q-l:;ﬁ dslami dlimler Dergisi
Lﬂg‘_{h @The Journal of Islamic Sriences

LS ool Aons

Power, Justice and Degeneration: A Hierarchical Network of
Corruption and its Actors in 13th-Century Damascus

Bedrettin Basuguy Hakan Can
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7655-7559 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6706-7312
Assoc. Prof., Bingol University, Theology Faculty, Ass. Prof., Bingol University, Theology Faculty,
Department of Islamic History and Arts, Bingol, Turkiye Department of Islamic History and Arts, Bingol, Turkiye
https://ror.org/03hx84x94 https://ror.org/03hx84x94
bbasuguy@bingol.edu.tr hcan@bingol.edu.tr

Basuguy, Bedrettin -Can, Hakan. “Power, Justice and Degeneration: A Hierarchical Network
Citation: of Corruption and its Actors in 13th-Century Damascus”. Journal of Islamic Sciences 42,
(March 2026), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.34082/islamiilimler.1836392.

Article Type: Research Article
. It is declared that scientific, ethical principles have been followed while carrying out and
Ethical Statement: . . .
writing this study, and that all the sources used have been properly cited.
Ethics committee approval:  The research does not need any ethical approvals or informed consent.
Al-assisted tools were used in the preparation of this manuscript. Name of the Al tool: Go-
Al Statement: ogle Gemini. Purpose of use: Language Editing. The author(s) are fully responsible for the
accuracy and integrity of the manuscript. Al tools cannot be listed as authors.

Date of submission: 5 December 2025

Date of acceptance: 10 March 2026

Date of publication: 30 March 2026

Reviewers: One Internal & At Least Two External Reviewers

Review: Double-blind

Plagiarism checks: Yes - intihal.net

Conflicts of Interest: The Author(s) declare(s) that there is no conflict of interest

Grant Support: No funds, grants, or other support was received.

Complaints: dergiislamiilimler@gmail.com

Author Contributions: Conceiving the Study Author-1 (%50) - Author-2 (%50)
Data Collection Author-1 (%60) - Author-2 (%40)
Data Analysis Author-1 (%50) - Author-2 (%50)
Writingup Author-1 (%60) - Author-2 (%40)
Submission and Revision Author-1 (%50) - Author-2 (%50)

