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Abstract

A curious repetition occurs in narratives of the Muslims’ first encounters with polities along the Sahara’s
edge, extending from Nubia to Niger. At each turn, agreements involving tributes of 360 enslaved persons
were reached with local leaders. I use this recurrence to explore two aspects of Islamic conquest literatures:
the significance within this genre of numbers in describing worldly events and the cosmic structures that
background them, and the historiographical question of how to contextualize conquest numeracy in practices
of statecraft and their representation. I argue that these agreements deploy a Late Antique symbolic vernacular
that moved orally across domains of culture and knowledge to define diplomatic and trade relations between
Saharan states and their new Muslim neighbors. Using the number of days of the idealized calendar year,
authors signified these relationships’ continuous and cyclical returns. Attention to varying uses of the figure of
360 enslaved people allows us to track political and narrative developments as well as to critique the projection
of borderland African regions as passive and perpetual “slaving zones.”

Introduction

The impression already made by the inexhaustible export of slaves that Africa was
a land specially fertile in men remains indeed in existence, but the view that from
individual instances of density we may conclude a universal density, as in our own
civilized lands, must be controverted.!

Friedrich Ratzel

Rendering humans the objects of numeracy, according to Jennifer L. Morgan, rests at the
heart of racial capitalism as it emerged in early modernity.” Demographic sciences, metrics
of bodily commodification, and the bookkeeping systems of traders, ship captains, and

1. Friedrich Ratzel, The History of Mankind: The Cultured Races of America, trans. A. J. Butler (London:
MacMillan and Co., 1897), 255.

2. Jennifer L. Morgan, Reckoning with Slavery: Gender, Kinship, and Capitalism in the Early Black Atlantic
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2021).
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estate owners all were honed to organize participation in Atlantic World commerce that
was staked, ultimately, on valuating the enslaved. These same population sciences would
later be used to articulate concepts like Friedrich Ratzel’s notorious lebensraum, in which
powers in a Europe far more densely populated than Africa must compete for hinterlands
into which to expand and develop. Despite the romantic overtones of the promise of
plenitude in land and humans, the Atlantic World numeracy that Morgan critiques was
often painstakingly realist. Historians therefore take seriously that when a ship’s manifest
declares, for example, that its hold contains a set number of persons, they are engaging with
at least a partial quantitative truth.’ At the same time, the prospects of calculable material
gain through human trafficking were, in her words, “premised on an unspoken assumption
that the enslaveable population was clearly definable, permanent, and infinite”—and hence
open to being pillaged without end or consequence.*

We might ask, then, what conceptual work is done in premodern sources that render
people the objects not of precise numeracy, but of numeric symbolism. Below, I focus on
a recurrence that has been only cursorily remarked upon in scholarship to date: in the
Futuh Misr wa-1-Maghrib, which offers the earliest extant account of the conquest of Egypt
and northwest Africa in the seventh century, each of the ninth-century historian Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hakam’s (d. 871) recollections of tribute agreements that extracted enslaved people from
different regions of the Sahara stipulate tributes of 360 persons. Historians have variously
taken this number as an accurate reflection of these treaties’ terms or else rejected the
existence of these treaties wholesale. Though some have noted the repetitiousness of the
agreements and their precipitating incidents, none have examined the significance of the
specified number of enslaved people in its historical and literary context.

This essay is therefore intended as a call to rethink the use of numbers and numeracy in
early conquest literatures, and especially their discussions of enslavement or enslaveability.
I argue that the invocation of “360 head of slaves” is an idiomatic artifact of Late Antique
oral culture both in Arabic and beyond, and that it stood for the idea of receiving a slave each
day of the year, every year, as long as the compact endured. Rather than mandating a literal
flow of one person per day or a cumulative annual delivery of 360 individuals, though, this
phrasing conveniently encapsulated social imaginings of a continuous stream of enslaved
people that was to be maintained through political cooperation and subordination. Authors
of conquest chronicles (futiihat) were at pains to simultaneously explain commercial and
diplomatic dynamics that predated a Muslim presence and to make the novel power of
that presence felt for their audiences. As they did so, readers became not only literate in a
historical tradition but also numerate in it.

My analysis of the repetition of 360 takes a literary-analytical and intertextual approach
to conquest literature as well as the documents that it purports to preserve. In the first
section, I propose that the intertextual evidence that helps contextualize the use of 360
in tribute agreements does not indicate a process of top-down literary standardization,

3. Morgan discusses the ways in which data recorded by slave traders was gendered (or, more often, was
not) (ibid., 53).

4. Tbid., 14.
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in which authors invent and implant potent tropes in the historiographic tradition by
layering in well-known signifiers. Rather, I focus on horizontal processes of mediation
through which authors bridge cultural contexts, historical materials, and the norms of
genres, including the mnemonic norms of oral transmission. I then offer a descriptive
but not exhaustive account of where the trope of 360 arises and how it is used in sources
that are adjacent to and integrated into historiographic traditions, particularly hadith,
akhbar, and tafsir. 1 show that the number 360 does not operate in the Islamic symbolic
lexicon in isolation, but rather as part of a broader Late Antique numerical and interpretive
symbolic economy that also includes Greek, Syriac, and Christian Arabic sources. In all
cases, qualitative resonances worked alongside or superseded the surface-level quantitative
ones that the sources present.

I expand on this point in the article’s third section, in which I analyze the number’s
appearance in Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s Futiih and later sources that reconsider the events it
covers. Because by far the most discussed of the “360 agreements” is the bagt with Christian
Nubia, I read the qualitative and quantitative aspects of the other Saharan agreements
alongside the bagt’s richer historiographical seam. I argue that reading the similar compacts
brokered at Waddan, Kawar, and Jarma alongside the Nubian case shows that the number
360 maintains unique currency with respect to the bagt—compared with other alternatives
(365, 400) and despite its lack of material corroboration—because of its mnemonic and
symbolic potentials. At the same time, the element of repetition risks imputing a misleading
sense of constancy to an internally variegated historiography of Nubian-Muslim relations.
Instead, references to the number 360 slip in and out of specific interactions as fortunes
rise and fall, and the enslaved people to whom they gesture pass in and out of relevance
vis-a-vis other types of charismatic transaction. My final section thus problematizes the
fictions of constancy that the number 360 distills in representations of the Saharan frontier
as a “slaving zone.” I interrogate the link between the idea of receiving one slave per day
of the year, each year; racialized blackness; and the concept of population numeracy with
which this essay begins.

Numbers and Fictions in the Islamic Historiographical Tradition

Numbers can be understood as sites of figurative or fictive engagement in that they are
always, at some level, abstract representations. Philosophers of mathematics might put
it as follows: insofar as mathematical objects exist, they stand outside of the physical and
temporal planes that are measured and explained through our apprehension of them.°

5. AsIdiscuss below, I use the phrasing of “slaving zones” following Jeffrey Fynn-Paul, “Empire, Monotheism
and Slavery in the Greater Mediterranean Region from Antiquity to the Early Modern Era,” Past & Present 205
(2009): 3-40. See also note 103.

6. The notion that numbers have universal and ontological integrity—such that aliens in other galaxies
would discover essentially the same math that we have, albeit that they would communicate it differently—is
widely held and often described as the “Platonist” account of mathematical existence. Not all philosophers of
mathematics agree that mathematical objects do exist. Markus Pantsar summarizes the nominalist account, in
which mathematical objects cannot be “mind-independent,” or ontologically outside of human language and
thought; Markus Pantsar, “Why Do Numbers Exist? A Psychologist Constructivist Account,” Inquiry (2024): 1-33.
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Numbers enshrined in conquest narratives tend to be nice and round and often repeated,
suggesting their abstract work is not simply a matter of their metaphysicality. Contemporary
scholarship on the Islamic historiographical tradition, where concerns over fictionalization
loom large, has therefore grappled with its numerical components in a few different ways.

Some treat the numerical components of chronicles as embellishments that nonetheless
allow for certain approximations. For counts of captives and armies in conquest literatures
recalling clashes during the seventh century, Chase Robinson follows Moshe Gil and G. H.
A. Juynboll in recommending reducing “string[s] of Somme-like whoppers” by factors of
ten.” Writing of accounts of the Umayyads’ military structure, Hugh Kennedy notes the
“suspiciously high incidence of armies of 4000,” adding that, “perhaps the number here
represents a formula for a small to medium-sized force”—it would roughly match the
size of a Roman legion.® He cautions that a number being repeated formulaically does not
automatically mean it is unreliable, particularly for highly structured systems like militaries.
Other repetitions have been identified as signposting a range of social institutions, as
with the invocations of numbers that cue specific communities, suggest scale, or have
apotropaic uses, as shown in the work of Lawrence I. Conrad.” Addressing this symbolism
can illuminate connections that are otherwise obscure in a given work, as when Randall
L. Pouwels identifies the repetition of the number seven in the Swabhili Kilwa Chronicle
and infers a lapsed relationship with Isma‘ili Islam (i.e., the Seveners) on the East African
coast whose traces nonetheless endured in oral culture.” Each of these studies indicates
the value of taking numbers seriously but not literally—analyzing them as a means through
which sources convey information about configurations of genre, society, or identity and
conventions of knowledge production as much as about material realities.

The number 360 recurs in narratives about legal arrangements brokered both with
polities like the Nubian kingdoms, where a treaty was said to have been recorded and
witnessed and was reproduced continuously in later literatures, and those where there is
no such direct testimony. I therefore read the narratives surrounding the use of the number
360 in statecraft as deploying a construct that, through its elaboration as a topos, becomes
what Albrecht Noth calls “transferable.”™ Noth regards repetition in Islamic historiographic

For the mathematical philosophers, fiction is defined straightforwardly as partial truths or untruths, where for
the literary scholar fiction might encompass a range of narrative and rhetorical tools. One branch of Pantsar’s
nominalists is thus the “fictionalists,” because they argue that mathematical statements can only be true within
the regime of thought in which they are made, rather than being universally true.

7. Chase Robinson, “Slavery in the Conquest Period,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 49 (2017):
158-63, at 159, 162n19.

8. Hugh Kennedy, The Armies of the Caliphs: Military and Society in the Early Islamic State (London:
Routledge, 2001), xiii.

9.Lawrence I. Conrad, “Seven and the Tasbi“: On the Implications of Numerical Symbolism for the Study
of Medieval Islamic History,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 31, no. 1 (1988): 42-73.

10. Randall L. Pouwels, “Tenth Century Settlement of the East African Coast: The Case for Qarmatian/Isma‘ili
Connections,” Azania: Archaeological Research in Africa 9, no. 1 (1974): 65-74, at 68-70.

11. Albrecht Noth, The Early Arabic Historical Tradition: A Source-Critical Study, trans. Michael Bonner
(Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2021), 109.
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traditions with skepticism. In his view, the favoring of parallelism in conquest narratives
over a focus on events’ “historical individuality and temporal depth” indicates a process of
“systematization,” in which materials have been edited together to create a unified picture
and thus advance a unitary image of the Islamic state and its past.'

