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Envy is not a very good thing. Yet envy is precisely what an early
Islamicist feels when he reads Roger Bagnall and Bruce Frier’s The De-
mography of Roman Egypt.2 These Roman historians had at their dis-
posal over 300 original census returns/declarations preserved on papyrus
and covering the period from 11/12 to 257/258 AD.3 Many of these returns

1) I would like to thank Jeremy Johns, Chase Robinson, Paul Cobb, and Law-
rence Conrad for reading drafts of this paper and giving me valuable feedback.

2) Roger S. Bagnal and Bruce Frier, The Demography of Roman Egypt
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).

3) There are records of later censuses in Roman/Byzantine Egypt. We know of
a call for a census by the “Prefect of Egypt” in 297 AD, but neither the prefect’s
edict nor the breviary have survived; see Allen Chester Johnson and Louis West,
Byzantine Egypt: Economic Studies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1949)
259; Warren Treadgold, A History of the Byzantine State and Society (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1997), 17, 20. Johnson and West also mention (p. 260)
that we have records of a census of the rural population that was carried out in two
places in 309 AD. The rule in Byzantine Egypt was that, for the purpose of tax col-
lection, “a formal ‘house by house’ census was instituted at fourteen-year inter-
vals, corresponding to the age of male majority. All individuals registered in their
home districts, indicating heads of households, inhabitants and distinguishing
marks. Births and deaths required individual registration. … Corresponding cad-
astral surveys listed agricultural properties and owners, with tax irrigation cat-
egories”. See Robert K. Ritner, “Egypt under Roman Rule: the Legacy of
Ancient Egypt”, in The Cambridge History of Egypt, I, ed. Carl F. Petry (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 10; also Clifford Ando, Imperial Ideo-
logy and Provincial Loyalty in the Roman Empire (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and
London: University of California Press, 2000), 351, 354–55, 357. Whether this rule
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contain complete or nearly complete registers of Egyptian households,
and are of high demographic quality: 1,100 registered persons can be
identified, of whom sex is known for nearly 1,000 and age for more than
700. This sizeable corpus, despite its imperfections, permitted the histori-
ans to apply, in a sustained and comprehensive manner, sophisticated mo-
deling techniques used by modern demographers. As a result, they could
reconstruct the long-term demographic characteristics of Roman Egypt,
including the size and structure of Egyptian households, the population’s
age and sex distribution, and the patterns of mortality, marriage, fertil-
ity, and migration that were likely to have prevailed in Egypt through al-
most three centuries of Roman rule.4

For the Islamic historian wishing to study population census (ihhsa #)
and its attendant counterpart, land surveys (mash, ta �dil),5 under the
Umayyads (41–132/661–750), finding a comparable corpus for this early
Islamic period is beyond a desideratum, indeed it is unrealistic, since
little documentary evidence exists. All we have is papyrological evidence
for, perhaps, one partial tax list and a textual reference to one land sur-
vey from Palestine; and, from Egypt, we have some tax assessment reg-
isters and registers of fugitives, possibly one tax list of one administrative
district, and descriptions of how registers of the taxpaying population
and of other elusive groups in society (fugitives, sailores) must be made.6

was constantly enforced is not possible to ascertain. See also Walter E. Kaegi,
“Egypt on the Eve of the Muslim Conquest”, in The Cambridge History of Egypt, I,
48.

4) See Bagnall and Frier, xv-xvi, 1 and passim.
5) Ihsa# refers to the census of the indigenous population. It is opposed to tad-

win, which concerns the Arab Muslim fighters inscribed in the diwan al-qund. On
ta�dil in particular, see below, n. 90.

6) There is an interesting list of converts from Egypt on papyrus (APG 5),
but it post-dates the Umayyad period. According to Adolf Grohmann, in his Die
arabischen Papyri aus der Giessener Universitätsbibliothek (Giessen: Wilhelm
Schmitz Verlag, 1960), at no. 5, the list goes back to the second/third century AH.
Kosei Morimoto, in his The Fiscal Administration of Egypt in the Early Islamic
Period (Kyoto: Dohosha Publishers, 1981), 130 (and tabulated on p. 131) calls it
“late Umayyad”; but I see no evidence of that. There are also new documents from
very early Abbasid times which have been discovered recently in Afghanistan and
are being prepared for publication by Geoffrey Khan. See a description of them in
his article “Newly Discovered Arabic Documents from Early Abbasid Khurasan”,
in From Andalusia to Khurasan: Documents from the Medieval Islamic World, ed.
Petra M. Sijpesteijn et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 201–15.



Population Census and Land Surveys under the Umayyads 343

But this does not mean that it is impossible to study this important, yet
neglected, topic. The papyri, both letters and accounts, provide us with
substantial “contextual” information that can shed light on the process
and form of censuses and cadastral surveys in early Islam. This in-
formation can be supplemented with numerous reports found in the Mus-
lim and non-Muslim historical sources. The Muslim sources, it is true, are
episodic, of shaky authenticity, and only marginally interested in surveys
that concern the indigenous, mostly non-Muslim, population of the con-
quered areas; but they are not totally inattentive to such matters and rec-
ord occasionally surprising information. The non-Muslim sources – in Sy-
riac, Christian Arabic, and Greek – have the affairs of the indigenous
population, and hence our topic, at the heart of their concern, and the
problems they exhibit, like exaggeration, contradiction, and unknown
sources, are not out of the ordinary. In fact, when we put together this in-
formation, compare the materials from the literary sources with those of
the documentary, then see how both relate to the fortunate material on
Roman Egypt, we are able not only to understand better an important
aspect of early Islamic history, but also to replace futile envy of the
Roman material with a positive appreciation of its usefulness for us as Is-
lamicists. The present paper is a preliminary effort in that direction.

* * *

When the Umayyads came into power in 41/661, they had inherited an
Islamic political entity which is difficult to define, one which was, on the
one hand, steeped in the first abode of Islam, in the Arabian Peninsula,
and, on the other, holding sway over enormous, formerly Byzantine and
Sasanian parts of the Near East and North Africa through swift con-
quests. This young polity was beginning to act as a state by wielding an
active military arm, and, from about 20/641, under the caliph �Umar b. al-
Äattab (r. 13–23/633/44), by undertaking manifest actions that states
normally take, such as the institution of a new (Hiqri) calendar and of the
diwan, a register in which the names and pensions of Arab Muslim fight-
ers were recorded. Did this fledgling “state” embark on other state-re-
lated activities, like census and land surveys?

The papyri are silent on this subject, but the literary sources, both Is-
lamic and Christian, are not, mentioning one general activity and two
more limited ones.

On the general level, we have information only from non-Muslim
sources. The earliest account comes from Theophanes’ (d. 818 AD) Greek
Chronographia, in which he gives two successive statements under the
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year 638/9 AD [= AH 17]. The first is: “�Umar ordered a census to be
made of all the inhabited territory under his rule”, and the second is: “the
census embraced people, beasts, and plants”7 – in other words, it was con-
nected with some kind of a land survey. A much later source, Michael the
Syrian’s (d. 1199 AD) Syriac Chronicle, basically reproduces the first
statement, inserting in it, however, the aim of the census. It says: “�Umar
ordered the taking of a census – with a view to the poll tax – of all the
lands of his empire”; it then adds the gloss: “the poll tax was imposed on
the Christians in the year 951” – which corresponds to the same year men-
tioned by Theophanes for the census.8 The two accounts are clearly de-
rived from a common source. This source is in all probability the early Sy-
riac Chronicle of Theophilus bar Toma of Edessa, the Maronite who died
in 169/785, the same year in which the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi, whom he
served, died.9 Does this early, non-Islamic provenance of the accounts
lend them authenticity?

The cautious historian’s first impulse is to be skeptical, for it is hard to
imagine how a census (and a comprehensive cadastral survey) could be
made in “all … of [�Umar’s] empire” or “all the inhabited territory under
his rule” when this territory was in continuous flux due to the continu-
ation of the conquests. It is also hard to imagine how the Arabic sources
could have missed mentioning this “pioneering” action of �Umar’s, given
their inclination to attribute many feats and “firsts” to him. More im-
portantly, the report does not have a trace in the Chronicle of 1234, which
often reproduces Theophilus’ materials and parallels Michael the Syrian

7) The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor: Byzantine and Near Eastern His-
tory, A. D. 284-813, trans. and commentary by Cyril Mango and Roger Scott

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 474/The Chronicle of Theophanes, trans. Harry
Turtledove (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982), 40. As Law-
rence Conrad has shown, Theophanes sometimes takes his materials from the
Arabic sources, but this is not such a case; see Lawrence I. Conrad, “Theophanes
and the Arabic Historical Tradition: Some Indications of Intercultural Trans-
mission”, Byzantinische Forschungen 15 (1990), 1–44.

8) Michael the Syrian, Chronique de Michel le Syrien, trans. J.-B. Chabot

(Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1901), II, 426.
9) See Conrad, “Theophanes”, 32–44; idem, “The Conquest of Arwad:

A Source-Critical Study in the Historiography of the Early Medieval Near East”,
in The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, I: Problems in the Literary Source
Material, ed. Averil Cameron and Lawrence I. Conrad (Princeton: Darwin Press,
1992), 322–48; idem, “The Arabs and the Colossus”, Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society, Third Series, 6/2 (1996), 165–87.
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in quoting the history of Dionysius of Tell-Mahre (d. 845 AD). But there
are, on the other hand, other matters to take into consideration. For one
thing, the fact that the Muslim sources do not mention this census re-
moves it from under the heavy shadow of doubt that clouds other reports
on �Umar’s administrative role in the conquests. For another, about the
same time of this “census”, between 636 and 641 AD [= 15–21 AH], the
Byzantine emperor Heraclius began conducting a general census of the
lands he still ruled, following the loss of some of them to the Muslims. The
thirteenth-century report about this action, which has only recently been
noticed and analyzed by Walter Kaegi, reads as follows:

[Heraclius] ordered that there be a tax assessment … and all the land of the
Roman [Byzantine] Empire was to be surveyed … by Philagrios, who was
Koubikoularios … and Sakellarios”.10

Is there a relationship between this census and the alleged census of
�Umar? In Kaegi’s opinion, “it is inconceivable that �Umar and his ad-
visers were unaware of the Byzantine census, which they probably imi-
tated. This is the establishment of a Muslim tax register, just as Philag-
rios had already begun to create a new Byzantine one”.11 Then there is a
source-critical matter. An early Christian Arabic source, which often re-
works Theophilus while translating him, gives a rather ambiguous text
that may very well be related to �Umar’s alleged census. This is the Kitab
al-�unwan of the Syrian Melkite Agapius of Manbiq (d. ca. 340/950). His
text reads:

Then �Umar wrote to his lieutenants to parcel out the taxes on each location
of his domain. The registers were set up, and the taxes were parceled out
province by province, district by district, town by town, and village by vil-
lage. He took the poll tax12 and the alms tax (©umma inna �Umar kataba ila
�ummalihi bi-taqsit al-äaraq �ala kull mawdi� min sultanihi, fa-wudi�at al-da-
wawin, wa-qassata l-äaraq �ala baldatin balda, wa-kuratin kura, wa-madina-

10) Walter E. Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 256; idem, Heraclius: Emperor of Byzantium
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 276. This census is further con-
firmed by a Georgian text which reported a census made in Georgia at the end of
the reign of Heraclius and then sent back to Constantinople; see Stephen H. Rapp,
Jr., Studies in Medieval Georgian Historiography: Early Texts and Eurasian Con-
texts (Leuven: Peeters, 2003; CSCO, Subsidia 113), p. 354, c. 14 and pp. 381–82. I
am grateful to Walter Kaegi for drawing my attention to Rapp’s book.

11) Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 258.
12) As suggested by C. H. Becker in “Eine neue christliche Quelle zur Ge-

schichte des Islams”, Der Islam 3 (1912), 296.
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tin madina, wa-qaryatin qarya, wa-aäada l-qawani [read: al-qawali] wa-l-sa-
daqat).13

This text raises several issues. Its “on each location of his domain”
sounds very much like the reports of Theophanes and Michael the Syrian,
and hence must go back to Theophilus.14 This means, first, that it is early,
going back to the middle of the second/eighth century, and, second, that
the context of Agapius’ text is the same as that of the others’: �Umar’s
census. Its talk about taxes, and poll tax in particular, is in accord with
Michael the Syrian’s text. Its talk about setting up registers is more com-
plicated. When the Arabic sources talk about �Umar having set up reg-
isters, “dawwana l-dawawin”, they invariably mean the pensions reg-
isters15 – the famous Diwan �Umar.16 In this text, however, this is
certainly not what is meant. Rather, the registers drawn up are tax reg-
isters, area by area, of the newly acquired domains (Michael’s anachron-
istic “empire”) – just like Heraclius’ parallel registers resulting from his
general survey of what had remained of his domain. This comparison thus
allows us to identify with greater precision the nature of �Umar’s “cen-
sus”: it is a land survey in which the indigenous population in some con-
quered areas was counted as part of the survey and for tax purposes –
hence it is being called a “census”.17 Beyond that, however, it is not pos-
sible to make any meaningful statement about this census. I am inclined
to consider the reporting about this census as a description of what �Umar
did, or was done during his caliphate, on the provincial level.

13) Agapius of Manbiq, Kitab al-�unwan (Kitab al-Unvan, Histoire universelle,
ecrit par Agapius [Mahboub] de Menbidj), II/2, ed. and trans. Alexendre Vasil-

iev (in Patrologia Orientalis VIII, Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1912), 218/478. Adolf
Grohmann, in his Die arabischen Papyri aus der Giessener Universitätsbibliothek,
21, n. 5, accepts Agapius’ report and takes it to prove that �Umar assigned äaraq
tax over all his domain.

14) It is also like the report about the census of Heraclius: “and all the land of
the Roman [Byzantine] Empire …”.

15) See, for example, Mas�udi, al-Tanbih wa-l-išraf, ed. M. J. de Goeje

(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1894), 288: dawwana l-dawawin wa-farada l-�ata#.
16) On which see Gerd-Rüdiger Puin, Der Diwan von �Umar ibn al-Äattab: Ein

Beitrag zur frühislamischen Verwaltungsgeschichte (Bonn: Rheinische Friedrich-
Wilhelms Universität, 1970), 18, 27, 94.

17) Daniel Dennett, in his Conversion and Poll Tax in Early Islam (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1950), 61, did not question the veracity of
�Umar’s census while Chase Robinson rejected it and argued against Dennett’s
conclusion; see his Empire and Elites after the Muslim Conquest (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2000), 45–46.
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We are on firmer ground when we come to the activities undertaken by
�Umar on the provincial level, and that in two provinces: Iraq and Egypt.
In both provinces surveying the (conquered) land and counting its people
is connected with taxation.

With regard to Iraq, and its Sawad in particular, the Arabic sour-
ces say that �Umar commissioned two People, Huüayfa b. al-Yaman
(d. 36/656) and �U©man b. Hunayf (d. ca. 41–50/661–70), to survey the
land, which they did, using a different measure for the cubit than the
Sasanian one; this covered the area from Hulwan18 to the southern end
of the Euphrates. It was on the basis of this survey that taxes were
assessed on the people in the countryside.19This survey seems to
have been generally accepted in modern scholarship, given the variety
of genres of Arabic sources in which it appears,20 and because it is
confirmed by a Christian Arabic Nestorian source, the Chronicle of

18) See on Hulwan n. 61 below.
19) See, for example, Abu Yusuf, Kitab al-äaraq, ed. Ihsan �Abbas (Beirut and

Cairo: Dar al-Šuruq, 1985), 130–35; Yahya b. Adam, Kitab al-äaraq, ed. Ahmad
S
ˇ

akir (Cairo: al-Matba�a l-Salafiyya, 1384), 72–73; Abu �Ubayd al-Qasim b. Sal-
lam, Kitab al-amwal, ed. Muhammad Äalil Harras (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyyat
al-Azhariyya, 1968), 73–74, 83, 96–98; Äalifa b. Äayyat, Tariä Äalifa ibn Äayyat,
ed. Akram Diya# al-� Umari (Beirut: Mu#assasat al-Risala and Dar al-Qalam,
1397/1977), 149; Ibn Zanqawayh, Kitab al-amwal, ed. Šakir Üib Fayyad (Riyadh:
King Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies, 1986), I, 159–61, 184–85,
195, 209–14, 216–17, 253; Balaüuri, Futuh al-buldan, ed. M. J. de Goeje (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1866), 269, 273; Ya�qubi, Tariä al-Ya�qubi (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1960), II,
152, Tabari, Tariä al-rusul wa-l-muluk, ed. M. J. de Goeje (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1879–1901), I, 2645/ed. Muhammad Abu l-Fadl Ibrahim (Cairo: Dar al-Ma�arif,
[1960]–69), IV, 144; Qudama b. Qa�far, Kitab al-äaraq (facsimile edition, Frank-
furt-am-Main: Institute for the History of Arabic-Islamic Science, 1986), 176;
Abu Bakr al-Suli, Adab al-kuttab, ed. Muhammad Bahjat al-A©ari (reprint of the
Baghdad edition, Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-�Ilmiyya, n. d.), 218; Ibn �Abd al-Barr,
al-Isti�ab fi ma�rifat al-ashab (reprint of the Cairo edition of Muhammad �Ali al-

Baqawi, Beirut: Dar al-Qil, n. d.), III, 1023; Ibn al-A©ir, Usd al-gaba (reprint of
the Haydarabad edition, Beirut: Dar Ihya# al-Tura© al-�Arabi, n. d.), III, 371; Üa-
habi, Siyar a�lam al-nubala #, ed. Šu�ayb al-Arna#ut et al. (Beirut: Mu#assasat al-
Risala, 1981–88), II, 322; idem, Tariä al-islam, ed. �Umar �Abd al-Salam Tadmuri

(Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-�Arabi, 1993), years 41–60, p. 80; Ibn Haqar al-�Asqalani,
Tahüib al-tahüib (reprint of the Haydarabad edition, Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968),
VII, 112. See also Michael G. Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1984), 101, 103.

20) Historical narratives, biographical dictionaries, books on taxation (äaraq),
manuals for sectretaries, etc.; see the previous note.
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Si�irt.21 The Arabic sources further say that the taxes in the Sawad were
assessed collectively and collected by the local dihqans, the tax collecting
village heads, as was the case earlier under the Sasanians.22 Whether the
land survey led to the creation of new land registers is not stated; if such
registers were not created, then certainly the Sasanian tax records were
amended.23 The same thing must have applied to the census of the
indigenous population. The assertion in the Muslim sources that the
taxpayers in the countryside had their necks “sealed” (äatm al-a�naq), as
in Sasanian times,24 if true, does not necessarily mean that it was based
on, or itself produced, a new written record of the population. Also in
the cities and towns of Iraq, where the situation was different from
the countryside, and the tax payable to the Muslims was based on the
number of adult males in each place, no population census was involved in
fixing the tax: as the Muslim sources themselves say, the per capita tax
was based on the former Sasanian rate.25 Thus it is not surprising to read
in the sources that the numbers of adult males were provided to the
Muslims by the representatives of the local populations, and that these
numbers were not built into the capitulation agreements. It is also strik-
ing that they all were round figures, which means that they were esti-
mates, not actual census-based figures. But this is, again, not surprising,
for we know from Talmudic references that, at least in lower central Iraq,
the Jews paid their poll tax (karga) to the Persians from before the sixth
century on the basis of “the estimated population of the towns and vil-
lages”.26

When we come to Egypt, the picture becomes far clearer. Ibn �Abd
al-Hakam informs us that, after the fall of Alexandria following stiff

21) See Chronique de Séert (Histoire nestorienne), ed. and trans. Addi Scher

and Robert Griveau (in Patrologia Orientalis XIII, Paris: Firmin-Didot et Co.,
1919), II [2], 300/620, where it says that the system of äaraq established in the
time of �Umar lasted until the time of Mu�awiya.

22) See Morony, 102–103.
23) Morony (p. 52) thought it was “natural to assume that the survey of the

Sawad of Kufa by the Muslims in 642 resulted in a register listing the taxes that
were due from the districts for which local notables were responsible …”.

24) See, for example, Abu Yusuf, 133, 281; Abu �Ubayd al-Qasim b. Sallam, 74;
Balaüuri, Futuh al-buldan, 270–71, 272. See also Morony, 112–13, and now Chase
Robinson, “Neck-Sealing in Early Islam”, Journal of the Economic and Social
History of the Orient 48.3 (2005), 401–41.

25) Tabari, I, 2371/III, 585: The Muslims are said to have taken “the äaraq of
kisra on the heads of men according to their possessions”.

26) Morony, 112; see also p. 107.
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resistance in 22/642, the captives other than women and boys “were
counted (uhsiya)”; they numbered 600,000.27 This is a little higher than
one would expect.28 What followed the count in terms of recording, in-
cluding tax implications, is an open question, since the sources have no-
thing to say on it. This is not the case with regard to the rest of Egypt,
both Upper and Lower, for here Ibn �Abd al-Hakam’s texts make it fairly
clear29 that some kind of a population count of adult males was made
by the local Copts: Their chiefs (�urafa#uhum) wrote down the result of
the count, brought the records to the Muslims, and took mighty oaths to
the veracity of the figures they came up with, namely over six (in another
version: eight) million people of taxable age (rafa�a üalika �urafa#uhum bi-
l-ayman al-mu#akkada, fa-kana qami�u man uhsiya yawma#iüin bi-misra,
a�laha wa-asfaliha, min qami� al-qibt fima ahsaw wa-katabu wa-rafa�u
ak©ara min sittat/©amaniyat alf alf nafs). This census, sometimes referred
to as the census of �Amr b. al-�As, was the basis for the tribute imposed on
Egypt: at the rate of two dinars per head.30

The connection of these reports with the amount of tax imposed on
the Egyptians has made them suspect to some scholars, especially the re-
port ending with an eight-million figure for the population of Egypt; but

27) Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, Fuuh misr wa-aäbaruha (The History of the Con-
quest of Egypt, North Africa and Spain), ed. Charles C. Torrey (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1922), 82, 84. One report has been copied by Suyuti in
his Husn al-muhadara fi aäbar misr wa-l-qahira (Cairo: Matba�at al-Mawsu�at,
[1904], I, 68.

28) For the sake of comparison, it might be useful to know that the population
of Alexandria, the provincial capital, in Roman times is estimated to have been
half a million or a little more; see Bagnall and Frier, 53–54.

29) In one narrative, �Amr b. al-�As is identified as the one who did the count
(p. 82: ahsa ahlaha), and in two others, the passive is used (pp. 70, 87); but in
one (p. 70), the plural pronoun is used (ahsaw), where the subject is clearly the
Copts.

30) Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, 70 (copied in Suyuti, I, 65); also 80, 82, 87. On the cen-
sus being connected with �Amr b. al-�As (first governor in 20–25/641–46), see Ibn
�Abd al-Hakam, 70, 80, 82, 87; Maqrizi Kitab al-mawa �iz wa-l-i�tibar bi-üikr al-
äitat wa-l-a©ar, known as al-Äitat al-Maqriziyya (Bulaq: Dar al-Tiba�a l-Muni-
riyya, 1870), I, 76–77. But note that this census is connected not with �Amr but
with his successor as governor of Egypt, �Abd Allah b. Sa�d b. Abi Sarh (governor
25–36/646–56), in [pseudo-]Severus, History of the Patriarchs of the Coptic Church
of Alexandria (in Patrologia Orientalis I), ed. and trans. B. Evetts (Paris: Firm-
in-Didot et Cie., 1907), 501.
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these scholars are interested in taxation in early Islamic Egypt, and cen-
sus hardly enters into their formulations.31 Indeed, the six million esti-
mate of the population of Egypt is only slightly higher than expected,
given that this population “fluctuated within a ‘normal’ range of about
four to five million” in Roman times.32 But do the texts mentioned above
necessarily mean that a census physically took place shortly after the
conquest? They do not, actually: not only did the Muslims, due to the ur-
gent needs of the conquest, lack the time33 to carry out a census before
they taxed the Egyptians, but they could easily have received the in-
formation they wanted about Egypt’s taxpaying population from the rec-
ords of the Byzantine government, which they supplanted.34 Interpreted
this way, our text(s) would mean that the chiefs of the Copts brought to
the Muslim military leaders the latest census returns or tax-lists they had
from Byzantine times and swore to the veracity of the information in
them simply because they were official records. These lists made the Mus-
lims decide how much tax the Egyptians should pay, and that could be es-

31) See Morimoto, 21–33, 59–60, 126 ff., especially p. 22. This is based on his
analysis of the chains of transmission of several reports. His conclusion is that a
poll tax based on the number of taxpaying adult males could not have been in
place at the time of the conquest – not before the caliphate of �Umar II
(99–101/717–20), when the fay# theory was articulated. Jorgen Simonsen, in
his Studies in the Genesis and Early Development of the Caliphal Taxation System
(Copenhagen: Akademisk Forlag, 1988), 12 and passim, agrees generally with this
assessment, believing that this theory was not articulated until the 720s, shortly
after the reign of �Umar II. Contrary to Morimoto, though, Simonsen does not
examine Ibn �Abd al-Hakam’s reports on census cited above. The position of Den-

nett (pp. 75–78) on the census attributed to �Amr b. �As is unclear. On the one hand
he seems to deny it (“Amr himself, shortly after the conquest, took a census, not of
the Egyptians, but of the Arabs”; p. 74). On the other, he accepts the weaker as-
pects of the census report, viz. the two-dinar rate as a basis for the poll tax, ar-
guing for this position against the interpretations of Becker and Grohmann.

32) Bagnall and Frier, 56. But it has to be kapt in mind that the Arabic
text(s) probably mean about six million taxpayers, not persons. In Roman Egypt,
all people, including women, children, and the elderly, had to file census declar-
ations; only men of taxpaying age, however, gave their ages on the declarations.
Thus the entire population of Egypt was registered. See Bagnall and Frier,
12, 27.

33) Not to mention the infrastructure; but this could have been supplied by the
Copts.

34) On Byzantine censuses, see above, n. 3.
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timated at roughly two dinars per person. The evidence of the papyri con-
firms this interpretation: several of them have survived, in the form of
requisitions and receipts of goods and monies, from several Egyptian dis-
tricts very shortly after the conquest, as early as the year 21 AH,35

thereby emphasizing the importance of the element of time for the con-
quering Muslims in receiving tributary payment from the Egyptians. The
Chronicle of John, Bishop of Nikiu, who flourished shortly after the con-
quest of Egypt, also confirms early levies for the support of the Muslim
army.36

But if Ibn �Abd al-Hakam’s reports on census seem to imply a “fresh
start” for the Muslims in Egypt, his reports on land survey do not:
they indicate tacitly that �Amr b. al-�As accepted the (latest) Byzantine
cadastral survey37 and that he kept the locals, the Copts, in charge of as-

35) Perf 553, in J. Karabacek, Papyrus Erzherzog Rainer: Führer durch die
Ausstellung (Vienna: Selbstverlag der Sammlung, 1894), is a receipt for corn dated
20 January 642 (= 12 Safar 21; see Adolf Grohmann, “Greek Papyri of the Early
Islamic Period in the Collection of Archduke Rainer”, Etudes de papyrologie 8
[1957], 9 ff), and Perf 554 is a receipt for gold money (solidi) dated 25 February
642 (= 19 Rabi� I 21; see Grohmann, ibid., 15 ff). From the following Hiqri year
(22) we have Perf 555 (an order of payment of 3 solidi in fodder and wheat) dated
26 December 642 (= 28 Muharram 22; see Adolf Grohmann, “Aperçu de papyro-
logie arabe”, Etudes de papyrologie 3 [1936], 46 ff); Perf 556 (almost identical to
555) dated 8 January 643 (= 11 Safar 22); the famous receipt in Perf 558 which is
the oldest document to mention the Hiqri date: the month of Qumada I 22 (25
April 643; see Grohmann, ibid., 41 ff), and Perf 559 (an order for corn and oil)
dated in 1 June 643 (= 8 Raqab 22; see Grohmann, “Greek Papyri of the Early Is-
lamic Period in the Collection of Archduke Rainer”, Etudes de papyrologie 8
[1957], 19 ff). Other early receipts or requisitions are Perf 561 (an order for the
purchase of fodder for the Arabs worth 14 solidi) is dated 29 November 643 (= 11
Muharram 23; see Grohmann, ibid., 22 ff), Perf 563 (a receipt for silver rings, old
shirts, a sindonian, and a girdle) dated 4 June 647 (= 24 Ša�ban 26; see Grohmann,
ibid., 25 f), and Perf 564 (a receipt for 99 horses) dated 19 July 643 (= 11 Šawwal
26; see Grohmann, ibid., 26 ff). See also Simonsen, 81, 82, 83. Cf. Kaegi, “Egypt
on the Eve of the Muslim Conquest”, 61, where December 10, 642 [= 11 Muharram
22] is erroneously given as the first payment of tribute to the Muslims from the
Egyptians.

36) See The Chronicle of John, Bishop of Nikiu, trans. R. H. Charles (Oxford:
Williams and Norgate, 1916), 182, 184, 195. See also Dennett, 71; Morimoto,
36–38, 40–41.

37) Ritner, 10: “Corresponding cadastral surveys listed agricultural proper-
ties and owners, with tax and irrigation categories”.
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sessing and collecting taxes (aqarra �Amrun qibtaha �ala qibayat al-rum).38

Ibn �Abd al-Hakam then gives a long description of the way in which the
assessment and collection of taxes in Egypt were made.39 This descrip-
tion need not be doubted, since it makes no claims to other than the con-
tinuation of Byzantine practices, some of which are reflected in a papy-
rus, Perf 554.40 Furthermore, and as Morimoto has shown, its outline
largely agrees with the evidence of the papyri.41 Its reporting should thus
be read as a help to bridge the gap in the transition from the pre-Islamic
system to the Islamic.

38) Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, 152. The Muslims eventually made some changes to
the Byzantine system, but this must have happened gradually, if swiftly. See H. I.
Bell, Greek Papyri in the British Museum. Volume IV: The Aphrodito Papyri (Lon-
don: The British Museum, 1920), xxiv; Dennett, 67–69. Dennett attributes to
the Arabs cutting the red tape, abolishing the influence of the lords, centralizing
the administration, and replacing chaos by efficiency, while keeping the same
types of taxes and employing many of the former clerks and officials (p. 69).

39) The description goes as follows (Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, 152–53; copied in
Maqrizi, I, 77, and Suyuti, I, 65). The chiefs and headmen of each village (�urafa#
kull qarya wa-mazutuha wa-ru#asa# ahliha) met and discussed the prosperity or de-
cline of their respective villages. When they had determined the quotas to be in-
creased, they went to the districts, where they met with the rest of the chiefs of the
other villages, and they divided the quota of the district according to the culti-
vated area of the villages. Then each village took its quota and applied it to the tax
(äaraq) of the village and its cultivated land. They subtracted from the total acre-
age of the land two faddans for their churches, baths, and ferries, and they also
subtracted the amount needed for the hospitality of Muslims and for the visits of
government officials (al-sultan). After that, they inspected the artisans and la-
borers in the village and allotted to them their portion of the tax according to ca-
pacity. If there were fugitives (i. e. new arrivals) in the village, they allotted to
them their portion according to capacity, but usually only to domiciled and mar-
ried men. Thereupon, they calculated the tax that remained and divided it among
the people, each according to the amount of land and the people’s willingness to
cultivate it according to their ability. If anyone was weak and complained that he
was unable to cultivate his land, they divided what he was unable to cultivate ac-
cording to his capacity. And if anyone desired more land, he was given what the
weak were unable to cultivate. The report is paraphrased in Dennett, 88–89, and
analyzed in Morimoto, 42–48.

40) On the implications of this papyrus, see Simonsen, 81: “From Perf 554
we can see how the local administration continued to gather taxes regardless of
the battle for political power between Byzantium and the Arabs which was raging
back and forth across the country”. See also ibid., 83.

41) See Morimoto, 93–96.
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The above survey indicates that, in the two decades before the acces-
sion of the Umayyads to the caliphate, the foundations were laid for a
number of things that the Umayyads were to inherit with regard to popu-
lation census and land survey. Those that stand out among them are the
close connection between taxation and the census of the indigenous popu-
lation; the absence of an “empire-wide” policy, and hence the noticeable
variation between one province and the other in matters pertaining to
censuses and surveys; and the continuity of most of the practices of the
pre-Islamic empires – the Byzantine and the Sasanian. At the same time,
however, the survey indicates the existence of shy signals that the Islamic
state could take independent initiatives when required.

Let us now turn to the Umayyads and examine, in chronological order,
the record we have about the censuses and land surveys which they under-
took. For reasons that shall become clear later, I have chosen to divide
this era into three periods: the Sufyanid (41–65/661–85), the early Mar-
wanid (65–105/685–723), and the late Marwanid (105–132/723–50).

The Sufyanid Period (41–65/661–85)

The Arabic sources have little to say about this period, but their in-
formation is supplemented by notable information in the Chronicle of Mi-
chael the Syrian. This information relates to the provinces of Syria, Iraq,
and Mesopotamia.

The most remarkable report we have about Syria comes from Michael
the Syrian, now unaccompanied by any other Christian source.42 It states
that:

In the year 980 of the Greeks, 27 of Constans, 9 of Mu�awiya, and 54 of the
Arabs, Abu l-A�war made a census43 of the Christian peasants44 for the
tribute in all Syria.45 In fact, up to this point, the Christian peasants had not
paid tribute under the empire of the Arabs.46

42) Michael the Syrian, II, 450.
43) Chabot has: avait recensé.
44) Chabot has: les fellahs chrétiens.
45) “Syria” here cannot mean Mesopotamia, as in other contexts, since, as we

shall see, we know of no activity of Abu l-A�war’s in Mesopotamia other than a very
transient military one shortly before the battle of Siffin. Most of his noted activ-
ities took place in Syria.

46) Chabot has: Tayayê, which is the word Michael uses for the Arabs/Muslims.
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As pointed out by Chabot and Dennett,47 the four dates do not
tally; but some scholars have brought this census to the year 668 AD
[= AH 48] – which is possible after applying two changes to Michael’s four
dates.48

For a test of the veracity of this report, it is important to identify its pi-
votal character, Abu l-A�war. He is �Amr b. Sufyan Abu l-A�war al-Sulami, a
very active and visible partisan of Mu�awiya (r. 41–60/661–80), who is men-
tioned repeatedly by the Greek, Syriac, and Arabic historical sources.49

47) Michael the Syrian, II, 450, n. 3; Dennett, 62. Chabot attributes the dis-
crepancy in the dates in part to the divergence in the documents from which Mi-
chael is taking his information; but it is not clear what these documents are in this
case. Dennett is wrong in putting the ninth year of Mu�awiya at the year 50. Not
only is the ninth year 49, but also the Syrians gave their oath of allegiance to
Mu�awiya before 41/660 (see Tabari, I, 3359–60/V, 71, sub anno 37), the year in
which he had the allegiance of all the provinces of the empire. For the non-Islamic
sources considering Mu�awiya’s reign to be more than the standard Islamic rendi-
tion of a few months less than twenty years, see Theophanes, 483/346 (sub annus
mundi 6148) where Mu�awiya’s rule is given as extending 24 years. Henri
Lammens, in his “Études sur le règne du calife omaiyade Mo�awia Ier”, Mélanges
de l’Université St. Joseph, 1906–1907), 48, mentions Michael the Syrian’s report
but does not discuss its problems.

48) Andrew Palmer, in a footnote to his translation of an extract from the
anonymous Chronicle of 1234, cites Michael the Syrian’s text, adding after “AH
54”: “(read 48)”, but he does not give an explanation; see The Seventh Century in
the West-Syrian Chronicles, trans. and ed. Andrew Palmer et al. (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1933), 186, n. 461. Robert Hoyland also put Abu
l-A�war’s census at 668 A.D., citing Michael the Syrian, without giving an expla-
nation for the change he made on the latter’s text; see his Seeing Islam as Others
Saw It (Princeton: Darwin Press, 1997), 418, n. 104. The way this date can be ar-
rived at is by changing the year of the Greeks 980 to 968, which would be the 27th

(and last) year of Constans and quite likely the 9th year of Mu�awiya’s reign (from a
Syrian perspective; see previous note). The year 54 of the Hiqra remains problem-
atic, but it can be claimed that Michael is quite inaccurate when it comes to this
calendar.

49) See H. Lammens, EI2, s. v. “Abu #l-A�war al-Sulami”; A. H. de Groot,
ibid., s. v. “Kubrus”.

For Abu l-A�war’s biography and activities in the Arabic sources, see Sirat
Salim ibn Üakwan, ed. and trans. Patricia Crone and Fritz Zimmermann (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 88/89, 157, 188; Ibn Sa�d, Kitab al-tabaqat
al-kabir, ed. E. Sachau (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1904–40), III/2, 106; Äalifa b. Äayyat,
Tariä, 193, 195; idem, Kitab al-tabaqat, ed. Akram Diya# al-�Umari (Baghdad:



Population Census and Land Surveys under the Umayyads 355

A member of the influential and well-connected tribe of Sulaym, he was
the grandson of an Umayyad woman and the son of a Christian one. He
was clearly a late convert to Islam, for he was still a pagan at the battle of
Hunayn, which took place after the conquest of Mecca by Muhammad in
8/630. He played a major role in the early conquests of Syria during
the caliphate of �Umar.1He was a cavalry commander in several battles:

1

n. p., [1967]), 51, 308; Nasr b. Muzahim al-Minqari, Waq�at Siffin (reprint of the
Cairo edition, ed. �Abd al-Salam Harun, Beirut: Dar al-Qil, 1410/1990), 153, 154,
157, 160, 167, 181, 206, 213, 226, 328, 329, 334–37, 362, 391, 481, 493, 507, 511; al-
Azraqi, Aäbar Makka, ed. Rušdi Malhas (Beirut: Dar al-®aqafa, 1399/1979), II,
248; Balaüuri, Kitab qumal min ansab al-ašraf, ed. Suhayl Zakkar and Riyad
Zirikli (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1996), 5705/XIII, 331; Abu Zur�a l-Dimašqi, Tariä
Abi Zur�a al-Dimašqi, ed. Šukrallah ibn Ni�matallah al-Quqani (Damascus:
Maqma� al-Luga l-�Arabiyya bi-Dimašq, 1980), I, 184; Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, 108;
Ya�qubi, II, 187, 189, 194, 214, 241; Tabari I, 2093, 2150, 2154, 2157, 2158, 2159,
2398, 2982, 3057, 3261–69, 3272, 3283, 3320, 3325, 3337, 3360, 3396, 3406; II, 140
III, 396, 438, 440, 442, 443, 444, 605; IV, 367, 421, 566–72, 574; V, 12, 41, 45, 54, 71,
98, 105, 274; Ibn Abi Hatim al-Razi, al-Qarh wa-l-ta�dil (reprint of the Haydara-
bad edition, Beirut: Dar Ihya# al-Tura© al-�Arabi, 1372/1952), VI, 234; Mas�udi,
Muruq al-üahab, ed. Charles Pellat (Beirut: al-Qami#a l-Lubnaniyya, 1965–79),
III, 121, 122, 124, 160; Ibn Rustah, al-A�laq al-nafisa, ed. M. J. de Goeje (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1892), 213; Kindi, Kitab al-wulat wa-kitab al-qudat (The Governors and
Judges of Egypt), ed. Rhuvon Guest (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1912), 29, 35; Ibn �Abd
al-Barr, al-Isti�ab fi ma�rifat al-ashab, III, 1178; Ibn �Asakir, Tariä mandinat dim-
ašq, ed. �Umar ibn Garama al-�Amrawi (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1415–21/1995–2000),
XLVI, 50–60 (and see XI, 280 and XII, 238); Ibn al-A©ir, Usd al-gaba fi ma�rifat
al-sahaba, III, 109; idem, al-Kamil fi l-tariä (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1965), II, 498,
III, 168, 186, 282–84, 287, 311, 321, 333, 354, 484; Ibn Ka©ir, al-Bidaya wa-l-ni-
haya (Beirut: Maktabat al-Ma�arif, Riyadh: Maktabat al-Nasr, 1966), VII, 54, 175;
Ibn Haqar al-�Asqalani, al-Isaba fi tamyiz al-sahaba (reprint of the 1328 Cairo edi-
tion, Cairo: Mu#assasat al-Halabi wa-Šurakah, n. d.), III, 540 (no. 5851).

For the non-Arabic sources, see Theophanes, 482/345–46; Agapius, 223–24/
483–85; Michael the Syrian, II, 442, 445, 446, 450; Chronicle of 1234 (in The
Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles), 176 (and n. 435), 179, 180 (and
n. 450), 186, n. 461. These sources discuss Abu l-A�war’s role as commander of the
naval campaigns against the Byzantines at Cos, Crete, Rohdes, and Phoenix (Üat
al-Sawari). The source for this information on Abu l-A�war is, in all probability, the
now-lost Chronicle of Theophilus (see above, at n. 9).

Abu l-A�war is mentioned frequently as one of Mu�awiya’s men in Henri
Lammens, “Études sur le rǵne du calife omaiyade Mo#awia Ier” (pp. 42–43, 48, 49,
50, 55). More recently, the Arabic materials were collected and discussed, though
in a scattered form, by Michael Lecker, in his The Banu Sulaym: A Contribution
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Yarmuk, Tabariyya (Tiberias), Fihl (Pella), and �Ammuriyya (Amorium),
and was given a share of the spoils of Damascus when it was conquered. In
15/636–37, Šurahbil b. Hasana made him his deputy over al-Urdunn/Jor-
dan, over which he later became governor. He became so knowledgeable
about Syria’s affairs that �Umar is reported to have consulted him about
the administration of that province. In 31/653–54, during the caliphate
of �U©man, he extended his military talents to naval campaigns50 for the
first time in the history of the Muslims, invading the Islands of Cyprus,
Crete and Rhodes. These naval activities must have been undertaken by
Abu l-A�war at the orders of Mu�awiya, who was then governor of Syria,
and who is known to have been an staunch advocate of starting naval
campaigns, even against the hesitation of the caliphs �Umar and
�U©man.51 In 34–35/655, Abu l-A�war was again at the head of another
major naval campaign against the Byzantine Emperor Constans. He en-
gaged the emperor and his fleet at the battle of Phoenix/Üat al-Sawari, in
Lykia, where the emperor was defeated and fled, abandoning his men.
When the caliph �U©man was besieged in 35/655, Abu l-A�war carried his
(in)famous letter to the governor of Egypt, that was discovered by the
rioting Egyptians in Medina; and at the time of �U©man’s killing, he was
still governor over Jordan. Thereafter, his vita becomes strongly con-
nected with Mu�awiya. He was in the Qazira with the Syrian army which
tried to prevent �Ali from reaching the water of the Euphrates shortly be-
fore the battle of Siffin, and during that battle he was one of Mu�awiya’s
commanders, at the head of the Jordanian contingent. He was also one of
Mu�awiya’s witnesses to the arbitration document which concluded this
battle; several reports in the Arabic sources show �Ali and his son Hasan
cursing him. After Siffin, in 38/658–59, he was the commander of the

to the Study of Early Islam (Jerusalem: Hebrew University, 1989), 28, 76–77, 80,
109, n.14, 131, 138–40, 141–42. It was summarized and critically evaluated by
Lawrence I. Conrad, in his “The Conquest of Arwad”, 361–62. See also Kaegi,
Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests, 246. It seems that Abu l-A�war’s
family maintained its strong ties to Jordan. Ibn �Asakir (LX, 80, biography of al-
Mugira b. �Amira l-Azdi) recounts an activity of an unnamed son of Abu l-A�war’s
who resided in Tiberias towards the end of Umayyad times.

50) Conrad, in “The Conquest of Arwad”, 362, opines that “it must be as-
sumed” that Abu l-A�war’s role in the naval campaigns was the “command of the
troops attached to the fleet, and not necessarily to the ships and actual naval op-
erations as well”.

51) See Tabari, I, 2820–26/V, 258–62. See also Kaegi, Byzantium and the Early
Islamic Conquests, 246.
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Jordanian contingent in the army sent by Mu�awiya to Egypt to wrest
that province from �Ali’s governor. And when, in 53/673, Mu�awiya had to
deal with the problem of Huqr b. �Adi, Abu l-A�war was at his court in
Damascus. He disappears from the scene in the Arabic sources before
Mu�awiya’s death in 60/680.52

This Biography shows that Abu l-A�war had a fairly intimate knowl-
edge of Syria, held positions of civil and military command in it, had no-
ticeable resourcefulness in undertaking unprecedented actions, and en-
joyed a long-standing close association with Mu�awiya. In terms of
background, then, Abu l-A�war could very well have done what Michael
said he did: count the Christian peasants of Syria and make them pay the
tribute. But Michael’s statement has problems other than its confused
dating.53 Not only does it contradict his earlier report on �Umar under-
taking a general census of the empire,54 but its complete absence from all
genres of Arabic sources is quite conspicuous – not to mention its com-
plete absence form the non-Muslim sources, including the Chronicle of
1234, which often parallels Michael the Syrian. Of course, the Arabic
sources do not normally show interest in such matters as counting the in-
digenous population. But in the case of Abu l-A�war one would expect
them to, given the attention they paid to him, not only as a military com-
mander but as a civil administrator as well.

But there is one report in the Arabic sources that might lend some
credibility to Michael’s statement, albeit not quite as Michael had it. This

52) Ibn Yunus, the historian of Egypt, reported on an unknown authority
(yuqalu) that Abu l-A�war came to Egypt with Marwan b. al-Hakam in 65/
[684–85]. He, however, expressed skepticism about the veracity of this report, say-
ing, “wa-fi-hi nazar”. See the reconstruction of his history, Tariä Ibn Yunus
al-Misri, First Part: Tariä al-Misriyyin, collect. and ed. �Abd al-Fattah Fathi �Abd

al-Fattah (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-�Ilmiyya, 2000), 517. The text was copied in
Ibn �Asakir, XLVI, 54.

53) See above, n. 47.
54) The contradiction lies in Michael’s saying that “up to this point, the Chris-

tian peasants had not paid tribute under the empire of the Arabs”, which contra-
dicts his earlier statement (see above, at n. 8) that the capitation tax was imposed
on the Christians following �Umar’s general census of the entire empire. Dennett

(p. 62) tried to solve this contradiction. He suggested that, before Mu�awiya’s “re-
forms” (i. e. Abu l-A�war’s census), the taxes assessed on peasants working on an
estate were paid by the estate’s owner. After those “reforms”, the peasants had to
pay their taxes themselves, and directly. This is a neat explanation, but it sounds
too convoluted to me. I am also not sure there is sufficient evidence for estate
owners first paying taxes on behalf of their work force.
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is the report about the rather uncharacteristic conditions which the
people of Tiberias had agreed to after their capitulation to Abu l-A�war
during the conquest of Jordan in 13/634–35. Among these are: that the
Tiberians allow the Muslims to take residence in half the houses of their
towns and the areas surrounding them and connected to them, and that
they give the Muslims for each qarib land a qarib of “either wheat or bar-
ley, whichever they till [at a given time]”.55 The report continues that this
agreement concluded the peace with Jordan, and the Muslims’ leaders,
horses, and reinforcements were scattered in the towns and villages of
Jordan.56 Now the extension of the peace with Tiberias to its cultivated
region and the housing of Muslims in (exactly) half 57 of its residences
could very well have prompted Abu l-A�war to undertake some count of
the rural population in the region of Tiberias, and perhaps even a survey
of its urban resources, at some point after the conclusion of the agree-
ment, in order to verify the fulfillment of the conditions of the peace
treaty. If this actually happened, it would make Abu l-A�war’s celebrated
census of all Syrian peasants reported by Michael the Syrian a small-
scale census of the region of Tiberias. But Tiberias is, of course, part of
Syria, and, as the capital of Jordan, a novel activity in it could be con-
ceived of as one of the whole of Jordan, especially since the peace treaty
with it concluded the peace in that province, and since Abu l-A�war event-
ually became the governor over Jordan.58 This interpretation, however,
puts Abu l-A�war’s “census” within the period of the conquests, much ear-

55) In addition to the standard (and topos-like) one-dinar-per-head-per-
annum tax. The uncharacteristic conditions mentioned above lend an authenti-
cating voice to the report. See also Fred McGraw Donner, The Early Islamic Con-
quests (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 136–38.