License: CC BY-NC 4.0

Abstract: This article examines a systematic case of corruption in Damascus during the 13th century, a period characterized by the weakening
of the Ayyubid State and intense internal dynastic power struggles. The study analyzes the hierarchical corruption network that permeated the
highest levels of government and took shape under the shadow of a political legitimacy crisis during the second rule of ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘ll in
Damascus (637-643/1240-1245). The main aim of the research is to examine the formation, operation, and collapse of this corruption network,
which brought together political authority (‘Imad al-Din), bureaucratic power (Vizier al-Samiri), and judicial authority (Qadi al-Jili), within the
context of the actors’ biographies. The research method is based on a comparative analysis of primary sources of the period. A multidimensional
reading of the events has been conducted by synthesizing the accounts of historians such as Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Wasil, who exhibited a critical
and moral stance, with the testimony of the physician-historian Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, who highlighted the scholarly profile of the perpetrators.
The findings suggest that the institutionalized use of false witnesses lay at the center of the corruption. Through false testimonies organized
by Qadi al-Jili, the properties of pre-determined wealthy individuals were confiscated, and the obtained revenues were shared through a hier-
archical chain. The article further reveals that this network collapsed not because of external intervention, but as a result of internal conflicts
of interest. Qadi al-Jili’s attempt to expose the irregularities in treasury revenues and the vizier’s involvement in this affair resulted in his own
execution through the vizier’s machinations; this process ultimately brought about the demise of the corruption system itself. This analysis
of the corruption network and its actors that emerged in Ayyubid Damascus, demonstrates that the instrumentalization of the judiciary for
political and material interests inevitably produces corruption.
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0z: Bu makale, Eyy(ibi Devleti’nin zayifladigi ve hanedan ici iktidar miicadelelerinin yogun olarak yasandigi 13. yiizyilda,
Dimask’ta yaganan sistematik bir yolsuzluk vakasini ele almaktadir. Calisma, imadiiddin ismail'in ikinci Dimask hakimiyeti
déneminde (637-643/1240-1245), siyasi mesruiyet krizinin golgesinde sekillenen ve devletin en list kademelerine sirayet
eden hiyerarsik bir yolsuzluk agini ve aktérlerini incelemektedir. Arastirmanin temel amaci; siyasi otorite (imadiiddin), biirok-
ratik gii¢ (Vezir es-Samiri) ve yargi erkini (Kadi el-Cili) birlestiren bu yolsuzluk aginin kurulus, isleyis ve ¢okiis dinamiklerini
mezkir aktorlerin biyografileri baglaminda irdelemektir. Arastirmanin yontemi, ddnemin birincil kaynaklarinin karsilastirmal
analizine dayanmaktadir. Ozellikle ibnii’l-Cevzi ve ibn Vasil gibi elestirel ve ahlaki durus sergileyen tarihgilerin kayitlari ile
faillerin entelektiiel yoniinii 6ne ¢ikaran tabip tarihgi Ibn Ebi Usaybia’nin verileri sentezlenerek, olaylarin ¢ok boyutlu bir
okumasi yapilmistir. Bulgular, yolsuzlugun merkezinde “yalanci sahitlik” kurumunun sistematik hale getirilmesinin yattigini
gostermektedir. Kadi el-Cili tarafindan organize edilen sahte sahitlikler aracilifiyla 6nceden belirlenmis zenginlerin mallari
miisadere edilmis, elde edilen rant hiyerarsik bir silsile ile paylasilmistir. Makale, bu agin harici bir miidahaleyle degil, dahili
cikar catismalari neticesinde ¢oktiigiinti ortaya koymaktadir. Kadi el-Cili'nin hazine gelirlerindeki usulsiizliigi ve vezirin bu
isteki payini ortaya ¢ikarma ¢abasi, vezirin entrikalariyla kadinin 6ldiiriilmesine mal olmus; bu siire¢ nihayetinde yolsuzluk
sisteminin de kendi sonunu getirmistir. Bu vaka analizi; Eyy(ibl Dimask'inda tesekkiil eden hiyerarsik bir yolsuzluk agini ve
aktorlerini merkeze alarak, yargi erkinin siyasi ve maddi ¢ikarlar ugruna aragsallastirilmasinin kaginilmaz bir yozlasmaya
yol agtigini ortaya koymaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: islam Tarihi, 13. Yiizy1l, Dimagk, Vezir es-Samiri, Kadi el-Cili, Yolsuzluk.



Introduction

The death of the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kamil in 635/1238 triggered internal upheaval
within the Ayyubid state, as competition among dynasty members intensified dramatically. The
struggles among dynasty members who resorted to internal and external alliances to gain supe-
riority over one another gradually weakened the state’s power, particularly in the Bilad al-Sham
and al-Jazira regions. Al-Malik al-‘Adil Sayf al-Din II, who ascended to the throne after al-Malik
al-Kamil’s death, could not achieve political unity, alienated the high-ranking emirs valued by his
father, and neglected the people.l!! Al-Malik al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyiib, who was in al-Jazira at
the time of al-Malik al-Kamil’s death, came to Cairo in 1240 with the help of the Khwarazmians
and Mamluk emirs in Egypt who were dissatisfied with the policies of al-‘Adil II, and declared his
sultanate.l?! Meanwhile, ‘Tmad al-Din Isma‘il, who controlled Damascus, mounted an exhausting
opposition against his nephew al-Malik al-Salih’s sultanate, constituting a serious obstacle to
al-Malik al-Salih becoming the great sultan of the Ayyubid state.

Previously, ‘Imad al-Din had governed Damascus in his own name for approximately four
months as deputy of his brother al-Malik al-Ashraf Mus3, from his death until al-Kamil besieged
and conquered Damascus.?® During this period, he had earned a good place in memory with his
governance style that was accepted by the people of Damascus. His adherence to the traditional
Sunni line followed by the Ayyubid dynasty during this first period also elevated him to the position
of a respected administrator in the eyes of both Damascus’s notables and the people. Probably
for this reason, when he occupied Damascus in 637/1239, the Damascenes who knew his past
positive image and governance style welcomed his assumption of administration positively.[*!
However, influenced by the exhausting power struggle with his nephew al-Malik al-Salih, ‘Imad
al-Din Isma‘ll formed alliances during his second Damascus rule that strained the moral values on
which Ayyubid state tradition was based, driven by his desire to preserve his power. This intense
struggle for survival created a severe “legitimacy crisis” for ‘lmad al-Din. As defined in political
theory, such crises occur when the normative basis of a ruler’s authority is eroded, often push-
ing the political authority to prioritize regime security over established legal and moral norms.!

