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Abstract: Toward the close of the Umayyad period, many authors, 
scholars, poets etc. belonging to the Mawali class, a great majority of whom were 
Persians, began to conduct a scholarly and literary campaign which aimed at 
reacting to Arab chauvinism. In later phases of the campaign, its emphasis was 
shifted from full equality among races to Ajam superiority over Arabs in terms of 
historical prestige, level of civilization and so on. From then on, the Persian 
intellectuals made a comprehensive cultural effort to restore the ancient Persian 
heritage, values, customs etc. to the detriment of the Arab traditions. By doing so, 
they attempted to prove their claim that Persians are superior to Arabs. This 
historical phenomenon, or the Shu’ubiyya movement as it is called by 
investigators, was interpreted as a Persian national movement or the revival of 
Persian nationalism by some historians. In this way, the Shu’ubiyya controversy 
was explained within the context of nationalism and nationalist consciousness. 
The current paper will attempt to question the validity of this hypothesis in light 
of theories on the prerequisites for nationalism and a nationalist movement and 
findings based on primary sources and modern studies on the Shu’ubiyya. 
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Introduction 
Even before the times when nationalist movements broke out in 

Europe, there were undoubtedly many peoples who asserted that their own 
nation was one of the originators of human civilization. Moreover, some of 
them defined themselves as the first nation in history. In accordance with 
such thoughts and/or convictions, they inherently believed that their 
historical roots go back to the earliest epochs of mankind. However, the 
history of nationalism teaches us that a people’s efforts in pre-modern 
periods to demonstrate national glory and prestige cannot be compared to 
the propaganda campaigns of extremist nationalists in the centuries 
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following the French Revolution. To inspire national feelings, the elite and 
literate groups of numerous peoples –especially those under the sovereignty 
of imperial powers- generally built a fictional history throughout the age of 
nationalism. Such a historiography, as might be expected, involved myths, 
legends and unreal stories on subjects such as the genesis of national 
awareness, splendid days of the past and so on. Admittedly, these narratives 
which had been produced without taking into account scientific methods 
and historical realities caused inaccurate ideas and misinterpretations 
concerning the nation’s definition and the nation-state’s origin in particular. 
In the end, the many questions regarding this issue compelled scholars to 
deal with the controversy of nationalism and its problems. For a long time 
thinkers, social scientists, investigators, etc., most of whom are European, 
have attempted to establish the criteria and the prerequisites for the 
emergence of national consciousness and the making of a nation-state. 
Considerable books, papers and other written works were published and 
thus formed a rich literature at that time. As regards the emergence of this 
historical fact, one may of course find various contradicting arguments in 
the literature, but according to those, which have had a worldwide impact 
on academic circles, nationalism is a result of certain developments such as 
industrialization, the rise in the literacy rates and the growth of social 
communication in modern age. 

The theory that nationalism did not exist before pre-modern times has 
been either rejected or deliberately ignored by some investigators who 
carried out studies on Middle East history. For them, it is possible to trace 
the origins of nationalist movements by scrutinizing ideological, political 
and social cases during the early Islamic period. A long-term literary and 
scholarly discussion among educated members of communities within the 
Muslim empire during this period, known to historians as the Shu’ubiyya, 
is the departure point for their hypothesis. Accordingly, the activities within 
the scope of the Shu’ubiyya enabled the Mawali peoples (non-Arab 
Muslims) –especially Persians- to reshape their own national identity in 
contrast to the Arabs and brought about the formation of separatist-
nationalist movements aiming at the acquisition of independence.1 The 
author of the present paper argues that the hypothesis in question should 
be evaluated in terms of the historical preconditions for nationalism. For 
this purpose, the observations and findings of social scientists whose 
approaches to nationalism debates have been accepted by many researchers 

 
1 Needless to say, there are also historians who have put forward the suggestion that 

the cultural, social and economical conditions in the Arabian Peninsula during the pre-
Islamic era already helped to form a national community. Their arguments apparently refer 
to national feeling, not nationalist movements. Some of these shall be discussed briefly 
below.   
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will be examined first, then the arguments on the Shu’ubiyya and its 
potential for triggering nationalist sentiments and actions will be analyzed 
in light of primary sources and contemporary studies. After criticizing these 
arguments, we will finally state our thoughts and comments concerning the 
issue. Lastly, it must be said before proceeding to the first section that the 
paper will have achieved its target if it can shed light upon a controversial 
aspect of the Shu’ubiyya movement which is one of the most complicated 
matters in Middle East history. 