But the fact that conquest literatures built around akhbar—the collected reportage of
many witnesses and transmitters who do not always concur—should resolve so frequently
into topoi is not necessarily a product of homogenizing editorial practice. Instead, it
can exemplify what Matthew Keegan calls the “mediatedness” of narrative.”* Mediation
highlights the ways that all “stories pass through and are transformed by human ears,
eyes, mouths, minds, and pens,” which are themselves shaped by common knowledge,
shared language, and collective memory even before their incorporation into the historian’s
craft.” The polyphonic and attributive style of akhbar readily gestures to such processes,
and authors were conscious of the mediated or perspectival nature of their materials as
well as their own mediating roles; it is in this cognizance of multiple, diverse claims and
transmissive chains, rather than a concern for absolute truth and falsehood, that Keegan
locates a premodern Islamic “theory of fictionality.””* Through mediation, authors do not
invent topoi from whole cloth but rather receive and interact with them within their
cultural and compositional contexts. Repetition, then, tells us about these contexts as much
as if not more than about individual authors and projects.

Nor does the development and iteration of literary motifs foreclose on the possibility of
the state systematizing official language that was, by necessity, repetitive as well. Against the
belief that all early treaties were later fabrications, Milka Levy-Rubin writes that uniformity
is as fundamental to legal standardization as it is to literary formalism, and that early
Muslims had ample examples of detailed treaties from their imperial forebears on which to
draw.'® She argues in particular for the historicity of by far the most well-attested of Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hakam’s “360 agreements,” the bagt, or pact, with Nubia. Its name alone clearly roots it
“in the Graeco-Roman culture embedded in Egypt” and would have been intelligible to the
submitting party, though no Nubian traces of memory of the bagt survive."” Rather than
pointing to the existence of a widely-projected topos as disproving a stipulation’s existence
or circulation, we might therefore consider that if formulas containing the number 360

12. Ibid., 195.

13. Matthew Keegan, “Al-Tawhidi, Fictionality, and the Mediatedness of Narrative,” postmedieval 13, no.
3-4(2022): 331-49.

14. Tbid., 334.

15. Ibid., 332-33.

16. Milka Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire: From Surrender to Coexistence (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012).

17. Ibid., 35. The lack of Nubian materials in either Greek, Coptic, or Old Nubian that corroborate the baqt
has been noted by many scholars, including Jay Spaulding, “Medieval Christian Nubia and the Islamic World: A
Reconsideration of the Baqt Treaty,” International Journal of African Historical Studies 28, no. 3 (1995): 577-94,
and Wtlodzimierz Godlewski, “Short History of the Church of Makuria (Mid-6"-Early 12 Century),” Polish
Archaeology in the Mediterranean 27, no. 1 (2018): 599-16, at 604. On Nubian documentation of the exchange of
slaves in later centuries, see the discussion of Qasr Ibrim below.
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became part of narrative fictions, they could also function within bureaucratic and official
fictions. Indeed, as I show in the next section, the number 360 has a set of explicitly cosmic
and transcendent resonances that comport with a primary interest shared between treaty
agreements, the oral oath-taking practices that background them, and the written tales of
conquest that encase them, namely, the divine undersigning of that which has occurred.
The number was duly incorporated into discussions and representations of statecraft.

The importance of considering the symbolism behind the bagt’s stated sums is
underscored by the fact that its bureaucratic fictions have been shown to correspond little
with actual totals of property and persons. Though it supposedly mandated a payment of
360 (or in alternate versions discussed below, 300, 365, or 400) slaves annually, the bagt
was routinely said by later chroniclers to have been violated, or else far more erratic
numbers and types of diplomatic offering are recorded; Jay Spaulding finds a single instance
specifying “the actual number of slaves sent to Egypt as a baqt payment; that number is
two.”?® Noting that Tbn ‘Abd al-Hakam at first states it was a peace agreement ensuing
from a Muslim loss, Spaulding further questions the bagt’s terms: why would the Nubians
submit to unfavorable conditions of tribute when they were the victors? He then argues
that because the most fleshed-out legalistic version of the baqt appears in the significantly
later works of al-Maqrizi (d. 1442), its fullest form is the product of centuries of attempts at
clarifying trade and political interactions rather than an original source, without rejecting
wholesale that such a source was drawn up, at least on the Muslim side."”

Jelle Bruning and Craig Perry explain that the bagt could not possibly have been large
enough, at a few hundred slaves per year maximum, to supply Egypt with its population
of enslaved Nubians, who instead are accounted for elsewhere in the documentary and
literary record.” In documents related directly to the bagt’s enforcement, a specific number
of slaves is meanwhile not mentioned at all. An eighth-century letter by Misa b. Kab (d.
758/59), then the Abbasid governor in Egypt, expresses dismay at the fact that the Nubians
have imprisoned their messengers and that they have also not paid the bagt satisfactorily
in years (sinin).* This is related not to the number of persons, though, but to their quality:
the Nubians have only sent captives who are blind, lame, elderly and weak, or extremely
young. In other words, the same source that, for Levy-Rubin, proves the bagt’s Umayyad-era
existence and the similarity of its “stipulations [...] to those reported by the historians,”
evinces at best a disinterest in and at worst a troubling conflict with the historians’ emphasis

18. Spaulding, “Medieval Christian Nubia,” 592.

19. Ibid., 594. Heinz Halm also thoroughly recounts the baqt’s development in historiographical writings in
“Der Nubische Baqt,” in Egypt and Syria in the Fatimid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk Periods, ed. U. Vermeulen and D.
de Smet, 2:63-104 (Leiden: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1998).

20. Jelle Bruning, “Slave Trade Dynamics in Abbasid Egypt: The Papyrological Evidence,” Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient 63 (2020): 682-742, at 686; Craig Perry, Slavery and the Jews of
Medieval Egypt: A History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2025), 38.

21. Martin Hinds and Hamdi Sakkout, “A Letter from the Governor of Egypt Concerning Egyptian-Nubian
Relations in 141/758,” in Studies in Early Islamic History, ed. Jere Bacharach, Lawrence I. Conrad, and Patricia
Crone, 160-87 (Princeton, NJ: The Darwin Press, 1996), 178.
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on those stipulations’ numeric dimension.” Either too extractive to have made sense in the
context of a failed conquest or too limited in scope and enforceability to be economically or
politically explanatory, we are left to consider alternative interpretations of the number’s
purpose. Instead of sidestepping apparent discrepancies, analyzing the symbolic function
of the number 360 as a byword for the cyclicality and consistency of a traffic in persons
sustains the possibility that the narrative and documentary materials are mutually coherent
but prioritize different information and aims.

I do not argue, though, that the number 360 never “became real” for its users. We
may consider Islamic historiography’s use of numerical motifs as a mode of literary, oral-
historical, and mythopoeic engagement without discounting their becoming literalized
when officials and scholars laid claim to historical memory. After all, the prospect of
actualizing a specific vision of the past in the present was central to the power and allure of
conquest narratives, both at their initial compilation and in their continued use. Edward P.
Z. Coghill demonstrates this with respect to how Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s project presents Coptic
identities. Beleaguered on several sides, the Arab learned elite to which Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam
belonged and the Copts witnessed a moment ripe for solidarity in his lifetime, and their
insistent presence in his works “may reflect [...] willingness to see the Christians of Egypt as
potential allies.”” But the peace achieved between the seventh-century Copts and “‘Umar’s
armies also models that alliance as ensuing from Arab-Muslim strategies of incorporation
that “fuse Coptic identity with subservient, minority status,” projected backward through
prophetic genealogies and forward through their dhimmi legal categorization.* Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hakam’s “360 agreements,” likewise, model a vision of political cooperation for the
territories that were notionally subordinated by the Muslims along the Sahara’s edge. In
the case of the bagt, administrators’ and chroniclers’ periodic citations of the agreement
become a litmus of that vision’s success with different Nubian powers.

The other instances in which Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam reports the figure of 360 slaves—at
Waddan, Kawar, and Jarma—do not share the baqgt’s lengthy, if uneven, legacy, but their
schematic similarity raises questions about where and why topoi move as they do. Their
portrayal differs greatly from other vassalized regions, where Muslim victors are depicted
requesting such terms as military aid, the return of fugitives, or taxation schemes, but rarely
ever demanded the ongoing provision of enslaved people.” The repetition of formulas

22. Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims, 55.

23. Edward P. Z. Coghill, “Minority Representation in the Futiih Misr of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam: Origins and
Role,” in The Late Antique World of Early Islam: Muslims among Christians and Jews in the East Mediterranean,
ed. R. Hoyland, 9-36 (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2021), 12.

24, Toid., 31.

25. Nor do most other agreements use similar terminology in other respects. One outstanding additional
tribute agreement from the early conquest period, brokered at Yarmuk, is designated as a bagt in Coptic
writings as well (interchanged with kharaj in some cases). Robin Seignobos, “L’Egypte et la Nubie a I'époque
médiévale: Flaboration et transmission des savoirs historiographiques (641-ca. 1500)” (PhD diss., Université
Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2016), 54-58. For a further discussion of the word’s appearance in the History of
the Patriarchs, see Artur Obtuski, “First Contacts between Islam and Nubia: A Reassessment,” in Proceedings of
the 14th International Conference for Nubian Studies, Paris 2018, ed. Marie Millet et al., 637-52 (Paris: Institut
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bespeaking the Saharan regions’ day-in, day-out exploitation may seem to suggest their
paradigmatic positioning as subject to outside plunder, or the cultivation of what Bernard
K. Freamon calls a notional “servile population” in his discussion of relations between
Egypt and Nubia.”® Yet the anecdotes that surround the early Muslims’ arrangements with
Saharan polities both recall and reinforce local kingdoms’ sovereignty and their capacity to
create and fulfill accords with their new neighbors in a durable way, further betokened by
the tales’ symbolic attachment to timekeeping and continuity.

Little Cosmos Everywhere

At its most fundamental, the number 360 denotes the amount of days in the ideal calendrical
year.” In addition to its pragmatic use, it could cue a wide variety of more abstract
resonances—of cyclicality, infinitude, permanence, and completeness. Its symbolism aligns
with other features of Islamic literatures, arts, and even architecture that attuned believers’
cosmic sensibility through geometric structure, repetition, and symmetry. Adam Mez
proposes that these media were interrelated by design, and that “fanciful innovations” in
elite material culture by turns inspired and brought to life forms of literary artificiality that
were employed at court.”® The Buyid ruler ‘Adud al-Dawla’s (d. 983) palace was duly said
to contain 360 rooms so that the prince might sleep in a new one “each night of the year,”
possibly following in a tradition that traces back to the supposed number of chambers in
the Library of Alexandria.” He likewise aimed to increase his annual revenue to 360 million
dirhams—representing a yield of one million per day from his territories.”® A century later,
when the badi‘ trends of embellishment to which Mez refers were well underway, the Seljuk
governor of Mayyafariqin and Diyar Bakr, Ahmad b. Marwan b. Dustak (d. 1060), was alleged
to have delighted in 360 enslaved women (jariya), selecting one for each night of the year.*!
Again, this boast likely traces to accounts of the courtesans of Alexander.”” The number 360

Francais d’Archéologie Orientale, 2023), 646. One additional agreement, said to have been negotiated with the
Beja in the 720s, that uses nearly identical terms of tribute is also referred to periodically as a bagt; the Beja were
likewise raided against by Nubians and may have been included in their own diplomatic gifts of slaves. Gregory
Williams, A Center on the Edge: Early Islamic Pottery from Aswan (Gladbeck: PeWe-Verlag, 2022), 114.