Ibn Wasil directly links ‘Tmad al-Din Isma‘il’s legitimacy crisis and his necessity for this cor-
ruption network to the sharp political competition of the period. While the historian notes that
the ruler of Damascus was under great military and political pressure from the Ayyubid Sultan
al-Malik al-Salih Najm al-Din, he describes this situation as the ruler’s ‘strangulation’ (daqa kh-
inaquhu). According to Ibn Wasil, this political impasse, caused by Sultan Najm al-Din’s intention

[1] Abt ‘Abdallah Jamal al-Din Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib fi akhbar Bani Ayyub, Ed. Hasanayn Muhammad Rabi® (Cairo:
Dar al-Kutub wa-1-Wath@’iq al-Qawmiyya, 1972-1977), 5/174-175; Taqi al-Din Ahmad al-Maqrizi, al-Suliik li-ma ‘rifat
duwal al-muliik, Ed. M. ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya, 1997), 1/383.

[2] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurtb, 5/266-267; al-Maqrizi, al-Suliik, 1/403; Suhayl Takkish, Tarikh al-Ayyibiyyin fi Misr wa-
Bilad al-Sham wa-iqlim al-Jazira (Beirut: Dar al-Nafa’is, 1999), 353.

[3] ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘ll had undertaken the administration of Sawad and Busra during the reigns of his father al-Malik
al-‘Adil and his brother al-Malik al-Mu‘azzam Tsa. Following al-Malik al-Ashraf’s death in Damascus on 4 Muharram
635 (27 August 1237), the administration of Damascus was given to ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘l in accordance with his testa-
ment. However, al-Malik al-Kamil, who considered ‘Imad al-Din to be an ambitious person, did not find it appropriate
to leave Damascus to him. Al-Kamil, who besieged Damascus four months later, was able to take Damascus by leaving
him Baalbek and Biga“ alongside Sawad and Busra (9 Jumada al-Awwal 635 / 28 December 1237). Abu al-Muzaffar
Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman fi tawarikh al-a‘yan, Ed. Ibrahim al-Zaybek (Damascus: Dar al-Risala al-‘Alamiyya,
2013), 22/388; Kamal al-Din Ibn al-‘Adim, Bughyat al-talab fi tarikh Halab, Ed. Suhayl Zakkar (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d.),
5/1808-1809; Abii al-‘Abbas Shams al-Din Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a‘yan wa-anba’ abna’ al-zaman, Ed. Ihsan ‘Abbas
(Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968), 5/82; Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurtib, 5/147-153; Abt al-Fadl Khatibi, “al-Malik al-Salik”, Ttirkiye
Diyanet Vakfi Islam Ansiklopedisi (Ankara: TDV Publications, 2004), 29/80.

[4] Ibnal-‘Adim, Bughyat al-talab, 5/1811.

[5] Seymour Martin Lipset, “Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and Political Legitimacy”, The
American Political Science Review 53/1 (Mart 1959), 86-87.
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to capture Damascus, pushed ‘Imad al-Din into an urgent search for irregular financing.!®’ At this
point, ‘Imad al-Din’s role goes far beyond mere administrative neglect, as he became the primary
driving force of the hierarchy. Indeed, due to this political impasse, the ruler exerted immense
pressure on Vizier Amin al-Dawla, who in turn personally demanded that Qadi Rafi® al-Din ‘pro-
cure funds’ (tahsil al-amval) by any means necessary.”!

When his compromising alliance with the Franks against al-Malik al-Salih abroad combined
with his illegitimate alliances with bureaucrats who violated people’s rights at home, he faced
criticism from the society in which he lived and from Muslim historians who recorded this society’s
reactions.’® In the sources, Tmad al-Din’s rule with despotism and oppression during his second
Damascus sovereignty (637-643/1240-1245) is attributed to his falling under the influence of
his famous vizier Amin al-Dawla al-Samiri.”! In this context, the administration evolved into a
structure of “systematic corruption,” characterized by the abuse of public power for private gain
through a hierarchical network.*”! Furthermore, to sustain this network, the legal system was
subjected to “judicial instrumentalization,” where the judiciary functioned not as a check on
power but as a weapon for political and financial liquidation.!*!