56) Tabari, I, 2159/III, 444. The entire text reads: “ �ala an yušatiru l-musli-
min al-manazil fi l-mada#in wa-ma ahata biha mimma yasiluha, fa-yada�una lahum
nisfan wa-yaqtami�una fi l-nisf al-aäar, wa-�an killi qaribi ard qaribu burr aw ša�ir,
ayyu üalika huri©a, wa-ašya# salahuhum �alayha. Wa-nazalat al-quwwad wa-äuyu-
luhum fiha. Wa-tamma sulh al-Urdunn wa-tafarraqat al-amdad fi mada#in al-Ur-
dunn wa-quraha”. Cf. the translation of Khalid Yahya Blankinship in The His-
tory of al-Tabari, XI (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993), 172–73.

57) Note the report’s “so they [the Muslims] would leave one half and assemble
in the other half” (see the previous note). Cf. Tabari, I, 2393/III, 600 (conquest
of Hims/Emesa)/The History of al-Tabari, XII, trans. Yohanan Friedmann

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 177.
58) Perhaps this also explains why Henri Lammens (EI2, s. v. “Abu l-A�war al-

Sulami”) mistakenly reported Michael the Syrian’s “all-Syrian” census as one of
Palestine.
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lier than Michael’s possible59 48/668 date, during Mu�awiya’s caliphate.
On the other hand, it felicitously removes the contradiction in Michael’s
two reports mentioned so far, making them – reinterpreted – one and the
same activity during �Umar’s caliphate and Mu�awiya’s governorship of
Syria. But to attribute to Mu�awiya the “commissioning” of this “census”
would be going beyond what the sources permit.60

Turning to Iraq, we have an account by Ya�qubi which implies that
part of the Sawad in the regions of Kufa and Basra were surveyed early
in Mu�awiya’s caliphate. It says that Mu�awiya appointed his client �Abd
Allah b. Darraq over the äaraq-tax office in Iraq (read: Kufa; see below),
and wrote to him to send him some of its revenue for his personal use.
Ibn Darraq wrote back to Mu�awiya, telling him on the authority of the
dihqans that Chosroes and his family had crown estates (sawafi) whose in-
come they levied for themselves and that were not treated as regular äaraq-
tax land. Mu�awiya ordered Ibn Darraq to make an inventory of (ahsi; lit-
erally: count!) these estates, designate them as crown lands, and build
dikes on them. Ibn Darraq gathered the dihqans and asked them about the
records of these estates. They said: The registerr are in Hulwan.61 He sent
for them and they were brought to him. He removed all that was Chosroes’
and his family’s from the äaraq-tax land records, built dikes on the estates,
and designated them as Mu�awiya’s. Their revenue, from the region of Kufa
and its Sawad, reached 50 million dirhams. Mu�awiya wrote to �Abd al-Rah-
man b. Abi Bakra to do the same thing in the region of Basra.62

59) And by no means certain; see above n. 47.
60) As was done by Lammens, who said that Abu l-A�war’s census was “com-

missioned”; see his “Abu #l-A�war al-Sulami”. Andrew Palmer, when translating
Michael’s report, says that the word fellahs, ‘labourers’ “can also mean ‘soldiers’”.
See The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 186, n. 461.

61) Hulwan is a very ancient city situated near the entrance to the Paytak pass
through the Zagros mountain range, on the famous Äurasan highway, about 33
kilometers southeast of Qasr-i Širin. Its foundation is attributed in the Islamic his-
torical tradition to the Sasanian monarch Qabaü (d. 531 AD). Qabaü is supposed
to have been the first person to measure the land, institute land registers, define
the boundaries of the lands, and fix the land tax. He established in Hulwan a land
survey office, a divani äaraq, which he called divani �adl, where the registers were
kept until the Islamic conquest of Iraq. See L. Lockhart, EI2, s. v. “Hulwan”;
A. K. S. Lambton, Landlord and Peasant in Persia (London: Oxford University
Press, 1953), 15, n. 3. See also B. Lewis, EI2, s. v. “Daftar” (The Classical Period).
Morony (p. 53) accepts that the register listing Sasanian crown property was re-
covered during Mu�awiya’s caliphate.

62) Ya�qubi, II, 218.
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The topological anecdotal form of this account, and its failure to ident-
ify the location of the sawafi, give one some pause regarding its authentic-
ity, as does its clear bias against Mu�awiya, in particular his misuse of sa-
wafi lands. On the other hand, there are many things that lend credibility
to its basic message, namely that the Muslim financial authorities in Iraq
seized the registers pertaining to the bulk of the crown lands of the former
Sasanian monarchs and had their ownership transferred to the new Muslim
ruler, Mu�awiya, at his request. For, as we have seen, the Muslims had,
shortly after the conquest, taken over the Sasanians’ land-tax records and
system of assessment and collection, even when they made a change in the
measurement of land. In that, they were assisted, as expected, by the
dihqans, who certainly knew where the land registers were, since they had
been professional tax collectors under the Sasanians and, after the con-
quest, under the Muslims. The delay in locating the registers of the crown
lands until the caliphate of Mu�awiya (i.e. about 25 years after the conquest)
seems strange, since these lands, in the regions of both Kufa and Basra, had
been recognized as such from the time of �Umar and �U©man; the latter is
reported to have made free use of them, distributing them to his cronies.63

But it is one thing to dispense of those lands at the dawn of the Islamic
state, and quite another to seize their old registers in the old Sasanian de-
pository of land registers in Hulwan, and then indicate on them a change in
ownership. In addition, as our next reports will show, the lands reclaimed
for Mu�awiya were not all of the crown lands of the Sasanian royal family,
but rather that part of them that had been unproductive,64 and hence with-
out owners, for we hear of no protest from landowners to Mu�awiya’s ac-
tion.We must remember, finally, that Mu�awiya’s (and other Umayyads’)
claims to ownership of some sawafi lands is widely attested in the sources.

But there is more in the account that lends it credibility. Starting with
the Kufa part of it, we are on firm ground regarding its central figure, �Abd
Allah (or �Abd al-Rahman) b. Darraq. Varying Muslim sources identify him
as a client and katib of Mu�awiya,65 and report that Mu�awiya appointed

63) See Dennett, 25–26; Morony 68–70.
64) Cf. Dennett, 30. See also M. Sprengling, “From Persian to Arabic”,

Journal of Semitic Languages and Literatures 56 (1939), 184.
65) Tabari, II, 837/VI, 180; Qahšiyari, Kitab al-wuzara# wa-l-kuttab, ed. Mus-

tafa L-Saqqa, Ibrahim al-Ibyari, and �Abd al-Hafiz Šalabi (Cairo: Mustafa
l-Babi l-Halabi, 1980), 24; Mas�udi, al-Tanbih wa-l-išraf, 302; Ibn �Asakir, XXXIV,
340 (under “�Abd al-Rahman – and it is said: �Abd Allah – b. Darraq”). Qahšiyari
(p. 24), probably faced with the two names, considered this person to be two
brothers, both of whom were Mu�awiya’s clients.
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him at the very beginning of his caliphate, in 41/661, as fiscal director of
Kufa (Iraq).66 This is confirmed practically beyond doubt by the fact that a
contemporary Syriac source mentions him (Abdallah bar Darrag) and
characterizes him as the “amir and governor of Mesopotamia”, further
reporting that he was asked to intervene in a difficult intra-Christian case
involving some Christians possessed with demons.67 More importantly, we
are on firm ground also regarding the account itself, since there are other
forms of it which use different terminologies and occur in two different con-
texts; both of them identify the location of the crown lands/sawafi as the
marshlands (the Bata#ih) of the Sawad in southern Iraq.68 The first context,
which is widely attested, deals with the history of the cultivation attempts
of the Bata#ih from Sasanian to Abbasid times. It says that when Mu�awiya
became caliph, he appointed his client �Abd Allah b. Darraq as fiscal direc-
tor of Iraq. Ibn Darraq recovered (istaäraqa) for Mu�awiya some Bata�ih
lands by cutting the reeds and building dikes to overcome the flow of water;
their revenue reached five (or fifteen, not fifty) million [dirhams].69 The sec-
ond context is even more revealing and more specific; it deals with the foun-
dation of Wasit. It says that al-Haqqaq appropriated for the caliph �Abd al-
Malik b. Marwan (r. 65–86/685–705), from the vicinity of Wasit, the estates
(diya�) which �Abd Allah b. Darraq had recovered (istaäraqaha) for Mu�awiya
during his fiscal directorship of Kufa from rejected wasteland, water
breaches, swamps, and thickets (mawat marfud wa-nuqud miyah wa-ma-
gayid wa-aqam).70 So far for the first part of Ya�qubi’s account.

66) Balaüuri, Ansab al-ašraf, IV B, ed. Max Schlossinger (Jerusalem:
Hebrew University Press, 1939), 123; idem, Futuh al-buldan, 290, 293; Qahšiyari,
24; Ibn �Asakir, XXVIII, 35; LIX, 119. This was during the governorship of
al–Mugira b. Šu�ba.

67) See F. nau, “Notice historique sur le monastère de Qartamin”, Actes du
XIVe Congrès Internationale des Orientalistes, Alger 1905, Part 2 (Paris, 1907),
84 = 95. Cf. Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977), 160, n. 57; Patricia Crone, Slaves on Horses (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1980), 213, n. 101.

68) For the marshlands, see M. Streck [Saleh El-Ali], EI2, s. v. “Batiha”.
69) Balaüuri, Futuh al-buldan, 293, where no specific source for the in-

formation is identified (hadda©ani qama �a min ahl al-�ilm, p. 292); Mas�udi, Muruqq
al-üahab, I, 121; Ibn al-Faqih, Kitab al-buldan, ed. Yusuf al-Hadi (Beirut: �Alam
al-Kutub, 1416/1996), 262; Qudama b. Qa�far, Kitab al-äaraq, ed. M. J. de Goeje

(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1889), 240; Ibn �Abd al-Mun�im al-Himyari, al-Rawd al-mi�tar
fi äabar al-aqtar, ed. Ihsan �Abbas (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1975), 439.

70) Balaüuri, Futuh al-buldan, 290 (copied in Ibn al-Faqih, 262). See also
Mas�udi, Muruq al-üahab, I, 121.
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The second part of the account deals with the same command from
Mu�awiya, this time to his fiscal director of Basra, �Abd al-Rahman b. Abi
Bakra. As in the previous part, we are on firm ground regarding its cen-
tral figure. �Abd al-Rahman b. Abi Bakra (d. 89/707 or 96/714) was re-
portedly the first Muslim to be born in Basra in 14/635, and had a history
of association with this town. A wealthy, cultivating entrepreneur and
bureaucrat for Mu�awiya as well as for Ziyad, who was his uncle, he was
put in charge of some public works in that city by Ziyad.71 Unlike the pre-
vious part, though, we have no confirmation in the sources of Ya�qubi’s
account that he obliged Mu�awiya in the region of Basra as Ibn Darraq
had obliged him in the region of Kufa. But this does not weaken the re-
port if we remember that the marshlands of southern Iraq lie between
Kufa and Wasit in the north and Basra in the south,72 and thus the cad-
astral work undertaken in the Basra area would be a mere extension of
the work that was certainly done in the Kufa area. It is also known that
some Sasanian crown lands were indeed in the region of Basra.73

We can thus conclude that a partial land survey was undertaken in the
marshlands of the Sawad quite early during the caliphate of Mu�awiya.
This took place almost accidentally, by his initiative, but really through
the imaginative maneuvering and hard work of two of his most loyal lieu-
tenants, the fiscal directors of Kufa and Basra.

At this point, the question that we have to ask is: Was this partial sur-
vey an isolated activity, or was it a part of a larger survey ordered by
Mu�awiya for the province of Iraq? There is no evidence in the sources
that Mu�awiya ordered any survey beyond Ya�qubi’s “crown lands”. But
there is one piece of information that deserves examination.

A Nestorian Christian Arabic source, the Chronicle of Si �rit, mentions
that the system of äaraq established in the time of �Umar lasted until the

71) See Ibn Sa�d, VII/1, 138; Äalifa, Tariä, 165, 129, 212, 303; Balaüuri, Futuh
al-buldan, 347, 352, 353, 354, 357, 358, 362, 367; idem, Ansab al-ašraf, IV/1, ed.
Ihsan �Abbas (Beirut/Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1979), 402, 410; Tabari, I,
3105, 3229; II, 22–23/IV, 454, 543; V, 176–77;al-Qahšiyari, 23; Ibn �Asakir,
XXXVI, 7–16; Ibn al-A©ir, Usd al-gaba, V, 28, 151; Üahabi, Siyar a�lam al-nubala#,
IV, 319–20; idem, Tariä al-islam, years 81–100, pp. 410–11; Safadi, al-Wafi
bi-l-wafayat, XVIII, ed. Ayman Fu#ad Sayyid (Beirut/Stuttgart: Franz Steiner
Verlag), 128; Ibn Haqar, Tahüib al-tahüib, VI, 148–49. Sumayya, Ziyad’s mother,
was also Abu Bakra’s mother – thus �Abd al-Rahman b. Abi Bakra was Ziyad’s
nephew.

72) See M. Streck [Saleh El-Ali], “Batiha” (first paragraph).
73) See Morony, 69.
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time of Mu�awiya.74 This means that this system was replaced by another
before the end of Mu�awiya’s caliphate in 60/680; what that replacement
consisted of is not clear. Now, some sources mention a üira� Zyadiyya, a
Ziyadi cubit. The length of this cubit, like the pre-Islamic Sasanian one,
was different from the length of the cubit used by the two above-men-
tioned men commissioned by �Umar to survey the Sawad: whereas the
latter was about 54 centimeters, the former was about 66.5 centimeters.
It was this Ziyadi cubit that remained in use until the end of the Marwa-
nid period; it came to be called üira� al-misaha, the cadastral cubit.75 This
piece of information made Michael Morony conclude that “Ziyad may
have actually undertaken a new survey in the Sawad”,76 as had Frede
Løkkegaard before him.77 Ziyad, who was governor of Basra from
45/665 to 50/670 and of the entire province of Iraq until his death in
53/672, is, of course, one of the most imaginative administrators in
Umayyad history, and he could very well have made changes to the tax
system in Iraq. This system was no longer based on the early Islamic
measure in use from �Umar’s time, but on a “new” measure, which is in
reality a resurrection of an old pre-Islamic one used by the Sasanians. Be-
cause of its tax implications, the new measure was noted by the Christian
taxpayers and called a üira� Ziyadiyya due to the person who set it; the
news about it made its way into the Nestorian chronicle. But did the new
measure lead to a land survey? Not necessarily, for its tax implications
could be established through bookkeeping tools. In fact, not only is such
a hypothetical survey not mentioned in the Nestorian source, but there is
no mention of it at all in the Muslim sources either. This is striking, given
that these sources devote considerable space for, and convey great admi-
ration of, Ziyad’s administrative initiatives and activities, even when
their authors are blatantly anti-Umayyad, like Ya�qubi.78 And, like
�Umar, Ziyad figures prominently in the awa#il, “firsts”, literature, and
this literature has not recorded a first for him in land surveys of Iraq.79

74) See Chronique de Séert, II[2], 300/620. See also Morony, 104, and n. 22.
75) See Morony, 103–104. See also Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-sultaniyya (Cairo:

Mustafa l-Babi l-Halabi, 1386/1966), 153/The Ordinances of Government, trans.
Wafaa H. Wahba (Reading [UK]: Garnet Publishing, 1996), 169.

76) Morony, 104, n. 22.
77) Frede Løkkegaard, Islamic Taxation in the Classic Period, with Special

Reference to Circumstances in Iraq (Copenhagen: Branner & Korch, 1950), 112,
based on Mawardi.

78) See Ya�qubi, II, 234–35.
79) For another reason why this survey could not have taken place, see the next

section under “Iraq”.
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We thus must conclude that mention of a change in the äaraq system
under Ziyad and of the üira� Ziyadiyya does not support the possibility of
Ziyad having conducted a general cadastral survey of the Sawad,80 or
that Mu�awiya was involved in this initiative. But we shall return to this
report shortly.

The last province about which something related to a census/land sur-
vey under Mu�awiya is mentioned is Mesopotamia. Here we have only
one obscure report from Qudama b. Qa�far’s Kitab al-äaraq.81 Qudama
mentions that there was a äaraq system specific to the peasants (nabl) of
Diyar Mudar that was different from the rest of the provinces. He ex-
plains that Mu�awiya had assigned a median tax (al-tabaqa l-wusta) on
them, so that the taxpayer would have to pay 33 dirhams: 24 for the base
qizya tax, and 9 for the estimated price of oil and vinegar as appraised
then. Whereas it is difficult to make much of this report, it is important
to note that its main point is that, in Diyar Mudar under Mu�awiya, the
tax was fixed, not proportional, i. e. it was not based to the means of the
individual taxpayer, as was the case in the other places, and as we have
seen in Egypt shortly after the conquest, for example. What gives this re-
port credence is that the application of the proportional system of tax-
ation in Mesopotamia was instituted later, following a census under �Abd
al-Malik, as we shall see, and that, in itself, means that the case was not so
before that census.

We can conclude from the above that under the Sufyanids very little
happened in the area of census and land surveys, and that the caliphs of
the period had no empire-wide policy in that regard. Their occasional in-
volvement therein, such as it was, was almost accidental, as the case of
the partial survey of the marshlands of southern Iraq shows: it was initi-
ated by Mu�awiya’s desire for extra personal income.

The Early Marwanid Period (65–105/685–723)

This is the most crucial period of Umayyad history for matters related
to population census, land surveys, and beyond. The fact that it is the
best documented, in both the literary Islamic and non-Islamic sources as

80) Cf. Løkkegaard, 110–112, where Ziyad is credited not only with measur-
ing the Sawad but with doing all that which the Muslim sources attribute to the
two commissioners of �Umar shortly after the conquest, Huüayfa b. al-Yaman and
�U©man b. Hunayf (see above, at n. 19).

81) Qudama b. Qa�far (Frankfurt ed.), 182.
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well as in the papyri, could not be merely an accident of history. It is also a
signal that a new, seriously different phase of Islamic history was begin-
ning, whether in terms of tax policy or in the vision of the empire as a
unity with a clear center that controlled the provinces. As in the previous
period, I shall discuss each province about which we have information sep-
arately, first Iraq, then Mesopotamia, then Syria, and lastly Egypt.

Regarding Iraq, we have a terse account that dates to the last year of
this period and that was reported, again, by Ya�qubi. He tells us that the
caliph Yazid II (r. 101–105/719–23) wrote to his governor over Iraq,
�Umar b. Hubayra (gov. 102–105/720–23), ordering him to conduct a land
survey (mash) of the Sawad. Ibn Hubayra did that (fa-masahahu) in the
year 105/723–24, assigning taxes on palms and trees and causing hard-
ship to the taxpayers (ahl al-äaraq). Immediately following the account,
Ya�qubi makes a comment: “the Sawad had not been surveyed since
�U©man b. Hunayf surveyed it in the time of �Umar b. al-Äattab until
Umar b. Hubayra surveyed it. … This survey, which became authori-
tative, was [known as] ‘the survey of Ibn Hubayra’ (wa-l-misaha allati
yu#äaü biha misahat Ibn Hubayra)”.82

This is an important account for two reasons. The first is that it shows
direct, unambiguous caliphal involvement in the institution of a cadas-
tral survey, and a dictation of orders about it from the center to a prov-
ince. The second is that it confirms our previous conclusion that Ziyad did
not conduct a survey of the Sawad (“the Sawad had not been surveyed
since �U©man b. Hunayf …”).83 Although there is some correspondence
between Ziyad’s üira� Ziyadiyya and Ibn Hubayra’s misahat Ibn Hubayra,
the two expressions signify different things on the ground: no survey is
connected with the former in any source, while a survey is connected with
the latter in a Muslim source whose author is an Iraqi bureaucrat with
great interest in matters administrative – Ya�qubi.

The information we have on Mesopotamia provides the crucial nar-
rative and conceptual framework for the evidence we have from other
provinces. This information comes mainly from Syriac Christian sources,
with an important supplement from an Arabic source. Significantly, the
Syriac sources give the Arabic term ta�dil to the census/land survey.

According to our sources, three population censuses and land surveys
were conducted in Mesopotamia in a twenty-year period, beginning with

82) See Ya�qubi, II, 313. Løkkegaard (p. 112) suggests that the “ �Umar” of
the report about the survey of the Sawad after the conquest is actually �Umar b.
Hubayra, not �Umar b. al-Äattab.

83) Cf. Løkkegaard, 112.
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the caliphate of �Abd al-Malik. The first, by far the most important, will
occupy us for some time. This is the survey/census that took place in AG
1003 = AD 691–92 = 72 AH, and is the only one of the three censuses to be
reported by Christian chroniclers and a Muslim jurist. The former re-
ported it as they saw it from the perspective of the indigenous population,
and the latter from the perspective of the Islamic government. Both ver-
sions attribute this census and survey to the caliph �Abd al-Malik, signal-
ing a different level of involvement than the censuses we have encountered
in the previous period, and putting us in the midst of rethinking some as-
pects of the well-known reforms of �Abd al-Malik. Furthermore, the
claims of both versions are borne out by material evidence, as we shall see,
and hence no attempt will be made here to authenticate them.

Let us start with the perspective of the indigenous population as ex-
pressed by the early, eighth-century Chronicle of Zuqnin, written around
775 AD (= 159 AH). According to this chronicle:84

In the year 1003 (691–92) �Abd al-Malik carried out a ta�dil on the Syrians
[i. e. the Christian inhabitants of the north]. He issued a harsh order that
everyone go to his region, village, and father’s house, so that everyone would
register his name, his lineage [literally: ‘whom he was son of’], his crops and
olive trees, his possessions, his children, and everything he owned. From this
time, the gizya began to be levied per capita [lit: ‘on the skulls of men’]; from
this time, all the evils were visited upon the Christians. [For] until this time,
kings had taken tribute from land (mdatta d-ar�a), rather than from men.
From this time, the sons of Hagar began to inflict on the sons of Aram servi-
tude like the servitude of Egypt. … This was the first ta�dil that the Muslims
(tayyaye) carried out.85

This is certainly something new in Islamic history – albeit not in the
history of the Near East.86 Here we have a census that is accompanied by

84) The Chronicle of Zuqnin, Parts III and IV, AD 488–775, trans. Amir Har-

rak (Rome: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1999), 147–48/The Chron-
icle of Zuqnin, AD 775, in The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 60.
The same text appears in Chronique de Denys de Tell-Mahré, Part 4, ed. and trans.
J.-B. Chabot (Paris: Librairie Emile Bouillon, 1895), 10; but the atribution of this
part of the history of Dionysius of Tell-Mahre to him has been proved to be false:
it is actually the Chronicle of Zuqnin. Here I am using the translation of Chase
Robinson (Empire and Elites, p. 45).

