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Introduction

The death of Caliph al-Mutawakkil in December 861 opened a period that has
come to be known in the scholarly literature as the “Anarchy at Samarra” - a fixed
designation for the decade in which the succession of rulers on the Abbasid throne
was determined not by dynastic right but by the will of the military command of the
guard stationed at Samarra. Although the leading role of the Turkish commanders
in these events has been treated in reasonable detail in the historiography, the
participation of military contingents recruited directly from Transoxania remains a
less studied subject. This article accordingly sets out, first, to reconstruct the
sequence of caliphal reigns of the decade in question, specifying the circumstances
of each ruler's accession and loss of power, and, second, to bring into scholarly
circulation a documented case of independent command exercised by a Ferghanan
contingent at the crisis's culminating moment.

The source base is the chronicle of Aba Ja'far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabar,
Ta'rikh al-rusul wa'l-muliik, arranged on the annalistic principle and containing
precise dating of events by the hijra calendar. The key quantitative and
prosopographical data are drawn not directly from the chronicle's primary edition,
but through the mediation of the specialised study by F. M. Asadov [1: pp. 17-20].

By the 830s, Caliph al-Mu'tasim (833-842) had built up around himself a
military force qualitatively different from the earlier Khurasanian guard of the first
Abbasids. Some of the future commanders of this guard - Ashinas, Itakh, Wasif,
Sima al-Dimashqi - were acquired as slaves from within the territory of the caliphate
itself [1: p. 15]. At the same time, al-Mu'tasim organised a regular purchase of
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Turkish slaves through the governor of Samarkand, Nuh ibn Asad: according to the
testimony of al-Ya'qubi, the annual deliveries continued “until about three thousand
of them had been assembled” [1: p. 15].

Alongside the Turks acquired as slaves, the Samarran army also contained an
institutionally distinct contingent - the Faraghina, recruited from freeborn natives of
the Ferghana Valley. Unlike the ghilman of steppe origin, the Ferghanans entered
the army not through the slave market but as part of a deliberate personnel policy
pursued toward Transoxania as early as the reigns of al-Ma mun and al-Mu'tasim.
By the mid-860s, the sources list the Ferghanans directly among the general
composition of the guard alongside Khurasanians, Persians, Arabs, and Maghribis
[1: p. 18], which indicates that this contingent retained a distinct identity, not
dissolved into the Turkish mass, right up to the culminating phase of the crisis.

On the night of 11 December 861, Caliph Ja far al-Mutawakkil was murdered
by conspirators from among the guardsmen in his own residence; according to the
testimony transmitted by al-Tabari, tradition names the commander Baghir as the
instigator of the murder [2]. From this moment on, as the source puts it, the Turks
“became the arbiters of the fate of the state and of the caliphs themselves: they set
upon the throne whomever they wished, and deposed whomever displeased them”
[1: p. 17]. The throne passed to al-Muntasir, but his reign lasted only about six
months: he had his father’s vizier executed, and he himself died in 862 under
circumstances that gave contemporaries grounds to suspect poisoning.

The Turkish military council next chose as ruler Ahmad al-Musta’in, a
grandson of al-Mu tasim - an appointment that definitively confirmed the transfer
of the initiative for enthronement from dynastic principle to the decision of the
military leadership. During his reign the Arab army suffered a defeat by Byzantium
at Malatya (863), and by 865 the tensions between the caliph and the guard had
reached such a pitch that al-Musta'in was forced to flee from Samarra to Baghdad
under the protection of the city’s governor, Muhammad ibn Abdallah, and the local
militia. The troops remaining at Samarra proclaimed his cousin al-Mu tazz caliph
and laid siege to Baghdad, a siege that lasted about a year. At the end of the siege,
al-Musta’in abdicated in exchange for a promise of maintenance in Medina, but
remained in Baghdad, where, on al-Mu'tazz’s orders, he was seized and executed in
866; his severed head was delivered to the new caliph as proof of the execution.

The reign of al-Mu'tazz himself (866-869) was burdened from the outset by
the treasury's inability to provide the guard’s regular pay [1: pp. 19-20]. The
mounting arrears provoked an open mutiny of guardsmen at Samarra and Baghdad
in 869: the caliph was seized, subjected to physical violence, and compelled to
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abdicate in favour of his uncle, al-Muhtadi; he died shortly after his abdication from
the effects of the violence he had suffered. Al-Muhtadi (869-870), unlike his
predecessors, attempted to restore to the caliph genuine control over the army and
finances, limiting his own expenditure and demanding discipline from the guard -
but this attempt provoked armed resistance and ended in the caliph's murder in 870.
Both slain rulers - al-Mu'tazz and al-Muhtadi - were subsequently buried in the
mausoleum of Qubbat al-Sulaybiyya at Samarra, one of the earliest structures of its
kind in Islamic architecture.