26. Bernard K. Freamon, Possessed by the Right Hand: The Problem of Slavery in Islamic Law and Muslim
Cultures (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 185-86.

27. Ahmad Al-Jallad discusses the 360-day year as the base zodiac calendar in Antiquity in Al-Jallad, “An
Ancient Arabian Zodiac: The Constellations in the Safaitic Inscriptions, Part II,” Arabian Archaeology and
Epigraphy 27 (2016): 84-106.

28. Adam Mez, The Renaissance of Islam, trans. Salahuddin Khuda Bakhsh and D. S. Margoliouth (Patna;
Jubilee Printing House, 1937), 383.

29. Ibid., 383.

30. Ibid., 27.

31. Al-Safadi, Kitab al-Wafi bi-l-wafayat, ed. Ahmad al-Arnaw’iit and Turki Mustafa (Beirut: Dar Thy@
al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2000), 8:115.

32. This legend has its roots in turn in Greek descriptions of concubines at the Persian court, which Lloyd

Llewellyn-Jones refers to as “erotic seraglio fantasies” in Ancient Persia and the Book of Esther: Achaemenid
Court Culture in the Hebrew Bible (London: I.B. Tauris, 2023), 150. Either the number 360 or its betters (as with
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was, in other words, a figure of interest and imagination across the Late Antique complex
of which Islam became a part, and though courtly ornamental prose may have had a hand
in its dissemination, so too did the popular circulation of the legends and romances of
Alexander as he became magnified in Muslim discourses.

At the same time, the continued currency and ubiquity of the number is remarkable
when considering how Islam’s rise otherwise stood to rewrite its importance. In his work on
the Safaitic zodiac, Ahmad Al-Jallad states that though the ideal 360-day lunar zodiacal year
was known in pre-Islamic northwest Arabian contexts, other systems were more common.
The Safaitic model combined the elements of the Babylonian zodiac with west Arabian
techniques for reckoning star patterns’ seasonal appearance originally applied to anwa’, or
local asterisms.* Although Muslim historians depict the anwa’ zodiacal calendar as highly
regular, featuring twenty-eight lunar stations that each correspond to 12.86 degrees of the
360-degree arc of constellations’ procession, in Safaitic inscriptions configurations of stars
are used not as a means of providing fixed dates, but of recalling conjunctions between
seasons, events, and deities.*

The normative view of the pre-Islamic calendar expressed in sira traditions also does not
typically feature a standard year of 360 days. Prior to the Qur’an’s revelation, a thirteenth
epagomenal or “leap” month was said to be periodically inserted into a standard calendar of
twelve 29- or 30-day months on the authority of a galammas. Hideyuki Ioh conjectures that
Meccans emulated the Jewish system, in which case years would have oscillated periodically
between being 354-355 days in length and 384-385.% Christian Robin argues that the
pre-Islamic Meccan calendar was related to the pre-Christian Himyarite one, based on the
Babylonian calendar and inherited from a Sabaean context, which would have amounted to
a similar system.*® Having proscribed intercalary interventions, a year in the hijri calendar
is always either 354 or 355 days, depending on the observed lengths of the lunar cycles.

Astrological or cosmological calendars and dating systems are not necessarily identical
in function or structure, and both are frequently in use simultaneously. Even after the
hijri dating system was established, the number 360 continued to be used in discourses
on timekeeping, including those that relate sacred time to the planned and ordered
nature of creation. Muslim exegetes quickly integrated the idealized 360-day year not only
into interpretations of Qur’anic time, but into more metaphorical readings of its verses

the figure of 1000 total maidens in 1 Kings 11:3) figure in legends of Solomon as well. Diodorus Siculus, The
Library of History, trans. C. H. Oldfather (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933), 17.77.6; Plutarch,
“Artaxerxes,” in Plutarch’s Lives, vol. 11, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1962), 193. Solomon’s 360-person harem is attested early on in Arabic literature by transposition—in the Kitab
al-Tijan concerning the rulers of pre-Islamic South Arabia, Bilqis is said to have had a retinue of 360 women
prior to wedding Solomon and joining his household. Ibn Hisham, al-Tijan fi muliik Himyar (San‘a>: Markaz
al-Dirasat wa-1-Abhath al-Yamaniyya, 1929), 161.

33. Al-Jallad, “Ancient Arabian Zodiac,” 88-89.

34. Daniel Martin Varisco, “The Origin of the Anwa’ in Arab Tradition,” Studia Islamica 74 (1991): 5-28.

35. Hideyuki Ioh, “The Calendar in Pre-Islamic Mecca,” Arabica 61, no. 5 (2014): 471-513, at 498.

36. Christian Robin, “Les calendriers de 1’Arabie préislamique,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 46
(2019): 1-65.
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relating to epochal cycles or to God’s all-encompassing nature. In keeping with the perfect
wholeness of cosmic arithmetic, the twelve months are also abstracted to each being thirty
days in length. This reasoning is evident in interpretations of verse 5 of Stirat al-Safat, for
example, which refers to God as the Lord of the sunrises (rabb a]—mashériq). Rather than
interpreting this spatially to mean that God presides over all beyond the eastern horizon,
several exegetes offer a reading that foregrounds the numerousness and regularity of the
sunrise as an event. Al-Tabari (d. 923) writes in his exegesis, “there are 360 sunrises, and
360 sunsets, numbering the days of the year.”” He adds more supporting commentary in his
History, explaining that God created a wheel or cycle (Gjala) for the sun’s procession from
the light of the heavenly Throne, which has 360 stays (‘urwa), at which are stationed 360
angels to administer the sun’s path.*

In their own interpretations of the verse, al-Tabari’s predecessors attest to a tension
between the more universalist symbolism of the 360-day year and the specifics of the Islamic
calendrical system in their disagreement on the number of sunrises in a given season or
year. Mugqatil b. Sulayman (d. 767) states that there are “177 sunrises in the entire year, and
the same with sunsets,” evidently alluding to the split between winter sunrises and summer
sunrises attested in interpretations of Qur’an 55:17.°° Were this the case, the number of
days in Muqatil’s year would total 354, matching the lunar hijri calendar. Because he is
among the first generations of Qur’an scholars, or mufassiriin, it may be tempting to read
Mugatil’s use of a 354-day year rather than the 360-day one of his successors as indicating
that the idealized 360-day year of Late Antiquity lapses from use in favor of hijri dating but
then reenters Muslim writings through the sciences and translations of the later Abbasid
age. Yet the two seem elsewhere to readily coexist in the early period: Muhammad and his
companions are credited with hadiths stating that God considers the lot of the believer in
intervals of 360, or implicitly during each day of each year of his or her life. Such sayings are
used to explain the function of the immanent record (lawh mahftz, umm al-kitab) and its
periods of inscription and erasure as discussed in Qur’an 13:39, 85:22, and so on. Al-Dahhak
narrates via Ibn al-‘Abbas (d. 687):

The Tablet is made of red ruby, the uppermost part is fastened to the Throne and the
lowermost reaches the chamber of an angel named Matriyun. Its text is light and its
pen is light. God—blessed and glorious—inspects it 360 times (nazra) per day, and does
not glance at it once without doing that which He wills. He raises up the humble and
humbles the elevated. He enriches the destitute and desolates the rich. He causes them
to live and to die, and does as He wills, there is no god but He.*

37. Al-Tabari, Jami‘al-bayan ‘an ta’wil ay al-Qur’an, ed. Mahmiid Muhammad Shakir (Mecca: Dar al-Tarbiya
wa-1-Turath, n.d.), 21:10.

38. Al-Tabari, Tarikh al-umam wa-I-muliik (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyya, 2008), 1:48.

39. Mugqatil b. Sulayman, Tafsir Muqatil b. Sulayman, ed. ‘Abd Allah Mahmud Shihata (Beirut: Dar Ihya
al-Turath, 2002), 3:601.

40. Al-Qurtubi, al-Jami® li-ahkam al-Qur’an, ed. Ahmad al-Baradiini and Ibrahim Atfayyish (Cairo: Dar
al-Kutub al-Masriyya, 1964), 19:298.
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Elaborations on this statement proliferate across genres. In early-modern manuals on
vice, people are exempted from shares of God’s consideration due to forbidden acts such
as playing chess: “the possessor of the king [piece] has no share of it” (laysa li-sahib
al-shah min-ha nasib)."" At times in sectarian polemic, the number of considerations—and
potentials for condemnation—of man’s status also balloons in multiples of 360. Muhammad
b. al-Hanafiyya (d. 700) declares forebodingly amid his conflicts with al-Hajjaj b. Yasuf (d.
714) and the Umayyad caliphs that God has 360 glances (lahza) in each day, during each of
which he can execute 360 judgments (gadiyya). Reports on his subsequent statement vary,
but each offers a version of, “and I pray that God looks upon me with a glance that keeps me
from you” (nazra yamna‘ni bi-ha min-ka).*

In addition to representing cycles of time on earth, 360 appears in descriptions of the
passage of time in other worlds and realms. Verse 23 of Siirat al-Naba’ describes hell’s
tortures, waiting in ambush, as enduring for “ages,” or ahgab. Scholars debated the length
of one hugb. Al-Tabari cites one option that became commonplace by the tenth century,
saying, “a hugb is 300 years, each year is 360 days, and each day [feels like] 1000 years.”*
He also includes other prospects, such as several attestations that a hugb is instead eighty
years broken down in diverse permutations (eighty is the number of years Mugqatil cites
as well, and interestingly, his idealized hell-year is indeed 360 days rather than 354).* The
punishments of hell, likewise, await the disbeliever in unending waves of 360 torments:
among hell’s torturers are scorpions with 360 tales apiece, segmented into 360 portions,
each with 360 bulbs of venom with which to inject the damned.* Just as 360 could be used to
facilitate a believer’s contemplation of daily chances for redemption, so too was it deployed
to focus the mind on the otherworldly magnitude of retribution.

The universe’s careful layout also corresponds with man’s bodily composition. In several
hadiths, human bodies are said to be composed of 360 divisions (mafsil), each of which
should give a share of alms. While some interpreters understood this to indicate that the
skeleton had 360 joints or bones, others took a less concrete view. In various accounts,
Muhammad’s audience asks how anyone could bear such a steep burden of almsgiving
(wa-man yutiq dhalik...), at which they receive the reply that it is sufficient to bury one’s
expectorations made at the mosque or remove obstacles from the path for others, and
failing that, to perform the two daylight rak‘as.*® Alms, then, need not be broken into 360
shares, but can instead be done with one’s full person. In ShiT hadith collections, the body’s
division into 360 parts is related directly to its physiological functions; one is said to have

41. Tbn Hajar al-Haytami, Kaff al-ra‘a‘ ‘an muharramat al-lahw wa-I-sama®, ed. ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Azhari
(al-Maktaba al-Shamila), 161.

42. E.g.: Ton al-‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg, ed. ‘Umar b. Gharama al-‘Amraw1 (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1995-
2001), 54:332.

43. Al-Tabari, Jami‘al-bayan, 24:161.
44, Muqatil, Tafsir, 4:562.

45. Al-Tha‘labi, quoted in Christian Lange, Justice, Punishment and the Medieval Muslim Imagination
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 141.