85) Cf. Dennett, 45–46.
86) Since such actions had been carried out by earlier empires. Cf. Ando, 356,

where he talks about “the extraordinary fullness of the administrative details” in
Roman times.
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some form of a rough cadastral survey, and that is compulsory, compre-
hensive, organized, and meticulously recorded. Each person of the in-
digenous population had to return to his district of origin, then to his
hometown or village of origin, and more specifically to his father’s house,
i. e. the household to which he belonged. There he would be registered by
the authorities conducting the census, whoever they were, under his name
and his father’s name, and a record would be taken of his children, thereby
providing the authorities with a full record of his household. Furthermore,
he would disclose to these authorities, for their records, the land proper-
ties he owned, including what crops he cultivated in each, and the animals
he possessed. If he owned any other item, it also would be disclosed and
recorded. That all the people affected by this census were informed of
it ahead of time is clear from the comment that �Abd al-Malik “issued”
an order to that effect;87 and that the people were forced to comply with it
is clear from the Chronicle of Zuqnin describing the order as “harsh”. The
fact that the census and survey were backed by the highest authority
in the land, for the first time in Islamic history and in the experience of
the indigenous population of Mesopotamia, is reflected in the Christian
chronicler’s indicating an almost traumatic sense of change in the relation
between the indigenous population and the Islamic state, one which was
going to affect their livelihoods and movements, since they will no longer
be able to carry on without accountability, at least on the financial level.

From the government’s perspective things looked different. The re-
port on this census/survey is presented by the famous Hanafi jurist Abu
Yusuf (d. 182/798) in his book on taxation.88 Abu Yusuf does not mention
the repatriation and registration required by the Muslim authorities
from the indigenous population. It does indeed mention a census of
people, but only in passing, and it only assumes that a land survey took
place but does not mention it. Its interest lies manifestly in taxation. The
report can be summarized as follows.

When �Abd al-Malik became caliph, he sent al-Dahhak b. �Abd al-Rah-
man al-Aš�ari89 to Mesopotamia, presumably to look into its tax system.

87) Cf. the “publishing of the census edict” in Roman Egypt in Ando, 350.
Chabot’s translation (see n. 84) is “published”.

88) Abu Yusuf, 139. Cf. Dennett, 46.
89) Al-Dahhak b. �Abd al-Rahman b. �Azrab (or �Azram) al-Aš�ari was a hadi©

transmitter from Tiberias who is placed in the third class (tabaqa) of the tabi�un.
More pertinent to our investigation is his long fiscal, diplomatic, and adminis-
trative career in the service of several Umayyad caliphs, from �Abd al-Malik until
Hišam. When the governor of Egypt �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan, �Abd al-Malik’s
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Finding its revenue low, al-Dahhak took a census of its people (lit.: heads,
skulls, al-qamaqim). He averaged the income of each person, subtracted
from it his expenses on food, drink, clothing, footwear, and the feast days
in a single year, and concluded that each can and must pay four dinars an-
nually, evidently as a poll tax. As for the land tax, he made it payable in
cash not in kind, assigned a fixed rate to every unit area (with the size of
each area depending on what was planted in it), and made it proportional,
depending on how far or near the taxable piece of land was from city mar-
kets: lands at more than one or two days’ distance from markets were as-
signed half what lands at less than that distance from markets. This equi-
table adjustment of the tax system is what, in my opinion, made the
non-Muslim sources give this census/survey its Arabic name, ta�dil. In the
technical sense, ta�dil thus meant an overhaul of a tax system and its reas-
sessment on the basis of proportional rather than fixed rates, with the aim
of making it more equitable for taxpayers. Since the adjustment of the sys-
tem occurs after a new census/survey are conducted, the word ta�dil came
to be applied to the censuses and surveys themselves, for it was assumed
that general censuses and surveys would not be conducted unless some ad-
justment seeking equity in the distribution of taxes would follow.90

brother, died in 86/705, al-Dahhak was sent to Egypt by �Abd al-Malik on a suc-
cessful diplomatic/fiscal assignment to wrest for �Abd al-Malik a share of �Abd al-
�Aziz’s estate from his powerful secretary Yanas. He was three times governor of
Damascus under the Umayyad caliphs �Umar II, Yazid II, and possibly Hišam. He
died in 105/723. On him see Buäari, al-Tariä al-kabir (reprint of the Haydarabad
edition, Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, [1407/1986]), IV, 333; �Iqli, Tariä al-©iqat, ed. �Abd al-
Mu�ti Qal�aqi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-�Ilmiyya, 1405/1884), 231; Qahšiyari,
34–35; Ibn �Asakir, XXIV, 270; Üahabi, Siyar a�lam al-nubala#, IV, 603; idem,
Mizan al-i�tidal (reprint of the Cairo edition, ed. �Ali Muhammad al-Baqawi, Bei-
rut: Dar al-Ma�rifa, n. d.), II, 324; Safadi, al-Wafi bi-l-wafayat, XVI, ed. Wadad
al-Qadi (Beirut/Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1982), 355; Ibn Haqar,
al-Isaba, II, 217 (no. 4215); idem, Tahüib al-tahüib, IV, 446. It is worth noting that
the Islamic biographical dictionaries do not mention his survey of Mesopotamia.

90) Various explanations and definitions have been offered by modern scholars
for the term ta�dil. Daniel Dennett (p. 45, n. 9) says: “The word ta�dil as applied
to taxation is described and defined in the famous passage of �Abd al-Hakam [sic]
152, lines 16 ff. as a kharaj based not on a fixed and immutable tribute, but on a
careful survey and assessment of lands and people”. Falih Husayn, in his al-Hayat
al-zira�iyya fi bilad al-šam fi l-�asr al-umawi (Amman: The Jordanian University,
1978), 124, says that “ta�dil is a revision of the taxes assigned to towns, so that they
become in cash and proportional, i. e. by deleting food from them. As for the
countryside, its [tax] status remained the same”. Robinson (Empire and Elites,
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At the end of his report, Abu Yusuf adds a very important piece of in-
formation: the changes in the assessment of taxes put forward by al-Dah-
hak were also applied in Mosul and Syria (wa-humilat al-Šam �ala mi©li
üalika, wa-humilat al-Mawsil �ala mi©li üalika). This valuable informa-
tion means that the first Mesopotamian census of the year 72/691–92 was
actually supra provincial. This, in turn, could very well mean that it was
part of a general program of reform initiated by �Abd al-Malik on the level
of the empire. This fits well with what we know from various sources
about �Abd al-Malik’s broad administrative reforms. Nevertheless, the
report raises two new points. The first is that these reforms were begun at
least one year earlier, before �Abd al-Malik’s defeat of Ibn al-Zubayr in
73/692–93; and the second is that at least the fiscal reforms were accom-
panied by a wide-ranging census of people and goods and by a cadastral
survey on a scale unknown before in Islamic history. Such a census/survey
must have provided the state with a large amount of information about
its lands and subjects – as individuals and groups, but above all as tax-
payers, permitting it to control them as well as benefit from them as never
before. It also must have made its written records reflective of the real-
ities on the ground, allowing it to take them as a base for later census ac-
tivities. Thus, for the first time in Islamic history, an empire-in-the-mak-
ing was on its way to exerting as much control of its subjects and revenues
as had the pre-Islamic empires before it, the Byzantine and the Sasanian.

p. 46) says that ta�dil is “a technical term given to describe a fiscal survey fre-
quently accompanied by the forced repatriation of taxpayers; although it might
be carried out as part of the kharaj reforms of the classical period, there is no
necessary connection between the two, and other accounts explicitly associate it
with the gizya. Here, in this pre-classical period, it signals a tax regime that fig-
ures proportional levies on collectivities, and one that can summon real forces of
coercion”. Morimoto (p. 43) identifies ta�dil as a fiscal census that measures the
property (productivity) of the village and its population. In his commentary on
the Chronicle of Zuqnin (p. 147, n. 6), Amir Harrak considers ta�dil “levying
through adjustment”. My explanation of ta�dil is based on three criteria: that
ta�dil implies adjustment; that its purpose is greater equity; and that, because of
that, the taxes are not fixed but proportional. Tabari (I, 2672–74/IV, 160–62, sub
anno 22) uses the verb �addala in a different, though also economic, context, where
there is a clear emphasis on the ideas of re-assessment and equity contained in the
term. The context is the dispute that erupted between the Kufan and the Basran
fighters over the distribution of the revenue of southern Iraq in the early days of
the conquests. The ta�dil that ensued involved the re-allocation of the revenue of
entire towns in southern Iraq. See also Lane’s Lexicon (�.d.l.), where the equality
aspect is emphasized, but the economic meaning is not mentioned.
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The above allows us to understand better the way in which the second
census in Mesopotamia was reported. The Chronicle of Zuqnin and the
Chronicle of 846 say that this census took place in AG 1020 = AD 708–709 =
AH 90. The Chronicle of 846 describes this census in terms similar to the
previous census: “And in the same year the order went out that everyone
should have his name written down by going to his country and the home
of his parents”.91 The Chronicle of Zuqnin, on the other hand, does not
describe this census; rather, it identifies it in its relation to the previous
census of 72/691–92: it was a “ta�dil similar to the first one … [and] the
first one was confirmed, although it added greatly to the misfortunes”.92

That this census was based on the first confirms what I have alluded to
earlier about the state having become in possession of sizeable records
pursuant to the first census. It also means that the information collected
from later censuses might not have needed to be recorded from scratch,
but was rather used to modify previously collected and recorded in-
formation: the pre-conquest technique of updating registers of popu-
lation generation by generation is now being adapted to the post-con-
quest need to collect the poll tax.93 The twenty-year period separating
the two Mesopotamian censuses sounds reasonable, since it signals the
advance of a new generation of minors into taxpayer status and the
demise of their fathers’ generation from the taxpaying scene. How-
ever, when we compare this period with the regular fourteen-year period
separating censuses in Byzantine Egypt,94 for example, we get the
impression that the Islamic state, some years into the caliphate of
Walid I, was still experimenting with the recount of population and land,
and that no clear system had emerged for its undertaking of successive
censuses.

91) Extracts from the Chronicles of AD 819 and AD 846, in The Seventh Century
in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 82.

92) The Chronicle of Zuqnin, 149/The Chronicle of Zuqnin, AD 775, in The
Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 61.

93) Updating the registers of population is known from Roman times; see Bag-

nall and Frier, 3, 27. See also Ando, 357. It is akin to the neogamos/ mutazawwiq
system used in Norman Sicily; see Jeremy Johns, Arab Administration in Norman
Sicily: the Royal Diwan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 47–51,
57, 59, 108, 127–28, and passim, especially chapter 5 (pp. 115–43) on the renewal of
the qara#id.

94) In Roman Egypt, censuses were made at fourteen-year intervals, from 33
until 257 AD. Fourteen was the age at which boys become liable to poll tax; it is dif-
ficult not see a relation between this age and the census cycle. See Bagnall and
Frier, 2, 27–28. See also above, n. 3.
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This last observation is confirmed by the information we have on the
third census and cadastral survey in Mesopotamia: they were conducted
only two years after the previous one, in AG 1022 = AD 710–11 = AH 92.
The person who initiated this census and land survey was Maslama b. �Abd
al-Malik, the brother of the reigning caliph Walid I and the newly ap-
pointed governor over Mesopotamia. The Syriac sources’ description of
this census is similar to their description of the first census. Thus, the
Chronicle of 819 and the Chronicle of 846, which share a common source,
say that “Maslama sent officers throughout northern Mesopotamia (Ar.
al-Qazira) to measure lands, made a census of vineyards, plantations, live-
stock and people and hung leaden seals on everybody’s neck”;95 and the
Chronicle of 1234 says that “Maslama’s first action on coming to Mesopo-
tamia and taking over the governorship of all the Qazira was to commis-
sion a survey of the arable land and a census of vineyards, orchards, live-
stock and human beings. They hung leaden seals on each person’s neck”.96

There are three significant additions in the reports about this census to
those on the first and the second. The first addition is that all the reports
on the third census mention the sealing of the necks of the taxpayers. This
means that the government was intent on aggressively protecting its rev-
enue and was using the information provided by the census to exercise
greater control over its taxpaying subjects. The second addition is that
all the reports signal the direct involvement of the province’s governor,
Maslama, in the census and survey: he actually commissioned the census
and the land survey, and he sent officers to measure the land and count
the taxpayers and their possessions. This is a major development over the
first two censuses, and might very well indicate that they, unlike the third
census, were conducted locally and only their results were conveyed to the
Muslim authorities. The fact that this was the first action the governor
took upon appointment to the province, as the Chronicle of 1234 states,
indicates that there was a sense of urgency in Maslama’s view to conduct
this census. This leads us to the third addition in the reports of the last
census, namely their spelling out unambiguously that a proper, profes-
sional land survey was conducted by the government’s officers in conjunc-
tion with the proper, professional census of the population and goods:
the arable land was actually “measured” by them – very possibly by

95) Extracts from the chronicles of AD 819 and AD 846, in The Seventh Century
in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 79.

96) Extract from the Anonymous Chronicle of 1234, in The Seventh Century in
the West-Syrian Chronicles, 209. The editor comments on the last sentence by say-
ing (n. 524): “after entering him in the register, presumably”.



372 Wadad al-Qadi

ropes, as things were done then.97 Again here we have an indication that
Maslama was not satisfied with the statistics of the previous survey, and
it is this that probably explains why a new survey and census were needed
although only two years had passed after the previous census. And
actually a broader conclusion can perhaps be drawn here, namely that
a census and/or survey could be conducted not because of the lapse of a
certain number of years; rather, they could be initiated at any time it was
deemed necessary by the highest provincial authorities.

Let us now turn to Syria. Our sources for it are mainly the Nes-
sana papyri, all in Greek, and some Syriac sources. These sources bring
crucially important information and complement the information about
Mesopotamia, in a way providing documentary evidence for the state-
ments that were made about it in the literary sources.

We must start with the papyri about the town of Nessana (Ar. Nastan
or Nastan) in the Negev in southern Palestine.98 Some of these papyri,
which belong to the early Marwanid period, are of no great significance;99

even P. Ness. 77, datable to 66–70/685–90, is not very revealing, although
it seems to be a tax-list of a number of people who are behind in their
taxes, and their respective arrears of public, poll, and another unidentifi-

97) See the apocalyptic ninth-century The Chapters of Rabbi Eliezer (in Hoy-

land, 315): “Fifteen things are the children of Ishmael going to do in the land [of
Israel] in the latter days, namely, they will measure the land with ropes, and make
the cemetery into a dunghill where the flock rests, and they will measure them and
from them upon the tops of the mountains”. The text is also cited by Philip
Mayerson, “P. Ness. 58 and Two Vaticinia ex eventu in Hebrew”, in his Monks,
Martyrs, Soldiers and Saracens (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society and New
York University, 1994), 305. Mayerson cites an earlier Hebrew work, dating to
750 AD, from which the text of Eliezer was derived, namely Nisterot Rabbi Shim�on
ben Yokhay. It says: “And Rabbi Simon used to say that he heard Rabbi Ishmael
(say), when he heard the Kingdom of Ishamel was approaching. “They are going to
measure the lands with ropes, as it is said, ‘and he shall divide the land for a price’
(Dan. 11:39). And they make cemeteries into pasture for flocks …”. Mayerson

comments (p. 305) that measuring the land with ropes “signifies a land survey”. It
is worth noting that, less than two decades after the survey of Maslama, measur-
ing ropes were used in the survey of Egypt according to [pseudo-]Severus. See
below, p. 404, n. 235.

98) In Casper J. Kraemer, Jr., Excavations at Nessana, III, The Non-Literary
Papyri (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958).

99) P. Ness. 81 and 82, datable to around 65–66/684–85, are accounts of re-
ceipts in kind (barley, wheat, vetch), the likes of which we have met in the papyri
from Egypt shortly after the Islamic conquest (see above, n. 35).
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able tax are listed.100 Two other papyri, though, are exceptionally im-
portant.

The first, P. Ness. 76, is datable to 68–71/687–89. It is an incomplete,
rather brief101 register of persons paying the poll tax in Nessana.102 As
such, it is one of the earliest documentary testimonies to the existence of
a poll tax in addition to a land tax in Syria.103 More importantly for our
discussion here, however, is that it is the earliest document that gives us
an idea of how the preparation for a census could have been made and
what it could have looked like in the early caliphate of �Abd al-Malik, i. e.
at the time when the first population census was being conducted in Me-
sopotamia.

The register consists of a three-column list of names of Nessanite male
taxpayers, followed in most cases by the names of the dependents of the
taxpayer, present or absent, thus:

Abraham son of Stephen
(the name of 1 brother)
Elias son of Sergius
(the names of 2 sons)
I. pheos son of Zunayn
(the names of 2 brothers and an absentee).

These principal taxpayers, then, were heads of households. As for the
arrangement of the names, Kraemer has been able to ascertain that it is
alphabetical, by head of household, beginning with Abraham; the inter-

100) There is significant difference between Kraemer’s assessment of P. Ness.
77 (pp. 222–25) and Simonsen’s (p. 100).

101) P. Ness. 76 falls right at the beginning of a fresh roll of papyrus, following
a well-preserved protocol. The reason why the list is brief and there are no further
records or notes is unknown. The list was probably never completed and the
amounts which should have been entered were never written down. Cf. Kraemer,
215; Simonsen, 100.

102) Cf. Simonsen, 100.
103) According to Kraemer, there are two Nessana papyri which testify to the

existence of poll tax in Syria. The earliest is P. Ness. 59, which is datable to Safar-
Rabi� I 65/October 684, i. e. during the caliphate of Marwan I, not of �Abd al-Malik
(since Marwan died six months later, in Ramadan 64/April–May 685). It acknowl-
edges receipt of “six solidi for the public taxes and six solidi for the poll taxes”
from George son of Patrick from Nessana. The next earliest is P. Ness. 77, men-
tioned in the text above, which is undoubtedly related to P. Ness. 76. It mentions
three taxes: the public tax, the poll tax, and a third tax which is difficult to ident-
ify. Cf. Dennett, 53 ff; Løkkegaard, chapter 5; Simonsen, 100.
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vening names, which interrupt the alphabetical order, are the names of
dependents.104 What we have here, thus, is an official register, a list, of
the adult male Nessanites subject to tax, be they heads of households or
dependents thereof, arranged by head of household, as was the case in
Roman Egypt.105 We know that in Roman and then Byzantine times, es-
pecially in Egypt and Palestine in the sixth century AD, this census
would have been prepared by the assessor of the poll tax from a larger,
full register of families, the tax return;106 but of this kind of register we
have no surviving example from Islamic Nessana, and thus we cannot
speculate on it. On the other hand, we do have a description of the first
census of Mesopotamia, and this description makes it clear that regis-
tration for the purposes of that census was done on the basis of the
household; and since, as Abu Yusuf said, this census was applied to
Syria, the taxpayers in Nessana must have been registered by household,
and the census register must thus have been the basis from which the
tax-list in the papyrus at hand was drawn. At any rate, even this only
partially preserved tax-list was sufficient for Kraemer to estimate that
the population of Nessana in �Abd al-Malik’s time consisted of 174 indi-
vidual adult male taxpayers (116 heads of household and 58 dependents),
or no more than 1,500 persons of every age, sex and class.107 Finally, the
papyrus bears no indication of where it was drawn, whether in Nessana
or in the provincial headquarters in Gaza. Kraemer believes it was
“probably a copy of the census sent by the Nessanites to Gaza” and may
well have been posted in a public place “as a matter of information and

104) Kraemer, 215.
105) Bagnall and Frier, 23: “The heart of the declaration … is the listing of

persons in the household headed by the declarant”.
106) Bagnall and Frier, 1–30, esp. 27 (Taxation and Tax Lists); Kraemer,

III, 218. Kraemer says that “the arrangement by family is proof that the basis of
this list was the usual census return … common in Egypt in which the householder
reported to local officials all the inhabitants of the dwelling owned by him. We
have no such [tax return] from Nessana, but the family unit can be seen in [P.
Ness.] 21 [dated 562] where the father has a grown son by a former marriage and
three minor sons by his present wife. The family of six lived together as one unit in
the house, and the house was part of the property being transferred by the father
to his children [whose names are given]. All the members of such a family, accord-
ing to normal practice in the Roman Empire and particularly in Egypt, would
have been reported by the father to the local authorities and the abstraction of the
names of men liable to poll tax and an alphabetical list like [P. Ness.] 76 could have
been a simple matter for the proper tax official”.

107) Kraemer, 218.



Population Census and Land Surveys under the Umayyads 375

record”.108 The information we now have on the three censuses/surveys of
Mesopotamia, and particularly the fact that the third census/survey had
to be conducted only two years after the second, confirms Kraemer’s
conclusion that the Nessana register was done locally and that a copy of it
was sent to the provincial headquarters in Gaza. Kraemer adds that “it
is possible that there was a connection between the date [of the papyrus]
and the formal publication of a tax list if such publication was dependent
on a periodical census”.109

The second, perhaps more important, papyrus, P. Ness. 58, is datable
to the late seventh century AD; Kraemer gives as possible dates for it
the years 62–63/682, 65–66/685, or 69–70/689. It states plainly that the
Muslims conducted a land survey, for it speaks in line 8 about the ge-
ometria ton Sarakenon, “the land survey of the Saracens”, an expression
that “must in this case refer to the Umayyad administration and not to
the Arabs generally”.110 Although the papyrus does not give any details
about this survey, its importance cannot be overestimated, given that, for
the first time in Umayyad history, we have a contemporary documentary
testimony to a land survey undertaken by the Islamic state in Syria.
Moreover, the papyrus clearly indicates, albeit indirectly, that this survey
took place only a short period before it was written, since it consists of a
receipt for a certain leading Nessanite – Sergius son of George, Esq.111 –
from eight named Nessanites112 for a specified sum of money (37 ½ solidi)
he had paid them “following/resulting from/consequent to113 the land
survey of the Saracens”. This sum is “in consequence of the moneys given
to you [Sergius] by our lord Meslem [= Muslim] the governor in conse-
quence of the sub-division of the property of bani Ouar [War?]”.114

108) Ibid., 215.
109) Ibid., 219, since a new indiction series began on September 1, 687.
110) Kraemer, 169; Mayerson, 304–307. See also Simonsen, 99.
111) Sergius appears as a presbyter in P. Ness. 57, dated to 689, and as a father

superior of the monastic community in P. Ness. 77, dated to ca. 685–90. Thus, ac-
cording to Mayerson (p. 307 and n. 6), he was “one of the town’s leading men, if
not the leading man”. See also Kraemer, 196.

112) “The commission, representing the community (of landlords and tax-
payers?) of Nessana”; Mayerson, 306.

113) Kraemer, 169, 170; Mayerson, 306.
114) This is Mayerson’s translation (p. 306). Kraemer has two translations:

one literal (p. 170), which is difficult to follow (“Due from the property given you
by our lord the Governor on the lands formerly listed as belonging to the Bani War
but transferred to you [Sergius] by the order of the Governor, Muslim, from the



376 Wadad al-Qadi

Of course, since the name of the governor is given in the papyrus, iden-
tifying him could help in more specifically dating this survey. This, how-
ever, is no easy task: he is almost certainly a non-Arab convert to Islam,
but I have not been able to find a “Muslim” who was governor of Pales-
tine. The only close, but by no means definitive, identification I can
propose is that this Muslim could be the father of Ishaq b. Muslim al-
Katib, the fiscal officer of �Umar II (r. 99–101/717–19) over Jordan;115 but
this does not go far in dating the papyrus. Another way to date it, how-
ever, is possible, namely to connect it with the rough land survey con-
ducted probably in conjunction with the first census of men and goods
in Mesopotamia. This ta�dil, as we have seen, took place in the year
72/691–92, according to the Syriac sources, and, according to Abu Yusuf,
it was applied in Mosul and Syria. Thus, of the dates proposed by
Kraemer for this papyrus, the last one, namely 69–70/689, must be ac-
cepted rather than the earlier dates. The fact that it precedes the census
of Mesopotamia by two years need not detain us here; Abu Yusuf, after
all, did not imply a strict order of application in Mesopotamia, Mosul and
Syria.

The papyrus, though, poses other problems, as Kraemer and Mayer-

son have indicated, since it is not clear from its text what aspect of the
survey made it necessary for Sergius to pay a rather large sum of money,
namely 37 ½ solidi. Comparing the text of this papyrus with earlier papy-
rus texts, Kraemer suggested that the payment made by Sergius was a
charge, due “either as the cost of the survey or as taxes on adjustments
resulting from it”.116 This adjustment would be the result of the redis-
tribution of land following the survey, so that the land property that
had belonged to Banu War was now transferred to Sergius by order of the
governor, whence the necessity that he pay new taxes on it.

