still alive among the Saksawa in 1955. ‘This
society is in love with writing.”” Books were regularly transported
across great distances, often on camels and donkeys, thus exposing
even the most isolated tribal chiefs to written knowledge. Each major
Saksawa family probably had an archive, as it does today. ‘It is rare to
find somebody who does not have a collection of old papers in a
leather bottle or even a large box. Every roll was a volume. ... In this
dry climate the preservation was almost indefinite.””®

During Almohad times the Ganfisa were allied with several
smaller factions. Collectively they called themselves Ganfisa after a
geographic point, a mountain still called Ganfis at the source of the
wadi Agbar, or simply after their dominant clan, the Saksawa.”
Some of the Ganfisa tribes did not seem to have a dual Arab-Berber
identity like most Almohad tribes. They probably saw themselves
as completely non-Arab. For instance, the Saksawa were not called
Bani in the Kitab al-Ansab but simply Saksawa or the Berber
Isaksawan. This was also true for several of the other 22 factions of
GanfTsa: the Zuddaga or 1da wa-Zaddag, the Mantaka, the Madlawa,
the Hassana, and the Masgala or In Masgalat. Some factions were
called both the Arab Banii and the Berber In or Ait including the
Bant/Ida Masadduagag.'” There were also those more loosely
associated with the Ganfisa, those who simply emigrated with
them from plains to mountain. In this regard, the Ganfisa were
rather like the Gadmiwa, a collection of transhumant tribes who
followed a similar route for mountain pasturage. This was
excepting the fact that while the Gadmiwa were split into plains
and mountain tribes, the Saksawa was a much more dominant,
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core clan with an almost kingly chief who inherited his position as
leader.

The Saksawa remained a major mountain tribe in the High Atlas.
The French anthropologist Jacques Berque wrote a classic study of
them in 1955."" Much had changed in the Maghrib between the
Almohad and modern periods but the Saksawa remained fairly
isolated.'” Saksawa migration patterns were somewhat disrupted
under the Marinids, who fought against them and built a fortress
at al-Qahira in 1358. Later dynasties attempted, unsuccessfully, to
control them.'” Due to their strength and isolation, their basic
movement patterns and social structures probably remained more
or less unaltered even by 1955.

Although the Saksawa were divided into semi-settled tribes of
the mountains or plains, which often seemed isolated, mountain
and plain were connected in innumerable ways. As Jacques Berque
remarked, ‘The rapport of the plain and the mountain could not be
reduced to a simple dialogue. There were possibly a thousand
connections between the two partners.” For instance, among the
most important goods for the mountain people was salt, which the
plains tribes could provide. The Saksawa mountain was deprived of
any salt deposits. The tribe also had to negotiate a way of sharing
water resources, creating a network of surveillance and enforce-
ment to ensure fairness. The important activity that united moun-
tain and plains was the transhumant passage of mobile Saksawa
clans from the plains in the winter to the mountains in spring.'*
Most Saksawa were not always nomadic or always sedentary.'®
Jacques Berque claimed that through a complex system of mutual
regulation, shared sustenance and communal law, the Saksawa
successfully avoided one of the most difficult social problems: ‘the
rapport between the agricultural labourer and the pastoral
migrant, a problem in almost all Semitic societies that was without
a doubt the conflict between Cain and Abel’.'® If Berque’s thesis
was true and if several of the social institutions of the Atlas
Berbers have remained intact since Almohad times, the Ganfisa,
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and other great tribal confederations like the Gadmiwa, existed
mainly to prevent such conflict. Joining the Almohad cause would
strengthen and expand their existing system of alliances.

The Kiimya

The Kiimya inhabited the maritime coast of present-day Algeria,
around Tlemsan, far from the Atlas mountains and the heart of the
Almohad movement. Most importantly, however, ‘Abd al-Mu'min,
Ibn Tamart’s successor, came from the Kimya tribe. Ibn Khaldin
described them as ‘formidable in number and in bravery. They
were the strongest of the Almohad tribes.’ Ibn Ttimart made a good
strategic choice when he recruited ‘Abd al-Mu'min from the
Kimya. He was from the Banii Abid, the most distinguished family
of this powerful tribe. The future caliph was born in the fortress at
Tagrart from where his family enjoyed considerable powers."”’

THE ALMOHAD HIERARCHY

Despite being published as long ago as 1958, one of the most
comprehensive descriptions of the structure of Almohad hierarchy
remains J. Hopkins’s Medieval Muslim government in Barbary.
Although he used nearly all known primary sources on the
Almohad tabagqat, or social levels, Hopkins failed to mention the
reasons for the construction of the Almohad hierarchy. He
described how the structure came into place but provides no
convincing reason why the Almohads used this structure. Also,
despite devoting a chapter of his book to the Almohad system, he
cast doubt on its very existence saying, ‘One is entitled to wonder
whether the whole system existed at all except on paper or in the
minds of its inventers.”'® Yet, given the nature of twelfth-century
Arab chronology, focused as it was on military and political events,
it was more than a coincidence that there were sometimes very
detailed descriptions of the Almohad hierarchy in almost every
major primary source.

Ibn al-Qattan and the anonymous author of the Kitab al Ansab,
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the two main sources on the Almohad hierarchy, provided a
remarkable and unique description of the Almohads’ long-term
social structure, effectively breaking the mould of classical Arab
historiography, which focuses mainly on chronology, not social
organization. This focus on the hierarchy in the sources
demonstrated the central importance of the hierarchical structure
during the early rise of the Almohads. Although some elements of
the hierarchy were in doubt, for the sources contradicted each
other on minor points, there was no reason to question seriously,
as Hopkins did, the hierarchy’s very existence. It was true that as
the Almohad Empire expanded into a vast territory, absorbed new
peoples and was transformed into a dynastic state, the need for
Ibn Tamart’s original hierarchal system seemed less pronounced.
The chronicles suggest that the later Almohad caliphs centralized
and bureaucratized power. Yet, the appearance of centralized
power and the central importance of the personality of the caliph
may have simply been because of the nature of the sources. It was
a testament to the original power of Ibn Tumart’s hierarchy that
elements, especially the men of the fifty and the bureaucratic
descendants of sheikhs educated in Marrakech, remained powerful
institutions and even checks on dynastic power. The original,
tribal hierarchy formed the ‘aristocracy’ of the empire. They were
the stewards of the Mahd1 doctrine and they provided a cohesive
military corps. They represented the original tribal alliances, the
tribal traditions that united the mountains and formed the empire.
Like the Atlas Mountains, they were the backbone of the empire,
able to support or rebel, to cause division or secure unity and
defence. In fact, only the Almohad hierarchy and the caliphs were
allowed to discuss and interpret the Mahd1’s doctrine.'”

Recent descriptions of the original Almohad political structure,
like Hopkins, do not explain why the hierarchy was so successful
in such a short period of time; nor do they see the structure as part
of a changing historical context. The conference papers of ‘Los
Almohades II: Organizacién Political y Militar’ shed some light on
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the subject, but leave many questions unanswered, among which is
that of how Ibn Tamart used a combination of religious ideology,
tribal co-option and military force to organize the tribes."® This
was why the Almohads organized around a pyramidal hierarchy
instead of a simple confederation, as was often the case with tribal
societies. The manner in which tribes so quickly coalesce into a
state, or in anthropological terms, how a structured hierarchical
system arose from a decentralized, segmentary society played an
important role in history. However, before these issues can be
addressed, a detailed description of the Almohad hierarchy is in
order."™

The Almohad pyramid**

Pre-Almohad tribal society in the Atlas Mountains was based on a
‘flat’ circular system, not simply in matters of loyalty and blood
revenge but also in matters of authority (Table 2.2). Some tribes
were more powerful than others, but each had a fairly equal claim
to its own sovereignty and identity. Ibn Timart’s doctrine, as well
as exterior threats, gave Almohad tribal society a steep and organ-
ized peak by forcing tribal identity into the hierarchy and co-
opting the most loyal members of each tribe into the upper
echelons of power. Those who resisted Ibn Tamart’s new and
radical reorganization of society were eliminated with bloody
efficiency with the tamyiz - the culling of the disloyal as described
by the Kitab al-Ansab and other sources.'”

Accounts in the primary sources of the Almohad hierarchy were
written with the model of the prophet and companions of the
Prophet Muhammad in mind. Indeed, Ibn Tamart had his hijra to
Tinmallal and, as Hopkins observed, the people of Tinmallal and
Hargha may be an analogy of the Sahaba of Muhammad. Never-
theless, it would have been difficult for Ibn Tamart to claim that
he was following the sunna of the prophet by dividing his followers
into regimented levels. Although Prophet Muhammad’s followers
organized themselves fairly rapidly, Muhammad did not set up a
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hierarchy quite like Ibn Tamart. The prophet’s organization was
based on who had fought at the famous battle of Badr, who had
followed him on the hijra to Medina, who was a close companion,
or who was a member of his family. There were no councils of ten,
fifty or seventy, no established following of scholars and clerics
who would defend his doctrine. The Prophet Muhammad stood
among his followers as he received the revelations of the Qur'an
and slowly established the basic foundations of Islamic society.
Also, although Muhammad’s social system at Medina was fairly flat
in nature, there was apparently no fear among the Almohads that
Ibn Tamart’s regimented hierarchy would be considered a bida, or
innovation, outside the sunna or example of the prophet. As Mahdyj,
Ibn Tamart created his own sunna, his own life example. The new
Almohad hierarchy was a means of assuring obedience as the
community prepared for the ultimate triumph and the end of time.
Extreme discipline was easier to enforce in an environment of
expectation.

The two important sources for first-hand knowledge of the
Almohad hierarchy were the Kitab al-Ansab and the Nazm al-Juman.
These works were by authors who most likely would have wit-
nessed the Almohad hierarchical structures in practice. First,
because of its several unique features, I shall describe Ibn al-
Qattan’s insider’s view of the regime. For the remainder of the
section I shall use a combination of both sources.

The Nazm al-Jaman (String of Pearls) was written by Ibn al-
Qattan (d. 628/1231), the son of the distinguished head of the
Almohad school at Marrakech, the first of the tullab, scholar
class.'* Tbn al-Qattan provided a top-down perspective of Almo-
had society. As a high-ranking member of this hierarchy he had an
interest in overemphasizing both the usefulness and extent of the
hierarchy. His description of Almohad society should be seen more
as an artificial ideal than as a completely accurate representation
of a complex and fluid social process. One should not forget,
however, that overarching ideals, not detailed compromise, was
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what drove the Almohad experiment. By formally solidifying tribal
identities in written and hierarchical form, both Ibn al-Qattan and
Ibn Tamart could better control them. Rulership at the beginning
stage of any major political or religious movement was not simply
about having a monopoly of violence or enforcing rules. Rulership
was about having a monopoly over identities, about defining the
‘we’ in a convincing way. That was the main purpose behind Ibn
Tamart’s elaborate hierarchy of tribes, students and soldiers.

Ibn al-Qattan was a loyal believer in the Mahdr’'s message. He
first established the central pillar of the Almohad system - the
imam and Mahdi.

Among the foundations of religion is the obligation of
believing in the Mahdi who is the Imam. The Imamate is
necessary. ... Neither money nor birth is an issue. If one
hears his call one must go out (hijra) towards him. [The]
Imam [is] to teach the people the ways of religion and
knowledge, what was necessary for belief and what one must
obey."”

The imam and Mahdi was the ideal, the point at the top of the
Almohad pyramid to whom all obedience and loyalty must be
given.

Below the Mahdi, the pyramid was divided into 14 levels, or
tabagat. Roughly speaking, each lower level had more members
than its superior (Table 2.3)."® Despite some variations this was
roughly the same structure detailed in the other two sources. As
al-Qattan noted, ‘Every level among these levels was ranked
according to its number.” He also noted that ‘those who did not
memorize their passages were rebuked. This indicated that
learning, as well as political and tribal considerations, determined
rank. In fact, those who did not learn their verses were ‘whipped’
until they were sufficiently aware of both the Qur'an and Ibn
Tamart’s doctrine."” Although the transition from a fragmented
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tribal society to a regimented hierarchy may have been a more
gradual process than Ibn al-Qattan claimed, it did occur with
remarkable speed. One reason for this speed was the way some
levels were organized according to tribe (Table 2.1). The highest
levels, the ten, fifty and seventy, as well as the tullab, had
representatives from every major tribal group in the region. A
balance of tribal representation and individual merit was achieved.
The lower levels, including the ‘Champions’,"® the ‘Soldiers’ and
the various tribes in the lower levels, were divided into regiments
according to specific military and social functions.

Many of the tribal names that survived in the hierarchy were not
necessarily based on birth. Ibn Timart allowed his closest followers,
including those who rallied around his cave, to become honorary
Hargha, the tribe of Ibn Tamart, even if they were not remotely
Hargha by birth. The Kitab al-Ansab was explicit about Ibn Tamart’s
positive harnessing of tribal identity, especially that of his own
tribe, for political purposes. ‘All those who, among the Almohads,
were part of the immediate entourage of the Mahdi and who did not
originate from the founding six tribes who formed the basis of
Almohad power, the Imam and Mahdi gave them the favour of
naming them Hargha.'”” The famous al-Bashir, the great general
and martyr at the battle of al-Buhaira, was made an honorary
Hargha. Thus, even those tribal names that remained in the
hierarchy were less tribal than immediately apparent. For example,
the Ahl Tinmallal was more a collection of geographically diverse
clans than a classic tribe. Yet, they also had honorary members.

The Kitab al-Ansab provided a different and more detailed des-
cription of the Almohad hierarchy and of the relationship between
Almohad tribes and institutions. Like Ibn al-Qattan’s the Nazm al-
Juman, the book was almost certainly written after Ibn Tamart’s
death. It attests to the lasting influence of the original Almohad
institutions - even at the height of empire.'” However, one must
realize the potential for manipulation of the text. ‘Abd al-Mu'min’s
followers and later caliphs would have modified the contents of
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the book for their own benefit."”! The Kitab al-Ansab was used as a
guidebook, an official compendium of the highest ranking Almo-
hads and their relationship to the Mahdi. Several names and
numbers are different from Ibn al-Qattan’s account. It was not
impossible that the names would have changed according to the
rapidly mutable exchange of power and rank that characterized
revolutions.

Even though it was likely to have been written earlier, the Kitab
al-Ansab was not quite as explicit as al-Qattan about hierarchies: a
slightly more flattened picture emerged from its pages. The book
emphasized the importance of physical proximity to the Mahdi.
The Kitab al-Ansab placed the Ahl al-Dar, the people of the house,
the Mahdr’s entourage, above all others. The people of the house
were generally close companions of the Mahdi; there was little
description of their specific functions.'” Very likely, their purpose
was to have no specific function, but rather to be available when
needed for personal advice. They gained their power not out of
formal positions but out of friendship and proximity to the Mahdi.
The Kitab al-Ansab said that they were ‘of those of the ashab who
were the ‘arifs and were specially devoted to the service of the
Impeccable [Mahdi]."* Many of the same people mentioned as
members of the ahl al-dar were also members of the fifty and the
council of ten.”” Although some seemed to hold a position of
special honour, others were trusted servants. Abi Muhammad
Wasnar, for example, was charged with the Mahd1’s toothpick and
ablutions. After the death of Ibn Tamart, AbG Wasnar guarded the
Mahd1’s grave.'”

The Mahd1’s family was an important element of the Almohad
hierarchy that Ibn al-Qattan failed to mention as a distinct
category. The Mahdi had three brothers - Abia Masa Tsa, Aba
Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz and Abu al-‘Abbas Ahmad the blind, and
one sister, Zainab, who was the mother of Abai Bakr.'*® The precise
political role of the family was not mentioned in Ibn al-Qattan’s
work. Yet, each member of his family had a significant impact on
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the Almohad movement. Zainab played a crucial part in caring for
Ibn Tamart at his death. Two of Ibn Timart’s brothers revolted in
Marrakech against ‘Abd al-Mu'min after he declared one of his
sons crown prince in 1155."”7 They were later put to death. Their
original role in the rise of the Almohad movement was obscured
because of the threat they posed to the dynastic power of the
descendants of ‘Abd al-Mu’'min. Ibn Tamart’s father ‘Abd Allah was
known as Tumart bin Ugallid. His role was only advisory, although
he was highly respected up until his death.

The Kitab al-Ansab listed the companions of the Mahdi he met in
Egypt. The purpose of this was to hasten the establishment of
Almohad power in Egypt and the Levant. Lévi-Provencal believed
it possible that several of these names and contacts were
fabricated. Listing names of illustrious men who believed in him in
Egypt created the impression of Almohad influence in the East, a
type of Almohad cell ready to support what the Mahdi and his
followers believed would be the inevitable expansion of Almohad
power throughout the known world. These were the people among
the tribes and groups of Egypt who came to the Mahd1 and showed
their sympathy to his cause. They were a ready and waiting source
of support for the Almohads. They provided proof that ‘the Imam
was known in both the Maghrib and the Mashriq (West and
East).”’”® These distant companions, fictional or real, were espe-
cially honoured as they followed the Mahdi even before gaining
the protection and fervour of a large following of Berber tribes.

Council of ten

After honouring Almohad sympathizers in Egypt, the Kitab al-Ansab
then lists those companions actually living in the Maghrib. First
there was the council of ten. They were the highest and most elite,
the people at the centre of Almohad power who met regularly with
the Mahdr in council. In public they were never allowed to show
ikhtilaf, differences in opinion, with the Mahdi. However, in private
they may have provided Ibn Tamart with the opportunity to
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discuss tactics and strategy without seeming weak, indecisive, or
humanized to the common follower. The Kitab al-Ansab said the
council of ten were chosen for their extreme and fervent loyalty to
the imam and Mahdi. They were willing to fight ‘all the people of
the world, Western and Eastern, strangers and Arabs’* to spread
the doctrine of the Mahdi. However the ten, like the fifty and the
seventy, were chosen not only for their loyalty but also for
political reasons. Ibn Tamart neutralized powerful personalities by
making them inner confidants and disciples. Their family names
reappear regularly as rulers, caliphs and generals throughout the
next decades of Almohad dominance in the region. The
descendants of some even became founders of dynasties of their
own. The men of the council of ten were mentioned in order to the

.130

writer of the Kitab al-Ansab by a former member of the fifty:

1. The Prince of Believers (future caliph), ‘Abi Muhammad ‘Abd
al-Mu’'min bin ‘AlT al Qaisi. The Mahdi called him the man of
the ‘Master of Time’. He was the only follower allowed to ride
ablack horse."™

2. Abt Hafs al-Sanhaji, who was possibly related to the
chronicler al-Baydhag.

3. Abu al-Rabi’ Hadrami, from the people of Aghmat. Before his
name was Arabized, he was known to the Berbers as Ibn al-
Baqqgal and Ibn Ta'damiyit. He was the official letter writer of
the Mahdi. He died a martyr at the battle of al-Buhaira.

4. Abu Ibrahim Isma‘il bin Isallali al-Hazraji. He was a high judge
of the people, installed by the order of the imam and Mahd.
Lévi-Provencal believed this was Aba Ibrahim Isma‘il Igig
mentioned by al-Baydhaq as the companion present at Ibn
TUmart’s cave of meditation in Igiliz.

5. Abu ‘Imran Musa bin Tamara al-Gadmiwi, who was called the
amin, the most trustworthy or upright, of the ten. He died a
martyr at al-Buhaira.

6. Abu Yahya Abu Bakr bin Yigit from the Hintata tribe died a
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martyr at al-Buhaira. He was among those present at the
sermon of Ibn Timart in Igiliz. His son was named the
governor of Cérdoba.

7. Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad bin Sulaiman came from the
people of Ansa, a remote oasis in south of the Anti-Atlas. He
was originally a member of the Massakala tribe. He was
present at the sermon of Ibn Timart in Igiliz.

8. ‘Abd Allah bin Ya’la al-Zanati, originally from Taza, was also
known as Ibn Malwiya. He was condemned to death after the
death of the Mahdi when he ‘committed treason’ against ‘Abd
al-Mu'min. He may have been a rival of ‘Abd al-Mu'min. His
claims to the caliphate were likely erased by historians of ‘Abd
al-Mu'min,

9. Abl Muhammad ‘Abd Allah bin Muhsin al-Wanshriri also
known as al-Bashir, commanded the forces at al-Buhaira
where he was killed.

10. The Mahdi assigned Abii Hafs ‘Umar bin Yahya al-Hintati to
carry the leather shield and to invoke divine blessings in its
favour.'

11. Two other names are mentioned. These men were replace-
ments or vice-members. Abli Miisa Tsa bin Miisa al-Satdi and
Abl Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Ghigha1."?

The council of fifty

Some 80 years ago the French anthropologist Robert Montagne
made a series of observations about the structure of tribal coun-
cils, which revealed more evidence about the close relationship
between the Almohad state institution and existing tribal
systems.” According to Montagne, ‘a Berber organization’ was at
the ‘basis of the Empire’."”® This parallel between tribal tradition
and Almohad organization was most obvious with the formation of
the council of fifty (forty plus the council of ten). The council was
actually made up of 40 members, but became 50 when the council
of ten was added. This is important because, according to
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Montagne, 40 is the number of men in the Berber council, the
agrao, or taqbilt. The council of fifty was based on pre-existing
Berber tribal councils.

While the Almohad tamyiz, or segregation of the tribes, opened
up the Masmiida tribal system to a new generation, the councils of
ten, fifty and seventy allowed Ibn Tamart to integrate willing
sheikhs and tribal leaders. This was an essential way of main-
taining tribal identity even as tribes were integrated into the
hierarchy. The anthropologist Paul Dresch observed the role of the
sheikh in his study of mountain village tribes in Yemen similar to
the Berbers:

A section of a tribe has no ‘face’ as a man does, no ability to
make undertakings or to commit its honour in a specific
instance. It has, if you like, no legal personality. For all that,
tokens such as rifles may in practice align tribes or sections
... they must be exchanged by individual men who act in an
individual capacity. The men who do this are commonly
sheikhs, who ‘give their faces’ on behalf of tribesmen."**

Similarly, the sheikhs of the Almohads ‘gave their faces’ on behalf
of the Berber tribes as members of constant, representative
unions, the councils. They were already ‘representatives’ in the
limited, traditional sense. Ibn Tamart simply transformed the
negotiating role of the sheikh into a more permanent, represen-
tative role on the councils. He could thus maintain discipline and
learn about the needs, desires and grievances of the various tribes.

Ibn Tamart associated the council of fifty with his doctrine on
the coming of the Day of Judgment in the A'azz ma Yutlab. He cited
a hadith recorded by al-Tirmidhi in which Muhammad made a
reference to ‘fifty men’. The days of waiting and patience for the
last judgement were like ‘seizing hot coal in one’s hand’. It
required as much patience ‘as the work of fifty men’."” The council
of fifty was clearly an important part of Almohad mythology. It
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symbolized the fusion of Almohad ideology with traditional tribal
forms. It was only natural that a council of fifty should be included
in Ibn Tamart’s eschatological vision.

Unfortunately, there is little evidence on the actual role of the
council of fifty, the ahl khamsin in Arabic. Most of the deliberations
of the council do not survive or were not written down, making it
hard to see what they did or the amount of power they held within
the hierarchy. According to the model of the Berber tribal council,
Ibn Tamart would have first consulted the council of ten for most
immediate matters and used the council of fifty to relay orders and
receive counsel.

Citing Ibn Sahib al-Salat, Ibn al-Qattan mentioned another
council of seventy. Like the council of fifty, their precise role in
the Almohad hierarchy remains something of a mystery."”® Like
the council of ten and of fifty, it had a diverse membership drawn
from the tribes.

The Tullab and the Huffaz"’

Originally, the tullab were simply students, seekers or followers of
the Mahd1 Ibn Timart as he journeyed from the East. Inspired by
his message and his learning, they gathered around the Mahdi and
protected him from the machinations of wary rulers and
governors. However, early in the development of the Almohad
state the Almohads required the services of trained functionaries
well versed in Almohad doctrine. These became the formal levels
of tullab and the huffaz. Yet, even this heavily bureaucratic and
centrally trained element of the Almohad hierarchy was not
completely divorced from traditional tribal structures. The
councils of ten, of fifty and even of seventy were made up of high-
ranking members of the tribes. The tullab and the huffaz were often
the sons of tribal leaders and sheikhs. Most of the ten and fifty
were themselves tullab, thus showing that ranks, at least in the
early Almohad period, were intermixed.'*® Many were original
followers of the Mahd1 and even if they professed almost complete
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loyalty to the Almohad state, they inevitably represented the
interests of their own tribe. Rather than separating the state from
the tribes the tullab were an important link between them. For
example, in 1126 (AH 520), just as the Almohad state was taking
shape, the original tullab were sent out among the tribes, presum-
ably to preach the Almohad message and to stiffen their loyalty.""!

It was not until the disciplined rule of ‘Abd al-Mu'min (d. 1163)
that the tullab and huffaz became primarily government officials.
‘Abd al-Mu'min set up a school at Marrakech to create a more
uniform corps of bureaucrats. Even so, he maintained the doctrine
of the Mahd1. The Anonymous Chronicler recorded: ‘He ordered that
the huffaz be taught the Muwatta’, the A‘azz ma Yutlab of Ibn Tamart,
and other works by the Mahdi. ... His aim was to educate them
rapidly according to his designs.”**> When they were ready ‘Abd al-
Mu'min sent the huffaz to the ruling Masmiida sheikhs to replace the
sheikh or provide advice. It was not clear to what extent the early
Almohad tribal structure was superseded by these learned func-
tionaries of the caliph. As Ibn Timart and ‘Abd al-Mumin
exemplified, it was not unknown for the young descendants of
amghars or sheikhs to go off in search of knowledge and return to
replace their fathers as leaders of the tribe. ‘Abd al-Mu'min may
have only systemized and centralized a pre-existing process.

Other Almohad institutions

The mizwars have already been mentioned as the enforcers of
tribal custom. These men enforced tribal laws and maintained clan
order. The Kitab al-Ansab also mentioned the muttasibs; those who
were designated to perform hisba, to command right and forbid
wrong. The muhtasibs would have been specially trained to enforce
Ibn Tamart’s interpretation of public morals in everyday life, in
the market place, and after battles during the distribution of
spoils. The mizwars most likely still functioned as enforcers, but
only of common agreements between settled Almohads and the
semi-settled herders. They were internal, civil enforcers.
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Meaning of the hierarchy

The overall meaning and function of the Almohad hierarchy was
multifaceted. It was both simply a way of disciplining tribes into
an army and the seed of a remarkable, elaborate, governmental
system built successfully on tribal foundations. Later Mu'minid
caliphs took more centralized control as the original doctrine and
impetus of the Almohad movement began to lose steam, as the
original tribes became a well-fed aristocracy.'”’ Yet, they main-
tained much of the original character and doctrine of the
Almohads. They formed the backbone of empire.

Beyond the survival of the tribal hierarchy at the height of
empire, what was most remarkable about this system was its sheer
structure and organization (see Tables 2.3 and 2.4). The tullab, the
councils of ten, fifty and seventy, and the elite chiefs and leaders,
the huffaz, trained to memorize the sacred doctrine of the Mahdfj,
the incredible diversity of tribes with their different functions, the
mizwdrs and the soldiers; all these groups had specific levels and
specific duties in the Almohad hierarchy. Before there was mainly
a division of lineage, now there was a division of labour and a
division of purpose. Before there were simply rival tribes fighting
along ancestral lines, now there was a clear hierarchy, a line of
battle. The introduction of a divinely inspired reformist and his
enforcers created a systematic structure that would soundly defeat
the powerful, if decadent, Almoravids and put fear in the hearts of
Muslim rulers as far away as Egypt and Syria. By adopting tribal
institutions and adapting them to a universalistic message, by
using strict discipline and appealing to a divine message, Ibn
Tamart and the Almohads created the foundations of an empire
that would rule the western Mediterranean for a century.

THE ALMOHAD TRIBAL ECONOMY: A PRELIMINARY SKETCH

One of the main reasons for the successful creation of the Almohad
hierarchy was the economic condition of early twelfth-century
North Africa. Although the economic conditions of the Atlas
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Mountains before, and during, the rise of the Almohads cannot be
described in any conclusive manner, several sources provide clues
about the economic challenges faced by the Masmuda and the
economic benefits of joining the Almohad cause. The economic
conditions of medieval North Africa were used by Ibn Tumart to
encourage tribes to join. The Masmiida were a combination of
transhumant and settled mountain tribes engaged in a wide
variety of prosperous economic and agricultural activities.
However, the Almoravids exploited them through their control of
prices, which were managed by a complex network of trade. They
taxed the Masmiida when they brought their goods to Marrakech
or sent them to Salé for exportation to Spain. Some valued items
from the Maghrib, like the fire repellent asbestos of the Siis, were
sent as far as Baghdad and the opposite fringes of the Islamic
world.

The trans-Saharan routes were a primary source of Almoravid
wealth and power."** The main route from Awkar and Awdagust in
Ghana to Igiliz, Tinmallal, Aghmat and Marrakech brought slaves,
medicines, gold, rare woods and materials to the north for export
abroad. The route was the backbone of the Almoravid territory.
Ibn Khaldiin described the vast wealth that could be gained by
engaging in this long distance trade, but also listed its perils:

The merchants who dare to enter the Sudan country are the
most prosperous and wealthy of all people. The distance and
the difficulty of the road they travel are great. They have to
cross a difficult desert that is made [almost] inaccessible by
fear and beset by [the danger of] thirst. The distance of this
road is braved only by a very few people.'*

Ibn Khaldin was writing in the fourteenth century when the
political situation in the Maghrib was particularly unstable and
when trading was at a low point. When the Almoravids ruled,
however, the rich trading route was under their unified control.
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The route went through the territory of friendly tribesmen who
were familiar with the land and would have helped the caravans
survive. As a result, the trade was much more frequent and
prosperous during the eleventh and twelfth century.

A merchant travelling from Marrakech would have to allow a
couple of months to reach Awdagust and Senegal. The distance
between two watering holes could take as long as 11 days of travel.
To protect against dangers, some of the caravans were quite large.
Al-IdrisT1 mentioned 100 camels under the proprietorship of a
single merchant. There were even references to caravans as large
as 6000 camels."*® There may have been such large caravans during
the Almoravid period. The Almoravid Saharan tribes were in a
monopolistic position; they controlled the markets. Unusual
economic conditions may have added to the success of ‘Abd Allah
bin Yasin, the zealous, reforming founder of the Almoravids. The
camels were bought at large camel fairs or markets on the edge of
the desert where basic supplies were also acquired. Therefore,
they controlled not only the major markets, but also the ability of
caravans to obtain necessary trade goods. Guelmin, some 160
kilometres south of Agadir, remains a camel market to this day."”

Al-Idrist provided a colourful and atmospheric description of
how the camel herders withstood desert conditions.'*®

The travellers crossed this desert in autumn. This was how
they made the voyage: One wakes up the camels well before
daybreak and marches until the sun is high in the horizon,
until the sand and air is permeated by insupportable heat
from the sun. At this point they stop and release their
camels. They set up tents to guard them from the heat of
mid-day and stay there until the sun starts to descend. When
the sun begins to fall into the western horizon they abandon
their campsite and walk the rest of the day and follow the
road until it becomes impossible to see. They camp where
they arrive and pass the rest of the night there until just
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before dawn. This was how the merchants that traded with
the Sudan would travel. They would never wait as the sun
would kill all those who were exposed to it in mid-day.

The most important items of trade were salt and gold. According
to the eleventh-century geographer al-Bakri, the king of Ghana
gave a dinar of gold for every block of salt that entered his
territory.'"

Although seemingly confined to mountain hamlets, the
Masmiida were not completely excluded from this trade network.
The major routes passed through their territory, especially
through Tizi-n-Test, the important mountain pass linking
Tartidant and Igiliz to Marrakech. At first, the Masmida profited as
much from Almoravid expansion as the Lamtiina. The merchants
would have been targets for raids by the Masmida who may have
also engaged in trade or transporting goods over the mountains to
the markets in Marrakech. However, under the able leadership of
the Almoravid amir Yasuf bin Tashfin (1072-1106) the Almoravids
consolidated their power and their trading routes. It was at this
point that the Almoravids probably demanded taxes from the
mountain Masmiida. It was also at this point that Almoravid rule
was no longer economically advantageous to the Masmuda.

The single most important economic decision Ibn Timart made
was to promise resistance to Almoravid taxation. In al-IdrisT’s
colourful phrase, ‘the people were forced into eating grasshoppers’
because of oppressive Almoravid taxes.”® Marrakech, the
Almoravid capital and main trading centre through which all
goods and merchants from the mountains had to pass, imposed
heavy trade-stifling duties. A gabala tax was levied on the souks,
including markets for perfume, soap, refined or ‘yellow’ copper,
and cotton and wool textiles. All these products originated in or
passed through the mountains of the Masmuda. As the Almohads
took over, they promised to abolish these taxes. They condemned
to death anybody who attempted to raise duties on trade."
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The Andalusian geographer al-BakrT wrote in 1068, just before
the foundation of Marrakech. His description of trade around the
Atlas region provided some idea of the Berbers’ basic geo-
economic situation. At each point along the route from Sijilmasa to
Aghmat, new materials, from copper to knives to precious stones
could be traded. Al-Bakri followed the main trading route from
Sijilmasa, through the Wadi Draa to Aghmat Urika. There was a
copper mine some two days away from Sijilmasa. The banks of the
Wadi Draa were covered with fruit trees. A tree found there called
takat, or tamarisk, was used in the preparation of leather. The
Draa was so rich that ‘every day there was a market day on the
banks of the river ... some days [there] were two, such was the
number of inhabitants.”** One walked along cultivated land for
seven days.

