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A B S T R A C T K E Y W O R D S 

In this article, the wife and mother of the Abbasid caliphs, the person who 

manipulated the existing power economically, politically and religiously, 

using her feminine intelligence, the slave from captivity and later the beloved 

wife and mother of the caliph, Princess Khayzuran and her daughter-in-law, 

Princess Zubaidah, and another example that proved the importance of the 

TXHHQ¶V�UROH�LQ�WKLV�G\QDVW\�LV�WKH�VRFLR-economic and religious reforms of 

the mother of Caliph al-Muqtadir, Princess Shaghab.  
 

The Abbasid era, al-

Mahdi, Khayzuran, al-

Hadi, Harun al-Rashid, 

Zubaidah, al-Amin, al-

0D¶PXQ�� DO-0X¶WDGLG��

Shaghab, al-Muqtafiy, 

al-Muqtadir, al-Qahir.   

 

Introduction 

Khayzuran was the wife of caliph Mahdi from 775/776 until his death in 785 and mother of caliphs 

al-Hadi (b.761 AD) and al-Rashid (b. 763 AD), died in 789 AD. During the period of her husband 

Caliph Mahdi and her sons, she was actively involved in domestic and foreign policy of the state and 

allocated funds for charity. After her death, her daughter-in-law and niece, Queen Zubaidah, the wife 

of Harun al-Rashid, continued her work and had a son from a caliph. She spent most of her income 

on charitable works for pilgrims and building caravanserais for tourists. After them, the mother of al-

Muqtadir, who proved the significance of women in the caliphate, is Queen Shaghab. She also, had a 

great influence in the state administration and carried out important reforms in the bureaucracy and 

charity work.  

  

MAIN PART  

Motherhood represented a significant time in ZRPDQ¶V�OLIH�WKDW�GHILQHG�KHU�SODFH�LQ Middle Eastern 

society in the Middle Ages. One of the most important opportunities that regulated the social position 

of women in the harem of the Abbasid caliphate was to give birth to a son for the caliph. The born son 

was called the successor of the caliph, and his mother received the title of the Queen. In addition, there 

were some political privileges, and the position of the Queen mother was defined by the rights granted 

by the caliph. Mothers within the harem took groomed their sons in order for them to be chosen as the 

next caliph. In the internal politics of the harem, it was a competition for the caliphate for the mothers, 
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and they competed for this rank in order to establish their socio-political status. Moreover, they lived 

a luxurious life by relying on their sons. As the Head of the Harem, the Queen mother had the highest 

position and was interested in the organization of the state economy. They received an income from 

landed estates and subsidies from the public purse. Queen Khayzuran served as an excellent example 

of the status of the role of a mother. At first, Khayzuran who was bought from slavery and came to 

the place as a concubine, later using her feminine charm, became the favorite concubine of the caliph. 

,Q�WKH�SODFH��ZRPHQ�ZHUH�GLVWLQJXLVKHG�E\�WKHLU�VLQJLQJ�DQG�GDQFLQJ�VNLOOV��,Q�RUGHU�WR�ZLQ�&DOLSK¶V�

attention Khayzuran won tKH�&DOLSK¶V�SUDLVH�E\�FRPSHWLQJ�DJDLQVW�RWKHU�$UDELF�ZRPHQ�DQG�VNLOOHG�

VLQJHUV��.KD\]XUDQ�VSHQW�PRVW�RI�KHU�WLPH�LQ�WKH�+DUHP�VWXG\LQJ�WKH�4XU¶DQ�DQG�hadiths1, and her 

telling of life events in the form of jokes attracted Caliph Mahdi. She often mocked CaOLSK�0DQVXU¶V�

FUXHOW\��6KH�TXLFNO\�EHFDPH�0DKGL¶V�ORYH��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�7DEDUL2 , in 775 AD Caliph al-Mahdi married 

the concubine Khayzuran, the mother of his sons, and declared her two sons as heir apparent. After 

that, he gave Khayzuran the title of Queen of caliph. Historian Abbott writes that in 159AH, the caliph 

freed her from the harem, and married her, after Khayzuran performed the pilgrimage of Hajj.   