Either suggestion is illuminating. If the second suggestion is the
correct one, we have documentary evidence, for the first time, that
land surveys were becoming a serious undertaking that affected the

land-holding of the bani War”) and one not literal, a paraphrase (p. 169), which is
much clearer and differs little from Mayerson’s translation (“The money is due
on the lands formerly listed as belonging to the Beni [sic] War by order of the
Governor”.) The classical Islamic sources do not mention a tribe by the name of
War. Although this may be a corrupt form of the tribe’s/group’s name, it is not
impossible that it is indeed the correct one, since the Banu War may have very well
been a local Arab group.

115) His biography is in Ibn �Asakir, VIII, 280.
116) Kraemer, 168. See also Mayerson, 305.
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land ownership of individual land-owning taxpayers,117 and also, perhaps
more importantly, that the Umayyad state was the party responsible for
land redistricting. Although Mayerson rejects the suggestion that the
money paid by Sergius was a tax resulting from redistricting,118 he ac-
tually supports the idea that redistribution of lands lay at the foundation
of the survey. In fact, he takes the idea even further. According to him,
the very purpose of the land survey was to settle Arab tribes (like the
Banu War) in Nessana, since “the two activities of survey and sub-divi-
sion [mentioned in the papyrus] are interrelated”.119 This agrees with the
general policies of the Umayyads “in encouraging settlement on the
newly conquered lands”.120 This would mean that, in addition to control
of the indigenous population and benefiting from their taxes, surveys
could be used by the government for changing the composition of the
population, adding to it a greater proportion of Arabs/Muslims. If, on the
other hand, the first suggestion is correct, then we learn, again for the
first time, that the expenses of land surveys conducted by the Umayyads
were borne, at least in part, by the taxpayers.121 In Mesopotamia, this
might explain partially the panicky tone of the Christian sources repor-
ting on the first census of Mesopotamia, as well as the Chronicle of
Zuqnin’s cryptic comment on the second census there that “it greatly
added to the misfortunes”. In Nessana, closer to home, it allows us to
connect this fact with the information provided in another Nessana
papyrus (P. Ness. 75), dated by Kraemer to the late seventh century.
This papyrus consists of a letter organizing a delegation from four places,
including Nessana, to protest heavy taxation to the governor in Gaza,
and to ask him for relief from the heavy burden laid upon them. The letter
does not specify the taxes the delegation would protest, but it is clear

117) Cf. Simonsen, 99: “This land measurement had clearly changed the divi-
sion of land in the town”.

118) Mayerson, 306: “P. Ness. 58 cannot be viewed as a receipt for tax on as-
signed land”.

119) Ibid., 306.
120) Ibid, 306; see also 307. This leads Mayerson to suggest (p. 307) that the

“moneys given you by our lord” mentioned in the papyrus “may have ben provided
by the governor to purchase land for the bani Ouar, or it may have been paid to the
governor by the tribe”. Mayerson’s work is not entirely clear on the relationship
between these “moneys” and the 37 ½ solidi that Sergius paid.

121) Mayerson’s position on this issue is not clear (see the previous note). I
suppose he would support it if the sum paid by Sergius is not the same as the
monies paid by the governor.
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that by the end of the seventh century the burden of taxation had become
far too heavy for some of the population to bear.

Three other papyri from Nessana (P. Ness. 92, 93, and 74) must be
mentioned here, since they shed light on the use of censuses and land sur-
veys by the Islamic state; they are all datable to the very first years of
�Abd al-Malik’s caliphate. The first two (P. Ness. 92, 93), which are official
accounts, consist of lists of names of Arab Muslims (“Muhaqirun”) con-
nected with the Muslim army who are to be paid specified sums of money
and quantities of grain directly by the Nessanites. The first of these two,
P. Ness. 92, mentions Arab Muslim fighters going to Egypt or Galilee (in
Jordan) or coming from Jordan. It is written in three columns. In the
first column the name of the Arab to be paid is written; in the second the
amount of money or grain due to him from the Nessanites; and, in the
third, the name of the party authorizing the payment. This last column is
of special interest: in no less than twelve instances the name of �Abd al-
Malik is written down as the authorizing party, twice with the significant
qualifier “the caliph”; in two other places, �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan, i. e. the
governor of Egypt under �Abd al-Malik, is the authorizing party; and in
one place, the authorizing party is Marwan (presumably Marwan b. al-
Hakam (r. 64–65/684–85), at the end of his caliphate, immediately
preceding �Abd al-Malik’s.122 The papyrus is thus an attestation to the
growth of administrative centralization under �Abd al-Malik, as well as
the enormity of the amount of information the state could draw upon
about the indigenous taxpayers and their capacity to contribute to the
war effort of the army. More importantly, perhaps, the papyrus shows the
Umayyad administration under �Abd al-Malik as quite an efficient sys-
tem. For, by ordering the Nessanites to pay part of their taxes directly to
Muslim fighters going to or coming from a variety of places outside of Pa-
lestine, it was cutting short the time and paperwork needed for the indi-
vidual conscripts to be supplied and funded before they join their mili-
tary units.123 The same observation applies to the second of the two
official accounts, P. Ness. 93. This papyrus, however, sheds light on an-

122) Two other names appear as authorizers: a certain Hassun, who could well
be Hassan b. Malik b. Bahdal, the governor of Palestine between 61/680 and
64/683, as suggested by Kraemer, and �Abd b. Machar, who remains unidentifi-
able; see Kraemer, 291.

123) Mayerson, 307, suggests that “an Arab garrison or military command
had been posted to Nessana – the town had a Roman fort and a numerus had been
stationed there during the fifth and sixth centuries”. This is a very interesting
suggestion that deserves further investigation.
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other aspect of the efficiency of the Umayyad bureaucracy: the names of
the conscripts are listed in it under headings of tribes.124 This arrange-
ment by tribe is known to have been the principle governing the arrange-
ment of the fighters in the diwan al-qund, the register of the Arab fight-
ers. Thus, by using one of its own organizational principles in a context
other than its own, the Umayyad administration was clearly exhibiting
dexterity in applying the information collected from one kind of register
into another.

Lastly, papyrus P. Ness. 74 must be mentioned here because it dates to
the first year of �Abd al-Malik’s caliphate, and sheds light on the use to
which the Islamic state put the information it collected, from a land sur-
vey in this case. The papyrus consists of a requisition of two good camels
and laborers (camel drivers). The laborers are requested “to perform
compulsory service from Caesarae to Scythopolis”. Two things stand out
here: compulsory service was a part of the tribute paid to the state; and,
as Kraemer noticed, the public transport done by those laborers would
take them outside of Nessana’s direct administrative district in the old
Byzantine Palestina Tertia, into Palestina Prima/Filastin (Caesarea),
and further into Palestina Secunda/Jordan (Scythopolis).125 This shows
the degree of control the state could exercise as a result of the information
it had, behaving almost as if it had maps at its disposal.

The final report we have on Syria comes not from the papyri but from
three Syriac sources, which mention that a certain �Atiyya carried out a
“census of the foreigners”. The authors of the chronicle of 819 and the
Chronicle of 846 placed this census in the year AG 1009 [1008+1], i. e.
697–98 = 78 AH, adding that that was one year after “the Arabs minted
silver pieces and denarii without any image on them, only writing”.126

This means that this census took place one year after the final step in the
monetary reforms of �Abd al-Malik. Michael the Syrian put this census in
the same year, giving �Atiyya the title amir, and adding that he forcibly re-

124) Note that the “al-äadra” mentioned in line 54, and identified by
Kraemer (p. 304) as “the name of the Umayyad palace in Damascus” cannot ac-
tually refer to that palace – a place – but rather to the Banu l- Äadra#, i. e. a tribe or
a clan, like the other headings in this papyrus.

125) Kraemer, 209.
126) Extracts from the chronicles of AD 819 and AD 846, in The Seventh Cen-

tury in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 78. Chase Robinson (Empire and Elites, p. 49
and n. 97) does not seem to have noticed the author’s saying after mentioning �Abd
al-Malik’s reforms of AG 1008, “in the following year”, and therefore put �Atiyya’s
census in AG 1008.
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patriated many of the foreigners.127 Two scholars, Daniel Dennett and
Chase Robinson, have referred to this census, but their work presents two
problems. First, they both place it in Mesopotamia.128 I think, however,
that it should be placed in Syria for two reasons. The first is that it is
not mentioned in the Chronicle of Zuqnin between the first and second
censuses of Mesopotamia, where it falls chronologically,129 and the second
is that we know of no �Atiyya who was an amir other than �Atiyya b.
Ma�bad al-Muharibi al-Darani (d. ca. 132/750). This �Atiyya held, with his
brother ®abit, the position of amir al-sahil, or governor of the coast, for
40 years.130 This identification of his administrative position, despite its
ambiguity, excludes Mesopotamia and allows for Syria. The second prob-
lem is that Robinson describes this census as a ta�dil, i. e. a general cad-
astral survey with a change in the tax system, as we have seen.131 But this
cannot be the case, since none of the authors who mention this census use
the word ta�dil for it, nor do they insinuate that there was a change in the
tax system as a result of it. Besides, all of them indicate clearly that it
was a partial census, one limited to “foreigners” or “strangers”. Although
this term is rather vague, Michael the Syrian’s statement that many of
those foreigners were forcibly repatriated means that they were fugitives,
i. e. people who had fled from their villages to other villages or towns
in order to avoid paying taxes. We know them well from the Aphrodito
papyri of Egypt, as we shall see.

But the important question that has to be posed is why �Atiyya found
it necessary to conduct such a census of the fugitives. The answer might
very well lie in the sense of the state that the first census of the early 70s
had sufficient lacunae to permit some taxable people to escape inclusion
by fleeing the villages in which they were supposed to register and pay
their taxes. These people must have been numerous, otherwise no census

127) Michael the Syrian, II, 473. Dennett (p. 48), mistakenly believing this
census to refer to the first census conducted by �Abd al-Malik in Mesopotamia, says
that Michael the Syrian dates �Atiyya’s census six years later.

128) See the previous two notes.
129) The Chronicle of Zuqnin, 148–49/The Chronicle of Zuqnin, AD 775, in The

Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles, 60–61.
130) For the biography of �Atiyya b. Ma�bad al-Muharibi al-Darani, see al-Qadi

�Abd al-Qabbar al-Äawlani, Tariä darayya, ed. Sa�id al-Afgani (Damascus: Dar
al-Fikr, 1404/1984), 103; Ibn �Asakir, XL, 475; see also Abu Zur�a l-Dimašqi, I, 62.
The “40 years” are not in the published text of Ibn �Asakir, but the editor of Tariä
darayya cites it (p. 103, n. 2) from the Zahiriyya ms. of Ibn �Asakir’s Tariä madinat
dimašq, II, 212/2.

131) See above, n. 90.



Population Census and Land Surveys under the Umayyads 381

of them would have been justifiable in terms of expense and effort, and
also in terms of the involvement of a high state official of gubernatorial
rank in it. If this is indeed the case, then we must see this census of the
fugitives not only as an exercise in greater control on the part of the state,
which is obvious, but also in association with Maslama’s census of
92/710–11, which, as we have seen, was closely related to his dissatisfac-
tion with the previous censuses. That dissatisfaction led Maslama to send
his own officers to conduct a new census and survey on the ground in Me-
sopotamia, instead of relying on the local administrators from the in-
digenous population. Seen in this light, we can reasonably conclude that
�Atiyya’s census of the fugitives in Syria was conducted under his super-
vision and probably also at the hands of officials chosen by him.

When we come Egypt, our material expands considerably and be-
comes quite complex. The main sources for population census and land
surveys are the Greek papyri, especially the well-known Aphrodito pa-
pyri, but also the Christian and Islamic historical sources. Taken chro-
nologically, the sources paint the picture as follows.

The period begins with the governorship of �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan
(65–86/685–705), which corresponds almost exactly to the caliphate of
his brother �Abd al-Malik b. Marwan. This twenty-year long governorship
is known for the governor’s interest in construction and cultivation,132

and the caliph’s simultaneous immersion in wide-ranging reforms
throughout the empire, including the beginning of the Arabization of tax
registers. One would thus expect that �Abd al-�Aziz would have under-
taken a general census and a land survey of Egypt, along the lines we have
seen in Mesopotamia and Syria. Surprisingly, though, there is no explicit
statement from any historian, Muslim or non-Muslim, that he actually
did so. Despite that, however, there is sufficient literary and documen-
tary evidence, which, together, make it almost certain that he did.

But let us start, first, with a partial census which we know for sure that
�Abd al-�Aziz ordered, since it is reported in both Muslim and non-Muslim
sources. This is his 74/693–94133 census of the monks, in which the monks
were counted, and a poll tax of one dinar was imposed on each monk. That
was the first time the poll tax was taken from monks.134 According to
[pseudo-]Severus, the census was supervised on the ground by al-Asbagh,

132) See Kindi, 49–50; [pseudo-]Severus, in Patrologia Orientalis V, ed. and
trans. B. Evetts (Paris: Firmin-Didot et Cie 1910), 18, 24, 42–43.

133) Dennett (pp. 80–81) suggested that the census took place shortly after
the insurrection of the monks that took place in 74/693–94.

134) See [pseudo-]Severus, 51; Maqrizi:, II, 492.
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the “evil” son of �Abd al-�Aziz,135 who used to be deputized by his father
over Egypt whenever the father had to leave the province.136 This al-Asbag
is reported to have “sent one of his trusted friends, named Yazid, accom-
panied by another, and counted137 all the monks in all the provinces and
in Wadi Habib and on Mount Qarad and in other places. And he laid a poll
tax on them of one dinar for each individual and commanded that they
should make no more monks after those whom he had counted”.138

This census shows �Abd al-�Aziz’s interest in increasing the provincial
government’s revenue through taxation, and in controlling his population
even by taking up unprecedented measures. Keeping this in mind, let us
see how the available literary and documentary evidence supports the con-
clusion that he conducted a large-scale, general census/survey of Egypt.

The literary evidence comes from the history of Eutychius. After
mentioning �Abd al-�Aziz’s visit to Alexandria in 74/693–94139 and his dis-
persal of its notables in the villages and districts of Egypt, he says:

�Abd al-�Aziz obliged each administrative district to pay a prescribed amount
of money [for its taxes] in accordance with its capacity, depending on its
prosperity, in terms of its vineyards and the kinds of its crops140 (wa-alzama
kull kura bi-qadr ihtimaliha fi �imaratiha wa-kurumiha wa-asnaf gallatiha
bi-mal muwazzaf).141

Two things stand out immediately about this “census”. The first is its
date, 74 AH. This is not only the same date in which �Abd al-�Aziz con-
ducted his census of the monks; it also falls within the same period in
which general census/survey activities were taking place in other prov-
inces of the empire, as we have seen above. The second is its depiction of
the new taxes as proportional, not fixed:142 that people in the country-

135) See [pseudo-]Severus, 50–52.
136) See Kindi, 51.
137) The text has: aäsa, mutilated; but this is obviously an error.
138) [Pseudo-]Severus, 50.
139) �Abd al-�Aziz’s visit to Alexandria in 74 AH is also mentioned in Kindi, 51.
140) Morimoto (p. 114) translates gallatiha as arable land, which would make

it more consistent with current taxation terminology, but is not quite accurate.
141) Eutychius, Annales, Yahya ibn Said Antiochensis, ed. Louis Cheikho and

B. Carra de Vaux (CSCO, Scriptores Arabici, Ser. 3, Beirut, 1909), 2/II:41.
142) This implies, of course, that the taxes before �Abd al-�Aziz were fixed,

which seems to contradict Ibn �Abd al-Hakam’s report about taxation in Egypt
shortly after the conquest (see above, n. 39). But, as Morimoto has shown, the
taxes at the conquest could have been fixed (pp. 37–38, 40, 41), and it is possible
that the per capita tax could have been fixed while the land tax was variable (p. 49);
even land tax can be fixed if it is based on acreage not productivity (p. 51).
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side should pay their taxes according to the productivity and crops of
their lands. Again, this is exactly what happened to taxes after the over-
haul of the tax system in at least one other province, Mesopotamia, dur-
ing the period of �Abd al-Malik’s reforms. Could such an overhaul of the
tax system have happened “in the books”, without carrying out a census
and a land survey in Egypt? This is quite unlikely, not only because of the
magnitude of such an overhaul, but also because the government would be
in need of new information in order to enact the new tax laws, and this
information would not have been available except after undertaking a
census/survey on the ground, along the lines of the contemporaneous
overhauls of the tax system in Mesopotamia. Although these ta�dils aimed
at making the tax distribution more equitable, they also aimed at increas-
ing the government’s overall revenue, as �Abd al-�Aziz would have wanted,
since after a census fewer people would be able to evade taxes. It thus
might not be an accident that in the year following the overhaul of the tax
system in Egypt, 75/694–95,143 �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan left Egypt to visit
his brother the caliph in Damascus, taking with him such enormous sums
and gifts that they had to be carried on a huge number of camels.144

The documentary evidence for a general census in Egypt is perhaps
more compelling and is based on the figure called the epizetoumina in
some surviving accounts on papyrus in Greek from the district of Aph-
rodito in Upper Egypt. Several scholars have studied the meaning of this
term and the figures that are listed under it, and called it either a “tax
quota” (Bell, Dennett, Morimoto) or a “principle of apportionment”
(Simonsen).145 The most noteworthy aspect of the epizetoumina is that
the figures written under it remain unchanged and recur from year to
year over several tax years, as one sees it, for example, in P. Lond. 1412,
which covers the years 79–86/699–721. Bell’s early suggestion that the
epizetoumina represented both the required and collected taxes has since
been disproved by Dennett, and later scholarship has agreed that the
epizetoumina represents only the ideal, hypothetical amount used by tax

143) See Kindi, 51.
144) See Maqrizi, I, 94. The number of camels given is 20,000.
145) See Bell, IV, 81–83; Dennett, 100–104; Morimoto, 97, 100–101, 107;

Simonsen, 95–97. Dennett emphasizes that the epizetoumina is not a yearly tax
quota, but just a tax quota (p. 102); Morimoto accepts Dennett’s conclusion
with some technical refinement (pp. 100–101). Simonsen opts for “principle of
apportionment” because this suits his overall cautious vision of the changes in the
Egyptian tax system in early Islam; but his “principle” is not that different from
the idea of a “quota”.
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officials, or, as Morimoto put it, it is “a schedule for the actual amount
to be collected in money, and thus the foundation of government budget-
ary calculations”.146

But Dennett noticed something else. Not only was the epizetoumina
the same for the years 79–86/699–721 (P. Lond. 1412), but it was also
exactly the same as the later period for the years 97–102/716–21 (covered
in P. Lond. 1413), which means that the epizetoumina remained constant
for over twenty years, 79–102/699–721.147 On the other hand, there is
a completely new epizetoumina in P. Lond. 1416, which covers the
year 114/732–33.148 This pattern made Dennett conclude that the epize-
toumina was based on the latest census count made by the Muslims. The
evidence of P. Lond. 1412, which covers some years in the governorship of
�Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan (i. e. 79–86 AH), thus points to a census having
been made by this governor, and this census was the basis for the epize-
toumina that lasted at least until 102/721.149 But, according to Mori-

moto, we do not know when this epizetoumina quota was created, and it
could well be “a remnant of the tribute system of the earliest period”.150

But is this possible? It is highly unlikely, because it would make the epize-
toumina of P. Lond. 1412 and 1413 a figure that was inherited from pre-
Islamic times and that continued to be in effect for 80 years into the Is-
lamic period (until 102/721). It is difficult to imagine this happening in
the most fiscally organized province of the Islamic empire, and at the
time when various reforms were implemented throughout the empire.

In my opinion, the strongest evidence that this epizetoumina was set
during the governorship of �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan, as Dennett be-
lieved, is that �Abd al-�Aziz is the only governor in the early Islamic period
who is reported to have overhauled the tax system in Egypt on the basis
of a new (proportional) principle in 74/693–94. This overhaul, which must
have followed a census/land survey, entailed the introduction of a new
epizetoumina then or shortly thereafter, a record of which has survived on
papyrus from 79/699 until 102/721. We have no papyrological evidence
for what the Arabic equivalent for epizetoumina was. In light of the con-
nection between P. Lond. 1412–13 and �Abd al-�Aziz, I would suggest that

146) Morimoto, 101.
147) Dennett, 102.
148) Dennett, 104; Morimoto, 107–108.
149) See Dennett, 104. Dennett generalizes matters more than that (“the

epizetoumina was the quota established at one of the periodic censuses made by
the Arabs”; p. 104). Cf. p. 94.

150) Morimoto, 107.
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it is the term that appears in Eutychius’ report about �Abd al-�Aziz’s fiscal
reforms: mal muwazzaf (literally “prescribed amount”).

Before leaving the governorship of �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan, it is im-
portant to consider a papyrus of great significance: P. Lond. 1421, a mer-
ismos that was prepared on 27 Safar 86/27 February 705 for the taxes of
the previous two years (84–85/703–704).151 Merismoi are tax assessment
registers drawn up locally in each administrative district by an elected
assessor or assessors. They list the taxpayers and assign to them their
share of the various required taxes on the basis of wealth, and the collec-
tion of taxes is based upon these merismoi.152 But it is the arrangement of
this document that is of interest to us: it is by individual taxpayer. First
comes the taxpayer’s name, and next to it the name of his landholding and
its location.153 This is followed by the amount of land and poll tax due
from him, the maintenance tax, the total, and then the corn tax.154 Mer-
ismoi were known in pre-Islamic, Byzantine times.155 But this is the first
revealing merismos that we have from Islamic Egypt, although several
other later merismoi from the Marwanid period have survived.156 Is it a
coincidence of history that no merismoi have survived from before the
governorship of �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan? This is possible. But then maybe
it is not a mere coincidence. For there is hardly any doubt that �Abd al-
�Aziz overhauled the tax system, probably on the basis of a close re-exami-
nation of the wealth of individual taxpayers – his survey – and this could
have ushered a new, vigorous era of bookkeeping in his administration,
the result of which was detailed merismoi such as the one examined above.
And while this was taking place in Egypt, similar overhauls were taking
place in the empire, under the guidance of the reform-minded caliph �Abd

151) It concerns the village of “Three Fields” in the administrative district of
Aphrodito.

152) On merismoi, see Bell, IV, xxviii, 174; Dennett, 97; Morimoto, 66–79,
93, 96; Simonsen, 86. Merismoi are prepared after the administrative districts
have received demand notes (entagia) from the central government in Fustat, and
with consultation of the pagarchies’ assessments contained in katagraphons (see
below, n. 172). Numerous merismoi have survived from Islamic Egypt and are gen-
erally in excellent condition (Bell, IV, 174).

153) This is in contrast to the practice of the Romans when carrying out cen-
suses: the declarants do not give locations/addresses or descriptions of their
houses/properties. See Bagnall and Frier, 14, 23.

154) See Bell, IV, 175; Morimoto, 71. Morimoto tabulated, in a simplified
form, the contents of this papyrus on pp. 75–79. See also Simonsen, 92.

155) See Johnson and West, 260, 267, 297, 311.
156) Bell, IV, xxvii–xxviii, n. 6, listed examples of them.
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al-Malik. All this marked a fundamental change in how the state viewed
its territories and subjects: as property which it controlled and from
which it benefited. And thus it is from this time onward that we find the
state taking measures that maximize the information it has on its popu-
lation and lands.

