CHAPTER 2
Political Structures

Antonio Peldez Rovira

In considering the political institutions of the Nasrid kingdom of Granada, we
must think about the post-Almohad world that gave rise to state structures in
the Islamic West of the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries.! These regimes,
like their predecessors, strove to distinguish themselves from those that had
come before;? they had to confront the politico-religious ideology of the
doctrines of tawhid, but did not adopt all the structures associated with the
Andalusi tradition. In this they followed earlier historical trends of political
and socioeconomic transformation.3

Specifically, the Banii Nasr established their rule over al-Andalus in accor-
dance with governmental institutions and an administrative organization of a
classic Islamic type; different scholars have observed that it obeyed Andalusi
political tradition,* but with modifications introduced by more than two and
a half centuries of Nasrid experience. Our challenge is to identify those contri-
butions individually while not losing sight of the intrinsic character of states in
Western Islam in the late Middle Ages.

The basic politico-administrative organization chart of any Islamic state in-
cludes the head of state, a government made up of viziers and secretaries, an
advisory council, and officials charged with overseeing the different parts of
the territory. In the Nasrid case, the problems inherent in reconstructing this
system meet additional obstacles: a large volume of scholarly historical studies
that mythify this period,® and the difficulty of even proving the existence of
certain individuals.® At the same time, out of intellectual inertia, some social
groups or collectives have been treated in a generic fashion.”

There has been a tendency to view the Nasrid kingdom of Granada as the
decadent period of Andalusi Islam, especially in studies that focus on the fif-
teenth century. This issue, while not entirely resolved, has been somewhat
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modified in more careful analyses.® In a welcome development, historians
have begun to reject the term “decadence,” which has been such a burden, and
to study the Nasrid polity as a separate political entity in the thirteenth to fif-
teenth centuries, without comparing it to other Andalusi or Islamic periods
that are not of concern to us here.

1 Political Power and Legitimation

The State was organized around the Nasrid sovereign, from whom the func-
tioning of the administration derived. The Head of State and his representa-
tives exercised political power, delegated officials ensured that institutions
operated, and equally important in classical Islam, all were conscious of be-
longing to a dawla: in the case of Granada the dawla nasriyya, among other
designations.

The exercise of power began with the sovereign’s investiture through the
legal-religious mechanism of the bay @, a term associated with ascent to power
since the early days of Islam.® It guaranteed popular support in two ways: rec-
ognition of authority through the individual’s adherence to its ideology, and
the act of selecting the candidate who would occupy the throne.1® After the
ceremonies, the consent of the pertinent authorities, and the public’s recogni-
tion, the Nasrid sovereign, at the pinnacle of power, possessed the right and
the duty to exercise his governance over the population.!!

The obligations of the Head of State had been compiled and expand-
ed throughout the Islamic political tradition;? in the Nasrid kingdom of
Granada outstanding intellectuals such as Ibn al-Khatib and Ibn Khaldan not
only played political roles but contributed to political theory through their
writings.!® While not all Granadan scholars could exercise power themselves,#
many placed their authorial gifts at the service of local politics, in greater or
lesser accord with the politico-religious ideology of the moment. We find such
men throughout the Nasrid area in every part of the kingdom.1>
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Aside from the sovereign’s internal legitimation within the Nasrid State he
also enjoyed external recognition, beginning with the dynasty’s founding dur-
ing the post-Almohad chaos of the thirteenth century.!® In addition to the ini-
tial search for an Islamic political power of higher religious standing!” there
was the Treaty of Jaén signed with Castile in 1246:18 it was the first recognition
of the nascent Islamic state in the Peninsula, and initiated a series of agree-
ments with Castilian monarchs that would mark Nasrid foreign policy.!® The
later effects of the Treaty of Jaén have been viewed in the light of an Islamic
state that becomes the vassal of a Christian one.2? One undoubted sign of ex-
ternal legitimation was the “Order of the Band” (Orden de la Banda),?' to which
the founder of the Nasrid dynasty, Muhammad 1, may have belonged.?? The
Nasrid escutcheon, clearly influenced by Castilian heraldry, was displayed in
public spaces in the Alhambra?3 and on ceremonial objects belonging to the
Nasrid family,?* but was absent from those possessed by other members of
Granada’s elite even if they were related to the emirs.?5 Structures of the State
associated with the ruling Nasrids, therefore, deployed this dynastic emblem
to great communicative effect.