This study fills an important gap in the literature regarding micro-analysis of systematic
corruption cases in medieval Islamic history. ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘il’s transition from successful
governance in his first period to systematic corruption in his second period demonstrates how
power lust can distance a ruler from legitimacy. This study aims to illuminate a corruption case
from the final period of the Ayyubid state by examining in detail the basic actors, operational
mechanisms, and effects of this corruption network.

1. From Book Collector to Tyrannical Vizier:
A Portrait of Amin al-Dawla al-Samirit

Amin al-Dawla Abti al-Hasan b. Ghazzal b. Abi Sa‘ld al-Samir1 converted to Islam while he was a
Samaritan and took the epithet Kamal al-Din.[*?!l Amin al-Dawla studied medicine under his uncle
Muhadhdhab al-Din Yasuf al-Samiri, who was the vizier and physician of the ruler of Baalbek,
al-Malik al-Amjad Bahramshah (d. 627/1230). When his uncle died in 624 /1226, he succeeded
him. When the rule of Baalbek passed to ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘il in 635/1238, he entered his service.
When ‘Imad al-Din conquered Damascus in 637 /1239, he brought Amin al-Dawla with him and
appointed him as his vizier. Trusting Amin al-Dawla’s knowledge and experience, ‘Imad al-Din
assigned him responsibility for state affairs, including the appointment of Qadis.[**! While ‘Imad

[6] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 6/165.

[71 Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib, 6/165.

[8] IbnWasil, Mufarrij al-kurub, 5/301-302; al-Makin Jirjis Ibn al-‘Am1d, Akhbar al-Ayytubiyyin (Port Said: Maktabat al-Thaqa-
fa al-Diniyya, n.d.), 31; al-Maqrizi, al-Suliik, 1/407; W. B. Stevenson, The Crusaders in the East (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1907), 318; Corliss K. Slack, Historical Dictionary of the Crusades (Lanham: The Scarecrow Press,
2003), 39; R. Stephen Humphreys, From Saladin to the Mongols: The Ayyubids of Damascus, 1193-1260 (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1977), 266.

[9]1 IbnWasil, Mufarrij al-kurtib, 5/236-237; Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’dat al-zaman, 22 /419; Shams al-Din Muhammad al-Dhahabi,
Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, Ed. B. ‘Awwad Ma‘ruf - M. Hilal al-Sarhan (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1985), 23/110; Ibrahim
b. Muhammad Ibn Duqmagq, Nuzhat al-anam fi tarikh al-Islam, Ed. Samir Tabbara (Beirut: al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 1999),
201.

[10] Joseph S. Nye, “Corruption and Political Development: A Cost-Benefit Analysis”, The American Political Science Review
61/2 (Haziran 1967), 419.

[11] Tamir Moustafa, “Law and Courts in Authoritarian Regimes”, Annual Review of Law and Social Science 10 (2014), 282-
283.

[12] Ahmad b. al-Qasim Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’ fi tabaqat al-atibba’, Ed. Nizar Rida (Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-Hayat,
n.d.), 723; Ibn Fadl Allah al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar, Ed. Kamil Salman al-Jubiri (Lebanon: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2010), 9/291.

[13] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurtb, 5/236-237; Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uytin al-anba’, 723.
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al-Din focused on the difficult problem of preserving his power in Damascus against his rival
al-Malik al-Salih, Amin al-Dawla gradually strengthened his authority.

Amin al-Dawla, through the intelligence network he established and the wealth he collected
from Damascus’s rich, accumulated great wealth on one hand while constructing an authoritarian
regime in the name of ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘il on the other. He carried out intelligence gathering and
wealth acquisition through officials he directly appointed or helped appoint. When he exiled the
famous preacher and historian Ibn al-Jawzi from Damascus, he relied on intelligence information
he received from Yasufb. Ya‘qlib, one of the instructors and informants of the Shibliyya madrasa.!**!
To secure the financial resources he needed, he utilized the authority of Rafi‘ al-Din ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
al-Jili, whose appointment as chief Qadi of Damascus he had facilitated. The system that Amin
al-Dawla established with Rafi‘ al-Din al-Jili was based on arbitrary practices that disregarded
law. According to this system, al-Jili resorted to the testimony of false witnesses he had arranged
beforehand to seize the property of wealthy people he targeted. After giving part of the money
he took from the wealthy to the false witnesses, he sent the remainder to Amin al-Dawla./’]