 
The Prerequisites for Nationalism and the Nationalist 

Movement 
From the early studies on the subject onward, elements like common 

ancestors, race, language and religion, which are still ideologically supposed 
to make a community a nation, have been viewed with suspicion by many 
authors. The fact that it is not easy to find a nation-state all or most of whose 
members share all these distinguishing characteristics has forced them to 
avoid such a description for a nation. Indeed, no one can be sure whether 
this kind of state exists even in the closed societies of the present day. 
Moreover, this brings up the question of why a writer of the nineteenth 
century would accentuate the legacy of a common past and the wish for 
living together in the present and future rather than pure race or language 
for the national soul and unity.2 In the following century, the intention of 
eradicating misconceptions about the conditions for being a nation became 
one of the essential motivations for many studies. As a matter of fact, a 
leading historian, in his book published at the end of the twentieth century, 
took up and persuasively questioned the belief that the unity of descent, 
language, religion, etc. is the basic criterion to bring people together around 
a national ideal.3 

Essentially, human civilization had to go through a series of historical 
phases for factors integrating a community’s individuals. It seems that even 
language which is today the most decisive cultural factor distinguishing one 
people from another was not an unifying element until the era when print-
capitalism flourished during the sixteenth century. As indicated by some 
surveys, there were no doubt certain reasons, such as sacred languages and 
dialect differences preventing the formation of a national language.4 Even 
during the late Middle Ages, an ordinary individual lacked the most basic 

 
2 E. Renan, What is a Nation?, in Modern Political Doctrines, ed. A. Zimmern, 

London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1939, pp. 202-3. 
3 E.J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism Since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.  
4 B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism, London and New York: Verso, 2006. 
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means of communication to know his nation’s other members and 
therefore was most probably unaware of them. For a language to become 
the key component of national culture, its speakers needed to wait for the 
invention of a revolutionary machine. With the printing press and its 
progress over the years, languages were gradually standardized and 
numerous local vernaculars, which were the barriers communication, 
were eliminated. Thanks to this epoch-making development, people must 
have started to discern others who spoke the same language and to perceive 
cultural analogies among themselves. Consequently, there is no plausible 
cause to reject the observation that print-languages paved the way for the 
awakening of national consciousness.5 Thus, one of the conditions of 
nationalism is determined: the discovery and spread of printing. 

The printing press, despite its great effect, could not have stimulated 
all segments of societies to comprehend nationhood without some radical 
changes in the social and economic spheres. Obviously, a printed or written 
language could just be used by the literate part of a community; in other 
words, the dissemination of this kind of language depended on an increase 
in the literacy rate. Until the transition from the Agricultural Age to the 
Industrial Revolution, being literate was the privilege of a fortunate 
minority. Due to the nature of the social order and economic structure in 
agricultural societies, a considerable section of the population consisted 
largely of illiterate people. This socio-economic regime did not involve the 
motives that would encourage individuals –particularly those who belonged 
to lower strata- to learn to read and write. Furthermore, rigid 
stratification, another typical feature of the Agricultural Age, was not 
favorable to social mobility at all. Certainly, no regime that drew sharp 
boundaries between social classes could strengthen the sense of cohesion 
among people. Unlike this epoch, which lasted to the latter half of the 
eighteenth century, the Industrial Age brought new circumstances that 
would directly affect the education level of societies. At least a basic 
education was required to fulfil the new economic conditions such as 
specialization, trained worker and division of labor which came about due 
to industrialization. During that period, anyone who wanted to adapt to 
these working conditions naturally had to become literate. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that the literacy rate was getting higher and written language 
was day by day spreading within the industrial community. Additionally, the 
Industrial Age brought about the emergence and intensification of social 
mobility and the growth of mass communication, further developments 
which contributed to national integration. In conclusion, all these socio-
economic phenomena have verified the outcome an impressive study 

 
5 Anderson, Imagined Communities, pp. 44-5. 
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reached: nationalism is a product of industrialization.6 Thus, in addition to 
the printing press mentioned above, two important prerequisites –
industrialization and a high literacy rate- can also be added to the list of 
criteria for nationalism. 

Active communication among a nation’s members does not seem less 
vital than other elements for arousing nationalist sentiments. The fact that 
a strong communication network may allow individuals to discern their own 
nation’s other members and to understand the differences between 
themselves and other nations is undeniable. As a matter of fact, certain 
works explain the nation-building process on the basis of social 
communication.7 It is nevertheless rather difficult to support the theory that 
communication is a determining factor for the spread of national 
consciousness among the masses. Furthermore, some studies have 
presented the striking findings that may refute this theory. These findings 
briefly point out that in a region where social communication and mobility 
are fully developed, a national idea may not germinate, so a nationalist 
movement may not be successful.8 At this very point, a critical aspect of the 
link between industrialization and nationalism should be underlined in 
order to arrive at a correct conclusion concerning the discussion: 
industrialization and its reflections on the socio-economic sphere 
apparently did not take every industrial society to the nationalistic stage, 
whereas every society that wanted to have a nationalist character had to be 
industrialized. The same logic can possibly be applied to clarify the link 
between mass communication and nationalism. That is to say, one may not 
find traces of nationalism in a place where social communication is 
improved considerably, but various means of mass communication are 
definitely noticed in a place where a society is mobilized for a mass national 
movement. In sum, an intense communication among a nation’s members 
should be regarded as one of the factors which lays the basis for nationalism 
even if nationalism is not an inevitable consequence of social 
communication. 

