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Abstract 

 

Trials of Identity: 

 Investigating al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj in Modern Pro-Black Discourse  

 

Paige Mandisa Ingram, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Denise Spellberg 

 

Scholarship about the Muslim philosopher al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt of the same 

era has focused primarily on a specific set of historiographical questions. What was the 

relationship between al- Jāḥiẓ’s explorations of skin color and the revolt of the largely 

dark-skinned Zanj slaves in Basra, if any? Was the Zanj revolt essentially a class or race 

rebellion? Such questions, while significant, speak to the specific historical concerns--

about the social relations and political-economic systems--of Abbasid-era Baghdad and 

Basra. Somewhat neglected are the modern uses of this figure and moment in discourses 

outside the purview of academic study, particularly among politicized Black Americans 

and Black Muslims, for whom (in some quarters at least) al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt hold 

special import. The rise of Sunni Islam among Black Americans since the 1960s has 

presented an array of challenges to the unique sociopolitical and religious circumstances 

in which practitioners are mired. How to develop a religious tradition able to answer to 

the unique sociopolitical challenges faced by Black Americans, and how to develop 

simultaneously a religious practice centered on God rather than sociopolitical systems? 
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At the cross-section between politics and religion, Blackness and orthodox Sunni Islam, 

the answers to these questions have already begun to be attempted, with al-Jāḥiẓ and 

the Zanj revolt sometimes playing a pivotal role. 
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Introduction 

 In the Islamic month of Muharram 255 (December 868-January 869 CE) the city 

of Basra lost Arabic prose writer, Mu’tazili advocate and theologian, and master of the 

Arabic language of African descent, Abū ʿUthman ʿAmr ibn Baḥr al-Kinānī al-Baṣrī, or al-

Jāḥiẓ of Basra. Wihin months, the city would witness one of the most remarkable Black 

slave revolts in history Within his lifetime, al-Jāḥiẓ wrote approximately 240 works that 

ranged in topics reflecting the extent of his interests and were well read due to the 

Abbasid caliphate’s patronage. Categorizing a scholar with such wide-ranging interests 

and expertise has proven challenging for modern and medieval scholars alike. In The 

Fihrist, al-Nadim interestingly places al-Jāḥiẓ in the category of theologian and opens his 

short biography by citing his Mu’tazilite teachers Abu al-Qallamas ‘Amr ibn Qal’ al-Kinani 

and al-Fuqaymi.1 For Arabists, al-Jāḥiẓ embodies the excellence of the Arabic language 

and the adab literary tradition. F. F. Arbuthnot cites al-Jāḥiẓ several times as a philologist 

who happened to write a treatise on animals, but “more from a philological point of view 

than that of natural history.”2 This assessment is in stark contrast to contemporary 

popular writings on al-Jāḥiẓ that almost exclusively describe him as a medieval Charles 

Darwin and grandfather of evolution theory, describing the process in what he self-

                                                 
1 Ibn al-Nadīm, Muḥammad ibn Isḥāq, The Fihrist of al-Nadim: A Tenth Century Survey of Muslim 

Culture, ed. trans., Bayard Dodge (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970), 398-399. 
2 F.F. Arbuthnot, Arabic Authors: A Manual of Arabian History and Literature (London: W. 

Heinemann, 1890), 58-59. 
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described as his best work, Kitab al-Hayawan.3 All agree that al-Jāḥiẓ embodied ingenuity, 

versatility, bravado, and a keen ability to articulate the pulse of a people.  

This thesis explores how al-Jāḥiẓ―and consequently the Zanj Rebellion―has been 

appropriated in informal intellectual environments in the information age (1990’s to 

present) by Black Americans, signaling the distance between his popular use―with 

emphasis on racial subversion and pro-Black messaging―and the scholarly search for his 

intent. First, it outlines the complexities of the intersectionality of al-Jāḥiẓ’s Black or 

African racial/ ethnic and Arab linguistic identity, which complicates understanding the 

intent behind al-Jāḥiẓ’s writings about Blacks. Second, arising from this point, the thesis 

argues that narratives surrounding these questions overlook a critical fact, since the mid-

twentieth century, Western and increasingly Middle Eastern and African audiences view 

al-Jāḥiẓ as the grandfather of Black Power/Beauty ideology and at most use his status as 

the Grandfather of Arabic prose as demonstrative of Black acumen and accomplishments.  

The works of al-Jāḥiẓ  most concerned with what we might term, in post-

Enlightenment terms, as race are not his most famous works, which deal in some 

combination between naturalism and poetry. Al-Jāḥiẓ ’s The Superiority of Blacks over 

Whites (c. 860 CE), having been written by a literary icon of African origin within a decade 

                                                 
3 There are a plethora of popular articles that highlight al-Jāḥiẓ’s scientific endeavors. See David 

W. Tschanz “al-Jāḥiẓ - The First Islamic Zoologist” On Islam. May 8, 2014. Accessed July 1, 2015. 
http://www.onislam.net/english/health-and-science/science/412094-al-Jāḥiẓ -the-first-islamic-
zoologist.html. There are also several YouTube videos dedicated to al-Jāḥiẓ’s Book of Animals. See, for 
example, “The Role of Evolution in Islamic Philosophy “OttomanHarem” June 6, 2014, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OnX6sRY7ksQ.   
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of a fifteen year slave insurrection at the hands of slaves of shared origin, inspired current 

discussion focused on al-Jāḥiẓ on internet forums as well as other forms of popular media. 

The thesis first explores the life and works of al-Jāḥiẓ and his relationship to and 

understanding of the Zanj and the concept of Blackness in an Arab-majority context. 

Ultimately, it documents how twentieth and twenty-first century Black American readers 

have used al-Jāḥiẓ and the plight of the Black slaves of Iraq from the ninth-century to 

valorize African/ Black heritage and extend their Black diasporic experience across spatial 

and temporal planes.  This requires the contextualization of both the debates of the life 

and works of al-Jāḥiẓ and the racial component of the Zanj rebellion in order to see how 

al-Jāḥiẓ became a global traveler to intercede in debates about race, religion, and 

ethnicity, and slavery beyond well beyond ninth-century Iraq. The connections between 

al-Jāḥiẓ  nd the Zanj revolt are many, ranging from the superficial to the poignant. This 

work treats both the figure of al-Jāḥiẓ and the event of the Zanj revolt as points of 

departure because of their historic and geographic proximity within the bounds of the 

Abbasid Caliphate and Iraq, and their substantive and historic links in terms of slavery, 

oppression, Islam, and modern questions of race and Blackness. 

Critical to deconstructing the political context of The Superiority of Blacks over 

Whites is deconstructing the Shu’ubiyya movement which gained popularity in territories 

conquered by the Arabs in the 2nd and 3rd Islamic centuries.  The Shu’ubiyya utilized Arabic 

writings to teach about equality of the Persians with the Arabs and often asserted Arab 

inferiority, which bolstered the emergence of anti-Arab polemics. Thus, while al-Jāḥiẓ 
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wrote the first treatise in defense or in praise of Blacks, there were other authors of 

Persian origin collectively writing similar works. Interestingly, al-Jāḥiẓ, having worked 

under the Abbasid caliphate and being distinctly passionate and knowledgeable of the 

Arabic language, endeavored to refute the attacks of the Shu’ubiyya.4  Al-Jāḥiẓ, as an 

advocate for the Abbasid caliphate, is, in turn, an advocate for the superiority of the 

Arabic language in the face of increasing Persian cultural, linguistic, social, and political 

influence in Baghdad. For al-Jāḥiẓ the language is not just quintessential to Arab identity, 

but also a tool for demonstrating the superiority of Arab peoples to others.  Thus, al-Jāḥiẓ 

straddles the line between Arab and Black. While he staunchly defends the Arabs against 

the Persians, he writes a treatise about the superiority of Blacks. The perceived conflicting 

allegiances of al-Jāḥiẓ lead to questions about whether The Superiority of Blacks over 

Whites is, in fact, self-referential or not.  The task of answering this question becomes 

more complex when other works of al-Jāḥiẓ refer to Blacks quite negatively.  At the least, 

al-Jāḥiẓ’s role in the anti-Shu’ubiya movement demonstrates not just the potential 

personal complexities of his personal identity, but also reflects changing times in the 

Abbasid caliphate. 

The first chapter of this thesis examines the life and works of al-Jāḥiẓ and 

contextualize his “rags to riches” story by examining the dynamics of Abbasid Basra and 

Baghdad during this critical period. Having little if no access to books in Basra, which 

                                                 
4
 Dionisius A. Agius, “The Shu’ubiya Movement and its Literary Manifestation,” Islamic Quarterly 

24 (1980): 81.  
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contained only private libraries at the time5, al-Jāḥiẓ’s relationship to the Arabic language 

demonstrated a strong level of dedication and makes his mastery of Arabic linguistics, 

grammar, and literary traditions praiseworthy and his attachment to Arab culture 

apparent. This significantly complicates the understanding of his ethnic and racial identity 

as he was a vanguard of Arab culture in light of emerging voices challenging Arab 

supremacy in Abbasid Iraq while racially and ethnically allied with the Black slave class of 

the region. Modern discussions of race and Blackness have lent al-Jāḥiẓ new life, apart 

from the Baghdad context in which he worked and lived as a vaunted theologian, 

philologist, poet, and naturalist. Nonetheless, these latter roles played by al-Jāḥiẓ must 

be given some justice and are also addressed in order to provide a holistic understanding 

of his world-view.   

In the second chapter, we turn to the fifteen-year Zanj slave revolt of the 

third/ninth century led by Ali b. Muhammad against the Abbasids following 2 other 

rebellions of significantly smaller scale in 70/689-90 and 75/694. Reviewing the 

immediate history of rebellions by the Zanj which predated the third and the final major 

use of collective force by the African slaves is important in understanding the nature of 

the agricultural slavery that was virtually eradicated from the Islamic world afterwards. 

Exploring the relationship between slavery and race in a medieval Islamic context sheds 

                                                 
5
 Charles Pellat, "al-Djāḥiẓ," Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. Second Edition. ed. P. Bearman, Th. 

Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs (Brill Online, 2014). Ref University of Texas at 
Austin. 26 November 2014 <http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/al-d-
j-a-h-iz-SIM_1935> 
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light on the shared history of the Black Al-Jāḥiẓ in lofty libraries and the Black slaves 

working away in the salt marshes of Basra.  

Finally, in the third chapter, we will discuss the presence of al-Jāḥiẓ in popular 

media, placing particular emphasis on Afro-centric discussion forums in which debates 

revolving around al-Jāḥiẓ, the Zanj revolts, and Blackness take place. By examining these 

informal intellectual discussions we will see how readers use al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj to 

inform modern pro-Black discourse in America, contest the literal physical and temporal 

boundaries of the Black diaspora, and challenge Arab-centrism in contemporary Muslim 

communities. 

BLACKNESS AND AL-JĀḤIẒ: A HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Al-Jāḥiẓ’s notoriety is evident in the medieval Islamic world as demonstrated in 

the many biographical descriptions written about the scholar. Yet, the role of race in al-

Jāḥiẓ’ writings are not present in any of the medieval sources. In fact, race is only 

mentioned in some biographies which note that he had a grandfather of African origin 

who was subjected to some form of servitude.6In his quintessential work on al-Jāḥiẓ, 

Charles Pellat examines the many medieval sources in Le milieu başrien et la fomation de 

Ǧāḥiẓ. Al-Mas’udi (d. 345/956)’s Murūj al-Dhahab wa Ma’adin al-Jawhar, Al-Khatib al-

Baghdadi’s (d. 463/1071) Ta’rikh Baghdad, Ibn ‘Asakir’s (d. 571/1176) Ta’rikh Dimashq, 

                                                 
6 Details about al-Jāḥiẓ’s origin are mentioned in my chapter on al-Jāḥiẓ. 
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and Yaqut’s (d. 626/1229) Irshad al-Arib ila Ma’rifat al-Adib are identified by Pellat as the 

foundational texts on the life of al-Jāḥiẓ. Other notable medieval Arabic works not 

mentioned by Pellat are Ibn al-Nadim’s (d. 377/987) Kitab al-Fihrist and Ibn Qutayba’s 

Kitab Mukhtalif al-Hadith.7  In fact, Ibn al-Nadim and Ibn Quraybah specifically mentions 

The Superiority of Blacks over Whites as part of an list of all known works of al-Jāḥiẓ , but 

no details are provided about any of these works aside from their titles. Indeed, I agree 

with Orientalist scholar Hartwig Hirschfeld’s assessment that “it is somewhat strange that 

the author of the Fihrist does not seem to have been well informed about al-Jāḥiẓ’s 

writings.”8 Yet this treatise does not stand alone in the author’s collection, al-Jāḥiẓ wrote 

another treatise regarding racial origins, The Treatise on the Pure-born and the 

Miscegenated (Kitab al-suraha' wa al-hujana') and The Treatise on the Vaunting of 'Adnan 

over Qahtan' (Kitab fakhr 'Adnan 'ala Qahtan) both of which are no longer extant.9 

Although Charles Pellat was known for bringing al-Jāḥiẓ from virtual obscurity to 

the minds of Western readers, he was not the first to take an interest in translating his 

works. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, scholars such as Joshua Finkel 

began translating shorter epistles of al-Jāḥiẓ from Cairene manuscripts. A majority of 

modern scholarship about al-Jāḥiẓ is centered the around the translations and literary and 

                                                 
7 Ibn Qutayba was a student of al-Jāḥiẓ. Fedwa Malti Douglas highlights this relationship in book 

on Kitab al-Bukhala’. See, Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Structures of Avarice: The Bukhalāʼ in Medieval Arabic 
Literature (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985), 30.  

8 Hartwig Hirschfeld, “A Volume of Essays by al Jāḥiẓ ”, in A Volume of Oriental Studies Presented 
to Professor E.G. Browne (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922).  

9 James E. Montgomery, “al-Jāḥiẓ ,” Dictioary of Literary Biography: Arabic Literary Culture, 500-
925, ed., Michael Cooperson and Shawkat T. Toorawa, (Detroit: Gale, 2005). 
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linguistic analysis of his work.10 These works most always begin with a brief biography of 

the author, which are based on the rigorous works of Pellat, specifically Le Milieu Başrien 

et la Fomation de Ǧāḥiẓ. 