46. Khalil Ahmad al-Sahhar al-Naftiri, Badhl al-majhid fi hall Abi Dawiid (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Iimiyya,
2024) 20:184.
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360 veins (‘irg), half of which are active (mutaharrik) and half of which are inactive (sakin)
at any given time. When these positions shift, the imbalance threatens the health and life
of the believer.” The functional explanation of these divisions is never far removed from
the soteriological. It is said that when the sun rose, Muhammad would wake and thank God
360 times, corresponding to the body’s makeup.* In at least one instance, Muhammad links
heavenly and earthly itemizations of one’s being, saying to Abl Bakr (d. 634), “God has 360
characteristics for which, should those that come to him on the Day of Judgment have one
of them, He admits them into the Garden.” Abt Bakr then replies, “O Messenger of God,
have I any of them?” Muhammad responds, “All of them are within you, O Ab{i Bakr.”*
Any portion of the human external or internal form that has honored God earns entry into
heaven as part of a greater whole.

The symbolic potentials of 360 are activated through Muhammad’s religiopolitical
endeavors as well. On entering the Ka‘ba after seizing Mecca from the Quraysh, he famously
confronts “360 idols,” surrounding him on all sides, which he lays upon their faces to
simulate their capitulation. This moment is regularly supplied as the reason for revelation,
or sabab al-nuzil, for Qur’an 17:81, “And say, ‘The truth has come and falsehood has
vanished. Indeed, falsehood is bound to vanish.”” It is perhaps through ongoing attempts
to continue Muhammad’s mission and, in so doing, to align the ideals of heaven and earth
that the number 360 steadily reappears in narratives of subsequent expansions. Muhammad
does not seem to have been the one to officialize the number by, say, embedding it in
formal contracts with the polytheists he subdued, though. Instead, its circulation in hadiths,
akhbar, and popular legends like those of Alexander—and its contested place in scholars’
more exacting exegeses—suggests that 360 was a symbol retained in and mediated through
oral culture, as opposed to a straightforward product of early political instantiation or later
literary embellishment.

Though it does not appear in treaties or discussions thereof from Muhammad’s lifetime,
360 may have quickly taken on an air of officialdom through extrapolations from related
uses by neighboring states. That the standard of setting tribute totals according to the
days of the year circulated in Late Antiquity is evident in annals that relied on the work of
Theophilus of Edessa (d. 785), a Syriac Christian who served as an astrologer in al-Mahdi’s
(d. 785) court.” In the year 684-85, the Byzantines under Justinian II readjusted the terms of
a prior peace treaty made with the Umayyad caliph Mu‘awiya (d. 680) around the year 678
after a failed siege on Constantinople. The renewal of talks followed the incursions by the
Mardaites that had since ensued, on which Theophilus reports. As a result, the Muslims, now
ruled by ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan (d. 705), were to give 1,000 dinars, one slave, one horse,
and one silk garment each day. Robert Hoyland shows that most chroniclers reproduce the

47. Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1983), 57:316.

48. Ibid.

49, Tbn ‘Imad al-Aqfahsi, al-Irshad ila ma waqa‘a fi al-figh wa-ghayrihi min al-i‘dad, ed. ‘Adil Ahmad ‘Abd
al-Mawjud et al. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 1992), 2:585.

50. Robert Hoyland, Theophilus of Edessa’s Chronicle and the Circulation of Historical Knowledge in Late
Antiquity and Early Islam (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2011), 180-82.
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formulation of numbering items in thousands and ones per day directly,” while Theophaneés
the Confessor (d. ca. 817), writing in Greek, instead glosses it as an annual sum of “365,000
dinars, 365 slaves, 365 horses,” and so on.”” Julius Wellhausen interprets the annual totals
in denominations of 360, apparently using the same calendrical reasoning found in the
preponderance of Muslim sources—as I explore further below, both numbers are sometimes
recorded by Muslim authors based on perceptions of how long each party to an agreement
might understand a year to be.”

This same negotiation between 365 and 360 is also evident in Christian Arabic sources
where authors draw on prior Greek and Syriac material, as when Agapius of Hierapolis’s (d.
ca. 942) history records Basilides of Alexandria’s heretical cosmology as consisting of 360
heavens (wa-yaqul bi-thalathmi’a wa-sittin sama’), with one appearing each new day, while
Irenaeus states several centuries before him that Basilides’ heavens numbered 365, and the
year’s length follows in kind.** That is, the figures of 360 and 365, and the formula of “one
unit per day,” were relatively interchangeable in religiopolitical applications that extend
from Late Antiquity into the Islamic period. The knowledge that they would have been
meaningful across cultures and states would have reinforced their importance.

At the same time, there are no discussions to my knowledge of Muslims stipulating per
diem terms of tribute—iterated out to increments of either 360 or 365—when they won
victories against the Byzantines until the post-Abbasid period. Instead, they begin to figure
in portrayals of peace agreements from the tenth to eleventh centuries onward. It is widely
claimed, for example, that Alp Arslan contracted an annual payment of 360,000 dinars after
the Battle of Manzikert. Also around this time, in popular storytelling, foretelling that a
charismatic Byzantine territory like Amorium could offer its holder “1,000 dinars” each day
illustrated the infinite promise of conquest or compliance.” Earlier, the figure of 360,000 or
400,000 dinars annually yielded from settlements at the Syro-Anatolian frontier (thaghr) is
attested by Ibn Khurdadhbih (d. 912), not as an item of tribute but as tax revenue (kharaj).*®

51. The Latin Chronicle of 741 does, though, replace the generic and masculinized “slave” with “girl.”
Hoyland, Theophilus, 182.

52. Theophanes, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor, trans. Cyril Mango and Roger Scott (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1997), 503.

53. Julius Wellhausen, “Arab Wars with the Byzantines in the Umayyad Period,” in The Formation of the
Classical World, vol. 8, Arab-Byzantine Relations in Early Islamic Times, ed. Michael Bonner, 31-64 (London:
Routledge, 2004), 46.

54, Agapius, Kitab al-‘Unvan, ed. and trans, Alexandre Vasiliev (Paris: Patrologia Orientalis, 1917), 2:506.
Robert M. Grant, Irenaeus of Lyons: The Early Church Fathers (London: Routledge, 1997), 69. On Agapius’s
knowledge of Greek, see Maria Conterno, “Shaping the Good Christian King under Muslim Rule: Constantine and
the Torah in the Melkite Arabic Chronicle of Agapius of Mabbug (Tenth Century),” in The Good Christian Ruler
in the First Millennium, ed. Philip Michael Forness, Alexandra Hasse-Ungeheuer, and Hartmut Leppin, 421-44
(Berlin: De Gruyter Brill, 2021), 423-24.

55. Rachel Schine, Black Knights: Arabic Epic and the Making of Medieval Race (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2024), 201.

56. Ralph W. Bauer, “Boundaries and Frontiers in Medieval Muslim Geography,” Transactions of the
American Philosophical Society 85, no. 6 (1995): 1-73, at 18. Al-Muqaddasi, who quotes Ibn Khurdadhbih on the
earlier 400,000 dinar khar3j figure for Qinnasrin, also names Qinnasrin and the ‘awasim as territories that later
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These figures do not represent direct absorptions of Byzantine precedents in the region,
though; tax farming in increments of 360,000 is said to have been proposed by Abbasid
governors in the east as well, and ‘Adud al-Dawla’s target revenue from a few decades later
has been mentioned above.”’

Over time, the symbolism of 360 increasingly becomes a conscious part of Muslim
statecraft—and of that statecraft’s depiction through configurations of topoi that bridged
genres and traditions. Whether in official formulae or literary tropes, the number
functioned as part of paradigms of success and subjugation or of goals to be achieved, not
as a precise sum. Discussions of prospective conquest yields and revenues, in particular,
inevitably mixed a degree of estimation with aspiration. The figures that recurred in these
approximations elegantly cohered with the rhythms of the cosmos and prior models of
prophethood and kingship in ways that others could readily appreciate. They were, in other
words, quantitative elements whose resonances were also clearly qualitative for their users.

Memory, Identity, and Reckoning a Conquest

That the number 360 comes to special prominence in tribute agreements involving early
Muslim incursions into Upper Egypt and the central Sahara may be a quirk of the source
material: Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam'’s Futith Misr is one of the earliest extant histories of its kind,
and it happens to center on Egypt and the Maghrib. But this section shows that the Futiih
establishes a wide and deep set of premises for the number’s regional importance.*® In
addition to itself symbolizing historicity and continuity, the number 360 then takes on a
sense of greater constancy through its invocation by successive authors as part of the bagt,
even as the other Saharan polities to which it was said to have been applied drop from the
narrative.” Yet chroniclers who follow Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam did not merely parrot the past,
nor did they all receive it in identical form. They selectively and creatively elaborated the

yielded a sum of 360,000 dinars to Sayf al-Dawla as a hefty fee in return for his fortification of them (himayatuhu
thagilatan), more than was paid by other Syrian territories. Al-Muqaddasi, Kitab Ahsan al-tagasim fi ma‘rifat
al-aqalim, ed. Michael Jan de Goeje (Leiden: Brill, 1877), 189.

57. The Concluding Portion of the Experiences of the Nations by Miskawaihi, vol. 4 of The Eclipse of the
‘Abbasid Caliphate: Original Chronicles of the Fourth Islamic Century, trans. H. F. Amedroz and D. S. Margoliouth
(Oxford: Fox Jones & Co., 1921), 404; Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi al-tarikh (Damascus: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1997),
7:58.

58. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam uses prior events that unfolded during either earlier Muslim conquests or the
pre-Islamic period to prefigure and explain the conquest of Egypt elsewhere as well: ‘Amr b. al-‘As is said to
have entered Egypt during the jahiliyya and become acquainted with its peoples, including establishing trade
relations through an Alexandrian cleric (shammas); the caliph ‘Umar’s prayers for the Nile's rise are answered
as were Moses’s, and so on. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, The History of the Conquest of Egypt, North Africa and Spain
Known as the Futiih Misr of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, ed. Charles C. Torrey (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1922), 54, 151.

59. This could be in part because, as Elizabeth Savage notes, ‘Uqgba’s path through the Fezzan did not in fact
engender continuous trade or the establishment of local garrisons. The next wave of Muslim missions south of
the Libyan coast occurs a half-century later. At the same time, decades passing between acknowledgments of
an agreement is a seeming staple of conquest historiography, as shown below. Elizabeth Savage, A Gateway to
Hell, a Gateway to Paradise: The North African Response to the Arab Conquests (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2021), 73.
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number’s movement along oral and written channels in their discussions of the relationship
between Nubian and Muslim states while giving the impression of its seamless endurance.
More than an unchanging fact of diplomatic exchange, their usages of 360 index relational
perceptions of wealth, sovereignty, slaving practices, and racialization.

In Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s account, there was already a backdrop of power dynamics
articulated through the number 360 that the conquering hero, ‘Uqba b. Nafi‘ (d. 683), stands
to restore and strengthen when he begins his travels across North Africa under Mu‘awiya
in 667, though ‘Ugba also extends these stipulations farther than ever before. In addition
to the conditions of the baqt with Nubia brokered by ‘Abd Allah b. Sa‘d (d. 656) over a
decade before ‘Uqba’s arrival, Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam states that ‘Uqgba first extracts 360 people
(thalathmi’a ra’s wa-sittin ra’san) from Waddan in accordance with “what Busr [b. Abi
Art’at] had imposed on them” during his initial conquest of the region under ‘Amr b. al-‘As
(d. ca. 664) almost twenty years prior—an agreement that had seemingly lapsed.®

A politics of memory and its reinforcement is laced through ‘Ugba’s encounters with
local sovereigns from this initial meeting. When he brings Waddan to heel, he takes its
ruler and crops his ear (wa-akhadha malikahum wa-jada‘a udhunahu). The king exclaims,
“Why have you done this to me when you had [already] made a compact with me (wa-gad
@hadtani)?” ‘Ugba replies, “I did this as a lesson for you (fa‘altu hadha bi-ka adaban la-ka),
that when you touch your ear you may recall it (dhakartahu) and shall not make war on the
Arabs.”®* He then takes the promised 360 people.

‘Ugba is presented as wading into terra incognita as he ventures beyond the lands with
which Busr had treated in a set of parallel episodes. He asks the people of Waddan whether
anyone lies beyond them (hal min wara’ikum ahad) and receives the reply that Jarma in
the Fezzan is the next city. After traveling eight nights, the general arrives and calls the
people to Islam, and they answer peaceably. The ruler of Jarma comes to pay his respects,
but ‘Ugba sends a brigade of horsemen to separate the unhardened (na%man) king from his
retinue, forcing him to continue on foot; he walks to the point of exhaustion and begins
to spit up blood. He asks ‘Ugba, “Why have you done this to me when I came in obeisance
(wa-qad ataytuka ta’i‘an)?” ‘Ugba again replies, “As a lesson, that you may remember it
and not make war against the Arabs.” He then imposes the levy of 360 slaves (‘abd) and
begins his return.® The route he takes back north, where he eventually establishes the city
of Qayrawan—again building on the prior labors of Mu‘awiya b. Hudayj (d. ca. 670), who
had used the area as a garrison—is a perambulatory one. ‘Ugba goes “palace by palace”
across the Fezzan until he arrives at the furthest of them (agsaha), inquires whether anyone
lies yet beyond, and is apprised of the gasba of Kawar at a desert pass in Niger, another
fifteen days thence. The palaces of Kawar have been well-fortified (tahassanii), but after a
monthlong siege, ‘Ugba seizes the ruler and cuts off one of his fingers as an object lesson
and imposes the 360-person levy.”

60. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 194-95.
61. Ibid.
62. Ibid.
63. Ibid.
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Michael Brett argues that such stories are transparently fictional. In his view, the ninth-
century tales of ‘Amr’s and ‘Uqgba’s Maghribi dealings were contrived after the fact to
portray Sudanese and Berber rulers as reneging on preexisting agreements in order to
justify the extraction of slaves, because by this time Islamic law had begun to crystallize
and it had become unallowable to enslave peoples with whom peace agreements had been
reached.* Indeed, unlike with the baqt, these agreements with Sahelian powers are largely
absent from later literature, which adds to the impression that they are lore spun off from a
comparatively resilient arrangement.

At the same time, the bagt’s legal implications, and particularly the limits it placed
on a broader traffic in enslaved people, appear far from settled for the early jurists.
Indeed, discussion of them reflects legal and interpersonal debates that surrounded the
establishment of the Sunni madhhabs. Al-Maqrizi summarizes varied opinions in his Khitat:
Malik b. Anas (d. 795) ruled that the peace with Nubia proscribed enslaving peoples from the
region affected by the treaty, up to the boundaries of ‘Alwa. His contemporary, al-Layth b.
Sa‘d (d. 791), eponym of a short-lived counter-Maliki school and student of the noted hadith
traditionist of Nubian descent, Yazid b. Abi Habib (d. ca. 737), emends Malik’s statement. He
claims, “Whatever of [the Nubians’] possessions is stolen or [seized] in raiding against one
another, its purchase is valid” for Muslims, even with a standing sulh, or peace, between
the Nubians and themselves.® Other narrations show al-Layth going a step further: in Abu
“Ubayd al-Qasim b. al-Sallam’s (d. 838) Kitab al-Amwal, al-Layth and others are said to have
permitted the purchase of the Nubians’ “own children” (abna’uhum) because the Muslims’
laws about enslavement do not extend to their lands in any case.®® How the Nubians might
sustain a tribute in slaves—with their own subjects or families, according to their divergent
sensibilities, or with captives from wars they fought against other adversaries who were
to otherwise be funneled into the slave trade—was, in other words, beyond Muslims’
jurisdiction, and the trade in persons removed from Nubian territories by Nubian actors
was to remain uninhibited.

In this regard, the agreements at Waddan, Jarma, and Kawar that echo the baqt’s
ambiguous demand for captives appear less as a canny back-projection of established law
than as traces of narratives about practices of sovereignty, slaving, and commerce that
were extrapolated across the region.®® While this transference relates in part to proximity

64. Michael Brett, “The Arab Conquest and the Rise of Islam in North Africa,” in The Cambridge History of
Africa, vol. 2,From c. 500 B.C.to A.D. 1050, ed. ]. D. Fage, 490-555 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978),
506.

65. Al-Magqrizi, Kitab al-Mawa‘iz wa-1-itibar fi dhikr al-khitat wa-1-athar (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Iimiyya,
1997), 1:371.

66. Abl ‘Ubayd al-Qasim b. al-Sallam, Kitab al-Amwal, ed. Khalil Muhammad Harras (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr,
1988), 193.

67. Nor are debates about the existence and nature of legal agreements during the conquest period exclusive
to the bagt in Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s text; whether Egypt was conquered by force or subdued by a sulh under ‘Amr
b. al-‘As is a dispute he raises in the Futiih, with some saying all but Alexandria was party to an initial peace
entailing six conditions (shur@it), and others saying the entire region was opened forcibly. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam,
History, 84-90.

68. Geoffrey Khan, Arabic Documents from Medieval Nubia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2024),
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and similar political-economic considerations, perceptions of the shared Blackness of
peoples along the Saharan frontier was also a clear factor. Abu ‘Ubayd’s writings on Nubia
indicate that one source of uncertainty about the prospective identities of the enslaved
that needed to be carefully parsed stemmed from the conflation of Nubian subjects with
people racialized as Black in surrounding regions. He narrates from Yazid b. Abi Habib
that “between the Blacks (al-asawid) and the people of Egypt, there is neither an accord
(‘ahd) nor a covenant (mithaq), rather it is a truce (hudna) between us and them—we are to
give them some wheat and lentils, they are to give us slaves—and there is no issue with us
purchasing their slaves from them or from others besides them.” Abli ‘Ubayd then glosses,
“[this applies to] Blacks (al-asawid) and Nubians (al-Niba) and those who resemble them
(wa-ma ashbahaha) from the stidan, though the peace is unique to the Nubians (wa-innama
al-sulh li-I-Nuba khasatan).”® Alongside the use of asawid in this case, siidan is likely no
mere redundancy meant to also indicate those regarded as Black; instead, it seems that
there are known groups of Black people and Nubians, as well as a broader regional and
cultural classification called al-sudan containing yet more Black people with whom one can
interact on similar terms, but which is not comprised of them entirely.”

For Abu ‘Ubayd, who exactly was considered kindred with whom in the broader
geocultural formation of the stidan is thus fuzzy, as is where precisely al-Nuba begins and
ends, but we get a sense that some “resemble” the Nubians more than others. The Nubians
therefore appear as a specific touchstone for navigating a more nebulous and much larger
grouping of “Blacks.” But it is worth dwelling on the fact that who counted among al-Niiba
and when was itself mutable. That changeability informs representations of the baqt in the
historiographic tradition, even as authors perpetuated a seemingly transhistorical Nubia
through their choice of terminology and overtures to the treaty’s persistence.

Which of the Nubian kingdoms was initially party to the bagt—Makuria (Ar. Muqurra)
or Nobadia (Ar. Maris)—is disputed. Much initial scholarship agreed that it was Makuria.
Despite a flurry of (re-)construction at the Makurian capital of Dongola in the seventh
century and the city’s several mentions in Islamic sources on the baqt, including in Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hakam’s earliest account, Geoffrey Khan recently argued that the agreement must have
been made with the farther northern kingdom of Nobadia, in whose territory diplomatic
gifts of slaves were later administered at a palace called Qasr Ibrim; in this he follows Heinz
Halm.”* Artur Obtuski concurs and argues that the ethnonym al-Nuiba refers to Nobadians
specifically in early Arabic writings and cannot yet mean “Nubians” in a general sense.”

9.
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al-siidan as a straightforward shortening of the phrase bilad al-stidan, or “lands of the Blacks;” where it is clearly
indicating a human grouping, as when counterposed with bidan or used with human plurals, I render al-sudan
as Black people. At times, as with Ibn al-Faqih’s usage discussed below, al-siidan is used in both ways at once,
with different modifiers appearing in the same sentence.

71. Khan, Arabic Documents, 8; Halm, “Nubische Baqt,” 64. I use gifts here in the sense first advanced by
Spaulding, who argues that a “system of diplomatic gift exchanges” was part of East African royal practice prior
to the Muslims’ arrival, as shown in Byzantine histories in Spaulding, “Medieval Christian Nubia,” 585.

72. Obluski, “First Contacts,” 643.
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A related question is when the two kingdoms become one; though some scholars place
their consolidation into Great Makuria at the close of the sixth century prior to the Muslims’
arrival, Nobadia and Makuria may not have yet been unified in the 650s.” The first epigraphic
attestation of their unification dates to the early eighth century.”* Martin Hinds and Hamdi
Sakkout argue that if it occurred around this time, Makuria’s absorption of Nobadia could
have been the impetus to attempting to further formalize the bagt as evidenced in the
eighth-century letter authored by the Abbasid governor of Egypt that reiterates aspects of
the arrangement’s terms. However, they do not take a stance on whether prior negotiations
were with Nobadia or its southern neighbor.” These external developments were balanced
with internal pressures; in the same era when the Nubian kingdoms were consolidating, the
Abbasids were increasingly concerned with “entrenching [their presence] in the provinces”
and “stabilizing frontiers.””®

By the time of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s writing a century later, these frontiers were more
fixed and Great Makuria was larger and more consolidated than previous entities. This
perhaps adds context to his presentation of the engagement with the Nubians at Dongola,
which Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam portrays as a model of the Muslims’ resolve in the face of
muscular adversity. ‘Abd Allah b. Sa‘d is said to have “raided the Blacks (al-asawid),” who
here are simply “the Nubians” (wa-hum al-Nuiba) in 651. He did so alongside three named
fighters who each lost an eye in the battle. Their afflictions resulted in the day being named
“Rumat al-Hadaqg,” or the Day of the Casting of Eyes.”” The references to the Nubians’ skill in
sharpshooting echo one of Noth’s “etiological” topoi that is used to glorify Muslim fighters
elsewhere in the corpus of futuhat, as at the battle of Anbar in Iraq; in its application to
East African archers, the euphemism also has Greek antecedents.”® The Nubians’ exceptional
prowess is further reinforced for Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam through the repetition and inversion
of well-known motifs in subsequent poetry, which laments that, “My eye never saw a day
the likes of [the raid on] Dongola / the horses coursed weighed down with armor (bi-I-duri
muthaqqalatan).””