To a considerable extent, all these preconditions have illustrated why 
nationalism is a historical phenomenon emerging in the modern age. Of 
course, it is never claimed that the problem of nationalism can be resolved 
by just these preconditions. Rather, other theses approach this problem 
from diverse perspectives by determining or paying attention to different 

 
6 E. Gellner, Uluslar ve Ulusçuluk, çev. Büşra Ersanlı - Günay Göksu Özdoğan, 

İstanbul: Hil Yayın, 2018. 
7 K.W. Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication: An Inquiry into the 

Foundations of Nationality, Cambridge - London: M.I.T. Press, 1966.  
8 M. Hroch, Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe: A Comparative 

Analysis of the Social Composition of Patriotic Groups among the Smaller European 
Nations, tr. Ben Fowkes, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, pp. 183-5.  
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criteria.9 As we shall see below, some of them have maintained that the 
origins of nationalist consciousness go back as far as the Early Medieval and 
even older times. However, the theory that nationalism originated in the 
eighteenth century10 appears more reasonable and realistic on account of 
the historical developments emphasized earlier. 

Lastly, several other significant situations or phases that transformed 
nationalism into a mass movement deserve emphasis. The outlines already 
drawn by some serious studies11 are quite useful for tracing the fundamental 
stages of this process. Accordingly, the importance of an intellectual class 
was strongly felt since the first moments of a nationalist program. This was 
because extensive research into a nation’s past, language, traditions as well 
as religious and cultural values, which can imbue individuals with national 
feelings and thoughts, was required to launch a campaign for the nationalist 
cause. The intelligentsia’s responsibility was to conduct such research and 
thus, to fill people’s minds with patriotic ideas. Since what they tried to do 
was to ensure the participation of broad masses in the campaign, their 
investigation activities were naturally based on ideological purposes, not 
scientific principles. It is understandable that people’s tendencies to rally 
around the national ideals could be set in motion by fictional narratives 
containing an imaginary past, great victories, legendary or mythological 
figures, etc. rather than historical truths. The next stage after the 
intellectuals were deeply interested in the cultural legacy of the nation is 
that the nationalist program was espoused by the entire society or at least 
most of its citizens. Indeed, the intense interest of masses is necessary for 
the evolution of movement into a firm organization; otherwise, nationalism 
cannot go beyond being the dream of a limited literate circle. This point is 
by no means an unimportant detail and should be borne in mind in order to 
establish whether the nationalist idea inspired by the ideological books of a 
few intellectuals at a given time and place is really an expression of a mass 
national movement or not. The misconceptions and misinterpretations of 
many researchers studying this issue have largely stemmed from their 
overlooking this detail. For us, the beginning of nationalism, in the real 

 
9 For instance, the ethno-symbolist perspective, not theory, in Anthony Smith’s 

words, highlights the importance of common cultural elements such as myths, values, 
symbols, rituals, traditions, etc. in shaping nationalism and/or a nationalist collective 
consciousness within a community and criticizes the modernist paradigm that downplays 
these elements, see Ethno-Symbolism and Nationalism: A Cultural Approach, London: 
Routledge, 2009.  

10 H. Kohn, Nationalism: Its Meaning and History, 1965.  
11 Although Hroch’s book has concentrated primarily on the national movements 

among the smaller European nations, his formulation can serve as a guide for the 
evaluation of the nationalist tendencies in different regions, see Social Preconditions of 
National Revival in Europe, pp. 22-4. 
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sense, is marked by the point when nationalist consciousness turned into a 
collective consciousness. As for the final phase, namely the growth of 
nationalism as a mass movement, it may be interpreted that people’s sense 
of belonging had increased significantly and they were ready to take action 
for national targets. These targets could be independence struggles, building 
a state and even expansionist policies, but in any case, it has been supposed 
that all of them serve the nation’s interests. For nearly two centuries, such 
ideals have driven societies to attain the right of self-determination 
according to the modernist paradigm. On the other hand, from another 
perspective, nationalism is a deep-rooted phenomenon whose signs can be 
found in the Early Middle Ages. The following heading shall be devoted to 
the Shu’ubiyya movement which is argued by certain investigators as 
bringing about the emergence of nationalist opinions and activities from the 
mid-eighth century onward. 

 
Theories on the Genesis of Nationalism in the Middle East  
In light of the points mentioned above, it goes without saying that the 

advent of nationalism in any region is proof of historical progress for most 
observers. This standpoint elucidates to some extent why many scholars, 
who usually handle the subject within the context of ideology, have 
persistently claimed that the nationalism in their societies is older and more 
deeply rooted than in others. In these comparisons, the fact that the term 
others generally refers to Western societies does not deserve a 
comprehensive explanation. The West is seen as the cradle of nationalism, 
so to speak, because the social and economic transformations as well as the 
philosophical and ideological views, which prepared the ground for its birth 
and rise, first occurred there. Nonetheless, there are opposing arguments. 
Qaddura, for instance, thought that the awakening of national 
consciousness among Muslim peoples, whether Persian or Arab, was 
earlier than that in the West. In her opinion, the phenomenon of the Islamic 
societies becoming familiar with this consciousness before the latter ones is 
associated directly with the Shu’ubiyya taking place in the Early Medieval 
period.12 Moreover, different –and somewhat biased- comments attempting 
to explain the issue in terms of the nature of religions have been 
encountered. According to one of them, unlike Christianity, Islam is 
appropriately viewed as a community of the nation type since it includes 
features and ideals which are suitable for the definition of nationality such 
as common heritage -namely, religious and cultural-, common history, 
common mission in the world; while it also aspires to sovereignty over a 
territory to seek to maintain or enlarge its political or cultural influence in 