Al-Jāḥiẓ continues to intrigue contemporary scholars. When writing about al Jāḥiẓ 

(d. 869) and Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 1009), Tahar Labibi claimed, “you will be struck 

today - yes, today - by their open mindedness and courage to relativize the contributions 

and merits of their own culture even when it was at the climax of its world prosperity.”11 

In 2005 the German Orient Institute and the Center for Arab and Middle Eastern Studies 

conducted the first conference dedicated to the works of al-Jāḥiẓ at the American 

                                                 
10 Among the modern translations, see C. T. Harley Walker, "Jāḥiẓ  of Basra to al-Fath ibn Khaqan 

on the 'Exploits of the Turks and the Army of the Caliphate in General,'" Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society (1915): 631-697; "A Risala of al-Jāḥiẓ" [Kitab al-radd 'ala al-Nasara], trans. Joshua Finkel, Journal of 
the American Oriental Society, 47 (1927): 311-334; The Life and Works of Jāḥiẓ , trans. Charles Pellat, 
trans. from the French by D. M. Hawke (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969; Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1969); "Boasting Match over Maids and Youths," trans. William Hutchins, Playboy, 22 
(July 1975): 135; The Epistle on Singing-Girls by Jāḥiẓ , trans. A. F. L. Beeston (Warminster, U.K.: Aris & 
Phillips, 1980); "The Boasts of the Blacks over the Whites," trans. Tarif Khalidi, Islamic Quarterly, 25 
(1981): 3-51; Sherman Jackson, "al-Jāḥiẓ on Translation" [selections from Kitab al-hayawan], Alif: Journal 
of Comparative Poetics, 4 (1984): 99-107; "On the Difference between Enmity and Envy," trans. Beeston, 
Journal of Arabic Literature, 18 (1987): 22-45; Nine Essays of al-Jāḥiẓ, trans. William Hutchins (New York & 
Bern: Peter Lang, 1989); "al-Jāḥiẓ on the Masjidites of Basra" [section of Kitab al-bukhala'], trans. James E. 
Montgomery, Journal of Arabic Literature, 24 (1993): 236-245; Chance or Creation? God's Design in the 
Universe attributed to Jāḥiẓ  (AD 776-869), trans. M. A. S. Abdel Haleem (Reading, U.K.: Garnet, 1995); The 
Book of Misers: A Translation of al-Bukhala', trans. R. B. Serjeant (Reading, U.K.: Garnet, 1997); Avarice 
and the Avaricious, trans. Jim Colville (London & New York: Kegan Paul, 1999); Sobriety and Mirth: A 
Selection of the Shorter Writings of al-Jāḥiẓ, trans. Jim Colville (London & New York: Kegan Paul, 2002); "Of 
Models and Amanuenses: The Remarks on the Qasida in Ibn Qutayba's Kitab al-shi'r wa al-shu'ara'," trans. 
James Montgomery, in Islamic Reflections, Arabic Musings: Studies in Honour of Professor Alan Jones, ed. 
Robert G. Hoyland and Phillip F. Kennedy (Cambridge: Gibb Memorial Trust, 2004), 1-47; James E. 
Montgomery, al-Jāḥiẓ: In Praise of Books (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013). 

11 Tahar Labibi, “Preface” in Imagining the Arab Other, ed. Tahar Labib (New York: I.B. Tauris, 
2008), 3. 
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University of Beirut entitled “Al-Jāḥiẓ: A Muslim Humanist of Our Time”12 which 

elaborated on arguments made by scholars in the mid-twentieth century that al-Jāḥiẓ  was 

a prime example of  a humanist who “take little for granted” and “challenge the received 

wisdom of the world” which is more evident in his eclectic scholarly interests.13   

In attempting to sum up the cultural importance of al-Jāḥiẓ to his era, Said H. 

Manbur advances the claim that al-Jāḥiẓ’s time is sometimes referred to as “the Age of 

Jāḥiẓ.”14 Such enormous influence from al-Jāḥiẓ on his society and culture undoubtedly 

makes for an exceptional feat, as the ‘Abbasid Caliphate in which he lived had only been 

established a century before him. The ‘Abbasid Empire saw the transfer of Islamic power 

from Damascus; the transition to Baghdad marked something of a “Persianization” of the 

Islamic caliphate. Therefore, a major contribution of al-Jāḥiẓ, within the sphere of his 

larger influence, was to weather the cultural storm of this pollination process as it 

pertained to language in specific and culture in general. In the midst of it all, al-Jāḥiẓ 

maintained political loyalties to the ‘Abbasid Caliphate and cultural loyalty to the Arabic 

language and Arab identity.  

                                                 
12

 The papers of this conference were later published in 2009.  See, Arnim Heinemann et al., eds, 
Al-Jāḥiẓ : A Humanist for our Time (Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut, 2009). 

13
 Humanist, iii. 

14 Sa’id H. Mansur, The World-view of al-Jāḥiẓ in Kitab al-Hayawan (Alexandria, Egypt: Dar El-
Maareff, 1977), 9, 14. 
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Race and The Superiority of Blacks over Whites 

Broadly speaking, scholarship pertaining directly to race and The Superiority of 

Blacks over Whites is limited: only a handful of scholars have written no more than a few 

paragraphs about al-Jāḥiẓ and race.  In Race and Slavery in the Middle East: An Historical 

Enquiry, Bernard Lewis provides a summary of al-Jāḥiẓ’s “The Boast of the Blacks against 

the Whites”15 in a larger discussion of anti-Black prejudice ibn literature. In addition to 

outlining the scope and main arguments of the work, he questions the seriousness of al-

Jāḥiẓ’s work considering that he is a humorist and satirist. Lewis quotes al-Jāḥiẓ’s other 

works negatively mentioning the Zanj and argues that al-Jāḥiẓ was not defending Blacks, 

but reinforcing their negative images. Lewis provides some examples: 

We know that the Zanj are the least intelligent and the least discerning of 
mankind, and the least capable of understanding the consequences of actions.16 

Like the crow among mankind are the Zanj for they are the worst of men and the 
most vicious of creatures in character and temperament.17 

They [the Shu’ubiyya] maintain that the eloquence is prized by all people at all 
times – even the Zanj, despite their dimness, their boundless stupidity, their 
obtuseness, their crude perceptions, and their evil dispositions, make long 
speeches.18 

 

                                                 
15

 There are several different translations to this work.  Some variations English translations of 
the title are deliberate due to the controversial nature of the work. See William Preston edition entitled 
The Glory of the Black Race (addressed below) 

16 Race and Slavery, 32 n19. 
17

 Ibid., 32 n20. 
18

 Ibid., 32 n21. 
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Lewis also proposes that al-Jāḥiẓ may have written this work as a parody of Persian 

Shu’ubiyya tracts that challenged Arab privilege and superiority. He supports this claim by 

characterizing al-Jāḥiẓ as a fervent defender of the Arabs and their cultural traditions. 

Following this enquiry, Lewis cites other “anti-defamation” works written in the tenth 

century such as al-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad (928-95) who argued that God simply gave skin color 

of different shades to different people as He does other qualities like height and that “it 

is not right that men should be blamed or punished for these qualities since God neither 

enjoined nor forbade them.”19  

Other scholars have drawn similar conclusions to Lewis.  In introducing his edited 

and translated volume of some of al-Jāḥiẓ’s writings, Jim Coville presents the treatise as 

“satirical” and a parody of the Persian Shu’ubiyya “nationalist” movement.20 It is unclear 

if he is following suit with the arguments made by Lewis, or if he arrived at this conclusion 

through some other avenue. Yet Colville complicates matters further by introducing the 

possibility that, “behind the satirical facade” Al-Jāḥiẓ may likely have been “genuinely 

concerned with the integration of Blacks within Arabo-Muslim society, where their origins 

were almost entirely servile.”21   

                                                 
19 Bernard Lewis, Race and Slavery in the Middle East: An Historical Enquiry (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1990), 32 n23.  
20Jim Colville, “The Superiority of Blacks to Whites,” in Sobriety and Mirth: A Selectiion of the 

Shorter Writinsg of al-Jāḥiẓ, tr. Jim Colville (London: Kegan Paul, 2002), 25. 
21 Ibid. 



 12 

Chouki El-Hamel, in his monograph on slavery in Morocco, places al-Jāḥiẓ in a 

unique position as being the first of many medieval and modern scholars to write (in 

Arabic) in defense of Black people. He argues outright that Lewis was wrong to claim that 

al-Jāḥiẓ was not defending Blacks, but, rather reinforcing negative stereotypes. Though, 

he does concede that al-Jāḥiẓ, while defending Blacks generally, portrayed certain 

groups
22

 of Blacks in negative terms.
23

 This, to the scholar and (more importantly for the 

sake of this study) lay reader, is troubling and contradictory and produces more question 

regarding the voice and intent of al-Jāḥiẓ. 

RACE AND THE ZANJ REVOLT: A HISTORIOGRAPHY 

The Zanj revolt of 869-883 shook the financially and militarily vulnerable Abbasid 

Caliphate to its core and its importance is evident in the extensive historical narratives 

provided by some of the most famed Arab historians of the time, al-Tabari (d. 923) and 

al-Mas’udi (d. c. 956). The works of these two Iraq-based, Abbasid-funded medieval 

historians - but particularly al-Tabari - provided the basis of all modern scholarship on the 

Zanj to follow. Yet despite their extensive works, the Zanj Revolt in lower Iraq has been a 

source of intense debate and speculation among scholars of slavery, Islam, race, Arabic, 

                                                 
22

 Similar to what Lewis noted (above), al-Jāḥiẓ sometimes brings up negative qualities of the 
dark-skinned Zanj in comparison to other Black people from the Sudan and the Swahili peoples. This is 
also a testament to the multiple, at time conflicting, uses of Zanj, Sudan, etc to describe peoples of African 
origin sometimes generally, while other time referring to specific regions. 

23 Chouki El Hamel, Black Morocco: A History of Slavery, Race, and Islam (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 85. 
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and the Middle East. Was it a class or a race revolt? Was it egalitarian in spirit, or did it 

seek to conquer and subjugate? How significant was the role of Islam in motivating the 

rebellion, in terms of its ethos, goals and actions? Was its leader, Ali ibn Muhammad, 

principled or cynical?  These questions have been debated by a number of scholars, 

among them Ghada Hashem Talhami, Nigel D. Furlonge, Theodore Noldeke, M.A. Shaban, 

Reginald Coupland, among others.
24

 Alexandre Popovic’s The Revolt of African Slaves in 

Iraq in the 3rd /9th Century written in 1976 stands as the definitive modern account, 

detailing the revolt in narrative form from beginning to end.
25

 

 An overwhelming amount of secondary literature depends on the first-hand 

primary account of the revolt offered by al-Tabari in his History of Prophets and Kings.  

The volume of his universal history which details the revolt which ends shy of the fall of 

the Zanj capital, Mukhtarah in 269/882 is a thorough analytical work that itself stands as 

evidence of the revolt’s importance in its own time.
26

 Also crucial for the modern 

understanding of the Zanj revolt is Muruj al-Dhahab, a first-hand account from Mas’udi. 

                                                 
24

 See Theodore Noldeke, Sketches from Eastern History, Trans. John S. Black (London, 1892).; 
Reginald Coupland, East Africa and its Invader: From the Earliest Times to the Death of Seyyid Said in 1856 
(London: Russel & Russel, 1965).; M.A. Shaban, Islamic History:  A New Interpretation, 750-1055 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976).; Ghada Hashem Talhami, "The Zanj Rebellion 
Reconsidered" The International Journal of African Historical Studies (1977): 443-461.; Nigel D. Furlonge, 
"Revisiting the Zanj and Re-Visioning Revolt: Complexities of the Zanj Conflict (868-883 AD)," Negro 
History Bulletin (1999): 7-14. 

25
 Alexandre Popović, The Revolt of African Slaves in Iraq in the 3rd/9th Century, trans. Léon King 

(Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 1999).  
26

 After a brief stay in Egypt (254H/ 867 CE), al-Tabari returned to Baghdad around 256/870 and 
remained throughout the revolt.  See Franz Rosenthal, trans. The History of al-Tabari, vol 1, (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1989), 27-31. 
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As a Sunni historian employed by the ‘Abbasid Caliph, al-Tabari’s account was necessarily 

biased and focuses with almost excessive detail on the military strategies of the ‘Abbasids 

in defeating the Zanj. Al-Tabari’s account heavily informs Alexandre Popovic’s The Revolt 

of the African Slaves in Iraq, which though heavily detailed, lacks commentary, relying 

heavily on al-Jāḥiẓ’s account of the revolt and essentially acts as a more reader-friendly 

translation of al-Tabari.  Popovic does, though, take a clear stance on the nature of the 

revolt.  Popovic emphasizes the racial dimension of the revolt, rejecting other theories 

that the revolt was a class conflict.  Rather, the revolt was a social uprising of not just 

Blacks, but peasants and Arab Bedouin.  Additionally, Propovic argues that the social and 

economic impact of the revolt was exaggerated. There was no radical change in the social 

structure or any great effect of irrigation and agriculture in Iraq.  This argument, though, 

was challenged by Ronald Segal who describes the Zanj revolt as devastating with long-

lasting effects in regards to the practice of Black agricultural slave labor in Islamic 

civilization. 
27

 

The first account of the Zanj revolt in a Western language was written by Theodore 

Noldeke in Sketches from Eastern History.
28

  Noldeke argues that agricultural slavery to 

the extent of what was taking place in Iraq was rare in the Islamic world.  Large slave 

                                                 
27

 The practice was not totally eradicated.  Agricultural slavery was still practiced (though not to 
the same scale) in the gulf.  See Ronald Segal, Islam's Black Slaves: The Other Black Diaspora (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2001). 

28
 Translated into English from German in 1892.  See Theodore Noldeke, Sketches from Eastern 

History, trans. John S. Black (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1892). 
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communities encourage a sense of a consciousness of their own strength and sense of 

commonality that may lead to an insurrection.   While Noldeke does not engage the racial 

question in full, he does argue that the Zanj revolt should be understood as first and 

foremost a slave revolt--a clash between oppressors and oppressed.  

M.A. Shaban also de-emphasizes the role of race in the revolt.  For his part, Shabin 

disagrees with the arguments that the Zanj were motivated by their working conditions 

and further argues that scholarship emphasizing the racial antagonisms of the revolt is an 

anachronistic reading of nineteenth and twentieth-century racial theories onto a pre-

modern Islamic epoch and society in which there exists vast quantities of both Black and 

White slaves. Shabin argues that the revolt was one of several revolts going on during this 

period and was based on economic and class issues rather than an ethnic/racial revolt to 

end slavery.
29

    

Talhami’s article 1977 article “The Zanj Rebellion Reconsidered” provides one of 

the best historiographical analyses of the Zanj revolt.  She examines the insurrection in 

relation to the “dim recesses of medieval history on Africa’s eastern coast,” a task that 

thanklessly requires “assembling a coherent picture from the disparate parts of 

archeological, numismatic, and oral evidence.”30 Talhami recounts the argument put 

forward by Reginald Coupland in East Africa and Its Invaders that “centuries before the 

                                                 
29

 M.A. Shaban, Islamic History:  A New Interpretation, 750-1055 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976). 

