




i

    A COMPANION TO 
GLOBAL QUEENSHIP   



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

ii



iii

   A COMPANION TO 
GLOBAL QUEENSHIP 

 Edited by 

ELENA WOODACRE   



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

iv

      British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data   
  A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library  

   © 2018, Arc Humanities Press, Leeds                

   The authors assert their moral right to be identiϐied as the authors of their part of this work.   

   Permission to use brief excerpts from this work in scholarly and educational works is hereby 
granted provided that the source is acknowledged. Any use of material in this work that is 
an exception or limitation covered by Article 5 of the European Union’s Copyright Directive 
(2001/ 29/ EC) or would be determined to be “fair use” under Section 107 of the U.S. Copyright 
Act September 2010 page 2 or that satisϐies the conditions speciϐied in Section 108 of the U.S. Copy-
right Act (17 USC §108, as revised by P.L. 94– 553) does not require the Publisher’s permission.  

  ISBN: 9781942401469  
  e- ISBN: 9781942401476   

    arc-humanities.org   
  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY     



v

   CONTENTS    

  List of Illustrations   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   viii  
  Acknowledgements   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   ix  
  Contributors   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   ix  

  Chapter 1.     Introduction: Placing Queenship into a Global Context 
 ELENA WOODACRE   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   1   

  Part I     Perceptions of Regnant Queenship  

  Chapter 2.     When the Emperor Is a Woman: The Case of 
Wu Zetian  武則天  (624– 705), the “Emulator of Heaven” 

 ELISABETTA COLLA   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   13   

  Chapter 3.     Tamar of Georgia (1184– 1213) and the Language 
of Female Power 

 LOIS HUNEYCUTT   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   27   

  Chapter 4.     Regnant Queenship and Royal Marriage between 
the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem and the Nobility of Western Europe 

 HAYLEY BASSETT   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   39   

  Chapter 5.     Queenship and Female Authority in the Sultanate 
of Delhi (1206– 1526) 

 JYOTI PHULERA   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   53   

  Chapter 6.     Anna Jagiellon: A Female Political Figure in the Early 
Modern Polish– Lithuanian Commonwealth 

 KATARZYNA KOSIOR   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   67   

  Chapter 7.     Female Rule in Imperial Russia: Is Gender a Useful 
Category of Historical Analysis? 

 OREL BEILINSON   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   79   



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

vi ĈĔēęĊēęĘ

vi

  Chapter 8.     The Transformation of an Island Queen: 
Queen Béti of Madagascar 

 JANE HOOPER   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   95   

  Chapter 9.     Female Rangatira in Aotearoa New Zealand 
 AIDAN NORRIE   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   109   

  Part II     Practising Co- Rulership  

  Chapter 10.     The Social–Political Roles of the Princess in Kyivan 
Rus’, ca. 945– 1240 

 TALIA ZAJAC   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   125   

  Chapter 11.     Impressions of Welsh Queenship in the Twelfth 
and Thirteenth Centuries 

 DANNA R. MESSER   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   147   

  Chapter 12.     Queen Zaynab al- Nafzawiyya and the Building of a 
Mediterranean Empire in the Eleventh- Century Maghreb 

 INÊS LOURINHO   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   159   

  Chapter 13.     Al- Dalfa’ and the Political Role of the  umm al- walad  in the 
Late Umayyad Caliphate of al- Andalus 

 ANA MIRANDA   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   171   

  Chapter 14.     The Khitan Empress Dowagers Yingtian and Chengtian 
in Liao China, 907– 1125 

 HANG LIN   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   183   

  Chapter 15.     Dowager Queens and Royal Succession in 
Premodern Korea 

 SEOKYUNG HAN   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   195   

  Chapter 16.     The Ambiguities of Female Rule in Nayaka South India, 
Seventeenth to Eighteenth Centuries 

 LENNART BES   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   209   

  Part III     Breaking Down Boundaries: Comparative 
Studies of Queenship  

  Chapter 17.     Helena’s Heirs: Two Eighth- Century Queens 
 STEFANY WRAGG   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   233   



ĈĔēęĊēęĘ vii

vii

  Chapter 18.     The Hohenstaufen Women and the Differences 
between Aragonese and Greek Queenship Models 

 LLEDÓ RUIZ DOMINGO   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   245   

  Chapter 19.     The “Honourable Ladies” of Nasrid Granada: Female 
Power and Agency in the Alhambra (1400– 1450) 

 ANA ECHEVARRÍA and ROSER SALICRÚ I LLUCH   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   255   

  Chapter 20.     Comparing the French Queen Regent and the Ottoman 
 Validé  Sultan during the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

 RENEÉ LANGLOIS   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   271   

  Chapter 21.     Queens and Courtesans in Japan and Early Modern France 
 TRACY ADAMS and IAN FOOKES   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   285   

  Chapter 22.     The Figure of the Queen Mother in the European 
and African Monarchies, 1400– 1800 

 DIANA PELAZ FLORES   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   299   

  Index   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   309   



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

viii

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Figures

4.1 Family tree of the queens of Jerusalem. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
8.1 Eighteenth- century southwestern Indian Ocean. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96

15.1 The queens and kings of the Koryŏ (918– 1392) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204
16.1 Geographical locations in early modern south India mentioned in the main text or footnotes. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211
16.2  Genealogical chart of the Nayakas of Ikkeri showing the (probable) family relations of 

Queens Chennammaji and Virammaji, with rulers in capitals and dotted lines indicating adoptions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212
16.3  Genealogical chart of the Nayakas of Madurai showing the (probable) family relations of Queens 

Mangammal and Minakshi, with rulers in capitals and dotted lines indicating adoptions.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 214
16.4  Details of murals depicting Queen Mangammal of Madurai receiving the royal sceptre from the 

local goddess, Minakshi, through a priest (left) and attending a divine wedding with her grandson, 
Vijayaranga Chokkanatha Nayaka (right); Unjal Mandapa (central ceiling), Minakshi Sundareshvara 
Temple, Madurai.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 218

16.5  Statues thought by some scholars to depict Queen Virammaji of Ikkeri and her adopted son, Somashekara 
Nayaka III; Rameshvara Temple, Keladi.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 219

16.6  Book covers of (from left to right) Mahādēvi, Vīra śirōmaṇi keḷadi cannamma rāṇi (in Kannada); Gayatri 
Madan Dutt and Souren Roy, Chennamma of Keladi: The Queen Who Deϔied Aurangazeb (in the Amar 
Chitra Katha series); Nāka Caṇmukam, Rāṇi maṇkammā (in Tamil). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 225

19.1 Genealogical chart of the Nasrid dynasty in late medieval Granada. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 256

Tables

15.1 Queen dowagers of the Chosŏn (1392– 1910).  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
15.2 Queen mothers of the Chosŏn (1392– 1910). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 201



ix

  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS   

 I would like to acknowledge, ϐirst and foremost, the scholastic 
efforts and good- natured cooperation of the fantastic group 
of contributors to this collection. I am very grateful to have 
such delightful colleagues to work with and I thank them for 
contributing their insightful research to this project. I would 
also like to thank Dymphna Evans at ARC for her assistance 
and support throughout; her advice and help have been 

crucial to the success of this collection, and she has been a 
real joy to work with. Thanks also to Erika Gaffney, who has 
ably stepped into Dymphna’s shoes, as well as to Tom and 
Kennedy at ARC for their assistance with maps and genea-
logical trees for various chapters of the collection, which is 
very much appreciated. 

  Elena Woodacre   

    CONTRIBUTORS     

     Tracy Adams received a PhD in French from Johns Hopkins 
University in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1998. Associate 
Professor in European languages and literatures at the 
University of Auckland, New Zealand, she has also taught 
at the University of Maryland, the University of Miami, and 
the University of Lyon III. She was a Eurias Senior Fellow 
at the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Studies from 
2011 to 2012 and an Australian Research Council Centre 
of Excellence in the History of Emotions Distinguished 
International Visiting Fellow in 2014. She is the author of 
 Violent Passions: Managing Love in the Old French Verse 
Romance  (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005),  The Life and Afterlife 
of Isabeau of Bavaria  (Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2010) and  Christine de Pizan and the Fight for France  (Penn 
State University Press, 2014). With Christine Adams, she has 
just edited  Female Beauty Systems: Beauty as Social Capital 
in Western Europe and the US, Middle Ages to the Present  
(Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015). Also with Christine 
Adams,  The French Royal Mistress and the Creation of the State , 

under contract with Penn State University Press, is scheduled 
to appear in 2018.  