In addition to this document’s great value for taxation studies,157 it
tells us that, a decade into the governorship of �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan,
the central administration in Egypt had a written record of each of its
taxpaying subjects, together with the pagarchy he resides in, the village
within that pagarchy, his landholding in the village, the name of that
landholding, and possibly also the acreage and productivity of that land,
despite the absence of that last item from the document at hand, for it
was on the basis of acreage and productivity that the land tax would be
assessed.158

When we come to the governorship of �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik
(86–90/705–709), during the first half of the caliphate of Walid I
(r. 86–96/705–15), we are on firmer ground, thanks again to the Greek pa-
pyri. Some of these are of no great significance for our purposes here,159

but others are. P. Lond. 1420 is a merismos that was prepared on 2 Raqab
87/18 June 706 for the taxes of 86/704–705 and the following year.160 The
arrangement of this document is, like that of the earlier merismos we have
encountered, P. Lond. 1421, by individual taxpayer, and like it too, this
one tells us that the central administration in Egypt had a substan-
tial written record about of each of its taxpaying subjects: his name,

157) See, for examples, Dennett’s notation (p. 108) that there are 57 persons
who pay the land tax but not the poll tax in the document; twelve of these are
women, four are children, four are priests, and one is a deacon.

158) Another papyrus, P. Lond. 1418, is an account written by a certain Ser-
gius about the receipts and expenses of Emphyteutae. Our interest in it lies in the
fact that it lists the name of the taxpayer and the amount paid, and there is a sec-
ond column for the different ways in which the money was paid. It is, though, less
important than P. Lond. 1420 discussed above. See also Bell, IV, 174; Mori-

moto, 66.
159) P. Lond. 1441, for example, is a register of the traveling expenses of mainly

Arab or mawali couriers (named) who brought letters from headquarters; it was
translated by H. I. Bell in his “Translations of the Greek Aphrodito Papyri in the
British Museum”, Der Islam 17 (1928), 4–6. P. Lond. 1357–58 are registers of mis-
cellaneous expenses.

160) For the dates, see Morimoto, 66, who amends Bell’s assessment. It con-
cerns the villages of “Two Fields” and “Five Fields” in the administrative district
of Aphrodito.
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pagarchy, village within the pagarchy, landholding in the village, name of
the landholding, and indirectly also the acreage and productivity of that
land. In fact, just like P. Ness. 176 for the town of Nessana, the in-
formation in this papyrus permitted a modern taxation scholar, Sim-

onsen, to make a rough estimate of the population of Aphrodito, putting
it at 3,000 taxpayers.161

This kind of detailed information, together with an intensive amount
of bookkeeping, no doubt enabled the administration to keep track of its
revenue from each place, so that it could issue requests for arrears from
particular persons who have been late in paying their dues. P. Lond. 1431
is a testimony to that; its partially preserved protocol allows us to date it
to 88/706–707. It is a register with the names of taxpayers who are in ar-
rear, i. e. who have failed to pay their quota of the embola (the corn tax), or
part of it, for the previous indiction, and each name is followed by the
amounts of wheat required of him. Several of these names are preceded by
a stroke, indicating that the taxpayers concerned had paid their arrears
subsequently. More importantly, as Bell has noticed, there are one or
two cases where the amount is canceled, and that indicates presumably
that the taxpayer’s name was entered as in arrears erroneously.

In a different yet not unrelated way, another papyrus from the govern-
orship of �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik shows the high degree of census-
based control that the Umayyad administration in Egypt could exercise
over the indigenous population through its records of their names and
their means. Although this papyrus, P. Lond. 1433, is a register with
requisitions arranged not by person but by place then by date (month
then day), it tells us a great deal about the government’s knowledge of
what the taxpayers in Aphrodito could pay, in cash or in kind, as part of
their taxes. The wide range of these requisitions is stunning: it covers ar-
ticles for no particular purpose (like chains of beaten tin), articles for a
particular purpose (like 15 cloven palm-trunks for the building of the pal-
ace of the amir al-mu#minin at Babylon [= Fustat]), services in no par-
ticular capacity (2 laborers for a shift of ironworkers for 3 months), ser-
vices in a very specific capacity (a carriage by 2 camels and the wages and
supplies of 1 camel-driver) and for a particular purpose (arrears for
standing fodder and the wages of a chief stableman for 12 months for the
post-horses at Mounachthe), both inside Egypt (1 sailor for 8 months for

161) Simonsen, 117. But note that Simonsen had to compare the information
of P. Lond. 1421 with other information on other papyri. He also cautioned that his
calculation is “subject to the greatest uncertainty”. For the estimate of the popu-
lation of Nessana from P. Ness. 76, see above, p. at n. 107.
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the ships at Clysma) and outside it (1 laborer for 12 months for the new
building of the amir al-mu#minin at Jerusalem with half the maintenance
and 1 laborer in person), even within the paying village itself (24 out of 34
laborers for the canals and dikes of our village of Aphrodito) or a neigh-
boring village (part of the wages of 2 builders [named] for the village of
Onouphis), for civil projects (½ man for 8 months with his supplies for
the construction of the mosque of Damascus) as well as military ones (4 ¹/³
sailors for the raiding fleet of the Orient with their supplies for 4 months),
and for the maintenance of the officials in Egypt (wheat as part of the
allowance [rizq] of the Muhaqirun: for the household slaves of the all-hon-
ored Governor), even for administrative costs (part of the supplies of 4
persons [one named, and his companions] for preparing the register of the
acasis for part of 4 months), for freight (freight on the ship which carried
79 sailors and their supplies for 7 months), and for the expenses of cour-
iers (part of the wages and supplies of 1 letter-carrier for 4 months),
among many other items and services.

This census-based control on the part of �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik’s
administration receives further confirmation from a literary source,
[pseudo-]Severus’ History.162 Viewed generally quite negatively in this
work, �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik is reported to have undertaken three
census-related actions that put hardship on the indigenous population
and tackled unusual sectors of society. The first is that he ordered that
youths twenty years old and under163 in all his country be gathered to-
gether, putting two of his friends, �Asim and Yazid, in charge of supervis-
ing the gatherings. The report does not tell us what happened after that.
However, we can assume that the youths were counted and their names
were recorded in a register, since the report mentions that �Asim and
Yazid were accompanied by “a number of assistants/officials (al-a�wan)”,
i. e. by locals scribes who can communicate with the youths, obviously
Copts, and write down their non-Arabic names.164 [Pseudo-]Severus adds
that, as a result of this census, great tribulations were brought upon the

162) [Pseudo-]Severus, 55–56.
163) Morimoto (p. 120) writes of “a census of the male population … all young

men over 20 [my italics]”, citing for that [pseudo-]Severus and Maqrizi, II, 492.
But [pseudo-]Severus’ text is clear that the male population under twenty were
counted: ibn �išrin sana ila ma duna üalika, “one of twenty years and less than
that”. As for Maqrizi II, 492, there is nothing of relevance on that page other than
the census of the monks undertaken by �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik.

164) Cf. the use of assistants (a�wan) in the general census on the ground under-
taken by al-Walid b. Rifa�a in the late Marwanid period below, at nn. 230, 231.
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people and many of them were killed. The purpose of this census is not im-
mediately clear. But let us remember that the Romans also compiled
“lists of minors and of those excluded from the tax estimate”.165 In the
case of the lists of minors under fourteen, the state aimed at controlling
who would become liable to paying taxes when they reach that age.166

This could very well have been the purpose of �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik’s
census of the minors. However, in light of the high age limit of this census
(twenty years, not fourteen), it is possible to speculate that the census
aimed at ascertaining that no male other than the minors included in the
register would be exempt from paying taxes. This could presumably be
achieved by comparing the persons in this register with those considered
as dependents in the taxpayers’ registers sent by the locals to the govern-
ment, like the one we have seen in Nessana papyrus no. 76. But of such a
register we have no samples from the governorship of �Abd Allah b. �Abd
al-Malik.

This conclusion can perhaps be confirmed by the two other groups
that �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik’s census-related activities dealt with: the
fugitives and the dead. Regarding the former, [pseudo-]Severus tells us
that the same �Asim and Yazid “branded the strangers whom they found
on their hands and foreheads and sent them to places which they did not
know”.167

This census is confirmed by a papyrus from Apollnos Ano, PGAA 13,
which helps us place it, or at least its beginning, in the year 87/706. It dates
from 28 Rabi� II 87/17 April 706, and is addressed to the pagarchs of the
Thebaid eparchy from the head administrator of the eparchy, ordering
them to draw up lists of fugitives and strangers, and to levy fines of 3
solidi from each of the latter and forward the fines to the treasury.168 The
papyrus thus seems to indicate that the census was undertaken by local
administrations, not by the central government (�Asim and Yazid). But

165) Bagnall and Frier, 27
166) See Ibid, 28.
167) [Pseudo-]Severus, 56. Morimoto (pp. 121–22) has an interesting and

plausible interpretation for [pseudo-]Severus’ statement that the fugitives were
“sent to places they did not know”. These are the fugitives’ “places of origin”,
which they had never been to/known, since they “had grown up in their places of
refuge …”.

168) See Morimoto, 120, 121, for an analysis of this papyrus. According to him
(p. 121 and n. 120), the fugitives are identified as people from Apollonos Ano who
have fled to other pagarchies, and the strangers are identified as people from other
pagarchies who have come to Apollonos Ano. Cf. PGGA 14.
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obviously there is no contradiction here, since the two efforts could very
well be complementary. As we shall see, the fugitives remained a thorn in
the side of the Muslim administration in Egypt, as elsewhere, for a long
time, and attempts at their control, through censuses, continued as well.
In this connection, it would be useful to remind ourselves of �Atiyya’s cen-
sus of the strangers in Syria almost a decade earlier.169

Regarding the census of the dead, [pseudo-]Severus mentions that
�Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik “also gave orders that no dead man should be
buried until they had paid the poll tax for him; and he appointed a man
named Muhammad over this business, so that even the indigent, who
could not buy bread, were not buried when they died except by his com-
mand”.170 Again here it is clear that �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik was tar-
geting another marginal group in society, and was beginning a kind of
partial census that would be repeated in Egypt, as we shall see. The pur-
pose of the census, as is clear from the report, is financial: all taxes must
be paid, and death, real or feigned, does not constitute sufficient reason
for exemption from them. It could have another purpose, though, namely
to keep the central government’s records of its population up-to-date. But
we shall return to this point later.

Altogether, the three census-related activities on the part of �Abd
Allah b. �Abd al-Malik indicate that the government was becoming more
aggressive in ascertaining that the information it had about its popu-
lation was accurate, even though that meant keeping track of non-main-
stream, fringe groups among its subjects and creating more registers in
its chancery. More importantly, it was, for the first time in the history of
Islamic Egypt, trying to have direct supervision of census-related activ-
ities, not only through the governor’s involvement in the process, no
matter how limited, but also through his appointment of Arabs to super-
vise the count of people on the ground – at least in some parts of the prov-
ince.

The next gubernatorial period is that of the celebrated Qurra b. Šarik
(90–96/709–14), the most well documented of all the governors of Egypt,
thanks mainly to the Aphrodito papyri. These papyri provide us, for the
first time in the history of Islamic Egypt, with material evidence for the
way a katagraphon was prepared and what its contents were, inasmuch as
they greatly expand our knowledge about other census-related registers
demanded by the government for controlling its information about, and

169) See above, at nn. 126, 127. �Atiyya’s census took place in 78/697–98.
170) [Pseudo-]Severus, 56.
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revenue from, its subjects. The same papyri, though, provide nothing
about land surveys in Egypt under Qurra, nor is there any way of know-
ing whether he ordered a census of the indigenous population when he
undertook a tadwin of the Arab fighters.171

Two papyri of the Aphrodito collection provide us with unique de-
tails about how the pagarchy prepares the katagraphon, the taxpaying-
population register it sends to the central government in Fustat, includ-
ing its assessment of the general taxes due on them;172 it must be noted,
though, that no katagraphon has survived from Umayyad Egypt.173 The
first, P. Lond. 1356, dated 90/709, consists of a letter from Qurra to Ba-
silius, the pagarch of Aphrodito, instructing him on how to prepare his
pagarchy’s register. Basilius should gather together the headmen and
principal men of each place in his pagarchy, and order them to choose
trustworthy and intelligent men to represent them in the katagraphon-
preparing process. Once these assessors have been chosen, the pagarch
should meet with them and charge them with drawing up the assessment
of each place to the best of their ability, under oath, and with integrity
and justice, so that no place is burdened beyond its means. The pagarch
should also make these assessors understand that he would oversee their
work. When those men have completed their work and written it down in
a register, the katagraphon, they give the register to the pagarch. The
pagarch then reviews the register, ensuring it is equitable, makes a copy

171) See Kindi, 71. This was the third tadwin after the two of �Amr b. al-�As and
�Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan.

172) Whence the administration makes its calculations and issues its demand
notes (entagia) to the pagarchies. The pagarchies then prepare their tax assess-
ments for the purpose of actual tax collection in merismoi (see above, n. 152). For
the katagraphon, see Bell, IV, xxvii–xxviii; Dennett, 96, 97; Morimoto, 93–96.
Bell (p. xxvii) called the katagraphon a “register of inhabitants”; but it clearly is
more than that. Cf. Morimoto, 93 and further below. For the entagia, see Den-

nett, 96; Morimoto, 94; Simonsen, 87. Many entagia in Greek and in Arabic
have survived.

173) There are, possibly, fragments of katagraphons in Apel 200 and 201.
Grohmann dated the first to the second/eighth century, and the second to ca.
116/73. However, in the case of the first, the top part of the papyrus is lost and the
nature of the payment is therefore uncertain; in addition, the blanks in the date of
the protocol connected with it (Apel 32) makes its date uncertain. In the case of
the second, whereas the date is certain (see Apel 31), it is only the fact that a
priest’s name occurs in it (col. a, l. 14) that made Grohmann believe that it might
“perhaps have been drafted in connection with the assessment of the poll-tax”.
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of it to be kept in his office, and sends the original to the governor in Fus-
tat. Along with that register he sends to the governor a written list of the
assessors, consisting of their names, patronymics, and places of resi-
dence, together with the pagarch’s evaluation of the assessors’ equity in
distributing taxes.174

The second papyrus, P. Lond. 1345,175 dated 91/710, sheds further
light on the process of preparing population registers to the government,
although, in the case of this papyrus, the subject is not the pagarchy’s as-
sessment of its general taxes, but rather its payment of a fine assigned to
it for reasons that remain unknown. Since, however, it is clear that all the
taxpayers of the pagarchy are expected to partake in the payment of the
fine, the register resulting from this process could not but have been simi-
lar to the katagraphon, and hence we can perhaps call it a “special katag-
raphon”. As in the previous papyrus, this papyrus consists of a letter
from Qurra to Basilius, in which Qurra instructs Basilius on how to pre-
pare this special register. Again as in the previous katagraphon, the asses-
sors are the ones to do the work, though here they are to be assisted by
“four other notable persons”, while Basilius oversees their work. Before
they start their work, Basilius must give them strict orders – exhor-
tations and warnings – not to use preference or antipathy in assessing any
person’s share of the fine, and not to assess anyone beyond his means.
Once their work is completed, they should present to Basilius their as-
sessment in a register indicating the quota assessed for the fine upon each
person. In addition, Qurra says, they should write down an agreement be-
tween them, in which they declare their responsibility to make up, in
equal shares, any deficit caused by the unfair distribution of the fine, if
such a deficit should emerge in the future. Basilius should then send to
the governor both the register and the agreement that the assessors have
made. In addition, and as in the previous katagraphon, he should send to
him a list with the assessors’ names, patronymics, and places of resi-

174) Morimoto (p. 95) analyzed this papyrus but mistakenly gave its number
as 1536 instead of 1356.

175) According to Bell, this papyrus is similar to another, P. Lond. 1359, ex-
cept that its beginning is missing. Since the information cited here comes precisely
from this missing beginning, I shall not refer to 1359. The Arabic counterpart of
this letter is likely to be PAF 3 (C. H. Becker, “Arabische Papyri des Aphrodito-
fundes”, Zeitschrift für Assyriologie 20 [1907], 68–104), where Basilius is asked to
send the money with the messenger; it includes “and write to me what you have
collected from each man”. Cf. Bell, IV, 34, where Bell says he believes PAF 3 to
be the counterpart of P. Lond. 1359 rather than P. Lond. 1345.
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dence.176 It is papyri like this and the previous one that we have to re-
member when we read Ibn �Abd al-Hakam’s more detailed description of
the same process for early Islamic Egypt mentioned above.177

But what does a katagraphon specifically contain, and how does it
help the government have access to information about its subjects? These
are questions which two of the Aphrodito papyri, P. Lond. 1338 and 1339,
dated in the first year of Qurra’s governorship, 90/709, answer. The katag-
raphon must include, as Qurra tells Basilius in these papyri, a register of
the places in his pagarchy. Then, presumably under each place, the follow-
ing should be included:

the male population in each place; this certainly means the names and patro-
nymics of each taxpayer;178

the poll tax to which each is liable;
the amount of each man’s holding in land, both vineyards and arable land;179

and the services he has rendered, with or without instructions, i. e. from the
government.

There is no doubt that what we have is some form of population cen-
sus,180 and that it was through it and similar registers that the govern-
ment had access to the information it needed about its subjects, or, more
precisely, those about whom it cared, the taxpayers of taxes in cash, kind,
and services. P. Lond. 1363 confirms this, for in it Qurra asks Basilius to
send to the treasury unidentified taxes of the churches in his district,
then instructs him to draw up a register of the quota collected from each
church in a list arranged by person. The fact that Basilius is ordered to

176) There is another papyrus, P. Lond. 1393, which deals with a requisition of
69 named sailors and also skilled workers, with provisions for both of them. This
papyrus is unclear but seemed to Bell (IV, 65) to be concerned with the prepara-
tion of a katagraphon, or register, and that certain men were chosen to draw up this
register.

177) See above, n. 39.
178) See Bell, IV, 10.
179) The differentiation between vineyards and arable land occurs only in

1339, not in 1338. Note that Eutychius’ report on the survey of �Abd al-�Aziz b.
Marwan (see above, at n. 141) mentions vineyards as a category that enters into
the tax assessment. For a brief discussion, see also Bell, IV, 10–11.

180) Bell (IV, 8) says: “it is difficult to see what else can be meant by the pres-
ent katagraphon than a kind of census”. And Morimoto (p. 122) has: “Qurra in
the year he took office ordered the pagarch of Aphrodito to register all the popu-
lation living in his jurisdiction”. See also Morimoto, 110; Simonsen, 85 and
p. 182, under n. 7.
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have the katagraphon prepared locally indicates that the central govern-
ment in Fustat was still, until Qurra’s time, depending on the locals to
provide it with population counts for its general tax records. This, in
turn, means that the earlier attempts of �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik to in-
volve Muslim administrators in the census process remained limited to
fringe groups and tied to the governor’s special interest; they did not lead
to the replacement of the basic count being undertaken by local, indige-
nous administrators.

According to the Aphrodito papyri, these same administrators were
not only charged with preparing the general censuses of their localities’
respective populations in katagraphons; they were also occasionally
charged with producing registers of a particular sector of the population
if that sector happened to be considered by the government as important
enough to require documentation. The best example for this is found in P.
Lond. 1350, in which Qurra instructs Basilius to prepare a register with
information on the sailors from his pagarchy who had joined the fleet that
headed to the province of Ifriqiya.181 He tells Basilius that he did not
know the number of the sailors who returned to Aphrodito of those who
went out with the raiding fleet to Ifriqiya with �Ata# b. Rifa�a and were
sent back by Musa b. Nusayr, nor those of them who remained in Ifriqiya.

181) Bell, IV, 24, identifies this expedition with the one to Sicily, about which
we are informed by Ibn �Abd al-Hakam (who places it in Sardinia) and pseudo-Ibn
Qutayba. This, however, cannot be correct, since this expedition took place after
the conquest of al-Andalus and that of Sardinia, and it ended with the sinking of
the ships of the Muslim fleet and the survival of only two people, among whom �Ata#
b. Rafi� is not included, according to Ibn �Abd al-Hakam (pp. 209–10). Rather, this
expedition must be the one mentioned by Ibn �Abd al-Hakam immediately after
the previous one (p. 210), citing al-Lay© b. Sa�d (d. 175/791–92). Al-Lay© said: It
reached me that a man in the raid of �Ata# b. Rafi� to the Magrib got illegal booty
which he put in pitch (zift), and he would at his death shout about this
zift. No date is given to this raid in Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, and �Ata# b. Rafi�/Rifa�a
is not mentioned in Kindi. But we know from Ibn �Iüari’s al-Bayan al-mugrib
(I, reprint of the edition of G. S. Colin and E. Lévi-Provençal, Beirut: Dar
al-®aqafa, n. d.), 41–42, that Musa b. Nusayr became governor of Ifriqiya and the
Magrib in 86/705–706. He went west from Ifriqiya to Tangiers in order to subjugate
the Berbers, which he did. Then he appointed �Ayyaš b. Aäyal over Ifriqiya’s ships,
so the latter went on the sea to Sicily and captured Syracuse, took the booty, and
returned safely. All of this took place immediately before the conquest of al-Anda-
lus in 92/711. This seems to me to be the more likely event since it would date the
papyrus to 91–92/710. It has to be noted, though, that the name of �Ata’ b.
Rafi�/Rifa�a does not occur in Ibn �Iüari.
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Because of that, Basilius should write to Qurra the number of the sailors
who returned to Aphrodito safely. Then he should ask those returning
sailors about the sailors who remained in Ifriqiya, and for what reason
they stayed there, as well as the number of those who died in Ifriqiya, and
the number of those who died on the journey after their discharge. Al-
though the letter does not mention a request for the names (and patro-
nymics) of those sailors, its address indicates that their names were in-
deed requested, since it reads: “Concerning making a list for him of the
sailors with �Ata# b. Rifa�a”.182 Such special registers must have provided
the government with supplemental information about its subjects, allow-
ing it to amend its tax records, in a way similar to what �Abd Allah b. �Abd
al-Malik did when he counted the youths, the fugitives and the dead.

The fugitives bring us to the last group of population-related in-
formation we have on the governorship of Qurra, for, as is well known,
Qurra was almost obsessed with the problem posed by them, especially in
the early part of his governorship. This, of course, is not the place to dis-
cuss the complex issue of the fugitives. What we have to concentrate on is
how that issue generated for the central administration records that
allowed it, as much as possible, to be in control of this elusive sector of its
subjects. The degree of the government’s involvement in this matter will
also be discussed.

That Qurra perceived the fugitives as a group of potential taxpayers
avoiding the payment of taxes is clear from the fact that he asks Basilius,
in the letter of P. Lond. 1339, to send him the names of those of them in his
district, and instructs him on what to include in the general tax-assess-
ment katagraphon.183 But, as we know from the Aphrodito papyri, Qurra
did not want just any lists of fugitives, but rather lists that are compre-
hensive, exhaustive, and sufficiently informative to the government that

182) Besides, we know that departing sailors were known to the government
from its requisition of lists of sailors, as we have seen in P. Lond. 1438. This papy-
rus consists of fragments which mention 41 sailors who had fled, and skilled
workmen, for the province of Ifriqiya. Its date is uncertain and could go back to as
early as 85/704–5. In addition, we do have, within an account, a list of sailors
in P. Lond. 1449, lines 1–6. For another letter concerning sailors, see P. Lond. 1450,
which dates to Qurra’s governorship (90/709). It relates to the navy, and has an
Arabic title: ila sahib ašquh fi aqr nawatiyya min nawatiyyat al-ma�bar.

183) In P. Lond. 1339, Qurra tells Basilius to send him “a register of the names
and patronymics of the fugitives in each place”. This sentence does not appear
in the other letter of Qurra to Basilius on the contents of a katagraphon, namely
P. Lond. 1338.
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they permit it to dip into multiple registers to keep track of them in their
movement from one place to another. Thus, in P. Lond. 1343, only two
months after he took office,184 Qurra asked Basilius to send him the fugi-
tives he had apparently captured, together with their families and goods.
More importantly for our discussion here, Basilius should make a register
of those dispatched fugitives, including in the register the following in-
formation:

the names and patronymics of the persons who are dispatched;
the places in his [Basilius’] district to which they had fled;
and the amount of each man’s property, both personal and real.

