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Abstract. During the Abbasid period, representatives of other nations also participated alongside the Arabs
in the development of Arabic literature. Baghdad, as a cosmopolitan city, embraced various ethnic and religious
communities. On the other hand, Muslim peoples living over a vast area stretching from the borders of France
to China contributed their share to the common cultural heritage. But even though this contribution originated
in the Arabic language and was in the spirit of Islam, each nation, each society added its ethnic shades to the
all-Muslim culture, brought different notes to the Arabic literature with elements related to its past culture,
religious customs and traditions, and way of thinking.

If in the first phase of the Abbasid period, non-Arab tendencies prevailed and criticized the past and
traditions of the Arabs through satire, in the second phase starting from the third decade of the 9th century,
Arab nationalists began to criticize the non-Arab peoples, especially the Persians, attempting to prove their
ethnic superiority and ancient cultures. In religious-ethnic discussions, the attitude towards Christians had
a special place. Thus, during the Abbasid era, inter-religious relations were not rooted only on the basis of
tolerance, but sometimes moved to the level of heated discussions and even religious conflicts. These can be
grouped as follows:

—  The Arabic literature of the Middle Ages has acquired the character of the all-Muslim literature created
by various ethnic and religious societies since the Abbasid period.

—  Christian scholars and writers played an important role in the cultural life of the Abbasid period.

—  Although some territories incorporated into the Arab-Islamic world as a result of the conquests
belonged to Christians, who were considered “People of the Book™, a strong process of Arabization occurred
in these regions, ultimately leading to the emergence of Arab-Islamic culture there.

Key words: Abu Osman al-Jahiz, ar-Radd ala-n-nasara, Christian population living under Abbasid rule,
polemics of Arab authors regarding Christians, multicultural Abbasid society.

Introduction. The religious diversity of the Abbasid period was reflected in a number of works
written at that time. One of these works is " _baill e 3l (Gmad) Cisma Gr sa (s e Qe o) "
(ar-Radd ala-n-nasara) — “Response to Christians” by Abu Osman al-Jahiz, one of the encyclopedic
minds of the Middle Ages. Jahiz's appeal to this topic was related to the state of the Abbasid society.
It is known that islam did not touch the religion of the Jews and Christians, who were the people of
the book, they have come under the protection of Muslims by paying a life tax like ahlu-z-zimma (Jal
4.3ll), Since the Umayyads were satisfied with this tax, they were not interested in reducing the num-
ber of the Christian population at the expense of those who worshiped Islam. Before Islam, Christians
of'the eastern provinces were under the patronage of the Sassanids. In the West, there was the Byzantine
Empire, which was ambitious in spreading Christianity. The emergence of the new religion led many
Christians to accept the protection of the Islamic state. The Umayyads, who expanded the borders of
this state to endless territories, did not have much interest in the conversion of the people of the book
to Islam. During the Abbasid period, however, the situation changed: the socio-political and eco-
nomic status of those who accepted Islam improved significantly. For this reason, many Christians
converted to Islam, which caused concern among Christian religious leaders (Platt and Gibson, 2018).
Such a concern, in turn, created polemics between Christians and Muslims.

It is known that al-Jahiz, who joined the Mu'tazili({_5=4ll) sect, created his own direction — al-Ja-
hiziya (4daalall). The works of the writer, one of the ideologists of the Mu'tazila, reflect Mu'tazilism
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through their methodology. Thus, most of al-Jahiz's works are polemical in spirit. Throughout the
work, the writer enters into a dispute with his opponents, expresses his opinion and thoughts. One of
such question-and-answer and discussion works is " _baill Je 2 1" (ar-radd ala-n-nasara) — “Response
to Christians”. Although the writer does not indicate a specific name, he enters into a dispute with
supporters of Christianity. It turns out that the Christians with whom he is arguing oppose a number
of provisions of Islam, claiming that these provisions do not convey the truth. In response, the writer
opposes the fallacies of Christians from their books, stating that these fallacies lead to heresy. On the
other hand, Jahiz stands as a defender of Islam and defends a number of provisions reflected in the
Qur'an regarding Judaism and Christianity.

Discussion.