The Haksiira, a minor Almohad tribe, lived in Ourzazat, a village
on a route far down the slopes of the Atlas Mountains. Never-
theless, they provided significant support early in the movement.
Al-BakrT mentioned the fine stones and minerals that are still
found in the Ourzazat region today."” ‘They were good stones of
every variety and remarkable for their good quality and the purity
of their colours.””* Some of these stones were very sharp and could
be used to ‘slice the skin of the dog of the sea [whales]”. These
stones were also used for the production of weapons, and would
have been traded as far as the sea for the purpose of cutting whale
skin.

It took more than a week to travel from Ourzazat to the two
Aghmats - Aghmat Ilan and Aghmat Urika. The two Aghmats were
at the centre of Almoravid power before the establishment of
Marrakech. For various reasons, Aghmat Ilan was closed to trade
and to strangers. The Almoravids may have wanted to protect
their exclusive hold on power; a forbidden space was a place of
power. They may have also wanted to preserve the purity of their
lineage by not permitting the intermixing with strange tribes and
traders. The very fact that the Almoravids chose to close down a
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city to strange merchants may have only indicated the strength
and diversity of trade in the region. Eight miles from Aghmat Ilan
and across the sweet waters of the Taghirit stream was Aghmat
Urika, the vibrant mountain town where trade was permitted.
Aghmat Urika was a thriving market centre, ‘surrounded by
gardens and forests of date trees’. Urika was where the ‘chief of
the peoples’ resided.”® The Almoravids at Aghmat claimed
authority over a large region surrounding the Urika, although it
was unclear how much direct authority they had over the
Masmida tribes nearby."*

Al-BakrT indicated that the Masmiida ‘lived in fortified villages
(qusir) and ... in the places where they stopped their animals.™’
The Kitab al-Ansab similarly described the combined transhumant,
pastoral and settled economy of the Masmiida tribes."® They made
as much use of the mountains, terraces and husbandry as they
could. Although many lived in fortified villages, there was not
always a significant distinction between migratory pastoralist and
settled agriculturalist. Even so, the benefits of uniting around a
single leader who could organize and enforce intertribal and
trading relationships were clear."

Economic benefits were one of the motives for the mountain
tribes to unite and obey the Mahdi. The formation of the Almohad
movement would have significantly improved these tribes’ econ-
omic prospects. I shall now discuss how the Almohad hierarchy
that resulted from this tribal, economic and religious unification
showed that Islam and tribalism were not inherently in conflict.
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3

The Doctrine of
Muhammad Ibn Tamart:
Mahdi of the Almohads

I am Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Allah Tamart. I am MahdT of the
end of time.
(Ibn al-Qattan, Nazm al-Juman)

meditating in the sacred Cave of Igiliz. Then he emerged, filled

with the light of inspiration. He stood under a tree and began
to speak to spontaneously assembled followers. This speech was
different from all previous ones. With powerful and inspired
language, he silenced the crowd.?

He spoke of the obligation to follow and obey the coming Mahdi, a
coming promised by the collected hadith: sayings from the mouth of
Muhammad the Prophet. It was approximately 500 years after the
death of the prophet; a time the hadith predicted as the beginning of a
new era.’ After his speech about the characteristics of the Mahdi (see
Table 3.1), a group of his closest disciples ran up to Ibn Tamart and
proclaimed, ‘These characteristics are not seen in anybody but you.
You are the Mahdi!™ Just as the Prophet Muhammad proclaimed his
message under a tree,’ so too would the Mahdi Ibn Ttmart.

The following quotation is one version of what Ibn Timart may

I t was the month of Ramadan 1121 (aH 515).! Ibn Tamart was
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have said that inspired his followers to proclaim Ibn Tamart
Mahdr:

He [the Mahdi] will be sent by God to command right and
forbid wrong so that justice may take the place of injustice.
His place will be the extreme Maghrib and his time, the end
of time: his name will be that of the Prophet. He will reveal
the injustice of the princes and rid the world of corruption.
This is the end of the times: the name is the name, the
lineage is the lineage, and the works are the works.°

Table 3.1: Necessary characteristics of an imam and Mahdi according to
Ibn Tamart’s doctrine. The person of the Mahdi is the moral axis of the
community, upholding right over wrong

He must be free from (ma’siiman min) and He must support
stand firm against (yathabatu) and defend
1. al-batl: falsehood al-haqq: truth
2. al-dalal: error, deception al-hadr: true guidance
3. al-mafsadah: evil, corruption
4,  aljawr: tyranny, oppression
5. al-bida": innovation
6. aljahl: ignorance al-nir: light
7. al-ngjasa: impurity
8.  al-zulama: unfairness, injustice al-‘adl: justice
9. al-ikhtilaf: disputation, difference al-'itifag: agreement
10.  al-Tsyan: disobedience al-ta‘ah: obedience

Source: From Ibn Tumart, Kitab A'‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 345-55.

The message was clear. The Mahdi would be the hinge upon which
the door of another age would open onto the end of time - blood
loyalty, temporal power, nominal homage to the amir, and all the
things so familiar to tribal life would be no more.

The question of why and how Ibn Taimart and his followers
made such extraordinary claims must be addressed. It was these
claims that gave him the status of Mahdt and thus his power to
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enforce a new and extraordinary form of discipline and rule over
the tribes. In this chapter I shall examine the nature, impact and
meaning of Ibn Tlimart’s doctrine as well as the development of an
Almohad doctrine in response to the Almoravids, who represented
‘the injustice of the princes’ and the ‘domination of the jurists’.’
The specific historical background of the extraordinary Almohad
claims was difficult to trace. Nevertheless, there were several
precedents, several attempts by men to be declared Mahdis in the
past. Possible influences and doctrinal parallels will set the context
for Ibn Timart’s claim to be the Mahdi.

THE ALMOHAD MAHDI DOCTRINE; POSSIBLE HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS?

The Almohads cannot be easily categorized. They were not com-
pletely Shiite or Sunni,’ orthodox or heterodox. Although influ-
enced by different strands of Islam, Ibn Tamart proclaimed a
unique form of Islam, a form he believed would complete the call
of the Prophet Muhammad and fill the world with justice. At least
in the way the Almohad sources portrayed him, Ibn Tamart and
the Almohads were not Shi'ite, Sunni Maliki, or Kharijite," three
strands of Islam prominent in Middle Eastern and Arab history.
Rather, the Almohad, Berber tribes, under the leadership of the
Mahdi Ibn Tamart, attempted to create a restored version of ‘true’
Islam in Maghribi Berber society.

Ibn Tamart’s claim to be the Mahdi was related to his claim to
return to the original sources of Islam, to direct the Atlas Berbers
on the straight path. Ibn Timart was a vehicle of salvation. An
Imam or Mahdi was an essential feature of a successful Islamic
umma. He was a pillar between this world and heaven. Patricia
Crone provided an apt illustration of the need for an Imam.

It helps to envisage the [early Muslim] community (umma) as
a caravan. The early Muslims saw life primarily as a journey
through a perilous desert in which one could all too easily go
astray and perish. To survive, one needed to band together
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under the leadership of a guide (imam, al-hudd, hadi, Mahdi)
who knew the right paths of guidance, that is the right
things to do. ... The Imam performed two tasks indispensable
for the achievement of salvation. First and most funda-
mentally, he gave legal existence to the umma. Without him
there was no caravan, only scattered travellers ... the second
task of the Imam was to lead the way. He did not simply
cause the caravan to exist: he also guided it to its right
destination."

However, as Patricia Crone explained, the early Muslim com-
munity quickly lost faith in temporal leaders as the Prophet
Muhammad’s true successors. The ‘Abbasid caliph in Baghdad did
not really represent the true leader of the Muslim community."
According to the Shia, there was no true imam, only a puppet
controlled by political forces in the east.” By the twelfth century,
Ibn Tamart had refused to recognize not only the ‘Abbasid caliph
but also the legal tradition of Sunni Islam that had developed
during the 500 years since the Prophet’s death. In his remarkable
book of doctrine, Ibn Tumart claimed to be the illuminated,
promised imam and MahdT of the entire Islamic umma. He would
make this claim not in tribal Arabia but in tribal Berber lands on
the westernmost fringes of the Islamic world.

One of the reasons Ibn Timart and the Almohads were success-
ful was because of their relative remoteness from historical
developments in the geographic ‘core’ of Islam. This allowed the
Almohads and Ibn Tamart to develop a distinct doctrine without
interference or contradiction from established centres of theo-
logical learning in the East. Nevertheless, Ibn Tamart and the
Almohads were not completely divorced from history. Historical
precedents influenced the creation of Almohad doctrine. The
Almohad doctrine was influenced not only by the MahdT’s journeys
in the Islamic East but also by the immediate spiritual, social and
historical context of twelfth-century North Africa. The Almohad
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movement emerged in a political, economic and religious milieu
that seemed particularly suited to the rise of Mahdi figures of all
sorts. As I shall explain, the eleventh century and early twelfth
century was an ‘Era of the Mahdis’ in Andalusia and the Maghrib.

DEFINING THE MAHDI

Generally speaking, the term Mahdi referred to the ‘rightly guided
one’ who will lead the Muslim community before the Day of
Judgment. Yet, throughout Islamic history there have been several
uses of the word Mahdi that have different meanings in different
contexts.” There was some evidence that Islam originated as an
apocalyptic movement and that Muhammad was the first Mahdfi,
even if he was never given that label."” S. A. Arjomand, a specialist
in the early Islamic period, made a convincing argument for the
apocalyptic origins of Islam. Muhammad the Prophet was
preparing the Muslim community for the coming of the end of
time.'® Some caliphs were called Mahdi and Umayyad court poetry
clearly uses redemptive language, promising salvation through
obedience to the caliph. Caliph ‘Umar II (ap 717-20), for example,
was called a Mahdi who would fill the earth with peace and
righteousness.”” Al-Mukhtar (d. ap 687) was possibly the first
Shtite to use the term Mahdi when he preached in Kufa and iden-
tified himself as the helper of the promised Mahdi Muhammad b.
al-Hanafiyya, a son of ‘Al by a slave girl who lived in Medina.

Even these few examples from the Islamic East show that there
were many different ways of using the word Mahdi. There were, in
fact, many different definitions of the word depending on the
religious, political and social objective of those who were called
Mahdi and those who called them Mahdi."”® Although a strict
classification or definition of the word would be artificial, and
every different Mahdi has different combinations of character-
istics, there are essentially three types of Mahdi depending on the
context."”

The word Mahdi can refer to a simple, ordinary believer who
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sets an excellent example to other believers. This type of Mahdi
does not have a large group of followers or the ambition to change
the political status quo. This was the most common type of Mahd1
who worked quietly within his own small community of believers
to command right and forbid wrong, almost always by example.
These Mahdis were virtually unknown to history but were well
known to their own community. They set a moral example and
deserved great respect. Yet, they did not usually have much
impact on political events. If they did command right or forbid
wrong to a ruler they were quickly dispatched or imprisoned by
the amir.” Sometimes political figures or amirs asked them to join
new, reforming movements. The Mahdi Ibn YGsuf al Jiznai who
lived in Meknes and whom the Almoravid Yaisuf bin Tashfin asked
to participate in the conquest of Fes was an example of this simple,
urban, populist Mahdi.”!

There was also the more extraordinary type of Mahdi whom God
elected to command right and forbid wrong and to lead a Muslim
community. This sort of Mahd1 had political ambitions to change
the state, though often on a limited scale in a specific, urban
context. These more politically active Mahdis are occasionally
mentioned in historical texts. If they did not have much tribal
support they were similarly silenced by the ruling power, though
this was far more difficult to do than with the simple, individual
Mahdi. The Shtites, for example, identified the Hasanid Muhammad
b. ‘Abdallah as the Mahdi before the ‘Abbasid revolution. His remit
was simply routine redemption, not the apocalypse and the con-
quest of the world.”

Finally, there was the Mahdi who not only laid claim to lead the
Muslim community but also heralded the coming of the Day of
Judgment.” This was al-ga’im: a term used even before Islam to
refer to the one who would not die but would live on in the promise
of redemption.** The Mahdi Ibn Tamart was such a revolutionary
and apocalyptic Mahdi who proclaimed the beginning of a new era.

The Mahdi Ibn Tamart’s life, even his emergence from a cave in
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Igiliz, followed a progression from simple, ordinary, individual
Mahdism to political leadership and the expectation of apocalypse.”
When he returned to Igiliz and gained the loyalty of a diverse
group of tribes he achieved another type of Mahdism. This last
type of Mahdi, almost always arising from tribal lands and tribal
support, aimed not only to reform the political state, but also to
create an entirely new nation.

The apocalyptic, era-changing Mahdi was the subject of con-
tentious debate in the Islamic community.*® There was no mention
of the Mahdi in either the Qur'an or the most reliable hadith. In
fact, the idea of the Mahdi is still an issue debated today.” Despite
the importance of Mahdi movements and eschatological expec-
tation in the foundation of dynasties, overthrow of regimes, and
foundation of new empires, the vast, complex and confusing
theological source material on the Mahdi remains almost unex-
plored by modern scholarship. Researching and translating this
vast literature would be a life’s work.

The Sht'ite concept of the imam and Mahdi*® relied heavily on
the right and necessity of hereditary leadership after the death of
Muhammad.”” Although Ibn Timart claimed an ancestry reaching
back to Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet, his doctrine did not
dwell on the perceived injustices inflicted on ‘Ali and his son
Husayn. There was no substantial mention of either of these
figures in his doctrine. Nevertheless, the necessity of an imam and
the role of the Mahdi in restoring Islam had several parallels in
Shiism.*® The Shi'ite hero ‘Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law,
gained leadership of the Muslim community as the fourth caliph
only to be overthrown by the governor of Syria, Mu'awiya, a
descendant of the Meccan elite and founder of the Umayyad
dynasty. Seen as a political liability by the Umayyad caliph Yazid,
‘Ali’s son and Muhammad’s grandson, Husayn, and his band of
about seventy followers, were massacred at Karbala in Iraq. Out of
these historical and political events grew a religious doctrine of
continual resistance to the Sunni majority. In ShTism ‘All gained a
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prominence as high, or even higher than, the Prophet himself.”
Various descendants of ‘Ali, most famously Ibn al-Hanafiyya,
willingly or sometimes unwillingly, became the imams or leaders
of the ShT'ites as they struggled under Sunni rule. In several ShTite
sects the imams eventually went into ‘occultation’, a type of hiding
that concealed their identity. The imam and Mahdi would come
out of occultation on the Day of Judgment to restore the rightful
rule of the Prophet’s family and herald the end of injustice.

Yet there was little reference to ‘Alf or Husayn or to the battle of
Karbala in the Book of Ibn Tamart, or in any of the Almohad
sources, as one would expect from an essentially Shiite move-
ment. Al-Baydhaq referenced a book of divination, al-Jafr,”* which
‘Al1 supposedly left to the sixth imam Ja'far al-Sadiq.” Even so, Ibn
Tamart did not attach himself closely to the Eastern ShTite or
Fatimid claims. Unlike the ShTites of the East, the Almohads did
not develop their doctrine out of centuries of being a minority
under rule by a religiously different majority. Although the Almo-
ravid rivals claimed to be orthodox Sunni, they had themselves
only recently converted to a more strict approach to Islam after
centuries of pagan practice in the Sahara. The Almohads did not
need to develop a complex system of tagiyya or concealment or an
underground movement. Ibn Timart seemed very open about his
claims, even in front of the Almoravid amir himself. The IsmaTli
ShTites in Egypt may have had some influence on Ibn Tamart, but
few direct or deliberate connections between the Almohads and
their Fatimid predecessors could be proven.*

Ibn Tamart’s Mahdi claim had a historical and social basis in
North Africa and Andalusia, as well as the traditions of Eastern
Islam. Although the Almohads rejected any association with them,
in outward form their movement was not very different from the
Fatimid revolution. Towards the end of the ninth century the
Kutama, a group of mountain tribes somewhat similar to the
Masmiida, revolted against their Aghlabid rulers in present-day
Tunisia. They were led by the Prophet Abt ‘Abd Allah, who came to
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herald the appearance of the Mahdi.”” Like Ibn Tamart, Aba ‘Abd
Allah demanded absolute obedience, consolidated his power,
organized the stateless tribes into a coherent army and overthrew
the Aghlabids in ap 909. The new dynasty was known as the
Fatimids, future rulers of Egypt, and one of the most powerful
dynasties in Islamic history.*

While similar in their beginnings, the Fatimids had no significant
influence on the Almohads. That the Almoravids called Ibn Tamart a
Kharijite was simply an indication of how the religious establish-
ment viewed him at the time, namely as a heretic who had exited
from orthodox Sunni doctrine and killed other Muslims as sinners.”
Interestingly, the eminent scholar of Kharijite history, Wilfred
Madelung, suggested that there may indeed have been remnants of
a North African, that is non-Isma‘li, form of Shiism that could have
survived Almoravid persecutions, even as late as the advent of the
Almohads. The Almohad sources contain no specific mention of
these Kharijite survivors, so it is difficult to speculate on the
directness of their influence on Almohad doctrine, especially the
notion of the Mahdi.*® The Almoravids associated the Almohad
movement with Abh ‘Abd Allah and the Fatimids, a dynasty that
began with a puritanical, apocalyptic rebellion. The Kharijite label,
which also attached to the Fatimids, so enraged the Almohads that
Ibn Tumart decided to label the Almoravids as well; he called them
anthropomorphists - mujisimin or zargjina in Berber.” Although it
was unclear how much Shiism, either North African or Eastern,
influenced them, the Almohads wanted to distance themselves
from any association with the Fatimids or the Kharijite label.
Although there were many interesting similarities between the
Fatimids and Almohads, Ibn Tamart’s chroniclers gave few
indications in his writings of a direct Fatimid influence.

Despite the Almohad desire to distance themselves from the
Fatimids, several parallels between their doctrines of the Mahdi
existed. This showed there was probably some influence from the
Fatimids, despite Ibn Timart’s vigorous denial.** A central tenet of
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Isma‘lli thought was the return of the truly guided one (al-Mahdi),
or the one who arises (al-Q@im)."" While the early ShTites and
Sunnis initially believed the Mahdi to be a good or righteous caliph
or successor, the Isma‘ilis developed a more eschatological view of
the Mahdi. They also believed that the Mahdi would not simply
bring a renewed Islam, but would reveal the original, hidden
doctrine of Islam by preaching ‘true religion’. Yet, while the
predecessors of the Isma‘Tli Mahdi were based on ShTite tradition,
Ibn Tamart claimed Moses, Jesus, Muhammad and Aba Bakr as his
predecessors: there was no reference to the usual, exact ShTite
chain of descent. In fact, Ibn Timart traces his lineage through
Arab Berber ancestors to Idris who came to Morocco in the eighth
century. Also, al-Ghazali, who was the intellectual inspiration for
the Almohads, actively rejected the Isma‘Tli movement, though
there was little indication of how much the Almohad sources were
aware of his position.

Occultation and tagiyya, hiding one’s beliefs to avoid detection,
were not a major part of Almohad doctrine. Nor did Ibn Tamart
base his authority on esoteric, mystical knowledge. The Fatimids,
in contrast, had developed a large body of literature dedicated to
the secret meaning of the Qur’an.*” Unlike Fatimid doctrine, which
was obscurantist and reserved for the elite, Almohad doctrine was
meant for everybody in the community. One of Ibn Tamart’s
reasons for success was his populism, his appeal to the tribes.

As well as the Fatimids, another Maghribi historical precedent
for Ibn Tumart’s Mahdi claim was found in the Berber heresies
that emerged after the briefly successful Arab conquest. One group
of Berbers, the Barghwata, developed their own Qur'an and were
led by a charismatic prophetic figure by the name of Salih. Like Ibn
Tamart, Salih established a distinctly Berber form of Islam. Both
Ibn Timart and Salih refused to follow any single eastern school of
Islam or to implement Sunni law. Yet, unlike Ibn Tamart, who
fiercely defended al-usiil, and the central importance of the Arabic
Qur'an, Salih and the Barghwata wrote their own Qur'an in
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Berber.” They ruled south of Rabat for centuries until they were
finally defeated and dispersed by the Almoravids. The Barghwata
also relied on messianic claims. Their long history in the Maghrib
exemplified how independent the Berbers could be from Arab
influence, from Arab interpretations of Islam. Although he used his
eastern education to full advantage, Ibn Tamart would also reject
classic models and schools of doctrine and law. However, he did
not go as far as the Barghwata in rejecting the whole Islamic
tradition and being loyal only to an altered, Berber Qur'an.*

There was also a precedent for the divinely inspired leadership
set by ‘Abd Allah ibn Yasin, founder of the Almoravid dynasty, the
great Almohad rival. Although Ibn Yasin did not claim to be Mahdj,
he did demand personal obedience. This ‘holy man on a donkey™
travelled to southern Morocco to reform the pagan tribes.* Like
Ibn Tumart, who also rode a donkey, he commanded right and
forbade wrong in explicitly political ways. The geographer al-
Bakri, the major source for the rise of the Almoravids, described
Ibn Yasin as a strict reformer who rallied the tribes around him.
After enforcing strict moral standards and controlling pagan
desert customs ‘he massacred all those who declared themselves
against him’.”” He became ‘master of the entire desert’ and all the
tribes of the region rallied to his cause. He demanded absolute
obedience to a new revolutionary doctrine. Thus, a mere ‘holy man
on a donkey’ was able to control the fate of Maghribi Islam. The
theme of the righteous leader, bringing the tribes back into the
fold of Islam, was repeated throughout Maghribi history.*®

THE ERA OF THE MAHDI IN THE MAGHRIB

The particularities of Maghribi society and geography, especially
in the medieval period, were conducive to the rise of prophetic
figures.” Mohamed Zniber from Muhammad V University in Rabat
argues that the very cultural, ethnic, geographic and even econ-
omic landscape of the Maghrib has encouraged the rise of spiritual
leaders and Mahdis throughout history. He speaks of the
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‘psychological disposition’ that is found in Moroccan society
throughout history - ‘the appeal to a miraculous solution’.”® Dis-
cussing the inconsistent nature of the climate, the harsh realities
of the desert and the mountains, he made a direct link between
Morocco’s geography, hagiocracy (the rule of saints) and Mahdis in
Moroccan history. ‘In a country where the rain is not always
faithful in its visits, where tribal discord can maintain a state of
insecurity and economic crisis, Morocco’s history has been shaped
by those critical moments when charismatic chiefs emerge with
enough prestige to resonate through an entire dynasty.””" Main-
taining power in the Maghrib was a difficult undertaking that
required a heavy and consistent application of spiritual charisma,
obedience and unity: exactly the nature of Ibn Tamart’s doctrine.
As Georges Gurvitch reflects in an essay on Moroccan sociology,
Moroccan rulers were charged with ‘simultaneously maintaining
the natural order, the social order, and the divine order’. This
often immobilized dynasties and rulers and made them weak
because ‘these three orders could easily come into conflict’.”” The
need to maintain natural, spiritual and social obligations provided
opportunities for the revolutionary. Whenever Moroccan leaders
lost the careful social balance, revolutionaries were able to use
those breaks to make claims that the social order was wrong and
needed to be corrected. This was the case with Ibn TGimart and the
Almohads. The scholar Madeline Fletcher claimed that Ibn Timart
‘simply provided the formulation of the leadership role tradi-
tionally granted by Berber custom to the holy men’.” Although Ibn
Tamart’s Mahdism was not an exclusively Berber concept like the
Barghwata Qur’an, it was a product of his immediate environment
rather than adopted from a Sht'ite or Sunni model.

Several ‘Mahdis’ in the Maghrib before the rise of Ibn Tamart
held charismatic, messianic claims.”® One was Mahdi Muhammad
al-Nafs al-Zakia, who was related to the Prophet Muhammad and
lived during the time of the Idrisids, an Arab sharifian dynasty that
ruled large parts of Morocco from Fes (789-828). Interestingly, the
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actual ruler of the Idrisids, Idris I, was Mahdi Muhammad al-
Zakia’s brother-in-law. He was proclaimed as Mahdi after his
military exploits routed the ‘Abbasids from Morocco. IdrTs I often
used the language of Mahdism, exhorting the Muslim community
to follow his guidance (huda) and restore the true shari’a laws of
Islam, which the invading ‘Abbasid had wrongly applied.

Besides al-Zakia, several Mahdis with political power emerged
immediately before the rise of the Almohads.” There was the
Mahdi Ibn Yasuf al-Jizani who ruled from Meknes and who
supported the Almoravids and their conquest of Fes. The Mahdi
Ibn Talal built a fortified castle near Ifrane in the Middle Atlas. The
Almoravids attacked him. Finally, Maribel Fierro described the
influence of Ibn Qas1 from southern Portugal. He started a revolt
and claimed to be Mahdi, but without a strong tribal base he was
eventually engulfed by the more broadly successful Almohad
movement.”® An interesting parallel could be made with
Muhammad the Prophet and the increasing number of prophetic
figures that emerged in Arabia during the sixth and seventh
centuries.”” In both the case of Muhammad the Prophet and the
Mahdi Ibn Tamart the time seemed ripe for their rise. It could
have been the very presence of so many different Mahdi figures
with varying claims and levels of power that inspired the search
for the true Mahdi. The late eleventh and early twelfth century
was the era of the MahdT in the Maghrib.

A NEW RELIGIOSITY

The Islamic world as a whole was approaching a turning point; the
‘Abbasid caliphate was falling into disarray, the great focal point of
Muslim culture in al-Andalus was losing control to the Christians,
the Normans were conquering Sicily and the Italian city states
were beginning to emerge. The Mediterranean, though largely
Muslim, was no longer a predominantly Islamic sea. The year 500
seemed to herald news of a new coming.®® There were other
natural and economic phenomena linked to important trade
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routes that led the region into certain turmoil and a desire for
newly inspired leadership and change.” Finally, a new ethos was
emerging throughout the Muslim world, an ethos that grew out of
a need to deal with fragmentation and political crisis, an ethos
linked to a more mystical view of the world and of God.

Tilman Nagel called this new era ‘die neue Frommlichkeit’, the era
of a new religiosity.* It was an era in which the seemingly opposed
Suff and Ash’arite trends came together. Maribel Fierro similarly
identified the eleventh and twelfth centuries as a period when
‘blind acceptance of doctrine was to be rejected’. There was a new
need to find proof of God’s unity (tawhid). The Ash’arites used
reason; the Sufis used techniques of mystical union. Thus, both
methods, the rational and the mystical, became threats to the old
styles of rule and authority; they removed individual Muslims
from obligations to the human authority and legitimacy. In par-
ticular, the Suff literature from the period spoke of the individual
developing a way, a tariqa, in which to find God without the
intervention of the state. This newly developed relationship
between the individual soul and God could exist even in the midst
of profound political crisis and change. This new religiosity,
religious individualism, posed a threat to the established order
because it removed belief from human authority. The separation
of belief and authority led to an overwhelming desire to replace
the old system of rulers and jurists. The jurists and rulers had lost
their religious legitimacy and failed to sustain the Muslim
community against a variety of internal and external threats.
Caliphal authority was no longer sufficient. ‘Spiritual personalities,
be it theologians or Sufi masters’, filled the gap.® Ibn Tamart was
one of these personalities.

Ibn Tamart was successful because of his ability to harness the
spirit of the new religious awakening to focus on the realities of
establishing the foundations of a new empire. Even as al-Ghazali
attempted to unify the mystical and rational in his theological and
philosophical works,*” Tbn Tumart attempted to unify individual
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spiritual awakening with obedience to temporal power and
absolute social order. This ability to unite the obligations of the
temporal with the hopes and expectations of the spiritual was the
basis of a revolutionary Mahdi’s power.

Ibn Tamart and the Almohads were proclaiming a new era of
Islam, a new political expression of this religious awakening.
Whereas the Seljuk Turkish invaders of the Middle East and the
desert Almoravids of North Africa and Andalusia gave the ‘Abbasid
caliph symbolic leadership, the Almohads claimed their own spiritual
head in the Mahdi Ibn Tamart.” Unlike the Almoravids, Buyids,
Seljuk Turks and a host of other invading peoples of Islamic
history, the Almohad tribes were not merely de facto invading
rulers who maintained the caliphate’s legitimacy. The Almohad
movement was among the first true attempts not only to imitate,
but also to reinvent and recast Muhammad the Prophet’s call. With
the Almohads, sultan (effective power) and din (religion) were
merged yet again. The Almohads, under the infallible guidance of
the Mahdi Ibn Tamart, claimed to achieve the religious and
political unity of Islam in this world, a unity that had been a goal
of the Muslim community since the death of the Prophet
Muhammad.** According to the hadith, ‘Religion and [temporal]
power are twins.” A Mahdi proclaiming a new era could bring
these twins together again.

THE ALMOHAD DOCTRINE OF THE MAHDI

It has been (accepted) by all Muslims in every epoch, that at
the end of time a man from the family (of the Prophet) will
without fail make his appearance, one who will strengthen
Islam and make justice triumph. Muslims will follow him,
and he will gain domination over the Muslim realm. He will
be called Mahdi. Following him, Satan will appear, together
with all the subsequent signs of the Day of Judgment.

Ibn Khaldin
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Divine expectation, the expectation of an era of divine rule
unmitigated by the fallibility and contradictions of humanity, was
the fuel of revolution and of change. It was the struggle for an
ideal, divine society, finally united with the will of God, which pro-
vided a pretext for rebellion against an unsatisfactory economic,
political or social status quo. In his recent book, The court of the
caliphs,*® Hugh Kennedy described the fervent pitch of divine
expectation that brought the ‘Abbasid to power. He described
mysterious men dressed in black, fanning the sparks of divine
expectation. This was the small group of ‘Abbasid revolutionaries
who, like Ibn Tlmart in the Atlas Mountains, organized the remote
tribes of Khurusan in the mountains of Persia and sacked the
magnificent power of the Umayyads in Damascus. The Almohad
movement and the notion of the Mahdi was another example of
this combination of tribal revolution and divine expectation.

As Ibn Khaldiin noted, almost all Muslims accepted the Mahdi
idea. Yet there was no clear reference to the Mahdi in the Qur'an.
The Qur'an made many suggestions about the end of time, but
there was never a specific reference to a Mahdi or any clear
indication of who this Mahdi would be. In fact, the term Mahdi1 did
not even appear in the Qur'an.”’ The root of Mahdji, h-d-y, occurred
often in the Qur'an referring to divine guidance huda. ‘Mahdi” was
a verbal noun meaning the divinely guided, but no such word
appears in the Qur'an. Without any clear direction from the Qur'an
about the Mahdi, and with the salvation of the world at stake, the
Mahdi idea has been an especially divisive issue for Muslims.

Even in early Islam there was a wide variety of interpretations
about the Mahdi. Muhammad ibn Sirin of Basra (d. 728) believed
that the Mahdi would come from the Kahtani tribe, which was to
lead a righteous revolt. Another early scholar believed that the
Mahdi would find hidden versions of the Torah and Gospel in
Antioch.®® This confusion and wild speculation about the Mahdi
only increased with the passage of time and the failure of the
much-predicted day of reckoning to occur.
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It was ironic, given that there was no specific reference to the
Mahdi in the Quran or the most established hadith, that Ibn
Tamart advocated a strict interpretation of the revealed
scripture.” Thus, when Ibn Tamart advocated a return to the
roots, al-usil, of Islam he was basing his authority on a concept
that had little basis in the original sources. Yet, it was never Ibn
Tamart’s intent simply to promote the original texts. His claim to
be an advocate for the return to the origins of Islam was only one
step in a much more ambitious theology of unity, conquest and
salvation, a theology that had about as little basis in the Qur’an as
the trifling discussions of the Almoravid Maliki jurists he so
despised.

One of the main appeals of the ‘Mahdi idea’ was the promise that
the Mahdi would usher in a new era of unity throughout Islamic
lands. This concept was especially appealing after the invasion of
Islam by the Mongols and Turks and the division of the Islamic
world into several competing states. As the Islamic world
fractured, centres of power shifted and the Ismaili movement and
other Shtite movements, with their concentration on the Mahdi,
gained political prominence in key parts of the Islamic world, the
term ‘Mahdi’ was associated with those who claimed to lead
Muslims at the end of time. As part of this divine expectation in
the midst of turmoil, books of divination, like the book of al-Jafr,
promised a new, fated era, a renaissance of Islamic unity and
power.” An infallible Mahdi would lead this new era: a man who
would restore the relationship between fallible human society,
which had gone astray, and God.

Despite divine expectations, no Mahdi ever succeeded in uniting
the entire Islamic world under his rule. Nevertheless, as discussed
previously, several Mahdis achieved greater ends, starting move-
ments that brought dramatic change and unity to their region.
Throughout Islamic history, various tribal and religious leaders
emerged to claim the title of Mahdi, herald a new era of justice,
Muslim unity and the end of time. These messianic figures appeared
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in tribal regions at the margins of established legal schools,
doctrines and governments, sweeping in change and reform with
their dramatic message of unity, salvation and Islamic revivalism.
Near the end of the fourteenth century, Ibn Khaldin refers to
these false Mahdis as they appeared in the medieval period.

The common people, the stupid mass, who make claims with
respect to the Mahdi and who are not guided in this con-
nection by any intelligence or helped by any knowledge,
assume that the Mahdi may appear in a variety of circum-
stances and places. They do not understand the real meaning
of the matter. They mostly assume that the appearance will
take place in some remote province out of the reach of the
dynasties and outside their authority. ... Many weak-minded
people go to those places [outside ruling authority] in order
to support a deceptive cause that the human soul in its
delusion and stupidity leads them to believe capable of
succeeding. Many of them have been killed.”