But this is not enough. Basilius must append to this information, in
the same register, comprehensive and exhaustive information about all of
the fugitives that have fled to his district in the past twenty years and
until the present year. This information should include the following:

the names of all the fugitives who are found in the pagarchy;
the time each person has spent in the pagarchy;
the amount of his property;
and the names of those who allowed him to remain in his [Basilius’] district.

Two other papyri, P. Lond. 1382 and 1384, ask Basilius to prepare
further registers, whose purpose seems to be to create follow-up registers
to the previous ones. In the first, 1382, he is asked to send to Qurra a
register of the fugitives who had been sent back from Aphrodito to their
original places. In the second, 1384, he orders him that, should he, Ba-
silius, find other fugitives after having sent his register to Qurra, he
should make a register of these newly detected ones and send it right
away. This follow-up register, furthermore, must include the name and
patronymic of each fugitive and the place from which he fled when he
came to Aphrodito.185

So far, all the registers we have examined were supposed to have been
compiled independently by the local administrator, the pagarch, with the
government being on the passive, receiving end, and that despite the fact
that some of Qurra’s letters warn Basilius against dishonesty in reporting
his finds and of a possible search for the fugitives by government offi-

184) See Morimoto, 122–23, for details on the date of the letter.
185) According to Morimoto (p. 124), Qurra’s resettlement policies were fairly

effective as the contemporaneous papyri show an increase in the poll tax but not in
the land tax.
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cials.186 There are, however, two other papyri, P. Lond. 1332 and 1333,187

which indicate that Qurra did at some point188 interfere in the regis-
tration process of the fugitives.189 Qurra tells Basilius that he is sending
three (Muslim)190 officials of his, whom he names, to three provinces in
Upper Egypt: Aracadia, the Thebaid, and the Frontier; these men are
Qurra’s commissioners of the fugitives. Basilius is to provide each of these
commissioners with two or three191 local men from Aphrodito to assist
them in their work. These men are to be capable, trustworthy, and able to
write. Their job consists of taking the fugitives to the commissioners, and
recording, in the commissioners’ presence, the following information
about each fugitive:

his name and patronymic;
from what place he fled;
and to what place and what pagarchy he fled.

This applies to both categories of the fugitives: those who are sent back to
their place of origin, and those who are allowed to stay in the place they
fled to on condition that they contribute to the tax of that place.

These most interesting papyri are the earliest among the Aphrodito
collection and date to 8 Safar 90/25 December 708. This being the case,
they must be seen as an effort by Qurra to continue the work that the pre-
vious governor of Egypt, �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-Malik, had begun, as we
have seen. From a population census point of view, they should be seen as
a first step on the part of the government to compile, under its close
supervision, accurate records of the fugitives. Qurra’s other requests of
registers from Basilius without government interference carry later
dates. This indicates not only that the problem of the fugitives persisted,

186) See P. Lond. 1343, 1382, 1384.
187) The two papyri are identical and written on the same day, 8 Safar 90/25

December 708, except that the first asks for nine men, whereas the second asks for
only six.

188) Since these two papyri are the earliest in the Aphrodito collection, Qurra
might have started out by engaging government agents in the registration of the
fugitives and then deferred to the local administrators in collecting information
about them.

189) Cf. Morimoto, 121. Morimoto says, citing P. Lond. 1332, 1333: “The
Arabs thus at first entrusted the registration of refugees to the local authorities,
but they soon took matters into their own hands”.

190) That the officials were Muslim can be gleaned from their names in P. Lond.
1333; they are: Salama b. Yuäamir, Šurayh (?) b. al-Wasil, and �Abd Allah b. Šurayh.

191) Two men in 1333 and three in 1332; see above, n. 187.
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which is obvious, but also that the government recognized the necessity of
constantly updating its records, so that it can control this sector of its
subjects, who, unlike regular taxpayers, were elusive and hence very dif-
ficult to control.

Qurra’s efforts were no doubt successful, since we have in the Aph-
rodito collection two actual registers of fugitives, P. Lond. 1460, and
1461, both dated in the same year, 90/709. P. Lond. 1460 is a register of
some 180 fugitives who fled to Aphrodito from other pagarchies. It con-
sists of a rough list of the personal names of those fugitives, arranged
under main headings of the names of districts of Aphrodito, and each is
followed by the name of the person, the place from which the person came
and the pagarchy in which that place is situated. This corresponds to
Qurra’s instructions to Basilius in P. Lond. 1332 and 1333, and thus, ac-
cording to Bell,192 this rough register could have been drawn up tempor-
arily by one of the men whom Basilius had assigned to the service of the
commissioners of the fugitives. On the other hand, one finds in the same
register, 1460, rubrics which read “those living twenty years or more in
Aphrodito” and “those living fifteen years and less in Aphrodito”.193 We
have met such a request for retroactive records from Qurra to Basilius in
the later papyrus, P. Lond. 1343. It seems, then, that the first govern-
ment-controlled census of the fugitives under Qurra was not only meant
to be accurate but also comprehensive. Again here, the repetition of the
request in a later letter points out to the updating process alluded to
above. As for the second register we have of the fugitives, P. Lond. 1461, it
is, in contrast to P. Lond. 1460, a register of the fugitives who fled from
Aphrodito to other pagarchies, rather than those who fled to it from other
pagarchies. The main headings are, as they are there, the names of dis-
tricts of Aphrodito. But, instead of giving a list of personal names fol-
lowed in each case with the name of the district/place to which the person
belonged, the names of the persons are written under pagarchies and vil-
lages.194

192) See Bell, IV, 401.
193) See also Dennett, 113; Morimoto, 121. This list, 1460, is the same as the

list of strangers in PGAA no. 13 showing those who have fled to Aphrodito from the
Thebaid eparchy, while 1461 is a list of fugitives from Aphrodito who had fled to
other pagarchies.

194) Cf. Johns, Arab Administration in Norman Sicily, 60 n. 136, 145–51,
165–69, 311–12, 313–14 and passim (see index under the various categories of “vil-
leins”, especially muls). His general take on the register of the fugitives is that, no
matter how hard the state attempted to control fugitives, a large proportion of the
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The attempt at controlling fugitives continued into the next govern-
orship of Egypt, that of �Abd al-Malik b. Rifa�a (96–99/715–18), during
which time the fiscal director of Egypt was Usama b. Zayd
(96–99/715–18). It is actually to the latter that actions towards control-
ling the fugitives, among other groups, are attributed. Our informants
here are [pseudo-]Severus and Maqrizi.

According to [pseudo-]Severus, Usama ordered that no one should
lodge a “stranger”195 in the churches or at inns or in the wharves; as a re-
sult, people drove out the strangers who were in their houses.196 Whether
that order was accompanied by a census of the fugitives [pseudo-]Severus
does not say. It does state, however, that Usama conducted a census of the
monks,197 which might strengthen the supposition that he also made a
census of the fugitives. But, whether he did nor not, [pseudo-]Severus
makes it clear that Usama, in a manner reminiscent of �Abd Allah b. �Abd
al-Malik, was not satisfied by registers and statistical records of certain
elusive groups in society, for in both the cases of the monks and the fugi-
tives, he followed up the administrative orders with action on the ground.
As for the monks, the information about them comes not only from [pseu-
do-]Severus but also from Maqrizi. Both say that Usama branded each
monk with an iron ring on his left hand as a mark of identification, plac-
ing on each the name of his church or monastery, without the cross, and
the date of the branding according to the Hiqri calendar; whoever would
be found without the branding would have his hand cut off.198 As for the
fugitives, it seems that Usama conducted some kind of hunt for them, for
[pseudo-]Severus says that if one of them199 was discovered, he would be

rural population at any time must have been, as the Byzantine sources say, “un-
known to the fisc”. This would have included immigrants as well as fugitives. And
so the state developed ways for getting to know them: by commending them to the
land, offering them attractive deals to settle down, and, of course, by registering
them. See also below, at n. 244, for a possible late Umayyad list of fugitives on
papyrus.

195) Note the use of the term “strangers” (guraba#) for the fugitives, as in
�Atiyya’s census of them in Mesopotamia (see above, at nn. 126, 127). Cf. Johns,
Arab Administration in Norman Sicily, 60 n. 136, 62, 119 n. 20, 147–51.

196) [Pseudo-]Severus, 68.
197) Ibid., 68, reading ahsa (counted) in lieu of aäsa (mutilated).
198) [Pseudo-]Severus, 68; Maqrizi, II, 492. This action must have taken place

in the first months of Usama’s governorship, since [pseudo-]Severus mentions that
it led to an insurrection by the monks in 96/715.

199) [Pseudo-]Severus uses here the word harib, literally one who flees, for a
fugitive.
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brought to the governor,200 who would order that one of his limbs be cut
off.201

But the most ambitious step which Usama took to register and con-
trol the local population,202 for the first time in the history of Islamic
Egypt, was to have all the indigenous people whose lifestyles required
movement between different administrative districts carry official docu-
ments (siqill) identifying them and clarifying their status vis-à-vis taxes.
No such “passport” (or “identity card” or “permit”)203 has survived from
the period of Usama, but a complete one dated only four years after the
end of Usama’s directorship, in Ša�ban 103/January–February 722, did
survive,204 placing the historical report about it in [pseudo-]Severus and
Maqrizi205 practically beyond doubt. The information placed on the pass-
port included the carrier’s name, the place he comes from, the place he is
permitted to work in, the length of the period of the work permit, and the
date of issue of the passport; it also included instructions to whoever
finds this person after the lapse of his permit period to send him back to
his hometown.

Putting together the details we have about this step from [pseudo-
]Severus, Maqrizi, and the text of the surviving passport, we can make
several conclusions. The most important is that the passport was issued
by the government; this is clearly attested by the surviving passport
coming under the name of the then fiscal director of Egypt, �Ubayd Allah
b. al-Habhab.206 The second is that a copy of an issued passport was kept
in the central administration in Fustat, since we know from [pseudo-
]Severus that replacing a lost passport was possible, albeit for a substan-
tial fine and with a long waiting period at the governor’s headquarters.207

200) The text has: the amir.
201) [Pseudo-]Severus, 68. Cf. Morimoto, 124, where he suggests that the pur-

pose of the monastic census was “the repression of further flight from the land”.
202) Cf. Morimoto, 124–25.
203) I am using the word “passport” for siqill – a loan word from the Greek –

despite its originally general meaning, because it has been current for a long time,
ever since Grohmann used it in his publication of such siqills in the 1930s; see
Apel 174, 175.

204) Apel 174. For another, later passport, see below.
205) See [pseudo-]Severus, 69–70; Maqrizi, II, 492–93.
206) On �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab, see below.
207) [Pseudo-]Severus, 69–70, says: “The fruits of the vineyards were wasted,

and there was no one to buy them for a single dirham, because their owners re-
mained at the amir’s residence (�inda darihi) for two months, awaiting the pass-
port to release them. And if a mouse ate a man’s passport, or if it were injured by
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And the third is that this policy was strictly enforced, causing severe
hardship for the public.208 Overall, the greatest significance of this step of
Usama’s from a population census point of view is its “activation” of the
theoretical records on people and its releasing them from their confine-
ment in registers to their application on the street, so to speak. This was
nothing short of a revolutionary step, and may indicate that major
changes in the storing of information about the indigenous population
were under way.

Before leaving this period, it is important to point out that some pa-
pyri have survived from the governorship of �Abd al-Malik b. Rifa�a over
Egypt, which corresponds to Usama’s directorship of finances there. Of
these papyri,209 only one, P. Lond. 1419, dated 97–98/716–17, interests us
here. This long document, which shows the money actually received from
individual taxpayers,210 consists of a list of taxpayers. Each name is fol-
lowed by the name of the location in which his landholding is situated (but
not its acreage), a sum indicating the land tax he has paid (but not the
poll tax), the amount of corn tax he has paid, then a second sum of money,
then a third, both difficult to explain,211 and lastly a fourth sum, which is
the total of the second and third. In cases where a taxpayer owned land in

water or fire or any accident and a part or all of it remained to his possession, if its
lettering was damaged, it could not be changed for a new one until he paid a fine of
five dinars; thereafter it was changed for him”.

208) [Pseudo-]Severus, 69, says: “And he would write [proclamations] (wa-
kana yaktubu) and say: whenever a man is found walking or passing from one place
to another, or disembarking from a boat, or embarking, without his passport (siq-
illuhu) being with him, he would be arrested (yu#äaü) and the contents of the boat
would be confiscated and the boat burned. And if any of the Romans were found on
the river, they were brought to him; some of them he killed, others he crucified
(yaslubuhu), and the hands and feet of some he cut off. The roads became impass-
able (inqata�a l-tariq) and there remained no one who could travel or sell or buy …”.

209) P. Lond. 1434 and 1435 are accounts of requisitions, the first concerns
requisitions to several pagarchies, and the second concerns only Aphrodito.
P. Lond. 1451 consists of a list of names, followed by two sums. The first is cer-
tainly not the poll tax, according to Bell, and thus the document is more likely a
register of requisitions for various services, the wages and expenses of the sailors
and workmen being charged to the taxpayers. Cf. Simonsen, 96, 98.

210) See Dennett, 103. Ever since Bell published this papyrus, whether to
call it a merismos or not has been a subject of discussion (see Bell, IV, 174–75).
Morimoto (p. 89) was clear: “this is a record of actual receipts, not an assessment
register”. Cf. Morimoto, 118.

211) For suggestions for these sums, see Dennett, 105.
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several localities, the line giving his total assessment is followed by sub-
entries giving the names of the localities, with the amount assessed for
each. The new thing about this document is that the names are alphabeti-
cally arranged,212 and, as such, it reminds us of P. Ness. 76 from Ness-
ana.213

The last governor of Egypt in the early Marwanid period is Bišr b. Saf-
wan al-Kalbi (101–102/719–20). The papyri that belong to his governor-
ship are of no interest to us here.214

The Late Marwanid Period (105–32/723–50)

All our information about this period, beginning with the caliphate of
Hišam (r. 105–25/723–43), comes from one province, namely Egypt. But
this information is so indicative of deep change in the attitude of the Is-
lamic state towards population census and land surveys that we have to
consider the last quarter of a century of Umayyad rule as a separate
period.

In one respect, this period constitutes a continuation of the previous
period, as would be expected, albeit greater sophistication in record
keeping is noted. For one thing, we have noted that �Abd Allah b. �Abd al-
Malik had ordered that the dead not be buried until their taxes have been
paid. In this period, the decree about the dead was not only continued but
became a veritable census of the dead, complete with the name and
surname of every one of them, according to [pseudo-]Severus, and that
under the fiscal directorship of al-Qasim b. �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab
(116–24/734–42).215 As Morimoto has noted, “this suggests that the cen-

212) See Bell, IV, 175; but cf. p. 194 n. at lines 450 ff., folio 15, for an apparent
interruption of the alphabetical order.

213) See above, at n. 104. Kraemer (p. 215) says: “the same procedure that
was in the background of P. Lond. 1419 may have been followed in this papyrus”.

214) P. Lond. 1413 is an account for the years 99–104/716–21, and is arranged
by subdivisions of Aphrodito not separately specified; the quota, payments to the
treasury, with indication of credit, excess payment, or balance, are indicated, as
are those who brought the payments. P. Lond. 1436 is a register of requisitions, and
P. Lond. 1437 is another account.

215) See [pseudo-]Severus, 98, where we are told: “And no male would be buried
until the authorities (al-sultan) knew of his death; and then his name and the name
of his father would be written down, even in the case of suckling infants (al-tifl al-
laüi yarda�)”.
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sus was nearly completely effective by this time, that the Arabs were fully
in control of it, and that there were institutionalized procedures for eras-
ing the names of dead men from the poll tax registers”.216 For another,
the issuing of “passports” for mobile local Egyptians, first initiated by
Usama b. Zayd and continued immediately after him, continued to be a
mechanism of population control. Its efficacy in this period, however,
seems to have been enhanced, since one of the two surviving passports
from it, Apel 175,217 indicates that additional crucial information about
the passport carrier was included. Thus, Constantine Papostolos’ pass-
port identifies him not only by name, place of origin, government-ap-
proved place of work, and duration of his work permit, but also by a de-
tailed description of his physical appearance: he is “a young man,
flat-nosed, with a scar on his cheek,218 and two moles on his neck, having
lank hair”. Such a description is no less identifying for a person than a
photograph today. Was the Umayyad administration of Egypt witnessing
some fraud in the use of passports? It is impossible to say. But, if it did,
it certainly responded with ingenuity and creativity, making fraud very
difficult. If no such fraud had motivated it to give “photographic” in-
formation about passport carriers, its action shows how it was willing, and
able, to expand and refine previously imposed policies. Its inclusion of
the physical description of a person in particular represents the resurrec-
tion and rerouting of a pre-Islamic Egyptian tradition, for we know that
the such description was often included in census declarations in Ro-
man times, including, just like our passport, the presence (or bsence) of
scars.219

But the main thing that sets aside this late Marwanid period from the
earlier periods is the state’s taking into its own hands, on no less than the
gubernatorial level, not only the initiative for conducting censuses and
land surveys, or the supervision of such activities, but the actual carrying
out of general censuses and surveys, on the ground, rather than letting
the census and survey be physically done on its behalf by local adminis-
trators. By so doing, the state was declaring the end of its dependence on
local administrators and its ability to act independently. Associated with

216) Morimoto, 138.
217) The other surviving passport, Apel 180, has the same kind of information

we encountered in the 103/722 passport mentioned above.
218) Grohmann’s text has n.q.d.h, which I believe should be read: bi-äaddihi

(“on his cheek”); Dennett, 82, had: “on his chin”; he did not explain how he ar-
rived at this translation.

219) See Bagnall and Frier, 24
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this change in attitude is another of no less importance, perhaps. This is
the state’s conducting a comprehensive population census and an exhaus-
tive land survey from scratch. This was another declaration by the state
that it was no more satisfied with getting its information about its sub-
jects and lands from innumerable registers that had to be always checked,
revised, cross-checked, and compared. It needed a single, basic register,
to start with, and this it had to do on the basis of nothing short of place-
to-place inspection and with literally the legs, hands, and eyes of the hig-
hest officials in the realm and the pens of professional bureaucrats, in a
manner reminiscent of the Roman manner of conducting censuses.220

The evidence for such a revolutionary change in census taking and
surveying land comes from the reports we have about the activities of two
high-ranking officials in Egypt during the caliphate of Hišam. These are
�Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab, the powerful fiscal director of Egypt from
105/723–24 until 116/734–35 and the caliph Hišam’s confidant, and al-
Walid b. Rifa�a, the governor of Egypt from 109/727 until 119/737–38. In
the Arabic sources, the activities of each of these two are kept distinctly
apart: �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab conducted a land survey, while Ibn
Rifa�a conducted a population census; the first may have a confirmation
in the papyri.221 What motivated them to do so is clearly to maximize the
revenue of the state, after the sharp decrease in the tax quota following
the reforms of �Umar II, as the papyri clearly indicate.222 About the first,
Maqrizi tells us that:

When �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab was appointed over the äaraq, he went out
himself (äaraqa bi-nafsihi) and surveyed (masaha) the arable (al-�amir) land
of Egypt as well as the flooded land which is overrun by the water of the Nile
(wa-l-gamir mimma yarkabuhu ma# al-nil). He found out that the cadastral
base for the assessment of taxes (qanun)223 of that was 30,000,000 faddans,

220) Bagnall and Frier (p. 17) speak of “traveling teams of officials” and
(p. 27) “house by house registration”.

221) This is Perf 597, a bilingual Greek-Arabic cadastral document. It con-
tains, in ten reports, the results of the surveys of the same number of districts of
the marsh lands in the province of al-Fayyum. The use of land was for cereal fields,
vineyards, vegetable gardens, carrots, and onions. Its total area was 1,967 + ¹/³ + ¹/¹²
faddans. Karabacek (pp. 151–52) considered it, without indicating on what
grounds, a record from the first cadastral survey of Egypt by the Arabs, under-
taken by the influential finance director �Ubayd Allah b. al-al-Habhab in the year
106/724–25.

222) See Morimoto, 129–30; also p. 118.
223) My translation of the word qanun, a loan word from the Greek, is based

on the definition of al-Äwarizmi in his Mafatih al-�ulum (Cairo: Idarat al-Tiba�a
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not counting the areas not reached by the flood of the Nile (irtifa� al-qurf)
and badlands (wasaä al-ard; i. e. the area not properly weeded). So he
measured it all ( fa-rakaha kullaha)224 and he re-assessed its taxes to the limit
(wa-�addalaha gayat al-ta�dil). They totaled in his calculation ( fa-�aqadat
ma#ahu) 4,000,000 dinars.225

Maqrizi then proceeds to discuss what happened in the year
107/725–26, thus implicitly indicating that Ibn al-Habhab’s survey took
place before that date. This is confirmed by a study by Nabia Abbott on
the earliest surviving papyrus from Ibn al-Habhab’s administration,
which is dated Rab� I 106/July–August 724, and which seems to point to
some initial steps in his plan.226 It is now accepted in scholarly literature
that the survey took place in 106/724–25, possibly 106–107/724–26, es-
pecially in view of two other matters. The first is that, in 107/725–26,
�Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab wrote to the caliph Hišam that Egypt could

l-Muniriyya, 1342/1923), 37: qanun al-äaraq asluhu llaüi yarqi�u ilayhi wa-tubna
l-qibayatu �alayhi, “the kanon of revenue is its base; it is the reference and basis for
land tax assessment and collection”. For modern scholarship, see B. Lewis, EI2,
s. v. “Daftar” (under Fiscal Registers); Cl. Cahen, EI2, s. v. “Kanun” (under ii.
Cadaster); Løkkegaard, 103–108. For more recent work, see Johns, Arab Ad-
ministration in Norman Sicily, 17, where qanun is the cadastral register used to
levy äaraq; it is comparable to the dafatir al-hudud, i. e. the registers defining land
boundaries in Norman Sicily. See also idem, “Boys from Mezzoiuso: Muslim Jizya-
payers in Christian Sicily”, in Islamic Reflections, Arabic Musings: Studies in
Honour of Professor Alan Jones, ed. Robert G. Hoyland and Philip F. Kennedy

(Cambridge: E J W Gibb Memorial Trust, 2004), 243–55; Alex Metcalfe, “Trust-
ing the Text as Far as We Can Throw the Scribe: Further Notes on Reading a Bi-
lingual Jaridat al-Hudud from the Royal Diwan of Norman Sicily”, in From Anda-
lusia to Khurasan, ed. Petra M. Sijpesteijn et al., 81–98. Cf. Simonsen, 96,
where a special use of kanon together with demosion (kanon demosion) in the
Greek papyrus P. Lond. 1413 replaces epizetoumina, but the term covers not only
epizetoumina, but also other cash payments.

224) For rawk, see Cl. Cahen, “Kanun” (under ii. Cadaster).
225) Maqrizi, I, 99. See also Morimoto, 135. Simonsen believed that Ibn

al-Habhab’s survey was the first that the Muslims undertook in Egypt; see 86, 95,
and passim.