 
12 Z. Qaddura, al-Shuubiyya wa Atharuha al-Ijtima’i wa al-Siyasi fi al-Hayat al-

Islamiyya fi al-Asr al-Abbasi al-Awwal, Beirut: al-Maktaba al-Islami, 1988, pp. 330-1. 
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the face of opposition.13 Although it may seem imperceptible at first glance, 
the prejudice against Islam is clear in this portrayal as an expansionist and 
emperialist religion. Examples trying to show Islam as a belief providing the 
foundation for nation-building are not confined to this, even though Islam 
embraces the whole of humanity and has universalist character in essence. 
al-Duri believed that in the pre-Islamic period (the Jahiliyyah) a series of 
factors, in particular the predominance of unified literary language over 
various dialects, had already helped to shape the Arab national identity and 
then, the advent of Islam both nourished and progressed this process. In his 
view, Islam’s accompanying radical changes and results such as political 
unity, one language (Arabic) and a historic message opened the way for the 
growth of national awareness in the Arabian Peninsula.14 Such convictions 
are undoubtedly not new; more or less similar consequences have been 
reached in older surveys, except for some nuances. Likewise, the study 
entitled The Ideas of Arab Nationalism concludes that although the 
situation could not be assessed as a demonstration of nationalism, the 
social, cultural and regional elements which would constitute national 
character and consolidate national unity existed in the Peninsula during the 
Jahiliyyah era.15 

Evidently, it would exceed the limits of the current study to search for 
the answers to the following questions: Did the so-called national spirit 
influence the Umayyads’ policies based on ethnic discrimination? And if it 
did, to what degree? On the other hand, the Shu’ubiyya controversy that 
this study is directly concerned with should be scrutinized in depth to 
analyze the accuracy of theories not merely about the Arab national 
consciousness but about the nationalist movements of other Middle Eastern 
peoples like the Persians. The fact that the Shu’ubiyya doctrine came into 
existence in the last days of the Umayyad dynasty is deduced from the 
records regarding its pioneers.16 This movement emerged as a reaction to 
Arab chauvinism and blossomed into a strong campaign throughout the 
first Abbasid centuries after the Mawali threw off the oppression of the 
Umayyads. Notwithstanding that Mesopotamian lands were the birthplace 

 
13 E. von Grunebaum, Modern Islam: The Search For Cultural Identity, Berkeley 

and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1962, p. 181. 
14 A. al-Duri, The Historical Roots of Arab Nationalism, in Political and Social 

Thought in the Contemporary Middle East, ed. Kemal H. Karpat, New York: Praeger 
Publishers, 1982, pp. 22-3. 

15 H.Z. Nuseibeh, The Ideas of Arab Nationalism, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1956. 

16 Abu al-Faraj (Isfahani), Kitab al-Aghani, Vol. IV, ed. I. Abbas - I. Saafin - B. Abbas, 
Beirut: Dar Sader, 2008, pp. 288, 294-5. Ismail b. Yasar who read a qasida praising the 
Ajam in the presence of Hisham ibn Abd al-Malik (724-43), one of the last Umayyad 
caliphs, is regarded as one of the first representatives of the Shu’ubiyya.   
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of the Shu’ubiyya, its influence extended as far as al-Andalus and other 
Muslim territories. However, nowhere else in the Islamic world had the 
Shu’ubiyya teachings been felt as strongly as in Iran, Iraq and al-Andalus.17 
As is well known, these regions were the centers of ancient civilizations as 
well as the lands where the Umayyad regime and Arabism were confronted 
with waves of rebellion from time to time.  

As for the word shu’ubiyya, it is derived from shu’ub (singular sha’b) 
which goes back to the Qur’an (49/13). In that verse, the term shu’ub refers 
to peoples. According to the information given by Medieval authors, non-
Arabs (the Ajam) and Arabs are defined as shu’ub and qaba’il (tribes, plural 
of qabila) respectively, and of the two social types, the former includes the 
latter; in other words, sha’b is used to describe a larger community than 
qabila.18 At the beginning of the Shu’ubiyya movement, its proponents (the 
Shu’ubis) were called ahl al-taswiya (followers of equality)19 on account of 
the fact that they advocated absolute equality between Ajam and Arabs. 
They had striven to justify their own opinions by drawing attention to the 
egalitarian principle in Islamic teachings, a crucial issue that is still being 
examined by modern researchers.20 The later period of the movement 
witnessed how the representatives of subsequent generations or another 
fraction diverged sharply from the original ideals and the Shu’ubiyya turned 
into propaganda which aimed at disdaining the Arabs and exalting the 
Ajam.21 Their attacks against Arab mores, traditions and cultural values 
sparked a counter-attack by the opposite party which was embodied in the 
person of al-Jahiz. With their works or letters, the spokesmen of anti-
Shu’ubiyya attempted to refute the claims humiliating the Arabs.22 Hence 
the focal point of the controversy was shifting from racial equality to racial 
superiority. Briefly, as the Shu’ubiyya discussion developed, Shu’ubi would 
no longer be a term that referred to those who opposed race discrimination. 
From then on, it would be used to characterize those who scorned the Arabs 