Like other Mahdis, Ibn Tumart failed to bring justice to all of
Islam and, as I have discussed, the historical chroniclers favourable
to the Almohad movement attempted to deal with this
fundamental problem. Yet, his Mahdism sparked the beginning of
the Almohad Empire. In this sense, Ibn Timart’s claim to be Mahd1
was among the most successful in Islamic history.”” Such was the
power of his message that with Ibn Tamart the promise of
salvation and renewal seemed to shift from the centre of Islam to
the perimeter with new legends claiming that the Mahdi should
appear in the West.

Obedience and infallibility

A central tenet of Ibn Tumart’s doctrine was obedience to the
Mahdi. The imam and Mahdi, the true leader of the Muslim
community, was free of all forms of sin. He must be ma’sam, or
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incapable of error. For, ‘error does not destroy error. Thus, the one
who errs does not destroy error.””” The imam upheld virtues
including truth, righteousness and is truly guided. These were the
personal characteristics and requirements of the infallible imam.
Yet, the imam also required certain behaviours and virtues from
his subjects, most importantly, strict obedience. The tribes of the
Atlas Mountains had not only to follow his teachings and law, they
had also to purge themselves of all differences (ikhtildf) and be in
agreement (itifdq) with the imam. Moreover, they must physically
imitate the way of life of the infallible Mahdi, watching his every
move and following his example, like the sunna of the Prophet
Muhammad.” To justify this strict code of obedience and the strict
forbidding of disagreement, it was useful for Ibn Timart to refer
both directly and indirectly to the example of the Prophet
Muhammad; the original rise of Islam this enforced unified action
in an environment of divided tribal loyalties.”

The sequence of events leading to Ibn Tamart’s rise as imam and
Mahdi seem deliberately depicted to bear a striking resemblance
to the life of the Prophet, with a cave similar to the cave of
Muhammad and a hijra from Mecca (Igiliz) to Medina (Tinmallal).
Ibn Tamart and al-Baydhaq seemed actively to cultivate such
comparisons between his life and the life of Muhammad. But there
were crucial differences, especially regarding the extent of the
claims of the Mahdi. First and most striking, while Muhammad was
a prophet, Ibn Tamart was a Mahdi who would bring the end of
time. Ibn Tamart described himself as ‘the central tent pole that
supports the heavens and the earth’.”* Where Muhammad claimed
to be only human,” Tbn Tumart claimed that there would be chaos
without himself as imam. The ‘heavens will crash onto earth’ when
the imam loses his authority.”® Thus, one must believe in the
Mahdi, the imam with the ‘innermost blood of the heart’.” The
blood of the tribe, ‘asabiyya (tribal solidarity) and factionalism will
have no relevance at the end of time. The A'‘azz ma Yutlab was clear
about its purpose, ‘This book is about the truth of believing in the
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Imam. This belief is a basic principle of religion. It is a basis of
religious law (shari‘a).”®® It would seem that the ‘doctrine’ of the
Almohads was not simply a doctrine of ideas; it was also a
command to follow and obey the imam and Mahdi.*'

The Day of Reckoning

In the A‘azz ma Yutlab Ibn Tumart exhorted the Berbers, the chosen
audience, to ‘believe in Allah and the last day for this is the way of
God’.*”” The end of time was a central theme in Ibn Tamart’s
preaching. There would be a time when the earth was ruled by sin,
depravation, avarice and jealousy: this implied the rule of the deca-
dent, anthropomorphist Almoravids. In this time of depravation
‘the knowledgeable go and the ignorant remain, the righteous go
and scum remain, the believers go and the distrustful remain.”®® At
the end of time the Mahdi, ‘the pillar of religion’, would reverse
these sins and bring victory to the religion of God. Wrong will be
replaced by right, tyranny by justice, sin by good works and the
Mahdi will ‘establish the firmly grounded law’ based on al-usiil, the
roots of religion, and demolishing al-furu’, change, innovation and
sin.* Obedience to the Mahdi, not to any idea, or sect, or person,
was the way to realize divine expectations of the last day.

Ibn Tamart claimed to be the Mahdi, the man who would usher
in the end of days. This assertion gave Ibn Tamart the ability to
gain immediate power and influence. First, despite his relatively
low birth, he could claim direct descent from the Prophet
Muhammad.® Second, he could command the absolute obedience
of his followers, which is essential when organizing a loose tribal
clan to fight against the Almoravid desert warriors and their
Spanish mercenaries. Third, Ibn Tamart could attribute the sins
and problems of the world to the Almoravid leaders and their
faulty doctrine. Finally, he could provide his often less than
literate followers with a simple way of approaching God. Most
importantly, the North African context, the audience of Berber
followers, shaped, inspired and influenced Ibn Tamart’s doctrine.
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When Ibn Tamart met his closest follower and deputy, ‘Abd al-
Mu'min, and learnt that he was going East in search of knowledge,
Ibn Tamart told him that all he would need to know was here in
the West, in the Maghrib.*

THE DOCTRINE OF THE A‘AZZ MA YUTLAB: THE BOOK OF IBN TOMART®’

A primary purpose of this study has been to answer the question of
how a new form of Islam, envisioned by the Mahdi Ibn Tamart,
transcended deeply divided, blood loyalties to produce the
foundations of the Almohad Empire in North Africa. Having dis-
cussed the historical, economic, geographic and social circum-
stances of this stunning burst of Islam among the divided Berber
tribes of the Atlas Mountains, Ibn Tumart, leader and founder of
the Berber Almohad Empire took advantage of these circum-
stances to articulate a new and revolutionary vision of Islam. This
vision would be a force to unite the tribes of the Atlas, even as
Muhammad originally united the tribes of Arabia in the seventh
century. In his inspired book the A‘azz ma Yutlab, Ibn Tumart
created a doctrine suited to the Berbers of the Atlas Mountains. He
used his theology to challenge the legitimacy of the ruling
Almoravids and to justify jihad against other Muslims. In this book,
Ibn Tamart established his title of Mahdi, bringer of the end of
time. Most importantly, he used his doctrine to construct a vision
of unity and imperial destiny in the face of tribal differences.

Like the writings of most religious revolutionaries, Ibn Timart’s
book challenged the status quo and did not fit easily into a pre-
viously existing school or category of Islam. It was difficult to
determine whether his ideas were influenced by al-Ghazali of the
East, the Malikis of the West, the philosophical Mu'tazila or
literalist Ash’ari, the Sht'ites or even the radical Kharijites. In some
ways Ibn Tamart was rejecting all established precedents,
attempting to create a fresh, unique message, a message that
attempted even to exceed the words of the Prophet Muhammad.

Ibn Tamart’s political theology was a selected amalgam of
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different influences and revolutionary concepts. Although heavily
influenced by thinkers of his time, especially al-Ghazali, Ibn
Tamart was not from any one school. Instead, he adopted a variety
of theological arguments that would most support his claim to
power and spiritual authority. He created an ‘Almohad Qur’an’, a
book of doctrine that was memorized, studied and respected
almost as much as the Qur’an itself.*® Mirroring the Qur’an, it had
three fundamental purposes: a guide for a way of life, a
justification for fighting against disbelief and a promise of
salvation through the guidance of the Mahdi, himself, at the end of
time.

Before summarizing the book of Ibn Tamart, in this chapter I
shall introduce four concepts that were the foundation of Ibn
Tamart’s doctrine. First, tawhid, or the absolute unity of Allah, was
the most important point of Ibn Tamart’s book. God was one and
only one: any attempt to divide his essence or to think of him in a
limited physical manner was shirk, blasphemy. The very name
Almohad, a French corruption of al-Muwahid, comes from the
Arabic root, wahid, meaning one, the Almohads defined themselves
as believers in the oneness of God. Second, Ibn Tumart devoted the
first part of his book to discussing difference between al-usil and
al-furu’. The roots or fundamentals of Islam were al-usil. Later
judgements and embellishments, the focus of Almoravid jurists,
were al-furu’ the ‘branches’ of law. The third major component of
Ibn Tamart’s book was an attack on tajsim, anthropomorphism.
Any physical embodiment of God was wrong. Lastly, Ibn Tamart
devoted a portion of his book to the discussion of himself as the
infallible Mahdi, as has been discussed above.

Tawhid®

There was perhaps nothing more difficult for the believer than to
think about the nature of God. Today, an educated person born
into postmodern society is most likely to question the existence of
God at some point in their lives. In twelfth-century North Africa,
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as in most of pre-industrial world history, a person was more likely
to question the nature of God, as opposed to his existence. The
existence of God was evident in daily life and practice. The nature
of God, however, was constantly in dispute and in flux. People
sought to define God in many different ways according to their
immediate cultural background. Some defined God according to
the traditional beliefs and practices of ritual, coming of age, death
and birth that dominated tribal society. Some defined him using
mystical notions of spirit. An educated few used philosophy to
discover the nature of God. The issue of the nature of God
inevitably emerged even in the minds of the most uneducated and
isolated people. Ibn Tamart sought to address this issue through a
strict doctrine of tawhid.

Soon after the foundation of the Almohad Empire, the Almohad
doctor and thinker Ibn Tufayl wrote the story of a man named Ibn
Yaqzan, created alone on an island. He was isolated from humanity
but still able to transcend the world, to know and believe in a
single, monotheistic God.”® Ibn Tufayl’s main argument was that
tawhid was a part of human nature; it was a sense of divinity that
exists from birth itself.” In some ways the story of Ibn Yaqzan, the
spiritual Robinson Crusoe of the Almohads, mirrored the birth of
the Almohad Empire. In the rugged and isolated island valleys of
the Atlas Mountains the notion of God absolutely detached from
the world but also encompassing and controlling the world and
everything in it, emerged.

This overwhelming sense of God as completely free of a worldly
nature, in the mystical SufT sense,” but also completely in control
of human will in the rational Ash’ari sense, was Ibn Tumart’s
doctrine of tawhid - a difficult to translate word that meant the
divine unity and singularity of God without attributes. For Ibn
Tlmart, tawhid was an expression of the synthesis of mystical and
rational experience.

The idea of a completely separate but all-encompassing God was
a powerful one. However, it raised the question of how they could
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know God if he was completely separate, not only from human
nature but also from the nature of the universe. Such a question
required the skills of the Mahdi. Great minds and thinkers like al-
Ghazali and Ibn Rushd could think of God completely in the
abstract within the confines of their study and the inspiration of
the pen. The people in general, however, did not have access to
this depth of philosophical and spiritual training.” The Mahdi was
able to provide the direction, guidance and discipline necessary to
prepare the common, tribal people for the coming judgement of
this both distant and omnipotent God.

‘There is no God but God.” This statement was not only the first
pillar of belief and a requirement for conversion to Islam, but it
was also the very core of the original Islamic concept of society
and the universe. It was a powerful, direct, straightforward
message, meant both to unify believers and to solidify a society of
divisive Arab tribes. Yet, even so simple a statement as ‘there is no
God but God” was subjected to the vicissitudes of history and
interpretation. Although this central belief in the oneness of God
was meant to unite a religious community, it became the source of
divisive arguments about the true nature of God. Questions arose
about what exactly was meant by there being no God but God,
whether God had an image and whether this statement meant that
all the universe was God, which would make ourselves a part of
God. This divisiveness in the community, inspired by the conflict
over the meaning of God’s unity, gave Ibn Tamart an opportunity
to use his own version of tawhid to revolt against other Muslims.

With deeply simple, poetic language, similar to the last siiras of
the Qur’an, Ibn Tumart described the Almohad meaning of tawhid.

Allah, our guide (in life), declares that it is necessary for all
to be instructed that Allah, the Great and Almighty, alone in
His rule, created the entire universe, above and below. ...
There is nothing before Him or after Him, nothing above
Him or below Him, nothing to the left or to the right,
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nothing in front of Him or behind Him, not all, not some. He
is not specified by the consciousness, not figured in the eye,
not pictured in dreams, nor fashioned in the mind ...
thoughts cannot represent him at all. He is the All-Hearing
and the All-Knowing. There is no other Creator than He.”

Ibn Tamart also summarized his doctrine of tawhid in a letter
written to his followers. He proclaimed to the assembled Almohad
tribes the threat of damnation for idolaters who did not follow
tawhid and the award of paradise for true believers in tawhid. The
believer of Ibn Tamart’s conception of absolute tawhid would
return to the state of innocence that existed ‘the day his mother
bore him’:

Occupy yourselves with understanding tawhid, for this is the
base of your religion. One must not allow any comparison or
association with the Creator, all ideas of imperfection,
diminution, limitation, direction; he is not situated in a place
or a direction for the Highest exists before places and
directions! Those who situate him in a place or a direction
give him a corporal form; and those who give him a corporal
form adore him like an idol. And those who die with these
beliefs end up in eternal flames! But those who understand
tawhid will become pure of sin like the day his mother bore
him: he will die in this state, he will sojourn in Paradise!”

With native fluency in Berber, Ibn Timart would have astounded
his audience with these simple phrases declaring God’s unity. Tied
to matters of tradition, tribe and patriarchy, the inhabitants of the
Atlas Mountains would have been struck, possibly scandalized and
riveted, by the powerful force of his words. There was no God but
God. He could not be seen, touched, heard, or even imagined. He
was inconceivable to the human mind. His power was far beyond
the human sphere. In fact, this power to communicate a simple
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concept beyond the struggles and concerns of everyday life would
break through the barriers of history, ancestry and geography.
What had once been important concerns were irrelevant
compared with this ultra-monotheistic idea of God. The processes
of breaking through history, of questioning human perception and
of affirming eternity were what characterized the birth of the
Almohad movement.

For Ibn Tamart, tawhid meant a pure and absolute conception of
God as God. This was no theological debate about the nature of
God. Ibn Tamart was not making a technical point, but
emphasizing the fundamental basis of humanity’s relationship
with God. God was not at a place, in a location, or part of
something. God ‘existed before places and locations’. One was to
believe in God as ‘one believed in God at the day of your birth’
without association or symbol or difference or representation.’
Any idolatry, any attempt to associate God with the world, merited
the punishment of eternal damnation. God must be believed as
God. He sought a God that would be the most basic expression of
human spirituality, belief as ‘at the day of birth’.

The notion of belief ‘at the day of birth’ was an integral part of
Islamic philosophy and law. According to the hadith of Abi Husayn
Muslim, Muhammad said, ‘Every infant is born in the natural state.
It is his parents who make him a Jew or a Christian or a heathen.”’
For ‘the soul in its first natural state of creation is ready to accept
whatever good or evil may arrive and leave an imprint on it.”® This
was the tabula raza, the blank slate of Muslim belief. Humans were
born to be Muslims. They were simply corrupted to be otherwise.
For Ibn Tumart, humans were born to be Almohad Muslims,
believers in the most perfect notion of tawhid.”

This powerful message struck at the heart of human belief and
rallied even the tribes of remote and inaccessible mountains to a
common cause. The purity of belief became eminently radical, an
excuse to destroy or demolish all experience, all attempts to
understand God. It became a convenient way of condemning those
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who used association and difference to describe God. God’s
presence was not of any ‘body’. Only the Mahdi could express this
message of God’s unity. Through promotion of the doctrine of
tawhid, many of Ibn Tamart’s practical political objectives were
given religious force and legitimacy.

The challenge for Ibn Timart and his successors was to maintain
the original fervour of religious revelation. Other spiritual leaders
had ventured into the Atlas Mountains before, but their light was
quickly extinguished both by internal division and impossible
0dds.'® Ibn Tamart had to do more than express the unity of God,
he had to express the unity of God as something known only to
those who followed the Almohad movement. He made a simul-
taneously universal and exclusive claim. God was universal. Tawhid
transcended tribe, time, dimension and space. But tawhid could
only be understood though Almohad doctrine and the leadership
of the Mahdj, excluding the Almoravids and non-Almohads.

Anti-anthropomorphism

Spiritual eloquence and power were insufficient to form a gov-
ernment out of tribes. To translate the unity of God to the unity of
the tribes, Ibn Tumart’s doctrine spoke to the economic, political
and tribal conditions of twelfth-century North Africa, mainly the
domination of the Almoravid rulers. The Atlas tribes were already
aware of the economic and political advantages of destroying the
domination of their old rivals. However, Ibn Tumart was able
to give powerful spiritual justification to reaping those advan-
tages.

In addition to expounding on the ethnic differences from the
mountain tribes, Ibn Tumart accused the desert Almoravids of a
grave heresy - anthropomorphism, al-mulithamin al-mujisiman.'"
Al-tajsim, or anthropomorphism, was the practice of embodying or
incarnating Allah. Ibn Timart was not accusing the Almoravids of
worshipping idols. They were even greater sinners. Through their
narrow, scholastic reading of the Qur'an, the Almoravids had
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transformed the perfect and inconceivable unity of Allah into a
physical idol.

To avoid anthropomorphism, the Qur'an could not be taken
literally. Ibn Tamart referred to unbelievers who ‘interpret the
words of the Qur'an out of context’.'” Although he advocated a
return to the sources, Ibn Timart was far from being a literalist.
Certain passages of the Quran suggest that Allah acts with a
human form. Stira LV Rahman says: ‘All that is on earth will perish:
But will abide (for ever), the Face of thy Lord, full of majesty,
bounty and honour.” This could be read as meaning that God had a
face. Ibn Tamart, like al-Ghazali, believed that these passages must
be read in their figurative sense. If God were unbounded, a force of
pure unity, there could be no human-like face of God. The face of
God in this passage symbolized the bounty and power of God. The
Almoravids, according to Ibn Timart, read these passages in their
narrow, literal sense, therefore giving God a human, anthro-
pomorphic image.

According to Ibn Tumart, this was the Almoravids’ cardinal sin,
for it was limiting the nature of God. For this reason, and for all
the various ‘faults’ of the Almoravids, Ibn Tumart condemned
them to the same fate as the kafir and jahiliyya, the unbelievers and
the ignorant. Indeed, the Almoravids were worse than the jahiliyya
before Muhammad’s time. At least the pagans of Arabia did not
defame the very being of God. Thus, in Ibn Tamart’s words, ‘the
necessity of waging jihad against the unbelievers and anthro-
pomorphists’.'® In this manner, Tbn Tamart gave the force of
theological certainty to the mountain tribe’s vague sense of
distrust and economic envy towards the nomadic Saharans.

Ibn Tamart declared it necessary ‘to detest them, because of the
wrongs that they do .. their eating and drinking of what is
forbidden by God.”* Their women ‘wore their hair high’. They
violated the truth of Islam every day. Their culture, their desert
way of life as portrayed here was counter to the truth of Islam.
While Almohads knew that God could not be seen, touched,
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conceived of, or imagined, the Almoravids believed that God could
be contained. They contained God not only in their interpretation
of the Qur’an, but also in the interpretations of lawyers and jurists,
in the writings and commentaries of those who lived centuries
after the life of Muhammad. They even favoured al-furu’, later legal
accretions, over the very words of God and the most reliable
hadith, or sayings of Muhammad.

The trunk and its branches

Ibn Tamart’s purpose was to wrest mulk, temporal power, away
from the Almoravid jurists and rulers, restoring a theocratic ideal
to the Muslim World.'” The scene where Ibn Timart confronts ‘Al
bin Yasuf in Marrakech was the most dramatic display of this
purpose. Therefore, it was not surprising that the exclusive use of
al-usil (the original sources of Islam: literally in Arabic the ‘roots’)
over al-furu’ (later legal texts and interpretations: the ‘branches’),
was an important part of Ibn Tamart’s doctrine.

Although Ibn Timart wanted to restore the ‘fundamentals’ of
Islam, it would be inaccurate to call him a fundamentalist in the
modern understanding of fundamentalism as a literal interpre-
tation of revealed texts. In fact, as the dispute between Ibn Tamart
and the Almoravid jurists at Aghmat exemplified,'* the issue was
often much more complex than literalism verses symbolism. On
the question of God’s image, Ibn Timart was a prime example of
an anti-literalist who was wholeheartedly ‘fundamentalist’ in
several other ways. For example, he declared that a strictly literal
interpretation of certain passages of the Quran led to anthro-
pomorphism, the great sin from which a whole host of other sins
followed. He called for the interpretation of these passages as
figurative speech. Yet, he also commanded the exclusive use of al-
ustl, the ‘roots’ or fundamental scriptures of Islam, along with his
guidance as Mahdi. He rejected the narrow, Maliki law books and
the exclusive club of jurists who interpreted them.'”” In this sense,
he was a non-literalist fundamentalist, rallying tribes and marginal
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groups against elite, literalist scholars who seemed to keep the
spirit of Allah and his word to themselves.'*

This problem of literalism, knowledge, interpretation of popular
verses and of elite understandings of religion, was predicted in the
Qur’an, in Sira II1, 7, the Family of 'Imran:

He it is who has sent down to thee the book:

In it are verses basic or fundamental (of established meaning);

They are the foundation of the book: others are allegorical

But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part
thereof that is allegorical,

Seeking discord, and searching for its hidden meanings

But no one knows its hidden meanings except God.

And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say,

‘We believe in the Book; the whole of it is from our Lord:’

And none will grasp the message except men of under-
standing.

It seemed simple - nobody knew the hidden meanings of the
Qur'an except God. Nobody should interpret the Quran alle-
gorically, but should follow the basic meaning of the verses.
Nevertheless, the verse was not as straightforward as it seemed.
The most contentious part of the verse was not the part that
required acceptance of the basic meaning of the Qur’an. Rather, it
was the last phrase: ‘and none will grasp the message except men
of understanding’. Debate and disagreement arose over who were
the men of understanding and what qualified them to grasp the
message of God. Some felt this excluded the common people from
knowing the inner meaning of God’s message. Ironically, this
Qur’anic verse, clearly intended to pre-empt a literalist versus
allegorist dispute, was itself a great source of dispute. It
commanded against ‘seeking discord’, but was itself the source of
much discussion. Working under the patronage of the Almohad
caliph b YaqGb YTsuf (reigned 1163-84), Ibn Rushd (Averroes in
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Latin) wrote about this verse in his defence of philosophers who,
in his view, were ‘the men of understanding’ or ‘those firmly
grounded in knowledge’.'”

For the Almoravids, it was the Maliki jurists who were the ‘men
of understanding’. The position of the Malikis in Maghribi Islam
had a long, established history. There were several historical
reasons for the Maliki jurists, with the full backing of the
Almoravid rulers and chiefs, the ‘men of understanding’. The
Maliki school dominated the Maghrib. The Malikis were one of the
schools or ways (madhahib) of Sunni Islam attributed to Malik ibn
Anas (d. Ap 796)."° His works were spread from Medina into Egypt
and North Africa by a variety of commentators, disciples and
scholars, including ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Qasim, whose Mudawana
(code or codex of law) became the standard book through the
efforts of ‘Abd al-Salam."" By an 448 (ap 1048) the Mudawana of the
Malikis had come fully to dominate the Maghrib."* The necessity
of these law books was more practical than intentional."” The
Qur’an was considered the foundation of Islamic law, but by itself
it did not provide a practical reference to all legal problems that
arose in a complex system of government and enforcement. The
Mudawana condensed the Qur’an, the hadith (the statements of
Muhammad) and the sunna (the way or example of the Prophet
Muhammad), into actionable laws.

However, over the centuries, jurists began to focus more on the
codex, the Mudawana, and its many commentaries, precedents and
accretions and less on the fundamental texts, al-usil that Ibn
Tamart so vehemently revived without, of course, accounting for
the practical difficulties of applying Islamic law. The revolu-
tionary, especially the tribal revolutionary, often had an
advantage in not needing to address the practical issues of
statecraft that consumed the ruling authorities. As discussed
previously, Ibn Tamart could unify his followers around the repeal
of odious laws like the taxation on trade going through and
coming from the Atlas Mountains. Most importantly, however, Ibn
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Tamart could appeal to the same simplicity of purpose that unified
the Arab tribes around Muhammad on the fundamental texts of
Islam. The A‘azz ma Yutlab, which was relatively thin compared
with the voluminous books of Maliki law, was the new guide to the
community and an explanation of the true nature of God. It was
not the mere dictates of lawyers and jurists.""*

By removing the intermediary of the lawyers and jurists, Ibn
Tamart mobilized the tribes in a struggle that would similarly
appeal to the common people. According to the Almoravids, farm-
ing tribes and people working in the coastal plains, were deemed
not to be ‘men of understanding’. As a result, it was the common
people who joined the Almohads as they conquered Spain and
North Africa. In this sense, the rejection of the jurists was the
rejection of the present economic, social and political order, a
rejection of the barriers placed between the common people and
the truth of the scriptures, barriers meant to consolidate power
and create a class of learned elite. It was this class that Ibn Tamart
seemed particularly to despise on his journey back to the Maghrib.

Ibn Tamart rejected, with particular vehemence, the way Almo-
ravid jurists seemed even to despise the original, fairly egalitarian
concepts of Islam, the equality of believers and the umma, the
community of believers. Ibn al-Faradi described how most Maliki
jurists, including the chief gadi at Cérdoba, Ashbagh bin Khalil,
rejected several of the hadith, even the accounts of the Prophet’s
closest companions. He said he would prefer ‘the head of a pig
than the head cushion of Ibn Abi Shiyyba in [his] coffin’.'”® Tbn AbT
Shiyyba, like the more famous Ibn Hazm, was part of a much
despised minority supporter of hadith in al-Andalus. It was a
minority tolerated only because of the extraordinary protection of
a few caliphs and small kings.'*®

Most fagihs and Maliki qadad before the rise of the Almohads
were fervent supporters of law books, of secondary sources, al-
furu’, over the primary sources of faith, al-usil. They even
considered a return to hadith as retrograde backtracking. They saw
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no reason to return to the hadith when so much progress had been
made in the law books since the time of Muhammad. Al-
Marrakushi, the Almohad chronicler, declared that before the
coming of the Almohads, ‘the only knowledge they assigned the
prince of the Muslims to memorize was the knowledge of al-furu,
the al-furu’ of the Maliki school of law.” They often taught like this
‘until they forgot the view of the book of God [the Quran], the
sayings [the hadith] of the Prophet of Allah."”” For Ibn Tamart, by
contrast, the al-usiil were much more important than the al-furu’.
‘Al-usil means, in the Arabic language, the trunk of the tree, al-
furu” are merely the branches ... al-usil are the shari'a, the holy
book and consensus (ijjma’).”"*®

Interestingly, Ibn Tamart explained these terms ‘in the Arabic
language’, implying that parts of the book were proclaimed in
Berber. Instead of leaving religious matters to the established elite,
Ibn Tamart spoke to the tribes as a whole. He relied on his popular
appeal, charisma, and the power of a message kept secret by
ignorant, close-minded jurists. In an interesting turn of fate, it was
no longer the rough, mountain tribes who were jahilin (ignorant).
Rather, it was the learned clerics who thought they knew the
truth, but could only grasp at the branches of the tree and ignore
its roots. The tribes were made to give up the divisions of their
ancestral traditions. They had to ‘give up following the ways of our
fathers and stop the worship of idols’."* The idols of the jurists and
the Almoravids were their law books and their narrow anthropo-
morphism. The idols of the Atlas tribes were their fathers and
traditions that divided them and caused ancient blood feuds. Ibn
Tamart attacked both of these ‘idols’ simultaneously as he
attempted to reveal the roots, al-usiil, of Islam.

LAW AND SOCIETY

To Ibn Khaldiin, the fourteenth-century North African philosopher
of history, law that had developed outside the shari‘a (Islamic law
based on al-usil) was an inherent problem of settled government.
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The triumph of the Almohads over the Almoravids and the Maliki
jurists was a reason for Ibn Khaldiin’s belief that the ‘reliance of
sedentary people upon laws destroys their fortitude and power of
resistance’.'” Regarding limits to the law, he wrote:

man must by necessity be dominated by someone else. If the
domination is kind and just and the people under it are not
oppressed by its laws and restrictions, they are guided by the
courage or cowardice they possess in themselves. They are
satisfied with the absence of any restraining power. Self-
reliance eventually becomes a quality natural to them. They
would not know anything else.'”!

For Ibn Khaldun, self-reliance and character were more essential
than the dictates of the law. If laws were imposed too harshly or
forcefully this sense of self-reliance would be threatened. ‘If,
however, the domination with its laws is one of brute force and
intimidation, it breaks their fortitude and deprives them of the
power of resistance as a result of the inertness that develops in the
soul of the oppressed.”*

When Ibn Khaldiun referred to the laws, he referred to the
‘derived’ Maliki law books, not to the fundamental laws of Islam
contained in the Quran and the recognized hadith.'"”
‘Governmental and educational laws destroy fortitude, because
their restraining influence comes from outside. The religious laws,
on the other hand, do not destroy fortitude because their
restraining influence is something inherent.” Belief in al-usiil, the
foundations of Islam, the ‘religious law’ was ‘inherent’ from birth.
True religion, true belief in the oneness of God, was found not only
at the beginning of creation, but also at the birth and beginning of
every human. This was the doctrine of Ibn Timart. It was the
Mahdi who would inspire a rebirth, a return to the true intentions
of Islam. As Ibn Tamart proclaimed, ‘those who understand tawhid
will become pure of sin like the day his mother bore him: he will
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die in this state, he will sojourn in Paradise!*** Ibn TGmart not only
restored the ‘fundamentals’ of religion, but he also restored the
true intentions of creation.

Ibn Khaldtin was no anarchist. Rather, he described a historical
pattern found in most tribal Islamic revolutions. This pattern was
exemplified by the Almohads with their rejection of pragmatic, but
often oppressive and politicized, laws of the ruling authority in
favour of an idealistic, rarefied version of Islamic law, based on the
hadith, sunna and the Qur'an. Although it might be assumed that
the imposition of laws would strengthen the government’s hold
over tribes, it may cause a serious rift if done with ‘force and
intimidation’.'” The Almohad tribal revolution, like most revo-
lutions, was an attempt to return to principles, al-usil. It was an
attempt to fight against the decadence and ignorance of govern-
ment and power, to prove that those who claimed to be ‘men of
understanding’ were in fact blinded by their own specialized,
materialistic view of Islam. Their positions were almost completely
governed by political will, not by theological understanding.'*®

SUMMARY OF THE BOOK OF IBN TUMART

Title: A'azz ma Yutlab or The Greatest Thing that One Seeks, the
Most Excellent of What is Earned, the Most Precious of What is
Preserved, and the Best of What is Done."”’

The passage below was on the front page of the original manuscript:

A book containing collected sayings of the Infallible Imam,
the Known Mahdi, may God be pleased with him, which were
dictated to our ruler the Imam Caliph, Prince of Believers,
‘Abii Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mu'min bin ‘Ali, may God protect
them and assure their victory and strengthen their fortune.

[The last page of the book similarly praises Ibn Timart and ‘Abd al-
Mu'min with the colophon dated to hijra 579 (ap 1182-83).]
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The contents were written as follows:

The Greatest Thing One Seeks: A‘azz ma Yutlab
(Includes a lengthy discussion of al-usiil)

On prayer:
Proof that shari'a is established in the mind

On the general and the particular

On theological science

Information (Human Personal Relations)
Creation

On service

The profession of faith (The Creed)

The two revelations

The two anthems

The Imamate and Characteristics of the Mahdi
The law

Catalogue of the liars

A section on the end of the world

Book on the forbidden nature of wine
Book of jihad

Under these chapters there are approximately 131 subheadings.
The book begins with the full title, ‘To strengthen what one
seeks, to improve what one beholds, to reveal what one remem-
bers, and to better what one does: (this is) the knowledge brought
about by God because of his guidance to all good. He is a strength of
the seeker, an improvement of the one who beholds, a revelation of
the one who remembers and a betterment of the one who acts.”'**
There are roughly four main parts to the book, representing
different periods in the life of Ibn Tumart and the Almohad
movement. The first part addresses the heated ideological debate
over the authenticity of the sayings of the Prophet and the proper
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way of distinguishing true from false hadith. The purpose of Ibn
Tamart’s arguments is to show how Islam has been misrepresented
and improperly practised. By restoring the true rules, Ibn Tamart
claims to restore Islam as it was originally intended. So, although
the legal discussions of authenticating hadith or proper methods of
prayer may seem dry and technical, they are also steeped with
revolutionary significance. This section of the book is written in
legalistic prose although several sections do seem to inspire
visceral reaction. The second part of the book is much more
philosophical and rationalist, the ‘agida or profession of faith sets
out to prove the absolute, single unity of God with Aristotelian
logic. This book is to address the philosophers and the learned
elite, although the language can also be stirring to the common
listener. The third part, the revelations and the anthems, the
section on the Mahdt and imamate is specifically oriented towards
recitation and memorization by the wider public. Finally, the rest
of the book is devoted to a catalogue of reasons why the
Almoravids must be punished for their sins against ‘true’ Islam.

These parts are only rough approximations of a collection of
writings and sayings that do not exhibit any great internal
coherence. Yet, certain key phrases, concepts or words seem to be
repeated very regularly throughout the book, seemingly to the
point of redundancy. Overall, the book is very challenging and dif-
ficult to translate, with words masked as deeper philosophical
concepts that must be explained to be understood. This may be
one of the main reasons why few sections of the book have been
translated into any European languages despite the prolific efforts
of E. Lévi-Provencal on other manuscripts. Even though it is
important for understanding the rise of the Almohads and the
influence of Almohad doctrine on important adopted European
thinkers like Averroes,'” this book has remained a largely under-
appreciated, even unknown document.