 Khayzuran had a daughter named Al-Banuka with Caliph Mahdi. Al-Banuka rode a horse with his 

father, dressed as a boy and went hunting in black cloak with a sword on her waist. When Al-Banuka 

died at young age, Caliph al-Mahdi grieved deeply for his daughter.   

 Al-0DVXGL�VWDWHG�WKDW�³.KD\]XUDQ was the only woman in the history of Islam who was raised two 

FDOLSKV´3. She became active in solving political issues while her husband, Caliph al-Mahdi was still 

alive. An example of this is that she asked her husband to release Yahya (Khalid Barmaki¶V son), the 

FDOLSK¶V�YL]LHU��ZKR�ZDV�LPSULVRQHG�IRU�DEXVLQJ�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�3HUVLDQ�SURYLQFH��<DK\D¶V�

release led to the bond of friendship between her son Harun and Al-Fazl. This ensured that she was 

active in foreign political matters from the harem. Al-Mahdi also, allowed her to meet with foreign 

ambassadors and sign contracts. She had a place on the outskirts of the capital, where she managed 

several trade organizations. The management of many foreign trade associations was in her control. 

The queen had hundreds of slaves and female servants. Her annual income made up one-third of the 

total income of the caliphate, and it doubled during the reign of her sons. As al-0DKGL¶V�DJH�SDVVHG��

WKH�TXHHQ¶V�LPSDFW�LQ�WKH�SDODFH�LQFUHDVHG��DQG�ODWHU�VKH�DZDrded her relatives with various positions 

in court cases. When her husband was not in the capital of Baghdad, she managed the palace alone. 

)XUWKHUPRUH��VKH�DSSRLQWHG�KHU�PRWKHU¶V�WZR�VLVWHUV�DQG�WZR�EURWKHUV�DV�DVVLVWDQWV�LQ�FRXUW�FDVHV��6KH�

made her sister Salsal to get married with Prince Jafar, elected her brother Ghatrif as the governor of 

Yemen. After the death of al-Mahdi, her son Musa al-Hadi took power. As a queen mother, Khayzuran 

began to exert a great influence on the lives of other women in the harem. For other women, in order 

to improve their social conditions, it was crucial to be recognized by the Queen. Even after her 

KXVEDQG¶V�GHDWK��KHU�VRQ�DO-Hadi at the beginning of his short reign, gave his mother the same political 

privileges as during KLV�IDWKHU¶V�WLPH��6KH�EHJDQ�WR�EH�PRUH�DFWLYH�LQ�IRUHLJQ�SROLF\�WKDQ�EHIRUH�DQG�

exercised control over judicial affairs again. According to Tabari (historian), al-Hadi did not like his 

PRWKHU¶V�DFWLRQV�DQG�ZDUQHG�KHU�IURP�JHWWLQJ�LQYROYHG�LQ�SROLWLFDO�DIfairs. Khayzuran assured that she 

ZRXOG�UHVSHFW�DQG�REH\�DOO�KHU�VRQ¶V�GHFLVLRQV��&DOLSK�DO-+DGL�LQLWLDOO\�QHYHU�UHIXVHG�KLV�PRWKHU¶V�

requests. Taking advantages of this, the queen mother asked her son for the wishes of her friends as 

 
1 The homily of Prophet Muhammad (S.A.W) 
2 Abbasid historian 
3 Al-Masudi The meadows of gold; The Abbasids 6.268-70 
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her own needs and began to fulfill them secretly from him. This caused a number of complainants to 

line up at the  TXHHQ¶V�GRRU��7KH�JURZLQJ�SROLWLFDO�SRZHU�RI�KLV�PRWKHU�VWUDLQHG�WKH�SDWLHQFH�RI�&DOLSK�

al-+DGL�DQG�JUDGXDOO\� OLPLWHG�KLV�PRWKHU¶V�SROLWLFDO� IUHHGRP��$QRWKHU� UHDVon for Caliph al-+DGL¶V�

GLVVDWLVIDFWLRQ�ZDV�KLV�PRWKHU¶V�DSSRLQWPHQW�RI�KLV�EURWKHU�DV�JRYHUQRU�RI�<HPHQ province. Al-Hadi 

defied his mother, removed hir brother from this position in the palace and decided to divorce his 