30 Ghada Hashem Talhami, "The Zanj Rebellion Reconsidered" The International Journal of African 
Historical Studies (1977): 443. 
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agents of Europe began the same ugly business in the West, the agents of Asia in the East 

were stealing men and women from Africa and shipping them off to slavery.”31 This line, 

clearly intended to challenge prevailing notions regarding the Western European origins 

of the slave trade, is challenged by Talhami through H. Neville Chittick. According to 

Talhami, Chittick demonstrates through archeological evidence that Arab “contacts with 

East Africa were infrequent before the ninth century A.D.,” and that Muslim settlements 

would not emerge on the East African coast until the eleventh century A.D.
32

  

Talhami states that the historian G.S.P Freeman-Grenville concludes in [his] 

research that “slaves were not exported from the Zanj coast in any significant numbers.”
33

 

But Talhami adds that Freeman-Grenville contradicts [their] own conclusion with [their] 

remarks on the Zanj revolt. Arguing that medieval Arab writers viewed the term “Zanj” as 

an identifier of the coast, Freeman-Grenville associates the Zanj revolt with the East 

African coast. He does note that it is possible that up to a half a million were killed in the 

revolt--meaning, “no small number of Africans had been transported to Iraq.”34 

According to Talhami, the Zanj are largely missing from many primary documents 

of the period, including the works of ninth-century geographer Ibn Hawqal (who strictly 

discusses the Land of the Zanj and white Zanj), a work by an anonymous Persian 

                                                 
31 Reginald Coupland, East Africa and its Invader: From the Earliest Times to the Death of Seyyid 

Said in 1856 (London: Russel & Russel, 1965), 18. 
32 Talhami, “Zanj Rebellion Reconsidered,” 444. 
33

 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 445.  
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geographer called Hudud al-’alam (Boundaries of the World), Egyptian writer Al-’Omari 

(who mentions the Zanj briefly, but not in the context of slavery), and Ibn Battuta.
35

 In 

contrast, ‘Ali ibn Husayn al-Mas’udi linked the Land of Zanj to the Zanj Rebellion in his 

work Murudj al-Dhahab wa Ma’adin al-Djawhar (Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems).36 

Talhami argues that al-Jāḥiẓ deals with the subject of Zanj slavery directly in Fakhr 

al-Sudan ‘ala al-Bidhan, discussing the Zanj as “one of the many racial elements 

contemporaneous with himself.”37  This is a definition of Zanj markedly different from 

that used by other writers of the period. Indeed, as Talhami makes clear, there is no 

consensus over the meaning of the term “Zanj.” Freeman-Grenville sifts through Greek, 

Indian, and Arabic uses of Zanj, which equate to Black and “inhabitants of the jungle,” but 

opts for a Persian definition that translates to “bell,” after the bells that would ring on the 

dance-loving Zanj’s ankles.  Crucially, Talhami notes that “primary Arabic sources do not 

indicate that the Zanj were the major segment of the rebels, nor that any other group was 

numerically predominant.”38 These sources consist of al-Mas’udi’s Murudj al-Dhahab
39

 

and al-Tabari’s Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk.
40

  

                                                 
35

 Ibid., 447. 
36 He maintained a rivalry with al-Jāḥiẓ over the latter’s Kitab al-Hayawan that led al-Mas’udi to 

write about East Africa’s “rich animal wealth.” See, Talhami, “Zanj Rebellion Reconsidered,” 448.  
37 Ibid., 441.  
38 Ibid., 452.  
39

 Al-Mas’udi, Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems, trans. Aloys Sprenger (London: The Oriental 
Translation Fund of Great Britain and Ireland, 1841). 

40 Al-Tabari. The History of al-Tabari, Volume 36: The Revolt of the Zanj: A.D. 869-879/ A.H. 255-
265, trans. David Waines (Albany: State University of New York, 1992). 
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In al-Tabari’s account, the revolt began in 869 A.D. when ‘Ali ibn Muhammad, an 

Arab who claimed to be a decendent of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib
41

, rallied the Zanj slaves to the 

possibilities of a better life, in opposition to the Abbasid Caliphate. He expounded to the 

slaves their “pathetic living and working conditions”; he claimed to be their God-sent 

savior; he adopted the meritocratic system of the Kharijites. His vision, however, did not 

proceed along purely egalitarian lines, as he offered slaves “wealth, homes, and slaves” 

as incentives.42 The main contribution of Talhami’s argument is to distinguish this set of 

facts from the common assumption that Zanj quite simply means Black, or can stand as a 

simple reference to the East African coasts--injunctions that have not been borne out by 

thorough scholarship.  

Nigel D. Furlonge complicates the image of the Zanj revolt as “Black and white,” a 

protracted race war, favoring instead an examination of “the economic, political, and 

social implications” of the revolt.43 Furlonge argues that the Zanj revolt came at a moment 

of political crisis for the Abbasid Empire, in which it was saddled down with confronting 

multiple military enemies: “the rise of the Saffarids, Shiite enemies, and the emerging 

Qarmitiyyuns.”44 Ali ibn Muhammad took advantage of this weakness and distractedness 

with the invocation of religious authority, claiming to be descended from Ali ibn Abi Talib. 

                                                 
41 Bernard Lewis, “’Ali b. Muhammad al-Zandji,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. Second Edition. 

ed. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs (Brill Online, 2014). 
42 Ibid., 455.  
43 Nigel D. Furlonge, "Revisiting the Zanj and Re-Visioning Revolt: Complexities of the Zanj 

Conflict (868-883 AD)," Negro History Bulletin (1999): 7. 
44 Ibid., 8.  
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Muhammad added to this an economic incentive. In turn, the Zanj revolt itself accelerated 

the economic perils facing the Abbasid Caliphate as prices rose greatly and the Caliph 

attempted to impose new taxes on products imported into the “Islamic world.”45 

The primary import of Furlonge’s contribution is to complicate ongoing arguments 

between scholars such as Noldeke and Shaban as to whether the Zanj revolt was a racial 

or class one.  Another noteworthy import from Furlonge is his insistence that there is a 

kernel, or perhaps many kernels, of justice in the uprising. Furlonge extends that justice 

to Ali ibn Muhammad himself, arguing against Noldeke’s vision of an “unscrupulous 

adventurer” and instead ascribing in particular a sense of principle.46 As examples, 

Furlonge mentions that Muhammad refused on at least three occasions to abandon his 

troops when he could have done otherwise. Furlonge goes further and writes that 

Muhammad “was resolved to complete his mission” of ensuring that the Zanj were got 

justice against their Abbasid oppressors.  Thus, Furlonge argues that modern scholars 

followed suit with ninth- and tenth-century historians Tabari and Masudi in their pro 

'Abbasid, anti-Zanj/ Ali b. Muhammad stance in their critical assessment of Ali ibn 

Muhammad as an opportunist.47   

Although a basic overview of the scholarship surrounding these historic junctures 

must be set down, the primary concern of this work is not so much the ideological and 

                                                 
45 Ibid., 9.  
46 Ibid., 9. See Noldeke, Sketches from Eastern History. 
47 Ibid.   
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material nuances surrounding either al-Jāḥiẓ or the Zanj revolt as it is their popular legacy. 

Of particular importance to this work is the discursive significance of al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj 

revolt to a particularly modern set of dilemmas and encounters within the Black American 

community at large and the Black American experience of Islam in particular.  How does 

the unique set of circumstances that influenced both al-Jahiz to write his treatise on 

Blacks and the Zanj to revolt inform modern understandings of a trans-historic Black 

diaspora?  In what ways do Black Americans transcribe American notions of race in 

understanding al-Jahiz’s work and the condition of agricultural slavery that the Zanj were 

in?  Most importantly the thesis seeks to understand these issues from the Black 

American Muslim perspective by exploring how they rectify harsh slavery and general 

subjugation of Blacks in an Islamic context.  The following chapter will explore the life and 

works of al- Jāḥiẓ and discuss how The Superiority of Blacks over Whites was the first of 

many Arabic literary works which explore the concept and scope of Blackness and shine 

a light on African-Arab relations.  We will return to the importance of al- Jāḥiẓ as a 

historical figure and the aforementioned work in Black American concept of the Black-

diaspora.  
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Al-Jāḥiẓ: A Man of Conflicting Legacies 

Born in Basra ca. 776 CE, Abu ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr al-Kinani al-Fuqaimi al 

Basri48, or al-Jāḥiẓ, would become known to scholars of Arabic language and literature as 

the vanguard of Arabic prose of African origin.49 His name, al-Jāḥiẓ, means literally the 

Starer, a reference to his infamous eyes, explained in another nickname of his, al-Hadaki, 

meaning Goggle-Eye. Countless academic works have been published addressing his 

contributions to Mutazzili theology (derived in part from an-Nazzam, of whom al-Jāḥiẓ 

was a disciple), his unconventional use of humor in his works, his groundbreaking work in 

the field of biology and early theories of evolution, and his appreciation for Greek 

philosophy, among his other interests and contributions. Yet, beyond the rows of books 

in university libraries and the dimly lit offices of professors, al-Jāḥiẓ has another legacy as 

the grandfather of Afro-centrism and pro-Black discourse. Additionally, he continues to 

serve as evidence that there is space for Black leadership in the Muslim community.  For 

years in internet forums, al-Jāḥiẓ’s exemplary life and legacy has been at the center of 

lively debates regarding the expansiveness of the Black diaspora, challenges to the 

egalitarian ideal of Islam as purported by Muslim apologists, and the origins of Black racial 

                                                 
48 Ibn al-Nadim writes that al-Jāḥiẓ’s name is ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr ibn Mahbub.  
49

 Suhad  Al-Khathlan mentions that two of al-Jāḥiẓ’s important biographers, al-Khatib al-
Baghdadi and Taqut, did not say whether he was of Abyssinian origin or elsewhere.  Rather, they simply 
stated that his ancestor was black.  Al-Khathlan cites both Tarikh Baghdad and Irshad, in which is it stated 
simply, “ أسود الجاحظ جد كان .”  See Suhad H. Al-Khathlan “A Critical Edition of Kitab Raf’ Shan al-Hubshan by 
Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti.” PhD thesis, University of St. Andrews, 1983 
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consciousness and the larger “African” identity.  His contemporaries recognized the scope 

of his interest evident in the array of his writings.  Here it will be necessary only to offer a 

biographical account, underscoring the circumstances of his life, his intellectual 

formation, and an examination of questions relative to the composition of his treatise The 

Superiority of Blacks over Whites.  

THE LIFE OF AL-JĀḤIẒ 

Al-Jāḥiẓ was an intellectual, theologian, and professional writer who counselled 

members of the political and social elite during the first century of the ‘Abbasid caliphate.  

Coming from humble beginnings in Basra, accounts of his ethnic origins remain unclear, 

although the majority of scholars accept that at least part of his ancestral background was 

African.50 Bibliographer ibn al-Nadim writes briefly that the grandparent of al-Jāḥiẓ was a 

“Negro called Fazarah, who was a porter of ‘Amr ibn Qal’.51 Some sources contend that 

his grandfather was an East African slave. Interestingly, Charles Pellat describes al-Jāḥiẓ 

being from an “obscure family of mawali52 from the Banu Kinana53 and probably of 

                                                 
50 Most likely due to the trans-Saharan slave trade.  The overwhelming majority of slaves in Iraq 

were the Zanj of East African descent.   
51 Either his name was Mahbub and his nickname was Fazārah, or he was al-Jāḥiẓ’s maternal 

grandfather.  Al-Nadim also notes that it is possible the names have been given erroneously and that 
Fazārah may have been a porter (hammāl) or a camel herder (jammāl).  See Ibn al-Nadīm, Muḥammad ibn 
Isḥāq, The Fihrist of al-Nadim: A Tenth Century Survey of Muslim Culture, ed. trans., Bayard Dodge (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1970), 398-399. 

52 Defined, most generally, as a non-Arab Muslim.   
53 The Banu Kinana is a tribe of the Hijaz region.  Kinana was an ancestor of Prophet Muhammad 

with, in turn, lineage to Abraham through Ishmael.  See Ibn Ishaq, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation 
of Ibn Isḥāq’s sīrat, trans., Alfred Guillaume (London, 1955), 3.  
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Abyssinian origin,” demonstrating the intersectionality of his Blackness and Arab 

identity.54  R.B. Serjeant, translator of al-Jāḥiẓ’s The Book of Misers elaborated on al-

Jāḥiẓ’s origins by claiming that he came from a “family of the client class attached to the 

Banu Kinanah of the Meccan Tihama, probably of the Ahabish, perhaps of the mixed Arab 

and African ethnic groups one still finds in the Tihamah today.”55  Al-Jāḥiẓ came of age in 

a time in which ‘Abbasid urban society was the center of a knowledge revolution.  Books 

were gaining popularity.  New types of knowledge, mostly from Greek and Indian science 

and philosophy, proliferated from the intellectual circles throughout the region.56   

On account of his precociousness and his eloquent use of the Arabic language, al-

Jāḥiẓ was able to infiltrate intellectual circles, including the “bourgeois salons,” in Basra.  

By 816, al-Jāḥiẓ moved from Basra to Baghdad to join the Abbasid-fronted intellectual 

institution, Bait al-Hikma, where he completed two hundred books--only about 75 of 

which survive today in whole or partial form--on subjects ranging from theology and 

grammar to poetry.57  He was particularly talented in describing the pulse of Abbasid 

                                                 
54 A.J. Wensinck and Patricia Crone, “Mawlā," Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. Second Edition. ed.  

P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs (Brill Online, 2014).  
55 R.B. Serjeant, introduction to The Book of Misers, by al-Jāḥiẓ (Reading, UK: Garnet Publishing 

Ltd, 1997), xxv. 
56 Al-Jāḥiẓ was particularly acquainted with Aristotle.  Greek philosophical work had been 

available in Arabic since the translation movement under caliph al-Ma’mun (r. 813-33).  
57 Charles Pellat, "al-Djāḥiẓ," Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. Second Edition. ed.  P. Bearman, Th. 

Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs (Brill Online, 2014). Ref University of Texas at 
Austin. 26 November 2014 <http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/al-d-
j-a-h-iz-SIM_1935> 
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society.  We find that al-Jāḥiẓ writes about various groups and classes of his time such as 

the Turkish military slave class, beggars, singers, and those who frequented the mosque.  