As the Nasrids developed their genealogy throughout the fourteenth
century?¢ the eponym Nasr coexisted with al-Ahmar, which was also employed
by foreign chancelleries.2” Andalusi authors associated it with the first Nasrid
to ascend the throne,?8 identifying Muhammad 1 as Ibn al-Ahmar.2° The motto
of the Banu Nasr, “there is no victor but God” or “God alone is victorious”
(wa-la ghaliba illa Allah), as we know from epigraphy, inherited a phraseology
that had legitimated Almohad power;3° there are some traces of it in Arabic
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inscriptions from that period that are not yet verified.3! There must have been
a certain semantic continuity in spite of the historical rupture represented
by the Nasrids,3? since according to one of their chief propagandists,33 “the
motto of these emirs” appeared on coins from Granada3* and represented
the Nasrid dynasty within the Alhambra.3> The motto is also attested out-
side the kingdom of Granada.3% Its presence indicates institutions connected
with the central authority, especially the Nasrid administration.

2 Political Power and Representation: The Headship of State

In official Nasrid writings and numismatics, the head of State was not given
the title of “king” (malik) except on very rare occasions, although its Spanish
counterpart (rey) was the one most often assigned by the Christian chanceller-
ies of the time and is common in the historiography of the Nasrid world. One
reason for the extended usage of rey may be its connotation of authority trans-
posed from the Christian monarchic tradition, together with its blandness,
which avoided associating Nasrid sovereigns with any religious connotation.3?
Nonetheless we note that in a laudatory poem inscribed on the Madrasa of
Granada, its founder Emir Yasuf'I is called one of the “kings of the Banii Nasr”
(muluk Bani Nasr). Another title largely absent from official mentions of the
Nasrid sovereigns is “commander of the faithful” (amir al-mu’minin), the high-
est politico-religious rank in Islam, reserved for caliphs; it appears only occa-
sionally in literature as a way of praising the sovereign’s qualities, but without
special religious significance.3® The administrative State functioned indepen-
dently of this superior rank, which the Nasrid sovereigns did not adopt.

The highest authority in the Nasrid State was called amir from the very
beginning.3® The dynasty’s founder, Muhammad 1, also adopted the official
title “commander of the Muslims” (amir al-muslimin), which was continued
by later Nasrid monarchs.#® From that point on the title appeared on coins
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minted under Muhammad 1, but not as often as one would think under his
descendants: those sovereigns’ coins tend to display the terms amir alone, “the
emir, the servant of God” (al-amir ‘abd Allah), or the monarch’s chosen honor-
ific surname (lagab).* The rank of “commander of the Muslims” appears on
seals of the official correspondence of several sovereigns,*? and is ubiquitous
in chronicles and laudatory texts about the dynasty. But the Nasrids never ad-
opted the higher title “commander of the faithful” (amir al-mwminin); the only
post-Almohad rulers to do so were the Hafsids of Tunis.*3

The term amir — and even more amir al-muslimin — applied to the sover-
eign denotes a politico-religious rank inherent in the head of an Islamic state
that contains a Muslim population. In addition it occasionally bears a more
restrictive, geographical meaning. Amir is associated with the city of Granada:
Muhammad 1, among others, designated himself amir Gharnata on some sur-
viving dirhams.#* At the same time the Castilian chancellery referred to him
as “Don Aboabdille Abenasar, rey de Granada,”*® making a clear equivalence
between “emir” and “king” while associating his position to a territory and in-
cluding no clear religious connotation; the city of Granada is conceived as the
capital of a territorial space ruled by the emir who holds that rank.

The term sultan is usually connected to the territory over which a sover-
eign holds executive power. If we compare the content of Arabic inscrip-
tions on Nasrid sovereigns’ official seals with references in texts rendered into
Romance, we find this equivalence between “sultan” and “king” in the territo-
rial sphere.#¢ When employed in relation to control over the city of Granada
and its territories — or Granada in the sense of capital of its territory — it is not
in opposition to amir al-muslimin; it is as if the two statuses, in a confluence
of interests, sought to combine both politico-religious forms of legitimacy,
head of State and head of the community, which together imply rule over the
territory. A significant clue is a letter from Muhammad 1x “the Left-Handed™:
after along recitation of his ancestors, all termed “commander of the Muslims,”
he styles himself “sultan of Granada and of the lands of the Muslims that de-
pend upon it."#” Sometimes use of “sultan” denotes an executive action by the
ruler himself in the form of an order, decree, or edict: at the outset of his reign
Muhammad 1 emitted a “sultan’s edict” (zahir sultant) for Ibn Mahib, who
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had helped to gain the submission of Ibn al-Ramimy, lord of Almeria,*® and
later he renewed the privilege.*® Note that “lord” (sahib) indicates control of a
given territory.