PRWKHU¶V�QLHFH�8ED\GDK��$GGLWLRQDOly, he disinherited his brother Harun and declared his son Jafar as 

the heir to the throne instead. All these actions of al-+DGL�OHG�WR�.KD\]XUDQ¶V�GLVDJUHHPHQW��:LOOLDP�

0XLU��KLVWRULDQ��VWDWHG�³$IWHU�WKHVH�DFWLRQV��.KD\]XUDQ�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKH�PXUGHU�RI�his son al-Hadi, 

she contacted Yahya Barmaki who was released from prison, and prepared the necessary will to 

DSSRLQW�KHU�RWKHU�VRQ�+DUXQ�DV�WKH�KHLU�WR�WKH�WKURQH´4. The death of Musa al-Hadi allowed Khayzuran 

to become participate in inner politics, and the declared her favorite son Harun al-Rashid as caliph. 

Caliph Harun al-5DVKLG¶V�UHLJQ�ZDV�VXFFHVVIXO��.KD\]XUDQ�DV�PRWKHU�RI�WKH�FDOLSK�UHJDLQHG�KHU�KLJK�

position in the harem. She as mother of the caliph received an annual income of 16,000,000 silver 

dirhams, about its half was made from taxes on lands. Coins were minted in the name of the queen. 

She also controlled the social status of women in the harem, how they interacted with each other. They 

had religious duties. These duties included Hajj, pilgrimage to Mecca and giving various donation. 

Their religious obligations contributed to the formation of the harem economic division. Khayzuran 

spent a large amount of this income on charitable works, and made several pilgrimages. Every time 

she made pilgrimage, she organized charity work, allocated money for the use of land in the birthplace 

of the Prophet Mohammed and established the Nasib Mosque there. In addition, she founded the 

construction of several water founts in the city of Makkah. In 789, when al-Khayzuran died, her annual 

income accounted for half of the annual income of the entire caliphate. After her death, Harun al-

Rashid carried his mother on his shoulder to show his loyalty to her and passed through the mud.   

After the death of Queen KhayzXUDQ��WKH�LQIOXHQFH�RI�+DUXQ¶V�ZLIH��=XEDLGDK�LQFUHDVHG�LQ�WKH�KDUHP��

According to her origin, Queen Zubaidah was the niece of al-Khayzuran, that was the daughter of her 

VLVWHU�6DOVDO�DQG�SULQFH�-DIDU��'XULQJ�&DOLSK�0DKGL¶V�WLPH��VKH�VHUYHG�DV�D�FRQFXELQH�in the palace. 

The wedding of Harun and Zubaidah took place in Baghdad in 165AH. This wedding was recognized 

as the most luxurious wedding of its era. On that day, Zubaidah accepted the badana5 of the Umayyad, 

which previously belonged to Khayzuran. Zubaidah became the only beloved wife of Harun al-Rashid 

throughout his life and constantly she competed with other women in the harem for status. 

Immediately after their marriage, Zubaidah became a wealthy woman, owning large tracts of land, 

gardens, and several palaces in western Baghdad and Iraq. Zubaidah employed secretaries and 

servants to manage her property. At the same time, she spent a large amount of her wealth on charity, 

like Queen Khayzruan. Most of this income was spent primarily on pilgrimages to Mecca and Medina. 

Zubaidah performed Hajj pilgrimage five times during her entire life. According to Ibn Abd Rabbih6 

, Harun al-Rashid visited Mecca on foot with Queen Zubaidah. In the fall of 806AD, during pilgrimage 

Zubaidah was told that there was a serious shortage of water on the road and that the pilgrims were 

VXIIHULQJ��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�=XEDLGD¶V�RUGHU��WKH�=DP-Zam well was deepened by 4-5 meters and amount 

of water was increased. After that, Zubaidah built the Ain al-Mushash aqueduct in Hunain valley, 10-