The murdered al-Muhtadi’s successor was al-Mu'tamid, who reigned
nominally from 870 to 892. Effective power for most of his reign lay in the hands
of his brother, the regent al-Muwaffag, who later led the suppression of the large-
scale Zanj rebellion in Lower Iraq (869-883). The year 870 is conventionally
regarded as the formal terminus of the Anarchy at Samarra, although the crisis’s
structural cause - the corporate insularity and unaccountability of the guard
factions - was not removed, but merely neutralised for a time by al-Muwaffaq’s firm
leadership.

Let us consider an episode relating to the siege of Baghdad of 865-866.
According to al-Tabari, on the 22nd of Muharram a mixed force of five thousand
Turks and Ferghanans and two thousand Maghribis set out from Samarra toward
Baghdad under the overall command of al-Mu'tazz’s brother, Abu Ahmad [1:
p. 18]. The source further records an important detail: on the 17th of Safar, on the
western bank of the Tigris, in the area between Qatrabbul and Qati’at Umm Ja far,
a separate camp was pitched by a four-thousand-strong force of Ferghanans and
Turks - under the command of the commander al-Dargaman al-Farghani [1: p. 18].

The nisba ‘“al-Farghani” directly indicates this commander’s origin in
Ferghana - a historical region of Transoxania - and the very fact that he was entrusted
with independent command of a mixed (Ferghanan-Turkish) detachment shows that,
by the 860s, representatives of the region occupied positions in the Samarran
military hierarchy comparable to those of Turkish commanders. After the first clash
with the Baghdad militia, which ended in failure for the besiegers, the force on the
western bank was increased to twelve thousand under the overall command of the
Turk Bayakbak, yet al-Dargaman al-Farghant continued to command Abu Ahmad's
contingent independently at al-Shammasiyya, while on the opposite bank, at
Qatrabbul, stood a separate three-thousand-strong detachment under Musa ibn
Ashinas [1: p. 18].

This case is notable in that, for the 860s, individually documented names of
figures of Transoxanian origin occur in the sources considerably less often than for
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the earlier period - as with Tahir ibn al-Husayn or al-Afshin Haydar ibn Kawus. This
shift from individualised biographical notices to predominantly collective
references to the contingent (the Faraghina) may reasonably be read as an indication
that, by the mid-ninth century, the Transoxanian military presence at Samarra had
become a routine, fully institutionalised part of the army, no longer requiring from
chroniclers the same personalising attention once given to the pioneers of this path
of service to the caliphate.

It is essential, however, not to identify the Turkish guard as such with the
Transoxanian elite as a whole: most of the senior Turkish commanders (Ashinas,
Itakh, Wasif, Bugha the Elder and his son Musa ibn Bugha, Bayakbak) were slaves
of steppe origin acquired on the market, whereas the Faraghina consisted
predominantly of formally free natives of Ferghana - a distinction that determined
a fundamental difference in their social status and in the character of their integration
into the apparatus of the caliphate.

Conclusions

1. The crisis of 861- 870 cannot be regarded as a chance sequence of palace
coups: it represents a structural consequence of al-Mu'tasim’s military reform,
which created a guard isolated from the local Iragi population and bound to it by no
interest other than the regularity of its pay. As soon as the state lost the capacity to
guarantee that regularity, the guard - regardless of the ethnic composition of its
individual contingents - turned into an independent political actor [1: pp. 19-20].

2. Over the course of the decade, five rulers succeeded one another on the
throne before relative stability was restored under al-Mu tamid; at least three of
them (al-Mutawakkil, al-Musta’in, al-Muhtadi) were killed, and a fourth (al-
Mu'tazz) apparently died from the effects of violence - a circumstance that vividly
demonstrates the caliphal institution's complete loss of control over its own armed
forces.

3. The participation of the Transoxanian (Ferghanan) contingent in the decisive
events of the siege of Baghdad of 865-866, documented through the example of al-
Dargaman al-Farghani's independent command, shows that the pattern underlying
the course of the crisis extended not only to the Turkish guard but to all the
institutionalised, ethnically distinct military corps of Samarra, including the
Transoxanian one.

4. This observation makes it possible to refine the overall picture of the
integration of the Transoxanian elite into the military-political system of the
Abbasid Caliphate: from the personalised service of individual commanders of the
earlier period (Tahir, al-Afshin) to an institutionalised, corporate military presence
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that retained its own command structure right up to the culminating point of the
crisis of central caliphal authority.
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