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ABSTRACT:

In spite of the fact that the first contacts between the Muslims and the north-
ern parts of the Sudan took place immediately after the Muslims had conquered
Egypt, yet the process of Arabization and Islamization of that country was not
effectively completed until after the middle of the Seventh Century A_H. (Thir-
teenth Century A.D.). The purpose of this paper is to make clear the reasons
for this delay and to show how Islam could overcome all obstacles on its way to
the heart of this country, in a long but rather peaceful process.
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The Sudan is counted to-day as one of the Arab-Islamic States; however, its
Arabization and Islamization was not effectively completed until after the middle of
the seventh century A.H. (thirteenth century A.D.) in spite of the fact that the first
contacts betweéen the Muslims and the northern parts of the Stdan took place
immediately after the Muslims had conquered Egypt (641 A.D.). This delay was due
to several reasons amongst which were: the resistance which the inhabitants of the
northern Sudan showed to the first attempts of the Arab Muslims to conquer their
land, the poverty of the land of Nubia adjacent to Egypt, and the occupation of the
Arab Muslims at the beginning of the Islamic era with the conquests in North Africa
and other places in Central Asia.

In order to follow and understand the process of Arabization and Islamization in
the Sudan, it is indeed necessary to give a brief account of the historical background
of this country.

“The ancient history of the northern Sudan evidences increasing Egyptian
influence and penetration, which extended as far as the Fourth Cataract. The
Pharaohs raided their southern neighbours in order to protect themselves from
attacks, to secure control of the rich gold mines, to capture slaves, and to establish
trade. As a result of this, together with the influence of the immigrants, the country
was thoroughly Egyptianized”.! For more than ten centuries and until 350 A.D. the
Sudan, up to the present site of Khartoum, was dominated and ruled by a Sudanese
independent dynasty that was, however, completely influenced by the ancient
Egyptian civilization. This was the kingdom of Napata or Kush, which later on
acquired the name of the Kingdom of Meroe, being the name of its capital.

“By the middle of the fourth century A.D. Merce had fallen on evil days and a
process of disintegration had set in. From now onwards we know nothing to speak of
about the history of the people living south of the confluence of the Nile and the
Atbara? until the time of el-Mas‘adi and Ibn Salim® el-Aswini who wrote their
descriptions of Nubia in the tenth century”.*

In the meantime Christianity became the faith of the people of this country. Most
probably this happened by the end of the sixth and the beginning of the seventh
century A.D., after the conversion of Abyssinia to Christianity which took place
about 330 A.D.?

The spread of Christianity in the Sudan coincided with the rise of three kingdoms,
that ultimately adopted that faith. These were: Nobatia, Makuria (in Arabic al-
Muqurra) and Alodia (in Arabic ‘Alwa). Nobatia was the most northern of these
three kingdoms with its capital at Bajarish, or modern Faras, which lies at the border
between Egypt and the Sudan. To the south of Nobatia was the kingdom of al-
Mugqurra with its capital at Dunqula; and to the south of it lay the third kingdom of
‘Alwa with its capital at Soba on the Blue Nile south of Khartoum. “The two
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northern kingdoms al-Maris (i.e. Nobatia) and al-Muqurra were culturally superior
and more sensitive to developments in Egypt. The southern kingdom, though
endowed with richer resources, culturally lagged behind the other two because of its
close proximity to the primitive southern tribes”.¢ Nevertheless, Christianity became
the state religion of all three kingdoms and was the bond that tied them together and
to the Egyptian Church of Alexandria. Through these relations with Egypt the
northern parts of the Sudan came in contact with Arabia and the Arabsin pre-Islamic
times. Then it seems “... that in early dynastic days Arabians did enter Egypt in large
numbers by way of the Eritrean coast and settle there; and in that case far more of
them are likely to have settled nearer home and south of the Egyptian frontier, in the
Sudan™.”

Another route which brought the Arabs to the Sudan in pre-Islamic times “... ran
across the Sinai desert, through Egypt and into the Sudan”.®

The main stimulus for these early Arabian settlements in Egypt and the Sudan was
no doubt the trade in African products such as gold, aromatic gum and ivory.