Introduction: The introduction of the book begins with a stark
description of a universe divided into good and evil. God created the
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world with both sin and righteousness, evil and good. Yet he
provides the knowledge, ilm, to distinguish right from the wrong, to
discover what is hidden, the inner light of the heart. Following the
true path leads to success. There is a thin boundary between good
and evil. Straying from the path in any way will lead one to wrong,
to the path of sin and misinterpretation. This would be the charge
levelled against the Almoravids later in the book. The introduction
was written in simple prose form, not verse. However, there does
seem to be an attempt to mirror phrases and words with an
opposite or counterpart. The opening passage of the introduction is
important, for it expresses the intention behind the book.

For what God created on the higher earth, and the middle, and
the lower world is divided between doubt and certainty, truth
and sin in equal proportion. And the one who follows God is a
seeker of the knowledge that opens what is closed, discovers
the true intent and grasps the law and the false claims about
the intent and desire of God in guidance and success."

Guidance and the necessity of guidance are mentioned throughout
the book.”" Again, the reference to the Mahdi, Ibn Timart even in
these first lines is unmistakable. It is through him that the truth
can be known, even if it is obscured.

Knowledge is light, a light in the heart that determines the right
and the wrong. It is through this light of knowledge that truth can
be distinguished from falsehood.

Determining the true and the false in law, in life, in the universe
as a whole, required the light of inspiration. ‘Knowledge is a light
in the heart that distinguishes in it the true, the particular, and the
darkly ignorant.”” Truth and falsehood, light and shadows,
ignorance and knowledge: from the introduction it is clear this is
to be a book of dichotomies.

After this stirring description of moral absolutes, the book
enters into a discussion of the proper transmission of hadith:
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distinguishing the true sayings of the Prophet from the false or
weak sayings must be done properly to avoid straying into
falsehood. The first section of the introduction ends with short
sections on ignorance, idolatry and thought, meaning wild or
wrongful interpretation.

The rest of the introduction continues with the science of tawd
tur - determining the validity of the sayings of the Prophet
Muhammad. The foundation of this science is the ability to dis-
tinguish al-usil from al-furu’, the roots of tradition from the many
false branches. Al-usul, the fundamentals of religion, was the right
path. Ibn Tamart discusses how to confirm al-usil and the
evidence needed for this confirmation. Then he discusses the need
to know al-furu, its weakness, and the evidence needed to know
what is al-furu’.'” He discusses the importance of distinguishing
sayings of the Prophet that are mentioned only once in unreliable
sources, the al-ahad coming from the word for ‘one’, those found in
multiple reliable sources, ‘The way to distinguish what is weak and
false hadith and what is strong hadith.””* The book focuses on
reasons why the rigorous science of hadith should be standard
practice. In attempting to create an alternative to the Maliki legal
interpretations, Ibn Tamart does make convincing arguments for
more careful reform of the law and the sunna. The beginning of the
introduction itself reads as a type of invocation, a fatiha or opening
summarizing the main arguments and setting up a picture of the
absolute moral universe that was the basis of Almohad doctrine:
the thin edge, how easy it was to fall into darkness. This leads, at
times, to a type of theological paranoia, a cataclysmic view of the
cosmos that could only be alleviated by the leader and Mahdi. The
rest of the section is focused on technical discussions of various
methods used to verify hadith."

Prayer

Prayer, as opposed to the intricacies of the science of hadith, was
something for all Almohads to practise. There can be no more
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powerful physical act of religious unity than the collective act of
prayer. Ibn Tamart entreated in one of his letters to bring the
entire household, the entire tribe, slave or free, man woman and
child, to prayer."® Prayer was a physical expression of unity. In the
next section of the book the focus is on prayer, which was, as Ibn
TUmart pointed out, ‘one of the pillars of Islam’.

The proper method of prayer was a common concern. The
emphasis here is on doing prayer properly, implying of course that
the Almoravids did not know how to pray in the way of the
Prophet Muhammad. This made their prayers invalid. In contrast,
leading the Almohads to proper prayer five times a day could
provide an important force for unity in the daily routine of the
Almohads. This routine of the true Almohad, provided exception-
alism, security and a sense of loyalty, not only to the religion, but
to the system established by the very person of Ibn Tamart, the
guide and Mahdi who guaranteed the right way of prayer and
therefore guaranteed that God was listening.

There are two forms or meanings of prayer, the legal form and the
verbal form. There is what Ibn Timart calls the well-known
physical action of ‘standing, kneeling, sitting, prostrating’,”” which
was well established in the hadith. Irrelevant speaking, however, was
another matter. No speaking from the people will be allowed.
Speaking or mumbling during prayer was an outward sign of pride
and arrogance.

Ibn Tamart justifies this from hadith saying that understanding
is ‘hindered by speech during prayer’.””® Speaking or mumbling
blocked the mind from contemplation of meaning. Speaking was a
mere surface act, a ritual tradition that, according to Ibn Tumart,
was not followed in the time of the Prophet. Ibn Timart wanted to
encourage understanding of the Qur'an and the prayers, not a
surface reading. This was one of the main ideological bases of the
Almohads. Whereas the Almoravids viewed the scripture as a
surface ritual and did not probe into the meaning of words, the
Almohads maintained the unity of God through meaning. In fact,
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the theme of meaning over mere perception is used throughout
the book. Again, the Almoravids are compared with the jahiliyya,
‘When the Arabs spoke during their prayers, the Prophet, may
peace be upon him, said unto them nothing from the words of the
people is permitted for it is boastful and prideful.’ Ibn Tamart does
not forbid the recitation of the Qur’an itself, but seems to condemn
any speaking outside proscribed prayers.

Ibn Tamart then explains various incidents and parables at
Muhammad the Prophet’s mosque in Medina that clarified the
proper method of prayer. As mentioned before with regard to Ibn
Tamart’s declarations in the cave and his attempts to mirror his
own life with that of the Prophet, the purpose of following this
hadith so strictly was to create in exact detail the actions of the
Prophet and his followers, to recreate seventh-century Medina in
the Atlas Mountains. For example, a follower of the Prophet
Muhammad came into the mosque to pray once. When he got up to
leave he greeted the Prophet. However, one prayer was insuf-
ficient. It was only after praying three times that the Prophet
permitted him to take his leave. This established the necessity of
repeating the section of the Qur'an being read, three times. Ibn
Tamart says, ‘God prospers those who pray humbly.” This section
of the book explains why. It is not simply a matter of humility,
although that is important. It is a matter of grasping the meaning
of the Qur'an and the scripture. Going into great detail and citing
various hadith, he continues with a long description of the proper
way to pray, the time, the number of repetitions and the
method.” For example, he cites Ibn Abdallah who witnessed the
specific way Muhammad divided the prayers throughout normal
days and during the holy month of Ramadan.'*°

Proof or guidance

Returning to the idea that silent understanding is better than
boastful display, the sharia too must be interpreted and
understood in the mind, rather than from the surface. Ibn Tumart
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discusses what he believes is the proper use of giyas, analogy: using
the sharfa and the life of the Prophet, to address issues not
encompassed by the hadith or the law.""!

The general and the particular, the free and the shackled

In this section and the next three chapters Ibn Tamart delves into
the legal and theological arguments of the Mashriq (the Muslim
East). Abrogation was a persistent issue for Muslim scholars, the
issue of whether or not to abrogate earlier Qur'anic verses with
later ones. Obviously, it was difficult to accept contradictions in
the text and Ibn Timart seems to take a more conservative view of
the issue while also stating the need to follow the deeper meaning
of the scriptures. Ibn Tamart also discusses particular legal issues
like the need for circumcision and the treatment of the people of
the book, Christians and Jews. He was quite strict in demanding
the payment of special tax from the people of the book. He also
calls for an aggressive campaign of conversion.'*’

On service: a discussion on service, its necessity and conditions

This chapter begins with a simple question and its answer. ‘What is
it that I must do? Serve the Lord of the worlds.”*** For Ibn Tumart,
the obligation of service and good works was far from a simple
task. It was not enough to perform a random set of apparently
good works. Human judgement and reason could not be relied on
to determine the validity of good works. Rather, the good works
must first be combined with faith, will and knowledge; and this
knowledge must be based on the true sharta, the law of God. God
sending an infallible Prophet proved the truth of the law of God.
The Prophet’s truth was then confirmed by the miracles of God,
the direct intervention of God into the affairs of the world. It is
easily implied that Ibn Tamart seems to be with the Prophet at the
apex of this ladder of truth as infallible imam.

In religion, truth and salvation were sources of dispute. There
was a long-running theological debate raging in the East between
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the philosophers who believed that reason and intellect were the
bases of good works and the orthodox Ash’aris who rejected
human freedom and reason in favour of an all-powerful God."*
Unlike these, and many other schools of thought, Ibn Ttamart does
not attempt to confirm his position with complex theological
language. He does not support his position with any one school or
theological system, but through a simple statement of fact: faith
was not genuine without good works and good works were not
genuine without faith. Thus, Ibn Ttmart claims to reconcile faith
with action. The most crucial links between faith and action are
the Prophet, the Qur'an and the Mahdi. Ibn Tamart simply ignores
many of the thorny theological issues of justice and the recon-
ciliation of divine and human will that so vexed the great minds of
the Orient. Ibn Tamart was not writing a commentary or engaging
in a technical, theological discussion. He wrote this text to revive
the depths of Islamic moral life, ‘the greatest thing that one seeks’.
Transcending the debate, Ibn Tiimart reproves those who argue
fruitlessly over whether faith or knowledge is first needed to serve
God properly. ‘One faction says the first obligation is faith, another
says it is learning and knowledge (ilm). Each sets up a system of
proof, defends their position and negates as sinful the position of
their counterpart such that every good becomes refuted.”* In
their effort to negate each other these two factions lost sight of
the unity of God and his will for humankind. Reason was neither
against faith nor faith against reason. Instead, they complemented
each other. According to Ibn Timart, these theologians and
philosophers ‘exited from the [true] path of inquiry’."® They
created differences where there were no differences.

Ibn Tamart claimed to revive the perfect origins of Islam, before
the theological splits that plagued the community after the death
of Muhammad. He demanded perfect adherence to the conditions
of service and faith. According to Ibn Tumart, service to God is
worthy only if specific conditions are met. ‘For when any one
condition is violated, all aspects of service are disturbed.” For
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example, one of the most important services to God is the service
of prayer. When one prays one must ‘cover one’s privates and pray
[exactly] towards Mecca.*”” If this is not done, the prayer is
invalidated. ‘If anything is scattered, all is scattered.” Also, one
must not simply pray, one must pray with consistency, with
knowledge, understanding and belief. In this sense, Ibn Tamart
demands a simultaneous adherence to basic formal rules and an
interior understanding of faith: both of which are possible by the
living example of the Mahdi. Ibn Tamart is the bridge between
faith, action and knowledge.

The ‘aqida
The ‘agida, the basic Almohad creed, begins with three sayings of
the Prophet that demonstrated the Prophet Muhammad’s notion
of God’s unity, tawhid."*® This firmly grounds the rest of the creed
in the sound sayings of the Prophet - al-usil. The next section
explains that ‘it is by necessity of reason that the existence of God,
Praise to Him, is known.”*” The meaning of ‘necessity’ is what is
‘independently present in the minds of all who are endowed with
reason’." The third section makes the logical argument that ‘from
the fact of his own creation man knows the existence of his
creator, since he knows his own existence after having been
nonexistent’. This was supported by the Quran 19: 10: ‘I created
you from a previous state when you were nothing.”*!

Next was an argument of cause and effect and the necessity of
creation. This argument suggests that God exists because of
actions in the world.

By the first act the existence of the Creator is known, Praise
to Him, and in the same way the second and third all the way
to limitlessness. ... And if the creation of the first body is
known, the creation of all other bodies is known since they
are the same in extension in space, mutability, positioning,
particularity, adventitiousness and need for a creator.'
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What was created cannot itself be the creator. If even the most
rational of created things, humans, cannot turn back time or ‘put
back a single finger after it had disappeared’, it would be
impossible to think that inanimate things could do better." God is
thus the only logical creator of all things. As such he cannot be like
anything else. He cannot have attributes and signs. God is of a
separate ‘kind’ from his creation. ‘And if God is known to be the
Creator of all things it is known that he is not like anything else,
since nothing resembles anything except of its kind. ... If He were
of the kind of created things, then He would be incapable as they
are incapable.” Again, the Qur'an (16: 17) was used to support this
argument ‘Is He who creates like he who does not create? Will you
not remember?’"**

The human mind and imagination has a limit on its ability to
understand God. Minds cannot describe or limit the nature of God.
‘Minds have a limit at which they stop.” As for those sacred texts
that describe God ‘sitting himself upon a throne’ (Qur'an 20: 4), it
was wrong to ‘imagine comparison or modality’." God has no
limit. God is capable of ‘all his wishes’. For ‘Not so much as the
weight of an atom in heaven and earth escapes him, nor anything
smaller than that or greater’ (Qur'an 34: 3). The impossibility of
knowing the complete truth and the limitless power of God: this
was the main argument of the ‘agida. God knows what is
predestined for all. And all things take place ‘according to His
knowledge in a way that is incalculable and with an organization
that cannot be puzzled out’.”*

The ‘agida speaks in very logical, systematic and Aristotelian
language that is meant to prove the existence of God and the
divine unity. Madeleine Fletcher argued that the ‘agida Almohad
creed was written primarily as a way of taming the original
Almohad doctrine for an elite Andalusi audience based at the new
Almohad capital in Seville.”” Fletcher speculates that because of
the dense philosophical nature of the prose, the philosopher
Averroes was the ‘author’ of the ‘agida.” Yet, it would have been
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possible for Ibn Tamart to develop an advanced understanding of
theological issues. There seemed to be nothing in the manuscript
to suggest that different hands wrote it. There is little reason to
dispute the book’s claim that it was ‘a book containing collected
sayings of the Infallible Imam, the Known Mahdi, may God be
pleased with him, which were dictated to our ruler the Imam
Caliph, Prince of Believers, ‘Abi Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mu'min bin
‘AlT, may God protect them and assure their victory and strengthen
their fortune.”*

Ibn Tamart had already stated the basic concepts of the ‘agida,
namely the notion that God had no limit and that it was impossible
to attribute signs and characteristics to God. Ibn Tumart
proclaimed in a letter to his followers that:

One must not allow any comparison or association with the
Creator, all ideas of imperfection, diminution, limitation,
direction; he is not situated in a place or a direction for the
Highest exists before places and directions! Those who
situate him in a place or a direction give him a corporal
form; and those who give him a corporal form adore him like
an idol.*®

This perfectly reflected the ‘agida found in the A‘azz ma Yutlab.
‘And if God is known to be the Creator of all things it is known that
He is not like anything else, since nothing resembles anything
except of its kind. ... If He were of the kind of created things, then
He would be incapable as they are incapable.””® The simplest
explanation makes the most sense; Ibn Tumart was the author of
the ‘agida. Averroes interpreted Almohad doctrine. He may even
have altered elements of the doctrine. But he most likely did not
create it from scratch as Fletcher suggested. It would seem
extraordinary that so much of this essential part of the doctrine
could have been altered without notice by the Berber sheikhs.
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The anthems

These were the songs chanted at ceremonies involving the Mahd1
and the Almohad leadership. As such, they were probably
memorized by the full Almohad cadre, including the illiterate and
semi-literate, as a type of popular, basic profession of faith in the
movement. The anthems would have been sung before and during
battle, or to mark the occasion of a major campaign. They
summarize many of the basic aspects of the Almohad doctrine of
unity and the Almohad idea of the Mahdi. Whereas most of Ibn
Tamart’s doctrine could not possibly be repeated by the common
follower, these anthems were almost certainly a profession of faith
and of membership in the movement.

The first anthem praises the wonders of God’s creation. The
anthem is reminiscent of the early mystical stiras of the Qur'an
meditating on the power of God’s will. The hymn praises the
absolute will of the one and only God. It is also provides a glimpse
into Ibn Tamart’s view of the cosmos, a view that was undoubtedly
influenced by the philosophers he met in his travels to the East.
Ibn Khaldin comments on the position of the earth in his
Mugaddimabh:

In the books of philosophers who speculated about the
condition of the world, it has been explained that the earth
has a spherical shape and is enveloped by the element of
water. It may be compared to a grape floating on water. ...
The water withdrew from certain parts of the earth.

This explains why Ibn Tamart praised God who ‘lays out the dry
land of the earth’.'” Ibn Tumart then described the world using
scenes known to the common and the elite Berber alike. He praised
the mighty heights of the land, the fruit of the soil, the oil and
juice presses. It was as if the hand of God were in the very
landscape and geography of Berber life. The second anthem,
beginning with ‘Praise who you showed the leadership and the
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signs’ is a concise summary, in verse, of the most important points
made by Ibn Tamart in his book: overcoming death, rejecting weak
sources, revealing a true vision of Islam and following the
leadership of the Mahdi.

The imamate'®

The Imamate and the Mahdi is a central tenet of Almohad
doctrine. The Mahdt doctrine and its historical background were
explained previously in this study.

The catalogue of lies

This was ‘the catalogue of the lies of the sinners, the Litham
wearers, the anthropomorphists and their scholars’.'* In other
words, it was a diatribe against the Almoravids. Ibn Timart begins
with a frontal attack on the Almoravid ‘ulama whom the Prophet
will ‘throw into the fire of hell’.’** He then outlines their sins, for
doing what is haram. They ‘drink and eat what is forbidden’.*® He
forbids ‘helping them in their sinful ways or befriending them’.'”
The main reason for this was their anthropomorphism. They
believed they could limit and form God around their literalist
interpretation of his attributes.'® It was necessary ‘to perform
jihad against them’. For not only do they try to confine and limit
the power of God, they reverse God’s true intentions. They ‘keep
their women'’s faces exposed’ even as the ‘men wear veils’. They
are worse unbelievers than ‘the Jews and the Magians’.'”’ In this
long catalogue of sins and accusations against the Almoravids, Ibn
Tamart builds the justification for war against his powerful enemy.
One of his most powerful arguments was that God would smite
them before the coming of the end of time; because of their sins,
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they ‘will not see the Day of Reckoning’.

The end of the world and the Day of Reckoning

Revolutions are often successful more for the extraordinary ideals
they promise than for what they actually achieve. Excitement,
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change and miraculous promise are all enemies of the status quo.
For Ibn Tumart, the Almohads, and perhaps most of the Islamic
world, the Day of Judgment seemed overdue. Not only was it 500
years since the hijra of Muhammad, a date significant for its
eschatological meaning, but the Islamic world seemed to be on the
brink of a new era, the old, established unity of the ‘Abbasid
caliphate in the east was disintegrating. The Almoravid promise
proved false and heretical, and the rulers and jurists were mere
shadows in the light of the coming judgement. The imminent
coming of the end of time gave Ibn Timart an exceptional amount
of legitimacy, a legitimacy he needed to consolidate the power of
the Masmuda tribes. Indeed, it was the hope and ultimate promise
of the Almohads to consolidate the entire Islamic world, to return
to the true belief and original intent of Islam, to prepare all
Muslims for the coming of God’s judgement. It is only natural that
the book of Ibn Tamart should discuss the end of time and claim
that the coming judgement will originate in the Maghrib. It was as
much a rallying cry for ideological unity as a statement of religious
doctrine. Ibn Timart wanted to make clear that with the end of
time the Almohads as true believers have nothing to fear. Only the
enemies of God need be afraid.

First, in his typical fashion, Ibn Tamart links his own time to the
time of Muhammad. He compares ‘the exile of Islam during the
first days and its exile during the last days’."’! He cites a hadith
from the writings of Tirmidhi, one of the reliable hadith writers,
about the ‘50 agents’ who will be rewarded by God. There is a clear
reference here to the ‘men of 50" who compose the highest ranks
of the Almohad power pyramid. He also speaks of the ‘sect from
the Maghrib that will fight for truth at the end of time’. This is
from the ‘true’ hadith of al-Muslim. According to al-Muslim, the
Prophet said, ‘the people of the Maghrib shall not know the truth
until the end of time’."”* Just to strengthen his point, he refers to a
whole list of hadith traditions that speak of the ‘group of Muslims’
at the end of time who fight for truth. Obviously, this group of
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Muslims was supposed to mean the Almohads. Interestingly, Ibn
TUmart does not provide much, if any, interpretation of the hadith.
Perhaps the connection between the Almohads and the sayings of
the Prophet seems so clear to him that it does not need
explanation. It is possible that some of Ibn Timart’s writings were
edited out by the scholars who completed inscribing this edition.
Many of Ibn Tamart’s more immediate prophecies may not have
come true. This was a possible embarrassment to ‘Abd al-Mu’'min,
Ibn Tmart’s successor.

Ibn Tamart’s idea of a band of righteous Muslims gathered at the
end of time is taken directly from the Qur’an. ‘None shall have the
power of intersession, but such a one as has received permission
from God the Most Gracious’ (Stira XIX 85-7). The one with ‘the
power of intersession’ would be the Mahdi, Ibn Tamart. The day of
reckoning or resurrection signified the power and immediacy of
the one and only God. It showed he had a direct interest in human
affairs. An entire new world will come into existence. A world
where there is nothing to separate the human soul from God. ‘At
length, when the sight is dazed. And the moon is buried in
darkness. And the sun and the moon are joined together. That day
will man say: Where is my refuge? ... Before the Lord (alone) that
day will be the place of rest’ (Stira LXXV: 7-12).

The prohibition on wine drinking

Ibn Timart overturned wine jugs, threw them, broke them, and, in
the midst of parties at the risk of personal harm, demanded that
all drinking cease. Wine and alcohol was so abhorrent to Ibn
Tamart that he devoted a chapter of his book to the numerous
hadith  verifying Muhammad the Prophet’s wine-drinking
prohibitions.'”

Jihad
According to the Qur'an, one must ‘fight in the cause of God those
who fight you, but do not transgress limits for God loveth not
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transgressors’ (Stra II: 190). There is the call for jihad but also
moderation, for ‘if they cease, let there be no hostility’ (Sara II:
193). Ibn Tamart, however, does seem to emphasize this more
moderate or limited approach to jihad. He calls jihad a pillar of
religion. Using selected sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, he
focuses on aggressive and unforgiving battle against the Almoravid
oppressor. Unlike the Prophet who fought the pagan tribes, Ibn
Tamart was fighting against other Muslims. Also, the power and
extent of Almoravid power was even more encompassing than the
localized power of the Quraysh in the city-state of Mecca. The
Almoravids were rulers of an empire, an empire of wealth, of trade
and sophisticated cities from Spain to Ghana. They had the
Almohads surrounded. Initially, at least, Ibn Timart would need as
much fervency from his followers as he could get to break the
spine of Almoravid domination.

Ibn Tamart needed to call his people to war and reveal God’s
promise of rewards to those who sacrificed their lives to the cause
of true Islam. In his chapter on jihad Ibn Tumart provides almost
no original commentary. Rather, he stitches together a collection
of authoritative hadith describing Muhammad the Prophet’s
promise of heavenly reward to those who fought in battle against
the enemies of Islam. Perhaps Ibn Tamart found the parallels too
obvious for comparison. He had already listed the sins of the
Almoravids. The chapter on jihad merely added more legitimacy to
Ibn Timart’s cause. Most crucially, it motivated his followers with
the promise of heavenly reward, a promise coming directly from
the words of the Prophet Muhammad. Even the way he selects and
edits the hadith changes their meaning and significance; and when
Ibn Tumart refers exclusively to the saying of the Prophet
Muhammad and the accomplishments of the first Muslims, he
subtly creates an original form of Almohad jihad to rally the tribes
against the Almoravids, the rebels of God. One of Ibn Tumart’s
most repeated hadith is the promise that those who go on jihad will
either go to heaven or return home with great booty and
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honour."” He includes several different versions of the same hadith
told by different companions of the Prophet just to back up the
argument. Jihad in the path of God was just as important as fasting,
prayer, zakat and the hajj.'” Jihad was a pillar of religion for the
Mahdi. He quotes a hadith describing the ‘levels of heaven’ and
that ‘the distance between the levels of heaven is like the distance
between heaven and earth’. The way to a higher level of heaven
was through jihad against the Almoravids.
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The Rise of the Almohads
in Context

Characteristically, the tribe is both an alternative to the
state and also its image, its limitation and the seed of a new
state.

(Ernest Gellner, Muslim society)

Islam originated in a tribal society, and any attempt to
explain its appearance must take this fact as its starting
point.

(Patricia Crone, Meccan trade and the rise of Islam)

Almohad movement as portrayed in Berber Almohad sources.

Economically, the Almohads had a material incentive to over-
throw the Almoravids and their taxes, in order ultimately to
impose their own, even more systematic, system of taxation. As
the Almohad sources put it, the Almoravid cities were rich with
booty, and trade in gold and salt was especially lucrative. The
Almohads even famously replaced the Almoravid round dirham
with the uniquely shaped square dirham as a symbol of their new
domination of lucrative trade in the western Mediterranean and
across the Sahara desert." Yet, despite the obvious material
advantages to overthrowing the Almoravids, economics alone

I n this book I have described several reasons for the rise of the
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cannot explain the remarkable development of the detailed
Almohad hierarchy, or the specific and compelling content of
Almohad doctrine. The Masmuda lived under Almoravid taxation
and rule for several decades before the rise of Ibn Tamart. Like
millennial cults and movements throughout world history, a
charismatic figure, a Mahdj, inspired the Almohad movement.” Ibn
Tmart clearly fits into Max Weber’s definition of a charismatic
figure. His charisma was a major reason for the rise of the
Almohads. He had ‘a certain quality of an individual personality by
virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and treated as
endowed with supernatural, superhuman or at least specifically
exceptional powers or qualities’.” However, as compelling as he
was to the Masmuda, and as important as his life, his sira, was to
the development of Almohad doctrine, Ibn Tamart’s individual
charisma could not in and of itself explain the rapid rise and
success of the Almohads. Similar charismatic leaders arose
throughout the Maghrib at this time. Ibn Tamart lent a
charismatic spark, inflaming already existing economic, social,
ethnic and historical conditions. He did not create those pre-
existing conditions himself.

Perhaps, as the Berber myth about the Almohads’ foundation
suggested, the most important reason for the successful rise of the
Almohads was probably, given that we are dealing with tribes,
anthropological. The specific, informal, pre-existing structures of
the Masmiida tribes, including the asmas or communal meal used
to cement loyalties, the agrao or tribal council, the tamyiz or
ordering of otherwise egalitarian tribes for battle, even the
segmentary, ancestor-based system that encouraged united
defence against outside threats, all existed prior to Ibn Tamart’s
return from the East.

It is not my aim in this book to claim that any one of these
elements - economic, charismatic, social or historical - was, on its
own, the primary cause of the rise of the Almohads. Rather, it was
the mixture and combination of all these different factors that led
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to their rise. Although any analogy is inherently imperfect or even
facile, it may be illustrative to envision the Almohad rise along the
same lines as the building of a mosque, which was something that
Ibn Tamart did throughout his travels. To build a sanctified
mosque, certain elements must exist; first, there must be the right
type of stone, the actual material that is to be transformed. This
material, of course, has its own character and shape. For the
Almohads, this basic material was the tribes and the Masmudas’
tribal institutions.

In myths of founding narratives, there must also be an architect
to design the appropriate elements and bring them all together in
a balanced way that follows ‘true’ Islamic principles. At least as he
is portrayed heroically in the Almohad sources, Ibn Tamart
himself was that ‘architect’ of the Almohad structure. The specific
economic and historical conditions pertaining to the Masmida
tribes provided the mortar with which to bind the tribal building
blocks together; in other words, they provided the conditions
under which the raw materials, the tribes, were able to come
together. Had any of these elements - the tribal building blocks,
the charismatic architect and the economic mortar - been missing,
no structure could have been built. It was not that the economic
conditions necessarily caused the tribal alliance or that the desire
for such a tribal alliance caused the rise of the Mahdi, or vice versa;
rather, all these elements - economics, leadership, pre-existing
social organization and history - came together simultaneously to
produce the right conditions for the rise of the Almohads. Just as
the artist is limited by his canvas and the colour of his paints, and
the cook by the availability of certain ingredients, so too were Ibn
Tamart and his doctrine limited, coloured and shaped by certain
specific historical, social and ethnic factors. As Ernest Gellner
claimed in Muslim society, ‘The tribe is both an alternative to the
state and also its image, its limitation and the seed of a new state.”
My purpose in this chapter is to provide a brief theoretical and
comparative basis for the concomitant tribal, social, economic and
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charismatic causes of the rise of the Almohads, an ascent that
arose from a perfect storm of social, charismatic and economic
causes.

SOCIAL FACTORS: WHAT IS A TRIBE?

To understand the social factors that led to the rise of the
Almohads from among the Masmida Atlas tribes it is important to
define the word tribe. Tribes were the building blocks of the
Almohad system. Although I have no intention of delving into the
specifics of the protracted, anthropological debate on the exact
nature of a tribe, the question of what comprises a tribe is at the
core of anthropological studies and has engendered a considerable
amount of debate and uncertainty.

Nevertheless, some frame of reference for the term ‘tribe’ is in
order. The anthropologist David M. Hart and the historian of Islam
Akbar S. Ahmed provide a useful definition of a tribe that, with
some modification, will provide the framework I use for this study.
‘Tribes are rural groups that have a name and distinguish between
members and non-members, which occupy a territory and which
within that territory assume either all responsibility, or at least a
significant proportion of the responsibility for the maintenance of
order.” Tribes ‘can be said to possess political and military func-
tions’. They also possess ‘some kind of tribal genealogical charter’
that ‘assumes almost mythical importance and is memorized from
generation to generation’.’

A tribe has four crucial characteristics - a distinguishing name, a
specific territory, a responsible power and a semi-mythical gene-
alogy. The vast majority of Berbers and Arabs who joined the
Almohad movement easily fit this definition, as do most of the
tribal groups that joined Muhammad the Prophet in the first
decades of Islam. Ahmed and Hart, however, go too far in
excluding non-rural, village or even urban people who display all
the characteristics of rural tribes apart from their physical
surroundings.
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It was the semi-mythical that defined the history of the rise of
the Almohads in general. The manipulation of ‘semi-mythical
ancestry’ in tribal society for wider political ends led to the
creation of a coherent and organized Almohad army and govern-
ment. Tribes were not completely isolated from the state milieu
and, in the case of the Almohads, were part of its creation. From
his broad view of Maghrib history, Jamil Abun-Nasr observed that
‘Maghribi history would be difficult, if not impossible, to explain if
the tribes were not viewed as political units and tribalism as a
form of political organization.”” This study described how Ibn
Tamart manipulated his own ancestry and the ancestry of others
by bringing them into his own tribe, the Hargha.

Modern anthropology confirms the practice of modifying
ancestry for political ends. Describing the Hatiz, a tribe near
Marrakech, Paul Pascon observed how ancestry was simply an
emblem of a common identity and territorial status.” In his seminal
article that questioned the very nature of the tribe in the Maghrib,
‘Qu’est-ce qu'une “tribu” nord-africaine’, Jacques Berque claimed
that most tribal notions of common descent were, in fact, illusions.
A tribe is ‘in part artificial’.? The anthropologist William Lancaster,
who lived among the Rwala Bedouin in Arabia, made similar obser-
vations. He called the bedl system ‘the generative genealogy’.’
Some 700 years before the development of modern anthropology,
Ibn Khaldin had made the same observations about the often-
mythical ancestral relationships of tribes. ‘When the things which
result from (common) descent are there, it is as if (common
descent) itself were there, because the only meaning of belonging
to one or another group is that one is subject to its laws and con-
ditions, as if one had come into close contact with it.”*° If Ibn
Khaldiin and the consensus of most modern anthropologists of the
Maghrib are to be believed, ancestral descent was primarily the
mythical basis of an imagined identity. In fact, it was the ability in
tribal societies to adjust to new identities that partially explained
the rapid adoption of Islam in tribal societies. Tribes were based on
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imagined ancestries and identities that could encompass almost
any group or tribe, often regardless of ancestry."

To refine the definition of a tribe further, it is necessary to look
at the nature of its organization. The political system of a tribe was
often contained by what anthropologists call inherent ‘segmen-
tary’ limitations. There were few or no written rules in tribal
society. Therefore, small circles of loyalty often maintained social
structures and justice. Evans-Pritchard, the anthropologist widely
credited with developing segmentary theory, explained:

Each section of a tribe, from the smallest to the largest, has
its Sheikh or Sheikhs ... and political leadership is limited to
situations in which a tribe or a segment of it acts
corporately. With a tribe this only happens in war or in
dealings with an outside authority."

Tribes form alliances of wider and wider ancestral inclusiveness
when they feel threatened by outside groups. This tendency
towards alliances, which occurs naturally in tribal organizations,
with or without religious inspiration, helped form the Almohad
system. The Almohads and the Almohad idea of tawhid was simply
a wider circle of confederation and loyalty, if not the ultimate
circle, the ultimate tribal alliance in the minds of the Masmuda.

According to the Almohad’s own version of events, Ibn Tamart
and his followers were able to transform this random, mosaic col-
lection of diverse and sometimes even warring tribes into a
coherent picture, a stratified pyramid that was the basis for
Almohad expansion and rule. This feat was portrayed as even more
remarkable than the tribal unification their Almoravid pre-
decessors achieved. The desert tribes were not separated by high
mountains and passes blocked by winter snow."” In the words of
Huici Miranda, ‘One is surprised by the complicated and rigorous
organization implanted by Ibn Timart during the birth of the
Almohad state.”
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The rapid formation of the Almohad hierarchy was made easier
by the fact that there were pre-existing mechanisms and traditions
for forming larger alliances within the tribes themselves.”
Alliances were based on power. Depending on the strength of the
sheikh or tribal chief, some tribes were stronger than others. Not
all tribes were purely isolationist in nature. Intermarriage and a
confluence of tribal identities probably produced a vague sense of
Masmida identity even before the rise of Ibn Tamart. Ibn Tamart
used a combination of military action, co-option of tribal
traditions and tribal leaders, and persuasive indoctrination to
transform this vague sense of unity into a solid government and
army.'® Despite some easily transferred resistance of older
generations and allegiances, it was Ibn Tamart’s irresistible
doctrine of absolute monotheism that won over the largest
following. His doctrine not only expressed discontent with
Almoravid rule. It provided the means for tribal unity. It replaced

ancestral practices with religious discipline and allegiance to the
infallible Mahd1."