  Hayley Bassett is a postgraduate student of medieval history 
at Cardiff University. Her research interests include Anglo- 
Norman politics and diplomacy, particularly royal succession, 
regnant queenship, and gender authority. More speciϐically, 
her current work examines inter- dynastic marriage alliances 
as a tool of diplomacy in the twelfth century.  

  Orel Beilinson is a historian of imperial and post- imperial, 
but mainly socialist, eastern Europe. He is interested in the 
relationships between ideologies and between ideologies and 
social, political, and legal structures and practices. As such, 
his current researches investigate the relationship between 
socialism, modernity, and religion (Islam and Judaism) in this 
region during the turn of the nineteenth century.  

  Lennart Bes is a historian and Indologist studying polit-
ical culture at Indic courts. He recently submitted his PhD 



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

x ĆĈĐēĔĜđĊĉČĊĒĊēęĘ

x

  SeoKyung Han (PhD, philosophy, State University of New York 
at Binghampton) explores the book culture and history of 
antiquity through premodern East Asia. She focuses on how 
the Buddhist sutras and the (Neo- )Confucian classics were 
secularized and popularized across eras and regions and how 
women engaged in reproducing those authorial texts, not 
only as narrative object but also as author and/ or as audience 
(reader and listener) of the texts.  

  Jane Hooper received her PhD from Emory University, 
Atlanta, in 2010 and she is currently an Assistant Professor 
in the Department of History and Art History at George 
Mason University, Fairfax, Virginia. Her book  Feeding 
Globalization: Madagascar and the Provisioning Trade, 
1600– 1800  was published in 2017 by Ohio University Press 
as part of its Indian Ocean Studies series. She has also written 
articles about pirates, the slave trade from the Indian Ocean to 
the Americas, and teaching the trans- Atlantic slave trade. She 
is currently studying American commerce and whaling in the 
Indian Ocean during the ϐirst half of the nineteenth century.  

  Lois Huneycutt is Associate Professor of History at the 
University of Missouri, Columbia, and has worked extensively 
on Anglo- Norman queenship. She is currently at work on a 
project reassessing the role of women in Europe’s conversion 
to Christianity, and her most recent publication is an art-
icle on women and power in volume two of Bloomsbury’s  A 
Cultural History of Women in the Middle Ages , edited by Kim 
M. Phillips.  

  Katarzyna Kosior is a Leverhulme Early Career Fellow in 
the Department of Humanities at Northumbria University, 
researching early modern Polish-Lithuanian kingship, 
elective monarchy, and masculinity. Her forthcoming book, 
 Becoming a Queen in Early Modern Europe: East and West , will 
be published by Palgrave in 2019.   

  Reneé Langlois recently ϐinished her MA at the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas, and completed her thesis on a wider com-
parison of the rule of the Ottoman  validé  sultans and the 
French queens regent during the early modern period that 
juxtaposes the means by which both sets of women accessed 
great political agency. She has presented stages of her work 
at the 2015 “Kings & Queens” conference IV and at the 2016 
Western Ottomanists’ Workshop. She also had the oppor-
tunity to present at the “Kings & Queens” V and VI, in 2016 
and 2017, and at the 2017 Sixteenth Century Society and 
Conference. While her primary research focuses on royal 
women and sovereignty in France and the Ottoman Empire, 

dissertation at the Radboud University Nijmegen (the 
Netherlands), which concerns court politics in the south 
Indian Vijayanagara successor states. In the past he was 
employed at the Netherlands National Archives, where he 
worked on the records of the Dutch East India Company 
(VOC). Currently he is teaching at Leiden University on the 
history of India and Southeast Asia, European expansion, and 
the VOC and its archives. He has published on early modern 
south Indian kingdoms, their contacts with the VOC, and 
Dutch records concerning South Asia.  

  Elisabetta Colla holds the following degrees: MA ( Laurea ) 
degree in Oriental languages and literatures, Ca’Foscari 
University of Venice; diploma in Chinese language and 
 culture, former Beijing Languages Institute; MA degree in 
Asian studies, Faculty of Human Sciences of Oporto; and a 
PhD in Cultural Studies from the Faculty of Human Sciences 
of the Portuguese Catholic University, Lisbon. She is currently 
Assistant Professor at FLUL (School of Arts and Humanities, 
Lisbon University) and has written various articles and a dis-
sertation on Macau.  

  Ana Echevarría is Reader (Profesora Titular) of Medieval 
History at the National University of Distance Education in 
Madrid. She holds a PhD from the University of Edinburgh. 
She has been a Visiting Professor in NYU Madrid and has 
conducted research work in universities and libraries in sev-
eral countries. Recently she has been a Visiting Fellow at the 
Käte Hamburger Kolleg “Dynamics in the History of Religions 
between Asia and Europe” (Ruhr University, Bochum, 
Germany) and at the Institute for Advanced Study at the 
Excellence Cluster “Kulturellen Grundlagen von Integration” 
in Constance University (Germany). Her research interests 
include the relations between Christianity and Islam in the 
Iberian Peninsula, and queenship in the Mediterranean. She 
is the author of a book and several articles on Catherine of 
Lancaster and the coordinator, together with Prof. Nikolas 
Jaspert (University of Heidelberg), of a monographic issue 
of the journal  Anuario de Estudios Medievales  (Barcelona) on 
“Power and Agency of Medieval Iberian Queens.”  

  Ian Fookes is a Graduate Teaching Assistant in Asian Studies at 
the University of Auckland, School of Cultures, Languages and 
Linguistics. With a background in French and philosophy, he is 
a specialist in the writings of poet Victor Segalen (1878– 1919) 
and the aesthetics of diversity. Research interests include 
exoticism, postcolonial approaches to literature, Paciϐic 
writing, travel writing, and Western representations of Asia.  



ĆĈĐēĔĜđĊĉČĊĒĊēęĘ xi

xi

wives of the native Welsh rulers. She is the Medieval History 
Series Editor for Pen and Sword Books, the Layout Editor 
for the  Royal Studies Journal , a contributor to the  Dictionary 
of Welsh Biography , and a member of the Royal Historical 
Society.  

  Ana Miranda is a researcher at the Centre for History of the 
University of Lisbon and at the Centre for Archaeology of the 
same institution. She is a PhD candidate on medieval history, 
currently working on her thesis: “Circulation Networks in the 
11th Century: Gharb al- Andalus between the Mediterranean 
and the Atlantic.” Her research domains are the history of 
al- Andalus and the history of Mediterranean societies, with 
a special focus on topics such as learned men, minorities, 
border societies, circulation, and cultural transfer. She has 
presented several papers at both national and international 
conferences throughout Europe and has submitted articles, 
most of which are awaiting publication.  

  Aidan Norrie is a historian of monarchy. He is a Chancellor’s 
International Scholar in the Centre for the Study of the 
Renaissance at the University of Warwick, and an Honorary 
Associate of the Department of English and Linguistics at the 
University of Otago, New Zealand. Aidan is the editor of  Women 
on the Edge in Early Modern Europe  (with Lisa Hopkins) 
and of  From Medievalism to Early-Modernism: Adapting the 
English Past  (with Marina Gerzic).  

  Diana Pelaz Flores is an Assistant Professor at the University 
of Santiago de Compostela. She obtained her PhD from 
the University of Valladolid with a dissertation titled 
“ ‘Reynante(s) en vno’: Poder y representación de la reina en 
la Corona de Castilla durante el siglo XV,” written under the 
supervision of Professor María Isabel del Val Valdivieso, for 
which she was awarded the “VIII Premio a Tesis Doctorales” 
by the Asociación Española de Investigación en Historia de las 
Mujeres. She has worked on several research projects and has 
published several articles and book chapters in prestigious 
journals and publishing houses. She has also published three 
books, titled  Rituales Líquidos: El signiϔicado del agua en el 
ceremonial de la Corte de Castilla (ss. XIV– XV)  (Ediciones de la 
Universidad de Murcia, 2017),  La Casa de la reina en la Corona 
de Castilla (1418– 1496)  (Ediciones Universidad de Valladolid, 
2017) and  Poder y representación de la reina en la Corona de 
Castilla (1418– 1496)  (Junta de Castilla y León, 2017).  

  Jyoti Phulera is currently pursuing PhD research at the Centre 
for Historical Studies, School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal 
Nehru University, New Delhi. Having majored in history 

Reneé also explores the ways that climate can be used as a 
lens to re- examine history. Her forthcoming article “Dynastic 
Loyalty and Allegiances: Ottoman Resilience during the 
Seventeenth Century Crisis” discerns the ways that the 
royal women of the imperial harem fought for Ottoman sur-
vival, and became major contributors to the empire’s resili-
ence during a century of dramatic climate change that was 
witnessed throughout the world.  