 
4 William Muir The Caliphate; Its Rise, Decline and Fall, from original Sources (London: Religious Tract society, 1892) 
5 It was belonged to the beloved women of the caliphate during Umayyad era. 
6 Arabic writer and poet 
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12 arab7 miles far away from Mecca. In total, Zubaidah spent seven hundred and fifty thousand one 

million seven hundred thousand dinars from her own funds to organize water supply for pilgrims. The 

ED\� LQ�$UDIDW�YDOOH\��ZKHUH�SLOJULPV�JDWKHU� WR�SHUSHWXDWH�KHU�ZRUNV� LV�QDPHG�³=XEDLGDK�%D\´�� ,Q�

addition, she ordered top build pilgrim roads and caravansary through the Iraqi desert and established 

ZDWHU�VWDWLRQV��7KLV�URDG�LV�VWLOO�SUHVHUYHG�LQ�WKH�DUFKHRORJLFDO�VLWH�RI�³'DUE�=XEDLGDK´��7KH�ZD\�RI�

Zubaidah).   

=XEDLGDK¶V�FKDULWDEOH�DFWLYLWLHV�ZHUH�QRW�OLPLWHG�WR�WKH�KRO\�FLWLHV��EXW�DOVR�ZHUH�FDUULHG�RXW�LQ�GLIIHrent 

regions of the caliphate. Hospice houses8 were constructed along the western border of the Caliphate. 

In Bagros, she organized free caravanserais for visitors and also, gave gifts to the needy. Zubaidah 

showed financial activity in the restoration of destroyed cities. The reconstruction of Tabriz, Varsan 

and Kashan is associated with the name of Zubaidah. Moreover, Harun al-Rashid minted coins in the 

cities of al-Muhammadiyah and Madin Bajinaus where the title of Zubaidah was stamped. During the 

al-Amin period, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of Zubaidah, dirham coins was minted in 

her honor in 195AH9��7KH�TXHHQ�NHSW�D�KXQGUHG�VODYHV�LQ�KHU�SDODFH�ZKR�NQHZ�WKH�4XU¶DQ�DQG�HDFK�

of them had to read a tenth part of it every day. She organized poetry readings and various musical 

events and regularly invited famous poets and singers to the castle. She wrote three literary works, of 

which were written in the form of a poetic appeal to al-Mamun after the death of her son Amin and 

two of them were dHYRWHG�IRU�KHU�VRQ¶V�GHDWK��=XEDLGDK�KDG�D�VRQ�ZLWK�+DUXQ�DO-Rashid who was 

called Muhammad al-Amin. Harun had another son with his other wife who named Abduallah (future 

FDOLSK�0D¶PXQ���ZKR�ZDV�UDLVHG�DV�WKH�KHLU�WR�WKH�WKURQH��7KLV�SXW�=XEDLGDK�LQ�GDQJHU, and the two 

heirs gradually became antagonistic. After the death of Caliph Harun, the struggle for the throne 

EHWZHHQ�$PLQ�DQG�0D¶PXQ�HVFDODWHG��DQG�DO-Amin sat on the throne of the caliph for a short time. 

$IWHU�$PLQ¶V�PXUGHULQJ��&DOLSK�0D¶PXQ�DOORZHG�=ubaidah to stay in the palace and keep all her 

SURSHUW\�ZLWK�KHUVHOI��6KH�JDYH� IDPRXV�8PD\\DG�EDGDQD� WR�%XUDQ�ELQW�+DVDQ��0D¶PXQ¶V�ZLIH�DW�

0D¶PXQ¶V�ZHGGLQJ�LQ����$'��6KH�SHUIRUPHG�WKH�SLOJULPDJH�IRU�WKH�ODVW�WLPH�LQ����$'�and on the 

way she spent one million dinars on road expenses and another two million dinars on the construction 

of scholars and water facilities in holy cities. After returning from Hajj, she died in July and was 

buried in Baghdad.  