CHARISMA AND THE MAHDI

In The trumpet shall sound, an anthropological study of Melanesian
millennial cults, Peter Worsley described the limitations of charis-
matic, millennial leadership. Worsley observed that effective
charisma, charisma that enjoys loyalty and obedience, does not
exist without social support. According to him, ‘the followers,
then, in a dialectical way, create, by selecting them out, the
leaders, who in turn command.”"® There were plenty of people with
inspired messages and ideas. As the history of the Maghrib in the
medieval period reveals, there were plenty of potential Mahdis.
The message, however, must be relevant to its audience, to the
society in which it is preached."”

As discussed in the chapter on doctrine, specific parts of Ibn
TUmart’s message were tailored against the Almoravid rivals of the
Masmiuda. The doctrine of the A‘azz ma Yutlab was written in a
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Berber, Masmiida context. Almohad Islam originated in a specific,
Berber tribal society and any attempt to explain the appearance of
Almohadism must likewise take this fact ‘as its starting point’.

The chapter against anthropomorphism in the A‘azz ma Yutlab
was essentially a tract of typical Masmiida prejudices against the
desert, Almoravid tribes. There were also plenty of instances in Ibn
Tamart’s description of the end of time in which he mentions the
importance of the council of fifty, a traditional form for Berber
confederate assembly. Ibn Tamart’s charisma and his specific
personal experiences and theological influences in the East did not
single-handedly determine the shape and nature of the Almohad
movement. Although parts of his message were admittedly shaped
in the East and in urban contexts, the audience, the society in
which it was preached, was Berber and tribal. This naturally had a
profound effect on the content and reception of his doctrine.

Just as the architect must shape his plans according to what
materials are available, so too must the social architect, the Mahdj,
shape his message to fit his audience; and this audience, namely
the Almohad scholars who wrote the history and biography of Ibn
Tumart, followed this ideology.” While the Mahdr’s personality
played a central role in the creation of the Almohad Empire, it was
not enough to explain the transformation of the Atlas people into
the Almohad state. The role of the tribes and people of the Atlas,
coupled with their decision to follow this leader, cannot be
ignored. The tribes and their traditional practices of tamyiz, asmas
and agrao, along with the natural organizing principles of seg-
mentation, were not primitive or inherently weak institutions
demolished by the Mahdi’s charismatic presence. Instead, the
tribes of the Atlas had developed a highly sophisticated system of
regulating their own affairs, especially the often uneasy inter-
action between migrants and settled villagers. In his social
anthropology of the Atlas Berbers Robert Montagne observed the
oscillation between tribal republics governed by assemblies of
elders, the agrao, and the temporary rulership of strong men,
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sometimes inspired leaders.” Like ‘asabiyya, or collective action,
charismatic leadership and religious prophecy were often the
products of a tribal society (see Table 4.1). As Worsley demon-
strated in his study of the Melanesians, in almost every case the
successful Mahd1 needed to shape his message according to his
audience.

Table 4.1: Draft representation of Ibn Khaldiin’s hierarchy of social
cohesion (‘Asabiyya)

Highest Form of Cohesion: Religious or Prophecy-based Cohesion

a.  Must be combined with tribal cohesion for success but can also occur among
more settled tribes
b.  Most successful when new religious movement rallies around saint or messianic

figure (Ibn Tamart, ‘Abd Allah)

Second Form of Cohesion: Blood-based Tribal Cohesion

a. Increases inversely as decadent, ‘urban’ influences decrease (most powerful
among nomadic Bedouin of the desert)
b.  Limited to fleeting raids and enforced tribute without religious prophecy

Third Form of Cohesion: Urban Cohesion

a.  Based onloose economic interests and weakened by the division of labour but
the streets and bazaars can still be an important source of authority
b.  Strongest when cities set up municipal councils independent from strong

dynastic control

Fourth, Least Powerful Form of Cohesion: Forced Dynastic Control

a.  Prone to decadence and the whims of dynastic succession
Based on forced compliance, not common interests
c.  Constantly vulnerable to the rise of new dynasties based on a combination of

religious, tribal, or even urban dissidence

Rather than being a hindrance to state formation, or a stumbling
block to charismatic leadership and inspired monotheism, the
tribal structures of the Atlas Mountain people could form a basis
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for the Almohad social system and doctrine. Like any truly social
movement, the Almohad hierarchy was not purely the invention of
Ibn Tmart or his followers. The architect alone does not make the
building. Charisma alone, no matter what its source or specific
content, does not make a society. Although often written that way,
history is not the exclusive realm of great personalities and
prophets. Events are shaped by the many daily decisions and
opinions of those who choose to follow, not just those who choose
to lead. The Mahdi demanded obedience, but his followers chose to
obey and support him, not despite, but because of their tribal
affiliations (Figure 2.3).

POSSIBLE ECONOMIC INCENTIVES FOR THE RISE OF THE ALMOHADS

Charisma and existing tribal structures do not completely explain
the rapid rise of the Almohads. The Almohads also had specific
economic and materialistic reasons to unite and revolt against the
Almoravids. A united coalition of tribes, no matter what the econ-
omic conditions, is always more efficient at obtaining economic
resources from the urban core. A confederation of tribes is much
more successful, both at obtaining large amounts of booty and at
scaring away the tax collectors sent from the city.

Friedrich Engels, the famous companion of Karl Marx, observed
this relationship between economics and the Almohad tribal
revolution in an article published in Die Neue Zeit in 1894/5.

Islam suits Orientals, especially the Arabs, that is to say, on
one hand townsmen practised commerce and industry, on
the other hand, nomadic Bedouin. But there is in this the
seed of a periodic collision. Townsmen, growing opulent and
ostentatious, become lax in the observation of the law. The
Bedouin, poor and hence austere in their manners, con-
template the wealth and enjoyment with envy and lust. They
unite under the direction of a prophet, a Mahdi, to punish
the faithless. ... A hundred years later, naturally, they find
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themselves at exactly the same point as their predecessors; a
new purification is required; a new Mahdi emerges; the game
restarts. So it has come to pass since the wars of conquest of
the Almoravids and the African Almohads in Spain, till the
latest Mahdi of Khartoum.”

Engels saw in this cycle, which Ibn Khaldin who was his
probable source also described, the basis of ‘Islamic Marxism’. The
collective nature of tribes, with their shared ownership of land and
property, predisposes them to impose equality in the name of
morals and beliefs. In fact, they end up enslaved by the very
decadence and amoral inequality they originally sought to destroy.
Although Engels possibly goes too far in attempting to fit a Marxist
interpretation to Ibn Khaldiin’s cycles of history, the general
notion that tribes could unite around a leader for economic
motives initially seems sound.

Yet, the Masmiida did not revolt immediately in a united way
after the imposition of taxes. They embarked only on minor,
ineffective raids as separate clans. The specific charisma of the
Mahdi Ibn Ttmart, an excuse for rigid obedience, inspired the
tribes into united action. The Almohad hierarchy was not an ideal
egalitarian Marxist collective, far from it. As ‘architect’ of the
Almohad revolution, Ibn Tamart manipulated the existing tribal
social structures even as his message was directed towards the
tribes. Economics was an important incentive to the tribes, but it
would be facile to claim that it was their only reason for giving up
their previous independence to join the Almohad cause.

There is no price to be put on the apocalypse. No amount of gold
can satisfy the appetite of religious expectation. In Peter Worsley’s
account of the millennial cargo cults in Melanesia, individuals and
tribes will actually dispose of their ‘cargo’, their material pos-
sessions in expectation of the end of time.” Likewise, the Hargha
and the Almohad leaders gave up their horses and their
possessions at the great asmas, the ceremonial meal at the cave of
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Ibn Tamart. It could be argued that this material sacrifice was only
done in expectation of greater material reward, reward gained
from collective action. Nevertheless, the spiritual expectations
were genuine. Religion was not merely the opiate of the tribes, but
the inspiring flame. The Almohad sources made this clear when
they described tribesmen and chiefs giving up their old ancestral
lineages and joining the new lineage structure established by Ibn
Tumart.

The role of tribes and tribal social organization in human civiliz-
ation has recently been the subject of vigorous scientific debate.
Several genetic and anthropological studies have revealed a
fascinating tendency in humanity to break into tribal groupings. It
was only with the advent of complex forms of language and
culture that tribes could organize around a civilizing idea. What
the rise of the Almohads demonstrated, however, was that this
process could happen rapidly and almost instantaneously if the
right social, charismatic and economic conditions existed.
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n his endeavour to establish the absolute unity of God on
earth, Ibn Tamart was, as I hope I have made clear during the
course of this book, expressing Almohad ambitions.

There is no God but God as is attested by all creatures. His
existence is absolutely necessary without limitation or
determination by time or place or direction or limit or class
or form or figure, nor by volume aspect or state. ... He cannot
be defined by thought or imagination: he is neither
determined by ideas nor qualified by reason. He is singular in
his eternity.'

God had no attributes or signs. Humanity must submit to a
universal and completely separate creator with no attributes. The
founding principles of the Almohad movement were based on the
endeavour to create a universal society, a universal, all-inclusive
tribe, led by the spirit and energy of Ibn Tamart and his successor,
‘Abd al-Mu'min. The doctrine of tawhid meant not only the
absolute unity of God, but also the absolute unity of God’s
community.

Yet, as the Almohad historical sources made clear, Ibn Tumart
did not construct the foundations of the Almohad Empire out of
nothing. Credit, especially in the writings of al-Baydhagq, was given
as much to the Berber tribes as to the MahdT’s inspiration. He used
existing, informal and often unwritten tribal institutions, tamyiz
(the process of preparing for battle), asmas (the ritual alliance
meal), agrao (the tribal council), the mizwar and other tribal social
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structures as the foundations of a disciplined hierarchical system.
Rather than being the antithesis of Islamic government, as has
often been assumed, tribes formed the ranks of the new Almohad
hierarchy. As the rise of the Almohad Empire demonstrated,
understanding how tribes were transformed from a loose
segmentary system into a structured hierarchy that conquered
previously impenetrable territories was key to understanding the
history of identity and belief in Islam.

It was possible to have a strong, ancestral, tribal identity and
loyalty (a feature of many Middle Eastern and Muslim societies)
and still believe in a God who subordinated ancestry, a God whose
nature can only be defined as tawhid, absolute unity. Berber
Almohad historians and early Almohad documents, like the Kitab
al-Ansab, supported the myth that Ibn Tamart and the rise of the
Almohads proved that it was possible to reconcile the apparent
contradiction between identity and belief. Instead of destroying
tribalism, however, Ibn Timart and the Almohads redefined the
meaning of tribal identity, manipulated blood loyalties, and made
God and his Mahd1 the focus of a new identity, a newly unified
tribe. The result of this reconciliation was an empire, an era of
unity and power that began to break down as soon as the
contradictions between equality and tribal hierarchy were
challenged. In fact, several new Mahdis emerged after the
Almohads to attempt again this reconciliation of tribal blood
loyalty and allegedly wuniversal apocalyptic vision. These
movements created their own attempts to rewrite history, to
mythologize the reconciliation of the symbols of social differences
and the ideals of religious unity in a way favourable to their own
particular tribal, economic and social contexts.” Yet, none were
quite as successful as the Almohads. The Almohad Empire was an
Islamic empire whose myth of unity continues to be a distant hope
for North Africans today.’

The keystone that held this remarkable reconciliation between
belief and identity, this remarkable tribal hierarchy, together was
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the doctrine of the Mahdi Mdasum, the infallible Mahdi* As a
‘column between heaven and earth’, as the chosen leader of a new
era, as the leader who was destined to transform the Islamic world
from the outside in, the Mahdi, the one who must be obeyed, the
one who never erred, was the physical promise of God’s plan for
humankind. He was the final, needed proof that would inspire the
tribes to maintain their unity, to fight the enemies of God’s true
nature: the Almoravids. They were the heretics who degraded God
into a physical being, the elite jurists who despised the sources of
God’s word (al-usiil), who wanted to own God’s law. Yet just as
important as the Mahd1 was the society that embraced his message
and became the warriors for his cause: the Berber tribes of the
High Atlas Mountains who, even until the fourteenth century
when Ibn Khaldiin was writing, held some sway over the way the
history of the Almohads was written and portrayed. In the myth of
Ibn Tumart portrayed by medieval North African sources, the
making of the Almohad Empire was the making of an all-inclusive
community of God.
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names on the North African landscape: Berber tribes in Ibn Khaldiin’s genealogies
and as they appear today’, The Journal of North African Studies, vol. 5, no. 1, Spring
2000, pp. 121-46.
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historical ethnographic reproduction of tribal life in precolonial Morocco in his
book Estructuras tribales precoloniales en Marruecos berber, 1860-1933, Granada, 1997.
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A general from the Umayyad period, ‘had a bundle of arrows brought to his sons
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‘Persistence and changes’. Also, see Jacque Berque’s discussion of names in the
first chapters of Structures sociales.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 45.

On the Idrisids, see Rachid Benblal, Histoire des Idrissides, 172-337 (788-948), Oran:
Dar el Gharb, 2002.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 178, claimed that Ibn Tamart was ‘from the line of the
Prophet’.

Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 1, p. 53.

Ibid, p. 54.

1bid, p. 55.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 45.
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Georges Marcais, La Berbérie musulmane et I'Orient au moyen dge, Paris: Aubier, 1946.
The Fatimids let the Hilalian Arabs loose on rebellious North African domains. For
a discussion of the validity of this legend and a balanced portrait of the Arab
Hilalian influence in North Africa, see Michael Brett, ‘The way of the nomad’, in
Michael Brett, Ibn Khaldiin and the medieval Maghrib, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999, pp.
251-69.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 25.

Gellner, Saints of the Atlas, p. 38.

The Romance of the Bani Hilal, a long, epic poem in the style of Arab praise
poetry, details the exploits of this Arab tribal confederation in North Africa.
Although most is fiction, it reveals the legendary struggle, but also ultimate
reconciliation, between the native Berbers and the invading Arabs. One climactic
moment of the text occurs when the Arab chieftain Dhiyab slays the Zanata
Berber leader Al-Khalifa al ZanatT (A. Guiga, La Geste hilalienne, translated by Tahar
Guiga, Tunis: La Maison Tunisienne d’Edition, 1968, pp. 81-2). For more on the
controversy surrounding the Arab Banii Hilal and their supposed conflict with the
Berbers see Margais’s mostly negative account of the Arabs in La Berbérie
musulmane. For more recent discussions see Michael Brett and Elizabeth Fentress,
The Berbers, Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 135-42; also H. T. Norris, The Arab conquest of the
Western Sahara.

This mythical combination of Arab and Berber legitimacy in the person of Ibn
Tamart seems to be a main political objective of the anonymous Almohad manu-
script, Kitab al Ansab, or Book of Ancestry, Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 25.

As with most dates related to the life and death of Ibn Tamart, the primary
sources are in disagreement about the exact date of Ibn Tumart’s departure. Ibn
al-Qattan gives the date as aH514, and describes his meetings with scholars
outside the Maghrib.

Ibn al-Qattan, Nazm al-Jaman, p. 4, recorded that Ibn Tamart visited Cérdoba.

A discussion of Ibn Tamart’s doctrine is found in Chapter 3 of this book. The
sources are not very exact about Ibn Tamart’s early adventures. Al-Marrakushi
describes his early journeys in al-Mujib, pp. 178-9, as does Ibn al-Qattdn, Nazm
al-Jaman, pp. 1-10. The al-Baydhaq manuscript in Lévi-Provencal, Documents
inédits, the richest source for Ibn Tamart’s life, does not begin until after Ibn
Tumart returned from the East.

Christopher Melchert, The Formation of the Sunni schools of law 9-10th centuries c,
Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997, pp. 156-70, described how it was very common for
important Maliki scholars in North Africa and Andalusia to travel to the East. ‘Abd
al Aziz bin ‘Abd Allah, Al-Rihlat min al-Maghrib, Rabat, 2001, described the almost
unbroken history of journeys, rihlat, of pilgrims and scholars from North Africa to
the East. Further discussion of travels and travellers in the Muslim west can be
found in Dale F. Eickelman and James Piscatori (eds) Muslim travellers: pilgrimage,
migration, and the religious imagination, London: Routledge, 1990.

According to Maribel Fierro, however, the obligation to perform the hajj was not
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always universal, or even encouraged. Abti Bakr ibn al-‘Arabi had to contradict
scholars who said that the hajj was not a necessary pillar of Islam. See Maribel
Fierro, ‘La Religién’, in Ramon M. Pidal, Historia de Espafia, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 435-546.
In some cases, the tales of travellers were too fantastic. Ibn Battiita, the most
famous chronicler of a journey intended for the pilgrimage, was ridiculed for his
fantastic and strange stories, so far removed from normal, provincial life. For
more on Ibn Battita, see Ross Dunn, The Adventures of Ibn Battiita, a Muslim traveler
of the fourteenth century, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005.
Eickelman and Piscatori, Muslim travellers.

Ibn Khaldiin, Tarif ibn Khaldan Rihlatahu Gharban wa Shargan, Cairo, 1901.

For a short discussion of the similarities between Muhammad the prophet and
Muhammad Ibn Tumart, see the opening pages of Le Tourneau, The Almohad
movement. See also Miranda, Historia politica, pp. 1-30.

Ibn ‘Abi Zar', Rawd al-Qirtas, p. 361.

See Ibn ‘Ishaq, Sirat al-Nabawiyya, compiled and edited by Ibn Hisham, 2 vols,
Cairo, 1900, p. 35 for a description of the prophet’s physical features as used in
Martin Lings, Muhammad: his life based on the earliest sources, Rochester, Vermont:
Inner Traditions, 2006.

For the life of the Prophet Muhammad, see Ibn ‘Ishaq, Sirat al-Nabawiyya.

Peter M. Holt, The age of the Crusades: the Near East from the eleventh century to 1517,
London: Longman, 1986. On the development of the caliphate and its eventual
crisis of legitimacy in the Islamic East, see Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet and the age
of the caliphates: the Islamic Near East from the sixth to the eleventh century, 2nd
edition, London: Longman, 2004. A good comparative study, including articles on
the caliphate, is Isabel Alfonso, Hugh Kennedy and Julio Escalona (eds) Building
legitimacy: political discourses and forms of legitimacy in medieval societies, Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 2004.

On legitimacy and leadership in the early medieval period when the power of the
caliphs was waning, see the study of the Buyids by Roy Mottahedeh, Loyalty and
leadership in an early Islamic society, London: 1.B.Tauris and Islamic Publications,
Ltd, 2001. Also see Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, in which there are
several well-researched chapters on legitimacy and leadership.

The caliphate had lost much of its legitimacy. Indeed, a tradition of the prophet
developed that the true caliphate would only last 30 years. Several in the so-called
Hadith party believed that ‘God the real ruler of the community, was represented
in the here and now by the Qur'an and the sunna of His Prophet, not by the
Caliph.’ For more on the delegitimization of the caliph see Crone, Medieval Islamic
political thought, p. 138.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 128.

Ibid., pp. 128-9.

For a basic summary of al-Ghazali, his life and works, see William Montgomery
Watt, The faith and practice of al-Ghazali, London: Allen & Unwin, 1953. One of al-
Ghazall's most important works was his treatise against the limitations of
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Aristotelian thinking, The incoherence of the philosophers. See AbG Hamid
Muhammad al-Ghazali, The incoherence of the philosophers: English translation of Imam
Ghazali’s Tahafut al-Falasifa, translated with parallel text by M. Marmura, Salt Lake
City: Brigham Young University Press, 2000.

Watt, The faith and practice of al-Ghazalt, p. 14. He was also known to have special
powers. He knew the secret names of God and could interpret the most difficult
and opaque passages of the Quran. He was the ‘restorer of religion’. See Ignaz
Goldziher (ed.) ‘Introduction’, in Ibn TGmart, Kitab Aazz ma Yutlab (Le Livre de Ibn
Toumert), Algiers: P. Fontana, 1903, p. 15.

Huici Miranda, Historia politica, vol. 1, pp. 29-32.

An article by Madeleine Fletcher disputes Miranda’s judgement on this issue.
However, she provides no conclusive proof, but merely a probable scenario. See
Madeleine Fletcher, ‘Ibn Timart’s teachers: the relationship with al-Ghazalr, Al-
Qantara, vol. 18, 1997, pp. 305-30. Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, ‘La pratica del percepto
de al-amr bi-l-ma‘ruf wa-l-nahy ‘an al-munkar en la hagiografia magrebi’, al-
Qantara, vol. 13, no. 1, 1992, pp. 147-70, however, argued for a plausible con-
nection between Ibn Timart and al-Ghazali. Also, Goldziher, ‘Introduction’,
provides a comprehensive analysis of the possible influence of al-Ghazali on Ibn
Tamart. Apparently, the main influence on Ibn Timart would have been al-
GhazalT’s focus on the al-usal: original sources, the hadith, sunna and the Qur'an as
opposed to the encrusted law books of the main legal schools. In Chapter 3 on
Almohad doctrine, I provide futher discussion of these issues and influences.
Vincent Cornell, ‘Understanding is the mother of ability: responsibility and action
in the doctrine of Ibn Tamart’, Studia Islamica, no. 66, 1987, p. 77.

Using various sources Farouk Mitha, Al-Gazali and the Ismailis: a debate on reason and
authority in medieval Islam, London: 1.B.Tauris, 2002, demonstrated al-Ghazali's
differences with the Ismaili position.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 129. Also, according to Ibn al-Qattan, Nazm al Juman, p.
17, Ibn Tumart met al-Ghazali and told him of the burning of his works.
Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 129.

Ibn ‘Abi Zar', Rawd al al-Qirtas, p. 342. Similarly, Abi al-Zarkashi, Tarikh al-
Dawlatayn, p. 4, also provides this colourful conversation between the scholar and
the reformer.

Michael Cook, Commanding right and forbidding wrong, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000, pp. 431, 441, 456.

However, al-Ghazalt also wrote works on listening to music, for example, which
Ibn TGmart may have rejected, for, as I shall show, he had a habit of destroying
musical instruments. Perhaps the real focus of Ibn Tiimart’s commanding right,
however, were local festivals with pre-Islamic undertones. See al-Ghazali, On
Listening to music, Islamabad, 2002, Marfa Viguera even describes alleged letters
from al-Ghazali and al-TartGshi supporting the Almoravid amir. See Maria
Viguera, ‘Las cartas de al-Ghazall y al-Tartushi al soberano almoravide Yisuf b.
Tashufin’, Al-Andalus, vol. 42, 1977, pp. 341-74.
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Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, pp. 168-9.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, vol. 1, Algiers, p. 323.

Ibn Khaldiin ends his peripatetic autobiography with despair and sarcastic
coolness as he notes the winds of fate and the whims of politics in Ibn Khaldin,
Ta'rif ibn Khaldan, p. 1.

Abi Bakr Muhammad al-‘Arabi, Shawdahid al-Jilla, in Muhammad Ya'la (translator
and editor) Tres textos arabes sobre beréberes en el occidente isldmico, Madrid: Consejo
Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1996 includes official Almoravid letters
(al-Rasa’il al-diwaniyya) to the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mustazahir, basically asking for
the latter’s blessing. See also E. Lévi-Provengal, ‘Le titre souverain des almoravies
et sa légitimation par le califat ‘Abbaside’, Arabica, vol. 2, 1955, pp. 265-80. There is
also a request in Tres textos arabes for al-Ghazall to legitimize jihad against the
Christians of Spain, showing yet another connection between the Almoravids and
al-Ghazali, even as Ibn Tumart allegedly accused the Almoravids of burning the
master’s books. Al-Ghazall seemed to be a source of legitimacy for both the
Almoravids and the Almohads.

See Maribel Fierro’s ‘Introduction’ to her translation of the Hawadith wal bida* by
AbT Bakr Tartushi, Madrid 1993. Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 179, recorded that ‘Tbn
Tlmart went to Alexandria and went to the meeting room of Ab1 Bakr al-Turtusht
... and asked him the meaning of commanding right and forbidding wrong’.
Jonathan Berkey, The formation of Islam: religion and society in the Near East, 600-1800,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003, p. xii, defines the term ijaza as ‘The
authorization issued by an author or scholar to a pupil allowing the pupil to
transmit a text on his authority’.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 179. Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, pp. 75-8. Al-
Baydhaq’s biography of Ibn Timart begins with descriptions of the popularity of
his sermons in Egypt.

Al-Ghazali devotes a section of his Mungidh min al Dalal to discrediting the entire
concept of the Imam al Ma'sim, the infallible imam: a concept that was at the core
of Ibn Tamart’s claims. See the translation of the Mungidh in Watt, The faith and
practice of al-Ghazali.

Although the first section of al-Baydhaq is missing, it was perhaps no mistake that
the intricate details of Ibn Tamart’s life only start emerging in the sources after
he returns from the east and was well on his way to set up with his band of
followers in the Sis Valley. See Lévi-Provengal’s introduction to Lévi-Provengal,
Documents inédits and my study of the manuscript in Chapter 3 for a discussion of
the al-Baydhaq manuscript in the Escorial Library.

The biography of Ibn Timart in Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits starting on p. 75
shows a steady progress in the power of Ibn Tamart’s conviction as he commands
right first against mere clerics, then against governors, and finally against the
ruler of the Almoravids. Not once does al-Baydhaq allow for fear in the person-
ality of the ‘infallible’ Mahdi. Of course, the reality of the situation may have been
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different and Ibn Timart’s itinerant lifestyle was at least partially the result of
fleeing from the wrath of unappreciative rulers.

There were also several intellectual currents that had begun in North Africa as
well. These will be discussed in Chapter 3. An introduction to the spiritual
movements of the Almohad period are described by Maribel Fierro, ‘Revolucién y
tradicién: algunos aspectos del mundo del saber en época almohade’, in Maria
Luisa Avila and Maribel Fierro (eds), Estudios Onomdstico-biogrdficos de al-Andalus,
vol. 10, Madrid-Granada, 2000, pp. 131-65.

The idea that God is the only true ruler of humanity is found in the theological
origins of Islamic government. Ibn Timart made this clear in his letter to the
Almohads when he proclaimed that just as ‘God directs the stars’, he also directs
the Almohads, Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, pp. 4-5. As Patricia Crone,
Medieval Islamic political thought, pp. 1-6 observed, ‘God rules in the most literal
sense of the word, appointing rulers, governors, judges, and deputies and order-
ing armies against insubordinate subjects.” Adam and Seth were both the original
representatives of God on Earth but Cain broke the legitimate connection with
God by killing Abel. (Adam was not the source of original sin in the Christian
sense.) Only when the direct line to God is restored does true Muslim government
by God through a true representative, a Mahdi or a prophet, exist. Ibn Tamart
basically claimed to restore the direct line to God that was cut by bad
government, represented by the sin of Cain. Al-TabarT (d. 923), discussed this
theology of the origin of Muslim government in the first of the ten volumes of
Tarikh al-Rasul wa al-Muliik, ed. M.J. de Goeje et al., Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1879-1901. Al-
Tabari was from Tabaristan, Persia near the Caspian Sea. He wrote a famous Tafsir,
or commentary on the Qur'an. He died a simple teacher in Baghdad.

This was similar to the Prophet Muhammad whose life was a sunna, an example
for all Muslims. Regarding the embellishment of the sunna of Ibn Timart, Maribel
Fierro claims that the sources for Ibn Tamart’s biography should be revised,
‘taking into account how the needs of the Almohad Caliphate, especially in the
first stages, influenced the presentation of the founder’s figure.” See Maribel
Fierro, ‘The Ghuraba’ in al-Andalus’, Arabica, vol. 47, 2000, note 46. Michael Brett
makes a similar claim in his article ‘The lamp of the Almohads: illumination as a
political idea in twelfth-century Morocco’, in Michael Brett, Ibn Khaldiin and the
medieval Maghrib, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999. The first stages of the caliphate were
dominated by ‘Abd al-Mu'min who was anxious to support his legitimacy. Brett
argues that ‘Abd al-Mumin basically encouraged the historians to turn Ibn
Timart into a type of John the Baptist figure for himself, the true saviour. There
are, however, several problems with this thesis. First, there is no direct evidence
that ‘Abd al-Mu'min consciously manipulated the original sources as they exist
today. Certainly, al-Marrakushi and al-Baydhaq would want to please their res-
pective leaders, but that did not necessarily mean that they completely refabri-
cated their observations. Second, far from being treated as a secondary John the
Baptist character, Ibn Timart is described very clearly, even by later Almohad
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sources like al-Marrakushi, as the Mahdi al-Mda'sim, the infallible Mahdi, al-
Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 187. Ibn Tamart discusses the relevance and importance
of Miracles in his ‘Azz ma Yutlab’, Le Livre de Ibn Toumert, Algiers, 1903, p. 138. ‘Abd
al-Mu'min was very much the successor, not the founding inspiration. It is not
clear that he would even want the burden of miraculous expectation on his
shoulders.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 80.

Sira, 3: 104.

Quoted in Cook, Commanding right, p. 33.

It is difficult to know why Ibn Tamart was so generous to this possible non-
believer. 1t is possible that those who accused him simply used the name Jew as a
derogatory way of saying that he did not follow their own localized interpretation
of Islam.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 75-6.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 78; Ibn ‘Abi Zar', Rawd al-Qirtas, pp. 341-2.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 79; Abti al-Hasan Muhammad bin Alf Ibn al-
Athir, Kamil, Al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh, edited by C.J. Tornberg, Uppsala, 1843-46, vol.
10, p. 401.

The Hammadids effectively ruled the region of Algeria at this time.

Ibn Tamart was particularly vehement against alcohol: al-hamra. An entire
chapter of Ibn Tamart’s book was devoted to reasons why alcohol was a
significant sin; see Chapter 3 of this book.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 80. Ibn Tamart thus proclaims that he is a
vehicle of God’s will and the Prophet. It is worth quoting the entire anecdote.
‘Arriving at the Bab al Bahr (the gate to the sea) he emptied out onto the ground
the wine that was being sold there saying ‘The believer eats dates and the
unbeliever drinks wine.” The slaves of Sab* hit him and said to him ‘Who made you
morality police (hisba)?’ He replied ‘Allah and his Prophet!” The message is clear:
believers eat the humble date, slaves and unbelievers drink wine and
impertinently disobey Ibn Tamart whose power and authority comes only from
God and his Prophet. This scene is repeated in other sources including al-
Marrakushi, al-Mujib, pp. 128-39.

Al-Saqati, Kitab fi adab al-hisba, edited by E. Lévi-Provencal and G. S. Colin, journal
Asiatique, 1931.

Ibn ‘Abdun, Le traite d'Tbn ‘Abdun in Séville musulmane au début du XIléme siecle,
translated by E. Lévi-Provengal, Paris, 2001, pp. 42-3.

According to the great political thinker al-Mawardi (d. 1058) in Al-Ahkam al-
Sultaniyya, the main reason of being for Islamic government was the institution of
the hisba and the creation of the muhtasib. The government failed if it did not
properly enforce this duty. Al-Mawardi, The ordinances of government, a translation
of al-Ahkam al-sultaniyya w'al-wilayat al-diniyya by Wafaa H. Wahba, Reading:
Center for Muslim Contribution to Civilization, 1996.

Many of Ibn Timart’s standards were probably picked up in the East, particularly
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under the influence of al-Ghazali’s new, standardized system of law. Yet Ibn
Timart never claimed to follow any particular school. Al-Ghazali attempted
desperately to save the concept of the caliph. Ibn Tamart, however, did not even
recognize the symbolic leader of Islam, the caliph, which the Turks in Baghdad
controlled. For Ibn Taimart, his authority came directly from God and the Prophet,
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 80.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 100-1. He equates some Berber customs to
practices in the pre-islamic period, the Jahiliyya. Ibn Timart calls for the tribes to
‘Put an end to the wrong path, to all pagan practices: among which are the
pleasures of music, the lamentations at funerals. Lévi-Provencal, Documents
inédits, p. 14.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 93.

Ibn Tamart’s attacks on musical celebrations may be explained by their particular
importance to local spiritual practices among North African Berbers. This
spiritual significance of dance and performance has been convincingly described
and argued by Earle H. Waugh, Memory, music and religion: Morocco’s mystical
chanters, Raleigh, NC: SciTech Pub., 2005. For Ibn Timart, Musical devotion seems
to distract from a focus on the foundations of Islam.

Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 101.

The male citizens of Bougie who wore sandals, perfume and flamboyant tunics
‘like women’ disgusted Ibn Timart. On seeing them, he said ‘Do not dress
yourselves like women, for this is a forbidden act.” Lévi-Provengal, Documents
inédits, p. 79.

In a letter to the Almohads, Ibn Timart commands his followers to ‘invite those
among the tribes who give them [the Almoravids] assistance to repent, to make
penance, and return to the Qur'an and the sunna, not to aid those who give God a
bodily form’. Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 3.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, pp. 179-83. This scene and the different accounts of
sources from North Africa and the East are analysed in Wasserstein, ‘A Jonah
theme’, pp. 232-49.