226) Nabia Abbott, “A New Papyrus and a Review of the Administration of
�Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab”, in Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor of Hamilton
A. R. Gibb, ed. George Makdisi (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965), 28. The relevant part of
the papyrus reads (lines 7–11): “Detain those of them who are with you who have
grain land [until] they are through with their harvesting and (with the delivery of)
their tax assessment. Transmit it (the tax) to us with your emissary. Write down
their (the workmen’s) name and their buildings and their number”.
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stand an increase in taxes, and he indeed did raise taxes.227 The second is
that rebellions by the local population broke out in 107/725–26 as a result
of the rise in taxes.228 It is interesting to note that a settlement of about
3,000 Arabs from the tribe of Qays which �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab
undertook two years later (109/727–28) took place in the same region in
which the rebellions broke out.229

Inasmuch as the Arabic sources are clear in attributing a comprehen-
sive land survey personally to �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab, they are clear
in attributing a comprehensive population census personally to al-Walid
b. Rifa�a. Thus, according to Ibn �Abd al-Hakam’s Egyptian informant,
al-Lay© b. Sa�d (d. 175/791–92):

When Ibn Rifa�a became governor over Egypt (i. e. 3 Safar 109/30 May 727),
he went to count the number of its people and look into the re-assessment
(ta�dil) of the taxes (äaraq) on them. He stayed for six months in Upper
Egypt until he reached Aswan – with him was a group of assistants (al-
a�wan) and scribes (al-kuttab), taking care of that for him (yakfunahu üalika)
with diligence and briskness – and three months in Lower Egypt. They
counted more than 10,000 villages, in the smallest of which were counted no
less than 500 skulls of men on whom the poll tax (qizya) fell.230

Maqrizi, who copied this text from Ibn Abd al-Hakam, added: “The
total of that was 5,000,000 men”.231

The date of this census is not mentioned, but it should have taken
place after Ibn al-Habhab’s survey, since Ibn Rifa�a did not become gov-
ernor until 109/727. The statement in Maqrizi that the total of those
counted was five million men indicates that, though this census was com-
prehensive, it did not include a count of women and minors. The total fig-
ure of five million has to be compared with the higher figure, six million,
given by the Copts, as the taxable population of Egypt, to the conquering
Muslim authorities shortly after the conquest.232 As for the figure five
million, which is based now on a systematic, first-hand census, it is ac-
tually quite reasonable when compared with the figure of four to five mil-

227) See Kindi, 73; Maqrizi, I, 79; II, 492; [pseudo-]Severus, 75, 76.
228) See Kindi, 73–74; Maqrizi , I, 79; II, 492; [pseudo-]Severus, 76.
229) The region of al-Huf al-Šarqi. On that, see Kindi, 76–77; Maqrizi, I, 80.

Abbott (p. 29) called the settlement of the Qaysis “a successful agricultural col-
ony”.

230) Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, 156.
231) Maqrizi, I, 74
232) See above, at n. 30. I am not taking the reading “eight million” as a viable

alternative.



Population Census and Land Surveys under the Umayyads 407

lion as the population of Egypt in Roman times.233 It is noteworthy,
though, that, in contrast to Ibn al-Habhab’s undertaking, no cadastral
results are attributed to the undertaking of Ibn Rifa�a, making it thus a
census rather than a land survey.

The problem with these texts arises from [pseudo-]Severus’ report on
them, for he attributes both the census and land survey to �Ubayd Allah
b. al-Habhab; and this mixing of the two activities spread into modern
scholarship on the subject.234 According to him:235

When �Ubayd Allah arrived in Egypt, he ordered that the people and beasts
be counted and that the lands and vineyards be measured with measuring
ropes (bi-hibal al-qiyas). This was done accordingly. Also [he ordered] that a
leaden badge (tabi� rasas) be placed on the neck of every man, from the youth
of twenty to those who were a hundred years old; and he had them numbered,
and wrote down the names of all of them, and the number of their beasts,
young and old, and the amount of the badlands, difficult of cultivation,
which produce rushes and thorns. And he set up milestones in the midst of
the enclosed lands, at the boundaries and on the roads, throughout the land
of Egypt; and he doubled the taxes. After he had accomplished all that we
have related and had committed much injustice which we have not related,
�Ubayd Allah went to the city of Memphis (Manf) and stayed there for four
months. And he commanded that the chief men of the towns should assemble
at Memphis. And he had the mark of a lion put on the hands of the Chris-
tians. …

The high degree of detail in this report is striking. As far as the land
survey is concerned, this report agrees with the Arabic sources about it
being comprehensive for all of Egypt, inclusive of badlands and culti-
vated lands, and conducted personally by Ibn al-Habhab. But it adds to
them three points: that the animals were counted, that the lands were
measured with measuring ropes, and that milestones were put in the
middle of enclosed lands, at the boundaries of lands and on roads. As far
as the population census is concerned, [pseudo-]Severus’ report agrees
with the Arabic sources on the censor’s residence in Upper Egypt for sev-
eral months (although the number of the months is different in the two
reports), but it adds to them that men between the ages of twenty and one
hundred were made to wear numbered badges, and that the Christians

233) See above, at n. 32.
234) See Becker, Beiträge zur Geschichte Ägyptens unter dem Islam (Strass-

burg: K. J. Trübner, 1902–1903), II, 111; Bell, IV, 10; Dennett, 5, 104 (but cf.
94); Abbott, 28; Morimoto, 55, 62, 135–36 (but cf. 138).

235) See [pseudo-]Severus, 75–76.



408 Wadad al-Qadi

were branded by the mark of the lion. His statement that �Ubayd Allah b.
al-Habhab raised the taxes is reported in the Islamic sources236 but out-
side the context of the census, despite its relation to it.

What do we do with such an inconsistency in our reports? Before
answering this question it is important to remember two basic facts.
First, the administrations of �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab and al-Walid b.
Rifa�a overlapped by almost eight years; and second, although al-Walid b.
Rifa�a was governor of Egypt and �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab only its fis-
cal director, the strong man in Egypt throughout the latter’s long direc-
torship was �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab, not any governor he worked
with.237 Based on these two facts, I think we can now solve the inconsist-
ency in our reports. �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab, as the man in charge
of Egypt’s finances, conducted an on-site extensive land survey in
106/724–25 which necessarily made him reside for long spans of time
throughout Egypt. Since such a step had never been taken before by any
Muslim official of a gubernatorial rank from Fustat, his long residence
among the indigenous population stuck to the memory of the people.
Three years later, when al-Walid b. Rifa�a became the new governor of
Egypt, he realized the importance of Ibn al-Habhab’s step for the fiscal
welfare of Egypt and decided to conduct a population census which would
complement Ibn al-Habhab’s cadastral work. Before embarking on this
major project, he must have consulted Ibn al-Habhab and received his
approval, not only because Ibn al-Habhab was the strong man in the
Egyptian administration, but also because the project would have had
serious repercussions for Ibn al-Habhab’s job as fiscal director of Egypt.
Following in the footsteps of his nemesis, al-Walid b. Rifa�a went himself,
accompanied by a large company of assistants and scribes, to Upper
Egypt then Lower Egypt, and spent there many months conducting his
comprehensive, on-site census of the population. But since this was not
the first long residence of a Muslim gubernatorial official among the loc-
als, and since Ibn al-Habhab and his strong policies had been known to
them, the actions of Ibn Rifa�a were attributed to Ibn al-Habhab, and
from there went into their historical memory, then into their reports; it is

236) See Kindi, 73; Maqrizi, II, 492. Robert Schick, in his The Christian Com-
munities of Palestine from Byzantine to Islamic Rule (Princeton: Darwin Press,
1995), 170, mentions that the Apocalypse of ps.-Athanasius from early eighth-cen-
tury Egypt raised concrete grievances against the Muslims, including, among other
things, “a census that led to an increased financial burden on the population”.

237) This is clear from the sources, and was highlighted by Nabia Abbott in
her aforementioned article.
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even not inconceivable that the locals thought Ibn Rifa�a was working for
Ibn al-Habhab. And once the census was attributed to Ibn al-Habhab,
other things connected with this census were attributed to him, too (num-
bered badges; branding with the mark of the lion). This is not to reject en-
tirely the suggestion that Ibn al-Habhab could have participated in the
census of Ibn Rifa�a. However, it would difficult to imagine how the
Arabic sources would have missed such a visible action by the very visible
Ibn al-Habhab.238

Be that as it may, the evidence of the papyri is clear: a change in the
tax quota (epizetoumina) had occurred by 114/732–33 for the first time
after the quota that had remained stable from 79/699 until 102/721. This
means that a major overhaul of the tax system took place between
102/721 and 114/732–33.239 This overhaul certainly was the result of the
survey and census of �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab and al-Walid b. Rifa�a.

The rest of the information we have on the late Marwanid period is un-
certain. In the area of literary sources, there is a report in Maqrizi that
Egypt’s governor Hanzala b. Safwan, in his second term as governor
(119–24/737–41),240 “… counted the people and the animals (ahsa l-nas
wa-l-bahh#im) and he branded each Christian with a mark in the image of
a lion (wasman �ala surat asad), and he followed them: the one who was
found without a mark, he had his hand cut off”.241 This report is problem-
atic because no other source mentions it, especially [pseudo-]Severus, and
because of the clear similarity between its text and the text that at-
tributes to �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab branding the hands of the Chris-
tians with the image of a lion.242

238) Abbott (p. 29) suggested that both al-Walid b. Rifa�a and �Ubayd Allah
b. al-Habhab participated in the land survey and the census, albeit the first “had
already been initiated by �Ubayd Allah”. A. Launois, in “Estempilles et poids
faibles en verre omeyyades et abbasides au Musée arabe du Caire”, Mélanges Isla-
mologiques 3 (1957), 16, correctly distinguishes between the two and says that the
cadastral survey that began in 106 or 107 took place under al-Hurr b. Yusuf, then
in 109 there came the census of al-Walid b. Rifa�a. Morimoto (p. 138) concen-
trated on whether this census was carried out in �Ubayd Allah’s time or the time
of his son al-Qasim, and attributed to �Ubayd Allah a second census, which is not
attested in the sources. He finally opted for dating al-Walid b. Rifa�a’s fiscal reor-
ganization to the beginning of al-Qasim’s term in office, in 116/734.

239) See above, at nn. 147–50.
240) See Kindi, 80.
241) Maqrizi, II, 493.
242) [Pseudo-]Severus, 75–76; Maqrizi, II, 492; see also above, at n. 235.
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In the area of the documentary sources, Karabacek has suggested
that the papyrus Perf 599, in Greek, could be our documentary evidence
for the census of al-Walid b. Rifa�a/�Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab.243 Werner
Diem, however, published this papyrus and favored its interpretation as a
register of fugitives.244 Both propositions are tenuous, although Diem’s
fits better into our corpus of Egyptian Umayyad papyri.245 Similarly,
Grohmann called the papyrus Apel 201, in Arabic, a possible poll tax
assessment list from 116/734. But the undated papyrus, according to
Grohmann, consists of a leaf which is “badly worm-eaten, the intercol-
umnium much mutilated and the left column especially damaged … so
that complete decipherment is impossible”.246 Thus we have to suspend
judgment on this papyrus. We certainly cannot call it a “census register”,
as Morimoto did.247

* * *

The unevenness of the sources does not permit us to pursue this topic
further. Nevertheless, the above survey is quite informative. On the most
basic level, we do know that during 90 years of Umayyad rule a number of
censuses/land surveys of the indigenous population and conquered lands
were undertaken: one each in Syria and Iraq, in addition to one census of
fugitives in Syria; at least three in Mesopotamia, again in addition to one

243) See Karabacek, 152.
244) Werner Diem, “Einige frühe amtliche Urkunden aus der Sammlung Papy-

rus Erzherzog Rainer”, Le Muséon 97 (1984), 151–54.
245) The last years of the Marwanid period witnessed an entirely different kind

of census of a particular sector of the indigenous population of Egypt. It was a cen-
sus of those Christians who were lured by the prospect of not paying the poll tax
and converted to Islam during the governorship of Hafs b. al-Walid (127/745–46).
These, according to [pseudo-]Severus, 116–17, amounted to 24,000 converts. It is
not clear from his text who conducted this sort of census; the author just says: we
counted (ahsayna). One papyrus, APG 5, is a list of converts, whose (old) Christian
and (new) Muslim names are clearly given (see Table xviii in Morimoto, 131). Al-
though this papyrus might come from late Umayyad times (see Morimoto, 130), it
could also date to a later time in the second/eighth or early third/ninth century
(see Adolf Grohmann, Die arabischen papyri aus der Giessener Universitätsbiblio-
thek, 28) On the registration of the converts in the diwan after the reforms of
�Umar II, see Ibn �Abd al-Hakam, 155; copied in Maqrizi, I, 77.

246) Adolf Grohmann, Arabic Papyri in the Egyptian Library (Cairo: Egyp-
tian Library Press, 1934–62), III, 190. See also above, n. 173.

247) Morimoto, 281 at n. 167.
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census of fugitives; and two or three in Egypt, in addition to several cen-
suses of the fugitives, monks, minors, and the dead. None of the censuses,
as it seems, were all-encompassing, in the sense that they did not include
women and children (except in the minors’ special census) as these were
not among the taxpaying sector of the population. In most cases, cen-
suses were carried out in combination with some form of cadastral survey,
although a land survey could be undertaken separately, particularly in
Iraq, and censuses, especially of fringe groups in society, were not con-
nected with cadastral activities. The frequency of land surveys was never
regular, unlike in Roman times, and seems to have been lower than the
frequency of censuses: with one exception (Maslama’s survey in Mesopo-
tamia), surveys were separated by at least eighteen years but mostly
more, while censuses, especially partial ones, beginning with the late
first/early eighth century, came in quick succession, each separated from
the other by only a few years. In some cadastral surveys, a measure based
on a fixed length of an arm was used (as in Iraq), while in others, measur-
ing ropes were (Egypt, possibly Mesopotamia). The initiative to conduct
land surveys and censuses came mostly from provincial governors, but
also from provincial finance directors, and in at least two cases from ca-
liphs (�Abd al-Malik and Yazid II). The census results, and those of land
surveys, were recorded in registers, although some census-related in-
formation could be recorded on passports. The optimal census register
would include the name of the person, his patronymic, his dependents, his
place of residence, the administrative district in which this place is lo-
cated, the name of his landholding if he has one, its location, and its acre-
age. Registers were constantly updated for tax purposes, and in some
cases they were completely overhauled. Although we are not told where
these registers were kept, we can fairly safely assume that they were kept
in the provincial financial offices, the diwan al-äaraq, since practically all
instances of census and land survey were related to taxation; copies of
them were kept in the local archives, at least in the case of Egypt. We have
no evidence that copies of such registers were sent to the central imperial
financial office in the capital; but this cannot be ruled out due simply to
the absence of evidence. After all, the Romans kept copies of provincial
censuses/surveys in the capital.

Could we, though, think along Roman/Byzantine – as well as Sasan-
ian – lines when we are discussing Umayyad practices in censuses/land
surveys? Absolutely; for, despite the changes that the Muslims made,
these practices remained by and large those of the pre-Islamic empires
until late Umayyad times, as the documentary evidence of the papyri
shows. The clearest area in which this shows is the bureaucratic: book-
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keeping, about which the papyri from Egypt, but also Palestine, provide
a great deal of information. This seems to have undergone little or no fun-
damental change: the government continued to learn about its taxpayers
through merismoi and katagraphons, and its registers continued to be up-
dated, as was the case in the previous empire. This, of course, is not unex-
pected. The area which the Muslims conquered, the Near East and North
africa, was very rich in administrative experience and had had a long his-
tory – centuries, even millennia – of successful experimentation with ad-
ministrative structures. By the time of the conquest, these structures
had become quite refined and were clearly beneficial to the empires that
put them in place, the Roman and the Sasanian. Having no alternative to
them, the Muslims left those structures, and even their non-Muslim
bureaucrats, in place. When, in the next generation, Muslims began to
join the government’s civil service, they were trained in accordance with
the same pre-Islamic structures.

On the level of leadership, as well, and as the Islamic state was, like
these two empires, transformed gradually into an empire during
Umayyad times, its leaders maintained these structures since they could
serve them as usefully as they had served their predecessors. They, in fact,
exploited them quite imaginatively, as in the issue of passports, for
example.

This does not mean, of course, that the Umayyads introduced no
changes in the area of censuses/land surveys. As has already been noted
by Bell and Dennett, the Umayyads brought greater centralization,
not only to the administration of Egypt, but also to Palestine and Meso-
potamia, certainly by the time of �Abd al-Malik. This means that the in-
formation about the non-Muslim population and their lands became more
readily accessible to Umayyad provincial and central authorities – say,
from the central bureaus in Fustat for Egypt, rather than from the
metropolitan bureaus and the bureaus of the numerous eparchies, which
were gradually eliminated under the Umayyads. Greater access to in-
formation must have been also the result of another major change which
the Umayyads introduced, namely the Arabization of the diwans, when
the language used for the records of the bureaus of taxation was gradually
changed from the local languages into Arabic, again under �Abd al-Malik
and his successors. Another change that we have seen, too, is the gradual
increase in pace and intensity of work in the bureaus that dealt with cen-
suses and land surveys. This observable fact is related not only to greater
centralization, but also to the diversification in the ways in which
Umayyad provincial governments wanted to control the elusive sectors of
its populations, as we have seen in the cases of the fugitives, the youth,



Population Census and Land Surveys under the Umayyads 413

and the dead, during the governorships/directorships of �Abd Allah b.
�Abd al-Malik, Qurra b. Šarik, and Usama b. Zayd. In fact, some degree of
this intensity was the direct result of new and imaginative ways in which
the provincial authorities controlled their populations, like passports
and branding hands by a distinguishing mark, as in the case of the monks
in Egypt. And it is also related to the gradual increase in involvement by
the highest provincial authorities, and occasionally caliphs, in the admin-
istration of the lands under their control. We have seen that in Mesopota-
mia with Maslama b. �Abd al-Malik, during the caliphate of �Abd al-Malik,
and with Qurra during the caliphate of Walid I. This involvement reached
its zenith in Egypt with �Ubayd Allah b. al-Habhab and al-Walid b.
Rifa�a. But the involvement of these two administrators signaled another
change which the Umayyads introduced, namely the start of a new cad-
astral base, qanun, Kanon, for assessing the land tax of the entire prov-
ince of Egypt, and a new count of its population, both undertaken by the
highest provincial authorities themselves, independently, with no non-
Islamic base information, and in person, not through the agency of non-
Muslim local authorities, as was done from the dawn of the conquest and
several decades into it, or through Muslim authorities, as was done later,
as in the case of Egypt under Qurra. Eventually, a dual “Islamic” (äaraq/
qizya, land/poll) tax system was articulated, and the Islamic state was
declaring its emergence from under the shadow of the pre-Islamic past.

Examining the changes carefully, we note two things. The first is the
gradual character of the changes introduced by the Muslims. This ex-
plains the noticeable continuity between the Byzantine/Sasanian em-
pires and the Islamic one, the Umayyad, and why the pre-Islamic admin-
istrative structures underwent little fundamental change until late
Umayyad times. The second thing is the inextricable connection between
censuses/surveys and taxation. This brings us to the issue of the purpose
for undertaking censuses and land surveys.

Our survey clearly shows that the main purpose of censuses/surveys
for the Umayyads was to maximize revenue. This is not strange at all;
all empires think in this manner, whether they acknowledge it or not.248

The maintenance of revenue cannot be accomplished without its being
founded on knowledge of the resources on the ground, i. e. with the limits

248) For Roman times, see Bagnall and Frier, 27–28; but the authors are not
sure that this is how the Romans saw the purpose of census-taking (pp. 26, 27). The
same phenomenon is vividly illustrated in Norman Sicily, as Jeremy Johns’ work
has amply shown. There, inaccurate or out-of-date information occasionally served
this purpose as well, or even better, than accurate information might have done.
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of the capacity of the taxpayers.249 This knowledge is provided by cen-
suses and land surveys; and since the resources on the ground change,
governments conduct censuses/surveys periodically. It is in the light of
this purpose that we have to understand the quick succession of censuses
in Mesopotamia, and the repetitive efforts at counting and recounting
the elusive groups of society, especially the fugitives, including disappear-
ing sailors, in Egypt.

Providing the government with knowledge, or information in general,
brings us to the second purpose of censuses/surveys, namely to control its
population. This purpose has been mentioned as one of the main purposes
of Roman censuses/surveys. There, however, this purpose is connected
with the division of the population under the Romans into citizens and
non-citizens, among other distinctions250 – which is not quite what we
have in Islamic society under the Umayyads (or any other dynasty, for
that matter). What we do have in the population of Islamic society is the
division between Muslims and non-Muslims, and, until the introduction
of the Islamic dual tax system in late Umayyad times, most Muslims, in
particular the fighters, lived by and large off the revenue provided by the
non-Muslims. Thus, in its own way, each Umayyad provincial authority
had to keep the information about its taxpaying population current in
order to be able to ascertain the size of the contingent of fighters it could
support on its lands. This is in part why, I think, we get a series of another
kind of census in Egypt, namely the tadwin, the census of Arab fighters.
Four of these were conducted under the Umayyads in Egypt: first under
�Amr b. al-�As (although this one could have been made before the acces-
sion of the Umayyads), then under �Abd al-�Aziz b. Marwan, then under
Qurra b. Šarik, then finally under Bišr b. Safwan (101–102/719–20).251

249) Sticking to the limit of people’s capacity to pay also affords the govern-
ment to claim adherence to the ancient Near Eastern ideal of justice in its policies
(whence the Arabic term ta�dil, which is related to �adl, justice) for the overhaul
of the tax system following a census/survey under the Umayyads. See above,
n. 90.

250) Bagnall and Frier, 28–29. “This also had to do with the Romans’ inter-
est in keeping social control over the population, since the Roman administration
sought to maintain a rigidly fixed social structure in which Romans, citizens of
Greek cities, metropolitans, and other Egyptians (not to mention freedmen and
slaves) were kept clearly distinct and barred by a complex set of rules from many
forms of social interaction” (p. 29).

251) See Kindi, 71.
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Another occurrence we have seen in Nessana brings us to the third
purpose of censuses/land surveys under the Umayyads, namely to make
room for the settlement of Arab tribes in the midst of the non-Muslim in-
digenous populations. That the geometria ton Sarakenon did lead to red-
istribution of property in Nessana is certain; that it led to the settlement
of the Banu War, clearly a bedouin tribal group, is very possible, as
Mayerson has suggested.252 We have seen a relationship between the
Muslim fighters and the taxpaying population of Nessana. We have also
seen that �Ubayd Allad b. al-Habhab settled 3,000 Arabs from the tribe of
Qays in the same area, al-Huf al-Šarqi, that had witnessed a rebellion of
the Copts as a result of the increase in taxes. This took place only three
years after he had conducted an entirely new survey of all of Egypt and
thereby increased the revenue of the government.253

All of these purposes for censuses/land surveys are material purposes.
But there are also symbolic purposes. The first one is that they portrayed
the state as the ultimate owner of the land and of its subjects, the state
owning their livelihoods, goods, as well as their movements.254 The second
is that they allowed the state to identify the status of each of the people
living within its domains. In Roman Egypt, they were mechanisms to
distinguish between Roman citizens and non-Roman citizens, among
other distinctions.255 In Umayyad society, they allowed the intrusion
into the lives of the non-Muslims only256 (their names, patronymics, de-
pendents, land-ownership, service, etc.), not to the lives of the Muslims,
hence certainly creating an implicit differentiation in social status in
the eyes of the government.257 Lastly, the government’s undertaking of
censuses/land surveys enhanced its international standing vis-à-vis the
other empire in the region, the Byzantine, an endeavor in which the
Umayyads were involved ever since �Abd al-Malik announced his monet-
ary and other empire-wide reforms and began to build the Dome of the
Rock. His son, Walid I, continued on this road, declaring himself the

252) See above, n. 120.
253) See above, n. 229.
254) See Bagnall and Frier, 30, where they talk about “the symbolic value of

the poll tax, representing subjection to Roman power”. See also Ando, 353.
255) See Bagnall and Frier, 29; and see the citation above in n. 250. See also

Ando, 354.
256) Cf. Ando, 354.
257) In addition, by giving the non-Muslims the name ahl al-üimma, the state

would be signaling to them that the state to which they owe their protection in re-
turn for their taxes was a new, unmistakably Islamic state.
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equal of the Byzantine emperor when he built the Umayyad mosque in
Damascus.258

The above has been an attempt at analyzing and interpreting the
materials we have from literary and documentary sources, and has been
limited by the limitations of these sources. This situation will continue to
be imperfect until we discover actual census returns, like those of Roman
Egypt, or cadastral surveys, like those of Norman Sicily. If this were to
occur, the prospects for research would be very exciting indeed.

258) This thesis runs through Finbarr Barry Flood, The Great Mosque of Dam-
ascus: Studies on the Makings of an Umayyad Visual Culture (Leiden: Brill, 2001).