In addition to his intellectual works, al-Jāḥiẓ counselled, disputed, and fraternized 

with the preeminent figures of ‘Abbasid society.  James E. Montgomery notes that he 

typically expressed unpopular and unconventional views and disagreed with many of the 

political authorities with which he counseled and the theological, philosophical, and 

cultural scholars of the time:  “His many, tumultuous writings engage with these figures, 

their ideas, theories, and policies, and thus afford an invaluable... chronicle of the 

anxieties, values and beliefs of this cosmopolitan elite.”58  We also know few instances in 

which al-Jāḥiẓ alludes to anxieties he may have experienced first-hand.  Colleagues and 

critics of al-Jāḥiẓ tore apart many of his works shortly after they were published.  

Sebastian Günther, in his analysis of al-Jāḥiẓ’ book The Teachers, claims that the often 

unfair treatment of professional teachers that al-Jāḥiẓ may have experienced induced him 

to write the book. 59  

Montgomery notes in his short assessment of al-Jāḥiẓ’s life that he never 

completely abandoned Basra, but regularly engaged in his literary work in Baghdad.60  

While Basra was held the largest concentration of slaves in Iraq, there is no doubt that 

                                                 
58  James E. Montgomery, Al-Jāḥiẓ: In Praise of Books (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 

2013). 
59Sebastian Günther, “Advice for Teachers: The 9th Century Muslim Scholars Ibn Saḥnūn and al-

Jāḥiẓ on Pedagogy and Didactics” in Ideas, Images, and Methods of Portrayal: Insights into Classical Arabic 
Literature and Islam, ed. Sebastian Günther (London: Brill, 2005), 111-112. 

60 Montgomery, In Praise of Books, 177. 
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they had a strong presence in the realm of the Caliphate as servants to the elite.  One 

wonders how a Black al-Jāḥiẓ reacted facing those of his likeness in various forms of 

slavery: from domestic servitude in cosmopolitan Baghdad, to backbreaking agricultural 

slavery in Basra.   

Scholars of Arabic literature claim that in time of al-Jāḥiẓ, public speech (as well as 

the writing which would be used in public speech) was developed for a specific reason, 

time, place, and audience.  Gregor Schoeler points out that the writings of al-Jāḥiẓ had 

tremendous staying-power because they were meant to be read by the public and, thus, 

were passed on from the start by written transmission through the copying of 

manuscripts.  On the other hand, works by his contemporaries such as al-Mada’ini (d. ca. 

235/850) were transmitted texts edited by a later generation of scholars and not as highly 

preserved because they were originally presented in private settings like lectures.61   

Scholars continue to investigate the importance of identifying the addressee of al-Jāḥiẓ’s 

“Treatise.”62 A critical aspect of al-Jāḥiẓ’s genius was his use of humor and his use of 

stream-of-consciousness form to make arguments.  Both the Mu’tazili religious circles and 

bourgeois salons in which al-Jāḥiẓ joined engaged in light conversation about serious 

issues of the times.  Despite his reputation for being a jester, he pointedly employed his 

                                                 
61 Gregor Schoeler, “Writing for a Reading Public: The Case of al-Jāḥiẓ” in Al-Jāḥiẓ: A Humanist for 

our Time, ed. Arnim Heinemann et al. (Beirut: Orient-Institut Beirut, 2009), 52-53.  
62 Montgomery, In Praise of Books, 177. 



 26 

sense of humor and airy approach to deal with difficult, yet meaningful issues and assist 

in exposing them among various circles.     

Al-Jāḥiẓ thrived during a time of intense racial hostility against Africans throughout 

the Middle East.  It is in this tense environment that al-Jāḥiẓ authored The Book of the 

Glory of the Blacks over the Whites in which he chronicles the accomplishments of figures 

of African descent. Nevertheless, the Book of the Glory of the Blacks over the Whites 

directly challenged contemporary notions of black inferiority and deficiency, most 

strikingly by claiming that the prophet was of African descent through his grandfather.63   

Al-Jāḥiẓ described his treatise as a “summary of what we have learned about the 

exemplary attributes of the Blacks”64 who have “filled the country [ie. Arab lands] amply 

through marriage, chieftainship and leadership, and (have been used by [Arabs]) for the 

prevention of destruction and for protection from your enemies.”65   According to Salama 

Khadra Jayyusi, al-Jāḥiẓ was concerned with lived life, human nature, and the nature of 

all beings.66  Although the most prolific manifestation of his interests was arguably The 

Book of Animals67, The Book of the Superiority of the Blacks to the Whites provides a 

                                                 
63 Bernard Lewis, however, challenged the common interpretation of this work, claiming that al-

Jāḥiẓ, known for his wit, most likely wrote this as a satirical piece.  Moroccan scholar Chouki el-Hamel 
directly challenges these claims in Black Morocco.  

64  Book of the Glory of the Blacks, 64 
65  Ibid.,  40 
66 Salama Khadra Jayyusi, Classical Arabic Stories An Anthology, (New York: Columbia University 

Press), 2010. 19-20 
67 “Kitāb al-Hayawān” (كتاب الحيوان) 
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straightforward and light-hearted assessment of the negative characteristics of human 

beings: racial prejudice and slavery.    

Towards the end of his life, when he surpassed the age of 90, al-Jāḥiẓ found 

himself laid up with a severe case of palsy. His side was inflamed and his body badly 

infected with gout, forcing him to apply to himself sandal ointment and caphon. In one 

telling of al-Jāḥiẓ’s fate, recorded in Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary’s entry on al-

Jāḥiẓ, a man visited al-Jāḥiẓ’s lodgings in Basra, seeking his counsel. Al-Jāḥiẓ enchanted his 

visitor with recited passages from his own poetry. Al-Jāḥiẓ spoke: “Though now some have 

outstripped me, how often in former times did I advance leisurely, and yet outstrip all 

rivals. But here is time with its vicissitudes, ruining what was firm and renewing what was 

ruined.” Upon his visitor’s exit, al-Jāḥiẓ recited further: “We had once friends, but they 

are now departed and passed away; they were not suffered to live forever! They all 

passed about the cup of death; the friend is dead, and so is the foe.” Al-Jāḥiẓ died the 

following month in Basra, during the month of Muharram.68  

KITAB AL-FAKHR AL-SUDAN ‘ALA AL-BIDAN 

In the introduction to his translation of The Superiority of Blacks over White, 

which he titles, The Book of the Glory of the Black Race, William Preston makes note of 

al-Jāḥiẓ’s gifts and his frustrations, found at the nexus of his brilliance and the racism he 

                                                 
68 Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad b. Muḥammad Ibn Ḵallikān Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary vol. II 

tr. William MacGuckin de Slane(Paris: Oriental Translation Fund, 1843), 409. 
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faced.69 In fact, al-Jāḥiẓ’s very name came from a remark upon his infamous “ugliness”: 

it literally means “bulging eyes” in Arabic, Preston notes. Despite this reputation for a 

homely appearance, al-Jāḥiẓ had access to the upper tiers of Abbasid-era Baghdad 

intellectualism, earning for himself a legacy as a “Theologian, Anthropologist, Naturalist, 

Zoologist, Philosopher and Philologist.”70  His education was extensive, including in its 

scope “both Greek and Persian history and culture.”71  Al-Jāḥiẓ’s social position, gained 

through this tremendous learning, allowed him to agitate openly against racism in 

Arabo-Muslim society, an effort culminating in The Book of the Glory of the Blacks Over 

the Whites. 

As Chouki el-Hamel notes, al-Jāḥiẓ was far from the only scholar who objected to 

the negative portrayals of blacks in Muslim majority societies.  In fact, both Arab and non-

Arab scholars of African descent have made strides over centuries to highlight not only 

the positive qualities of the physical and cultural characteristics of blacks, but also the 

many contributions blacks have made in not just Islamic society, but ancient pre-Islamic 

history as well.  For example, Muhammad b. al-Marzuban (d. 922 CE) wrote a work under 

a similar title to al-Jāḥiẓ, “Blacks and their Superiority over Whites.”72  Historian and 

narrator ‘Abd ar-Rahman ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1200 CE) of Baghdad criticized at length the curse 
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 See Al-Jahiz, The Book of the Glory of the Black Race (Kitab Fakhr As-Sudan ‘Ala al-Bidan), ed.  
William Preston, trans. Vincent J. Cornell (Waddington, New York: Phyllis Preston Collection, 1991). 

70 Vincent Cornel, Introduction to The Glory of the Black Race by al-Jahiz (Waddington, New York: 
Phyllis Preston Collection, 1991), 11 

71 Ibid. 
72 “Kitab as-Sudan wa Fadlihim ‘ala ‘lBidan”  
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of Ham and produced, “Lightening of Darkness on the Merits of the Blacks and 

Ethiopians.”73 Famous Egyptian scholar Al-Suyuti (d. 1505) also composed a book which 

brought to light the contributions of blacks to Islamic civilization.  El-Hamel summarizes 

that “their scholarship represents evidence of color consciousness and a literary discourse 

in defense of blacks against Arab ethnocentrism.”74  Yet it is al-Jahiz’ work that is most 

widely circulated, primarily because it the first work of this length to directly address this 

topic to such an extent, but as noted above, hardly the last. 

The argumentative method of The Book of the Glory of the Blacks Over the Whites 

is to dig through Islamic history and present many of its key figures as Black, including 

even “the Prophet Muhammad, his Father Abdullah, his heroic Grandfather Abd Al-

Muttalib and the Prophet’s cousin Ali…”75  He also makes note of Rabah, the brother of 

Bilal, the first man to sound the Adhan, at the Prophet Mohammad’s request.76  Rabah’s 

special qualities are “his personality and his seriousness.” Another remarkable figure who 

receives mention is ‘Amir Ibn Fuhayra, “one of those who fought at Badr, who was killed 

in the battle of the well at Ma’una.”77 

 From there, al-Jāḥiẓ makes a case for the physical beauty of Blackness, 

potentially overturning the barbs stuck into him for his appearance in ‘Abbasid society in 

                                                 
73 “Tanwir al-Ghabash fi Fadl as-Sudan wa-’l-Habash” 
74 El-Hamel, Black Morocco, 85.   
75 Ibid. 
76 Al-Jahiz, Glory of the Black Race, 36. 
77 Ibid. 
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which those of African descent were viewed as a slave class.  Africans were used 

exclusively in agricultural slavery in Basra, but the ‘Abbasids also employed Black 

Africans as slaves in the military and Turks as well.78  He quotes al-Hayqutan as saying, 

“So what if I have a frizzy head and black skin? I am limp of hand...and like the orange-

flower in dignity.”79 He continues: “Truly blackness of color will not harm me, When I am 

with the most dangerous of swords on the day of battle.”80  Here al-Jāḥiẓ moves from 

one argumentative strategy--emphasizing the physical impressiveness of Blackness--to 

another he employs throughout the book, associating Blackness with courage and 

prowess in battle. The Black man is, if nothing else, a tremendous warrior.  

In building a myth of Black warrior-hood, al-Jāḥiẓ’s argued path to Black 

exceptionalism, al-Jāḥiẓ claims a past in which Blacks “possessed the lands of the Arabs 

from Ethiopia to Mecca” in which Black warriors proved themselves with armies and 

loads of leopard skins obtained for trade with merchants.81  Yet, there is more to the 

argument--at times, al-Jāḥiẓ moves past the skin and moves past the physical abilities 

required for skilled war-making and makes claims of the superiority of Black 

personhood. For instance, he writes of observers of Black peoples claiming that “people 

agree that there is no community on Earth more generous overall than the majority of 
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 African males imported from the eastern coast were used in in Iraq as well as Egypt during this 
time in a military capacity. See, Jere L Bacharach "African Military Slaves in the Medieval Middle East: The 
Cases of Iraq (869-955) and Egypt (868-1171)," International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 13 (1981): 
471-95. 

79 Ibid, 26. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid, 37. 
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Blacks--a characteristic which is not found in anyone who does not have nobility.”82   

Superior physical beauty and superior physical abilities are appendages of a superior 

character. 

The case al-Jāḥiẓ presents is heavily masculine, in the most traditional sense of 

that word. The phallus is brought forth as evidence: at one point, a Black man is described 

as possessing “a penis like that of a donkey.”83  The gender relations of al-Jāḥiẓ’s 

prescription, which doubles somewhat as his description, are rather traditional, with 

Black women expressing a proclivity for child-rearing apparently analogous to the Black 

man’s proclivity for war. Race relations and gender relations are intensely stratified; Black 

men go with Black women and White men go with White women. Not only that, but the 

“Negro84 is more jealous of his women than anything else that God created, and his 

women are just as jealous and protective of him, as well as being more pleasant than 

other (women).”85  Miscegenation is both avoided and to be avoided: “If White men look 

at Black women without the arousal of lust, then Black men also look at White women 

the same way.”86 

                                                 
82 Ibid., 38. 
83 Ibid., 44. 
84 Note that I use the term “Negro” here as it is presented by the translator.  In most translations 

of this work up until the late 1990’s, Black and Negro are used interchangeably.   
85 Ibid., 53. 
86 Ibid., 55 
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AL-JĀḤIẒ, BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE BLACK DIASPORA 

Al-Jāḥiẓ is important for putting into historical perspective the Black experience of 

race and racism in Arab and Muslim society, an area of interest often neglected in fields 

largely concerned with the legacies of European and American racism. The enduring 

contribution of al-Jāḥiẓ to conversations about the Black experience in the so-called “Arab 

world” is the “assertion of a Zanj identity and culture that is distinct from Arab culture in 

the treatise” and the exploration of this identity and culture as a site of tension and 

convergence with the wider Arab world in which it was embedded.  The possibility of al- 

Jāḥiẓ’s self-positioning in The Superiority of the Blacks over the Whites, as well as his 

positioning of a dichotomy between Arab-Iraqi culture and Zanj/ Black culture raises 

several interesting issues in regards to a discussion of Africa and the black Atlantic.  Such 

a discussion is critical because this project examines the reception of al- Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj 

revolt by Black Americans whose Black identity is mostly informed by a trans-Atlantic 

narrative.  This treatise addresses the identity of the Zanj as black outsiders in an Arab 

nation, marginalized in an Islamic Iraq, and othered by an age-old racist discourse that 

degrades them, their history, and culture which the following chapter will explore.  

The very existence of a distinct Zanj culture in the days of Abbasad-era Baghdad is 

evidence that the Black diaspora brings with it a Black consciousness wherever it goes. 