  Hang Lin is currently Assistant Professor at Hangzhou 
Normal University, China. He has completed his MA and PhD 
in Chinese history at the University of Würzburg, Germany, 
and a postdoctoral project at the University of Hamburg. His 
major research interest focuses on the history of the Khitan 
and the Jurchen, the archaeology and material culture of the 
non- Han peoples in Chinese history, and manuscript cul-
ture and the history of the book in late imperial China. His 
recent publications include: “Nomadic Mothers as Rulers in 
China: Female Regents of the Khitan Liao (907– 1125),” in 
 Royal Mothers and Their Ruling Children: Wielding Political 
Authority from Antiquity to the Early Modern Era , edited 
by Ellie Woodacre and Carey Fleiner (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 105– 25; and “Re- envisioning the Manchu and Qing 
History: A Question of Sinicization,”  Archiv Orientalni  85 
(2017): 141– 54.  

  Inês Lourinho has been a journalist since 1992; she has 
completed her licence (bachelor’s degree) in communication 
in 1998 at the New University of Lisbon. In 2007 she enrolled 
in the master’s program in medieval history at the University 
of Lisbon, which she concluded in 2010 with a thesis, “1147: A 
Conjuncture Analysed from the Muslim Sources Perspective,” 
under the supervision of Professor Hermenegildo Fernandes. 
She has recently ϐinished her PhD thesis, “The Frontier of Gharb 
al- Andalus: Confrontation Ground between Almoravids and 
Christians (1093– 1147),” with the same supervisor. Currently 
she is a researcher at the Centre for History of the University 
of Lisbon, with al- Andalus, Maghreb, Christian– Muslim 
relations, frontier cultures, Mozarabs, warfare, and medieval 
ϐleets among her ϐields of interest. She is mentioned in the 
book  The Historiography of Medieval Portugal (c. 1950– 2010) , 
edited by José Mattoso and published in 2011 by the Institute 
for Medieval Studies (New University of Lisbon), due to her 
research on Islamic and Mozarabic studies.  

  Danna R. Messer is an independent historian who received 
her PhD in medieval Welsh history from Bangor University. 
Her general research interest is women living in native Wales 
before the Edwardian conquest of 1282 and, speciϐically, the 



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

xii ĆĈĐēĔĜđĊĉČĊĒĊēęĘ

xii

medieval slavery in the Mediterranean. She is a specialist in 
ϐifteenth- century Nasrid Granada.  

  Elena (Ellie) Woodacre is a specialist in medieval and early 
modern queenship and a Senior Lecturer in Early Modern 
European history at the University of Winchester. She 
obtained an MA in Medieval Studies from the University 
of Reading and her PhD from Bath Spa University. Her 
publications include her monograph  The Queens Regnant 
of Navarre: Succession, Politics, and Partnership, 1274– 1512  
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) and she has edited/ co- edited 
several collections on queenship and royal studies. Elena 
is the organizer of the “Kings & Queens” conference series 
and the founder of the international Royal Studies Network 
( www.royalstudiesnetwork.org ). She is also the Editor- 
in- Chief of the  Royal Studies Journal  ( www.rsj.winchester.
ac.uk  or  www.royalstudiesjournal.com ), an academic, peer- 
reviewed, multilingual, and fully open- access publication.  

  Stefany Wragg completed her D.Phil. on eighth-  and ninth- 
century Mercian literature at the University of Oxford in 
2017. She is currently teaching full time at secondary school.  

  Talia Zajac is currently the Eugene and Daymel Shklar 
Research Fellow at the Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute. 
She holds a PhD from the Centre for Medieval Studies at the 
University of Toronto (2017) and has previously served as 
a course instructor at the University of Toronto Mississauga 
(UTM). Her research, which focuses on the political activ-
ities and religious–cultural patronage of Latin Christian 
brides who came to Rus’, and vice versa, Rus’-born consorts 
of western medieval rulers has appeared in the  Royal 
Studies Journal  (2016) and the  Proceedings of the Fourteenth 
International Congress of Medieval Canon Law  (Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, 2016). In addition, a chapter on the cir-
culation of material objects by Rus’ princesses in Western 
Europe is forthcoming in the volume  Moving Women, Moving 
Objects (400–1500). Maps, Spaces, Cultures , eds. Tracy 
Chapman Hamilton and Mariah Proctor-Tiffany (Brill, 2018).      

from Indraprastha College for Women, University of Delhi, 
she pursued her master’s in medieval Indian history from 
Jawaharlal Nehru University. Her M.Phil. research looked at 
“Religion, State and Gender Relations in the Delhi Sultanate.” 
Her research interests include a history of gender relations 
in medieval north India, with special reference to the Suϐic 
traditions ca. 1100– 1500.  

  Lledó Ruiz Domingo is a PhD student at the University 
of Valencia, where she is developing her doctoral project 
“Queenship in the Late Middle Ages: Construction and 
Signiϐication of Queen Consorts in the Crown of Aragon 
(XIV– XV Centuries)” under the supervision of Professor 
Antoni Furió i Diego. Her more recent publications include 
“ ‘Del qual tenim loch’: Leonor de Sicilia y el origen de la 
lugartenencia femenina en la Corona de Aragón,” for the 
2017 issue of  Medievalismo: Boletín de la Sociedad Española 
de Estudios Medievales . Also in press are  The Strategies of 
Legitimacy of the Trastámara Dynasty in the Crown of Aragon  
and  Power, Piety and Patronage: Maria of Navarre as Queen of 
the Crown of Aragon (1338– 1347) , both for Routledge.  

  Roser Salicrú i Lluch is a Senior Researcher (Investigadora 
Cientíϐica) in medieval studies at the Department for 
Historical Sciences, Milà i Fontanals Institution, of the 
Spanish National Research Council (Consejo Superior de 
Investigaciones Cientíϐicas, CSIC) in Barcelona. She holds a 
PhD from the University of Barcelona (1996) and was a post-
doctoral researcher at the University of Genoa from 1996 to 
1997. She has been Editor- in- Chief of the journal  Anuario 
de Estudios Medievales  since 2010 and the Group Manager 
of the consolidated research group of the Generalitat de 
Catalunya CAIMMed (the Crown of Aragon, Islam and the 
Medieval Mediterranean) since 2009. Her research interests 
include the relations between Christianity and Islam in the 
Iberian Peninsula and the western Mediterranean in the late 
Middle Ages, with speciϐic attention on the former Crown of 
Aragon; trade, navigation, and shipbuilding in the medieval 
Mediterranean; travel and travellers in the Middle Ages; and 



171

strong caliphate, according to the model of ‘Abd al- Rahman 
[III] al- Nasir, the founder of the Umayyad Caliphate of 
al- Andalus.  3   The uprising was headed by a descendant of 
al- Nasir, Muhammad b. Hisham, whose father had been 
put to death a few years beforehand by al- Muzaffar, under 
al- Dalfa’s counsel. After a four- month period in ofϐice 
Sanchuelo was executed and Hisham II was dethroned. Al- 
Dalfa’ had attained her goal. However, the collapse of the 
Amirid regime and the absence of a strong and consensual 
leadership led to civil war and, ultimately, to the end of the 
Umayyad Caliphate, in 1031. 