In the meantime and at the beginning of the seventh century A.D. Arabia
witnessed a great religious and political change with the emergence of Islam. In 639,
a few years after the death of Prophet Muhammad, Muslim armies had completed
the conquest of Syria and started knocking at the doors of Egypt; and by 641 A.D.
‘Arm b. al-*As.”, the leader of the Muslim army, was able to complete the conquest
of the whole of Egypt. This new situation had its immediate effect on Nubia, due to
the historical relations between it and Egypt. The Nubians, no doubt, did not look
with satisfaction at the domination of Egypt by the Muslims who brought with them a
rival religion. Therefore, they started harassing the Egyptian borders. These actions
induced ‘Amr b. al-"As, the governor of Egypt, to send out disciplinary raids against
Christian Nubia under the command of the Muslim leader *Abdallah b. Sa’d b. Abi
Sarh, who was by that time the regional governor of Upper Egypt. This event finds
different and rathcr confuscd accounts in Muslim sources.!! However, it seems “...
that the Muslims suffered great casualties at the hands of the skilful Nubian archers
whom the Arabs henceforth nicknamed rumiat al-adag, or the eye-smiters™.!? This
and the poverty of Nubia itself were the two things that guided its relationships with
the Muslims for a long time afterwards.

In 646 A.D. (25 A.H.) ‘Abdallah b. Sa‘d b. Ab1 Sarh succeeded ‘Amrb. al-‘As as
governor of Egypt. As a result of the continued Nubian attacks on Upper Egypt
‘Abdallah decided in 31 A.H. to march against them. This time the Muslims reached
the heart of the Christian kingdom of al-Muqurra and conquered its capital Dunqula.
Although the Nubian power was no match for that of the Muslims, yet they resisted
bravely and deprived ‘Abdallah of a decisive victory. Thus, when the Nubians asked
for peace, ‘Abdallah accepted their offer and concluded a treaty with the king of
Nubia which the Islamic sources refer to as Hudnat aman (a truce of security). '3 This
agreement says: !4
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“In the name of God,... etc. This is a treaty granted by the amir ‘Abdallah ibn
Sa‘ad ibn Abi Sarh to the chief of the Nubians and to all the people of his dominians,
a treaty binding on great and small among them, from the frontier of Aswan to the
frontier of ‘Alwa. ‘Abdalldh ibn Sa‘ad ordains security and peace between them and
the Muslims, their neighbours in the Sa‘id, as well as all other Muslims and their
tributaries. Ye people of Nubia, ye shall dwell in safety under the safeguard of God
and his apostle, Muhammad the prophet, whom God bless and save. We will not
attack you, nor wage war on you, nor make incursions against you, so long as ye
abide by the terms settled between us and you. When ve enter our country, it shall be
but as travellers, not as settlers, and when we enter your country it shall be but as
travellers not settlers. Ye shall protect those Muslims or their allies who come into
your land and travel there, until they quit it. Ye shall give us the slaves of Muslims
who seek refuge among you, and send them back to the country of Islam; and
likewise the Muslim fugitive who is at war with the Muslims, him ye shall expcl from
your country to the realm of Islam; ye shall not espouse his cause nor prevent his
capture. Ye shall put no obstacle in the way of a Muslim, but render him aid till he
quit your territory. Ye shall take care of the mosque which the Muslims have builtin
the outskirts of your city, and hinder none from praying there; ye shall clean it, and
light it, and honour it. Every year ye shall pay 36() head of slaves to the lcader of the
Muslims (i.e. the Khalifa), of the middle class of slaves of your country. without
bodily defects, males and females, but no old men nor old women, nor young
children. Ye shall deliver them to the Governor of Aswan. No Muslim shall be bound
to repulse an enemy from you or to attack him, or hinder him, from ‘Alwa to Aswan.
It ye harbour a Muslim slave, or kill a Muslim or an ally, or attempt to destroy the
mosque which the Muslims have built in the outskirts of your city, or witbhold any of
the 360 head of slaves, then this promised pcace and security will be withdrawn from
you, and we shall revert to hostility, until God decide between us, and He is the best
of umpires. For our performance of these conditions we pledge our word, in the
namc of God, and our compact with faith, and belict in the name of His apostlc,
Muhammad, God bless and save him. And for your performance of the samc ye
pledge yourselves by all that ye hold most sacred in your religion, by the Messiah and
by the apostles and by all whom ye revere in your creed and religion. And God is
witness of these things between us and you. Written by *Amr ibn Shurahbil in
Ramadan in the year 31”. (May-June, 652 A.D.)