$QRWKHU� H[DPSOH� RI� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH� RI� WKH� TXHHQ¶V� UROH� LQ the second Abbasid dynasty is Queen 

Shaghab, the mother of the eighteenth Abbasid caliph al-Muqtadir (908-932). During the reign of her 

VRQ�� VKH� H[HUWHG� FRQVLGHUDEOH� LQIOXHQFH� LQ� WKH� DIIDLUV� RI� WKH� VWDWH�� DQG� VKH�ZDV� FDOOHG� ³8PP� DO-

0XTWDGLU´��PRWKHU�RI�DO-0XTWDGLU��RU�³DO-6D\\LGD´��7KH�ZRPDQ���,W�ZDV�NQRZQ�WKDW�6KDJKDE�ZDV�D�

Greek from the Byzantine Empire, and she was originally a slave of Umm Qasim, the daughter of 

Muhammed ibn Abdullah ibn Tahir, who was the governor of the Tahiri province in 851-867. She 

ZDV�LQLWLDOO\�FDOOHG�³1DLPD´��JHQWOH��DQG�ZDV�EURXJKW�WR�WKH�KDUHP�RI�&DOLSK�DO-0X¶WDGLG�LQ������DV�

soon as al-Muqtadir was born in 895, Shaghab was freed from concubines and received the nickname 

³6KDJKDE´��VWRUP���$IWHU�WKH�GHDWK�RI�DO-0X¶WDGLG��KLV�Vick son from another wife, caliph al-Muqtafi 

(902-902) took over the throne and he died in 908. Then, 13-year-old al-Muqtadir took the throne. 

7KH�IXOO�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FDOLSKDWH�ZDV�VXERUGLQDWHG�WR�6KDJKDE¶V�FRQWURO��$OWKRXJK�VKH�ZDV�QRW�

 
7 Length measurement in Arabic countries in the Middle Ages 1 arab=39,9 m 
8 A shelter for dervishes to spent the night 
9 /v�íõîóU��]�Z�u��}]v�����u����Á]�Z��µ��]��Z[��v�u��Á����(}µv���u}vP�^Zµu]o}À[�������µ�Ç�]v�E}ÀP}�}���v��]v�

íõòìU��µ��]��Z[��u�u}�]�o��]�Z�u��Á�������v�(�������}��Z��,��u]��P��Dµ��µu�(}�����u�v�v��������À��]}vX� 
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engaged in any state affairs during the reign of her husband Caliph al-0X¶WDGLG��KHU�glory increased 

with accession of her son to the throne. Al-Muqtadir was the only minor ruler in the history of the 

Abbasid Caliphate. Due to his young age, he relied entirely on his mother and officials for 

DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� WDVNV�� VSHQGLQJ�PRVW�RI�KLV� WLPH� LQ�KLV�PRWKHU¶V� URRP�DQG�DV�D� UHVXOW��EXUHDXFUDWLF�

PHHWLQJV�ZHUH�KHOG�LQ�6KDJKDE¶V�UHVLGHQFH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�LQ�WKH�SDODFH��DV�WKH�FDOLSK¶V�VHDO��D�V\PERO�RI�

government and official documentaries were kept there. As a queen mother, Shaghab became one of 

WKH�PRVW�LQIOXHQWLDO�DQG�SRZHUIXO�ILJXUHV�GXULQJ�KHU�VRQ¶V�UHLJQ��DSSRLQWLQJ�DQG�GLVPLVVLQJ�RIILFLDOV��

executing and pardoning sinners, deciding important events, contracting government investigations 

and conducting utilitarian relations with powerful officials and officers. She enriched treasury finances 

and carried out charity work. It was said that her annual income was twice as much as the annual 

income of the caliphate. The modern historian al-Masudi condemns the era of al-Muqtadir and 

GHVFULEHV�WKDW�³,Q�WKH�SHULRG��WKH�UROH�RI�ZRPHQ�DQG�VHUYDQWV�LQ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�LQFUHDVHG��DQG�WKH�

FDOLSK�SDLG�QR�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�VWDWH�DIIDLUV�´�6LPLODUO\��,EQ�DO-Tiqtaqa (chronicler of the 14th century) also 

considered al-0XTWDGLU�DV�³DQ�H[WUDYDJDQW�ZKR�ZDV�EXV\�ZLWK�VDWLVI\LQJ�RZQ�HJR�DQG�SOHDVXUH�DV�D�

FRQVHTXHQFH�WKLV�OHG�WR�ZRPHQ�DQG�VHUYDQW�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�JRYHUQPHQWDO�GXWLHV´��6KDJKDE�KDG�IHPDOH�

secretaries who played a major role in mediating between the court and the harem, and who were even 