This consciousness, and the culture through which it is lived and expressed and 

developed, is shot through with a sense of marginalization and attendant “self-
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affirmation.” If there existed in Abbasid-era Baghdad a dominant culture--a Muslim one, 

to be sure, but also a distinctly Arab one--there arose, in reaction and through Zanj 

expression, a counterculture and a “counter-narrative” celebrating Black, African and 

Nubian identity. The very fact that al-Jāḥiẓ found it necessary to write his treatise is 

evidence of the systematic denigration of Black diasporic culture in the Abbasid Caliphate.  

To suggest a Black diasporic identity is not necessarily to assert the race 

essentialism at the core of Euro-Atlantic racism. As Paul Gilroy demonstrates in The Black 

Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, to lose entirely the concept of Black 

diaspora allows for the disintegration of Black identity into tiny particularisms, and with 

it crucial political solidarities underlining modern anti-imperialist and anti-colonial 

projects.87 The challenge is to maintain a diasporic consciousness that maintains 

difference. The inclusion of the Zanj culture, as described by al-Jāḥiẓ, in such a schema 

allows for yet another unique Black diasporic culture its place in the complex dramaturgy 

that is the Black diaspora.  In the next chapter, we turn to the Zanj Rebellion of Iraq, first 

exploring the various ideological bases that promoted the idea of Black inferiority and 

supported Black servitude in the medieval Middle East.   

  

  

                                                 
87 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1993). 
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Black Servitude and Resistance in the Medieval Middle East 

The Zanj Revolt in the heartland of the Abbasid dominions in southern Iraq lasted 

almost fifteen years (from 255-270/869-883). This uprising had such a large impact on the 

Abbasid caliphate that in his monumental universal history, Tarikh al-Rusul wa'l muluk al-

Tabari chronicles it in its entirety.88 Yet, the complex relationship between East Africans 

and Arabs in the pre-Islamic period is overlooked despite its importance in contextualizing 

the mass import of African slaves to Abbasid territories and the Indian Ocean slave trade 

that would occur later. For al-Jāḥiẓ, understanding that relationship is critical in 

understanding the capacity of African for collective greatness and leaves the reader 

pondering the possibility that the Zanj could defeat the Arabs again.  

Abyssinian and Arab conflict predated Islam and influenced the attitudes towards 

blacks and the Zanj particularly during al-Jāḥiẓ’s time. Tracing the historical relationships 

between Abyssinians and Arabs of the Arabian peninsula becomes essential in order to 

understand al-Jāḥiẓ’s historical approach to his imaginary debate between Sudan (Blacks 

in general) and Bidan (Translated as Whites, but referring particularly to Arabs).  In fact, 

Helmi Sharawi argues that this debate “did not attract the attention of the researchers 

who studied the al-Jāḥiẓ texts because these atmospheres89 belong to an Arab pre-Islamic 
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Al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari, Volume 36: The Revolt of the Zanj: A.D. 869-879/ A.H. 255-
265, trans. David Waines (Albany: State University of New York, 1992).  

89 Sharawi is referring to the atmosphere of conflict and contention between Abysissians and 
Arabs and the subsequent adaptation of a “ready-made philosophy” against the Black-Negro-slave 
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paganism.”90 In support of al-Sudan, al-Jāḥiẓ speaks with glory about the invasion of 

Yemen by the Abyssinians and their attempt to invade Mecca. Al-Jāḥiẓ quotes the Blacks 

as saying: 

We were the owners of Arab lands from Abyssinian up to Mecca, and our rules 
were applied and obeyed by all. We overcame Nowas and killed Hemyar but you 
did not own our lands. 
 

Al- Jāḥiẓ also refers to pre-Islamic poetry on ‘Abyssinian’s invasion’ over the Arab lands 

and their destruction and ‘demolition of what Arabs had built up’ ‘with groups of Axium, 

who were as black as deadly lions.’ He says that al-Sudan are proud that they, at one time 

represented by the Abyssinians, governed Arabia from Yemen to Mecca.91  

It was only after the defeat of Abyssinians in the conflict between the Romans and 

the Persians that allowed Arabs to enslave Abyssinians throughout the Arabian Peninsula. 

The relationship with Romans in the north had actually provided the Arabs with a 

consistent mode of thinking to justify slavery and also with a ready-made philosophy 

against the Black-Negro-slave. This, in conjunction with religious text-based 

interpretations of blackness as an attribute worthy of condemnation, most likely 

informed the way that Arabs thought about the Black slaves in the marshes of Basra. 

                                                 
adopted by the Arabs from the Romans (see Helmi Sharawi, “The African in the Arab Culture” in Imagining 
the Arab Other, ed. Tahar Labib (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2008), 97-99.) 

90 Sharawi, “The African in the Arab Culture,” 99. 
91 Al-Jahiz, Glory of the Black Race, 25.  
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BLACKNESS IN RELIGIOUS TEXTS 

Neither in the Qur’an nor in the Hadith is there any indication of racial difference 

among humankind. But as a consequence of the Arab conquest, a mutual assimilation 

between Islam and the cultural and religious traditions of Jews and Christians took place. 

Distinction between races was supported in reference to the sons of Noah in the Talmud, 

a collection of rabbinic writings from the sixth century CE. Descendants of Ham, according 

to this tradition, were cursed with being black. Throughout Islamic history, color prejudice 

was entrenched in the narrative of the Curse of Ham, son of Noah derived from Genesis 

9:18-9:25. The narrative presents several difficulties, the most obvious being that Ham 

sinned, but Canaan (and his descendants) was punished and it does not explicitly describe 

anyone as black.92 

It may be called the old, traditional Hamite view; and what was based upon the 

Genesis account of Noah’s sons, and upon the so-called Table of Nations in Genesis 10 

and I Chronicles 1, which lists Ham and his descendants. Blacks would later use this 

Hamitic myth to claim that the Biblical Hamites were negroes and included the Hamites 

listed in the Biblical Table of Nations, notably: Egyptians, African Cushites (Ethiopians), 

and Asiatic Cushites of South Asia, Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, and Canaan. This myth was 

employed to validate and sustain the cultural prejudices of Arabs regarding race which 

existed before the advent of Islam. This Talmudic and biblical narrative permeated Islamic 

                                                 
92 David M. Goldenberg, The Curse of Ham: Race and Slavery in Early Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 142.  
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society through a process of assimilation of cultural and the scriptural traditions of 

Christian and Jewish populations. Ham and the Hamitic curse do not exist in the Qur’an. 

Adversely, the Qur’an stresses the fellowship of humanity and the singular origin of 

mankind: 

People, We created you from a single man and a single woman, and made you 
into races and tribes so that you should get to know one another.93 In God’s 
eyes, the most honoured of you are the ones most mindful of Him: God is all 
knowing, all aware.94 
 

Further the Hadith explicitly condemn both racial and tribal prejudice.  Muhammad’s 

Islam was egalitarian not only among tribal Arabs but among all peoples, even those Arabs 

perceived as different and of lower status because of their color as seen in the example 

of Bilal, an Abyssinian: 

Abu Umamah reported: Abu Dharr reproached Bilal about his mother, saying, “O 
son of a black woman!” So Bilal went to the Messenger of Allah, peace and 
blessings be upon him, and he told him what he said. The Prophet became angry 
and then Abu Dharr came although he was unaware of what Bilal told him.  
 
The Prophet turned away from him and Abu Dharr asked, “O Messenger of Allah, 
have you turned away because of something you have been told?” The Prophet 
said, “Have you reproached Bilal about his mother?”95  
 
Then the prophet continued, “By the one who revealed the Book to Muhammad, 
none is more virtuous over another except by righteous deeds. You have none 

                                                 
93 M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, trans. “The Private Rooms (Sura 49)” in The Qur’an (Oxford, New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2010), 339, footnote b, Abdel Haleem says, “As relatives from the same origin” 
94 Abdel Haleem, The Quran, footnote c. “Of people’s true worth and the thoughts they harbour 

49:13; Abdel Haleem, The Quran, 338-339. In introducing the surah, “The Private Rooms,” the translator 
claims that this surah “stresses the unity of mankind and God’s intention that people should live together 
in harmony (verse 13).”  

هِ  95   .أَْنَت الَِّذي تُعَيُِِّر بِالال بِأُِمِّ
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but an insignificant amount.”96 
 

This incident reflects the preexisting negative perception of color among many Arabs in 

the new social order that Muhammad introduced and. important, the recognition and 

inclusion of the “other” in the nascent era of Islam in Arabia.  

This condemnation of racial prejudice and the specific promotion of a singular 

lineage of all people established an Islamic ideal of an egalitarian social order. Until today, 

Muhammad’s message of equality is viewed as paramount considering it was described 

in detail in his farewell sermon (9th of Dhu al-Hijjah, 10 AH [9 March 632 CE]). The prophet 

is reported by Abu Nadrah to have said to his congregation:  

 
O people, your Lord is one and your father Adam is one. There is no favoritism of 
an Arab over a foreigner, nor a foreigner over an Arab, and neither red skin over 
black skin, nor black skin over red skin, except through righteousness. Have I not 
conveyed the message?97 
 
The evolution of the Islamic state under a profoundly Arabo-centric theocracy 

took a different path from the ideals of Muhammad. After his death, the ideal of an 

egalitarian Islamic umma, or collective religious community, was more illusory than real. 

Racial difference, discrimination, and violence followed as a consequence of the deeply 

entrenched cultural mores evident in the time of the prophet that resurfaced without 

                                                 
96 Imam Al-Bayhaqi, Shu’b Al-Iman, Hadith No. 4760. 

اعِ   ٍد َما ألََحٍد َعلَيَّ فَْضٌل إاِل بِعََمٍل إِْن أَْنتُْم ِإال َكَطِفِّ الصَّ  .َوالَِّذي أَْنَزَل اْلِكتَاَب َعلَى ُمَحمَّ

97 Musnad Ahmad bin Hanbal, Hadith No. 22978, Vol.6, p. 570. 
 

َواَل ِلعََجِميٍِّ َعلَى َعَربِيٍِّ َواَل أِلَْحَمَر َعلَى أَْسَودَ َواَل أَْسَودَ َعلَى يَا أَيَُّها النَّاُس أاََل إِنَّ َربَُّكْم َواِحدٌ َوإِنَّ أَبَاُكْم َواِحدٌ أاََل اَل َفْضَل ِلعََربِيٍِّ َعلَى أَْعَجِميٍِّ 

 .الَّ بِالتَّْقَوى أَبَلَّْغتُ أَْحَمَر إِ 



 39 

much hindrance after his death. Of crucial import is the adoption of the Hamitic myth and 

its subsequent application with respect to how the racial constituency of societies and 

states were regarded. As a consequence of Arab domination and the spread of Islam, 

assimilation of the cultural and the scriptural traditions of Christian and Jewish 

populations occurred. Some confusion exists about not only whether the Hamitic curse 

originates in Arab culture or from the Judaic literature, but also whether the curse 

involves race, that is, whether the punishment conveyed by the curse is blackness.  

In Genesis, chapter five, Noah curses the descendants of Ham, his youngest son, 

which due to the latter having inadvertently seen his father naked, in a drunken stupor.98  

Noah condemns Ham’s descendants to be servants to the descendants of Ham’s brothers, 

Shem and Japheth: 

Acursed be Canaan; 
he shall be 

his brothers’ meanest slave. 
He added: 

Blessed be Yahweh, God of Shem 
Let Canaan be his slave! 
May God make space for Japheth 
may he live in the tents of Shem, 

and let Canaan be his slave!.99 
 

                                                 
98 Genesis 9:18-25 from The New Jerusalem Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 

1985). 
99 Genesis 9: 25-27 
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The Babylonian Talmud, compiled in Babylonia in the 6th century AD states that the 

descendants of Ham are cursed with blackness (among other undesirable features) and 

undesirable character.  Upon that Noah said:  

 

Now I cannot beget the fourth son whose children I would have ordered to serve 
you and your brothers! Therefore it must be Canaan, your first born, whom they 
enslave. And since you have disabled me from doing ugly things in blackness of 
night, Canaan’s children shall be born ugly and black! Moreover, because you 
twisted your head around to see my nakedness, your grandchildren’s hair shall 
be twisted into kinks, and their eyes red; again because your lips justed at my 
misfortune, theirs shall swell; and because you neglected my nakedness, they 
shall go naked, and their male members shall be shamefully elongated! Men of 
this race are called Negroes, their forefather Canaan commanded them to love 
theft and fornication, to be banded together in hatred of their master, and never 
to tell the truth.100  
 

MEDIEVAL RACIAL ATTITUDES IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

Arab culture would adopt the racial aspect of the Hamitic curse in a manner that 

associated race with slavery. Evidence of the acceptance of the Hamitic story can be found 

in the work of early Muslim scholars and from the fact that in Arabia the majority of slaves 

were black Ethiopians whose subjugation was justified because of their blackness and the 

negative cultural perceptions that blackness held for Arabs. This, of course, does not 

mean that all slaves were black, but rather that a majority of slaves were black and their 

blackness was commonly attributed to their being descendants of Ham.  

                                                 
100 Robert Graves and Raphael Patai, Hebrew Myths: the Book of Genesis (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday, 1964), 121.  
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One of the early Arab writers who addressed the issue of racial distinction was Ibn 

Qutayba (d. 276/889) of Baghdad. He wrote  

Wahb b. Munabbih said that Ham [son of Noah] was a white man having a 
beautiful face and form. But Allah (to Him belongs glory and power) changed his 
color and the color of his descendants because of his father's curse. Ham went 
off, followed by his children...They are the Sudan.101 
 

Al-Ya’qubi (d. 284/897) of Egypt wrote: 

When the progeny of Nuh dispersed from the country of Babil (Babylon), the 
descendants of Ham son of Nuh went to the west, and crossed the Furat 
(Euphrates) towards the setting sun. After they had crossed the Nile of Egypt, the 
descendants of Kush son of Ham, namely the Habasha and the Sudan, split into 
groups.102 
 

Al- Mas’udi (d. 345/956) echoes conclusions made by previous scholars: 
The traditionalists say that Noah, peace upon him, cursed Ham, praying that his 
face should become ugly and black and that his descendants should become 
slaves to the progeny of Sam...They are the various peoples of the Sudan.103  

 

In all likelihood, these racial attitudes toward black Africans were a common perception 

in Arabia and the Mediterranean and this tradition in the Talmud appears to be an 

articulation of racial divisions in a religious voice.  