 Considering that female interference in public affairs was 
discouraged in al- Andalus, as well as throughout the Muslim 
world, al- Dalfa’s intervention looks surprising. A  hadith  
spread by Aisha’s adversaries in Islam’s early days states: “A 
population which had put a woman in charge of its affairs 
shall not prosper.”  4   Such distancing between women and 
politics rested in the concept that the domestic world was 
assigned to women, while men were in charge of the public 
dominion.  5   A woman’s life outdoors was framed by a set of 
rules, such as the prohibition of travelling alone or in the 
company of anyone other than her husband or a relative she 
was not permitted to marry.  6   

   Introduction 

 IN EARLY ELEVENTHǧ CENTURY al- Andalus, al- Dalfa’, one of 
the concubines of the  hajib   1   and de facto ruler Ibn Abi ‘Amir, 
known as al- Mansur, was involved in the events that led to 
the civil war—   itna — that preceded the downfall of the 
Umayyad Caliphate in Iberia. As a slave, al- Dalfa’ had borne 
her master a child, ‘Abd al- Malik, granting her the status of 
 umm al- walad — literally, the “mother of a child”— which 
legally improved her condition from the common form of 
concubinage. In 1002 al- Mansur died and ‘Abd al- Malik, who 
would be later known as al- Muzaffar, followed his father’s 
footsteps in the  hijaba , whereas Caliph Hisham II was left 
with a merely symbolic role as ϐigurehead of the caliphate. 
During ‘Abd al- Malik’s rule al- Dalfa’ inϐluenced some of his 
decisions, and after his death, in controversial circumstances, 
she plotted to overthrow and kill ‘Abd al- Rahman Sanchuelo, 
al- Muzaffar’s half- brother, who had taken ‘Abd al- Malik’s pos-
ition, as Sanchuelo was suspected of having orchestrated ‘Abd 
al- Malik’s death.  2   

 Thus, al- Dalfa’ endorsed the opponents of the Amirids in 
their endeavours to eradicate Sanchuelo, removing Hisham 
II, who had proved to be unϐit for rule, and reinstalling a 

    13 

 AL- DALFA’ AND THE POLITICAL ROLE OF THE  UMM AL- WALAD  IN THE LATE 
UMAYYAD CALIPHATE OF AL- ANDALUS    

   ANA MIRANDA    

  1      Hajib  refers to the person responsible for guarding access to the 
ruler. However, he often appears as a superintendent of the palace 
and a participant in government tasks. In al- Andalus, the  hajib  
assisted the prince in the tasks of administration and government 
and controlled the royal residence, the chancery and ϐinance. During 
the reign of ‘Abd al- Rahman III the  hijaba  remained vacant and was 
ϐilled again by his son al- Hakam II. Sourdel,  The Encyclopaedia of 
Islam , s.v. “Hadjib: i –  the Caliphate; ii –  Spain.”  

  2     Considering the aforementioned particularities of the  hijaba , the 
term “queen mother” is used in this chapter only as an analogy with 
the royal context, and so it will appear within quotation marks.  

  3     The supporters of the late founder of the caliphate of al- Andalus, 
‘Abd al- Rahman [III] al- Nasir, and his descendants were called 
“Nasrids”. They are not to be confused with the last major Muslim 
dynasty in the Iberian Peninsula, which ruled in Granada from the 
thirteenth century to the ϐifteenth.  

  4     Fierro Bello, “La mujer y el trabajo,” 44. A  hadith  is a traditional 
saying attributed to the Prophet Muhammad; Aisha was one of 
his wives.  

  5     Ibid., 35.  

  6     Ibid., 37.  
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fact that she was involved in politics during the inception of 
a turbulent period in Andalusi history raises some questions 
regarding her degree of responsibility in it. 

 Therefore, this chapter focuses on the importance of al- 
Dalfa’ during the late period of the Umayyad Caliphate in al- 
Andalus. We will try to trace her steps from when she was a 
common Amirid slave in the 970s until she retired from court 
life, in 1009. The topic question is how her personal agenda 
intersected with the interests of those who challenged the 
Amirid regime and longed for the reinstatement of a solid 
caliphate. Such a theme draws us also to the role of the 
harem  13  — as the main space in which al- Dalfa’ moved— in the 
outbreak of the  itna .  

  The Slave Woman 

 Little is known regarding al- Dalfa’s background and her life 
prior to motherhood. Her name, meaning something along the 
lines of “the one who has a small and thin nose,” reveals that 
she might have been a slave of European origin, considering 
that, in the opinion of María Rubiera Mata, such a depiction 
is not consistent with the countenance of an Arab or Berber 
woman.  14   Like any other slave of Christian origin, she may 
have been captured in one of the frequent raids perpetrated 
by the Muslim armies into Christian lands, with the purpose of 
burning crops, destroying villages, and imprisoning its popu-
lation. The taking of female prisoners was part of a strategy 
that comprised “the sexual use of Christian female captives 
or even freeborn wives” and intended “to destroy solidarity 
among Christian families and communities, inϐlicting shame 
not only on the women themselves, but also on their male 
coreligionists … who had failed to protect them.”  15   

 In Christian Iberia, “[i] naccessibility … was the founda-
tion upon which a woman’s honour and reputation rested,” 
as stated by Jarbel Rodriguez.  16   Yet this “inaccessible condi-
tion” was ultimately lost, whether these women’s destiny was 
enslavement or a legitimate marriage, bargained away under 

 Despite the restrictions, it was possible for a woman to 
have a public life, especially when unusual situations allowed 
new precedents to take place. Such was the case with Sitt al- 
Mulk, daughter of the Fatimid caliph al- ’Aziz and half- sister 
of al- Hakim. Al- Hakim’s unexpected death in 1021 cleared 
the path for Sitt’s regency. For two years she held power 
while her nephew was too young to rule, though she was 
never installed as caliph. During her regency she counted 
on the help of servants and eunuchs, starting with the slave 
woman Tarrakub, “who became her conϐidante and served 
her as a spy.”  7   In the competitive milieu of the palace, having 
a network of intimate and loyal relationships was one of the 
highest assets a woman could hold— something that al- Dalfa’ 
was aware of too, as will be explained below. 

 Bearing in mind that most Andalusi sources were 
produced under the rulers’ patronage, such sentiments 
regarding feminine engagement in politics explain why 
women are scarcely found in the political arena. Nonetheless, 
although authors inherited a “hierarchic concept of society, 
presided by men, in which women, like children and slaves, 
were considered fragile beings in need of protection and 
guidance,” at the same time they did not perform what 
Manuela Marín refers to as a “systematic occultation of their 
presence in society.”  8   In fact Marín argues that “[t] he real veil, 
physical, which covered many Andalusi women— mostly, 
the ones from a good family— does not have a metaphor-
ical equivalent in historiography.”  9   Chronicles, for example, 
allude to female characters in their connection to the men— 
mostly rulers and high dignitaries— who they are close to, as 
mothers, wives or daughters.  10   

 Women at court “were expected to limit themselves to a 
decorative or strategic role within the entourage of the king or 
other important person in question, ofϐicially accompanying 
him in wars or celebrations, and doing so in an ostentatious 
way.”  11   They were not supposed to meddle in any political 
activity. Those who dared to do so “were invariably portrayed 
as ambitious schemers, who used their feminine wiles to fea-
ther their own nests or those of their kin.”  12   The actions of 
al- Dalfa’ exceeded this expectation of passiveness, and the 

  7     Halm,  The Encyclopaedia of Islam , s.v. “Sitt al- Mulk.”  

  8     Marín,  Vidas de mujeres andalusíes , 14.  

  9     Ibid.  

  10     Viguera Molins, “Asluhu li ‘l- Ma’uli,” 716– 17.  

  11     Ibid., 718.  

  12     Barton,  Conquerors, Brides, and Concubines , 37.  

  13     The word “harem” refers “to those parts of a house to which access 
is forbidden, and hence more particularly to the women’s quarters,” 
more common among the wealthier classes. There, they “maintained 
elaborate gynaecea, in which, besides their legal quota of wives, there 
were establishments of concubines, attendants, eunuchs and guards.” 
 The Encyclopaedia of Islam , s.v. “Harīm.”  

  14     Rubiera Mata, “El príncipe hastiado,” 74.  

  15     Barton,  Conquerors, Brides, and Concubines , 40.  

  16     Rodriguez,  Captives and Their Saviors , 50.  
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probably had been living there for nearly a year, long before 
Ibn Abi ‘Amir ‘s three weddings.  23   Islam granted men the 
right to have up to four wives and an indeϐinite number 
of concubines. In his  Book on the Etiquette of Marriage , 
al- Ghazali declares that “[h] aving numerous wives is not 
[indicative of love] of the world because ‘Ali was the most 
ascetic of the companions of the Prophet and yet he had four 
wives and seventeen concubines.”  24   This number is close to 
the one estimated for the Umayyad caliphs of al- Andalus, 
which according to Marín, oscillated between ten and twenty 
concubines for each prince.  25   

 As a  jariya  (slave), al- Dalfa’ witnessed her master’s early 
ascension in court, particularly from the moment he was 
chosen by Subh, al- Hakam’s concubine, to manage her belong-
ings, a move that paved the way for his promotion to treas-
urer and curator of successions, to judge of Seville and Niebla, 
and to military chief, a ϐield in which he achieved the greatest 
honours and the title of “al- Mansur” (“the Victorious”).  26   
Given that Ibn Abi ‘Amir al- Mansur began systematically 
leading military campaigns in Iberia from 977 onwards,  27   al- 
Dalfa’ might have been acquired by him or offered to him as 
compensation for his military services, like the mother of his 
ϐirstborn son, ‘Abd Allah.  28   

