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Abstract

Prison was one of the harshest punishments that was considered for opponents of any kind and group
in the first and second Abbasid era. Political, ideological groups, government officials, rebels and
other social groups and members of the Abbasid family who were considered opponents of the
government due to their lack of support for the Caliph or those who were greedy for the position of
Caliphate were considered among the opponents of the government and were subject to the Caliph's
wrath and were arrested, imprisoned, tortured and many were killed. This article aims to address
prisoners of conscience among the aforementioned opposition groups and to determine which groups
or sects these prisoners were, what were the reasons for their imprisonment, what punishments were
imposed on them and how the treatment of these prisoners was in accordance with the fatwas of jurists
of different Islamic schools. This research was conducted in an analytical and library manner using
reliable historical sources. The findings of this article show that the main reason for the prisoners of
conscience was their intellectual conflict with the Abbasid government. After their arrest and
imprisonment, these prisoners suffered excruciating torture without respecting their human rights, and
a large number of them were killed. The government's treatment of these prisoners was not only
inconsistent with jurisprudential rulings; it was also in conflict with the fatwas of jurists of various
Islamic schools.
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Introduction

Imprisonment was among the harshest punishments imposed during the first and second Abbasid
periods on opponents of the caliphate from various backgrounds and groups. Political and ideological
factions, government officials, rebels, other social groups, and even members of the Abbasid family —
whether due to lack of allegiance to the caliph or aspirations to the caliphate — were considered
opponents of the regime. As a result, they incurred the caliph’s wrath and were arrested, imprisoned,
tortured, and in many cases executed. Among these groups, this article focuses specifically on
ideological prisoners. It seeks to answer the following questions: Which groups or sects constituted
these ideological prisoners? What were the reasons for their imprisonment? What forms of punishment
were imposed upon them? The central issue of this research is to examine how the Abbasid caliphate
treated holders of dissenting beliefs to determine the relationship between prisoners from various
ideological groups and the punishments they received. Through this inquiry, the policies of the
Abbasid caliphs toward ideological opponents and the types of punishments imposed by the caliphal
apparatus are clarified.

To date, several articles and theses have addressed Abbasid prisons, including Mohsen Masoumi’s
article, "An Examination of Prisoners Opposed to the Abbasid Government,” which broadly analyzes
the condition of prisoners, as well as studies focusing exclusively on imprisoned poets, such as the
works of Somayeh Hassan al-Rugaybat from Ahl al-Bayt University and Ismail Muhammad Hanin
from Aswan University. In contrast, the present article specifically examines the condition of
ideological prisoners, a topic that has received comparatively little focused attention. Its objectives
include analyzing and identifying the policies of the Abbasid caliphs in dealing with dissenters,
recognizing the types of punishments imposed by the caliphal apparatus, and clarifying the fate of
individuals holding divergent beliefs.

Method

The research methodology is based on the historical method with an analytical—critical approach. Data
were collected through library research, drawing on primary and secondary historical sources,
including narrative texts, general and specialized histories, biographical works, and contemporary
studies. After data collection, the credibility of sources was assessed through the combined application
of external and internal criticism. External criticism examined the authenticity of sources, the time and
place of composition, the author’s identity, temporal distance from the reported events, and the
author’s intellectual, religious, and social position to evaluate each source’s reliability in representing
historical events. Internal criticism then focused on the content of reports, analyzing their internal
coherence, consistency of data, conformity with historical evidence, and the extent to which the
author’s or narrator’s intellectual, political, or theological presuppositions influenced the text.
Comparative analysis of narratives from different sources was also used to identify and explain
contradictions, meaningful silences, and deliberate emphases. The refined data were then used within a
descriptive-analytical and explanatory framework to avoid mere narration and provide a historically
grounded reconstruction and scholarly interpretation of events. This method enables a systematic,
well-documented, and credible analysis of the research topic in accordance with accepted standards of
historical studies.
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Findings

The findings indicate that because the Abbasid government tolerated no dissenting beliefs, its
treatment of various intellectual and ideological movements showed little variation. During the mihna
(inquisition), the Hanbalis and many scholars — teachers, Qur’an reciters, jurists, and other social
groups — became victims of this catastrophic episode. Simply for rejecting the doctrine of the
createdness of the Qur’an, they were subjected to imprisonment, torture, exile, and ultimately
execution. Similarly, Husayn ibn Mansar al-Hallaj was brutally executed for holding dissenting beliefs
or on charges such as claiming divinity or practicing sorcery.

The accusation of zandaga (heresy) was among the most common charges used by the Abbasids to
suppress opposition. The scope of this accusation was so broad and inclusive that even prominent
scholars could not reach a consensus on a precise definition of zindiq. The government sought to
popularize the notion of zindiq as synonymous with unbelief so that the arrest, imprisonment, and
execution of individuals under this charge would appear justified to the public. In reality, those
accused of zandaga included advocates of independence, opponents of Arab political dominance,
jurists, and adherents of various other beliefs. Two issues — the rejection of the createdness of the
Qur’an and the accusation of zandaqa — claimed more victims under Abbasid rule than any other
charges. Groups such as the Rawandiyya, Qadariyya, Kharijites, and figures like ‘Ali ibn Shanbiidh
were arrested, imprisoned, tortured, and executed. Because the beliefs of these groups and individuals
conflicted with the dominant ideology of the caliphal establishment, the government made little
distinction among them; their common trait was opposition to the state’s creed. The harsh treatment
and unbearable torture inflicted by the Abbasid authorities were inconsistent with the views and legal
opinions of jurists from various schools, including Ibn ‘Abidin, Abii Yiisuf, and al-Mawardi.

Conclusion

Overall, the findings show that the primary reason for the imprisonment of ideological prisoners was
their intellectual opposition to the Abbasid government. After arrest and incarceration, they were
subjected to the most severe forms of punishment, with no regard for basic human rights and contrary
to the opinions of jurists from different Islamic legal schools. As a result, there was no meaningful
distinction in the treatment of different ideological groups. The accusation of zandaga and the
controversy over the createdness of the Qur’an led a wide range of people to their deaths, with a
broader impact than other ideological disputes.
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