On occasion different titles occur together, in narrative contexts that al-
lude to political issues of a strong territorial bent — uprisings, dethronings,
legitimations — confusingly and in no particular order. It is worthwhile to
examine Ibn al-Khatib’s account of the movements of the pretender to the
throne Abtu 1-Walid Isma‘il in opposition to Nasr before he was dethroned.>° In
the biography of this emir Ibn al-Khatib uses the term amr (command, power,
authority) at the beginning of Nasr’s rule, a condition that confers the title of
amir even though the text does not explicitly refer to him as such. Still, as first
described he is termed “amir al-muslimin Nasr b. Muhammad b. Muhammad
b. Yasuf b. Nasr, amir of al-Andalus after his brother and his father,” so there is
no doubt about his rank. The father of the pretender to the throne, Abu Sa‘id
b. Isma‘l, boasts the title “lord of Malaga” (sakib Malaga), making it clear that
he belonged to the Nasrid dynasty as a descendant of “al-Ghalib bi-llah,” the
honorific (lagab) of Muhammad 1. In Ibn al-Khatib’s account the uprising led
by rebels from Malaga, to which Abt 1-Walid’s father contributed, reached
Granada where “the sultan,” after quelling the revolt, “emerged from the gate
of the fortress,” clear allusions to Nasr and the Alhambra. Part of the popu-
lation expressed support for him but others departed for Malaga, where the
sultan Abu 1-Walid accepted their urging to occupy the court (al-hadra). He
marched on Granada, entering through the Albaicin, and “took up residence in
the Old Fortress opposite the Alhambra.” Days later he made his entrance into
the Royal Palace, Dar al-Mulk.5!

In the passages just cited, executive power associated with amrinheres in the
ranks of (1) amir with respect to government functions and (2) amir al-muslimin
with respect to the politico-religious rank that legitimizes the ruler’s activity
at the head of Nasrid leadership. Kingly power (mulk) has a seat from which
territorial dominion extends, from which the ruler acts not so much as a king
(malik) as in the role of sultan in all its dimensions. This held true from the
beginning, when Muhammad 1 arrived at the future Nasrid capital intending
to seize “the seat of power in Granada” (hadrat al-mulk Gharnata).5? Since we
have mentioned that “Granada” stood for the entire territory, it is important
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to note that power exerted over a given place conferred on its holder the title
of sahib regardless of whether he belonged to the Nasrid dynasty, as with Ibn
al-Ramimi of Almeria. Ibn al-Khatib’s text relates the structures of the State to
the physical spaces where power is exerted: gates, castles, fortresses.

Our sources offer conclusive proof that the Nasrid sovereign acted directly
in managing the government and administering the State. The founder of the
dynasty intervened in justice, finances, and territorial organization after he
arrived in Granada, and Ibn al-Khatib praised his accomplishments.>® By his
account Muhammad 11 organized the State (dawla) and established the ad-
ministrative structures (algab khidma); among other measures, he increased
the funds devoted to administration.>* The chronicler also found Yasuf 1 to be
skilled in handling state documents: “He acquired great experience in examin-
ing government documents and reading royal decrees, becoming unmatched
[in doing s0].”%5

Aside from specific incidents mentioned in our sources, the role of Nasrid
emirs in civil administration was a merely institutional one of presiding over
ceremonies, receiving ambassadors, and signing official documents. An emir
might also make special decisions on legal, military, or economic issues such as
are studied elsewhere in this book. The emir’s task was fundamental because
it legitimated the actions that resulted from decisions by the head of State;
that was why a decision to support a pretender against the ruler on the throne
often brought official condemnation by the chief legal and religious authori-
ties. When Boabdil rose up against his father Muley Hacén, the authorities pro-
tested his “violation of the oath of fealty (bay @) sworn to our lord Abu 1-Hasan
[Muley Hacén].” His act not only lacked legal standing but affected the very
underpinnings of the State, with grave consequences for the people.>¢

3 The Nasrid Dawla

The family of the Bana Nasr became constituted as a dawla associated with
state sovereignty, as other dynasties of the classical Islamic world had done.5”
As a dawla it exerted power through its collateral branches, sometimes con-
tinuously (the dawla isma‘iliyya nasriyya begun by Isma‘ll 1, which ruled in the
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middle years of the fourteenth century and made the splendor of the State vis-
ible with the Alhambra complex®8), sometimes more modestly (as with Yasuf
Ibn al-Mawl and his short-lived dawla mawliyya5®). The family motto wa-la
ghaliba illa Allah — already present on coins minted under Muhammad 1,50
and recognized in the fourteenth century as the official numismatic motto, as
Ibn Khatib notes in describing royal symbols®! — led to the dynasty’s being des-
ignated also as dawla ghalibiyya.5? Therefore, the administration of the State
must have been closely tied to members of the dynasty even apart from their
higher rank as heads of State.