 From the moment al- Dalfa’ gave a child to her master, 
al- Mansur,  29   her life changed in many aspects, as mother-
hood elevated her to the category of  umm al- walad . An Arab 
proverb afϐirming that “the slave who is pregnant has found 
her way”  30   synthesizes the main idea behind this concept. 
 Umm al- walad  “denotes in classical Islamic law a slave- girl 
who has borne her master a child,” implying that she became 
free on the death of her master.  31   This legal precept is rooted 
in the seventh century, in a tradition attributed to Caliph 

the scope of a peace treaty between Muslim and Christian 
parties, as in the case of the matrimonies of Ibn Abi ‘Amir 
with ‘Abda, daughter of Sancho Garcés II of Navarre, and with 
Teresa, daughter of Bermudo II of Galicia and León.  17   Besides 
inϐlicting trauma on the Christian societies, the systematic 
capture of females had the purpose of reducing their repro-
ductive capacity. Their displacement towards al- Andalus 
“was seemingly designed to encourage a process of assimi-
lation which would hinder procreation among the Christians 
of the North and ensure a shift in cultural and ethnic loyalties 
in the future.”  18   

 As al- Dalfa’ arrived in al- Andalus, her ϐirst stop might 
have been a customs house, “where the local ruler received 
his share of the booty, human and otherwise, taken during 
the raids.”  19   She might have been carried to some nobleman’s 
house or, perhaps, sold at a slave market. Sources attest that 
women of uncommon beauty and skills could be found there.  20   
Afterwards, she may have been trained in a number of arts and 
skills, making her more desirable to the aristocrats and royalty. 
The reϐined education these slaves received gave them access 
to “a world of male sociability,” encompassing banquets and lit-
erary sessions, which were prohibited to the legitimate wives.  21   
Such social gatherings served as pretexts for the caliph and 
important noblemen to display the beautiful and skilled women 
of their entourage. Therefore, it is assumed that al- Dalfa’ was a 
woman with enough physical and intellectual attributes to have 
been included in this “elite” and to have entered the service of a 
nobleman with such a promising career as Ibn Abi ‘Amir. 

 There is no evidence regarding the moment she was 
introduced to his harem, but, considering that according 
to al-Nuwayri, she gave birth to ‘Abd al- Malik in 973,  22   she 

  17     Dozy,  Recherches sur l’histoire et la littérature de l’Espagne , vol. 1, 
184– 92. ‘Abd al- Rahman, the son of ‘Abda and al- Mansur, was 
nicknamed Sanchuelo— Sanjul— as a reference to his grandfather, 
Sancho Garcés II. Ibn Idhari,  La caída del califato de Córdoba , 43n221.  

  18     Barton,  Conquerors, Brides, and Concubines , 40– 41.  

  19     Rodriguez,  Captives and Their Saviors , 40.  

  20     Such is the case with the report known as  La venta de la esclava 
en el Mercado  ( The Selling of the Slave at the Market ) authored by 
the thirteenth- century poet Abu al- Baqa’ of Ronda, in which he 
describes profusely “a girl with the colour of gold,” who was for sale, 
with whom he fell in love at ϐirst sight. Unfortunately, she was too 
expensive for his purse. Granja Santamaría,  Estudios de historia de 
Al- Andalus , 57– 58.  

  21     Marín,  Vidas de mujeres andalusíes , 116; Guichard,  Structures 
sociales , 78– 79.  

  22     Al- Nuwayri,  Historia de los Musulmanes , 62.  

  23     Besides the aforementioned ‘Abda and Teresa, al- Mansur had ϐirst 
married Asma’, the daughter of a nobleman, Ghalib, with whom he 
had established a political agreement by the time of his second cam-
paign, in 977. Ibn Idhari,  Al- Bayan al- Mugrib , 442– 43.  

  24     Al- Ghazali,  Book on the Etiquette of Marriage , 51.  

  25     Marín, “Las mujeres de las clases sociales superiores”, 120.  

  26     Ibn Idhari,  Al- Bayan al- Mugrib , 415– 16.  

  27     Ibid., 439.  

  28     Ibid., 474.  

  29     From now on, only the title “al- Mansur” will be used to refer to 
Ibn Abi ‘Amir.  

  30     Lachiri, “Andalusi Proverbs on Women,” 42.  

  31     Schacht,  The Encyclopaedia of Islam , s. v. “Umm al- Walad.”  
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warns that the woman cannot be “totally or partially a slave 
of the marrier,”  39   meaning that the slave’s previous emanci-
pation was mandatory. The fact that al- Dalfa’ is portrayed in 
sources as “the mother of the  hajib  ‘Abd al- Malik” and “con-
cubine”  40   suggests that she remained  umm al- walad , that 
neither manumission nor marriage were undertaken and 
that only after al- Mansur’s death did she become, as the law 
predetermined, a free woman.  

  The Spectatress 

 Caliph al- Hakam II died in 366/ 976, and Hisham, regard-
less of being roughly eleven years old, succeeded him in 
the caliphate.  41   Possibly aware of the perils surrounding 
her inexperienced son, Subh looked around for allies, and 
started by promoting the vizier al- Mushaϐi to  hajib.   42   Over 
the next few years al- Mansur devoted himself to her ser-
vice and increased his inϐluence, which raised suspicions 
regarding the nature of their relationship.  43   Al- Mansur 
acted as the single linkage between Subh and the viziers,  44   
so it did not take long for Subh to become ill- affected 
towards al- Mushaϐi and to replace him with her new Amirid 
protégé.  45   

 The new chamberlain began by building a citadel for 
himself on the outskirts of Cordoba, in which he settled 
viziers, secretaries, servants, and his personal guard, while 
imprisoning the young caliph in the citadel of Cordoba, 
where he was permanently escorted by doormen, guards, 
and spies.  46   Meanwhile, he undermined caliphal prerogatives, 
such as by using his own seal on ofϐicial documents instead 
of the caliph’s seal and by the transfer of the royal treasure 
to al- Zahira,  47   leaving Hisham “nothing else rather than the 
nominal power, the invocation in the mosques and his name 

Umar: “A woman, who had been sold in the pre- Islamic 
period by her uncle as a slave, had borne her master a son, 
and now, on the death of her master, was to be sold again 
to pay his debts, lamented her sad lot to the Prophet; the 
latter ordered the administrator of the estate to manumit the 
woman and gave him a slave in compensation.”  32   Her child 
and all children to whom she gave birth after becoming preg-
nant by her master were free, as well.  33   In the event of having 
an abortion, the slave woman could also be considered  umm 
al- walad .  34   

 Cristina de la Puente alerts us to the similarities between 
the legal status of the “slave- mother” and that of a wife. For 
example, her master had to pay compensation in case she 
wounded anyone, as he would do for his legitimate wife.  35   
Regarding children, they possessed “absolutely the same 
rights [as] the children of a free woman and, consequently, 
while protecting the slave- mother, it is also protected the 
honour of one’s descendants.”  36   This status put the woman in 
an intermediate stage between that of a slave and that of a 
free woman until her master’s death. For example, although 
she was not free, she could not be sold nor given as a guar-
antee by her master, neither to his creditors. Also, her master 
was not allowed to rent her services to others without her 
consent, as long as he lived, which represented an improve-
ment in her general situation.  37   

 Some studies address al- Dalfa’ as the “wife” or “widow”  38   
of al- Mansur. However, there is no evidence in the sources 
that such a wedding actually had occurred, or even that she 
had been manumitted during al- Mansur’s lifetime. Al- Ghazali 

  32       Ibid.  

  33     Ibid.  

  34     A late  fatwa  from Granada states: “A slave woman who afϐirms 
that she had an abortion after her master had made her pregnant, 
argues that her master wants to sell her. He claims that he could 
not have impregnated her because he always avoided ejaculating 
inside her. Two midwives testiϐied that this slave woman aborted 
at his master’s house, and a third one that she saw the foetus 
without having assisted at the abortion.” The response to this peti-
tion was favourable to her: “She will be considered as slave- mother 
( umm al- walad ).” Al- Wansarisi,  Histoire et société en Occident 
musulman , 424.  

  35     Puente, “Mujeres cautivas en ‘la tierra del Islam,’ ” 26.  

  36     Ibid., 29.  

  37     Santillana,  Istituzioni   di diritto musulmano malichita , 156– 57.  

  38     Rubiera Mata, “El príncipe hastiado,” 74; Marín, “Las mujeres de 
las clases sociales superiores,” 117.  

  39     Al- Ghazali,  Book on the Etiquette of Marriage , 81.  

  40     Ibn Idhari,  La caída del califato de Córdoba , 35, 38, 57, 65; Ibn 
al- Khatib,  Kitab A’mal   a  l  -   A  ’lam , 229 (with a brief acknowledge-
ment to André Oliveira Leitão, MA, for helping me with the German 
translation).  