Amin al-Dawla also played an important role in the course of the competition between his
master ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘l and al-Malik al-Salih. Ibn al-Jawzi holds Amin al-Dawla responsible
as the person who broke the extensive agreement reached between al-Malik al-Salih and ‘Imad
al-Din Isma‘l in 641/1243. According to him, al-Samir1 thwarted the agreement by dissuading
‘Imad al-Din, who was about to release al-Malik al-Salih’s son al-Malik al-Mughith ‘Umar from
prison and send him to Egypt, from his decision.!**! Ibn al-Jawzi mentions that al-Samirl manip-
ulated ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘il by saying “al-Malik al-Mughith ‘Umar is Solomon’s seal. Do not let
him go. Otherwise, you will lose your realm,” thus breaking the peace agreement. Similarly, [bn
al-Jawzi attributes the reason for al-Mughith’s death in prison in 642/1244 to the pressure and
mistreatment al-Samirl subjected him to.['”) On the other hand, when the intensity of al-Salih’s
great siege of Damascus in 643/1245 increased, ‘Imad al-Din hastily sent Amin al-Dawla to the
Abbasid Caliph, but could not obtain the aid he desired.® It was also Amin al-Dawla who final-
ized the decision to surrender Damascus to al-Salih with amnesty, together with al-Salil’s vizier
Mu‘in al-Din b. Shaykh al-Shuytikh.[**!

After al-Malik al-Salih conquered Damascus, Amin al-Dawla was captured and sent to Cairo.
Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a states that al-Salil’s deputy in Damascus, Mu‘in al-Din b. Shaykh al-Shuytkh,
and other notables made a plan to capture him along with his wealth after becoming aware of
the wealth Amin al-Dawla had collected. According to this account, they invited Amin al-Dawla
to their council and received him respectfully. They told him that he could either stay in Damas-
cus or go to Baalbek to join his master ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘ll if he wished. Unaware of the trap set
for him, Amin al-Dawla said he preferred to go to his master. After leaving the council, he began
preparations to return to Baalbek. He loaded all his possessions, including furniture and carpets,

[14] Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /371-372.

[15] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 6/164-165; Muhammad b. Shakir al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat wa-1-dhayl ‘alayha, Ed. lhsan
‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1974), 2/352-353.

[16] Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir'at al-zaman, 22/378; Ibn Aybak al-Dawadari, Kanz al-durar wa-jami‘ al-ghurar, Ed. Sa‘ld ‘Abd
al-Fattah ‘Ashur (Cairo: Markaz Wudud li-1-Makhtitat, 1972), 7/352.

[17] Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /387; Shams al-Din Muhammad al-Dhahabi, Tarikh al-Islam, Ed. ‘Abd al-Salam
Tadmuri (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1998), 47/5; Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-arab fi funtin
al-adab, Ed. N. Mustafa Fawwaz - Hikmat Fawwaz (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2004), 29/196; Muhammad ‘Ali
Mulavi, “Amin al-Dawla-i Samir?”, Da@’irat al-Ma‘arif-i Buzurg-i Islami (Tehran: Markaz-i Da’irat al-Ma‘arif-i Buzurg-i
Islami, 1380), 10/291-292.

[18] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 5/341; ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘ll Abu al-Fid&’, al-Mukhtasar fi akhbdr al-bashar, Ed. Muhammad
Z.°Azb (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1119), 3/211; al-Maqrizi, al-Suliik, 1/421; Fatma Zebar al-Hamdani, al-Malik al-Salih Najm
al-Din Ayytb wa-injazatuh al-siyasiyya wa-I-‘askariyya (Jordan: Dar al-Diya’, 2007), 118.

[19] Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /388.
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onto mules and set out. On Friday, 2 Rajab 643, as soon as he left Damascus, he was captured by
Mu‘n al-Din’s men and his property was confiscated.!

Amin al-Dawla was arrested by al-Salih’s deputy Husam al-Din al-Hazbani who came to Da-
mascus in 644 /1246, sent to Cairo, and imprisoned in Qal‘at al-Jabal.[?’! After remaining in prison
for along time, he was executed by al-Malik al-Mu‘izz ‘Izz al-Din Aybak on 24 Dhii al-Qa‘da 648.1%2

One of Amin al-Dawla’s important characteristics was his passion for collecting books.!?*! He
purchased numerous valuable books in various sciences. He claimed to have more than 20,000
books in his library.¥ He employed many copyists to produce better copies of books he admired.
Once, he wanted to produce a better copy of Ibn ‘Asakir’s Tarikh Dimashq, written in a difficult
script, and add it to his library. Since it would take too long for one copyist to copy this 80-volume
work alone, he divided the task equally among 10 copyists. The copyists were able to complete
the 80 volumes after working for approximately two years.!*!