 
17 A. al-Duri, al-Judhur al-Tarikhiyya li al-Shu’ubiyya, Beirut: Dar al-Tali’a, 1981, 

pp. 10-1. 
18 Ibn Abd Rabbih, al-Iqd al-Farid, Vol. III, ed. A. Tarhini, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-

Ilmiyyah, 1983, p. 289; al-Maqrizi, Kitab al-Niza wa al-Takhasum fima bayna Bani 
Umayyah wa Bani Hashim, ed. H. Munis, Cairo: Dar al-Maarif, 1988, pp. 111-2.  

19 al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, Vol. III, ed. A. Harun, Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 
1998, p. 5; Ibn Abd Rabbih, al-Iqd al-Farid, Vol. III, p. 351. 

20 E. Gellner, Muslim Society, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981; L. 
Marlow, Hierarchy and Egalitarianism in Islamic Thought, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997. 

21 Qaddura, al-Shuubiyya, p. 91; D. A. Agius, “The Shu’ubiyya Movement and its 
literary manifestation", Islamic Quarterly, 24 (3), 1980, p. 80.  

22 al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa al-Tabyin, Vol. III, pp. 12, 29-30; Ibn Abd Rabbih, al-Iqd 
al-Farid, Vol. III, pp. 356-7; al-Masudi, Muruj al-Dhahab wa Ma’adin al-Jawhar, Vol. II, 
ed. K. H. Mar’i, Beirut: al-Maktaba al-Asriyya, 2005, pp. 42-3.   
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and their history and culture23 in order to extol the Ajam peoples and their 
contributions to human civilization in a systematic way. 

Even though other Mawali elements -like the Copts and Nabateans- 
partook in the movement, none of them could play as a great role in the 
spread of the Shu’ubiyya thought as the Persians. Nor could they pose as 
huge a threat to the Arabs and the Arab regime as the latter. Indeed, not 
only the majority of the Shu’ubi authors but the foremost scholars among 
them consisted of the intellectual Persians, many of whom the Abbasids had 
assigned to high offices in the bureaucracy. To revive the ancient Persian 
soul, they set out to conduct an overall campaign. For this purpose, 
numerous works which introduce and/or praise Persian customs, 
traditions, values, etc. were written. The activity of translation was no less 
important for the campaign and it seems that they made no less an effort in 
this area. The Persian Shu’ubis had translated many books in the genres of 
history, biography and literature from Persian language into Arabic. In 
addition, they did not neglect to write books satirizing the Arabs (mathalib) 
as another part of their targets. Scholarly and ideological activities within 
the scope of this campaign continued under efficient patronage. Powerful 
patrons such as the Barmakids, the famous wazir family of the early 
Abbasid era and Tahir ibn Husayn, the Persian commander rising to 
prominence during the reign of al-Mamun (813-33) were rewarding the 
Shu’ubis with generous grants.24 The financial assistance of these patrons, 
who shared the same ideals with the Shu’ubis, made an undeniable 
contribution to the progress of the movement. It may be said that the period 
which extended from the mid-eighth century until approximately the 
second half of the ninth century marks the zenith of the Shu’ubiyya. 

For more than a century, whether or not the Shu’ubiyya can be viewed 
as a historical event motivating nationalist tendencies has been discussed 
extensively. The argument, put forward by Goldziher, that the Shu’ubiyya 
caused the revival of Persian national consciousness25 would be later turned 
into a long-term debate among modern researchers over the link between 
nationalism and the movement itself. This theory was criticized by Gibb26 
and Mottahedeh27 whose studies underline the point that the Shu’ubiyya 

 
23 al-Maqrizi, Kitab al-Niza wa al-Takhasum, p. 111. 
24 Ahmad Amin, Duha al-Islam, Cairo: Hindawi, 2012, pp. 68-73; A. S. Samarrai, al-

Shuubiyya Haraka Mudadda li al-Islam wa al-Umma al-Arabiyya, 1984, pp. 111-2. 
25 I. Goldziher, Muslim Studies, Vol. I, Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1966, p. 144. 
26 H.A.R. Gibb, The Social Significance of the Shuubiya, in Studies on the Civilization 

of Islam, ed. S.J. Shaw – W. R. Polk, Princeton – New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1982.    