Al-Tabari (d. 923), who provides the most comprehensive account of the Zanj 

revolt follows suit regarding racial classification:  

Ham begat all those who are black and curly-haired, while Japheth begat all 
those who are full-faced with small eyes, and Shem begat everyone who is 
handsome of face with beautiful hair. Noah prayed that the hair of Ham’s 
descendants would not grow beyond their ears, and wherever his descendants 

                                                 
101 Ibid. 
102 Ahmad ibn Abi Ya’qub ibn Ja’far ibn Wahb ibn Wadih in Hopkins and Levtzion, 21. 
103 Al-Mas’udi in Hopkins and Levtzion, 34. 
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met the children of Shem, the latter would enslave them.104 
 

Al-Tabari adopted the chauvinistic Arabo-Persian-centered culture of his time. Ironically 

for a devout Muslim scholar, al-Tabari used the Torah and oral cultural traditions rather 

than the Qur’an as the source of racial classification. For al-Tabari, the civilized race 

consisted of the children of Shem: Shem begat the Arabs, Persians, and Byzantines, in all 

of whom there is good”105 The less civilized peoples are from the other two races: 

“Japheth begat the Turks, Slavs, Gog, and Magog, in none of whom there is good. Ham 

begat the Copts, Sudanese, and Berbers.”106 

In writing about the Zanj in his analysis of the Revolt of the third/ninth century, he 

is not clear on who is writing about when he uses the term Zanj. He is not as concerned 

with why or how they revolted as he is with how these forces affected the Abbbasid state. 

He uses terms such as Zanj, Sudan, abid, ghulam, and khawal to describe black Africans.107 

Furlonge defines Zanj as a slave from East Africa, Sudan as a free African, abid as a generic 

term for slave, ghulam as an attendant, guard, servant or page, and khawal as another 

generic term for slave.  

Al-Jāḥiẓ places the Zanj into four categories: Qunbula, Lanjawiyya, Naml, and Kilab 

were from East Africa and imported to the Middle East at an indeterminate date.108 The 

                                                 
104 Al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari: Prophets and Patriarchs, translated by William M. Brinner 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986), vol. 2, 21. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid.  
107 Furlonge, 10. 
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origins of the term “Zanj” are not clear. Popovic argues that the term is not Arabic in 

origin, but its three-letter composition made it easily adaptable for Arabs. Orientalist 

scholars differed on its language of origin. L.M. Devic argued that it is a borrowed 

Ethiopian word. Others claimed the term is of Persian and/or Indian origin.  Others such 

as G. F. Hourani believed that the name is related to the Greek “Zingis.”109 Division in 

scholarship does not end in tracing the origins of the term, but also proper pronunciation 

of the term. Scholars contemplated between Zanj, Zinj, Zenj, or Zunj. Ibn Durayd, an Arab 

poet and lexicologist who lived during the time of the revolt argued that “The Zanj are a 

well-known people; as for the pronunciation Zinj, it is incorrect.”110 

Regarding the term al-Sudan, it appears that it has been given by Muslim writers 

to denote the black peoples inhabiting the whole stretch of country south of the Sahara, 

from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea and Ethoipia. Accordingly, this area has become 

known as bilad or ard al-Sudan (the country of the Blacks).111 However we are here 

concerned with the general usage of this term which is intended to mean all black 

peoples, including Abyssinians. It is not the intention in the following study to trace all 

works which relate to the Zanj and al-Sudan as a whole. This will not be possible especially 

with limited time and space. Rather, I propose to study some of them in hope that some 

kind of background for our treatise will be established.   

                                                 
109 Popovic 14-15. 
110 ibid. 15. 
111 Al-Qazwini (d. 1283) writes a description about the expansive bilad al-Sudan in Athar al-Bilad 

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Libraries, 1960), 30:  
 هي بالد كثيرة وأرض واسعة، ينتهي شمالها إلى أرض البربر، وجنوبها إلى البرارى، وشرقها إلى الحبشة، وغربها إلى البحر المحيط. 
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It is curious that al-Jāḥiẓ decides to write his treatise not about the superiority of 

the Zanj, which would have been appropriate within the Iraqi context considering that 

the blacks in both agricultural and military slave roles almost exclusively were of the Zanj. 

Rather, he takes on the entirety of the black race to write about and, in using the term 

Sudan, included the peoples of east Africa. In the introduction, al-Jāḥiẓ tells us that a 

reader of a book he wrote entitled Muḥākamat al-ṣuraḥā’ li-lhujanā wa radd al-hujanā’ 

wa jawāb akhwāl al-hujanā,112 pointed out to him that he had not mentioned in it 

anything about the glories of al-Sudan. Therefore, he takes the opportunity to fulfil the 

request of the anonymous reader and create a treatise in the form of a debate in defense 

of Blacks. Although the title of the treatise reveals that the work is devoted to the topic 

of al-Sudan in general, the contents reveal that the work is devoted to the topic of the 

Zanj, which is a reflection of his world view as not just a prominent figure in the Abbassid 

intellectual circles, but also is origins in Basra and his black slave origins in particular. That 

being said, al-Jāḥiẓ does include traditions and information concerning other black groups 

which all fit under the umbrella of al-Sudan. 

THE ZANJ OF IRAQ 

The Zanj were brought to Iraq at an undetermined date. Although the term “Zanj” 

is regionally ambiguous, it is likely that these Africans were from Kenya, Tanzania, 

Ethiopia, Malawi, and Zanzibar. According to some sources, the word Zanj originates on 
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the East African coast; they were mentioned in Arabic and Persian literature.113  Brought 

in to work salt marshes in southern Iraq, the Zanj removed earth to plant labor-intensive 

crops. They were brought to Iraq as part of the Indian Ocean slave trade, in which Slavic, 

Turkish, Indian, Sudanese, and Abyssinian slaves were also sold and shipped.114 In 

constant conflict with their Iraqi overlords due to their extreme work conditions and 

insufficient diet, the Zanj revolted on three separate occasions over the course of 200 

years.  

Writers of the Abbasid period offer some insight into how Zanj of the period were 

viewed racially. According to some sources, Galen (a Greek doctor of the first and second 

centuries) attributed “ten special characteristics to the Zanj: black complexion, kinky hair, 

flat nose, thick lips, slender hands and feet, fetid odor, limited intelligence, extreme 

exuberance, cannibalistic customs.”115 Other sources add to Galen’s attributes “excessive 

petulance, sparse eyebrows, high developed sexual organs.”116 Yet other writers took 

note of Zanji ugliness, particularly the women.117 One proverb stated that the “hungry 

Zanj steals; the sated Zanj rapes.”118 Al-Jāḥiẓ, in his attempt to capture prevailing opinion 

about the Zanj, stated that the Zanj were seen as unintelligent and unconcerned with 

matters of great importance, adding to the impression that the Zanj were subject to 
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intense racialized prejudice and repression.119 Although he died less than a year before 

the major Zanj revolt, al-Jahiz had a wealth of history to work with in providing examples 

to demonstrate the capabilities of Blacks.  No doubt that the Zanj Revolt could be read as 

demonstrative of what al-Jahiz argued in The Superiority of the Blacks over the Whites. 

THE ZANJ: DETERMINED TO REVOLT 

The first case of Zanj revolt was in 689-90 CE, while the second occurred in 694, 

and the final one in 869-83. The success of these revolts, particularly the final attempt, 

redefined the nature of slavery in the Islamic world. No longer would slaves engage in 

agricultural labor-intensive slavery to such an extent.  

The first uprising took place in 70/689-90 under the government of Halid Mus’ab 

ibn al-Zubayr during the Umayyad dynasty. This insurrection was hardly collective. Rather, 

it involved small gangs engaged in pillage easily broken up by the Umayyad troops. Zanj 

prisoners were beheaded and their corpses were publicly hanged. Although this uprising 

was of little importance, it demonstrates that from an early period, the Zanj were living 

in appalling social conditions.120  In addition to the general uprising, there have also been 

claims about small bands of Zanj slaves “terrorizing” areas near Ubulla at the coast of the 

Persian Gulf. There is also some evidence of a Black revolt in Medina in 762.121 
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The Zanj were more prepared for their second revolt five years later. This time 

around, they had a leader, Shir Zanji (Lion of the Zanj).122 Umayyad governor, al-Hajjaj, 

sent troops on two different occasions quell the rebellion. Charles Pellat claims that this 

insurrection was not spontaneous and that the Zanj were inspired by propaganda. Their 

success was short lived. Although they defeated a troop that was sent against them, they 

were subsequently defeated. Over 175 years passed before the Zanj were collectively 

referenced again.123  

Prior to the third and largest uprising, in Basra, the home city of al-Jāḥiẓ, financial 

weakness and instability plagued the Abbasid caliphate, which at its height ruled over vast 

territory including Tunisia, Central Asia, Yemen, and Iraq.124 The revolt began as a class 

conflict of sorts, eventually becoming a specifically Black revolt.125 Tabari’s coverage of 

the revolt begins by contextualizing the insurrection as a result of larger political and 

economic problems facing the Abbasid Caliphate. Tabari notes that “events transpired as 

they did in the wake of Muhtadi’s accession [and Mutazz’s renunciation] to the caliphate 

with the revolt of troops and the Shkiriyyah… and the outbreak of general unrest.”126 
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Caliph Mutazz struggled to meet the needs of his Turkish military men who demanded 

reforms for the corrupt and unsustainable iqta system of land payments.  

Further internal conflicts arose between the caliph and his inner circle of non-Arab 

clients. Internal factionalism coupled with the rise of the Saffarids and the Qarmatians 

prevented the Abbasids from addressing the Zanj until a decade into their revolt. 

Throughout the revolt, the Zanj made heavy strategic use of Batiha, a lower marsh area 

of Southern Iraq conducive to the construction of hideouts for various rebel bands on 

account of the rough terrain that made them hard to reach.127  When the Abbasids did 

decide to address the Zanj issue directly, they attempted to encourage Zanj troops to join 

Black brigades fighting for the Abbasid Empire.128 

The leader of the final revolt, ‘Ali ibn Muhammad al-Zandji , an Arab born in a 

village near Rayy who earned a living from poetry and teaching writing, initially gained 

support from Arabs in the region through religious claims.129 Prior to arriving in Basra, Ali 

led several revolts in al-Bahrayn. Al-Tabari describes Ali ibn Muhammad’s assertions that 

he was a descendant of Ali ibn Abi Talib. He also claimed to receive verses from the Qur’an 

that he had not memorized. With this evidence, Arabs in Bahrayn believed he was a 

prophet and allegedly collected taxes on his behalf. Once the Zanj revolt took form, he 
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led the slaves with the assurance to them that God had chosen him to lead their 

rebellion.130  

‘ALI IBN MUHAMMAD: THE FREE MAN LEADING A SLAVE REBELLION 

‘Ali ibn Muhammad ultimately assumed the role of a full Imam and tactfully 

utilized religious ideology as leader of the Zanj revolt. Having rolled into Basra upon 

hearing news of anarchy caused by Balalites and Sa’dites storming prisons and freeing 

inmates, ‘Ali ibn Muhammad pretended to be a wealthy businessman in order to come 

into contact with the Zanj and thereafter arrange their uprising.131 (During the Zanj Revolt, 

the Balalites and the Sa’dites would oppose the slave insurrection alongside Bedouins--

who fought for both sides at different points of the war--and the regular army, known as 

the jund.132 However, Ali ibn Muhammad did not solely rely on religious appeals to gain 

the backing on the Zanj. He also made economic appeals, which the Zanj found much 

more appealing. Ali b. Muhammad promised the Zanj land and property in exchange for 

their allegiance. Once the revolt was proclaimed, scores of slaves began to join in the 

struggle against the big landowners determined to reclaim their slaves.133 

In the course of the revolt, the Zanj seized boats and massacred their crews, took 

prisoners as slaves, launched sophisticated guerrilla attacks that made use of both land 
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and water, and placed severed heads on display in the hundreds upon conquering 

territory and men.134 Psychological warfare was waged by both sides. At one point near 

the end of the war, Abu al-Abbas--an agent of the Caliphate--paraded around severed 

heads of Zanj fighters in an effort to demoralize living ones; ‘Ali responded by saying 

stories of Abu al-Abbas’s victory were false.135 

As a commander, Ali kept calm through losses, issuing his proclaimed God-

delivered edicts with aplomb. When preparing to capture with his men the City of Basra, 

he claimed a voice had told him: “Basra will be a loaf of bread that you will eat from all 

sides; when the loaf is half eaten, Basra will be destroyed.”136 Upon hearing the news that 

his general Yahya ibn Muhammad al-Bahraini had been publicly executed after having 

been lashed and having had his hands and feet amputated, Ali expressed grief and then 

bittersweet gratitude with words he claimed were spoken to him by a commanding voice: 

“His death is a good thing for you.”137 When Ali was finally executed after capture, his 

head was impaled upon on a lance, as both evidence and a warning, like the countless 

Zanj soldiers who had been executed by the Caliphate before him.138 Remaining Zanj, 

numbered at about a thousand, fled to the desert where they either died of thirst or were 

enslaved by Bedouins.139 
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Ali did not offer equality to the Zanj. Upon his capture, Abbasid soldiers even freed 

Muslim women Ali had enslaved.140 Rather, through his short term strategy, he adopted 

the same economic principles that had disenfranchised the Zanj. ‘Ali did not propose to 

end mass agricultural slavery.141 His intentions for the uprising are not clear in 

contemporary texts. Popovic argues that “it would be difficult to see Ali b. Muhammad as 

anything more than an ambitious, totally unprincipled man.” 

The Zanj reached within 70 miles of the Abbasid capital of Baghdad. Their 

sustained success is evident in their dominance of southern Iraq where they built their 

own capital of Moktara (the Elect City) and developed currency. Ali ibn Muhammad was 

decapitated in battle and the Zanj under him were quashed by the Abbasids. Yet, 

following their defeat, most of the Zanj accepted Muwaffaq’s offer to join his government 

forces. The Zanj Rebellion proved to be economically disastrous for the Abbasid Caliphate, 

contributing significantly to economic woes that would be the entity’s undoing.142 As for 

the legacy of the revolt, while “has been described as communistic,” it did not as a 

movement attempt to abolish slavery, despite its emancipatory impulses and potential.143  

Modern scholars point out that the hardships endured under agricultural slavery 

were worse than that of the more common form of domestic slavery and concubinage in 

the 9th century Islamic world. It is difficult to determine the impact of the rebellion on 
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the nature of slavery throughout the Islamic empire. However, Robert Harms in Indian 

Ocean Slavery in the Age of Abolition points out that in the mid tenth century, the princes 

of Bahrain reportedly employed some thirty thousand “Abyssinian” slaves, who worked 

mostly in agriculture.144 

As these events occurred in an Islamic context, likely propelled in some way by 

Islamic thought including that of al-Jāḥiẓ, questions inevitably come to the fore about the 

relationship between Islamic ideologies and the question of slavery. Sheriff proposes that 

Muslims of the era “may have been influenced, at least in theory, by the ethics of their 

religion.”145 For Sheriff, while Muslims must follow provisions not to enslave their fellow 

Muslims, sharia law does not outlaw slavery as slavery.146  In the next chapter, the thesis 

explores al- Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj Revolt entered into modern and contemporary discussions 

of blackness and expanded the boundaries of the Black diaspora away from the Atlantic.  