  41     Ibn Idhari,  Al- Bayan al- Mugrib , 418– 19.  

  42      Una descripción anónima   de a  l  -   Andalus , 185.  

  43     Ibn Idhari,  Al- Bayan al- Mugrib , 417.  

  44      Una descripción anónima de al- Andalus , 189.  

  45     Ibid., 185.  

  46     Ibid., 192.  

  47     Ibid., 195.  
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differed much at al- Zahira. In fact, considering the systematic 
imports of Slavs and the capture of Christians undertaken by 
al- Mansur, such numbers may have even increased. Therefore, 
a vast number of subordinates, who were in charge of vestures 
or food, were supervised by other slaves, men or women, who 
answered to the  fata   54   al- Mayurqi, who managed al- Mansur’s 
household and harem.  55   The functioning of the palace implied 
that a large number of people commuted between it and the 
city— a growing tendency as the palatine structure became 
heavier as a result of the Amirid policy of centralization. 

 However, despite being surrounded by female compe-
tition, al- Dalfa’ and her son beneϐited from advantageous 
circumstances. Even though al- Mansur already had a son, 
‘Abd Allah, born from a slave woman, he was not certain 
regarding his paternity, as the  istibra’ ,  56   or period of abstin-
ence that followed the transfer of a female slave, had not been 
observed. In fact, al- Mansur had always shown more affection 
towards ‘Abd al- Malik than towards his ϐirstborn, which made 
‘Abd Allah a resentful young man and led him to rebel by 
joining some of his father’s enemies; al- Mansur could not let 
this attitude go unpunished, and thus he ordered his killing.  57   
Whether al- Mansur’s doubts regarding his parenthood were 
reasonable or just an excuse in order to absolve him from 
public judgement, it is impossible to know. Either way, ‘Abd 
Allah’s demise cleared the path for ‘Abd al- Malik’s ascent and, 
subsequently, favoured al- Dalfa’s position. 

 Regardless of al- Mansur’s fondness towards ‘Abd al- 
Malik, there might have been a more pragmatic reason for his 
choice: if Sanchuelo, who had royal lineage from the side of 
his mother, ‘Abda,  58   fulϐilled the  hijaba , the Navarrese could 
potentially gain inϐluence on him due to his blood ties to their 
dynasty. Thus, the handing over of public affairs to the son of 

inscribed in the products of  tiraz   48   and in coins, for al- Mansur 
was the real owner of the kingdom.”  49   

 Moreover, al- Mansur continued with imports of Slavs  50   
from Christian Europe to serve either as soldiers or as 
bureaucrats, and he brought from North Africa whole tribes 
of Berbers to serve in his armies. These contingents were tied 
to him by bonds of personal clientele, “while their loyalty to 
the caliph and the caliphal institution, such as it was, received 
expression in a general loyalty to the regime headed by al- 
Mansur as the caliph’s representative.”  51   His successful military 
policy, with more than ϐifty raids undertaken into Christian 
territory  52  , provided loot twice a year and maintained a cohe-
sive and focused army, under his governance. 

 In the meanwhile, in the newly built palace of al- Zahira, 
al- Dalfa’ was raising her son, surrounded by a multitude of 
people. Considering that, on the death of Caliph al- Nasir, 
more than 6,000 women, including relatives, concubines, and 
servants, lived in the aulic compound of Madinat al- Zahra and 
that, by the end of the tenth century, al- Zahira housed most 
of the government staff, besides the Amirid family itself, the 
number of women in the Amirid household may have been, 
at least, quite similar. Side by side with wives there were the 
 jawari , the slave women, most of them  khadim , domestic 
servants. According to Ibn Idhari, there were 3,750 slave 
eunuchs serving in Madinat al- Zahra, in order to guard it and 
coordinate logistics.  53   It is likely that numbers would not have 

  48      Tiraz  is a Persian loan word originally meaning “embroidery” 
or “decorative work” ( ‘alam ) on a garment or piece of fabric. It later 
came to mean a  khil’a , a robe of honour, richly adorned with elab-
orate embroidery, especially in the form of embroidered bands 
with writing upon them. Rabbat,  The Encyclopaedia of Islam , s.v. 
“Tiraz,” 534.  

  49      Una descripción anónima de al- Andalus , 191.  

  50     These were known as  saqaliba . One of their functions was the 
guarding of the royal harem. For such purposes, those who were 
chosen for this employment were castrated as children. Others were 
educated for administrative duties, while others were trained as an 
elite caliphal bodyguard .  Many of them took surnames with mili-
tary signiϐicance, such as Mujahid (warrior) or Muqatil (ϐighter), as 
opposed to the  saqaliba  of the palace administration, who took names 
meaning amber (Anbar), radiant (Zuhayr), blessing (Khayran), trust-
worthy (Wathiq) or pearl (Jumn). Scales,  The Fall of the Caliphate of 
Cordoba , 134.  

  51     Wasserstein,  The Rise and Fall of the Party- Kings , 42.  

  52     The  Dikr  informs that al- Mansur headed ϐifty- six raids:  Una 
descripción anónima de al- Andalus , 196.  

  53     Ibn Idhari,  Al- Bayan al- Mugrib , 383.  

  54     While, in the East,  fata  means a man-  or maidservant, in al- 
Andalus, during the caliphate, it referred to a slave or freedman, 
castrated or not. Among slaves, they occupied the highest position 
in the palatine hierarchy, and frequently were sent to the provinces 
as military chiefs or governors. Ibn Idhari,  La caída del califato de 
Córdoba , 17n34.  

  55     Marín, “Las mujeres de las clases sociales superiores,” 123  

  56      Istibra’  refers to “the period of sexual abstinence imposed on an 
unmarried female slave whenever she changed hands or her master 
set her free or gave her in marriage”; this normally lasted three 
months. See Linant de Bellefonds,  The Encyclopaedia of Islam , s.v. 
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  57     Ibn Idhari,  Al- Bayan al- Mugrib , 470– 75.  

  58     See note 13.  
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slave traders.  66   As al- Muzaffar suppressed the turmoil, he 
raised antipathy towards him and the Amirids. Such events 
may have encouraged al- Dalfa’ to tighten surveillance over 
her family, now that it was clear that her son’s rule was not 
consensual among the Cordovans. 

 Around this time we ϐind al- Dalfa’ at the core of a plot 
with the aim of discrediting vizier Isa b. Sa’id Ibn al- Qatta’. 
According to Ibn Bassam, al- Muzaffar had fallen in love with 
the daughter of the vizier’s gardener. Isa b. Sa’id had helped 
them in their romance, and the  hajib  ended up marrying her, 
which enraged al- Dalfa’. It is possible that she had been so 
fond of her daughter- in- law, Jaylal, who already had borne al- 
Muzaffar a son, that she took his new marriage as an insult. 
However, it is more likely that she feared Isa’s inϐluence over 
al- Muzaffar through his new wife.  67   

 In fact, Isa b. Sa’id had steadily become a powerful ϐigure 
at court, gathering support among the army, collecting 
wealth through underhand ways and taking advantage of the 
conϐidence ‘Abd al- Malik al- Muzaffar had bestowed in him. In 
return, the “intimate of ‘Abd al- Malik confabulated against Isa 
and showed him open hostility,” disseminating “falsehoods 
and backbiting in an open and surreptitious way” and “using 
the harem and the domestic staff”  68   with such purpose. Isa 
was already  persona non grata  in the harem “due to the antip-
athy and few courtesies, for which he had become hateful to 
a lot of them, especially to al- Dalfa’.”  69   Trapped in a dead end, 
Isa would join efforts with Hisham b. ‘Abd al- Jabbar, grandson 
of the late caliph al- Nasir, in order to overthrow the Amirids 
and put this Nasrid descendent in the place of Hisham II, 
whose frail character was unsuited to ruling.  70   

 Another version refers to “a man who aspired to be 
 alfaqui  [an expert in law]” informing al- Dalfa’ about a con-
spiracy organized by Isa: “[The man] who enjoyed the total 
conϐidence of al- Dalfa’, mother of ‘Abd al- Malik, spoke to her 
from the other side of a curtain— thus she listened to his 
sincere opinion concerning the government of his son and 
[he] brought to her the aspirations of the people regarding 
his affairs.”  71   It would not take long until she “entered [the 
room] where her son was, convinced him of the truth of the 

a former slave woman of unknown origin presented a lesser 
risk in endangering Andalusi authority. 