The Nasrid dynasty preserved the prerogatives associated with its founder,
Muhammad 1, who as we know held the title amir al-muslimin; thus began the
saga of Nasrid emirs who held it, as we see from the list of the founder’s sons,
to whom Ibn al-Khatib accords the same rank.83 At the other end of the Nasrid
family tree, the ancestry of Emir Aba l-Hasan ‘Ali is set forth in a lengthy nasab
worth quoting here: “Commander of the Muslims ‘Ali al-Ghalib bi-Allah, son of
our lord commander of the Muslims Abu I-Nasr, son of the venerable emir Aba
l-Hasan, son of the commander of the Muslims Abu 1-Hajjaj, son of the com-
mander of the Muslims Abu ‘Abd Allah, son of the commander of the Muslims
Abu l-Hajjaj, son of the commander of the Muslims Aba 1-Walid al-Nasr1."64
Every emir who governed bears the title amir al-muslimin; the third Nasrid in
the list, Abi I-Hasan, does not because he never ruled, showing how the title
was scrupulously reserved for the highest state rank. All male heirs of the dy-
nasty did not merit it, even if they were in the direct line of succession of a
collateral branch;%? it distinguishes only the ones who reached the throne. We
see here the significance of a title that, by all indications, implied legitimation
of all acts that issued from the highest rank of the State to its administration.

A dethroned emir could no longer bear the title, as we see in the case of
Nagr. In his correspondence with Christian monarchs we find the Arabic
phrase al-amir Abd Allah Nasr in a letter written in Castilian to James 11 from
his exile in Guadix,®® which he governed independently with Emir Isma‘l 1’s
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permission after being deposed.5” The letter, dated 1316, was written two years
into his exile,%® showing that while he continued to call himself amir outside
the administrative bounds of the headship of State, he was no longer amir
al-muslimin. Males of the Nasrid dynasty who had not yet ascended the throne
would receive the same treatment, though the title was sometimes extended
to an indubitable heir.6° In short, amir was reserved for members of the Nasrid
dynasty, particularly for the heir to the throne (wall [-‘ahd, lit. “associated with
the oath,” in Ibn al-Khatib’s term),”® who we know was not always the oldest
son or even a son;”! the “commander of the Muslims” was, exclusively, the head
of State. Any action by those “lesser” emirs was therefore less important and
less legitimate than those performed by their relatives who held the title of
maximum political authority.

Membership in the dawla legitimized accession to power; that was also ac-
complished, though a posteriori, by titles of a religious nature that we find re-
peated in many formats, such as the rulers’ lengthy nasabs. In the one quoted
earlier we find, at the end, the wish for Abu I-Hasan ‘Al1 “that God strengthen
him with His help and assist him with His favor.”72 The phrase follows the clas-
sic formula that associates a social collective — a dynasty, in this case — with
religious elements that served to legitimize it for a specific function.” Amir
al-muslimin, therefore, implied legitimizing qualities of a religious character
that broadened the strictly political ones of the administrative structure.

Sovereigns also adopted honorific surnames whose religious meaning is ex-
pressed by including the name of Allah, with invocations of the sovereign’s vir-
tues and praises to the divinity.”* Some of these algab (plural of lagab) recur, as
if Nasrid emirs were forging a link to an ancestor in the dynasty: such was the
case with fifteenth-century rulers, for instance the long-lived Muhammad 1x
“the Left-Handed””> and three members of the famous House of Abu Nasr
Sa‘d: Abu I-Hasan ‘Ali (“Muley Hacén”), Muhammad x11 (“Boabdil”), and
Muhammad “e/ Zagal’’® All three chose the lagab “al-Ghalib bi-Allah” with
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the clear intention of associating themselves with the founder of the dynasty,
Muhammad 1.

4 Delegated Power and Actions of State

Accession to political power, through the various mechanisms of peaceful suc-
cession, force, or delegation, involved the sovereign and all the members of the
structures that made up the State.”” During this process the institutional trans-
fer of power was set in motion; while not recorded in any political treatise, it
was available because state structures remained in place during the sovereign’s
investiture and prepared to be reactivated. That role fell on the shoulders of
viziers, secretaries, and other persons associated with the State who performed
their duties as delegates of the emir. From this group arose the act of baya,
which sanctioned the legitimate accession to power in written form. For the
Nasrids, Ibn al-Khatib records the text employed when Muhammad v ascended
the throne in a compilation of his secretarial writings for the dynasty,”® proof
that during the transition the mechanisms for formalizing the sovereign’s le-
gitimacy remained in place.