Thus the terms on which both sides agreed rest mainly on what was called “Bagt '3,
or the exchange of Nubian slaves for Muslim provisions. The treaty also guaranteed
the security of the Muslim frontiers and the safety of trade. The treaty “... shows that
the Arabs had no intention of occupying Nubia and were trying by its moderate terms
to put an end to the raids of their southern neighbours and to open the country for
trade”.16 Indeed, it was the effect of the traders which in the long run paved the way
for Islam in the Sudan. This process, however, continued for several centuries, as we
shall see.

During the rest of the period of the first four Caliphs (12-40 A . H.) and throughout
the Umayyad Caliphate (41-132 A H.), relations with Nubia remained as they had
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originally been established. When the *Abbasids came to power the first century of
their rule in Egypt witnessed a period of unrest among the Arab tribes who resented
*Abbasid rule and the heavy taxation they laid upon them. This was the beginning of
a conflict which continued for a long time between the Nomads and the Governors of
Egypt. The conflict reached its zenith when the “Caliph al-Mu‘tasim (218-227 A H.)
inaugurated his rule by dispatching an order to his governor in Egypt to strike off the
name of all Arabs from the register of pensions and to stop paying their salaries™. "’
As arcsult of this the Arab tribes in Egypt - and elsewhere - began to look for another
source of living. Some of them began to settle and cultivate the land while others
drifted further south™. ¥ In this respect says McMichael:" 1t would of course be
those of the tribesmen who settled in the large towns or took to cultivation of the
river banks who chiefly intermarried with the older Coptic population and remained
in Egypt: the more nomadic tribes would naturally be more exclusive and
incidentally less eligible in the matter of intermarniage, and such of them as
penetrated in later years into the Sudan were probably still as purely Arab as when
they entered Alrica™.

This text helps us to understand what type of Arabs entered the Sudan. But it is
clear that the above mentioned policy of al-Mu‘tasim of exchanging Arabs for Turks
was mainly responsible for the sudden increase of Arab imigration to the Sudan. it is
perhaps also not without significance to state that the Arab nomadic tribes were
attracted by the vast and rich pastures of the Sudan. Another thing which may have
induced the Arabs to rush towards the Sudan was the rediscovery of gold and
emeralds in the eastern desert. In any case the process of Arabization and
Islamization of the Sudan passed through the decades of three successive powers that
dominated Egypt for a long time, namely: the Fatimids, the Ayyubids and the
Mamliks.

Immediately after his arrival in Egypt the Fatimid general Jawhar al-Sigillt sent
*Abdallah . Ahmad b. Suluim al-Aswini as an emissary (0 King George of Nubia.??
In his Tetter to him Jawhar deminded the Bagt and required the King to embrace
Islanm. The king agreed to resume the delivery of the Baqgt. But as to the adoption of
Islam, the answer of the king reflects not only his utter refusal to do that, but also
shows how truce the Nubians were to their Christian faith. Then King George and his
bishops decided w ask Jawhar to adopt Christianity.-!

This could have been the first attempt to propagate Islam on an official base. In
spite of the fact that the Nubians turned this request down, yet their relations with the
Fatimids remained quite fricndly. As to the relations of the Fatinvids with the Arabs
in Egypt it cannot be said that they were good, despite ... the favourable
dispositions of the Fatimids towards the Arabs™.>> Then the agressive policies of
some Fatimid Visirs, such as Badr al-Jamali towards the Arabs led to more
imigrations southwards.”?