27 R.P. Mottahedeh, “The Shu'ubiyah Controversy and the Social History of Early 
Islamic Iran”, International Journal of Middle East Studies, 7 (2), 1976.  
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phenomenon could not be accounted for by describing it as nationalist 
thought and action.28 Nonetheless, in spite of the antitheses, Goldziher’s 
approach to the debate or the opinions which are similar to the hypothesis 
he proposed were often repeated by many authors in the twentieth century. 
Apart from Qaddura, mentioned in the preceding discussion, many 
historians have used the phrases “nationalist tendency” or “national 
consciousness” when trying to clarify the Shu’ubiyya movement. No doubt 
the phrases implicitly or explicitly refer to the awakening of Persian 
nationalism.29 What is no less noteworthy is that empirical proof is provided 
to support the hypothesis. The Tahirid dynasty (821-73), a Persian emirate 
founded in Khurasan, represents the first –and perhaps foremost- political 
victory of the Shu’ubiyya, according to the same perspective. Its 
establishment, in this sense, symbolizes the revival of the Persian ideal 
which aimed at getting rid of the Arab rule and rebuilding the Persian state. 
Moreover, it is pointed out that a cultural policy which was compatible with 
the Shu’ubiyya purposes and fostered the Persian national spirit was carried 
out throughout the Tahirid period. Regarding this historical evidence, a 
striking aspect also stands out: independence from the Abbasid Caliphate, 
under the leadership of Tahir ibn Husayn, the founder of the dynasty, was 
championed by the Khurasan people.30 As shall be indicated later, such 
information brings to mind the question: Did the Khurasanians support 
Tahir ibn Husayn in his aim to establish a new autonomous Persian 
government or did they view it as a national struggle? Another finding which 
might be adduced to vindicate the argument regarding the connection 
between the Shu’ubiyya and national consciousness is that the word 
qawmiyya (nationalism) is seen in the text written by Abu Yahya ibn 
Mas’ada.31 This letter which he must have written in the second half of the 
twelfth century32 is one of the refutations of Ibn Garcia’s risala (epistle) 
which is the strongest expression of the Shu’ubiyya thought in al-Andalus. 
The term qawmiyya reportedly appears first in this text.33 Needless to say, 

 
28 Larsson’s paper summarizes the discussion among the aforementioned historians 

and gives some details about it, see “Ignaz Goldziher on the shu’ûbiyya”, Zeitschrift der 
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft, 155 (2), 2005.   

29 Ahmad Amin, Duha al-Islam, pp. 61, 64; al-Duri, al-Judhur al-Tarikhiyya li al-
Shu’ubiyya, p. 58; H. Atwan, al-Zandaqah wa al-Shuubiyah fi al-Asr al-Abbasi al-Awwal, 
Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1984, pp. 149-58, 202. 

30 Samarrai, al-Shuubiyya, pp. 115-6. 
31 Nawadir al-Makhtutat, Vol. III, ed. A. Harun, Cairo, 1953, p. 277. 
32 J. T. Monroe, The Shu’ûbiyya in al-Andalus: The Risâla of Ibn Garcia and Five 

Refutations, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970, p. 15; G. Larsson, Ibn Garcîa’s 
Shu’ûbiyya Letter: Ethnic and Theological Tensions in Medieval al-Andalus, Leiden – 
Boston: Brill, 2003, pp. 193-4.   

33 al-Duri, al-Judhur al-Tarikhiyya li al-Shu’ubiyya, p. 61. 
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if it is necessary to make an accurate judgment on the controversy, this 
critical point must not be ruled out at all.  

At first sight, all these indications may convince the reader to accept 
the existence of a nationalist attitude in the early Islamic period. However, 
this might not be a reasonable conclusion because, above all, the available 
evidence is not sufficient to support the opinion that a common national 
identity was perceived by broad masses at that time. In fact, the proofs or 
findings already indicated have only proven the existence of an elite class 
who were aware of the features that distinguished their own nation from 
others. Scanty information about the issue does not allow investigators to 
determine whether Persian nationalism remained limited to a literate 
community or penetrated into all segments of the society. Briefly, the theory 
that the Shu’ubiyya led to nationalist opinions and movements is neither 
verifiable nor falsifiable; in other words, it is actually quite weak in terms of 
empirical knowledge. Therefore, concentrating on the preconditions of 
nationalism and a nationalist movement discussed in the preceding 
heading, instead of a theory based on very limited and dubious evidence, 
would be a more scientific way to reach a more plausible and realistic 
conclusion. 

 
A New Critical Approach 
In the age of nationalism, the strong wave of this ideology drove 

politicians, thinkers, social scientists, etc. to interpret historical facts or 
events from a nationalist perspective. History was becoming an instrument 
of nationalist propaganda to the detriment of its scientific value. With their 
historiographies, a considerable number of historians also tended to be part 
of the process by which the historical past is coloured with nationalist 
notions. Furthermore, redesigning history as a tool for a specific national 
program became the basic motivation for most studies. For this reason, it 
would not be astonishing to deal with the Shu’ubiyya within the context of 
nationalism. Rather, this kind of evaluation was completely suitable for the 
atmosphere of the epoch, though in fact, it was not in line with historical 
reality. Several studies, as has already been stated, have objected to the 
argument explaining the Shu’ubiyya as a national awakening by pointing 
out its lack of adequate evidence and chronological consistency. Under the 
current heading, we will attempt to demonstrate its weakness by 
accentuating the fact that the social and economic circumstances of the era 
when the Shu’ubiyya came into existence and developed were not 
favourable to arousing a collective national reaction. 