There are historically significant figures whose activities in service to Nasrid
power, and personal careers, offer invaluable information for reconstructing
the administrative functions of the State. Prominent among the great viziers
and political directors were those who ran the Secretariat of State or Royal
Chancellery, Diwan al-Insha’; one of their duties was to compose epigraphic
court poetry, as did Ibn al-Jayyab,” Ibn al-Khatib,8° and Ibn Zamrak.8! Ibn
al-Hakim preceded them at the head of this administrative division.8? Ibn
al-Khatib’s prolific pen best illustrates the blending of political and personal
fortunes, public duty and private action, that characterized this collective: he
coined the phrase “I am the Juhayna of its information, the pole of its axis, and
the archive of its house.”83 He meant that those officials assumed all functions
delegated by the sovereign for the purpose of issuing propaganda, exercising
power, and safeguarding the memory of the dynasty.
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The post of hajib or chamberlain does not seem to have carried specific
administrative functions; rather, it united many responsibilities related to the
headship of the government, while including the rank of dhu [-wizaratayn
(“holder of the two ministries”) as a sign of distinction.4 The key figure in the
higher administration of the State was the wazir: a public personage named by
the emir, delegated to transmit the emir’s orders and ensure they were carried
out. He also organized administrative tasks (drawing up official documents,
diplomacy, military and fiscal matters, supervising the judiciary) and ensured
the smooth functioning of the system.85 We still do not possess a complete
picture of the Nasrid vizierate; it sometimes assumed particular functions in
response to administrative needs of the moment, but did not — as the cliché
often has it — merely respond to the emir’s whims and desires.8¢ Some viziers,
however, did accumulate real power at certain periods,3” sharing responsibili-
ties with members of the central administration.38

While any list of viziers is incomplete, the lists we do have indicate persons
who possessed a strong power of decision over the fortunes of the emirate.
Their duties may not have been divided explicitly between the civilian and the
military, and their occupancy of the post varied in length according to their
relationships with the sovereigns and other members of the political elite.8°
Material proof of their activity in foreign affairs is provided by their seals on
official correspondence, which were minor versions of those affixed to letters
from the emirs.9° Viziers were involved in levying, collecting, and managing
taxes, according to a notation in the last Nasrid chronicle: Muley Hacén'’s vizier
“continued to order new tributes [magharim] and increase existing ones” so as
to swell the public coffers and pass on the proceeds to the sultan.®!

The Diwan al-Insha’ developed into the secretariat of the central adminis-
tration: it converted government decisions such as decrees, edicts, appoint-
ments, treaties, and safe-conducts into documentary form.%? Its members
must have worked in the area of the Mexuar (Mashwar), where the advisory
council (shira) met; it was the site of the scriptorium (kitaba) for secretaries,
and was sufficient for the administrative needs of the State until Muhammad v
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91 Nubdhat al-‘asr, 6; trans. Quirés, Fragmento de la época, 7.
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expanded it greatly during his second reign.?® The importance of the secretary
(katib) is suggested by an anecdote from Muhammad 11’s time: the emir’s faith-
ful secretary was accused of having composed satirical verses against the son
and heir, the future Muhammad 111. Irate, the heir demanded that the guilty
party be brought before him for punishment; the man in question was Ibn
al-Hakim, who would become a powerful vizier in later reigns. The secretary
thought it prudent to go into hiding for a time before returning to his post.94
The Chancellery was directed by an administrator who acted as Secretary
of State and whose professional standing allowed him to keep his post amid
changes in the monarchy. A good example is Ibn al-Khatib (like his predeces-
sors Ibn al-Hakim and Ibn al-Jayyab and his pupil Ibn Zamrak): he held the
position under Yasuf 11 and continued in it after Muhammad v’s accession.
His presence in the Secretariat during the transition allowed him to compose
the new emir’s document of investiture and attend to the Chancellery,®> while
enlarging considerably the scope of his responsibilities in the government.%¢
The education of the state bureaucracy received its official seal of approval
with the founding of the Madrasa Yusufiyya in the capital city. It was funded
by Emir Yasuf 1 and carried out under his patronage by the powerful Aajib
Ridwan;®7 poems inscribed on the building itself praised this royal initiative.%8
The madrasa was not a university as we now understand the term, but was
comparable in some ways to a medieval universitas.99 It was an instrument of
power intended to prepare civil servants (bureaucrats) and ensure their loyalty
to the prevailing political and religious ideology.1%° Its curriculum focused on
legal and religious subjects and allied linguistic disciplines!'®! in a space ap-
propriate to teaching, and it harbored a residence for students.!°2 The school’s
architectural space, its faculty of teachers from Granada and elsewhere, and
the administration of its finances all influenced the intellectual milieu of the
capital. There has been speculation about another possible madrasa with-
in the Alhambra that would have fulfilled the educational needs of palace
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employees.193 A short-lived madrasa in Malaga apparently did not involve the
training of civil servants.104