Further, the thesis addresses how Black American Muslims rectified the subjugation of 

Blacks under an Islamic political regime and utilized al- Jāḥiẓ to do so.   
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AL- JĀḤIẒ AND THE ZANJ IN THE INFORMATION AGE 

Al-Jāḥiẓ and the Superiority of the Blacks 

When one Google searches al-Jāḥiẓ, second only to, of course, Wikipedia and 

Encyclopaedia Britannica is a forum discussion simply titled, “al-Jāḥiẓ (776-869): 

Superiority of the Blacks to the Whites” on assatashakur.org.147 The website itself draws 

on the tradition of Blackamerican leftism and secular pan-African sympathies: Assata 

Shakur is, after all, member of the Marxist Black Panther Party, now exiled in Cuba for 

allegedly shooting a police officer. (Shakur insists that the charges are false and politically 

motivated.)  

The mention of al-Jāḥiẓ on a message forum centered on the plight of Assata 

Shakur is a curious sight amongst a sea of Islamic informational websites and academic 

publishing websites highlighting the latest scholarship on al-Jāḥiẓ’s scientific pursuits and 

his impact in the literary field of adab. Yet in informal intellectual discussions on all forms 

of popular media, the most impactful, discussion and debate provoking work of al-Jāḥiẓ is 

not his naturalist works or his poetry, but rather The Superiority of the Blacks over the 

Whites. This is demonstrative of a manifestation of al-Jāḥiẓ’s legacy that is not as 

enthusiastically addressed in the academy, but has taken on intense social and cultural 

significance in the Black diaspora and African-Americans, Muslim or non-Muslim, in 
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particular.   Omar H. Ali eloquently summarized the social and cultural impact of al-Jāḥiẓ 

when he stated that, “long before the Black Arts Movement, the Harlem Renaissance, and 

Marcus Garvey extolling the beauty of being black, there was Ibn Mahbub al-Jāḥiẓ.”148  It 

is evident that today, al-Jāḥiẓ is regularly cited as an originator of black pride in an African-

minority context. The presence of al-Jāḥiẓ on web forums established for African-

American or African diasporic communities encourages reimagining al-Jāḥiẓ’s legacy.   

This section considers modern and contemporary African-American treatments of 

al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt and what they reveal about anxieties surrounding 

sociopolitical resistance and religious belief, focusing on online sources.  Black discussions 

on al-Jāḥiẓ’s personal attributes, contributions to religious and literary scholarship, and, 

of course, his inadvertent “founding” of black pride/power, provide a lens through which 

to view changed attitudes towards race and black consciousness, and unresolved 

concerns about the nature of racism in Islam and Muslim-majority societies and rectifying 

blackness and Islamic identity in modern life. 

AL- JĀḤIẒ ENTERING THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF BLACK AMERICA 

Al-Jāḥiẓ was hardly the only Arabic-speaking scholar to write works in defense of 

Blacks in an Arab majority, African minority context.  Yet it is al-Jāḥiẓ who is mentioned at 

length in academic and informal discourse regarding the earliest examples of black pride 
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(particularly in the Arabic-speaking world). The most obvious explanation is that al-Jāḥiẓ’s 

treatise seems to be the earliest example of a proto-Black Power rhetoric.  Only al-Jāḥiẓ’s 

treatise has been translated to English.  This most likely has to do with the tremendous 

literary legacy.  A second explanation, which has been mentioned only in passing 

regarding the tremendous historic timing of al-Jāḥiẓ’s writing.  Only a year after his death, 

the Zanj revolt in his hometown of Basra commenced.    

Al-Jāḥiẓ’s fame in pro-black intellectual circles was heightened during the 

information age with the creation of safe, anonymous spaces for which proponents for 

Pan-Africanism, black power, and other such movements could gather. Black popular 

intellectuals writing about the lives and achievements of historical and contemporary 

black figures, though, exposed the masses to al-Jāḥiẓ at a critical time in American history. 

J.A. Rogers149, a Jamaican-American historian, author, and journalist who was revered in 

the black press, featured al-Jāḥiẓ in his World’s Great Men of Color in 1946.150   The 

decision to re-publish a new edition of Roger’s work in the early 1970’s, around the height 

of the Black Power movement brings up the possibility that a new generation of Black 
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Americans were enlightened about al-Jāḥiẓ, perhaps some of the first to post about al-

Jāḥiẓ on the internet in the early 1990’s.151  

What is of import is that William Preston, the publisher of the only stand-alone 

English translation of al-Jāḥiẓ’s treatise on Blacks in book form, acknowledges J. A. Rogers 

as a major source of influence.152 It would hardly be surprising if Preston’s first exposure 

to al-Jāḥiẓ (and quite possibly the notion of a Black diaspora in in the Middle East) was 

through Rogers’ work.  Although the biographical information about al-Jāḥiẓ in Rogers’ 

biographical work only touches the surface of al-Jāḥiẓ’s life and work, Rogers arguably 

exposed al-Jāḥiẓ to the Black-American and diasporic masses before any other scholar.    

Preston outlines early in his introduction his aspirations for publishing the text as 

well as who he desires to read the text and how they will benefit from it.  Preston states 

in his Introduction that he expects the book to be read “widely among Blacks.”153  As much 

as he expects the text to have a profound historical impact on Black readers, he 

anticipates that what al-Jāḥiẓ says about the “Negro racial ancestry of the Prophet 

Muhammad” may have a “profound” effect on the thinking of his black readers “the world 

over” in terms of religion.154  It is clear, though, that Preston anticipates that the American 

reader will experience the most profound effect when one considers what he describes 
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as the “growing malaise of Blacks in America toward Christianity and the fact of Nigeria, 

the most powerful Black nation in Africa, even now having a Muslim majority.”155  Al-

Jāḥiẓ’s work plays a critical world in the black understanding of self as a means of 

providing a counter-narrative of the systematic sterilization of Black images of historical 

(mainly biblical) figures.156 Al-Jāḥiẓ presents to the Black reader (throughout the African 

diaspora, but in America in particular) the “Negro Prophet Muhammad.”157   

 In the last ten years of the information age, translated excerpts of Superiority of 

Blacks has been posted on web forums, Twitter, Facebook, and Tumblr.  The most heated 

debates have taken place on the earliest form of social media, discussion forums.  These 

internet forums encouraged participants to simultaneously reconsider the historical 

origins of Afrocentrism and question their perceptions of the eternal existence of an 

African identity. For some, the importance of al-Jāḥiẓ was establishing a historical 

precedent to the notion that indigenous black peoples are located outside the continent 

of Africa.  Others considered al-Jāḥiẓ’s complex racial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic 

identity to encourage a more nuanced discussion of intersectionality of racial and ethnic 

identities and blackness.  Finally, readers and admirers of al-Jāḥiẓ took this early source 

from the Islamic world to challenge Muslims on these forums on the myth of Islamic 

universalism and out-of-touch utopic descriptions of the “ummah,” or universal Islamic 
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community.  For these readers, the necessity of this writing in and of itself demonstrates 

the historical disenfranchisement of black people in Islamic society and the racism of 

Arabs.  Muslim readers often drew connections to racial issues and racism within the 

North-American “pluralistic” yet ideologically Immigrant-dominated Muslim 

communities.   

The work of Sherman Jackson proves critical in contextualizing the particular 

concerns that Black American Muslims share in addressing al-Jāḥiẓ and particularly the 

social and economic context in which al-Jāḥiẓ wrote Superiority.  In writing about the 

Blackamerican experience of Islam, Jackson refers to a tension between Blackamerican 

Muslims’ “own status as Westerners in general and as Americans in particular.”158  This 

tension will dictate their future course at a moment where what Jackson calls “Immigrant 

Islam” is permeated with anti-Western sentiment and undergoing an ever-evolving 

relationship to American whiteness—the latter being, through white supremacist 

regimes, the historic oppressor of Blackamericans. 

In order to analyze the Blackamerican appropriation of Islam, Jackson examines 

the history of what he calls “Black Religion” in the United States. In the past, Black Religion 

involved mainly appropriations of Christianity, transmitted to violently displaced African 

populations through slavery. As Jackson notes, “the central preoccupation of Black 

Religion is the desire to annihilate or at least subvert white supremacy and anti-black 
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racism.”159 Indeed, this desire meets a particular need of Blackamerican Muslims that is 

not shared exactly with the Immigrant Muslims Jackson invokes by way of comparison 

(however central white supremacy might be to the experiences of Immigrant Muslims). 

Jackson goes on to define Black Religion in terms of negation, with a “sustained sentiment 

of protest and resistance that lies at its core.”160 Jackson argues that “at bottom, Black 

Religion remains, in its abiding commitment to protest, resistance, and liberation, 

ultimately more committed to a refusal to be the object of another’s will than it is to a 

positive affirmation of any particular philosophy of life.”161 

How might Blackamerican Muslims reconcile the need for Black resistance 

alongside a positive, affirmative religious project rooted faithfully in Islam? And what 

might their role in Islam be, given various forms of racism sometimes perpetuated by non-

Black Muslims as well as the historically complicated relationship between Islam and, say, 

slavery, a brutal and lasting hallmark of the Blackamerican experience? Jackson deals 

explicitly with the latter dilemma by proposing a legacy of Black Orientalism. Drawing on 

Edward Said’s critique of the historic relationship between European and American 

intellectual classes and imperialism in Orientalism, Jackson insists that there exists a 

history of Black Orientalism that turns a certain mode of rejection of Western white 

supremacy on Arabs, Islam, and the East, claiming each to be essentially hostile to 
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Blackness. Jackson carefully demonstrates that each of Black Orientalist tradition--

Nationalist Black Orientalism, Academic Black Orientalism, and Religious Black 

Orientalism--distort the records of history in order to attach anti-Black racism to complex 

traditions. These records include histories of Arabs, of Africans, and of Islam itself. 

Additionally, Jackson argues that the transposition of modern racism and the slave 

societies of the colonial age onto Islamic societies of the past is anachronistic. This insight 

proves important when one considers the academic debates surrounding al-Jāḥiẓ and the 

Zanj revolt, about whether the former was concerned with advocating for Blackness at all 

and whether the latter was essentially a race or a class revolt.  

One tradition of Black Orientalism explored by Jackson is Pan-Africanism. The Pan-

Africanist Professor Molefi Kete Asante criticizes Arab invaders of a glorified Black Egypt 

in terms similar to the European slave-drivers that would invade Africa several centuries 

later. Asante goes so far as to argue that “had it not been for Arab Muslims, the Europeans 

might have encountered a thriving, powerful civilization in Africa which they would not 

have been able to dominate.”162  The example of Pan-Africanism is particularly relevant 

to discussions around the modern uses of al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt.163 Originally 
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conceived as a rejection of Black uses of Islam and grounded in an African essentialism, 

an imagining of an African cultural past before the moment of rupture, the ethos of Pan-

Africanism seems to have nonetheless made its way into Black appropriations of Islam 

intended to meet the challenges laid out by Jackson. With these key developments in 

mind, the larger questions as to both Muslim and Black considerations and appropriations 

of al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt are: what is the relevance to al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt for 

Black Muslims trying to find their place in an Islam that is itself confronting manifold 

dilemmas? Moreover, what might Black Muslims posit as useful understandings of al-Jāḥiẓ 

and the Zanj revolt true to the demands of both Black Religious tradition and Islam? Any 

such conception of Islam should take special care of extant forms of Black Islam—most 

prominently, the Nation of Islam, which repeats an essentialist philosophy of race 

inherited by the race theories of the 20th century, adding in opposition to the theories of 

Pan-Africanism that Blackness and Islam are inseparable insofar as Islam is the religion of 

the Black man.  

Here it is useful to return the discussion of al-Jāḥiẓ to be found on a message board 

dedicated to the Black Panther Assata Shakur. This is a forum dedicated not at all to issues 

of piety, of religious observance, or of faith overall, but rather to essentially secular 

political questions about Black confrontation with white supremacist regimes. The 

confrontation underway here relates only to one half of the problem inherent to what 

Jackson terms “the Third Resurrection,” or the mid-to-late 20th century Blackamerican 

turn to orthodox Sunni Islam. In describing this half of the equation, Jackson invokes the 
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concept of mysterium tremendum, a reference to the undeniably awesomeness of any 

encounter with the Divine, the absolute shock one experiences upon glimpsing an entity 

as profound and all-encompassing as God. Jackson argues, following an argument made 

by Charles H. Long in his essay “The Oppressive Element in Religion and the Religions of 

the Oppressed,”164 that Black Religion faced a problem on account of its relationship to 

slavery, and the inextricability of slavery from the total Black experience of the New 

World: for Blackamericans, mysterium tremendum took the form not of God, but rather 

the white man and his various ideological regimes. As a consequence, Black Religion arose 

not as devout belief and practice per se, but rather as an ideological mode of resistance, 

a smokescreen of sorts, a form of political revolt that happens to take religious form. In 

this mode, the white man occupies the cultural center for Black Religion that should 

instead be occupied by God. 

From this challenge emerges another: how might Blackamericans find use in Islam 

that helps them to resist the white man without centering him? This is decidedly Jackson’s 

question, and one he answers with an affirmation of Sufism, the substance of which 

directs believers towards a confrontation with the self highly compatible with 

psychological resistance to the ideas of worth and non-worth waged by ruling regimes. 

My own question diverges from this strictly spiritual component, from technical questions 

about the Qu’ran and fiqh and so on, and presumes Black Muslims can derive inspiration 
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for confronting sociopolitical realities from the sociopolitical realities of the history of 

Islam itself. Under this presumption, al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt provide useful points of 

departure—though certainly not the only possible points of departure—for 

understanding issues of Blackness as part of the history of Islam, not at all an issue outside 

of Islam’s general purview of address or its universalism.  

Al-Jāḥiẓ receives mention on a pan-Africanist left-wing forum because he may be 

touted as a historic example of Black genius. This particular use of al-Jāḥiẓ upholds Islam 

as a Black innovation, an enduring example of Black genius. Here, pan-Africanism 

appropriates Islam, and not the reverse, rendering it troubling from a Muslim and God-

centered perspective, but not exactly unhelpful, for it opens up the door for a cross-

pollination between these traditions, providing a window into the possibility of a Muslim 

appropriation of Black pride, tailored to the Blackamerican Muslim experience. Do such 

examples exist in the Internet’s popular forums for Muslims? 