73. On the reconstruction of Dongola’s infrastructure, see Godlewski, “Short History,” 603.

74. As for pictorial evidence, an early depiction that may show the unification of the kingly seat of Dongola
with the eparchate of Nobadia using a doubled crown appears on an undated potsherd excavated at Serra East
whose meaning is disputed. According to Magdalena Laptas, the image may simply depict the fusion of two
types of crowns between which the Makurian ruler alternated—a horned one used also by later local sultanates
such as Sennar, and the standard Byzantine crown bearing the cross. Magdalena Lapta$, “The Crown of the
Eparch of Nobadia?” Mitteilungen zur Christlichen Archiologie 18 (2012): 21-32; Louis V. Zabkar, “The Eparch
of Nubia as King,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 22, no. 4 (1963): 217-109.

75. Hinds and Sakkout, “Egyptian-Nubian Relations,” 170.

76. Ibid., 167-68.

77. Ton ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 188.

78. Noth, Arabic Historical Tradition, 194; Seignobos, “L'Egypte,” 44-47.

79. Tbn ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 188; Obtuski follows Halm in reading the reference to horses weighed down
by armor as indicating they were equipped with breastplates, which he uses to argue for this verse being wholly
anachronistic, in Obtuski, “First Contacts,” 643-44. However, there are a few problems with this. The phrasing
could indicate that the horses were weighed down with their riders’ armor rather than their own (this is yet
clearer in variants on the verse that replace bi-I-durii‘ with wa-I-durii®). Moreover, dar€ could be fashioned of
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Framed as a charismatic defeat by a worthy opponent, replete with scenes of honorable
sacrifice, Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam states that at the end of the battle at Dongola, Ibn Sa‘d
“concluded a truce with [Nubia] because he could not subdue them (idh lam yutighum).”®
Unlike with the univocal report on the Central Saharan territories, Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s
narrators of the events at Nubia are varied, though Yazid b. Abi Habib is a key presence. He
relates that the two promised not to raid each other and that Nubia would send “such and
such (kadha wa-kadha) head of captives (sabi),” while the Muslims in return would send
them “such and such amount of grain and such and such of lentils each year.”® Descended
from a freedman (mawla) from Nubia dubbed Suwayd, literally, “little Black man,” Yazid’s
presence would at first seem to testify to this exchange. However, he narrates that his father
was among the “captives of Dongola (abi min sabi Damqala),” implicitly taken in the initial
battle rather than as part of any additional tribute or mutual gift-giving that followed. That
Yazid, with his renamed, formerly enslaved father, is one of the main narrators who uses
al-asawid, rather than al-Nuba or yet more specific names for the people from whom he is
descended, perhaps marks his attempts to translate his identity across a cultural gap. Or
perhaps it speaks to the types of information loss that can occur within just one generation
of displacement.

Notably, no named witness in Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s discussion recounts particular
numbers of enslaved people to be supplied in the original truce (hudna); Yazid has replaced
the number with a stopgap (kadha wa-kadha). Instead, it is one of the anonymous elders
of Egypt (mashayikh) who cites the stipulation of 360 slaves, lending it an air of common
knowledge stewarded across generations. Still others say it was in truth 400 slaves. This
may be because to the 360 was added 40 persons given to Ibn Sa‘d directly. The number was
fixed, it is said, in the registers of Fustat before they were burned—seemingly a reference to
the orders of the caliph Marwan in 750—but arrived orally to Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam.*

Oral transmission and its textual distillation could take a variety of shapes, as is evident
in the work of al-Mas‘tdi (d. 956), who was born a few decades after Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s
demise and whose account of the baqt’s terms diverges from his predecessor’s in telling
ways:

‘Abd Allah b. Sa‘d was appointed over Egypt and agreed with [the Nubians] on the
known number of head of captives from those whom this king neighboring the Muslims
had taken from other kingdoms of Nubia, which have been mentioned previously at
the start of the chapter named for the realm of Nobadia (Maris) and other Nubian

mail or skins as well as plate armor. This all may be beside the point. As Nathaniel A. Miller states, arguments
about a given verse’s authenticity or inauthenticity—or unprovable accusations of forgery—overlook the
complexities of oral transmission and canonization. Miller, The Emergence of Arabic Poetry: From Regional
Identities to Islamic Canonization (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2024), 31. It is worth stating
that by far the most unique feature in the poem is the mention of the city of Dongola (Damgala, in Ton ‘Abd
al-Hakam), which does not otherwise appear in the Futiih except in a narration by Yazid b. Abi Habib discussed
below.

80. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 188.
81. Ibid.
82. Ibid.
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lands. Thus, [the Nubians] have sent those they had seized as captives to the leader of
Egypt each year running up to this point (sana jariya fi kull sana ila hadhihi al-ghaya).
This captivity became known in Arabic in the lands of Egypt and Nubia as “al-baqt.”
Its number is 365 heads, which I believe was assessed on the number of days in a year
(wa-arahu rasm ‘ala ayyam al-sana). [The captives] were sent to the treasury of the
Muslims as the condition of the truce between them and Nubia.”

Al-Mas‘td1’s discussion of the numbers that the bagt entailed bears the imprint of a
boundedly heterogenous oral tradition that carried the motif, rather than either a purely
literary or legal construct conveyed verbatim. Unlike with the 360 heads of his predecessor,
he specifies 365 persons, adding that he believes this to be representative of the days
of the year. As with variations among the Christian chroniclers above, we can imagine
phrasings like “a slave per day,” or “one for every day of the year” circulating widely
and leading to both this figure and his interpretation of its significance. Al-Mas‘udi was
also no stranger to calendrical differences; he includes a section in his Murtj al-dhahab
on the months in different dating systems and notes that Coptic, Syriac, and Byzantine
Christian calendars all share a 365-day year.* It seems al-Mas‘udi arrives at his calculation
by converting the terms of the agreement in whatever form they have come to him to what
he presumes the Nubians’ calendrical system to be. In so doing, he displays a fidelity to the
numbers themselves—to getting the math right—that works against a symbolic reading and
instead serves to “harden” the figure, an elaborative pattern that Christian Lange refers
to elsewhere as a “development toward the concrete” in interpretative literatures.® This
development is not the product of progressive textual unification, but of varied paths of
reception and interpretation.

The work of the Fatimid diplomat to Nubia, Ibn Sulaym al-Aswant (fl. ca. 970), preserved
in al-Magqrizi, similarly underscores the role of memory and orality in the baqt’s endurance
even while upholding continuous physical documentation as an ideal. According to
al-Aswani, the Abbasid governor ‘Abd Allah b. Tahir (d. 844/45) bemoaned the scarcity of
a paper trail for the accord. After first trying and failing to find the written agreement,
he surveys oral reports from local traditionists instead. Happily, what documentation he
eventually does find in Fustat’s new diwan is said to conform to their reportage.® For his
part, al-Aswani—whose missions signal a period of intensified relations with Nubia under
the Fatimids that endures through the following century—attests several times over to
the 360 stipulation, and his writings coincide with the increased mention elsewhere of
denominations of 360 for taxes and spoils in descriptions of statecraft and officialdom.

Though authors were alert to the “mediatedness” of their materials to varying extents,
and certainly to their role as mediators, the oral channels that sustained the use of 360 in
relation to the baqt rarely figure overtly in their narratives. In the transmission of dialogues

83. Al-Mas‘tdi, Murdj al-dhahab wa-ma‘adin al-jawhar, ed. Mufid Muhammad Qamiha (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘limiyya, 2012), 2:21-22,

84. Ibid., 209-17.
85. Lange, Justice, 128.

86. El-Hag H. M. Kheir, “A Contribution to a Textual Problem: Ibn Sulaym al-Aswani’s Kitab Akhbar al-Nuba
wa-1-Maqurra wa-I-Beja wa-I-Nil,” Arabica 36, no. 1 (1989): 36-80, at 67-68.
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between Nubian and Muslim interlocutors, the number goes unstated except in a Syriac
source, Bar Hebraeus’s (d. 1286) Chronography. Almost all such recorded dialogues capture
encounters with the same Nubian delegation to the Abbasids in 836. Bar Hebraeus records
that while visiting Baghdad, the Patriarch of Antioch interacted with the delegation’s leader,
one George, who states that, “It is true that it is our duty to give tribute annually, viz. three
hundred and sixty Moorish [sic] slaves,” as well as apes, ostriches, ivories, and other lavish
gifts in return for grain.”” However, because the Baghdadis have ceased to supply grain, the
Nubians have ceased sending slaves in kind; as a kindness to the caliph, the young royal
George had come to tell them as much in person. Though the Chronography, recorded in
the thirteenth century, places the number 360 in the mouth of the Nubian ruler, when
George’s dialogue with al-Mu‘tasim (d. 842) is reprised in the Arabic sources, this piece of
the conversation is absent.

In his Khitat, al-Magqrizi draws on al-Aswani when recalling at length the story of “Firqa”
(or Qirqa, that is, George) who came as emissary to al-Mu‘tasim during the rule of his father,
Zachariah. His reason for coming to Baghdad was, in al-Maqrizi’s understanding, the same
reason that the bagt payments had lapsed: Nubia had grown weak and was being subdued
by its Muslim neighbors. Impatient with his father’s weakness against these threats and
his insistence on upholding a one-sided peace, George advises they go to war but instead is
dispatched to Baghdad to first survey the Muslims’ capabilities. There, he is visibly overawed
with the city’s wealth. Presciently, al-Mu‘tasim deals generously with George, redoubling
his gifts (gabila hadiyyatahu wa-kafa’ahu bi-adfiha), offering him a house in Baghdad as
well as supporting his purchase of properties along the route back to Nubia for boarding
future delegations.®”® Al-Mu‘tasim heaps many added favors on the Nubians. He later is said
to take stock of the fact that the Muslims are supplying Nubia with far more than Nubia
returns in the form of the bagt, at which point he decides to only allow exchanges every
three years; this appears to directly reference earlier traditions about the rule of al-Mahdi,
who is said to have permitted the Nubians to send tribute northward once every three years
due to their alleged difficulty meeting the bagt’s terms.®

In contrast with al-Maqrizi’s portrayal of Nubia’s weakness, the anticipation of favorable
economic conditions could explain why al-Mu‘tasim entertained the audience to begin with.
The ninth century marks the beginning of an era of “unprecedented economic prosperity in
several sectors of Nubian society.” In Nubia, George’s successful mission partly occasioned
the construction of one of the region’s most elaborate churches.’ Throughout al-Mu‘tasim’s

87. Bar Hebraeus, quoted in Avinoam Shalem, The Oliphant: Islamic Objects in Historical Context (Leiden:
Brill, 2004), 27-28. On the Syriac use of mawrayg, often translated as “Moors,” to indicate blackness, see Francois
de Blois, “Remarks on Some European Names in the Syriac Life of Mar Yabalaha,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society 26, no. 1-2 (2016): 229-34, at 232n22.

88. Al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 1:371-72.

89. Sylvie Denoix, “Islamic Historiography on Early Muslim Relations with Nubia,” in Egypt and the Eastern
Mediterranean World: From Constantinople to Baghdad, 500-1000 CE, ed. Jelle Bruning, Janneke H. M. de Jong,
and Petra M. Sijpestijn, 103-30 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 123.