We must not forget the counselors, “masters of good advice” (arbab
al-nasa’ih) in Ibn al-Khatib’s flowery rhetoric; that author speaks of how
Muhammad 1's audiences brought together the chief figures of the court, the
most important judges, and the followers closest to power!'%® in a sort of Council
of State; these men were, in fact, responsible for its administration. This politi-
cal elite constituted an oligarchy based on the property they owned in the city
and its nearby fertile plain, the Vega;'%% its members acted consciously as a
group but one sufficiently permeable to allow other Granadan families to join
over time.!97 Some of these developed a stereotyped image: many members of
the Abencerrajes (Bani I-Sarraj) did not live up to the qualities often associ-
ated with that name.108

5 State and Territory

It is common practice to define the territory under Nasrid control as a prolon-
gation of the former provinces (kiira, pl. kuwar) of Granada, Malaga, Almeria,
Ronda, and even part of Algeciras, even though there was no continuity what-
ever between the earlier Andalusi political-administrative structures, whose
names come down from the Umayyad period, and the new ones.1% This was
the area administered from the capital as the sovereign delegated his central
authority to local agents. Ibn al-Azragq, the last Andalusi intellectual to take an
interest in the fundamentals of power,'? enumerated the duties that the sov-
ereign performed through those delegates: protecting the territory to ensure
the sustenance and free transit of the people, manning the frontiers against
the enemy, choosing loyal and capable civil servants, supervising public affairs,
and dealing with any circumstance that affected the community, particularly
in defense of religion.!!!
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From the earliest period of the Nasrid emirate there is mention of gover-
nors. According to Ibn al-Khatib, when the first Nasrid conquered the capi-
tal he needed money, and exerted greater pressure on the governors (‘ummal,
sg. ‘amil).? The expanded text also appears in al-Thata, making clear that the
pressure came after he had taken possession of the seat of power (hadra).13
Both the collective bureaucracy and the seat of the administration were close-
ly and directly connected to the Head of State, from whom the management of
the territory emanated.

To name the leader of a city, the alcaide (ga’id), the sovereign issued an of-
ficial document that certified his own membership in the dawla and his title
amir al-muslimin as legitimizers of the act. At that moment the post in ques-
tion was included in the structures of the State. We reproduce here part of the
document (in its Romance version) with which Yasuf 1v named the alcaide of
Almeria, proclaiming his right to rule the city, its civil and religious authori-
ties, and its people: “So says the servant of God, the emperor of the Moors who
enjoys God’s help, Yugaf son of the deceased prince Hamete son of Abulhaxex,
emperor of the Moors ... to the judge, sheriffs, preachers, jurists, elders, inspec-
tors, and ordinary people, residents of the city ... we write you this [letter] from
the Alhambra in Granada...."4

The presence of “sheriffs” (alguaziles, from wazir) and “elders” (viejos), espe-
cially for local communities, is frequent in extant sources. A document dated
1428 is addressed to the leaders of the fortress of Comares, who include its ga@’id
and its “old men” (ashyakh, pl. of shaykh).'> The former, who appears first,
seems to be the local agent of power, while the latter group would represent
the community. It is difficult to determine the exact relationship of the alcaide
to the locality, area, or district: did his status as a local make his selection by the
central authority more likely? It is possible that local populations, especially in
rural areas, took the initiative in naming valid interlocutors, who could medi-
ate with local agents of power but still be able to connect directly with the
central government. A document from the Mudejar period suggests such an
arrangement for the future alguazil of the hamlet of Purchil: thirteen local wit-
nesses, presumably men of sufficient local prestige, vouched for him.!16

112 Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha, 43; trans. Casciaro, 131.

113 Ibn al-Khatib, al-Thata, 2:95.
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escribimos del alhambra de Granada”: Gaspar y Remiro, “Con motivo del romancero,” 147.
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The rich notarial documentation in which alcaides appear as possessors of
real estate may help us to make connections between local agents and the ter-
ritories they administered,''” though it is still hard to infer from their private
interests whether they acted as administrators in districts where they owned
property.'® In any case there seem to have been alcaides as titular heads of
a district who had a direct connection to the central government; they co-
existed with more modest rural officials who might hold more sway in small
communities.9

We have seen how the relations between members of a community and the
sovereign were conducted through official documents that cemented the cen-
tral government’s control of the territory, especially in rural areas.!?° However,
it is hard to find the sort of written register that would be essential for ad-
ministration, though local reports to the central government must have ex-
isted, even if created after the fact. In a royal edict issued by the chancellery
of Muhammad 1 in favor of Ibn Mahib and his wife, to be extended to their
descendants, the colophon ends with an order to governors to obey its clauses
(later renewed) regarding exemption from tributes, subsidies, and fines, and
treatment of sharecroppers, tenants, and servants; it also confirms earlier
privileges.?! Obviously a property register would be necessary if clauses like
these were to be fulfilled.