DEOH�WR�LQIOXHQFH�WKH�PLQLVWHU��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�VRXUFHV��6KDJEKDE¶V�VHFUHWDU\�)DWLPD�GURZQHG�ZKLOH�

sailing across the river of Tigris. 2QH�RI�WKH�UHDVRQV�ZK\�6KDJKDE¶V�SRSXODULW\�DPRQJ�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�

increased was her extensive charity work. Shaghab spent one million gold dinars from her income for 

pilgrims every year. She appointed doctors on the roads for the pilgrims and ordered to build water 

reservoirs. And gave valuable donations during her pilgrimage.   

 4XHHQ�6KDJKDE¶V�OLIH�HQGHG�WUDJLFDOO\��KHU�VRQ�ZDV�H[HFXWHG�E\�WKH�FRPPDQGHU�RI�KLV�VODYH�DUP\��

and she died under torture at the hands of Caliph al-Qahir, the half-brother of the caliph al-Muqtadir, 

in 933AD. All her possessions were confiscated, her jewelry alone accounted to one hundred and 

thirty thousand dinars, and the value of her clothes and cloths was estimated at eighty thousand dinars 

at that time.   

  

CONCLUSION  

Despite the fact that according to Islamic traditions, the main duty of harem women in the caliphate 

was to give birth to the future caliphs and take care of their education, the above-mentioned queens 

during the Abbasid era recognized as the most influential women in the Caliphate history by their 

reforms related to the state power in terms of socio-economic and political aspects.  The fact that they 

had a wide impact and power in the bureaucracy proved the significance of the role of women in the 

history of Islam.   

  

REFERENCES 

1. Taed El-Azhari ³Queens, Eunuchs and Concubines in Islamic History 661-1257´.  

2. Kennedy, Hugh ³When Baghdad Ruled the Muslim world; The Rise DQG�)DOO�RI�,VODP¶V�*UHDWHVW�

Dynasty´. New York, De Camp press, 2004  

3. Kimber, Richard ³The succession to the Caliph Musa al-Hadi´ Journal of the American Oriental 

Society 121, No.3 (Jul-Sep. 2001), 428-448  

4. :LOLDP� 0XLU� ³7KH� &DOLSKDWH�� ,WV� 5LVH�� 'HFOLQH� DQG� )DOO´�� IURP� 2ULJLQDO� 6RXUFHV� /RQGRQ�

Religious Tract Society, 1892.  



American Journal of Pedagogical and Educational Research 
Volume 17 October, 2023 

 

P a g e  | 150  www.americanjournal.org 

 

5. $EERW�³7ZR�4XHHQV�RI�%DJKGDG´�� 

6. +XJK�.HQQHG\�³7KH�HDUO\�$EEDVLG�&DOLSKDWH´��/RQGRQ������� 

7. )DWLPD� 0HUQLVVL� ³7KH� )RUJRWWHQ� 4XHHQV� RI� ,VODP´�� WUDQV�� 0DU\� -R� /DNHODQG� �0LQneapolis; 

University of Minnesota Press, 1993).   

8. $\VDU�$OL�/DWHHI�0RKDPPHG�³7KH�HFRQRPLF�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�VODYH�JLUO�6KDJKDE�LQ�WKH�$EEDVLG�HUD�

(295-321 AH/ 907-933 AD).  

9. Ali Khudair al-+DGUDZL�³7KH�SKHQRPHQRQ�RI�FRXUW-VHUYDQW¶V�FRQWURO�LQ�$EEDVLG�SRwer and its 

repercussion on caliphate status during the reign of caliph al-Muqtadir Bi-Allah (907-932 AD/ 

295-����$+�´�� 

10. Javier Gonzales-0HHNV� ³1HJRWLDWLQJ� ERGLHV� LQ� ODWH� DQWLTXLW\�� (PSUHVV� 7KHRGRUD� DQG� DO-

.KD\]XUDQ´�� 

 