Tbn ‘Abt Zar', Rawd al-Qirtds, pp. 341-5, emphasized that Ibn TGmart had no official
permission to command right and forbid wrong while on the boat.

See Fierro, ‘The Ghuraba in al-Andalus’, pp. 230-60.

He even ‘mounted a mule’ at his death, Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 131.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 95-6.

This is one of many references to the ‘infallible’ Ibn Tamart, Lévi-Provengal,
Documents inédits, p. 95.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 97.

See discussions of al-GhazalT's comparatively extreme views in Cook, Commanding
right, pp. 427-68. Michael Cook also contends, p. 458, that it is impossible to know
if Ibn Tamart actually met al-Ghazali.

As Cook (Commanding right, p. 389) suggests, Ibn Timart’s moral reforms led to
‘state formation’.
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A zawiya was a prayer hall and place for lodging often dedicated to a particular
Muslim leader. These leaders were often, but not always, Sufi sheikhs.

Al-Baydhaq may simply be embellishing Ibn Tiimart’s role in restoring and founding
mosques. A proper archaeological survey of Ibn Timart route could clarify the issue.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 89. ‘The Imam returned to Mallala. When they
saw him, the sons of al-Aziz said “Oh faqih, we wish to build you a zawiya for your
use if you wish.” The mosque was built near the house of ‘Abi. Muhammad who
Tbn Timart renamed ‘Abd al-Wahid or “Servant of the One”.” (Ibn Tiimart would
often rename his loyal followers.) Students studied religion there and gathered
around Ibn Timart as they recited the names of God. They thus became a small
cadre of Ibn Tamart’s followers. Did Ibn Tamart really found all the mosques and
zawiyas as al-Baydhaq claimed? Without a comprehensive archaeological survey
of these obscure communities, it is not possible to say. Some mosques could have
been built after the Almohad conquest.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 95.

Was this extremism? Perhaps, but it may have been just as extreme for these
communities to rely on religious jurists who knew little of the original sources of
Islam and who relied almost exclusively on secondary legal manuals. This was one
explanation for the appeal of Ibn Timart’s message, despite his angry perform-
ances in the markets. ‘Extremism’ existed in the medieval tradition of Ghulii: see
Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, p. 80. These extremists used gnostic
methods to undermine Islamic orthodoxy completely. Ibn Timart wished to
refound true Islam under his leadership and guidance in the Berber context. He
should not, therefore, be compared with the Ghuluii. Some scholars have also
suggested a connection between Ibn Timart and extreme forms of Kharijism.
However, these connections are, at best, tenuous. See A. Ben Hamadi, ‘Y a-t-il une
influence kharigite dans la pensée d’Ibn Tamart’, Mélanges offerts a Mohamed Talbi,
Tunis: Université de Tunis, 1993.

Again, the example of the ostrich and the governor, Lévi-Provencal, Documents
inédits, p. 96.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 180, ‘This was learned from the astrologers of the East.’
See Ibn Khaldiin’s discussion of sand writing and geomancy in Ibn Khaldin, The
Mugaddimah, vol. 3, pp. 156-227.

A part of the Zanata confederation who dominated the region of modern-day
Algeria, Tunisia and parts of east Morocco. The Kiimya were near Taghra, which,
according to al-Bakri, Description de 'Afrique septentrionale, translated by G. de
Slane, Paris: G.-P. Maisonneuve et Larose, 1965, p. 80, was the name of a mountain
near Nédroma.

For a discussion of ‘Abd al-Mu'min’s convenient genealogy, see Maribel Fierro,
‘Las genealogfas de ‘Abd al-Mu’'min, primer califa Almohade’, Al-Qantara, vol. 24,
2003, pp. 77-107.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 86.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 88.
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He also met some fellow travellers from Tinmallal who spoke Berber while he was
in Mallala. See Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 88.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 107-8. The opening chapter of the Quran
says, ‘Show us the straight way.’ Siira, I: 6.

There will be a methodological discussion of the primary sources for the life of
Ibn Tamart in general and this scene in particular later in the chapter.

In addition to al-Baydhag, in Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, there is also a rich
rendering in the work of the so-called Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-
Miushiyyah, Arab text published after the new manuscripts by L. S. Allouche, Rabat,
1936, pp. 82-4. For this scene, the chronicler quoted an account by Ibn Bajir,
which is the source for most quotations used in this scene.

Sura, LXXII: 18.

Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-Mishiyyah, p. 82.

Ecclesiastes 10:6.

For a full discussion of illumination as it related to Ibn Tamart’s claims to power
see Brett, Ibn Khaldiin and the medieval Maghrib.

Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-Mishiyyah, p. 83.

Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-Mishiyyah, p. 85. Built in the year au 520/
AD 1126, ‘because of the appearance of the MahdT'.

Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, p. 179.

Cook, Commanding right, p. 100, discusses the very specific Hanbali school attitude
towards chess, for example, and how it differs from other schools.

See Chapter 3 for more on the Almohad doctrine of the infallible Mahdi.

On the domination of the Maliki school and Ibn Tamart’s determination to
destroy the influence of jurists and juridicial texts as opposed to the Qur'an, see
Goldziher, ‘Introduction’ and Chapter 3 in this book on Doctrine. Also Melchert,
The Formation of the Sunni schools, pp. 156-77 for a discussion of early Maliki law.

On the originality of Ibn Tamart’s doctrine, see Goldziher, ‘Introduction’ and
Chapter 3.

Al-Baydhaq described how ‘Abd al Mu'min, inspired by Ibn Tamart, purified the
mosques of Marrakech after he conquered it in Ap 1147, Lévi-Provengal, Documents
inédits, p. 174.

The original historical sources have quite different versions of this historically
pivotal meeting between Ibn Tamart and the amir ‘All bin Ydsuf, versions that
vary according to each chronicler’s own immediate political context. The differ-
ent versions of this meeting in the historical sources and the implications of these
differences will be discuseed at the end of this chapter.

Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 111.

Tbid.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 111. See Lévi-Provengal’s note 1 and the
quotation of the Qur'an.

Excavations at Aghmat Urika, which is clearly located on the transition between
foothills and the plains, not the mountains, are currently being led by Ronald
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Messier of Vanderbilt University. The Almoravids wanted to use Marrakech to
dominate the lucrative trans-Saharan trade routes. Al-Idrisi made several
references to these central Atlas trading centres. See Edrisi (al-1drisi), Description
de UAfrique, Arabic text, edited by Reinhart Dozy and de Goeje, Amsterdam:
Oriental Press, 1969.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 113.

In Historia politica, p. 56, Huici Miranda outlines Ibn Tamart’s basic arguments
against the Almoravid camp. He asked whether or not the sources or ways of
theological knowledge were limited, and what were the bases of truth and
falsehood. Ibn Tamart established the authority of al-usiil, the basic sources, the
Quran, the hadith and the sunna, over the furu, derivations of the law the
Almoravids commonly used in an often exclusive manner. Al-usil and al-furu’ are
discussed later in Chapter 3.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 113.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 116.

This was a major thesis of Miranda’s Historia politica.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 116.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 117.

Lings, Muhammad, pp. 50-1.

Sura, XXVI: 214.

Berque, Structures sociales, pp. 369-84, describes the ‘doit communal’.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 59-62.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 60-1.

Ibn TOmart went beyond the traditional role of Berber saint, a role that Gellner
described in Saints of the Atlas.

Paul Dresch, Tribes, government and history in Yemen, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1989, p. 329.

The broader implications of this manipulation of tribal identities will be
explained in the second chapter.

See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of segmentary relationships. Also,
E.E. Evans-Pritchard, Kinship and marriage among the Nuer, Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1951.

Most sources, with the exception of al-Baydhagq, claim that Ibn Tamart spoke in
Tinmallal and place the location of his sermon on the ribat near Igiliz. See
Miranda, Historia politica, p. 63. It is, of course, quite possible that Ibn Timart
spoke both in Tinmallal and Igiliz.

This speech was recorded in several sources in different forms. I use Allouche’s
Arabic manuscript edition of the Hulal al-Mishiyyah, which seems to include
elements of all other sources. See al-Baydhaq’s description of his speaking
‘according to rank’ in Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 117-18. Also, see
Chapter 3 for futher discussion of the Mahdi declaration.

For a detailed discussion of the Almohad hierarchy and the issues of tribalism and
the rise of the Almohads, see Chapter 2.
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For a discussion of Almoravid taxation, see ].F.D. Hopkins, Medieval Muslim
government in Barbary until the sixth century of the hijra, London: Luzac, 1958.
Detailed accounts of the battles exist in al-Baydhaq, the Anonymous Chronicler,
Al-Hulal al-Mishiyyah, and in Ibn ‘Abi Zar. Al-Baydhaq will be used for most
references as he was a contemporary participating in the campaigns. See Ibn ‘AbT
Zar', Rawd al-Qirtas, pp. 353-4.

I discuss Ibn Timart’s doctrine of jihad in Chapter 3.

Sura, XXII: 39-40.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 119.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 120.

For the different commanders of the Almohad army and their colours, see Lévi-
Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 121.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 122.

Al-Baydhaq seems to avoid mentioning that it was a complete defeat. He does
mention, however, that the army was weighed down by hundreds of elderly
women. Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 127.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 120.

The tamyiz is also discussed in Chapter 3.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 130.

For a study of this fortress and its strategic importance, see Henri Basset and
Henri Terrasse, ‘Sanctuaires et forteresses almohades’, Hespéris, vol. 7, 1927, pp.
157-71.

All of which were futile without the support of the mountain tribes. Al-Baydhaq
named and located the 20 fortresses. Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 220-3.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 131.

Al-Marrakushi, Mujib, p. 148, in H. Miranda’s translation. See also Ibn ‘Abi Zar",
Rawd al-Qirtas, pp. 116-17. Lévi-Provengal thinks it is possibly an apocryphal
addition: see note 131 in his al-Baydhaq translation Lévi-Provencal, Documents
inédits. However, one should remember, it certainly would have been Ibn Tamart’s
intention to go as far as Persia with his new vision of Islam.

See Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement, p. 41 and Miranda, Historia politica, p. 84.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 130.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 132.

See the Escorial manuscript number 1919.

Tbn ‘Abi Zar', Rawd al-Qirtas, p. 358. Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 132.
Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 130.

Ibid.

Probably because of some confusion over the extent of his sickness, and his being
hidden away in his house for up to three years, there are several different dates
for his death. Ibn Khaldiin, perhaps calculating the time the Mahdi may have been
left in the house, claimed the Mahdi died in an 522, an early date for his death.
Al-Marrakushi, al-Mujib, claimed that he died in an 524; Tbn Zar' in Rawd al-Qirtas
said it was the 25 Ramadan aH 524. All the other significant sources and historians,
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including Ibn Khallikan, give some day in aH 524, usually Ramadan, as the date.
See note 1 on p. 134 in Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits.

‘Abd al-Mu'min built this mosque which still survives today. See the cover page of
this work.

See ‘All Merad, ‘Abd al-Mu'min a la conquéte de I'Afrique du Nord’, Annales de
I'Institut d’Etudes Orientales de la Faculté des Lettres d’Alger, vol. 15, 1957, pp. 122-31.
Abi al-Husayn Muhammad bin Ahmad Ibn Jubayr, The travels of Ibn Jubayr,
translated by R. J. C. Broadhurst, London: Jonathan Cape, 1952, p. 45.

The chronicler al-Maqqari recorded this story. Goldziher, ‘Introduction’, p. 2 also
refers to it.

The Almohad Empire at its height spread to the present border between Tunisia
and Libya and encompassed all of Muslim Andalusia. A primary purpose of this
book has been to focus on the rise of the Almohads from the birth of Ibn Ttmart
to his death and to provide a critique of the available primary sources. A full
narrative history of the Almohads after Ibn Timart and ‘Abd al Mu'min can be
found in Miranda, Historia politica and Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement. Hugh
Kennedy, Muslim Spain and Portugal: a political history of al-Andalus, London:
Longman, 1996, also provides useful accounts of the early Almohad caliphs. Also,
for the successors of ‘Abd al-Mu’min, see my articles ‘Abl Ya'qib Yasuf b. ‘Abd al-
Mu'min’ and ‘Abl Yasuf Ya'qib b. Yasuf b. ‘Abd al-Mu'min al-Mansiir’ in the
Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3rd edn, n.d.

Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-Miishiyyah, 1951. See also Al-Hulal al-Mishiyya,
Cronique anonyme des dynasties Almoravide et Almohade, texte Arabe, edited by
L. S. Allouche. Even as it claims to quote from earlier accounts, the text was
completed in AH 783 or Ap 1381, long after the encounter. Allouche describes the
lack of information about the name of the author in his introduction.

Ibn Battiita, who was born among the Merinids, for example ‘witnessed the
tyranny of the agents and governors of the Almohad [Hafsid]’, successors of the
Almohads in the area around Tunisia in AH 725/AD 1304. Ibn Battiita, The travels of
Ibn Battiita, translated by H. A. R. Gibb, London: Routledge, 1929, p. 11.

An even less favourable view of Ibn Tiimart comes from °Alf ibn al-Athir (d. 1233)
from the East who probably would not have had as much direct information about
the Almohads. An extract of Ibn Athir’s account of Ibn Tumart is found in Ibn
Timart, Le Livre de Ibn Toumert.

Al-Baydhagq, Tarikh al-Maahidin in Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 75-224 in
French, pp. 50-133 in Arabic text. It is interesting to note that al-Baydhaq was
from the Sanhaja tribe, a rival to the Masmiida who later rallied around Ibn
Tamart in the Atlas. He may have been one of several branches of the Sanh3ja
much closer to the Masmiida and later allied with Ibn TGmart.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 108-9. The veil is almost certainly the litham
of the Almoravids: a veil worn by the ruling Lamtiina tribe in the desert to keep
sand out of the face.

Ibn Timart is probably referring here to the use of unclean manure and refuse in
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the making and dying of fabrics. Apparently, these would have defiled the mosque
of God.

Despite various fires and damage to its collection thoughout history, the Escorial
library is a particularly rich repository of Almohad era manuscripts and books.
Manuscript number 1919 is an unbound book containing the collection of letters,
genealogical descriptions and the biography of Al-Baydhaq discovered by Lévi
Provengal. There is a wide discrepancy in the type of paper and the quality of the
writing leading me to believe that they were not originally a part of the same
collection. Certain sentences are highlighted in red ink for emphasis including a
command about the ‘infidel Anthropomorphists’. For a good, but unfortunately
incomplete (nothing past number 1800 manuscripts) catalogue of the Escorial
Arabic collection see Hartwig Derenbourg, Les manuscrits arabes de U'Escorial, Paris,
1884.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. ix.

Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement, p. 10.

Commenting on the unique features of the manucript Lévi-Provengal stated, ‘One
need not have much exposure to the works of Maghribi historians to perceive at
first glance that the work of al-Baydhaq is something completely different. It is
not a chronicle in the ordinary sense, a relation of events following the classic
Arab, historical model, but a veritable “mémoire™: the account of a man who
played an active role in the events which he described, and who appeared in
every sense to be one of the Almohads “of the first hour” who passed their lives
under the reign of the Mahdi and ‘Abd al-Mu'min.’” Lévi-Provencal, Documents
inédits, p. ix.

Miranda, ‘La leyenda y la historia’, p. 339.

Miranda, Historia politica, p. 11, thus, uses him least among the sources. He con-
siders, with good reason, the Rawd al Qirtds to be the least reliable source because
of its apparent errors and its distance from the events described.

Ibn ‘Abi Zar®, Rawd al-Qirtas, vol. 2.

Ibid., p. 346.

Miranda, Historia politica, p. 11.

Al-Marrakushi, Al-Mujib, Arabic version ed. Reinhart Dozy, Amsterdam: Oriental
Press, 1968, pp. 128-30.

Ibn Khald@in’s own autobiography explains the reasons behind his thinking better
than any seminar or colloquium on Ibn Khaldan. Ibn Khaldin, Ta'rif bi Ibn Khaldin.
Ibn Khaldiin mentioned here his use of the Tunis library to write the Kitab al-Tbar.
Ibn Khaldiin frequently used astrology in his autobiography, saying that astrologers
had predicted the coming of Tamerlane. He also wrote an extensive exposition of
the science of astrology in Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 3 of the unabridged
version translated by F. Rosenthal, Princeton: Bollingen Series, 1969.
Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 110.

‘Alf bin al Husayn al-Masdi (d. 345/956) (ed.) Muriij al-Dhahab (Meadows of Gold),
translated into French by C. Barbier de Meynard and A. Pavet de Courteille, 9 vols,
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Paris 1861-77, did provide some elements of interpretation but it achieved
nothing close to the scale, depth and systematic reasoning of Ibn Khaldiin.

The issues of sources, meaning and truth in history have sparked significant
debate throughout the previous century. Ibn Khaldoin asked, what can we know
from the past? How do we judge the truthfulness of sources? Some of the most
famous modern historians dealing with many of the same questions as Ibn
Khaldiin include Marc Bloch, The historian’s craft, translated by Peter Putnam,
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1976; Michel Foucault, The archaeology
of knowledge, New York: Pantheon, 1982.

Wa fi batnhi nazr (This phrase could be translated as the ‘hidden’ meaning of
history), see Arabic edition, Mugaddimaht Ibn Khaldiin, Tunis, 1991, p. 4.

In original, lithalik ‘asil ft al-hikma, p. 4.

Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 1, p. 15.

‘Little effort is being made to get at the truth. The critical eye, as a rule, is not
sharp. Errors and unfounded assumptions are closely allied and familiar elements
in historical information. Blind trust in tradition is an inherited trait in human
beings.” Ibid., p. 7.

Michael Brett, The rise of the Fatimids, Leiden, 2001.

That is not to say that one might not still be found.

For a contemporary critique of Ibn Khaldiin’s methodology from a Morocccan
perspective see ‘All Oumlil, L’histoire et son discours: essai sur la methodologie d’Ibn
Khaldoun, Rabat, 1982.

It should be said here that it is not my aim in this book to note and analyse every
minute contradiction in the Almohad historical narratives. Huici Miranda and
Lévi-Provencal have, by and large, done such work already. Rather than writing a
detailed political history, which Huici Miranda has already accomplished, my aim
is to answer the question surrounding the rise of the Almohad Empire. I examine
the broader social context, the role of the tribes, and the role of Ibn Tiamart’s
largely untranslated ideology in the initial birth of the Almohad state: Huici
Miranda, Le Tourneau and others did not provide convincing answers to these
questions. Some work has been done to compare the contradictions between
historical narratives over questions like the date of Ibn Tmart’s birth, or the
names of his closest followers, but only as footnotes.

Cook, Commanding right, provides several examples of those who inappropriately
associated with women (see especially pp. 10 and 68), as well as injunctions
against inappropriate clothing worn by men and boys (pp. 63, 240). As mentioned
previously, Ibn Timart denounced the men of Bougie for being ‘like women’,
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 79.

See especially the reference to the veils of the Lamtiina men and the amir, Lévi-
Provengal, Documents inédits, pp. 108-9. The veil is almost certainly the litham of
the Almoravids - a veil the ruling Lamtiina tribe wore in the desert to keep sand
out of the face. Also, refer again to Ibn Timart’s admonishment of the men of
Bougie for wearing clothes like women, Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 79.
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Norris, The Berbers in Arabic literature, provides several sources on the power of
Almoravid women. He describes an Almoravid princess who led the last battle
against the Almohads at the gates of Marrakech. The Tuareg [probable
descendants of the Almoravids] matriarch ‘names’ children during a secret
naming ceremony two weeks before birth. Ethnographical descriptions of the
matriarchal nature of the Tuareg descendants of the Lamtiina Almoravids can be
found in Susan Rasmussen, ‘Within the tent and at the crossroads: travel and
gender identity among the Tuareg of Niger’, Ethos, vol. 26, no. 2, 1998, pp. 153-82;
also Susan Rasmussen and J. H. Keenan, ‘Lack of prayer: ritual restrictions, social
experience and the anthropology of migration among the Tuareg’, American
Ethnologist, vol. 18, no. 4, November 1991, pp. 751-69.

This was, of course, the Almohad perspective. Norris, The Berbers in Arabic
literature. See his chapter on the Almoravids.

On twentieth-century Tuareg traditions, see Johannes Nicolaisen, Ecology and
culture of the pastoral Tuareg, Copenhagen: National Museum of Copenhagen, 1963.
On Tuareg literature and poetry, see Casajus, Dominique, Gens de parole: langage,
poesie et politique en pays Touareg, Paris: La Découverte, 2000. A Tuareg story of
nomadism is translated from the original tamajaght language in Héléne Claudot-
Hawad (editor and translator) Notre horizon de gamelles pour une gamelle d’horizons,
Paris, 2001. The current dispute between the polisario of the Western Sahara and
Morocco is partially driven by different conceptions of gender that can be traced
back to the advent of Islam in Africa and the invasion of Arab tribes. The women
of the Western Sahara enjoyed more traditional rights to divorce than Moroccan
women who were confined by the old Mudawana, a family code based on Islamic
law. This code has recently been reformed. See Boubou Hama, Recherches sur
I'histoire des Touareg sahariens et soudanais, Paris: Présence Africaine, 1967. For a
recent study on Atlas Berber women see Margaret Courtney-Clarke, Imazighen: the
vanishing traditions of Berber Women, New York: C. Potter, 1996.

Norris, The Berbers in Arabic literature, London, 1982, p. 173.

For a summary of Almoravid doctrine and claims, especially by the founder Yasin,
who, like Tbn TGmart, commanded right and forbade wrong and assembled a
group of Berber tribes see Chapter 3 in this book and Lagardére, Les Almoravides.
Also, see Farias Moraes, ‘The Almoravids: some questions concerning the
character of the movement during the period of closest contact with the Western
Sudan’, Bulletin de I'Institut Fondamental d’Afrique, vol. 29, 1967, pp. 794-898.

For the meaning of these differences see Michael Brett and Elizabeth Fentress, The
Berbers, and their discussion of the ‘Sanhaja’ of the desert, p. 102. Al-Bakri, writing
in 1068, immediately before the conquest of the Almoravids, describes their
desert origins. See Al-Bakri, Description de I'Afrique septentrionale. See also the
contrasting descriptions of desert and mountain tribes in Edrisi, Description de
I'Afrique. Although David Hart makes a strong argument against dividing the
Berbers into broad ethnic categories, he does not consider the fact that Ibn
Timart and the Almoravids, in certain circumstances, would have created their
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own generalized categories. David M. Hart, ‘Masmuda, Sanh3ja, Zanata: a three
ring circus’, Revue d’Histoire Maghribine, vol. 9, nos 27-8, 1982, pp. 361-5.
Transhumant tribes are those that migrate between mountain pastures for
grazing in the summer and low, valley pastures during the winter.

See Michael Brett and Elizabeth Fentress. The Berbers, Chapters 1-4. The
Barghwata and the Ha Mim were both powerful Berber heresies not long before
the birth of Ibn Tamart, see the first chapters of Norris, The Berbers in Arabic
literature. For an account of the original conquest see, Al-Nuwaliri, ‘Conquéte de
I'Afrique septentrionale’, in Ibn Khaldlin, Histoire des Berbéres, translated by De
Slane, Algiers, vol. 4, 2001, p. 347. For a rather uncritical study of the early
conquest, see A.D. Taha, The Muslim conquest and settlement of North Africa and
Spain, London: Routledge, 1989.

It could be argued that this rivalry between Saharan customs and those of the
Berber-Arabs of the mountain and coastal plains continues today over the
question of western Saharan sovereignty. Norris, The Arab conquest of the western
Sahara.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 15. The issue of the embodied nature of God
or tajsim will be discussed in Chapter 3. Even as Ibn Timart condemned the
Almoravids as more worthy of jihad than the Christians, he also promised mercy
to those who repented and joined the Almohads.

Cook, Commanding right, describes this personal duty in his introduction.

Ibn Timart’s doctrine proclaimed that definition of piety as a return to the
original sources of Islam, as opposed to the legalistic texts of Almoravids. Ibn
Tumart wrote a book laying out the details of his revolutionary vision. The
untranslated Arabic text from a surviving Paris Library manuscript can be found
in L. Goldziher (ed.) Le livre de Mohammad Ibn Toumert, Algiers: P. Fontana, 1903.

Chapter 2: The Rise of the Almohads: The Tribal Roots of Monotheism

1.

For more on the Kitab al-Ansab as a primary source see Lévi-Provengal’s intro-
duction to his Documents inédits. It seems that the Kitab al-Ansab was written under
the successors of the Mahdi. This seems to have influenced some of the names
listed in the hierarchy although it is doubtful that the entire system was simply
reconstructed. For a study of medieval tribal structure in the Maghrib see
Laroussi Amri, La tribu au Maghrib medieval: pour une sociologie des ruptures, Tunis:
Publications de I'Université de Tunis, 1997.

The Kitab al-Ansab stated categorically that genealogy did not determine who
entered paradise or hell. The only factors were ‘piety, good works, and the grace
of God the Highest.” The book derides the pretences of the Quraysh, the Meccan
tribe related to Muhammad, who said, ‘We will enter paradise solely because of
our ancestors.” It mentioned Cain (Qabil) and Abel (Habil). Although both the
original ‘kin’ of humankind, one was sent to hell and the other was saved. There
were also the disobedient sons of the patriarchs, the son of Noah who did not help
build the Ark. None of these entered paradise. Their blood or genealogy guaran-
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teed nothing when their actions went astray from the truth and word of God. This
sentiment echoed Muhammad the Prophet’s famous last sermon, delivered on the
Ninth Day of the month Dhul-Hijjah An 10 in the ‘Uranah valley of Mount Arafat’
in Mecca. Muhammad explicitly forbade any ethnic preference in matters of
religion. ‘All mankind is from Adam and Eve, an Arab has no superiority over a
non-Arab nor a non-Arab has any superiority over an Arab; also a white has no
superiority over a black nor a black has any superiority over a white - except by
piety and good action.” Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 25. If Lévi-Provengal
was correct about this section of the Kitab al-Ansab, these may be the words of Tbn
Tumart. It was supposedly written in response to those who claimed that Ibn
Tamart did not descend from the Prophet Muhammad.

To drive his point home, Ibn Timart used the example of the paternal uncle of
the Prophet, Abu Talib, who, though a great supporter of the Prophet
Muhammad, did not convert to Islam. In Ibn Tamart’s reading of the hadith, the
Prophet begged his uncle to pronounce his faith in Allah and the Prophet. Yet his
relatives, most notoriously Abi Umaiya, asked him, ‘Oh Abu Talib, will you
abandon the [ancestral] faith of ‘Abd al-Muttalib?’ Abt Talib did not give up his
ancestral religion. Although the surrogate father of Muhammad, he was con-
demned to the fires of hell for not accepting the true religion. According to an al-
Bukharf hadith cited by Ibn Tamart Al-‘Abbas ‘Abd al-Muttalib said to the Prophet,
‘For what have you done with your Uncle Abl Talib? For he had protected you
and defended you and done so much for you!” The Prophet reportedly said in
reply, ‘He is in the fire of hell. ... Without my intervention he would be at the very
bottom of hell!” Kitab al-Ansab in Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 29, al-
Bukhari, Sahih, 81, chapter 51, p. 13.

The Kitab al-Ansab quotes the Qur’an saying, ‘Oh Mankind! We created you from a
single pair of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that you
may know each other. Truly, the most honoured of you in the sight of God is the
most righteous of you’ (Stra, XLIX: 13). This quote was from one of the ‘Medina’
stras: those stiras revealed to Muhammad as he attempted to consolidate the
Muslim community at Medina just as Ibn Tamart was consolidating the Almohad
community in Tinmallal and Igiliz. Later in the siira, there is an explicit statement
against the faith of the tribal, desert Arabs. ‘The desert Arabs say, ‘We believe’.
Say, ‘You have no faith; but you only say “We have submitted our wills to God.”
For not yet has faith entered your hearts’ (Stira, XLIX: 14).

Instinct manipulates identity in R. Byrne and A. Whiten, Machiavellian intelligence:
social expertise and the evolution of intellect in monkeys, apes and humans, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1988. The media shapes identity in Benedict Anderson,
Imagined Communities, London: Verso, 2000.

D. Z. H. Baneth, ‘What did Muhammad mean when he called his religion ‘Islam?’,
Israel Oriental Studies, vol. 1, 1971, pp. 183-90, interpreted the meaning of the term
Islam at the time of Muhammad as ‘belonging to one only’ or ‘being the exclusive
property of one [Allah]" Also, see Wheatley’s attempt at a definition in Paul
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Wheatley, The places where men pray together, Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2000, p. 19.

On the reinvention and refashioning of lineage among the Bedu, see William
Lancaster, The Rwala Bedouin today, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981,
pp. 152-4. Lancaster was one of the few anthropologists actually to live the harsh
life of the Bedu; he wrote that, ‘despite the fact that inter-group relationships are
conceived in genealogical terms, the genealogy is so fluid as to be relatively
unimportant.’

As outlined by the Kitab al-Ansdb. For a visual representation of the trans-
formation from the tribal segmentary system to the Almohad hierarchy see
Tables 1-4.

The first example of the use of genealogy to establish authority was Ibn Tamart’s
own illustrious, but probably largely invented ancestry, cited to confirm the
legitimacy of his leadership. One version of his genealogy put Ibn Timart in the
line of the first sharifian rulers of the Maghrib, the Idrissids. Other, Berber
genealogies appealed to different loyalties. Muhammad, son of ‘Abd Allah, son of
Ugallid, son of Yamsal, son of Hamza, son of Tsa, son of ‘Ubaid Allah, son of Idris,
son of ‘Abd Allah, son of al-Hasan, son of Fatima, daughter of the Prophet
Muhammad: this was one version of Muhammad Ibn Tamart’s name and
genealogy. Another, longer, more Arab version of his name also traces his lineage
to al-Hasan and the daughter of the Prophet. It was unlikely that this was Ibn
Tamart’s original name, the name at his birth, but rather a name he acquired
from his later fame. Although he was born into a respected Berber family, it
seemed doubtful that Ibn Tamart actually had both distinguished ancestries. The
writer, or writers, of the Kitab al-Ansab did not seem to pick up on this irony. Lévi-
Provengal believes that the first section of the Kitab al-Ansab was in fact a letter
written by Ibn Tamart and ‘Abd al Mu'min in response to those who denied their
sharifian origins, Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 30. Different genealogies,
both Berber and Arab, might seem to have harmed Ibn Timart’s reputation to
outsiders. Yet they would have also allowed for a convenient situation where Ibn
Timart seemed to have possible connections to every significant group in the
region. In this sense, Ibn Tamart’s genealogy was that of the universal tribe, both
Berber and Arab, the Amghar and the Sharif. Despite his preaching against
lineage, he did not abandon it as a tool for solidifying the support of the North
African tribes. His successor, ‘Abd al Mu'min would do the same. Indeed, one of
Ibn Tamart’s first questions to ‘Abd al-Mu'min was about his genealogy, whether
or not his genealogy was suitable for a successor to the MahdI. See Fierro, ‘Las
genealogias de ‘Abd al-Mu'min, pp. 77-107; and al-Baydhaq in Lévi-Provengal,
Documents inédits, p. 85.

For example, the tamyiz or ‘ordering’ of the tribes.

While Ibn Tamart and his followers appealed to the popular and disenfranchised,
they also manipulated the pre-existing tribal elite with another overarching
hierarchy. Miranda, Historia politica, p. 79.
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See the section on the Almohad hierarchy later in this chapter. After the death of
Ibn Tamart even the caliph himself followed communal regulations, Berber tribal
traditions, for the distribution of booty. Montagne, Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 65.
See also Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 171 where ‘Abd al Mu’'min is forced to
kill the young Almoravid prince.

As will be discussed, this transformation was also the result of particular social
and economic conditions, namely the growing domination and urbanization of
the Almoravids that favoured the development of a more efficient and disciplined
pyramid structure.

Evans-Pritchard, Kinship and marriage among the Nuer.

‘Each section of a tribe, from the smallest to the largest, has its sheikh or sheikhs.
The tribal system, typical of segmentary structures everywhere, is a system of
balanced opposition between tribes and tribal sections from the largest to the
smallest divisions, and there cannot therefore be any single authority in a tribe.
Authority is distributed at every point of the tribal structure and political leader-
ship is limited to situations in which a tribe or a segment of it acts corporately. ...
There cannot, obviously, be any absolute authority vested in a single sheikh of a
tribe when the fundamental principle of tribal structures is opposition between
its segments, and in such segmentary systems there is no state and no
government as we understand these institutions’ (E. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Sanusi
of Cyrenaica, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949). The segmentary model has been the
subject of a debate among anthropologists. Several, including Henry Munson Jr,
have rejected the value of the model. Others, including the expert on Moroccan
tribes, D. M. Hart, have defended the validity of segmentary systems in real,
observed, circumstances. See D. M. Hart, ‘Rejoiner to Henry Munson Jr, “On the
irrelevance of the segmentary lineage model in the Moroccan Rif”, American
Anthropologist, vol. 91, no. 3, 1989, pp. 765-9.

E. A. Gellner, Muslim society, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981, p. 37.
Abun-Nasr, History of the Maghrib, p. 11, illustrated a lasting contradiction at the
heart of Maghribi society: the pull between both ‘centrifugal and centripetal’
forces in Maghribi history. Through a very rapid process of transformation, Ibn
Timart, the Masmuda tribes and the Almohads as a body, managed to take a hold
of the centripetal forces of expansion and abandon the forces of fragmentation.
From isolated mountain hamlets and tribes they spun out an ever-expanding
circle of discipline, alliance, and power.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 3.

See my description of the Saksawa later in the chapter.