The fall of the Fatimid Caliphate and the rise of the Ayyubid Sultanate in Egypt no
doubt meant for both Arabs and Nubians new masters as well as a new poliecy, the
outcome of which could not be predicted. However, the change of power had always
induced the Nubians (and all other resenting ¢lements). to check the power of the
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new regime in Egypt. Thus the Ayyubids had to face a number of risings among the
Arab tribes in Upper Egypt and several attacks launched by the Nubians at their
southern frontiers. The outcome of these encounters was in favour of the Ayyubids
who crushed all Arab risings in Upper Egypt and secured the southern frontier
against Nubian attacks.

Historians, however, mention another motive for this Ayyubid concern about
Nubia. It is assumed that Salah al-Din al-Ayyabi ... was planning toretreat either to
Nubia or to the Yemen, thus ensuring for himself a refuge in case he should be ousted
from Egypt by his overlord Nar al-Din Zanki™.>* But it seems that the poverty of
Nubia, as reported by a special emissary of Salah al-Din, did not encourage such a
coursc.”

The risc of the Mamliiks to power in Egypt after the fall of the Ayyubids was for
the Arab tribes in Egypt, perhaps, a catastrophe. But for the Sudan it was no doubt a
new turn in the destiny of that country. then it brought about the Arabization and
Islamization of most parts of thc Sudan. Not long after the accession of the Mamluks
to power the Arabs in Egypt expressed their resentment and rosc in revolt and
refused to pay land-tax. The reaction of the Mamlilks to this rebellion was both
prompt and ruthless. Mamlik armies marched against the rebels. and in very severe
campaigns they put many to sword, took many others as captives and plundered their
regions.”® Those who escaped death took to flight towards Nubiaj; and this leads us to
discuss the relations of the Mamliks with Nubia.

When King Dawood of Nubia in 667 A.H. sent a mission to the Mamlak Sultan
Baybars, the latter took this opportunity and *demanded the immediate delivery of
the Baqt™.”” This demand rencwed the old enmity of the Nubian king towards
Muslim interference in his country. He reacted by attacking the port of *Aydhib on
the Red Sea coast, and Aswan,> both being of the dominions of the Mamluks. The
opportunity for Baybars to punish these Nubian attacks showed itself when a Nubian
Prince with the name Shakanda “camc to the court of Baybars seeking help against
his cousin Dawood, who had usurped the throne™.?® The Nubian Prince was
immediately sent in the company of a Mamlik expedition towards Dungula. King
Dawood led his people and met this expedition in a battle outside his capital. In spite
of their big numbers, the Nubians werc no match for the well trained and strong
Mamluk-fighters. His troops thus routed and scattered, King Dawood took to flight
leaving his throne to be taken by Shakanda under the proteciton of the Mamluks,

The Mamliks were quite harsh in their dealings with the Nubians. On on¢ hand
the Nubians had to choose between the adoption of Islam, war, or payment of the
Jizya . They chose the third offer. On the other hand both king and people were put
under the complete authority of the Mamlik Sultan. The Nubian king Shakanda was
also torbidden to give refuge to any Arab Nomads.?

The Mamliks did not destroy the Church of Dunqula, but they deprived it of all its
treasures including a valuable goiden cross. On its way back the Mamliik army also
took with it twenty Nubian Princes who were kept as hostages in Cairo.
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The Mamlik campaign on Nubia and the severe measures that followed it were no
doubt an important step on the way of Arab migration carrying the Islamic faith to
the Sudan. Then Christian Nubia had for centurics stood as a great obstacle in the
path of Islam to that country. Now the Mamliks complctely annexed and Islamized
the northern part of Nubia known as al-Maris. Dunqula, on the other hand, was
subjected to an indirect control by the Mamluaks through their continuous
interfcrence in the internal affairs of that kingdom. The several campaigns that they
sent against Dunqula induced a large number of Arab tribes to leave Egypt for the
Sudan. “in order to find relief from the oppressive rulc of the Mamlaks in Egypt™.%?