1. Al-Jahiz's views on Christians

The above-mentioned work of Al-Jahiz interests us from the point of view of reflecting the reli-
gious diversity of the Abbasid era. This diversity is reflected in attitudes towards various religious
doctrines. Let’s take a look at the excerpt directed against Muslims in the language of the following
Christians:

Lidae 5 S e cad aSae 5 Likal ) 5o e L il g ead iagal e (i g eagall (8 olS5 cae (O las 5 1) 518wl o5 S35
‘&JAL.\ABLGJ\ YJ@&MA}@M&J:\S) caaedi Y g el Capad Y cliny Laad 8D 5 LaDl < glai

gl e sanl) e V5 ey sibiall Y5 o snall 4 yni Y5 caSia V) 4y et ol Ll ae iy cdlld Cayad Y 25l o3 4
e AN A Y g can ye " (Al-Sharqawi,1991)

" You (Muslims) claim that Jesus Christ spoke when he was in the cradle. We are not aware of such
a claim, even though we are of the religion of Christ and are close to him. However, we as Christians
are more in number and our countries are different from your countries. We have never heard such a
claim from our predecessors. Such a claim is also unknown to the Jews. They say they heard it from
you. The Magi, Sabeans, Buddhists, Hindus, Turks, and Khazars also know nothing about this".

This part of the work is of great importance and reflects the ethnic and religious diversity of the
Abbasid society. Here, alongside the Muslim, Christian, and Jewish religions, we see the Magi (wor-
shipers of Zoroastrianism), the Sabeans, and the Buddhists (32l sle). In addition, the writer mentions
the Turks, Hindus, and Khazars as well. What is important is that all these communities started argu-
ing and expressed their opinions about Jesus speaking in the cradle. The mosques of Baghdad come
to life, where religious and philosophical debates are boiling before the eyes of man.

The relationship between Muslims and representatives of different religions in the work is interest-
ing. Why were Christians treated better during the Abbasid period than Jews? What factors determine
the relationship between individual religious communities? Jahiz turns to history and writes:

8 daxdll o 3 seall agitua ¢ lall 84S L ¢l sadl dadiie sl culS a8y (Ul 5 sall ()5 aleal jla Lalit
(ol 3 agll gal 5 agusil | 135 (a2 ) grand Bavall g elac V) 1 gilla g adalEil) dey ol sl 5 ¢(3) 58V amy g Laia1 5 oyl
Aaa) (Sl ¢l el 5 oJall QAN Canl iy ¢ yela s mgud (ialitid 5 lld JUn g cad Jld (he aeal AL,

"oa e Osmeny Y s G Vs ke O 8KH Y o jaleas B il Cire (e et Jld axdl (5 jlaill CilS
(Al-Sharqawi,1991)

"The emigrants (who had migrated from Mecca) became neighbors to the Jews. They lived in the
houses of the helpers. The Jews were jealous of the gift of Islam to them. It was not their eyes that the
people who had once fallen apart should come together. They plotted and spent their wealth and lives
in hostility against the Muslims. They tried to expel the Muslims (from Medina), and wrath, anger,
and hatred filled their hearts. However, the Christians lived far from the areas where Islam originated
and from the Prophet (PBUH). They did not insult the Prophet or devise malicious plans like the
Jews, nor did they start fighting against the Muslims".

Thus, from the work of Al-Jahiz it can be seen that the attitude towards Christians at the time of his
life was much better than towards the Jews. Al-Jahiz states that its roots are connected to the history
of Medina after the migration of Islam. It is known that before the migration, the Jewish tribes in
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Yathrib (Medina) held great power. They skillfully took advantage of the hostility between the Aws
and Khazraj tribes.

O. G. Bolshakov indicates that after the Hijrah, the Jews from the Banu Nadir tribe allied with the
Meccans and attempted to expel the Muslims from Medina. The Jewish poet Kab ibn Al-Ashraf (=S
< 33 ) was murdered for this reason (Gasimova, 2019). It is for this reason that Al-Jahiz declares
that the hearts of Muslims were broken against Jews, and they were more gentle with Christians. He
also does not forget to mention the migration of the Muslims to Abyssinia and how the Abyssinian
ruler received them with kindness. In his view, as people's hearts become lenient toward one group,
they grow hostile toward its enemies:

"eedlael e clle o gl il oY WS "(Al-Shargawi, 1991)

Al-Jahiz shows that some people are looking for an expression of good attitude towards Christians

in the Qu'ran: o ) S ) )
“aadle Jasd Sa (38) 131 #b 558 (S e Gl UL U1 55l (28) Ve pale &585505 pedlany &5 5803
(58) 1453 A 3 ) Guiad) 585 55 (48) 1o gl 34314

82. No! Those “gods” will deny their worship of them and will be against them opponents [on the
Day of Judgement].

83. Do you not see that We have sent the devils upon the disbelievers, inciting them to [evil] with
[constant] incitement?