90. Alexandros Tsakos, “Medieval/Christian Nubia,” in Oxford Research Encyclopedia of African History
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), n.p.

91. Ibid.; Godlewski, “Short History,” 609.
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rule, relations with Nubia endure and Nubian sovereigns continue to feel emboldened
to request measures from al-Mu‘tasim’s court that reinforce their legitimacy, such as
investigating wrongful business transactions brokered with Nubian subjects and removing
a Muslim fortress that sits on Nubian land.”” To be sure, the Muslims are portrayed as also
continuing to benefit from their relationship. According to al-Magqrizi, the baqt endures
in some form under the auspices of the Abbasid caliphs until the advent of the Fatimids.
However, when discussing the actual number of enslaved people required during this
period, al-Maqrizi quotes not from any of these encounters or administrators, but from the
writings of other historians. He prominently features al-Mas‘tdi with his 365 persons. And
he adds the opinions of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s near-contemporary, al-Baladhuri (d. 892), who
states that from its original revenue of 400 persons, al-Mahdi adjusts the the bagt to require
360 persons and a giraffe.”

In addition to al-Maqrizi’s and Bar Hebraeus’s discussions, a third thirteenth-century
allusion to the 836 envoy in a separate stream of tradition adds to the impression of an
ascendant Nubia not through its trade in large quantities of enslaved people but in singular
luxury animals, which offered some of the “greatest gains” on the transregional economic
stage.” Al-Baladhuri suggests that Muslim leaders in the preceding century were already
interested in the flow of these novel prestige items. In his prosopography-cum-literary
anthology of physicians’ anecdotes, the Uyun al-anba’ fi tabaqat al-atibba’, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a
(d. 1270) records the arrival of Jirja (George) b. Zakariyya, the great noble (‘azim) of Nubia
to Samarra during the month of Ramadan. Among his gifts to al-Mu‘tasim were several
apes (girda), likely baboons.” Discussions of this plurality quickly give way as the narrative
homes in on the fate of one extraordinary specimen: al-Mu‘tasim sends one of his Turkic
ghulams with the choicest of the apes (“I do not recall having seen one with a larger body”)
to his physician, Yuhanna, to be bred with Yuhanna’s female ape, to whom the doctor was
quite attached.” Rather than refuse directly, Yuhanna states that he had been keeping her
to do a dissection study in the fashion of Galen, but that she was small, and her veins and
organs were weak. He then offers that he could conduct the study on the larger ape instead
and write an even better work on the caliph’s behalf. Al-Mu‘tasim assents.” Bar Hebraeus,
too, had mentioned the promise of a gift of apes above. But where in his narrative, the
envoys had failed to bring them, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a regales readers with their spectacular
appearance. Despite this contrast, there is a leading mention in Bar Hebraeus of one of
al-Mu‘tasim’s other physicians, Stilayman (likely Salmawayh b. Bunan), being dispatched
from Samarra to Baghdad with a delegation to meet the Nubian king.”®
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The scale of the gifts that the caliph bestows on George in kind is motivated differently
across narratives of their encounter in ways that reflect the perceived legitimacy of the
Nubian leader. Where al-Maqrizi writes of George’s frustration with his father’s style of rule,
Bar Hebraeus casts him as a usurper. While al-Maqrizi puts George up in a Baghdad home
because the caliph is impressed by his diplomatic skill (kabara fi ayn al-Mu‘tasim) in asking
for the release of the Nubian captives taken by their Egyptian neighbors, Bar Hebraeus
understands George’s residence in Baghdad to have been a gilded cage.” Allegedly, George
was stationed there pending an investigation of his credentials as a royal after a former
Nubian subject living in Baghdad accused him of fraud—only upon the investigation’s
closure does al-Mu‘tasim award George with gifts, likely more moved by embarrassment
than by munificence.

Much as with the discussions of the baqt’s origins, its later historiography paints
Nubia as a supplicant or a recalcitrant entity even while supplying evidence that subtly
contravenes this picture. Each author presumes that the Nubians arrive in Baghdad unable
or unwilling to pay their due, only to be met with extravagant offerings in return that make
little sense without either the legal externalities raised by Bar Hebraeus or the indulgent
solicitousness of the caliph—who cannot have known that George aimed to scout out the
Muslims’ financial and military means—sketched by al-Magqrizi, or else because the Nubian
economy itself has new and different things to offer. As with Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a’s narration
above, in both al-Magqrizi and Bar Hebraeus, the focal points of their exchanges are largely
qualitative and relational: what can the Muslims provide above and beyond the Nubians
or vice-versa, and how does this redound to their ability to influence each other? What
privileges or luxuries does each stand to deliver or safeguard? Allusions to the number 360
are meanwhile provided either as part of a reconstructed verbal exchange about what is not
in fact occurring, or a recounting of what ought to occur according to prior literature. Even
when being nominally upheld as a numeric standard in the present, these references are
embedded in a self-consciously historicist discourse about the nature of the Nubian-Muslim
dynamic and its contemporary flourishing or floundering.

As we have seen, rather than being inscribed upon the literature in a bid for editorial
coherence, a number that was widely mobilized for its figurative significance periodically
becomes concrete along the way. Each reiteration of 360 and its analogues ultimately
constitutes a reinterpretation of what the amount signifies and how “hard” that signification
may be. This was a product not just of authors’ receptions and recapitulations, but of the
shifting context in which Muslim powers sought to consolidate their frontiers and engage
with Nubian states for diplomatic and domestic ends. The resulting picture of flux and
repetition simultaneously belies the fixity of numeric prescriptions and hints at their
endurance as powerful topoi that could distill historic and future ideals.

Commonly Known as Bar Hebraeus, trans. Ernest A, Wallis Budge (Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1976), 1:135.
99. Al-Magqrizi, Khitat, 1:371.
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Making a Slaving Zone?

Despite attempts at reinforcing the baqt from the Muslim side, each of the histories explored
above showcases in its own way the marginal role coercion played in their transactions.
Instead, the Nubian elites were flexible in the gifts they sent to Egyptian rulers, and they
appear to have sustained their facilitation of these gifts for self-interested reasons, using
them to negotiate their own power and legitimacy across differing interest groups in places
like Aswan, near which Qasr Ibrim acted as an administrative hub on the threshold of
Muslim Egypt.'® The captives trafficked diplomatically for the bagt or in more regular
dynamics of trade were taken from the Nubian kingdoms’ own internecine wars and raids,
as evident in both al-Mas‘tdi and in al-Layth b. Sa‘d’s remarks. Not subjugated and exploited
vassals, Nubian traders were—at least from a legal perspective—necessary middlemen.

By the Fatimid period, when evidence from the Nubian side proliferates, they moreover
appear poised to financially benefit from the disparate value economies across the two
polities. Though this is suggested in intricate accounts of Nubia’s “exotic” animals in prior
Arabic narrative sources, it emerges differently and starkly in Nubia’s documentary record.
Between roughly the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, the sale of as few as three enslaved
persons in Cairo would have allowed one to purchase all the land plots priced out across
thirty-three letters in the private archive of one local official at Qasr Ibrim.'** The office of
the eparch accrued both social and financial capital from its management of commercial and
diplomatic interchange, over which it seems to have exerted exclusive authority between
the Nile’s first and second cataracts.'® In other words, these relationships were fruitful not
only for the Muslim actors involved, but for Nubian actors as well.

We do not have evidence from the “other side” for the far less detailed and less revisited
narratives of ‘Ugba b. Nafi”s conquests in the Sahara, whose terms seem to echo the baqgt’s.
And, as discussed above, these unanswered echoes appear grounded at least partly in a logic
of “resemblance” (shibh) within and across groups of “Blacks” even in the early sources. But
in contrast with the Muslims’ loss at Nubia, their coercive capabilities are front and center

100. These groups included, at a glance, other Nubian Christians, recently Islamized locals, Arab settlers
and administrators, and so on. Al-Mas‘Gdi appears to describe Qasr Ibrim’s placement and importance for these
groups. He also notes that various Islamized Upper Egyptians and resettled Arabs traced themselves to Qahtani
and Ma‘addi lineages, including a “portion (khalg) of the Quraysh.” Al-Mas‘Gdi, Muriij al-dhahab, 2:21-22. As
is done with the lineages of ‘Ugba b. Nafi® elsewhere across the Maghrib and Sahel, not only were Qurashi
lineages coveted in Egypt for their links to Muhammad, but so too for their connection to ‘Amr b. al-‘As as the
individual who first brought Islam to the region. Recent work by Mathieu Tillier excavates a gradual process of
incorporation from the papyrological record in the Upper Egyptian city of Esna, in which local mawali began
engaging in Arabic scholarship and provide evidence of early conversion, similarly to the first Muslims in
Aswan, but emerge only later in the literary record; it is they who likely would form the bulk of Upper Egypt’s
Muslim population before the Mamluk period, rather than a migrant population from the Arabian Peninsula.
Jelle Bruning and Khaled Younes, “An Arabic Papyrus Recording the Lineage of ‘Amr b. al-‘As,” Bulletin of the
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101. Giovanni R. Ruffini, Medieval Nubia: A Social and Economic History (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
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in Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s Saharan agreements, with each ruler suffering bodily mortification
and subdual in turn. These dynamics, coupled with the trans-Saharan trade that ensues
and the ubiquitous archetypes of Sudanese/Black slaves in later Arabic literature, make
it tempting to interpret allusions to an imagined continuous flow of enslaved people as
exemplary of the incipient narrative projection of “perfect slaving zones.” For Jeffrey Fynn-
Paul, this term describes the boundary between regions of the Islamic Mediterranean in
which coreligionists are theoretically not enslaveable and contiguous, extensive peripheries
populated by religious others that are maintained at the edge of larger, better-organized
states for the purpose of yielding a compulsory labor base.'”

Freamon and others interpret the bagt in precisely this way, as a framework for
furnishing a perpetually enslaveable repository for Muslim overlords. Likewise with Brett’s
understanding of Saharan rulers as being fancifully rendered as treaty-breakers so as to
legitimate the anomalous “taking of slaves from peoples who should have been exempt”
as “justifiable punishment,” implying that by the ninth century, Muslims felt empowered
to place Sudanese territories and their kings in a categorical state of exception and invent
narratives to support their activities.'” However, if we take seriously the mediatedness
and antiquity of topoi surrounding Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s episodes about admonitions to
the Saharan sovereigns, their parallelism with the Nubian case, and authors’ recurrent
allusions to the Nubian kingdoms’ own bellicose relationships with their neighbors, another
possibility emerges: the Saharan polities were acknowledged to be organized and militarized,
resting at the borders of regions in which Muslim power was in fact only superficially
entrenched. One of their modes of organization, in which militarization surely played a role,
was the trade in people. John Wright describes Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s account as attesting to
this indirectly:

This account does not confirm that there was a regular or even an active slave trade in
the central desert at the time, either in Saharan peoples or in blacks drawn from further
south. But presumably some worthwhile objective had diverted an Arab detachment
deep into the Sahara from the main conquest of the North African coastlands. It
is possible that in order to meet Arab demands for tribute in slaves (always of the
symbolical number of 360), the people of Fezzan and Kawar had to draw on well-
established sources of slaves in the central desert (Tibesti and Kawar themselves) and/
or from the southern desert fringes (Kanem). It has been argued that once the Arab
demand for slaves had been established, initially in the form of specific tribute levied
by conquest, it soon evolved into a regular and larger traffic.'®

We might now follow this logic in reverse. The “symbolical number of 360” idealized a large,
regular traffic that the political economy of the region would be sufficient to supply. To

103. Fynn-Paul, “Empire, Monotheism and Slavery.” He refines his theory of gradations of state organization
in Jeffrey Fynn-Paul, “Introduction: Slaving Zones in Global History,” in Slaving Zones: Cultural Identities,
Ideologies, and Institutions in the Evolution of Global Slavery, ed. Jeffrey Fynn-Paul, 1-22 (Leiden: Brill, 2018).