During the Sultanate of (Qala’un and his son al-Ashraf Khalil, the Mamliks were
occupied with the Crusades that endangered their dominions in Syria. Neverthcless,
they did not neglect the southern parts and they were anxious that Nubia remained
calm and loyal, and that the Nubian king paid the due tribute regularly. The presence
of a number of Nubian Princes in Cairo as hostages and refugees madc it casy for the
Mamliks to play the game of changing a monarch for another one, whencver the
Nubian king held back the tribute or was disloyal. This happened many times, But in
715 A.H. (1315 A.D.), when the Sultan decided to send a Nubian Prince to replace
the rebellious king, he chose a Nubian Prince who had adopted Islam during his stay
in Cairo. This was Prince Sayf al-Din *Abdallah Barshambu.* Although Sayf al-Din
did not stay long on the throne as king, due to the rivalry of other pretenders, yet the
accendancy of a Muslim to the throne of Nubia was a good indication that the
kingdom of Dunqula was on its way to Islamization. In fact king Sayf al-Din “marked
his succession to the throne by converting into a mosque a two-storey church situated
in the capital itsclf - an event commemorated in an inscription which conveys that the
mosquc was opened by Sayf al-Din ‘Abdalldh al-Nisir on 16 Rabi* 1, 717/29 May
13177

The presence of many Arabs who settled there and intermarried with the local
inhabitants was also another important factor in the creation of a new Islamized
generation. Soon there was no need to send a Muslim prince from Cairo to occupy
the throne. Instead the Arabs made use of the matrilineal system of succession that
was “common among the inhabitants of the Sudan and by virtue of which the Arabs

became the rulers of Nubia”.?"

The fall of the two northern Nubian kingdoms removed from the path of the Arab
tribes a great obstacle that for centuries hindered their penctration into the rich
pastures of the Sudan. As has been mentioned previously, the interior parts of the
Sudan, where the third Christian kingdom of *Alwa prevailed, had very little contact
with Egypt and the northern parts of Nubia. The most important link that tied *Alwa
with its sister-kingdoms and with Egypt, prior to the conquest of Egypt by the
Muslims, was the religious lcadership imposed by the Church of Alexandria on the
Church of *Alwa (and of coursc on the other Nubian Churches). The fact that Egypt
since 640 A.D. had been Muslim, no doubt helped a great deal to weaken this
religious relationship between the Church of Afexendria and the Nubian Churches.
We saw how this. in the course of time, led to the fall of the two northern kingdoms
and to their Islamization. This had its effect on the kingdom and Church of *Alwa.

17



Salah El-Tegani Humodi

“Deprived of the guidance of the Mother Church and exposed to the growing
influence of the Muslim faith, the Christian Church of ‘Alwa gradually withered
away” .3

Besides, the Arab nomads, who now settled in thousands around the kingdom of
‘Alwa, intermarried with the local inhabitants and acquired the rule of the many
chicftains by virtue of the matrilineal system of succession mentioned above. The
kingdom of ‘Alwa must have felt the danger that surrounded it. Nevertheless, its
kings tried to impose their power on their Muslim subjects by demanding heavy
taxes. This and the fact that their rulers were Christians werc enough to provoke the
Arabs, “The movement was led by a certin *‘Abdallah of the Qawasima. a branch of
the Rufa'a Arabs™ .3 He was said to have invited the Arab tribes to gather against
their common enemy, and this is why he is nicknamed = “‘Abdallah Jamma*, or the
Gatherer”.® The result of this Arab alliance was the annihilation of the kingdom of
*Alwa and the complete destruction of its capital Soba.? This happened at the end of
the ninth century A H. (fiftcenth century A.D.) But the *Abdalilalbi, i.c. the family
of "Abdallah Jamma* did not enjoy their victory for long. By the beginning of the
tenth century A.H. (sixteenth century A.D.) a new people known as the Funj*
appeared in the fertile southern part ol the Gezira (between the Bhue and the White
Niles). At the decisive battle of Arbaji {c. 910/1504) =... the Funj reduced the
*Abdallabi chiefs to the position of viceroys™. ! Thus the year 1504 marked the
beginning of the first organized Muslim state that united most of the parts of the
Sudan. “This unity led to a mcasure of political stability that, under the [slamized
Funj in partnership with the "Abdallab Arabs, had a profound influence on the
spread of Islam and the growth ol Arab prestige in the Sudan™.*