 In 1002 al- Mansur fell ill, and he prepared his succession. 
One of his tasks was to entrust al- Dalfa’ with his son’s heri-
tage: “The money that your mother keeps is the sustenance of 
your power and the ammunition towards any contingency.”  59   
‘Abd al- Malik’s libertine behaviour and excessive spending in 
his early life, similar to that of his half- brother Sanchuelo,  60   
might have discouraged his father from giving him his legacy 
directly. Additionally, with ‘Abd al- Malik his appointed bene-
ϐiciary, it was expected that al- Dalfa’, as his mother, would 
work in his best interests. However, at that moment, al- 
Mansur could not guess how far she would go in the pursuit 
of that goal.  

  The Advisor 

 During al- Mansur’s rule al- Dalfa’ seems to have conducted 
herself discreetly, raising her son behind the walls of al- 
Zahira. However, that would change after Al- Mansur’s death 
in 1002 and her son ‘Abd al- Malik’s elevation to power. 
Soon afterwards ‘Abd al- Malik, who later took the title of 
“al- Muzaffar” (“the Victorious”), after his victory in his ϐifth 
campaign, in 1006/ 7, in which he defeated Sancho García 
of Castile,  61   followed his father in the  hijaba  for six years 
and four months.  62   All through this period he carried on 
al- Mansur’s policy according to his instructions:  63   “[H] is 
authority was avowed and no one amid his inhabitants 
refused to submit him.”  64   Ibn Idhari underlines that the new 
chamberlain safeguarded his mother’s position and held her 
in the highest esteem.  65   

 The ϐirst half of al- Muzaffar’s tenure was rather stable, but 
soon some challenges emerged. In 1005/ 6, while returning 
from an expedition in the direction of Pamplona, an uprising 
took place in Cordoba, starred by the ‘ amma , the common 
people, “[b] ecause no young captives had been brought, with 
whom they could delight themselves according to custom”— 
something that displeased some popular groups, especially 

  59     Granja Santamaría,  Estudios de historia de Al- Andalus , 119.  

  60     Ibn Idhari,  La caída del califato de Córdoba , 11.  

  61     Ibid., 21.  

  62      Una descripción anónima de al- Andalus , 185– 86.  

  63     Granja Santamaría,  Estudios de historia de Al- Andalus , 117– 20.  

  64     Ibn Idhari,  La caída del califato de Córdoba , 11.  

  65     Ibid., 11– 12.  

  66     Ibid., 20.  

  67     Rubiera Mata, “El príncipe hastiado,” 74.  

  68     Ibn Idhari,  La caída del califato de Córdoba , 35.  

  69     Ibid., 35  

  70     Ibid., 35– 36.  

  71     Ibid., 38.  
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from criticism. The people “disapproved their caliph’s ben-
evolence towards him [Sanchuelo] and considered it fool-
ishness and insolence.”  81   Simultaneously, Sanchuelo adopted 
a repressive stance towards his— real or imaginary— 
opponents. Therefore, he “pursued many men and reached 
his hand against them, depriving them from their property, 
assigning them false sayings and doings, in a way that the 
people was alarmed with it.”  82   Tension grew once Hisham 
had consented to the  hajib  being named “presumptive heir of 
the kingdom of the Muslims,”  83   after Sanchuelo had appealed 
to a vague common kinship bond (their mothers were both 
Basques, which was enough, in his perspective, to validate his 
ambitions).  84   

 On November 6, 1008, Sanchuelo took the caliphate 
with the support of the army.  85   The  hajib  was now caliph. 
The next morning the new Prince of the Believers received 
the most important noblemen of al- Andalus, who entered 
the room in accordance with their rank and pledged him 
allegiance. During the same ceremony ‘Abd al- Aziz, son of 
Sanchuelo, was nominated  hajib . Finally, the Amirids had full 
control of the institutions of power. Sanchuelo supported his 
newly attained position by buying the loyalty of the troops, 
both Berber and Andalusi. At the same time, he forbade 
the noblemen and everyone who served the caliphate from 
wearing their traditional hoods. Instead, they would have 
to wear turbans, like the Berbers, under the threat of pun-
ishment,  86   with the purpose of humiliating the Umayyad 
supporters. The Nasrids concluded that it was crucial to 
suppress Sanchuelo and, bearing in mind how Hisham’s frail 
character had contributed to this outcome, to choose another 
Umayyad to rule al- Andalus. Tension was rising both inside 
and outside al- Zahira, and al- Dalfa’ spotted the perfect oppor-
tunity to take vengeance for her son’s death.  

  The Avenger 

 In the previous decades al- Mansur had persecuted the 
Nasrids, executing many of them. Al- Muzaffar acted in the 
same way, in order to uphold his power. Al- Dalfa’ had partaken 

accusation against Isa and urged him to decree his death.”  72   
A third account claims that this  alfaqui  “had a virtuous 
mother, known as Comadrona [the Midwife], who enjoyed al- 
Dalfa’s kind esteem,” who was aware of Isa’s alleged intentions 
in overthrowing al- Muzaffar and prevented her.  73   Isa was 
executed and, a few days later, Hisham b. ‘Abd al- Jabbar was 
imprisoned and never seen again  74  — and al- Dalfa’ had played 
a decisive role in sealing the destiny of these two men. 

 However, as al- Muzaffar was about to leave for a winter 
campaign in 1008 against Castile, a chest illness from which he 
had been suffering grew worse, and he died.  75   It was suggested 
that his brother, ‘Abd al- Rahman Sanchuelo, had orchestrated 
his death.  76   Some chroniclers even describe the method 
employed: “[P] oisoning him with an apple, cut in two with a 
knife, infected on one of its surfaces.”  77   Peter Scales considers 
this is a possibility, once al- Muzaffar’s promotion (and, sub-
sequently, his mother’s) had downgraded the position of 
Sanchuelo and ‘Abda. Thus, according to the author, it is pos-
sible that there may have been Navarrese initiative— or, at least, 
interest— in the replacement of ‘Abd al- Malik by Sanchuelo.  78   

 Although Sanchuelo’s interference in his brother’s death 
may be unclear, he rapidly took al- Malik’s position, though he 
lasted a mere four months in ofϐice.  79   His ineptitude regarding 
public affairs soon raised controversy. One of the accusations 
that hung over him was the overly familiar approach he had 
towards the caliph. While his ancestors had “honoured the 
caliph’s majesty, keeping themselves away from him, spacing 
the meetings,” Sanchuelo “hurried himself, in his passion, to 
the side which one should stay away from, and afϐirmed his 
familiarity with Hisham.”  80   The caliph himself was not free 

  72     Ibid.  

  73     Ibid., 39.  

  74     Ibid., 40– 41.  

  75     Ibid., 42.  

  76     “The chronicler said: the people, from the beginning of ‘Abd al- 
Malik’s death, because it befell suddenly and so rapidly, was sure 
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crepancies regarding on how it was given to drink. God knows.” Ibn 
Idhari,  La caída del califato de Córdoba , 43.  
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  78     Scales,  The Fall of the Caliphate of Cordoba , 40.  
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  82     Ibid., 44.  

  83     Ibid.  

  84     Ibid., 47.  

  85     Ibid., 48.  

  86     Ibid., 51– 52.  



FOR PRIVATE AND  
NON-COMMERCIAL  

USE ONLY

178 Ćđ-ĉĆđċĆǱ

178

of al- Zahira came. He tried to keep the military under his 
inϐluence by handing over beneϐits to them in profusion, “to 
the point that there was a complete lack of parchment and 
several types of skin were used instead of sheets.”  94   However, 
this was a worthless tactic, as the pillage of al- Zahira left 
his soldiers with no hope of being paid, and soon they left 
him.  95   He was found and executed by the new  hajib , Ibn 
Dura, freedman of al- Hakam II, sent by the new Prince of 
the Believers to kill him.  96   

 In Cordoba, while the mob rejoiced while displaying 
Sanchuelo’s corpse, there were those who became apprehen-
sive over the latest events, which were perceived as an inver-
sion of everything that had constituted the known order up 
till then.