84. So be not impatient over them. We only count out to them a [limited] number.

85. On the Day We will gather the righteous to the Most Merciful as a delegation (Quran, Surah
Maryam 19)

But Al-Jahiz states that Christians are not meant as a people in the ayahs. In his opinion, this spe-
cifically refers to the Christians who had a positive attitude toward the Prophet during the period of
his prophethood. Because already in the time of Al-Jahiz, Christians who entered into disputes with
Muslims represented various branches of this religion. Al-Jahiz mentions the Nestorians (\dousb s ),
the Melkites (IdaJlls?), the Jacobites (\Jwsg 3swst) (Al-Sharqawi,1991). This fact itself testifies to
how different branches of Christianity itself were represented in the Abbasid society. Al-Jahiz con-
tinued and stated that at the time of the formation of islam, the two main rulers of the Arabs were
Christians: These were the Lakhmids and the Ghassanids:

355 clagd (pi ol S 885 (il i Lad 5 ¢ adls e (a ) coall sl g WSyl ela 4l ase) S L™
Magiad pataas ) Ll Lagd g 8 il (ISS clagl 5 55Y)

(Al-Sharqawi,1991)

" Jews note that at the time of the formation of islam, the Arabs had two rulers: Ghassanid and
Lakhmid rulers.Both of them were Christians. The Arabs obeyed them and paid tribute. Bowing to
these people led to bowing to their religion™.

Al-Jahiz mentions the spread of Christianity among Arab tribes before Islam. He states that
Christianity was widespread among the Lakhm, Ghassan, Gudaa, Tayy, Rabia, and Taghlib tribes.

After mentioning all this, al-Jahiz returns to his time. It is known that the main opponent of the
Abbasid state was the Christian Byzantine Empire. It was not just a competition, it was accompanied
by constantly renewed battles. Notably, the Abbasid Caliph al-Mu'tasim Billah (4L a<i=all) is known
for his successful military campaigns against the Byzantine Empire (e.g., the conquest of Amorium).
It is also known that during the early period of Abbasid rule, the Shu'ubiyya movement had gained
strength. The Shu'ubiyya claimed to possess a nobler lineage, a more authentic heritage, and to be
bearers of a richer cultural legacy compared to the nomadic Arabs. The Persians were proud of their
ancient states, and the Greeks were proud of their philosophical works.

Apparently, during the time of Al-Jahiz, Christians were proud to be carriers of the ancient Roman-
Greek cultural heritage. In this case, al-Jahiz counters their claims and points out to Christians that
Greek culture has a different meaning than Roman culture:
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" | wish people knew that Christians and Romans had neither wisdom (philosophy) nor declara-
tion (art of words), nor foresight. Among them, only a man named Bizyun had exceptional skill in
masonry, carpentry, painting, and weaving. | take them out of the ranks of philosophers and writers.
They have no place in literature and philosophy. For it is Aristotle who is the author of books on
logic, the universe, corruption, and celestial bodies. Aristotle was neither a Roman nor a Christian.
Ptolemy, who wrote the Almagist, was neither a Christian nor a Roman. There is also the book of
Euclid. Euclid was neither a Christian nor a Roman. In the same way, Democritus, Hippocrates,
Plato were not Romans or Christians. These individuals have perished, but their intellectual contri-
butions belong to a living nation. They are Greeks. Neither their religion nor their literature has any
connection with the Christians. They were all artists and scientists. Christian Romans adopted their
works when they lived next door to the Greeks. The Romans sometimes made additions to these books,
sometimes they tried to change them. When they failed to do this, they claimed that *““the Greeks are a
branch of the Romans™ and then boasted in front of the Jews.

The main thing in this passage is that al-Jahiz considered the Greeks to be a lost people. It is
known that an important branch of ancient culture is associated with the name of the Greeks. The
Romans rendered incomparable services in statecraft and the Greeks in philosophy. Apparently, in
the ninth century Abbasid society, the Greeks were also presented as Roman-Christians. All of them
collectively represented the Christian Roman-Byzantine Empire, the main political rival of the Arab
Caliphate, for which al-Jahiz was a passionate advocate. Al-Jahiz's opposition to Christians was pri-
marily due to this bigotry.

Another reason for al-Jahiz's opposition to the Christians was his Mu'tazilism. The Mu'tazilites
were completely opposed to attributing human traits to God and the idea that humans are manifesta-
tions of God. Al-Jahiz states that “the religion of the Christians resembles the religion of the heretics.
They even remind of materialists. Christians sow the seeds of doubt and wonder among people. You
will not find a people more inclined to heresy than them”. (Al-Sharqawi,1991).