The rise of an Islamic state in the Sudan was very important for the propagation of
Islam orthodox. Until then the Islamization of the people of the Sudan had relied on
the efforts of the traders and the Arab nomads who migrated into the Sudan. Those
efforts resulted in the conversion of the majority of the population of that country to
Islam. However, most of those who adopted Islam did not know much about it. Most
of the teachings of Islam remaincd unknown to them. This state of ignorance
continued until the beginning of the Funj kingdom. It is well described by the
author** of the main source which deals with this period. He says that by the time the
Funj kingdom arose ... there flourished neither schools of learning nor reading of
the Qur’an; it is said that a man might divorce his wife and she be married by another
man the self-same day without any period of probation (‘idda) until Shaykh Mahmud
al-*‘Araki came from Egypt and taught the people to observe the laws of the ‘idda . .
then in the sccond half of the tenth century A H. (sixteenth eentury A.D.) Shaykh
Ibrahim al-Bulagi came from Egypt to the Sha’igiya country where he taught Khalil
and the Risala,* whence learning and knowledge of law spread to the Jezira. Then
after a short time Shaykh Taj al-Din al-Bahari came from Baghdad and introduced
the path of the Sufis into the Funj country™.

Thus, 1t is clear that the rise of an Islamic kingdom in the Sudan attracted many
‘ulama (learned men) to come to this country. “Some might have been moved by a
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noble ambition to further the cause of Islam; others were probably induced by the
hope of a better career in the newly Islamized kingdom™.#

[t is also important te bear in mind that the rise of the Funj Islamic kingdom in the
Sudan (1504) almost coincided with the fall of the Arab Islamic State in Spain (1492).
A number of the ‘tlama who were forced to leave Spain found in the Sudan and in the
new Islamic power of the Funj a suitable refuge.* The Funj kings. on the other hand,
were also anxious Lo gather around them as many ‘wlara and Sufis as possible.
Another factor which played an important role in strengthening the Islamie faith in
the Sudan were the ties that bound the Funj kingdom to the Hijaz during the
pilgrimage: as a matter of fact these contacts also induced a number of the “wlama of
the Hijaz to emigrate to the Sudan.

Conclusion :

The first attempt of the Muslims to conquer the northern parts of the Sudan
(Nubiu}, a short time after the conquest of Egypt. resulted in a peacc treaty which
marked the relations between the two sides for seven centurics. The resistance they
met. the poverty of Nubia, and. perhaps, the unknown world that lay behind it. did
not encourage the Muslims to insist on conquering the Sudan at that time.

During the times of the Tulunids, the Ikhshidids, the Fatimids and the Ayyubids
there was no radical change in the relations of Nubia with the Muslim government in
Egypt. However. aslow, but an unbroken flow ol Arab traders and Arab tribes into
the Sudan was a clear [eature of all these epochs., It was a peaceful process. But by the
time the Mamluks came to power in Egypt things had changed alot. On one side, the
aggressive policy of the Mamluks towards the Arabs in Upper Egypt forced
thousands of them to immigrate to the Sudan, and on the other side the campaigns of
the Mamluks against Nubia were joined by many Arab nomads who were settled
there. Thus, the Mamluks suceceded in achieving the Arabization and Islamization
of the two northern Christian kingdoms of Nubia. In that way they opened the gates
of the Sudan for more and more Arab migrations and enabled them to compliete the
process of Arabization and Islamization in the vast wide parts of the Sudan quite
peacefully.
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