At this point, it should be remembered again that the printing press, as 
a technological invention which facilitated the linguistic unity, preceded the 
emergence of nationalism and it had a positive influence on the process of 
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nation-formation. Since a standardized language is one of the fundamental 
conditions for making a national community, looking for the presence of a 
technical innovation capable of forming a written language might be an 
appropriate starting point for tracing the roots of nationalism in the Islamic 
world during the eighth and ninth centuries. The period when Muslim 
societies became acquainted with paper almost coincided with the years 
following the ascension of the Abbasids to power. After the famous Battle of 
Talas (751), the knowledge and experience of some Chinese captives on the 
making of paper was transferred to Islamic cities. Additionally, the Abbasid 
Caliphate realized the importance of the paper industry early on. Toward 
the last days of the eighth century, Baghdad, the capital of the Caliphate, 
became the first city where a paper mill was founded and other cities and 
countries in different regions of the Islamic empire soon followed.34 All 
these developments may be considered as a phase of the process ending with 
the invention of printing. In the real sense, however, this machine would be 
designed first in Europe in the mid-fifteenth century and it would remain 
unknown to the Middle Eastern world until the end of the same century. The 
remarkable rise in the use of paper must have impacted positively on the 
progress in bureaucracy, science and intellectual life which was witnessed 
in the early Abbasid epoch. Indeed, one of the developments to which the 
Abbasid Renaissance owed its success must have been the dissemination of 
paper within the empire. Despite this, it seems that no technical innovation 
–including the spread of paper- or cultural revival could succeed in shaping 
a written language and improving public education during that period. 
Apparently, in the age in question, there was no invention or development 
comparable to the printing press and its key role in the formation of a 
standardized language. 

The endeavour to seek out evidence capable of proving the collective 
consciousness, another prerequisite for nationalism, during the Shu’ubiyya 
era would also be futile. The emergence of a common attitude toward 
nationalism, as previously underlined, depends on the proportion of 
educated people in a society. Clearly, even a superficial inquiry into the 
Shu’ubiyya would be sufficient to find the existence of a Persian elite class 
whose comprehensive research and activities aimed at bringing back the old 
Persian traditions. This can be considered as proof that the first stage of a 
nationalist program was passed. But the records of the controversy say 
almost nothing about the opinions of common people. Either the primary 
sources reflecting the ideas of ordinary individuals about national identity 
did not survive to the present day or they had no opinion about it. Alongside 
this uncertainty, it is too difficult to observe the literacy level of the entire 

 
34 P. Hitti, Siyasi ve Kültürel İslam Tarihi, çev. S. Tuğ, İstanbul: Marmara 

Üniversitesi İlahiyat Fakültesi Vakfı Yayınları, 2011, pp. 474-5, 564-5.   
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population during the early Abbasid era. Whereas the fact that the cultural 
and intellectual atmosphere of the epoch led to the genesis of an Abbasid 
intelligentsia is well known to historians, evidence regarding the 
educational level of the lower strata is lost to history, except for highly 
limited information.35 Owing to scanty historical documents, two related 
questions have remained unanswered: (1) Did the Persian people have at 
least a basic education by which they would be aware of their own national 
entity? If so, (2) did they have any interest in or participate actively in the 
movement launched by the Shu’ubis? 

Even though there is no record to throw light on these obscurities, 
some mysterious aspects of the Shu’ubiyya discussion can be illuminated by 
drawing attention to the characteristic features of the economic structure in 
the Abbasid Caliphate. The economic system of this empire, like most 
empires and states during the Medieval period, rested largely on 
agricultural and commercial activities rather than other sectors. No doubt, 
industry was not an unadvanced sector of the imperial economy; a great 
variety of industrial products had been manufactured in the Abbasid 
cities.36 In spite of this situation, the Middle Eastern peoples did not 
experience an industrial revolution throughout the Middle Ages, just as the 
rest of the Medieval world was unable to pass beyond the Agricultural Age. 
As a result of this historical fact, the social transformations accompanying 
an intense industrialization process, such as increased literacy rate, public 
education, social mobility, mass communication, etc. had not yet 
occurred in the Shu’ubiyya era. Not only the Persians, but also all the 
peoples of the epoch had failed to undergo the profound changes through 
which they could have reached the path to nation-building. This is why no 
national struggle in that period had a chance to go through the second phase 
of the nationalist movement; that is to say, the penetration of a national idea 
into the broad masses. 