  The city of Cordoba had been taken and the city of 
al- Zahira destroyed; a caliph with a long- term rule, 
who was Hisham b. al- Hakam, was deposed and 
proclaimed a caliph who had no previous right and 
unelected, who was Muhammad b. Hisham b. ‘Abd 
al- Jabbar; the family of ‘Amir disappeared and the 
Banu Umayyad returned to power; the creation of 
popular troops, joined to replace the stiff and trained 
ones of the sovereign and at last the fall of the great 
viziers and the elevation of their contraries, the ones 
the eyes despised due to their lowness and villainy. 
And all this happened by the hand of about ten of 
the vilest men of the people: bleeders, shoemakers, 
breeders and scavengers who dared to do so. Fate 
has guaranteed its accomplishment and has been 
materialised, something that the human reason 
could not have foreseen.  97     

 As for al- Dalfa’, while pursuing her vindictive goal, she 
put herself at the epicentre of the outbreak of civil and mili-
tary turmoil. The new caliph protected her and her grandson, 
allowing her to move into her own house, in which “she 
remained surrounded by her possessions, in liberty to dis-
pose of her own property,” for the reason that, before the 
turmoil, she had— wisely— removed her possessions from 
al- Zahira and put them in a secure place.  98   Her grandson, 
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al- Malik, collected his family treasure, and 

in the death sentence inϐlicted upon two alleged plotters, the 
aforementioned Isa b. Sa’id and Hisham b. ‘Abd al- Jabbar. ‘Abd 
al- Rahman Sanchuelo’s behaviour, simultaneously licentious 
and violent, ignited what was already a precarious situation. 

 The Nasrid faction found a committed aspirant to the 
caliphate in Muhammad b. Hisham b. ‘Abd al- Jabbar, whose 
father had been incarcerated and sentenced to death by 
al- Muzaffar. An unlikely ally would be al- Dalfa’, due to the 
“deadly hatred”  87   she held against Sanchuelo. For this reason, 
she “looked for his ruin, though ‘Abd al- Rahman treated 
her fairly, increased her position and left her the son of his 
brother, ‘Abd al- Malik, his son; as well as her harem and 
property, without failing her in whatever was suitable to her 
condition.”  88   Nevertheless, these beneϐits did not appease her 
thirst for revenge. Al- Dalfa’ therefore aligned with her former 
enemies, the Nasrids, and encouraged them to rebel against 
Sanchuelo. 

 She started by reaching out to Bushra, an Amirid slave who 
had belonged to the Banu Marwan,  89   and to whom he was still 
loyal.  90   Through him, she invited the Marwanids to rebel, while 
promising ϐinancial aid. In the words of Ibn al- Khatib: “The 
Marwanids forwarded him [Bushra] towards a wrathful 
representative of their house [Muhammad], to a gang of 
daredevils and adventurers, rebels, imprudent and turbulent, 
of thieves and bandits, Muhammad of his name, later known 
as al- Mahdi [the Well- Guided].”  91   Muhammad embraced al- 
Dalfa’s initiative and gathered the support of the masses in 
Cordoba. His partisans spread rumours about an upcoming 
rebellion being prepared and emphasized the Amirids’ ϐlaws 
in such a way that the Cordovans’ loathing towards the  hajib  
and his relatives was impossible to restrain.  92   The moment 
had arrived to dethrone Sanchuelo. Accordingly, Ibn Idhari 
talks about Muhammad al- Mahdi as “the door to sedition 
[ itna ] and the cause of division and duplicity.”  93   

 While Sanchuelo was absent, heading north on a military 
campaign, revolution erupted in Cordoba. Sanchuelo was 
near Toledo when he received reports about the destruction 
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permitted al- Dalfa’s actions to have a range of consequences 
that transcended the walls of al- Zahira. 

 Al- Mansur, needing to establish new foundations for his 
authority, intensiϐied the recruitment of exogenous elem-
ents of Berber, Christian, and Slavic origin for both army and 
administration. He ascribed positions to them at the palace 
and put in place a loyal clientele. The Amirid party was thus 
reinforced against those ofϐicials and servants who stood by 
the Nasrids and still dreamt of restoring the caliphate to the 
image of the glorious days of al- Nasir. The palace was the 
platform where these different sensitivities interacted, the 
friction they created echoed through the walls of the harem, 
and al- Dalfa’ sensed it. 

 Furthermore, outside information reached her through 
her acquaintances, people she was allowed to receive as 
guests, such as the midwife who allegedly warned her about 
a conspiracy targeting her son. Later, al- Dalfa’ engaged her-
self in a conspiracy with the same faction that had previously 
wanted to overthrow her son and that she had unmasked. 
For that purpose, she sought the cooperation of Bushra, the 
slave, in order to reach those who could depose her son’s 
alleged murderer. In both situations, she used a network of 
people with enough freedom to move between the palace 
and the city, establishing a connection between her and 
the world beyond the curtain that she was not allowed to 
transgress. 

 By the time al- Dalfa’ reached the status of  umm al- walad  
she had already dealt with courtly life long enough to under-
stand the milieu and how to survive in it. Analyzing her 
acuity while she planned the aftermath of the uprising, we 
may ask ourselves whether her involvement aimed, above 
all, to ensure her preservation from the devastating effects 
of an insurrection that was likely to happen. Al- Dalfa’ was 
aware of the different political sensitivities both in the harem 
and outside the walls of al- Zahira. Therefore, her survival 
instinct might have led her to change to the side of the rebels, 
because, from the moment Muhammad al- Mahdi and his 
militias stepped into al- Zahira, it was unlikely that she and 
her grandson would survive.

Her share of the responsibility in the collapse of the 
Amirids is assessed in the ϐinancial support she bestowed 
upon a faction that, apparently, did not have the resources 
to do so, once most of the wealth had been transferred to 
al- Zahira during al- Mansur’s governance. Other attempts 
to remove the Amirids had germinated before within the 
palace, and one had even been detected by her. A change in 
the regime was possible only if it started from the inside. 

later, as an adult, he would get involved in the  itna , as sover-
eign of Orihuela and Murcia.  99    

  Conclusion: Assessing al- Dalfa’s Agency 

 From alleged Christian descent, al- Dalfa’ might have 
integrated into the selective group of beautiful and educated 
slave women who were destined to serve in the harems. Some 
were chosen by their masters to share their chambers. Such 
was the case with al- Dalfa’, who, in 973, gave birth to ‘Abd al- 
Malik al- Muzaffar, al- Mansur’s successor in the  hijaba . Her 
pregnancy granted her the status of  umm al- walad , a position 
that allowed her to become a free woman on the death of 
her master. Following al- Mansur’s demise her political role 
would become visible, as mother of the de facto ruler of al- 
Andalus— in practice, the equivalent of a “queen mother”. 

 Al- Dalfa’ was present at al- Muzaffar’s most controversial 
decision, namely the execution of the so- called traitors Sa’id b. 
Qatta’ and Hisham b. ‘Abd al- Jabbar. Moreover, she was among 
the main instigators of a coup that overthrew Sanchuelo and 
ignited a civil war that would last more than twenty years, 
after which the Umayyad Caliphate of al- Andalus collapsed. 
Considering the physical conϐinement and seclusion from 
public affairs under which Muslim women lived, especially 
those from the upper socio- economic groups, al- Dalfa’ 
manoeuvres were beyond what was expected and possible to 
foresee. 

 Although plotting in the harem in order to gain the favour 
of the royal spouse had always taken place in Andalusi his-
tory, such intrigues “consisted in some mother questing for 
sovereign succession for a child of her own.”  100   During the 
Amirid period such a pattern seems to have given rise to a 
more assertive female role in Andalusi politics. At the end 
of the tenth century Subh tried to regain control of the state 
for her son, Caliph Hisham II, with the help of her brother, 
the  fata  Ra’iq, but she did not succeed in doing so.  101   Being 
a contemporary of Subh, is likely that al- Dalfa’ saw in her a 
role model on how a “queen mother” should act in order to 
defend the interests of her offspring. However, there were 
some circumstances during the Amirid administration that 

  99     More details regarding his life can be found in Rubiera Mata, “El 
príncipe hastiado”.  
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magrebíes,” 837.  

  101     Scales,  The Fall of the Caliphate of Cordoba , 40– 41.  
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al- Mansur’s political choices, as he handed over public affairs 
to a hierarchically organized battery of slaves and mercen-
aries, held together through a mixture of loyalty, fear, and 
money. Al- Mansur did not predict that blood bonds, personal 
inclinations, and a mother’s ϐierce desire for revenge could 
use the structure and resources of a regime he had created 
with the purpose of putting an end to it.     

Ultimately, it was al- Mansur’s money kept by al- Dalfa’ that 
ϐinanced the end of his dynasty. 

 The harem, whose  raison d’être  had been to extol its 
master’s resources and to provide him his most intimate 
circle in which to seek refuge, was, during the late tenth and 
early eleventh centuries, the ground in which disruptive 
forces grew. Al- Dalfa’ and her actions were the product of 
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