Al-Jahiz opposes the doctrine of Christians that Jesus is the son of God. In this matter, he also
reflects the opinion of the other side according to his own method. According to Christians, if Muslims
accept Prophet Abraham as Khalilullah (friend of God), why do they not want to see Jesus as the son
of God? (Al-Sharqawi,1991). According to al-Jahiz, the main mistake of Christians is that they liter-
ally understand that Jesus is called “the son of God” in the Bible, they do not understand that the word
has a figurative meaning. Al-Jahiz reflects the Islamic worldview and states that God cannot have his
own son, nor can God adopt someone as a son (Al-Sharqawi, 1991)

(4) 321138 41 & 215 (3) A4 a5 Ak a1 (2) daZall 4 (1) S0 & 54 8

Say, “He is Allah, [who is] One

Allah, the Eternal Refuge.

He neither begets nor is born,

Nor is there to Him any equivalent.” (Surah Ikhlas, 112)

On the other hand, the notion of considering Jesus as God is also condemned in the work. Al-Jahiz
states that Jesus addresses the apostles as “my brothers” in the Gospels. If Jesus is God, then should
the apostles be considered brothers of God, or are they Gods themselves?
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Al-Jahiz states that the attribution of anthropomorphic adjectives to God originates from Jewish
religious books. In Jewish literature, Ezra is called the son of God. It is stated that God's hands are
tied (48 s« — maghliiga). Under the influence of this, Christians also claimed that Jesus was the son of
God:

< gg,&zu dﬁw\j}swm d}au}.\éha.\&e@.m\)shﬁjﬁdb 4 G c_mn ol i 40 Gl 5358 5 ggal) cld g
(03) &K%

The Jews say, “Ezra is the son of Allah ; and the Christians say, “The Messiah is the son of Allah.”
That is their statement from their mouths; they imitate the saying of those who disbelieved [before
them]. May Allah destroy them; how are they deluded? (Surah Taubah, 9)

The condemnation of the Christian trinity in the Qur'an does not escape al-Jahiz's attention.

(37) &l e 2 ) 5568 Gl a5 e 1 g a1 ) 5° h\}uwm\wu}*umuxuwu\ 15l Gl e o

They have certainly disbelieved who say, “Allah is the third of three.” And there is no god except
one God. And if they do not desist from what they are saying, there will surely afflict the disbelievers
among them a painful punishment. (Surah Al-Maidah 5)

2. Jahiz's attitude to the role of minority Christians in Muslim society

All these polemics reflected in the work reflect the intellectual picture of the Abbasid society. This
was a period when extensive discussions and debates were opened in Islam as a result of the transla-
tion of Greek philosophical works. These disputes also indicate the extreme convergence of different
religions. The heretical movements arose precisely from the changes in religious concepts, which
were influenced by other religions. Previous scientific studies note that heresy emerged under the
influence of Zoroastrianism. Medieval Arab authors, while connecting the meaning of “zindiq” with
Persian beliefs, emphasize that the root of the word is the word “zand”, which means an interpretation
of the Avesta. Ibn Manzur points out that the Persians referred to the commentaries written on the
Avesta as “zand”. These interpretations sometimes did not correspond with the general content and
ideas of the Avesta and reflected distorted, heretical ideas. They referred to those who deviated from
Zoroastrianism and engaged in heresy as J03s (zandi). In this way, the interpreters who have mis-
interpreted the Avesta according to their own desires and distanced themselves from its true essence
are meant. Later, the Arabs used this word, which they inherited from the Persians, to express those
who worshiped dualism. Thus, the term that once referred to those who opposed Zoroastrianism
transformed into an expression denoting those who did not adhere to Islamic laws in Abbasid society
(Damirova, 2022).

The opening of such a polemic by the Islamic thinker against the Christian faith is of interest from
the point of view of reflecting the mental picture of the time. From al-Jahiz's work, it can be inferred
that although the Christians were associated with heresy and innovation in the Islamic context, they
were able to hold high positions in the administrative system.

Christians served as secretaries to sultans and practiced medicine and pharmacy for those in posi-
tions of authority. For this reason, their influence in society was stronger. However, the Jews were, at
most, engaged in tanning and butchery (Al-Sharqawi,1991).