His education in the East exposed him to revivalist ideas, especially those of al-
Ghazali, but even al-Ghazali would have disapproved of Ibn Timart, both his
method and his message. See Goldziher, ‘Introduction’.

Edrisi, Description de I'Afrique, p. 74, observed that the mountaintop fortifications
of the Masmtda were practically impregnable. It would take ‘only four men’
inside a fort on a strategic pass to control and defend an entire valley.
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Indeed, it was the rigid, disciplined alliances of tribes like the Saksawa that would
form the backbone of the Almohad hierarchy.

The great Umayyad general who conquered North Africa. He died in Ap 683.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, vol. 1, p. 321.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, pp. 26-31.

As discussed above, the most immediate example of this transformation of Berber
society was his own tribe, the Hargha: he opened up membership of his tribe to
those who were sufficiently loyal or important.

The rise of the Masmiida could not be explained simply by improved economic or
environmental factors. The Masmida tribes were not necessarily at an econ-
omically strong point in their history and simply needed a leader to bring them
forward. Ibn Tamart came to power just as the Masmiida were in disarray,
isolated in their valleys, and burdened by taxes and the overriding power of the
Almoravid state that had built its capital in nearby Marrakech only decades
before. As will be discussed later, the economic situation did not seem to favour
the Masmida. It may have been precisely these unusually poor economic
conditions that made the Atlas Berbers that much more willing to join Ibn
Tumart.

Other tribal contributions to the development of the Almohad state will be
discussed in my description of each major tribal group.

Montagne, Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 221. This book discusses the agrao later when
describing the Almohad council of fifty. The agrao will be discussed in more detail
when the structure of the Almohad hierarchy is described. For now I will describe
the tamyiz, or delineation; the formal means by which the tribes identified
themselves and organized into confederations.

Dresch, Tribes, government and history in Yemen, pp. 97-106, described a similar
‘gathering’ of tribes in Yemen. These gatherings were used to resolve disputes.
They often revolved around a ceremonial meal or sacrifice, rather like the Berber
dsmds. He also described the role of the mugawwil, an arbitrator who was similar to
the Berber mizwar.

Montagne, Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 63, called the tamyiz something like ‘un ordre
de bataille’.

Montagne, Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 63.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 117. See my description of the asmds of Ibn
Timart in Fromherz, ‘The Almohad Mecca’'.

Similar ceremonies exist in the Arab tribal context of Yemen. Paul Dresch, Tribes,
government and history in Yemen, p. 330, described how the al-Daw?’ir faction of the
Bantii ‘All near the border with South Yemen broke away from the Bant ‘Alf and
joined the solidly pro-North Kharif in order to cement closer ties with the North
Yemen government. ‘Political influence, then, at a number of levels, made
membership of Kharif desireable in the circumstances. The result was
redefinition. The villages slaughtered bulls at Kharif’s weekly market, and with
the spilling of blood became part of the tribe.’
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See Allen Fromherz, ‘The Almohad Mecca’ for a description of Ibn Tamart’s
communal meal. Also, Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 117.

Dale Eickelman, The Middle East and Central Asia: an anthropological approach, New
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2001, p. 130. Eickelman saw the prevalence of the communal
meal as evidence that garaba, ‘closeness’, was more important than blood ties.

See the scene of the ritual meal described in al-Baydhaq, Lévi-Provencal,
Documents inédits, pp. 116-17.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 137.

Montagne, Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 64.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 126.

The Almohad general who was martyred when he led the Almohads in battle
against Marrakech at al-Buhayra.

This would be the blundered battle of Buhayra in which the Almohad cause was
almost lost because of a rash and unprepared attack on Marrakech.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 54.

See Marcy, ‘Les phrases berbéres’, pp. 61-78. A translation of the Berber phrases
used in this dream is provided. Lévi-Provengal was unable to translate the Berber
in his text so this article is a valuable resource for the many interesting Berber
phrases transliterated into Arabic in Almohad texts. Berber seemed to be used in
the text when it held a certain special meaning: Berber is used at the defining
moments in the life of the Mahdi. The devil said to the Sheikh in Berber, ‘ma-
tetfaret kikes?” Meaning ‘Will you follow him?’ He replies, ‘i-yekka kkegh-t’, meaning
‘I go where my brother goes.’

Miranda, Historia politica, p. 79.

The anthropologist Robert Montagne, Berbéres et le Mahkzen, did, however, provide
a historical sketch of Almohad tribes. Also, see Robert Montagne, The Berbers: their
social and political organisation, translated by David Seddon, London: Frank Cass,
1973 for a discussion of Berber tribal organization under the French protectorate.
For an uncritical and basic description of the Berbers’ particular institutions, see
the work of another French colonial author, Georges Henri Bousquet, Les Berbéres:
histoire et institutions, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1957.

The Hargha, Tinmallal, Gadmiwa, Ganfisa, Urika, Hintata and Hazargha were all
relatively native to their respective regions, inhabiting separate valleys and
mountains of the Atlas, all protected by a qasr, fortified village, and ruled by
independent chieftains. After the Almohad revolution, however, other, outside
tribes were moved into the army, for military purposes or perhaps to further
consolidate the powers of the amir who could use the loyalty of newcomers
against any hesitation by the native elite. These were Turkish Ghuzz, Muslim and
even Christian Spaniard mercenaries. Rather like the social conflict between
Arabs and their non-Arab clients after the birth of Islam, the struggle for power
between the original Masmida, who felt they were entitled to power, and outside
newcomers would later result in a dangerous rift that threatened the future of the
Almohads.
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For his fascinating discussion of the mythical origins of the Berbers, see Ibn
Khaldtin, Histoire des Berbeéres, vol. 1, pp. 116-55.

Marcy, ‘Les phrases berbéres’.

To see how different tribes were ranked and integrated into the Almohad hier-
archy, see Tables 2.3-2.4.

Fromherz, ‘The Almohad Mecca’.

Ibn al-Qattdn, Nazm al-Juman, p. 37, claimed that the specific location of Ibn
Tumart’s birth was called Nimkaran, a place ‘without water where the people
drink water from wells. Possibly this was an even smaller village on the
mountainside near Igiliz.

The main products of the Hargha were olive oil, Argan tree oil from the hillsides,
dates, and oranges from the Sis plain. For a description of Berber architecture
and economy in the then remote Anti-Atlas, see André Adam, La maison et le village
dans quelques tribus d’Anti-Atlas, Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1951.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 55. This review according to well organized
clans and subclans was also done to other tribes, but the Hargha seem to have
been first in line.

Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, pp. 100-1.

Miranda, Historia politica, p. 69.

For a discussion of how ‘Abd al-Mu’'min may have allowed the manipulation of the
Kitab al-Ansab to display his proper Berber and Arab credentials, see Fierro, ‘Las
genealogias’, pp. 77-107.

‘Akhd baynahu wa baynahum’, Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 57.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 58.

Ibid. The text says he remained imam throughout the reign of ‘Abd al-Mu'min and
into the reign of Ab Ya'qub.

This secret knowledge and magic would have been consistent with the Atlas tribal
culture of the twelfth-century and today. Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 59
footnote 4, provided an interesting note here about the Syriac. This was not the
language known to linguists but ‘a magic language - employed, sans doute, for
political purposes - and used to allow the rapport between humans and genies and
the past. In the eyes of the magicians, it was the first language of humanity.’ See
E. Doutté, Magie et religion dans 'Afrique du Nord, Algiers: Jourdain, 1909.

The number of Hargha factions was not as high as the Gadmiwa or Ganfisa, it
could have been a fairly small tribe in comparison. However, it is difficult to know
exact numbers. More factions could simply mean more divisions within a tribe,
not necessarily more tribesmen.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 56.

Which sheikh is uncertain, presumably the amghar or chief, possibly of Ibn
Tamart’s clan.

Possibly a self-identified Arab tribe as there was no Berber ‘Alt’ or ‘1da’ attached
to its name.
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Note the combination of Muslim Arab names like Zakariya and purely Berber
names like Indaawazal. Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 56.

Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in Barbary, p. 89.

Tbid.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 61, footnote 1.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 44.

‘A large tribe on the western side of the Anti-Atlas that today has elements
dispersed to the south of Marrakech.” Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 61,
footnote 3.

‘A grand confederation that today has its centre in Sirwa to the southeast of
Marrakech. They consider as their own all the factions of the Jabal Kik, of the
Wadi Naffis and of Tifnaut.’ Ibid, p. 62, footnote 1.

Ahl and A1t were often used interchangeably. Again, suggesting the somewhat
fluid distinction between ‘tribe’ and ‘people’ in the Atlas. The Tifnaut is a region
that corresponds to the high valley of the Wadi Siis. One can still find there ten
factions ethnically attached to the Uzgita confederation.

Lévi-Provencal called them ‘les gens du sud’. Interestingly, this faction did not
even have an ancestral name. It was just a generic ‘qabila’, or ‘tribe’.

Miranda, Historia politica, pp. 74-5.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, vol. 2, p. 53. ‘The tomb of the Mahdi still exits
among them, as honoured, as revered as ever. The Qur'an is recited day and night;
men still come there. There is a corps of guardians, conserving the same organ-
ization and following the same ceremony as that followed during the time of the
Almohad Empire, receiving pilgrims and devotees from afar who are introduced
into the sanctuary with an order and solemnity that inspires profound respect.’
Although there was little indication of the numerical size of each tribal group, one
might assume that the Hintata were smaller than the Ahl Tinmallal given their
specialized status and geographic area.

According to Lévi-Provengal, the tribe may have dispersed or may now be called
the Galga’iya near the river of the same name, Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p.
62, footnote 4.

These may have been interrelated with the Hargha, see Lévi-Provengal, Documents
inédits, p. 62, footnote 5. Tables 2.2 and 2.3 illustrate the complex crossover and
interrelationships between tribal factions and subgroups.

See Table 2.5. A collection of Berber Gadmiwa texts showing the importance of
literacy and written accounts of ancestry in the Atlas Berber tribes was compiled
recently by Harry Stroomer, Textes berbéres des Guedmioua et Goundafa: basés sur les
documents de F. Corjon, J.-M. Franchi et J. Eugéne, Aix-en-Provence: Edisuda, 2001.
Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 63. Lévi-Provencal described the Gadmiwa as
a ‘grand confederation that has not, it seems, changed its habitat. ... The two great
sub-groupings or leff of this tribe remain the Indgertit and the Insfaten which
correspond to the factions listed.’

Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in Barbary, p. 95.
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Tbid.

Inad Gartit means faction.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 64.

Berque, Structures sociales, pp. 100-19, described the ‘rapport’ between plain and
mountain among the Saksawa of the Ganfisa in the High Atlas.

The book also mentioned a possibly semi-independent tribe called the Sauda of
the plains. Today they consider themselves a part of the Gadmiwa and are
situated on one of the best escarpments of the Atlas. Lévi-Provencal, Documents
inédits, p. 64, footnote 1. Table 2.5 represents the ready-made internal system of
the Gadmiwa under the Almohads and demonstrates the typically complex
relationship between different sections of the confederation. This same relational
complexity could be found in other Almohad tribes.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 55.

The Banu Masifu were ‘the first that were passed during the review’. Lévi-
Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 63.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, Paris, 1925, vol. 2, p. 59.

Al-Bakri, Description de I‘Afrique septentrionale, p. 292.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, Algiers, vol. 2, p. 59.

Ibid.

Haddii may have been the ruling family of the Saksawa. The At D’alh’a still trace
their ancestry to a certain Amer u Haddd, a heroic descendant of Haddid who
ruled in the fourteenth century.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, Algiers, vol. 2, p. 60.

See Gellner, Saints of the Atlas, pp. 9-10. Haddii is not alone. As Berque described in
Structures sociales, the use of books and the writing of ancestral history was
widespread throughout the Atlas.

Berque, Structures sociales, see plates 13, 14 and 15 for illustrated examples of
Saksawa manuscripts. Perhaps the At Atta of Gellner’s study, Saints of the Atlas,
were not as involved in writing. To say the least, one can not reasonably claim
that urban centres had a monopoly over writing and literacy.

Berque, Structures sociales, p. 62. Some of these documents may even date from
before the sixteenth century. However, Berque mentioned that it was almost
impossible for him to read any of them because of their ‘confusing script and
paleness’. They were also jealously guarded. They may have listed the names and
deeds of ancestors.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 65, footnote 1.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 65.

Berque, Structures sociales, p. 62.

Berque, in Structures sociales, p. 59, noted: ‘One can not write history with nothing.
But this “nothing” may itself be historical. This is the case for the Saksawa’.

‘They fought the Alaouites with the same resistance as against the Marinids’
(Berque, Structures sociales, pp. 59-60).

Berque, Structures sociales, p. 108, rightly asks ‘Why this discordance between two
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economies ... “[agricultural] labourage and pasturage” even as they were well
founded on each other?

Interestingly, the traveller Johannes Leo Africanus (Description de [UAfrique,
translated by Charles Schefer, 1896, vol. 1, p. 222) only witnessed the Saksawa in
villages.

Berque, Structures sociales, p. 112.

Ibn Khaldiin, Histoire des Berbéres, vol. 1, p. 174.

Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in Barbary, p. 110.

Abun-Nasr noted, ‘In the state which ‘Abd al Mu'min founded the supremacy of
the tribes which had constituted the Tinmallal community was preserved. The
original tribes formed the aristocracy of the empire, and during the whole of
the Almohad period, and afterwards in the Afsid state, the name Almohad was
used to refer specifically to them. The Almohads were the only group entitled
to discuss and elaborate Ibn Timart’s doctrine’ (Abun-Nasr, A history of the
Maghrib, p. 94).

The conference took place at the Casa de Veldzquez in June 2001. Marfa Jesus
Viguera Molins provides a brief summary of the political organization of the
Almohads in her chapter ‘Historia politica’, in R. Menéndez Pidal, Historia de
Espafia, Madrid: Edicion Espasa-Calpe, 1997, vol. 7, p. 79.

Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in Barbary, pp. 85-111.

See Tables 2.1-2.5.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 53. The full name of the book is Kitab al-Ansab
fi Ma'rifat al-Ashab, The Book of Ancestries in Order to Know the Companions.

See introduction to Ibn al-Qattan, Nazm al Juman by Dr al-Makki. For a detailed
discussion of the Almohad tullab, see Fricaud, ‘Les talaba dans la société
almohade’, 1997.

Ibn al-Qattan, Nazm al-Juman, p. 27.

See Table 2.3 for al-Qattan’s version and the Kitab al-Ansab version. There are
slight but important variations.

One can assume this punishment was not used for the upper ranks, Ibn al-Qattan,
Nazm al-Juman, p. 24. As master, Ibn al-Qattan may have used the whip regularly
with the students at the school that ‘Abd al-Mu'min originally established in
Marrakech.

As translated in a footnote by the editor al-Makki, p. 28, note 3.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 41.

Lévi-Provencal claimed that the book was written in the first half of the
thirteenth century. Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. viii.

In general, however, it is parallel in most respects with al-Qattan’s description.
Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government, pp. 86-7, noted that this lack of detail was
true for all the sources.

An ‘arif was a teacher, monitor, or assistant, probably the latter in this case.
Referring to this group, Ibn al-Qattan said, ‘The Mahdi had men who served him
in his house, called ahl al-dar, from among his ashab, they formed his particular
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entourage night and day.” Translated in Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in
Barbary, p. 87.

Tbid.

Levi Provengal speculated that this may be the very same Abu Bakr bin ‘Alf al-
Sanhaji al-Baydhaq who wrote the biography of Ibn Tumart, the source of so
much information on the Mahdi.

Roger Le Tourneau, ‘Du mouvement almohade a la dynastie mu’'minide: la révolte
des fréres d’'Ibn Tumart de 1153-1156’, Mélanges d’histoire et d’archéologie de
I'Occident musulman, vol. 2, 1957, pp. 111-16.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 32.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 33.

Abi Sa‘Td Yakhluf ibn al-Hasan, Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, 48.

‘Abd al-Mu'min ibn ‘Al ibn ‘Alwi ibn Ya'la al-Kimi AbG Muhammad was the
builder of the Almohad Empire. A great military leader and able administrator,
‘Abd al-Mu'min led the Almohad movement for tawhid, absolute monotheistic
unity, after the death of the Mahdi Ibn Tamart in 524/1130. After defeating the
Almoravid Empire at Marrakech, he established the administrative and military
foundations of the Almohad state while securing a caliphal succession for his
descendants, the Mu'minid dynasty. In a matter of decades, ‘Abd al-Mu'min and
his followers transformed the Almohads from a vigorous but vulnerable
ideological movement in the small, Atlas mountain town of Tinmallal to one of
the largest and most successful Islamic empires in North African and Andalusian
history. Effectively an outsider, ‘Abd al-Mu'min’s ancestry was different from the
noble, Masmida tribes who made up the core of the Almohad army and
hierarchy. He was born into the Arabicized Berber tribe of the Kiimya of the
Zanata confederation in the province of modern Oran. Although he was not a
member of the original Almohad tribes of the Moroccan Atlas, he was well suited
for leadership and could use his status as an outsider to mediate inter-tribal
jealousies. Only later, in the writings of the Kitab al-Ansab, a book found, like many
Almohad sources, in a collection of manuscripts at the El-Escorial, did ‘Abd al
Mu'min claim an illustrious Arab and Berber ancestry that tied him to pre-Islamic
prophets as well as to the Berber queen Kahina.

For more on Abu Hafs ‘Umar al-Hintati and his descendants who founded the
Hafsid dynasty in present-day Tunisia, see my forthcoming article in the
Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3rd edn, a section of which is produced below: ‘His original,
Berber name was Faska u-Mzal Intl. Ibn Timart changed his name to Abd Hafs:
the same name as Muhammad the Prophet’s companion. Starting a family
consistently loyal to the original al-Muwahid doctrine of Ibn Timart, his
grandson, Abli Zakariya' b. ‘Abd al-wahid broke away from Ibn Tiamart’s
Mui'minid successors who altered elements of the original Almohad doctrine, and
founded the Hafsid Dynasty in the region of modern-day Tunisia. Abii Hafs was
chief of the powerful Hintata tribe of the Anti-Atlas whose warriors Abl Hafs
commanded in battle against the ruling Almoravids. Realizing the need for a
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unified core to unite the tribes of the Atlas, he was one of the few sheikhs allowed
to command his own tribe into battle. 1t is doubtful that the seemingly
unstoppable Almohad wave against the Almoravids would have arisen as quickly
without the military support of the large and unified HintatT tribe, or without the
leadership and unshakeable loyalty of Aba Hafs.’

The Kitab al-Ansab was the only source not to call them the ten, thus possibly
explaining the extra members. Rather, it called them the Jamd'a, the society or
council.

Montagne, Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 221. See especially his chapter ‘L’Organisation
républicaine’. One should remember, of course, that the French were famously
attempting to divide the Arabs and the Berbers of Maroc into two different
constitutional systems. Political considerations would have certainly influenced the
way Montagne paints the Berbers as republican and hence more ‘French’ than the
Arabs. He dedicated his book to the French procounsul of Morocco, Le Maréchal
Lyautey. Nevertheless, many of his basic anthropological observations were valid.
Exploring the region before 1930, he observed rural Berber culture before the influx
of extensive modern influence. The Makhzen was just penetrating the region.
Montagne, in Berbéres et le Makhzen, p. 63, mentioned that many of the Almohads’
practices were still being observed.

Dresch, Tribes, government, and history, pp. 88-9.

Tbn Tamart, Kitab A’zz ma Yutlab, p. 267.

Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in Barbary, p. 91.

Fricauld, ‘Les talaba dans la société almohade’, pp. 331-87.

Tbid., p. 345.

Ibid.

Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-Mushiyyah, pp. 179-80. It is interesting to note
how the chronicler identified the A'azz ma Yutlab of Ibn Tamart alongside the
Muwatta’ of Malik ibn Anas, the Maliki school rule book that the Almoravids
followed. The description continued: ‘one day he would have them ride horses;
another day shooting with bows. Then he would have them swimming in the pool
of water that he dug outside his gardens: its perimeter measured about 700 yards.
Then he had them rowing on small boats which he had there for them. They were
educated in all those activities, receiving alternatively rewards and punishments,
and all their expenses and maintenance were paid for by the Caliph as were their
horses and weapons. When he had carried into effect what he had planned for
them, he appointed them as governors of provinces and as senior officers in the
place of Masmiida chiefs to whom he said: “The learned men come before you.”
The chiefs gave the manangement of affairs to the hafiz but ‘Abd al Mu'min had
them remain beside the hdfiz to give them advice.’

Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement, described the gradual breaking away from
the original ideals of the Almohad movement. The councils and the hierarchy still
had a role in the Almohad state even after the rise of powerful caliphs like Ya’'qtb
al Manstr who ruled mainly from Seville.

236



144.

145.
146.

147.

148.
149.
150.
151.
152.

153.

154.
155.

156.

157.
158.
159.

NOTES

Amor Ben Hamadi, ‘Rutas transaharianas en el Maghrib oriental’, in Anon,
Mauritania y Espana: una historia comiin, Granada: Fundacién El Legado Andalusf,
2003, pp. 37-75.

Ibn Khaldiin, Mugaddimah, vol. 2, p. 338.

J. Devisse, ‘Approximatives, quantitatives, qualitatives: valeurs variables de
I'étude des traversées sahariennes’, in M. Garcia-Arenal and M. ]. Viguera (eds)
Relaciones de la Peninsula Ibérica con el Magreb, siglos XIII-XVI, Actas del Coloquio,
Madrid, 1987.

The trans-Saharan trade remains profitable, especially if traders manage to avoid
detection from government authorities. This is still largely possible on the vast
and largely disputed borders of Mauritania and the western Sahara.

Edrisi (al-1drisi), Description de ’Afrique, p. 31.

Hamadi, ‘Rutas transaharianas’, p. 61.

Edrisi (al-1drisi), Description de I’Afrique, pp. 69-70.

Tbid.

Al-Bakr, Description de U'Afrique septentrionale, p. 291. Although still fairly rich, the
Wadi Draa of today has suffered signficantly from drought and will often
evaporate completely.

Marine fossils are especially abundant in the region. They still comprise one of
Morocco’s large cottage industry exports.

Al-Bakr, Description de UAfrique septentrionale, p. 291.

Al-BakrT may have have meant the governor, or even Abl Bark bin ‘Umar (d. 1072)
who was leader of the Almoravids at the time.

That they had to close off one of their main cities and later build a strong fortress
at an important pass indicated the need to prevent regular uprisings, possibly
against trade taxation. On the many mountain pass fortresses of the Almoravids
and Almohads see Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, pp. 222-3.

Al-Bakri, Description de 'Afrique septentrionale, p. 292.

Tbid.

For the economic dynamic of combined settled agriculture with pastoral trans-
humance in a historical context, see David M. Hart, ‘Four centuries of history on
the hoof: the northwest passage of Berber sheep transferments across the
Moroccan Atlas, 1550-1912’, Morocco: Journal of the Society for Moroccan Studies, vol.
3,1993, pp. 21-55.

Chapter 3. The Doctrine of Muhammad Ibn Tiimart: Mahdi of the Almohads

1.

Ibn al-Qattan records the year as aH 511. The sources differ on the exact date of
the MahdT’s proclamation. According to Ibn al-Qattan, author of Nazim al-Jaman, p.
36, Ibn Tamart said simply, ‘1 am Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd Allah Timart, and I am
Mahdi of the end of time’.

For recent and relevant discussions of the history of the Mahdi doctrine and Ibn
Tlamart see the special issue of Revue des Mondes Musulmanes et de la Mediterranee
(1999, nos 91-4). Especially relevant to this book are Michael Brett, ‘Le Mahdi dans
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le Maghrib medieval: I'elaboration de la l1égitimité Almohade’, pp. 93-106; Maribel
Fierro, ‘Le Mahdi Ibn Taimart’; Tilman Nagel, ‘Le mahdisme d’Ibn Tamart et d’Tbn
Qasi: une analyse phenomenologique’, pp. 125-36; and Mercedes Garcia-Arenal,
‘Imam et Mahdl: Ibn Abi Mahalli’, pp. 157-80, who is also publishing a
forthcoming book on the Mahdi concept in history. She includes a chapter on Ibn
Tamart in this book. There is also the excellent colloquium collection Mahdisme:
crise et changement dans Uhistoire du Maroc, Rabat, 1994.

Ibn Khaldiin provided a good explanation of this belief in the year ax 500 as the
beginning of a new era in his Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah. As it is said in the
Qur’an XXIIL: 47 ‘One day according to your Lord is like a thousand years as you
might comprehend.” Al-Tabari added: ‘It is well established in the two Sahih
[established hadith] that the Prophet said, “Your term, compared with the term of
those who have come before, is come the time between the afternoon prayer and
the setting of the sun.” From this hadith, Muhammad seemed to say that the
Mahdi would appear on Earth some 500 years after the life of the Prophet.’ See Ibn
Khaldiin, ‘Autobiographie’, p. 683, for the full text. Miranda, Historia politica, pp.
60-5, discusses Ibn Tiimart’s speech and the legend of 500 years for the coming of
the Mahdi.

There is some disagreement in the sources over whether Ibn Timart proclaimed
himself Mahdj, as Ibn al-Qattan records, or was proclaimed by his followers. See a
discussion of this issue in Miranda, Historia politica, p. 63.

This was recorded by the Sahih of al-Bukhari. See Al-Bukhari, Sahih, vol. 4, Book
56, no. 783 narrated by Ibn Umar: ‘The Prophet used to deliver his sermons while
standing beside a trunk of a date palm. When he had the pulpit made, he used it
instead. The trunk started crying and the Prophet went to it, rubbing his hand
over it (to stop its crying).’

Miranda, Historia politica, p. 63. Anonymous Chronicler, Al-Hulal al-Mashiyyah, p.
128 in Miranda’s translation. The Nazm al-Juman by Ibn al-Qattan copied partially
from the Hulal al-Mashiyya.

Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, ‘Pouvoir sacré et mahdisme: Ahmad al-Manstr al
Dhahal?’, al-Qantara, vol. 17, no. 2, 1996, pp. 453-73, discussed a Mahdi figure
appearing much later in Maghribi history. However, her observation about the
relationship between the development of mahdism and the power of the ‘ulama
would apply to Ibn Tamart’s reaction against the domination of Almoravid
doctrine by jurists who ignored the al-usil, the roots of religion. ‘The
stratification of Islamic power is always relative and can be realized only through
the figure of the Mahdi. Such sanctification of the sovereign is necessary when he
is not legitimate enough for the ‘ulama’ (Garcia-Arenal, ‘Pouvoir sacré’, p. 471).

A good historical background for Almohad doctrine and its context is found in
Michael Brett’s series of published articles, Ibn Khaldin and the medieval Maghrib.
Two articles in it are of particular interest, namely ‘The realm of the imam: the
Fatimids in the tenth century’, and ‘The lamp of the Almohads: illumination as a
political idea in twelfth-century Morocco’.
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NOTES

On the relationship between the Sht'ites and the Almohads, see Maribel Fierro,
‘The legal policies of the Almohads and Ibn Rushd’s Bidayat al-Mujtahid’, Journal of
Islamic Studies, Oxford, vol. 10, no. 3, 1999, pp. 226-48.

On the theory that Ibn Timart was possibly influenced by Kharijite doctrine, see
Urvoy, ‘La pensée d’'Ibn Tamart’, p. 35.

Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, pp. 21-2.

The Almoravids, however, did accept the theoretical authority of the eastern
caliphs.

Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, p. 31. The Umayyad ‘Abd al Rahman I and
the Andalusians refused to recognize the caliph as early as 756.

This is pointed out by Mohamed Zniber, ‘L'ltineraire psycho-intellectuel d’'Tbn
Toumert’, in Abdelmajid Kaddouri (ed.), Mahdisme: crise et changement dans Uhistoire
du Maroc, Rabat, 1994, p. 16. See also Maribel Fierro, ‘Mahdisme et eschatologie
dans al-Andalus’, in Abdelmajid Kaddouri (ed.), Mahdisme: crise et changement dans
Ihistoire du Maroc, Rabat, 1994, pp. 47-69.

Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, p. 75.

S.A. Arjomand, ‘Messianism, millennialism, and revolution in early Islamic
history’, in A. Amanat and M. Bernhardsson (eds), Imagining the end, London, 2002,
pp. 106-125.

Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, p. 75.

For more on the early caliph who was named al-Mahdy, see Al-Tabari, The history
of al-Tabari: English selections, vol. 29, translated by Hugh Kennedy, Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1990.

Zniber, by contrast, believed there were only two, the ordinary and the inspired.
Cook, Commanding right, provides several examples of normal Muslims command-
ing right and forbidding wrong for no political gain.

Zniber, ‘L'ltineraire psycho-intellectual d’Ibn Toumert’, pp. 17-18.

Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, p. 79. For a perspective on Mahdism among
Sht‘ites, see Abdulaziz Sachedina, Islamic messianism: the idea of the Mahdt in Twelver
Shi'ism, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1981.

Although personally unwilling to be labelled the Mahdi, Ibn al-Hanafiyya had
become an extraordinary type of Mahdi to many Shrites by the time he died. He
allegedly went into hiding in a cave near Medina and would come back down
from the cave proclaiming the end of time and the new era of justice.

Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism: the making of the Islamic world,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977, p. 165.

See Chapter 1 for the life of Ibn Tamart.

The Mahdi who would bring about the end of time was not mentioned by the two
most reliable collections of the sayings of the Prophet (hadith). These two
collections, written by al-BukharT and Muslim, were often called the ‘true’ or the
‘sound’ hadith. Al-Ghazali disputes the doctrine of the Mahdi in his work al-
Mungidh min al-Dalal, Damascus: Fons Vitae, 1956; see Watt, The faith and practice of
al-Ghazalt, pp. 19-85.
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See Timothy Furnish, ‘Eschatology as politics, eschatology as theory:
modern Sunni Arab Mahdism in historical perspective’, unpublished Ph.D.
thesis, Ohio State University, 2001; and Muhammad Baqir Sadr, The awaited
saviour, translated by M. Ansari, Albany: State University of New York Press,
1982.

Al-Marrakushi suggested that a main impetus behind Ibn Tamart’s journey back
to the Maghrib was to enforce al-Ghazali’s views. See al-Marrakushi, al-Mu/jib, pp.
187-90. At the same time, Ibn Timart seemed to violate many of al-Ghazal’’s
views, especially by claiming to be the Mahdi of the entire Muslim community, a
concept rejected by al-Ghazall. Al-Ghazali believed that there should be an imam
for the Muslim community and that the imamate existed for the unity of Muslims.
He referred to the hadith that ‘The Imams are of the Quraysh’ to build on his
elaborate argument for the imamate. Ibn Timart referred to these ideas in his
doctrine of the imamate. Al-Ghazali did not, however, believe that the imam
should be an apocalyptic figure or Mahdi. Aware of political and tribal realities,
Ibn Tamart seemed to have shaped aspects al-Ghazali’s thought for the twelfth-
century Berber context. A Mahdl promising salvation was much easier to follow
than a temporary imam. See Goldziher, ‘Introduction’, pp. 1-20. Despite enticing
similarities between the Mahdi doctrine of the Almohads and the Shrtites, there is
little direct evidence of influence by earlier, Shi'ite doctrine of the exceptional
Mahdi in occultation.

See Sachedina, Islamic messianism.

Ibn Khaldin provided a clear summary of the debate and the positions on both
sides of the argument over the coming of a Mahdi in the Islamic community. He
provides arguments used both by Sunni and Shtite Muslims. Although he seemed
personally sceptical of the idea of the Mahdi, Ibn Khaldin still provided the main
arguments for the Mahdi in the hadith literature. For an updated version see Ibn
Khaldiin, Le Livre des examples, translated by A. Cheddadi, Paris: Gallimard, 2002,
pp. 652-81. Most contemporary sources focus on the early classical period and do
not treat the later emergence of Mahdi figures in any depth. See S. A. Arjomand,
‘Islamic apocalypticism in the classic period’, in Bernard McGinn (ed.) The
Encyclopedia of apocalypticism, vol. 2, New York: Continuum Press, 1998;
Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition, sv. al-Mahdi; and Wilferd Madelung, ‘Some
notes on non-Isma‘li Shiism in the Maghrib’, Studia Islamica, no. 44, 1976, pp. 87-
97. Also Jan Olaf Blichfeldt, Early Mahdism, Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985, is at best only an
introduction to the subject. He speculates that the Mahdi concept can be
explained by a specific incident, mainly the death of ‘Umar bin al-Khattab but
does not take into account the vast literature on the subject and the recurring rise
of the MahdT concept throughout the Muslim world. For a contemporary Muslim
perspective on the Mahd and his meaning, see Sadr, The awaited saviour.

Heinz Halm, Shiism, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1991. Also see Heinz
Halm, The empire of the Mahdgi: the rise of the Fatimids, Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996.

See Ibn Khaldiin’s explanation of the book of al-Jafr: an alleged book of divination.
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NOTES

‘Common people pretend that all the predictions related to the destiny of
dynasties are found in a book where the names, genealogies, lengths of reigns,
kings and their successors until the end of creation are written. ... They pretend
that the Mahd1 of the Almohads discovered it in the Orient. ... It was this that
allowed him to found his state.” See A. Cheddadi’s translation of the explanation
by Ibn Khaldin found in his version of the manuscripts. ‘Chapitres de la version
primitive de la Muqaddimah’ (Ibn Khaldiin, Le Livre des exemples).

Goldziher, ‘Introduction’, pp. 15-19.

For a discussion of the possible connections with the Fatimids, see Brett’s articles
in Ibn Khaldiin and the medieval Maghrib, especially ‘The lamp of the Almohads’” and
‘The realm of the imam’.