104. Brett, “Arab Conquest,” 506.
105. John Wright, The Trans-Saharan Slave Trade (London: Routledge, 2007), 19.
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this end, rather than breaking these regions’ bases of power and commerce, ‘Ugba is shown
disciplining and harnessing them. He treats the three kingdoms’ capacity to make war
against the Muslims as a legitimate threat, and he redirects those energies to the capture
of others instead. Though not an overt confirmation of a “regular or even an active” slave
trade, this is an allusive one that the foregoing literary analysis throws into far sharper
relief. Nor would such a trade or its lack of documentation be surprising in comparative
context.'® And while scholarly discussion of the trade in enslaved people across the Sahara
prior to the advent of Islam must for now remain largely speculative, that central Saharan
regions had robust trade relations to their north and east prior to the seventh century is
increasingly attested in archaeological studies.'”’

The Garamantes based out of Jarma (or Germa), ‘Ugba’s second stop, loom especially
large in this pre-Islamic trans-Saharan trade that extends through the early medieval
period, when their agricultural system collapses.'”® They also appear and then disappear
from the papyrological record in some of Muslim Egypt’s earliest extant slave sale contracts
in the ninth and tenth centuries, where Garamantian is a descriptor used alongside sawda’
(fem. “black”) and as a jins (“type”).'” Given that bills of sale use jins as a proxy not for
ethnic origins per se, but presumed origins on the basis of a combination of provenance
and racialization, the exact role of constituencies of so-called “Garamantians” as slavers,

106. As Anne Haour has highlighted as part of her “comparative approach” to slave trading in the Central
Sahel, both early medieval Europe and the early medieval Sahara exhibit a similar dearth of documentation,
despite the fact that their trades each fed the Mediterranean market and were increasingly consolidated
throughout the period. Anne Haour, “The Early Medieval Slave Trade of the Central Sahel: Archaeological and
Historical Considerations,” in Slaveryin Africa: Archaeology and Memory, ed. Paul Lane and Kevin C. MacDonald,
61-78 (London: British Academy, 2011), 74-75.

107. Anne Haour, “What Made Islamic Trade Distinctive, as Compared to Pre-Islamic Trade?” in Trade
in the Ancient Sahara and Beyond, ed. D. J. Mattingly et al., 80-100 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2017), 91. At Kawar, ‘Ugba’s westernmost named point, “trade-worthy stones” are the primary indicators of
pre-Islamic exchange with northern polities (local gems are attested in Roman histories and literary sources),
though Andrew Wilson also hypothesizes that Kawar was part of Garamantian trade networks, importing
their surplus grain. Wilson, “Saharan Trade in the Roman Period: Short-, Medium- and Long-Distance Trade
Networks,” Azania: Archaeological Research in Africa 47, no. 4 (2012): 409-49. It is worth noting that African
states in the far west that are mentioned in ninth-century Arabic sources have been subject to similar questions
about pre-Islamic trade, particularly Gao. Archaeologists analyzing beads buried at Gao in the eighth to ninth
centuries that historically supported the argument for an early Ibadi merchant settlement have since found a
small selection that use late Roman and early Byzantine techniques of production typically found in the Levant,
which may mean that the beads were recycled or “curated over several generations and... deposited much later”
than when they were first made; they do not speculate on where this curation occurred. Susan Keech McIntosh
et al., “Glass Beads from Medieval Gao (Mali),” Journal of African Archaeology 18, no. 2 (2020): 139-61, at 150.

108. Andrew Wilson, “The Spread of Foggara-based Irrigation in the Ancient Sahara,” in The Libyan Desert:
Natural Resources and Cultural Heritage, ed. David Mattingly et al., 205-16 (London: British Institute for Libyan
and North African Studies, 2006). As Wilson notes, legends of both the irrigation system’s establishment
and decline are many. Digging for groundwater also figures in ‘Ugba’s own travels in the region in Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hakam'’s account (Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 195).

109. Kristina Richardson, “The Boundaries and Geographies of Medieval Blackness,” in Islam on the Margins:
Studies in Memory of Michael Bonner, ed. Robert Haug and Steven Judd (Leiden: Brill, 2023), 221-22; see also
Naim Vanthieghem, “Quelques contrats de vente d’esclaves de la collection Aziz Atiyya,” Journal of Juristic
Papyrology 44 (2014): 163-87.
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captives, or both in supplying early Islamic markets remains an open question (much as
with varied “Nubians” above).'?°

To be sure, in narrative sources, the interest in markets for the enslaved is consistently
accompanied by fantasies of inexhaustibility. It is here that we might loosely connect a few
dots between Morgan’s early-modern numeracy and the numeric symbolism of the futiihat
by considering which historical claims are left to stand and which ones are nuanced or
called into question. Even as the figure of 360 “hardened” in Islamic historiography of the
bagt, audiences were regularly confronted with anecdotes in which the Nubians circumvent
its logistical demands. While at its most basic, this seems an indictment of the Nubians as
diplomatic partners, it also counters a discursive thread that runs through contemporaneous
literatures, in which the populations of the lands of the Blacks far outnumber those of the
“whites,” and their people are uniquely fertile. Writing around Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s time,
al-Jahiz (d. 868) acerbically relates that “the Blacks are more numerous than the whites, as
stony ground is more plentiful than wetland, and sand more than soil, and saltwater more
than sweet.”*"! Popular narratives first attested in the twelfth century render Black people
in their native lands as “uncountable.”*?

Population and space could readily go hand-in-hand. According to the tenth-century
Persian geographer Ibn al-Faqih, the sages (al-hukama’) sometimes visualized the lands of
the Blacks (al-stidan) as the tail of a bird whose wings stretched eastward and westward,
and whose head was al-Sham (Greater Syria). These dimensions fit with the fact that Black
people “are greater in number than the whites (wa-hum akthar ‘adadan min al-bidan).”***
A second version of this scheme is quoted by Ibn al-Faqih earlier in his Mukhtasar Kitab
al-Buldan and also is the first image of the region provided by Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam in the
introduction of his own Futiih. The bird’s tail is described there as the “meanest (sharr)
part” of the animal, extending “from Dhat al-Humam [at Egypt’s edge] to the point where
the sun sets (ila maghrib al-shams).”"** Egypt is meanwhile part of the chest, along with
Syria. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam ascribes this narration to ‘Amr b. al-‘As’s own son ‘Abd Allah,
who thus essentially admits that many of the lands his father pursued—which extended,
according to Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, into Tunisia—were less ideal than the rest. For Ibn al-Faqih,
the dual narrations render the massively populous lands of the Blacks homologous with the
Maghrib; for Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, this citation presages the distant horizon after which ‘Ugba
quests, but also the challenges he might meet as he does so. Sharr, with its simultaneous
connotations of evil, danger, and viciousness, reflects many of the dynamics that ‘Ugba’s
narrative contains: the perceived baseness and enslaveability of the denizens, perhaps, but
also their preparation, militant opposition, and difficult, distantly settled terrain.'"

110. On interpreting the use(s) of jins in slave sales, see Perry, Slavery and the Jews, 67-68 and 76-82. In
addition to trading slaves to the Romans, Wilson proposes that the Garamantes’ local irrigation systems were
largely the product of labor by enslaved people brought from sub-Saharan regions in “Saharan Trade,” 427.

111. Al-Jahiz, Rasa@’il al-Jahiz, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hariin (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1964), 216.
112. Schine, Black Knights, 246.
113. Ibn al-Faqih, Mukhtasar Kitab al-Buldan, ed. Michael Jan de Goeje (Leiden: Brill, 1885), 119.

114. Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 1-2. This passage is also discussed in Zayde Antrim, Routes and Realms: The
Power of Place in the Early Islamic World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 96.

115. As mentioned above in note 108, lack of water access at the Sahara’s fringes is a continuous theme.
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These narratives were not definitive, at least insofar as they were pinned to the
geographers’ models. Many continued to hold that the world was fundamentally balanced
in its distribution of peoples and resources and that habitability ceased by the equator
altogether due to its extreme heat, just as when nearing the Arctic due to extreme
cold. “Individual density” and “universal density” did not always or inevitably merge.
Yet untapped human plenitude that materializes at local, individual nodes but then
extends across a vast region is what Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s univocal and unifying account
of the Saharan kingdoms portends. As ‘Ugba progresses across the Maghrib, he inquires
repeatedly whether there lie kingdoms beyond the ones he has already discovered. Each
time that he meets with assent, he adds another source of a continuous supply of people to
his dossier. Fictions of an untold wealth in humans—with all the pernicious connotations
of exploitability and expendability that entails—are seeded in these legendary encounters
between a Muslim general and a world newly opened to him. Their anticipated ceaseless
flow, to which Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam’s singular narration supplies no sobering counterweight,
could be embodied neatly in a number. That number was 360.

Conclusion

This essay is essentially an extended meditation on what one number means. It may
be trivial to point to the existence, and indeed, ubiquity, of numerical idioms in other
cultures as such. However, by reading across several instances of the use of a numeric
idiom that represented all-encompassing, totalized, or steady and cyclical progression—
that is, the repetition of the number 360—we have arrived at a better understanding of the
discrepancies or relationships between a variety of texts and the events that they describe.
[ have focused on sources relating to the early engagements between Muslim armies and
polities that stretched from northeast Niger to Upper Egypt, which claimed that treaties
involving levies of 360 captives were rendered at several turns. Though concatenated with
ideas of Blackness, space, and population size in both medieval and modern historiography,
I showed that far from being subjected to a series of exceptional and extreme conditions, the
sites at the Sahara’s edge were imbricated into a shared Late Antique vernacular of power,
authority, and universality born out of concepts of time and the cosmos. The number 360
was not so much a device for practical reckoning as a theologically resonant, mnemonically
sticky, at once erudite and popular symbolic convention. It was deployed in official fictions
and adduced in historiographical traditions that represented the relationships Muslims
aimed to have with various places and peoples. Moreover, it gestured to these relationships’
greater significance—to the vast fortunes that were to unfold in an ordered but unlimited
fashion from their establishment.

During ‘Amr’s travels in western Egypt and Libya, we are apprised of lands settled by local “Berbers” who,
too far away to access the Nile, must “drink from the sky.” The Caliph ‘Umar resists ‘Amr’s proposal to go
the additional nine days from Tripolitania to Ifrigiyya because the land along the crossing is “blighted” or
“treacherous” (ghadira maghdiir bi-ha), suggesting a lack of vegetation, and without water (ma magqalat ayni
al-ma’). Ton ‘Abd al-Hakam, History, 170 and 173.
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