The case of the Tahirids, at first glance, seems to be an exception to 
this. Tahir ibn Husayn was among the outstanding figures who supported 
the Shu’ubiyya movement and hence the campaign for the revival of the 
ancient Persian soul. Some leading Shu’ubis had been supported financially 
by him. In light of his inclinations to restore the Persian culture, the Tahirid 
dynasty, which gained its independence after he managed to liberate it from 
the Abbasid control, is interpreted as a triumph of the Shu’ubiyya and/or 
Persian nationalism. Here the critical detail that Tahir ibn Husayn won the 
support of the Khurasanians in the process of becoming independent might 
also lead to the conclusion that the dynasty was founded thanks to a mass 
national struggle. Yet, such arguments or conclusions are not backed up by 

 
35 Hitti, İslam Tarihi, p. 565.   
36 Hitti, İslam Tarihi, pp. 472-3. 
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the findings related to the essential motive behind the establishment of the 
dynasty. As a talented commander, Tahir ibn Husayn, to whom al-Mamun 
owed his victory in the war against his brother, al-Amin (809-13), had 
acquired a reputation in the first days of the new caliph’s reign. However, 
after a while al-Mamun’s attitude toward him shifted radically due to 
various reasons and the changing circumstances began to undermine Tahir 
ibn Husayn’s status. The new situation forced him to leave the Abbasid 
capital and, in the end, he managed to be appointed as wali (governor) to 
Khurasan where he would soon lay the foundations of the dynasty.37 
Consequently, in light of the observations about the establishment process, 
the emergence of the Tahirids as an independent dynasty can be attributed 
to the changing nature of political attitudes, not nationalist impulses. As for 
the point that the Khurasan society rallied around him to build a new 
government in the region, it must be related to Tahir ibn Husayn’s origins. 
Tahir ibn Husayn was a respected and popular figure in the eyes of the local 
people because of the fact that he was not merely a Persian but a member of 
a Khurasanian family.38 In the days when he was preparing to declare 
independence, the mass support he received must have resulted from his 
close ties to the Khurasan region. As a matter of fact, it is not easy to 
corroborate any such factor, such as nationalist tendencies, using original 
information, to shed light upon the motivation behind the mass support 
encouraging Tahir ibn Husayn to end the Abbasid sovereignty over 
Khurasan. 

Lastly, an important detail concerning the term qawmiyya should be 
made explicit to complete the critical analysis expressed throughout the 
current heading. Needless to say, the finding that the term traces back to a 
letter written by an author who lived during the twelfth century is highly 
significant for understanding the Shu’ubiyya controversy thoroughly. But it 
would be entirely misleading to regard it as an indication or a sign of mass 
nationalism in the Middle Ages. Above all, the context of the passage39 in 
which the word qawmiyya is seen does not enable one to arrive at such a 
conclusion. In fact, it can just be interpreted as a strong demonstration of 
the truth that a Medieval author (Abu Yahya ibn Mas’ada) –or perhaps a 
circle of authors- was aware of national consciousness and knew what 
qawmiyya (nationalism) means. 

 
  

 
37 E. Aladağ, Saffârîler ve Tahirîlerin Siyasî İlişkileri (253-279/867-892), [Yüksek 

Lisans Tezi, Van Yüzüncü Yıl Üniversitesi], 2022, pp. 13-20. 
38 Aladağ, Saffârîler ve Tahirîler, p. 20. 
39 The word qawmiyya is used in a passage about the Sasanian king Khosrow Parviz 

(590-628).  
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Conclusion 
Admittedly, the Shu’ubiyya movement should be carefully scrutinized 

for a realistic treatment of the ideological and cultural developments in the 
Islamic empire during the eighth and ninth centuries. It clearly reflects a 
serious tension among the educated members of the Ajam and the Arab 
communities which were also made up of an elite class within the Abbasid 
society. The scholarly and literary activities, through which the ideological 
conflict among them was waged, have revealed the existence of an 
intellectual circle who could discern the characteristic features 
distinguishing nations from each other. Undeniably, this privileged 
minority is a vital clue for tracing the origins of nationalist perception in the 
Medieval period. Yet, the primary sources do not provide any basis for 
assuming that a large proportion of the Abbasid society was able to 
recognize the similarities and, more importantly, the differences among 
nations. In this case, focusing on the preconditions of nationalism and a 
national movement seems to be an acceptable method for observing signs 
of mass nationalism during that period. By doing so, one would also test the 
theories ascribing the Shu’ubiyya to the rise of nationalism or considering 
it as a nationalist campaign. To make a reasonable judgment on the issue, 
the current paper tried to apply exactly this method. Briefly, the conclusion 
it reached is that the historical changes and transformations in technical, 
social and economic spheres through which nationalist consciousness 
turned into collective consciousness did not take place in the Shu’ubiyya 
era. Moreover, it must not be forgotten that some of the prerequisites for 
nationalism, such as increased literacy rate, cannot be observed due to 
limited available information. All these facts and factors clearly prevent one 
from regarding the Shu’ubiyya as a nationalist action. 

To sum up, there are adequate reasons to question whether or not the 
hypothesis that the Shu’ubiyya is an expression of the revival of nationalist 
tendencies is grounded on scientific methods. A theory about historical 
events or facts, like theories in other sciences and disciplines, must 
undoubtedly be verifiable or refutable by empirical proofs in order to gain 
scientific value. Admittedly, it is scarcely possible to claim without 
hesitation that the hypothesis in question meets the condition for being 
testable. Its weakness in terms of empirical findings alone is strong enough 
to question its validity and to develop a new and more plausible theory 
which can shed light upon the Shu’ubiyya phenomenon on the basis of 
historical documents and evidence. 
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