In fact, questions about Islam and Blackness are debated by Muslims on the Assata 

Shakur forum, in a thread titled “Islam & the Afrikan.”
165

 The understanding of al-Jāḥiẓ 

forwarded in the thread’s initial post is that he sought to “confront a growing tide of anti-

black sentiment in the Muslim world,” and so he “contended that even the Prophet 
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Mohammed’s father may have been of African lineage.”
166

 This understanding is posited 

in a thread arguing that Arab slave trade from the East African coast constituted an 

“African holocaust.”167 The first post responding that the violence of this slave trade is not 

a product of “Islam the religion itself.” The logic on offer in the riposte is that Islam does 

not allow for war for any purpose other than defense or liberation of the oppressed, and 

that within Islam slaves may only be taken as combatants in war. The riposte also 

addresses the charge that Islam upholds Arab supremacy with a Qu’ranic verse criticizing 

the “Arabs of the desert” for their “hypocrisy.”168  

Another forum, called Nairaland Forum, asks in a thread about Black Muslim 

opinion regarding the Qu’ran, the Hadith, Muslim scholars, and racism.169 The opening 

post proceeds to quote components of Muslim scripture that appear to call for or endorse 

anti-Black bigotry. Among those quotations are some from al-Jāḥiẓ, which appear to 

question everything about the “Zanj” (equated in this appropriation with dark-skinned 

Africans), from their intelligence to their character. The reputed Blackness of al-Jāḥiẓ goes 

unmentioned, as he is identified in this context only as “a famous Muslim scholar.”170 The 

final post of the thread makes an attempt to refute the premise of the first, quoting a 
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number of Qu’ran verses and historical anecdotes about the Prophet Mohammed and his 

companions in which universal brotherhood and sisterhood is prioritized above narrow 

sectarian interests. One poster in between—allegedly a Black critic of Islam—insists that 

“the only thing we should respect about Middle East is Zanj rebellion!” This outburst 

demonstrates that the Zanj revolt carries radical significance even for Black opponents of 

Islam—in this sense, Islam is a part of resistance discourse for even those who seek to 

disprove it. This retort also demonstrates a common understanding between interlocutors, 

those on both sides of the debate about Islam and race, that Islam may be judged holistically 

on the basis of its own sociopolitical history as well as its teachings enshrined in its texts.  

This preoccupation with the Zanj revolt by Black Internet users Muslims and non-

Muslim alike—this mutually held belief that it represents a watershed moment in the 

history of Black resistance against oppression—can help to fill a missing component of 

Jackson’s own prescription. Jackson’s commentary on slavery is limited to its role in the 

mysterium tremendum experienced by Africans in the New World. Jackson’s suggestions 

pertaining to Islam, and to Sufism in particular, propose a psychological resistance to full 

assimilation in “American democracy” in lieu of political assimilation. When one considers 

the history of slavery and its overthrow, one must consider in addition not simply today’s 

ideological regimes, but today’s economic regimes—slavery was, after all, not simply an 

ideological regime, but an economic system for which various white supremacist 

ideological regimes were formed. Presumably white supremacist regimes of today 

likewise service economic systems of material and physical repression. Can Islam play a 
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role in resistance that might lead to overthrow? Certainly the Zanj revolt, and Black and 

Muslim considerations of it, suggest that there is Islamic precedence for such resistance.  

There is on the Assata Shakur forum a thread dedicated to the Zanj revolt.171 

Within the lead post, there is mention of al-Jāḥiẓ as a seminal figure in the intellectual 

climate preceding the Zanj revolt in Abbasid-era Iraq; the inclusion of al-Jāḥiẓ in this 

context shows that, to some extent, connections between al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt 

have already been proposed by Muslim and pro-Black thinkers. Here, al-Jāḥiẓ is described 

as having written “an impassioned defense of black Africans, referred to in Arabic as the 

Zanj, against accusations of inferiority which had begun to take root even then.” The post 

concludes that  

The Zanj rebellion had a number of effects on the perception of blacks in the 
Arab world. It was during and after this period that negative stereotypes of 
blacks began to proliferate in the Muslim world (see Arab and other Asian views 
on black Africans). The military skills shown by the Africans during the Zanj 
rebellion also caused an increased interest among Arab rulers for recruiting black 
soldiers. Abbassid Caliph al-Amin (d 813) formed "the Crows" - a special corps of 
Ethiopian bodyguards. Caliph al-Muktadir (d 932) also employed 7000 black 
soldiers in battle.5 In the early 10th century, Ali ibn Muhammad, founder of the 
Sulayhi dynasty of Yemen, had in his employ 5000 Ethiopian soldiers.172 
 

This thread opens up among Black radicals the possibility that Islam—treated here as a 

society tied to a faith, and vice versa—has faced its own crises of slavery and prejudice 

and has developed its own means with which to address them. This possibility has been 

expanded upon by Muslims, for Muslims, Black and non-Black alike, in forums across the 
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internet. To take just one example, a post by Abdul Alim on a blog called Ballandalus uses 

al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj revolt to reach out to the Muslim community at large, to ask it to 

consider anti-Black prejudices of and Black contributions to the Islamic past. The post 

insists that “Black Muslims , or Muslims of African origin, have played—and continue to 

play— a particularly important role in Islamic civilization as ascetics, reformers, leaders, 

revolutionaries, and scholars.”173 For Alim, this stands as evidence of “the egalitarian and 

diverse spirit of Islam.”174 The post also offers an ode to the possibilities, the potential 

futures of Islam to be found in a rediscovery of Black Muslim contributions: “It is 

important for many Muslims to reclaim this history, which has too often been forgotten 

or marginalized. This process of reclamation begins with the recognition of those 

individuals who shaped this history and who contributed to Islamic civilization.”175   
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Conclusion: Blackness in Islam and the Necessity of Re-Defining the 
Ummah 

 

Critical discourse regarding racism in Islam has evoked confusion and outrage in 

Muslims due to the heavy use of hadith to challenge the notion that Islam is inherently 

against racism. This discourse points to the necessity of combining Islamic societies and 

histories with texts and traditions. 

  Muslims have been confronted with extreme criticism with the use of authentic 

religious texts regarding a broad range of issues. Kecia Ali addresses a critical 

contemporary example of how the use of hadith from Sahih Bukhari, “viewed by Sunni 

Muslims as the most authentic compilation of hadith,” was used to argue that Aishah 

married the prophet at the age of six.176  For instance, in response to accusations that the 

prophet was a “pedophile,” Muslims “instinctively refused to accept” the evidence from 

the most respected compilations of hadith, which in any other circumstance would be 

considered problematic at best.  Muslims turned to their virtual ummah for clarification.  

In the age of social media and trending hashtags, Muslims continue to engage in a 

community of strangers with a shared religious identity for how to rectify issues of race 

in Islam and also in their respective Muslim majority societies in general.     

Muslims, particularly American Muslims who are part of a landscape in which race 

is in the forefront of social life and politics, continue to find themselves at a loss as to how 
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to deal with the issue of racism aside from frequent repetitions of hadith and Qur’anic 

verses promoting an egalitarian Islam.  Yet, there is nothing new, of course, about the 

anti-Black social underpinnings of Islamic society.   

The Superiority of Blacks over Whites brought forth contemporary and historical 

parallels to the plights of peoples of African descent in the West and Afro-Arabs in the 

Middle East.  For those readers who were aware of the social stratification of Abassid 

domain at the time, al-Jāḥiẓ’s Iraq has unique parallels to the Black American experience.  

Namely, the high use of black agrarian slavery provides the strong connection.  It also 

challenges popular arguments regarding the unique (and sometimes powerful) position 

of slaves in Islamic history.177 

A BROADENING DIASPORA: AL-JĀḤIẒ ON THE WORLD-WIDE WEB 

Despite the challenging social and political backdrop in which al-Jāḥiẓ wrote this 

treatise, Muslims used the life and successes of al-Jāḥiẓ as an example of the elevated 

status of black people in early Islamic society.  Forum user Jawaid Ahmed responds to 

Hassan’s intervention with a description (and advocacy for) al-Jāḥiẓ, attaching his 

scientific prescience to both his Black and Islamic identities. He writes, “The first Muslim 

biologist and philosopher to speculate in detail about evolution was the Afro-Arab writer 
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al-Jāḥiẓ in the 9th century.”178 This statement is prefaced with the statement, “Whereas 

as Greek and Roman evolutionary ideas died out after the fall of the Roman Empire, they 

were not lost to Islamic scientists and philosophers.”179 The tactic here is to compare the 

achievements of Islamic society in general, with al-Jāḥiẓ as its specific representative, to 

Europe civilization, in order to reverse common popular misconceptions about white 

Europeans and Christianity on the one hand, and Black Africans, and Islam on the other 

hand, and popular Western notions about their progress relative to each other.  

Al-Jāḥiẓ’s Superiority is often read as a Black counter-narrative to an Arab 

dominated (or, even stronger, Arab supremacist) social, cultural, economic, and political 

structure.   Casual readers view this counter-narrative as diasporic in its very nature.  The 

diasporic nature of al-Jāḥiẓ’s work can be supported based on what Rogers Brubaker 

outlines as the three elements which constitute diaspora: first diaspora is established on 

the foundation of experiences of “dispersion,” next is an “orientation” toward a real or 

imagined homeland, and last, it is built upon the notion of a bounded (though dispersed) 

community which engages in the “preservation of a distinctive identity vis-à-vis a host 

society.”180 
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Readers frame not only al-Jāḥiẓ’s decision to write a work in defense of blacks as 

a form of resistance popular prejudice used to encourage the subjugation of blacks in 

inhumane agricultural labor.  It is this accounting for material structures that provides the 

Zanj revolt with its relevance to some commenters. Black Muslim user “-Just Call Me Jari-

,” who initiated another post on al-Jāḥiẓ over two years prior, wrote of the environment 

in which al-Jāḥiẓ wrote in defense of the Zanj: “al-Jāḥiẓ was a leading intellectual in Basra, 

the same place that other Muslim Authors degraded the Zanj.” He frames al-Jāḥiẓ’s work 

within an environment of larger collective resistance, “Jari” continues, “The Same place 

where Zanj slaves decided not to be good little Abdeeds181 and rose up, controlling their 

own state within Southern Persia/Iraq, building their own city, controlling Trade, and 

humiliating the Abbasids for 15 yrs.”182 

Another striking aspect of al-Jāḥiẓ’s treatise was his more expansive 

understanding about where Black peoples were located.  Blacks include the “Zanj, 

Ethiopians, the people of Fazzan, the Berbers, the Copts, and Nubians, the people of 

Zaghawa, Marw, Sind and India, Qamar and Dabila, China, and Masin…”183 He expands 
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the breadth of the black diaspora by claiming “the islands in the seas between China and 

Africa are full of blacks, such as Ceylon, Kalah, Amal, Zabij, and their islands, as far as India, 

China, Kabul, and those shores”184  

Referring to the extensive list of the Black diaspora of al-Jāḥiẓ, user “Just Call Me 

Jari” asks his forum community, “Can we conclude that al-Jāḥiẓ was the first ‘Afrocentric’ 

… would he have been taken serious if he were writing in today's time…”185 Here the 

forum user is raising the question of whether “Afro-centrism” and the many movements 

that it has since engendered--including but not limited to Pan-Africanism, Black 

nationalism, and Islam-informed iterations such as the Nation of Islam and the Five-

Percent Nation--find their beginnings in the writings of al-Jāḥiẓ. The question of whether 

al-Jāḥiẓ would be taken seriously today suggests a yearning to place al-Jāḥiẓ outside of a 

purely ideological reading of Black superiority and within “modern” traditions of science 

and rationalism.  

Any attempt to expand the place of al- Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj in Black and Muslim 

consciousness must account for, and pay proper respect to, these precedents. Indeed, al-

Jāḥiẓ has been a subject of discussion in NOI circles. The first set of popular discussions 

about al-Jāḥiẓ in regards to race took place in August 2000 on a Nation of Islam website 

founded in 1997.  The post, which reads more like a short article or blog post, is titled, 
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“Prophet Mohammad: White, Black, or What?”186 and addresses, as the title says, the 

question of Prophet Mohammad’s race in the prism of the NOI’s views on race and the 

origin of man.  This post is expanding upon a previous discussion (now lost) which 

presumably sought to rectify what author “True Islam” describes as the “two different 

and seemingly mutually exclusive statements” by the Honorable Elijah Muhammad 

regarding the “race” of the Prophet Mohammad. The question stands: was he a white 

man or an “Original Man”?  “True Islam” quotes hadith describing the Prophet as a white 

man and claims that at one point, the Honorable Elijah Muhammad made the same 

argument.  Yet, the discussant cites both medieval Arab scholars and contemporary 

academics who each not only argue for the Prophet’s black lineage, but also the Black- 

not Semitic- background of the “original” Arabs.   

It is worth noting in this context that the Nation of Islam receives some 

commendation from Sherman Jackson for its innovative attempts to raise Black resistance 

to oppression and suffering in America. The organization’s strength, argues Jackson, lies 

in its appropriation of the “Anglo-Saxon aesthetic,” or what might be perceived as such 

(“proper” grammar and business suits, for instance), to oppose Anglo-Saxon supremacy. 

Jackson does, however, criticize the limitations of NOI from a Muslim perspective, as 

guilty of the traditional limitations of Black Religion, in which faith becomes a guise for 

political resistance as opposed to a pious project in itself. The task for modern 

                                                 
186 Tue Islam, August 4, 2000 (11:15pm), post on “Prophet Mohammad: White, Black, or What?” 

Seventh Fam Message Boards, http://www.seventhfam.com/bbs/messages/17735.html 



 74 

understandings of al-Jāḥiẓ and Zanj rebellion remains the same: to extend their meaning 

into political and religious realms.  

This problem—navigating the intersection between Americanness, Blackness, and 

Islam—continues. The manifold discussions in Black, Muslim, and Black Muslim forums 

on the Internet of al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj rebellion constitute a point of encounter—but one 

point encounter—between political and religious traditions. The tangle of contradictions 

engendered by these encounters remain to be resolved. In order for that resolution to be 

productive, rather than mutually destructive, the descriptive task, of discovering and 

amplifying these discussions, must develop into a prescriptive task. Between what exists 

and what is possible for Black Muslims in America, there must be a productive discovery 

of and reconciliation with the past. In both struggle and glory, al-Jāḥiẓ and the Zanj have, 

as historical junctures, only begun to provide meaning.  
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