Central control over rural areas was made manifest and visible through fron-
tier fortresses. The evolution of these fortified structures shows changes asso-
ciated with the development of Andalusi society, as state power increased its
presence by creating specific spaces for representation and control.'?2 These
spaces were controlled by the central government through local agents from
the surrounding communities or imposition from outside. In the other direc-
tion, local communities might show their strength against central authority
to the point of controlling the fortresses; this was a rare event, but suggests
the complexity of ownership of such structures. We have documents of sale
from Cullar, whose residents bought the fortress in a well-documented pro-
cess: the existence of a property-transfer list (Registro de Transmisiones) for
Baza speaks eloquently of the role of the district’s chief town in administering
its territory.123
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Islamic territories initially controlled by the central government were suc-
cessively excised beginning in the thirteenth century: these spaces have been
called subtaifas,* “third taifas” at the start of the Nasrid dynasty,'?® and poliar-
quias for Granada overall in the fifteenth century.!26 As a result, the governance
of Islamic lands in the southern Peninsula was not always linked to the capital
in Granada and the administrative seat of power in the Alhambra. That fact
does not detract from the capital’s prestige: it was still “the noble, honored, and
blessed Nasrid seat” (al-magam al-karim al-sharif al-mubarak al-nasri),?” the
goal sought by pretenders to the throne and everyone associated with politi-
cal power. There is no doubt at all that the Alhambra complex was the natural
locus of the Nasrid dynasty, a palatine city at the service of power and all the
needs of the administrative State.128

From this centralized spot, management of the territory implied con-
tact with the bureaucracy and access to official documents. But power could
also be wielded from elsewhere, when struggles over the throne in Granada
blocked access to the privileged space of central administration. One such site
was Huércal: several alcaides and alguaciles were named for it in the course of
the fifteenth century, from either the Alhambra or (under Boabdil) from the
Old Fortress or Alcazaba Qadima in the Albaicin.1?® Apparently the name of
the site and that of the local official were all that needed to be documented.

There must also have been a double register, both central and local, because
otherwise that able and active emir Muhammad 1x could not have issued tax
exemptions before he recovered the throne in Granada.!3° In 1430, while he
was disputing the throne with Muhammad vi1r after having returned from
exile in Tunis and received the fealty of part of the territory through a bay‘a,'3!
an order of his was issued outside the central administration in Granada that
clearly carried administrative force. It is reflected in several Castilian sources,
one of which records: “In this year there were two kings in Granada, one in the
city and the other in the Alhambra, and they were fighting each other. And the
one in the Alhambra was called the Young King, and he was favored by the king

124 Viguera Molins, “El soberano, visires y secretarios,” 319. Taifa (Arabic ta’ifa, “party, fac-
tion”) had designated the small kingdoms that had succeeded the fall of the Umayyad
caliphate in al-Andalus in the eleventh century.
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of Castile; and the one in the city was nicknamed the Left-Handed.”32 From his
base in the city the latter, Muhammad 1x, exempted the pious foundation of
the mosque of Berja from taxation by writing an order to the elders and algua-
ciles of Capileira, Jurbina, and Pago in that district.!33 From this we see that he
commanded those towns, that local agents not apparently named by the cen-
tral power were loyal to him, and that he was able to intervene in the district’s
fiscal affairs, related in this case to holdings of religious property.

We have spoken of the processes of legitimation and assumption of govern-
ment duties through which the emir received the support of the legal and reli-
gious authorities in carrying out his responsibilities to the State. In the purely
religious sphere, the emir’s dominion was made manifest when he was named
during the Friday prayer. Every aspirant to the throne sought that privilege: the
lord of Mélaga, Abti Sa‘ld b. Isma‘il, wanted “to speak the public prayer [du@’]
in favor of himself” He sent his son to claim the throne,3* with the result that
the son ruled instead of his father as Isma‘l 1 after dethroning Emir Nagr.135 It
is clear that the religious factor was another indication of territorial control.

6 The Dynamics of the State

The Nasrid State’s intervention in public life was conditioned by the dynamics
surrounding political power, in accordance with patterns characteristic of the
age. For Ibn Khaldun, the decisive factors for the proper exercise of power are
force, organizational capacity, and a unifying ideology; he affirms that “author-
ity is a natural institution of humankind.”'36 It can be argued that a legitimate
political regime can make its people obey without the use of force, in an insti-
tutional and normalized manner in accordance with the State’s organizational
capacity.13” Therefore, over time the Nasrids developed a full program of po-
litical propaganda to socialize power and gain the people’s loyalty to Nasrid
ideology.138 All of these elements converged on the Alhambra, the dynasty’s

132 “En este aflo avia dos reyes en Granada, uno en la ciudad y otro en el Alhambra, y gue-
rreabanse el uno al otro. Y el que estaba en el Alhambra llamaban el rey Mozo, y éste auia
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134 Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha, 75; trans. Casciaro, 176.
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architectural emblem, a palatine city at the service of the government.!3® The
name of this palace complex, so desired by every Nasrid with aspirations to the
throne, was included in the rulers’ titles issued by the chancelleries:4° a docu-
ment from Tunis spoke of “the lord of the Alhambra of Granada” (sahib hamra
Gharnata), while Castile and Aragon echoed the same formula.