Al-Jahiz considers entering into marriage of people of different religions as one of the main means
of mixing people. In this area, he criticizes the Jews because they do not intermarry with other nations.
Al-Jahiz considers it an abnormal case, far from humanity. Only animals such as camels, horses, don-
keys, and so on mate with their own kind (Al-Shargawi,1991). While the Jews distance themselves
from other nations, Christians, despite remaining in their religion, give the impression of having fully
embraced Islam.

it nldl) )55 5 cdanay | santy W) B al s cqand Al 1 50 5 ¢ e g Jumd g il 5 eCpuanll s Guinlly | sansi g
e sl 5 ey 3al) slae) (e agdl S (e S adial 5 cagld 050 (g AT Wie 5 i Hl) S agia IS & S5 o galusall agal)
0 (e )33 s cagine (g | sa s cleada (e aa 181 (A]-Sharqawi, 1991)
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“Their names are Hasan, Huseyn, Abbas, Fazl and Ali. "Similarly, their kunyas are also like this.
They quickly went from being named Muhammad to being called Abu al-Qasim.Therefore, they are
liked by Muslims. Many Christians no longer wear the zunnar (belt), and if they do, they tie it under
their private clothing (so that it remains unseen). Many Christians have refused to pay the jizyah
(tax). If someone insults a Christian, they will respond with insults; if someone strikes them, they will
strike back”.

In this passage, we see the means that a minority community in Islamic society resorts to in order
to protect itself. They try to resemble Muslims both in their names and in their clothing so that they
do not attract attention. Some even refrain from wearing the zunnar (Zunnar refers to the belt worn
by non-Muslims, especially Christians, around their waist — Encyclopedia of Islam, Zunnar) in such
a manner. It seems that their status as a minority compels them to protect themselves. They try to
protect themselves from persecution by responding to insults with insults and to blows with blows.

Despite being a minority, they do not hesitate to attack the Islamic religion, its prophet, and the
prophet's family. Al-Jahiz shows that Muslims did not experience the same evil from the Jews or the
Sabians as they did from the Christians. Because the Christians distort Islam based on weak hadiths
and sow seeds of doubt in the hearts of the common people.

According to Al-Jahiz, the main scourge of Islam is that every Muslim considers himself Mutakallim
(the speaker »<lds ). However, it is not the common people but the scholars who should respond to
the accusations and claims of the Christians.

"l 4l (5 Caalaall (e i) IS O 3 a5 L "(AL-Sharqawi, 1991)

In the work “Response to the Christians” 1J_» ¢ s \dou=l_s (ar-Radd ala-n-nasara) the issue of
celibacy—abstaining from marriage—within Christianity is also addressed. Christian clerics do not
marry, and those who marry enter into marriage only with one woman.

Al-Jahiz states that such a custom as the castration of male children also comes from Christians
and condemns this custom. He calls this habit unmerciful (4% s~ ) and “the corruption of hearts”

(<58l Jd) (Al-Shargawi, 1991). And the worst thing is that Christians spread this hated custom
among Muslims. In Al-Jahiz's opinion, the main misfortune of Islam is that every Muslim considers
themselves a mutakallim (one who speaks or has authority). Then these boys convert to Islam and get
rid of slavery (Al-Sharqawi, 1991).

After all this, Al-Jahiz states that although Christians wear clean clothes, they are, in terms of
morality, the most vile people. He condemns the fact that Christians do not perform ablution, eat
pork, and that Christian women do not bathe and purify themselves after menstruation. (Al-Sharqawi,
1991). It is also interesting that Christianity did not appear as a unified religion in Abbasid society.
Nestorian, Jacobite, and Maliki Christians explain the same religious events and rulings in completely
different ways. That is why, according to al-Jahiz, it is extremely difficult to understand the true nature
of Christianity (Al-Sharqawi, 1991).

Conclusion. Thus, it can be said that Abbasid society was quite diverse in terms of ethnicity, reli-
gion, and culture. It seems that the Golden Age of Arab culture in the 8th to 10th centuries was a result
of this diversity and multicultural system. This diversity was more evident in the Christian territories
conquered by the Arabs, namely both in Andalusia and Sicily.

Al-Jahiz's work “Response to the Christians” =il Jle o))l (ar-Radd ala-n-nasara) serves as an
important source for studying interreligious dialogue during the Abbasid period. The work testifies to
the importance of religious dissociations in the intellectual environment of Baghdad. On the other
hand, one can observe that, regardless of religious affiliation, educated individuals held high positions
in the caliph’s court and in government administration. Despite the religious-ethnic diversity, the
rapprochement of people with clothing and lifestyle is also striking.

In this work, it is clearly evident that a Muslim scholar opposes Christians, which stems from his
Arab-Islamic zeal.
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