Brett and Fentress, The Berbers, p. 93. This probably explained the Almoravid claim
that the Almohads were Kharijites: they also followed a Mahdi.

For a comprehensive study of the Fatimids and the fourth-century Islamic
Mediterranean, see Brett, The rise of the Fatimids. Also, see Michael Brett, ‘The
Fatimid revolution and its aftermath in North Africa, in J. D. Fage (ed.) Cambridge
History of Africa, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978 vol. 2, Chapter 8.
Biography by al-Baydhaq in Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 125. The original
Kharijites were famous for their radicalism and egalitarian philosophy. Even more
radical than the Shtites they left the army after refusing the Caliph ‘Ali’s decision
to allow his authority to be subject to arbitration at the battle of Siffin.

Madelung, ‘Some notes’.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 19.

Cf. Brett, ‘The lamp of the Almohads’.

Halm, The empire of the Mahdyi, p. 20.

For IsmaTll secret doctrine about the time of gloom before the coming of the
imam and Mahdi, see Michael Brett, ‘The Mim and the ‘Ayn, and the making of
Isma‘ilism’, in Michael Brett, Ibn Khaldin and the medieval Maghrib, Aldershot:
Ashgate, 1999.

Al-BakrT (d. 1069) discussed the Barghwata as ‘heretics’ and provided an Arabic
translation of a portion of the Barghwata Berber Qur’an: the Book of Job. See Al-
Bakr, Description de 'Afrique septentrionale, p. 209. Also Ibn Khaldin described the
Barghwata in Histoire des Berbéres, vol. 1, p. 295.

H. T. Norris discussed the Barghwata and Arabic sources for the movement in The
Berbers in Arabic literature. There does not seem to be an extant copy, in Berber, of
the Barghwata Qur’an.

Ibn Tamart also rode on a mule or donkey. For an example, see Lévi-Provengal,
Documents inédits, p. 117.

It was recorded that in ap 1058 he went on an expedition to the lands of the
mountain, Masmuda tribes to reform their ‘jahiliyya ways’ and to encourage the
tribes to give their nominal allegiance to the new Almoravid amir Abx Bakr b.
‘Umar. Several chronicles note that there was great resistance to ‘Abd Allah bin
Yasin. See references in Lagardére, Les Almoravides, p. 68.
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Al-BakrT, Description de UAfrique septentrionale, pp. 313-14.

The Saadians who emerged from Zagora centuries after the Almohads also
invoked the Mahdi claim. Ibn Khaldiin provided a stirring description of Si‘ada of
the Riab branch of the Muslim tribe around the early part of the fourteenth
century. Si‘ada was raised according to ‘the most exalted practices and devotions’.
After easily reforming his immediate relatives in the just ways of the sunna, his
reputation and his inspiring presence attracted many followers and disciples, not
only among his own tribe but also among neighbouring tribes. Persons of the
highest merit were numbered among the followers who ‘marched along the way
that he had traced’. Ibn Khaldin emphasized that Siada would not have
succeeded in spreading his moral vision were it not for this tribal support. Ibn
Khald@n, Histoire des Berbéres, vol. 1. Many of his closest followers were chiefs of
tribal families and groupings who wished to hear his message. He reformed them
all in the ways of the sunna, the acts and words of Muhammad.

The Islamic East was also experiencing a revival of Mahdism. By the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries books began to emerge on the coming of the mahdi, detailing
his characteristics and his mission. See, for example, Muhammad ibn YGsuf Kanji
(d. 1259), al-Bayan fi akhbar sahib al zaman, Beirut: Riyad al-Rayyis lil-Kutub wa-al-
Nashr, 2000. It should also be noted that the anthropology of present-day tribes,
especially in the Middle and High Atlas, and the work of Ernest Gellner and David
Hart, revealed an inherent tendency for tribes to rely on ‘saints’ or holy figures as
impartial mediators in tribal disputes. This was often necessary as nomadic and
settled tribes engaged in different herding and agricultural activities that crossed
paths and resources. Constant warfare would have been unduly costly; thus, the
need for the holy man who could mediate between tribes. See Gellner, Saints of the
Atlas; Hart, Tribe and society in rural Morocco.

Zniber, ‘L'ltineraire psycho-intellectual d'Tbn Toumert’, p. 16.

Ibid.

Georges Gurvitch, La vocation actuelle de la sociologie, Paris: Presses universitaires de
France, 1963, p. 466. A foundation text for the study of North African geography
remains Jean Despois, L’Afrique du Nord, Paris: PUF, 1958,

Fletcher, ‘Al-Andalus and North Africa’, pp. 235-58.

Zniber, ‘LItineraire psycho-intellectual d’Ibn Toumert’, pp. 16-20.

Ibid.

Maribel Fierro discusses Ibn Timart’s Mahdism in the Andalusian context in, ‘Le
Mahdi Ibn Tamart’. Several articles in this useful collection deal with the rise of
the Mahdi concept in general. An even more thorough examination of medieval
biographical literature would probably reveal several other local Mahdr figures
existing in the Maghrib and Andalusia in the time immediately before Ibn
Timart’s proclamation as Mahdi.

For a discussion of prophethood in pre-Islamic Arabia, see Robert Hoyland, Arabia
and the Arabs: from the Bronze Age to the coming of Islam, London: Routledge, 2001,
139-67.
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NOTES

See Miranda’s speculation about the year 500 in Historia politica, pp. 60-5.

See my discussion of the economic context for the Almohad movement in Chapter
2.

Quoted in Fierro, ‘The GhurabZ in al-Andalus’, pp. 231-60. For a further
elaboration, see Tilman Nagel, The history of Islamic theology: from Muhammad to the
present, translated by Thomas Thornton, Princeton: Markus Wiener, 2000.

Fierro, ‘The Ghuraba’ in al-Andalus’, pp. 231-60.

See references in Chapter 1.

The Almohads did not recognize even the symbolic authority of the caliphs. If
anything, the entire Almohad project was to make Ibn Tamart the new divinely
installed messianic leader of the entire Muslim community, the new source of
divine expectation. The caliphate was coming to an end. So, it was easily believed,
was the world.

Crone explains this goal in the opening chapters of her Medieval Islamic political
thought.

Erwin Rosenthal, Political thought in medieval Islam, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1958, p. 39.

Hugh Kennedy, The court of the caliphs, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2004. Also,
see Patricia Crone’s depiction of the ideal Muslim society ruled by Allah at the
beginning of creation, Crone, Medieval Islamic political thought, pp. 3-10.

See ‘al-MahdT’ entry in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition.

Ibid.

As Tbn Timart explained in the beginning of his book, there were certain reliable
hadith and unreliable hadith. The ‘reliable’ accounts he used would be the Sahih of
al-Bukhari, the collections of al-Tirmudhi even Malik ibn Anas. Ibn Tumart, Kitab
A'azz ma Yutlab, pp. 1-60.

On the book of al-Jafr see an early manuscript translation of Ibn Khaldin, Le livre
des exemples, pp. 1247-55.

Ibn Khaldiin, The Muqaddimah, vol. 2, p. 196.

The success of Ibn Timart’s movement led to a shift in the legends surrounding
Mahdism. Many false Mahdis tried to mimic Ibn Tamart’s success, often making
wild claims in order to do so. This was the sort of figure Ibn Khaldin referred to in
his rant against false Mahdis. Ibn Tamart’s success created an entirely new set of
legends about the Mahdi, reorienting the centre of the Islamic faith from the
sumptuous caliphal palaces of Baghdad, and the grand mosques of Cordoba to the
relatively remote hills of the Atlas and Sts valley. Ibn ‘Arabi, along with other
widely respected scholars and mystics, said that the Mahdi would, like Ibn
Tumart, appear in the Maghrib. According to Ibn Khaldin, some even claimed to
know the specific location of this appearance at the fortress (ribat) of Massa,
about 40 kilometres south of present-day Agadir. There are still remains of a
fortress on the mouth of this river, which disappears into the sand before flowing
into the Atlantic. Ibn Khaldin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 2, p. 197.

Ibn Tamart, A‘azz ma Yutlab, pp. 235-45. He justified his demand for complete
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loyalty in this section. Also, see Robert Brunschvig, ‘Sur la doctrine du Mahdi Ibn
Tamart’, Arabica, vol. 2, 1955, pp. 137-49.

Due to the requirement of strict obedience, Ibn Tamart could not expect the mind
of the Berbers to be immediately responsive to his preaching. The geographer al-
‘IdrisT mentioned several of the divisive and ‘non-Islamic’ characteristics of the
Atlas tribes. For example, ‘in Tartidant they follow the Maliki school of Islam ... in
Tawylyin they follow the madhhab of Musa ibn Ja'fir.” Edrisi (al-1drisi), Description
de I'Afrique, pp. 62-3 in the Arabic. This led to constant fighting and differences
between the factions. TarGdant, an important settlement, was famous for the
production of a honey-based, alcoholic liquor that sold well in the Marrakech
souk. The Barghwata still promulgated their heretical version of the Quran
written in Berber, it was described by the geographer al-BakrT as the book of the
devil himself. Al-Bakri, Description de l'Afrique septentrionale, p. 269, contains
excerpts from the Barghwata ‘Book of Job’. He would not have expected all
members of even the more loyal tribes willingly to give up their sovereignty to
this man born into a not particularly distinguished tribe who used his eastern
learning to preach to the Berbers. Faced with the challenging task of imposing a
new way of life on the Atlas, Ibn Timart demanded complete obedience. Thus, ‘If
there is an issue, do not go forward without him. Do not raise your voice above his
own.” Ibn Tamart, Kitab Aazz md Yutlab, pp. 245-6, from the chapter entitled
‘Imama wa ‘alamat al Mahdr, which explained the Almohad concept of the
infallible imam and Mahd1.

Describing the initial conflict between religious authority and tribal custom Ignaz
Goldziher wrote, ‘Muhammad could not expect the mind of his people to be
readily responsive to his preaching. He offered them the opposite of their
established view on life, their ideals and ancestral traditions. Hence the great
opposition that he encountered everywhere. The pagans opposed less the
shattering of their idols than the pietistic disposition which they were to accept:
that the whole of their life should be determined by thinking of God and His
omnipotence which predestines and requites; that they should pray, fast, abstain
from enjoyable indulgences, sacrifice money and property, all demanded from
them in the name of God. In addition they were to consider barbaric many things
which hitherto had been esteemed cardinal virtues, and were to recognize as
their leader a man whose claim to this title seemed unusual and incompre-
hensible and radically different from the attributes upon which had been founded
the glory of their ancestors.” Ignaz Goldziher, Muslim Studies (Muhammedanische
Studien), vol. 1, The classical age of Islam, edited by S. M. Stern, translated from the
German by C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern, London: Allen & Unwin, 1967, p. 14.

Ibn TOmart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 246.

Whereas Ibn Tamart was considered infallible, there are several instances in the
sayings of the prophet where he admits his fallibility, even in important matters
of prayer. Al-Bukhari, Sahih, vol. 1, Book 8, no. 394. Narrated by ‘Abdullah: ‘If there
had been anything changed in the prayer, surely I would have informed you but I
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am a human being like you and liable to forget like you. So if I forget remind me
and if anyone of you is doubtful about his prayer, he should follow what he thinks
to be correct and complete his prayer accordingly and finish it and do two
prostrations (of Sahu).’

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 247.

Ibid., p. 250.

Tbid.

Ibid., p. 245.

Yet even as so much of the Almohad movement and doctrine was dependent on
the person of the Mahdi, his death was something of an anticlimax. ‘Abd al
Mu'min and the Almohad commanders attempted to hide the Mahdr’s death and
sickness from his followers until victory over the Almoravids was in sight. The
millennial promise never materialized, nor did the Mahdi become a crucified
figure, his death or ‘transformation’ being brought about by God, not Almoravids.
It is thus, in a way, surprising that the Paris manuscript used here and dated 1179
was still so evocative of the infallible imam and the command to obey his every
word and action as the path towards knowledge, light and ultimately salvation. At
the beginning, the focus on the person of the Mahdi was the Almohad move-
ment’s greatest strength. In the end, however, it was possibly the greatest weak-
ness of the Almohad doctrine of Mahdism. The obedient followers of the Mahdt
inevitably clashed with the new, more sophisticated, ruling elites who rejected
the concept of the Mahdi. The later Almohad caliph Ma'miin rejected the idea that
Ibn Tamart was the Mahdyi, Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement, pp. 94, 97.

Ibn Tamart, Kitdb A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 254.

Ibid.

‘Muhammad [Ibn Timart], son of ‘Abd Allah, son of Ugallid, son of Yamsal, son of
Hamza, son of ‘Is3, son of ‘Ubaid Allah, son of IdrTs, son of ‘Abd Allah, son of Hasan,
son of Fatima, daughter of the Prophet of God - may God’s blessings be upon him
- this is an exact genealogy.” Lévi-Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 21. The alleged
descent of the Mahdi Ibn Tamart from the Prophet Muhammad, a requirement
for being Mahdi, was addressed in another book, the Kitab al-Ansab (the Book of
Ancestry) probably written some time after his death. With a claim based on
certain ‘respected sources’ that trace his descent through Idris, founder of the
first Islamic Moroccan dynasty, to Muhammad, Ibn Timart fulfilled the
requirement of being a descendant of Muhammad.

Al-Marrakushi, Al-Mujib, pp. 128-30.

Ibn TOmart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, untranslated Arabic text, in Goldziher, Le livre de
Ibn Toumert.

See Chapter 2 for a discussion of the role of the hafiz in the Almohad hierarchy.
Also, Hopkins, Medieval Muslim government in Barbary.

The opposite of tawhid is shirk - the admission of anything by word or deed that
anything or anybody could share the nature of God. As mentioned, this was the
main sin of the Almoravids who took the Quran so literally that they limited
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God’s nature. The doctrine of tawhid is a difficult and controversial topic among
Muslim scholars today and has been since the beginnings of Muslim theology. I
only represent Ibn Tiimart’s version of tawhid here. The doctrine of tawhid became
particularly important to Muslim theology in the East after the writings of Ibn
Taymiyya who died in prison in Damascus in 1328. See Ibn Taymiyya, al-‘Agidah al
wasitiyya: the principles of Islamic faith, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992.
Tawhid remains a popular and controversial topic, especially as certain globalized
movements have arisen to ‘standardize’ Islamic thought and theology. See
Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab, The Book of Tawheed, translated by Samah Strauch,
Riyadh: International Islamic Publishing House, 1998.

Abi Bakr ibn Tufayl (d. 1185), The history of Hayy ibn Yaqzan, translated by Simon
Ockley, London: Darf Publishers, 1986.

On this concept of ‘in-born monotheism’ in Almohad doctrine, see discussion
below and notes 47-48.

The last stage of the archetypal mystic journey towards unification with God,
tawhid was an important Sufi concept. For Sufis tawhid was more than the verbal
confession of God’s unity. It meant the negation of self and unification with God
even as the self maintained its separate essence, like a drop of fresh water in the
ocean. According to Margaret Smith, an expert on Suff thought, Ruwaym al-
Baghdady, an early mystic, said that tawhid was ‘the effacement of human nature
and keeping separate that which is Divine’ (Margaret Smith, Rabi‘a the mystic and
her fellow saints in Islam, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984, p. 79).
There was a major reason why some philosophers like al-Farabi (d. 950) believed
that the most profound theological and philosophical speculations should be
reserved for a ruling, philosophical elite. See Abl Nasr al-Farabi, Falsafat Aflatan,
edited by F. Rosenthal and R. Walzer, London: Plato Arabus, 1943.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 241.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 7.

Ibid.

For the complete hadith, see Book 33, Number 6428 of the Sahih Muslim, The Book
of Destiny: ‘Abti Huraira reported from Allah’s Messenger (may peace be upon him)
many hadith and one amongst them is that he is reported to have said: An infant is
born according to his (true) nature. It is his parents who make him a Jew, a
Christian, just as a she-camel gives birth to its young ones. Do you find any
deficiency in their limbs? You cut their ears (i.e. after birth). They (the
Companions of the Holy Prophet) said: What is your opinion about him who dies
in infancy? Thereupon Allah’s Apostle (may peace be upon him) said: It is Allah
alone who knows best what they would be doing.” Abi Husayn Muslim was a
student of al-Bukhart and died in ap 873. This is one of 4000 out of 30,000 of his
hadith that were deemed especially sound. For searchable text see
http://www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/fundamentals/hadithsunnah/muslim

Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 1, pp. 253-4.

Camilla Adang, ‘Islam as the inborn religion of manhood: the concept of Fitra in
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the words of Ibn Hazm’, Al-Qantara, vol. 21, no. 2, 2000, pp. 391-411, explained the
view of Tbn Hazm of Cordoba (d. 456/1064) that ‘literally everyone is born as a
Muslim including polytheists and other unbelievers ... they will be considered
believers until they come of age.” It was likely that Ibn Timart interacted with
members of Ibn Hazm’s Z3hiri school although the scholar himself would have
been dead by the time of Ibn Tamart’s alleged visit to Cordoba. The Almoravids
were not born anthropomorphists; they were simply led astray by their supposed
paganism. Crucially, this belief in the inherent true belief of man, not only in
monotheism but also in the Almohad version of monotheism, kept the door of
conversion open.

Also, see Lagardere, Les Almoraivdes, p. 68, for a description of Ibn al-Yasin’s failed
attempt to win over the Masmiida.

Ibn Tamart, Kitdb A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 258.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 6.

Ibn Tamart, Kitdb A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 256.

Ibid., p. 291.

Maribel Fierro, ‘The Qadi as ruler’, Saber religioso y poder politico en el Islam: Actas del
Simposio Internacional (Granada, 15-18 Octobre 1991), Madrid: Agencia Espanola de
Cooperacion Internacional, 1994, pp. 71-116, discussed the ‘rulership of the Qadi’,
the Islamic judge. E. Rosenthal, a traditional scholar of Islamic historiography,
observed that ‘Islam ... is ideally a theocracy, and the Caliphate is its earthly
political form. The sharTa rules supreme. Once the authority of the sharTa is
impaired, the mulk or power-state comes into being. In it, secular laws compete
with, and often submerge, the rule of the shari'a’, Rosenthal, Political thought in
medieval Islam, p. 117.

Chapter 1, and Miranda, Historia politica, p. 56.

Ibn TOmart insisted that the Berbers learn the Qur’an and sound hadith and even
memorize parts of his own doctrine. The Almoravid jurists, by contrast, were
content to control the ultimate interpretation and implementation of Islam in
society.

A prime example of this unapologetic preference for al-furu’ was the work of al-
muhadith al-fasul bayn al-rawd wa al-wa'a by Abt Muhammad al-Ramahurmuzi who
claimed that Malik ibn Anas himself, the founder of the Maliki school, declared
that it was better to study figh and ra’y, law and legal opinion, than the hadith, the
sayings of the Prophet. He even claimed it was better to study figh than to know
the Qur'an by heart. See Goldizher, Le Livre de Ibn Toumert, p. 105.

Ibn Rushd, Fasl al Magqadl, edited and translated in parallel text by Charles
Butterworth, Salt Lake City: Brigham Young University Press, 2001, p. 12. It was
really a matter of where one put the full stop. ‘But no one knows its hidden
meanings except God, and those who are firmly grounded in knowledge. Say ...
compared with ‘But no one knows its hidden meanings except God. And those
who are firmly grounded in knowledge say, “We”.” The different punctuation
gives two very different meanings.
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Malik ibn Anas (715-96), writer of al-Muwatta, ‘The approved’, was one of the most
respected scholars of Islamic law, figh. He spent most of his life in Medina. Unlike
the Almoravid jurists who were beholden to politics, he was not easily swayed and
even issued fatwas against the powerful caliph al-Mansur. He was flogged by the
orders of al-Mansur but the caliph later recanted.

For a discussion of this spread, see Golziher, ‘Introduction’. For a critique of the
standard view of the rise of jurists in Islamic law, see M. M. Azami, On Schacht’s
origins of Muhammadan jurisprudence, London: Graham & Trotman, 1986. For the
standard, see Joseph Schacht, An introduction to Islamic law, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1982. In his analysis of Almohad jurisprudence Schacht, An
introduction to Islamic law, pp. 64-5, said: ‘Ibn Tumart, the founder of the religious
and political movements of the Almohads in North Africa, held that religious law
should be based on the Qur’an, the sunna, and the jjma’. ... At the same time he was
strongly opposed to the system of positive law (al-furu’) as it had [to] be worked
out in the Malki school and was exclusively studied under the Almoravids of
North Africa in his time. In particular, he repudiated the authority of the
mujtahids, the great masters of the established schools, against whom he asserted
his own authority as “infallible imam”.

A Maliki mudawana, a collection of juridical decisions, commentary and formulae,
continues to be the standard law book in present-day Morocco, Kingdom of
Morocco, Mudawana al-’Ahwal al-Shakhsiyya, Rabat, 2000-2001. It is also still a
source of great controversy, especially with regard to women’s rights.

There were also political reasons to keep the jurists under the control of the
government. As Melchert, The formation of the Sunni schools, pp. 156-64, explains,
the ruler selected the jurists of the Maghrib and al-Andalus, unlike in the East
where scholars rose in their own ranks through merit. This made the Maliki
jurists especially vulnerable to political manipulation.

Melchert, The formation of the Sunni schools, p. 163, describes these
commentaries, including the famous lawbook by Sahnin (d. ap 854). ‘A
traditionalist might deprecate al-Mudawwanah, Sahntn’s magnum opus, as
including the merest speculation.” By ‘traditionalist’ Melchert means those who
base their doctrine on al-usil, including the sound ‘traditions’ or the hadith of
Muhammad.

Quoted in Goldziher, ‘Introduction’, p. 25. See pp. 25-8 for further description of
the Maliki dependence on al-furu’. Also, Cornell, ‘Understanding is the mother of
ability’, p. 93.

Melchert, The formation of the Sunni schools, pp. 160-4.

Al-Marrakushi, Al-Mujib, p. 123.

Ibn Tamart, Kitdb A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 18.

Ibid., p. 11.

Ibn Khaldin disputes this, The Mugaddimah, vol. 1, p. 53.

Ibid., p. 96.

Tbid.
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‘Divine laws affecting men are all for their good and envisage their interests. That
is attested by religious law. Bad laws, on the other hand, all result from stupidity
and from Satan.” Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, p. 112.

Lévi-Provencgal, Documents inédits, p. 7.

Ibn Khaldiin, The Muqgaddimah, p. 96.

See description of the political nature of Almoravid jurists who were appointed by
rulers in Melchert, The formation of the Sunni schools, p. 162. ‘The form of
chieftaincy in the Andalusian school [later adopted by the Almoravids] was
intimately connected with state power, and commonly devolved on several
jurisprudents at once. In the classical schools of Iraq, by contrast, chieftaincy was
determined by prowess in debate and teaching, never by official appointment.’ It
was no wonder that Ibn Timart was skilled at silencing the Almoravid jurists if
they were simply political appointees.

Ibn Tamart, Le livre de Ibn Toumert, p. 41. It was printed in untranslated Arabic text
by the Algerian government, which was keen to understand the historical
background of France’s colonial possessions in North Africa. The manuscript
published in this edition is from the Bibliothéque nationale de Paris and dates
back to aH 579. Luciani described it as being in an ‘excellent’ state with few
lacunas. The fact that the manuscript dates back to ap 1182-83 indicates the
possibility that some of the text could have been altered for the purpose of
supporting the reign of ‘Abii Ya'qb Yasuf (ap 1163-1184) who was then in power
but who was still a strong believer in the Mahdt doctrine despite his famous taste
for philosophy (See entry for ‘Abii Ya'qub Yasuf in the Encyclopaedia of Islam). 1t
would be impossible to know how exactly the text could have been changed. With
a whole section of the Almohad hierarchy, the hdfiz, dedicated to memorizing the
original doctrine of Ibn Tamart while he was still alive, it seems unlikely that too
much was significantly altered.

The actual title is not The Book of Ibn Tumart, this is the common use of the name
picked up from Luciani’s edition, Le Livre de Ibn Toumert. The Arabic title is A‘azzma
Yutlab.

See, for example, Erwin Rosenthal (ed.) Averroes’ commentary on Plato’s Republic,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956, in which Averroes compares the
Almohad system and doctrine to philosophy behind the Republic of Plato.
Averroes was widely known and translated in European scholastic circles.

Italics added. Ibn Tumart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 2.

Guidance, huda in Arabic, has the same grammatical root as Mahdi.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 2.

Ibid., pp. 18-25.

Ibid., p. 48.

There is not enough room in this book to go into the vast details about the science
of hadith and its many forms. John Burton, An introduction to the hadith, Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1994, provides a good summary of the main
arguments and issues.
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Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, see the letters of Ibn Tamart at the beginning of
the book.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 63.

Ibid.

He even cites Malik ibn Anas (d. aH 197) in justifying his method of prayer, Ibn
TUmart, Kitdb A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 68. This was not to say that he supported the
school of Malikism practised by the Almoravids. Malik ibn Anas was simply an
authoritative source, a reliable source of hadith. The entire Malik ibn Anas,
Al-Muwatta, is available on the University of Southern California website http://
www.usc.edu/dept/MSA/fundamentals/hadithsunnah/muwatta/mmtintro.html
Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 71.

Ibid., p. 170.

For the often desperate conditions of the Jews and Jewish Berber tribes under
Almohad rule, see H.Z. Hirschberg, Toldot ha-Yehudim be-Afrikah ha-Tsefonit (A
history of the Jews in North Africa), Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 171.

The details of this debate and its relevance to Ibn Tamart’s doctrine can be found
in Goldziher, ‘Introduction’. Also, for futher discussion of the dispute between the
Ash’ari and the philosophers, see Nagel, The history of Islamic theology.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 222.

Ibid., p. 222.

Ibid., p. 221.

Ibid., p. 229.

I use here Madeline Fletcher’s brief translation in Medieval Iberia of the ‘agida text
found in Ibn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 229. A Latin translation of the ‘agida
was completed by Mark of Toledo in 1213, see G. Gajda and M. d’Alverny, ‘Marc de
Tolede, traducteur d’'Tbn Tamart’, al-Andalus, vol. 16, 1951, pp. 1-56. He also
translated hymns of praise and murshidas. For Murshidas see Ibn Tamart, Kitab
A‘azz ma Yutlab, pp. 241 and 243.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 230.

Tbid.

Ibid., p. 231.

Ibid., p. 232.

Ibid., p. 233.

Ibid., pp. 233-4.

Ibid., p. 235. The ‘agida finishes with a discussion of the nature of miracles.

See Olivia Remie Constable (ed.) Medieval Iberia: readings from Christian, Muslim and
Jewish sources (Middle Ages series), Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1996, pp. 190-7, for Madeleine Fletcher’s translation of the ‘agida.

Constable, Medieval Iberia, p. 190.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 2.

Lévi-Provencal, Documents inédits, p. 7.

Ibn Tamart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 230.
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Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 1, pp. 89-94.

The doctrine of the infallible Imam and Mahdi is discussed on p. 223.
Ibn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 257.

Ibid., p. 260.

Ibid., p. 261.

Ibid., p. 261.

Tajsim, or anthropomorphism, is discussed earlier in this chapter.
Ibn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, p. 261. The Magians were the Zoroastrians of
Persia.

Tbid.

Ibid., p. 266.

Ibid., p. 269.

Ibid., pp. 363-75.

Ibid., p. 337.

Ibid., p. 381.

Chapter 4. The Rise of the Almohads in Context

1.

See A. Bel, ‘Contribution a I'étude des dirhems de 1'époque almohade’, Hespéris,
vol. 16, nos 1-3, 1933, pp. 1-69. So famous was the Almohad square coin in the
lucrative western Mediterranean that several European false square dirham coins
have been discovered in Marseille, Pisa and possibly Arles, Bel, ‘Contribution a
I'étude’, p. 6. Several commercial treaties were sealed using Almohad square
coins. In his hierarchy of the Almohads, al-Baydhaq mentioned the sakkatiin,
those who struck the coins. This function was given only to those from the most
esteemed ‘Almohad tribes’, the Tinmallal, the Hintata and the Ganfisa, Lévi-
Provengal, Documents inédits, p. 71.

Examples of millennial ‘MahdT’ type movements that do not necessarily lead to
the rise of monotheism can be found in Peter Worsley’s account of Melanesian
Cargo cults. These millennial cults, centred on a messianic figure, and calling for
the end of time, arose in largely tribal people in response to political and
economic challenges. Peter Worsley, The trumpet shall sound: a study of cargo cults in
Melanesia, London: Paladin, 1970.

Max Weber, The theory of social and economic organization, edited and translated by
A.M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons, New York: Free Press, 1947, pp. 358-9.
Weber continues, saying that these powers, ‘are not accessible to the ordinary
person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary and on the basis of
them the individual concerned is treated as a leader.’

Gellner, Muslim society, p. 38.

See the critical introduction to the collection of essays in Akbar S. Ahmed and
David M. Hart (eds), Islam in tribal societies: from the Atlas to the Indus, London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984.

Abun-Nasr, History of the Maghrib, p. 13.

251



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.
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Paul Pascon, Le Haouz de Marrakech, 2 vols, Rabat: Editions marocaines et
internationales, 1977.

Jacques Berque, ‘Qu’est-ce qu'une “tribu” nord-africaine’, in Eventail de Uhistoire
vivante, hommage a Lucien Febvre offert [a l'occasion de son 75° anniversaire] par I'amitié
d’historiens, linguistes, géographes, économistes, sociologues, ethnologues, vol. 1, Paris:
A. Colin, 1953, p. 271.

Lancaster, The Rwala Bedouin today, p. 24.

Ibn Khaldioin, The Mugaddimah, vol. 1, p. 267, from his chapter ‘How lineages
become confused’. Ibn Khaldiin started the chapter by saying, ‘It is clear that a
person of a certain descent may become attached to people of another descent,
either because he feels well-disposed toward them, or because there exists an
alliance or client-master relationship, or yet because he had to flee from his own
people because of some crime committed. Such a person comes to be known as
having the same descent as those (to which he has attached himself).’

The Arabic phrase Bani Adam, meaning essentially, tribe of Adam and Eve, remains
today a common way of referring to people in general. The entire brotherhood of
man could be encompassed in the genealogy. Those who were ejected from a tribe
or who claimed no tribal identity also merely called themselves Bani Adam,
descendants of Adam, and were accorded respect (Lancaster, Rwala Bedouin, p. 24).
Similar observations were made about the imagined genealogy of early Arabs by
Fred Donner, The early Islamic conquests, Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1981. Donner saw genealogies as becoming weaker and easier to manipulate
further down the gene tree. In fact, it was at the roots of the genealogical tree
that the lofty heights of religious feeling and solidarity were born. Islam was a
new, imagined, community, the spiritual community of God the Creator: the
ultimate founder.

Evans-Pritchard, The Sanusi of Cyrenacia, quoted in Abun-Nasr, History of the
Maghrib in the Islamic period, p. 12.

Al-1drisT provided several apt descriptions of the difficulty of communications and
transportation in the high Atlas during this period. See Edrisi (al-1drisi),
Description de U'Afrique. Even today, transport along the narrow roads can be
treacherous.

Miranda, Historia politica, p. 100.

Hart, ‘Berber tribal alliance networks in pre-colonial North Africa’.

Le Tourneau, the French historian of the medieval Maghrib, emphasized Ibn
Tamart’s reliance on forceful conversion and military action against the tribes.
From Le Tourneau’s account it seemed that Ibn Ttimart’s victory was more the
result of military tactics as the deft manipulation of tribal structures and religious
ideology (Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement, p. 38).

Abun-Nasr, author of A history of the Maghrib in the Islamic period, suggested that
Ibn Timart simply gained alliances with old chiefs and leaders, maintaining much
of the structure of Almohad tribal society under a thin hierarchical umbrella: ‘lbn
TOmart had great appeal to the Masmiida, but he could create unity amongst
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them only through adopting the tribal form of organization’ (Abun-Nasr, A history
of the Maghrib, p. 89). See Chapter 3 for further discussions of the specific aspects
of Ibn Tamart’s religious ideology. Among the more recent authoritative sources
is Maribel Fierro, ‘La religién’, in R. Menéndez Pidal and J. M. Jover (eds), Historia
de Espafia, vol. 7, La Espafia cristiana de los siglos VIII al XI, Madrid: Espasa-Calpe,
1997, pp. 479-86.

18. Peter Worsley, The trumpet shall sound, p. 290.

19. Ibid.

20. In Le Tourneau’s view, by contrast, it was the personality and infallible power of
the MahdT alone that explained this transformation. ‘One may therefore conclude
that at the beginning the Almohad movement received its impetus from the
spiritual evolution of a single man and his unswerving will to accomplish the
mission he had undertaken’ (Le Tourneau, The Almohad movement, p. 11).

21. Montagne, Berberes et le Makhzen.

22. Quoted in Gellner, Muslim society, p. 46.

23.  Worsley, The trumpet shall sound, pp. 1-20.

Conclusions

1. Ibn Tumart, Kitab A'azz ma Yutlab, p. 241.

2. Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, Messianism and puritanical reform, pp. 193-216.

3. As any traveller in the region can instantly recognize, the Almohad Empire left a
common heritage in the lands of North Africa from Morocco to Tunisia, a cultural,
architectural and social heritage that is markedly different from the rest of the
Near Eastern world. The idea of Maghrebi unity still has a modern appeal even if
it seems a virtual political impossibility. The proxy war between Algeria and
Morocco in the Western Sahara and various nationalistic border disputes have
basically guaranteed the failure of Maghrebi unity at the political level, at least
for the forseeable future.

4, Tbn Tamart, Kitab A‘azz ma Yutlab, pp. 145-55.
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