As we learn from Nasrid documents in Arabic, the terms “war” and “peace”
were used to define relationships between Granadans and their neighbors,
particularly the Castilians; so was “coexistence” (convivencia), whether peace-
ful or warlike.!*! While traditional historiography thinks of war first of all, there
were also long periods governed by truces;#? according to extant documents
from the frontier, there was a broad range of ambiguous situations between
the two extremes.1*3

The continuing reality of the land and sea frontiers weighed on the spirits
of intellectuals and emerged in their writings: poets wrote laments when bor-
der towns fell to the Christians,** and Ibn Hudhayl, in a volume dedicated to
Muhammad viI on his ascent to power, claimed that the sovereign “will free
this country from the bonds that restrain it, will bring abundance after sterility,
will restore these exhausted lands with his warriors and his embassies, and will
place them beyond the abyss, in the orbit of Saturn, thanks to his heroes and
his armies.”> The emirs took some political risk when they allowed the reali-
ties of war to be invoked within their palaces in this way.

The sense of being on constant alert was well founded among the legal-
religious class and in al-Andalus in general: al-Wansharisi records a fatwa that
makes holy war (jihad) a higher duty than pilgrimage (£ajj), in a clear allu-
sion to the sense of jihad as “holy war.#6 Invocation of this politico-religious
instrument is a constant in the history of Granada.*” The central adminis-
tration articulated it in government-issued documents that were read aloud
in the mosques; from there also, the public was often roused to battle. Ibn
al-Khatib himself wrote official speeches that invoked and justified jihad:
during Muhammad v’s second reign, after his exile in Fez and while attacks
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by land and sea were feared,!#8 the courtier wrote the text to be read in the
mosques during Safar 767/October—November 1365.14° A report of the siege of
Antequera in 1410 shows that Emir Yasuf 111 tried to determine who had partic-
ipated in a bloody battle: “lists of the towns” were requested, and the number
of dead added up.’5° Here we see the importance of documentation in manag-
ing military affairs, initiated by the State and carried out by the mechanisms of
the administration.

With ideological factors ever present, and since the government always had
recourse to jihad, we should consider the figure of the court preacher (khatib)
as a bridge between religion and politics. (His close analogues, storytellers and
narrators, might arouse distrust in representatives of those areas.)!%! The most
prominent figure to play that role during our period, Ibn Marziiq, moved in
Nasrid circles.’52 A native of Tlemcen, he was a lifelong preacher praised by his
pupil Ibn al-Khatib.153 Nor was he modest, writing, ‘I have climbed fifty-one
minarets in different parts of the Western and Central Maghreb, al-Andalus,
al-Zab, and Ifriqiya; there is no capital and no king’s court in these lands where
I have not climbed the minaret and offered prayers for its monarch.”5* Such a
figure was obviously a significant element in the dynamics of the State when

Jjthad was preached. The Granadan Ibn al-Khatib followed in his footsteps as a

powerful preacher to the Nasrid court, while writing texts that even urged the
Maghrebis to come to the aid of al-Andalus.!55 Through his close relationship
with Ibn Marziiq he may have heard the latter’s sermons and learned his ora-
torical techniques.’¢ The court preacher was so important that the State must
have controlled his politico-religious activities, organizing those inspired by
his call to jihad as another way of displaying the sovereign’s legitimacy.

The government’s role in the actual management of the administration
consisted of a series of political actions that emanated from the center of
power and were carried out through structures of the State. Here civil authori-
ties came into play by applying the laws: ganun (a Greek term)'57 was a sub-
category of broader Islamic law, figh. Judicial practice (‘amal) included the
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opinions of renowned jurists, the sentences of famous judges, and collections
of documents.’®® But aside from judicial acts themselves, we know nothing
about how the Nasrid civil administration applied the norms of the State.

The norms of public Islamic law, which already guaranteed great stability
and uniformity in Andalusi state structures, would form part of Nasrid state
organization, with a certain degree of continuity in governmental and admin-
istrative institutions.!>® But we must also bear in mind administrative changes
introduced in the pre-Nasrid period.'®® Those norms were present under the
Nasrids at least since the state organization carried out by Muhammad 11: these
included, among others, those that applied to the exercise of power (rusiim
al-mulk),'®! understood as royal power associated with a given seat — after all,
the Royal Palace was known as Dar al-Mulk. There were treatises, compilations,
and other written reflections on the exercise of administrative duties, but in
most cases we cannot be sure how they were reflected in actual practice.62
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