When Amin al-Dawla heard of the existence of a valuable book not in his library, he would
definitely obtain it. When he learned of Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘a’s famous work ‘Uyiin al-anba’ fi tabaqgat
al-atibba’ about famous physicians, he requested a copy of the book from him through his father.
Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, who was then working in the service of ‘Izz al-Din Aybak al-Mu‘azzami in Sar-
had, came to Damascus upon his father’s notification and delivered a copy transcribed by one of
Damascus’s famous copyists, Shams al-Din Muhammad al-Husayni, to Amin al-Dawla through
Damascus Qadi Rafi‘ al-Din al-Jill. Greatly appreciating the book, Amin al-Dawla sent Ibn Abi
Usaybi‘a a significant amount of money and valuable clothing in return for this book.!2¢!

Amin al-Dawla’s most important work is his compendium on medicine titled al-Nahj al-wadih
fi al-tibb. This work, which addresses the universal and particular laws of medical science, con-
sists of five books. The first book deals with natural matters, the three states of the body, types
of diseases, pulse, urine, and depression. The second book is about simple medicines and their
effects. The third book deals with compound medicines and their benefits. The fourth book con-
cerns external diseases and their treatment, precautions to be taken in hot and dry weather, and
clothing selection. The fifth book deals with internal diseases, their causes, symptoms, treatment
methods, and matters needed in surgical interventions for these diseases.!?”)

The actions and governance style of Amin al-Dawla, an expert in theoretical and practical
medicine, during his vizierate faced serious criticism. The harshest criticism came from Sibt Ibn
al-Jawzi, whom he had sent into exile. Ibn al-Jawzi states that he could neither remain Muslim
nor stay Samaritan, that he used Islam as a mask, and that he tried with all his effort to destroy
the Shari‘a of Mustafa. He also mentions that Shaykh Isma‘l al-Jurani, who visited Amin al-Dawla,
alluded to the signs of hypocrisy in him by saying, “If only you had remained in your religion. This
would have been better for you. Thus, you would have remained somewhat faithful to your religion.
But now you are floundering in between. You are neither with them nor with these.”?®! Qur other
contemporary author, Ibn Wasil, states that he became Muslim in his youth but does not neglect

[20] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uytn al-anba’, 723-724; Konrad Hirschler, Medieval Damascus: Plurality and Diversity in an Arabic
Library (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 347.

[21] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 5/361-362,6/163.
[22] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib, 6/164.

[23] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurtb, 6/164; Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kurd ‘All, Khitat al-Sham (Damascus: Maktabat al-
Niiri, 1403/1983), 6/188.

[24] Sibt mentions that his library contained 10,000 volumes. See: Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /419.
[25] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uytin al-anba’, 725.
[26] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, 725.

[27] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uytn al-anba’, 725: George Sarton, Introduction to the History of Science (Washington: Carnegie Ins-
titution of Washington, 1931), 1098.

[28] Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /419.
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to relate an account that would raise doubts about his sincerity. According to this account, when
Amin al-Dawla converted to Islam, his uncle, who was the vizier of al-Malik al-Amjad, said to his
nephew Amin al-Dawla: “My child, if you regret becoming Muslim, [ will send you to a Frankish
country. You can live there and return to your religion.” In response, Amin al-Dawla answered,
“No, [ became Muslim with sincere intention and believed in Islam.” Upon this answer, his uncle
turned to him and advised, “If things are as you say, then be a good Muslim.”?’! Ibn Wasil states
that after expressing that Amin al-Dawla possessed leadership, intelligence, and ability, due to
the path he and his friend Rafi® al-Din al-Jili had taken astray, they could not benefit from these
blessings, that they oppressed the people and usurped people’s property through oppression.k%

The most positive critiques of Amin al-Dawla belong to his colleague Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, who
wrote his biography in detail. Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘a describes him with epithets such as perfect leader,
the best of viziers, master of physicians, and imam of scholars. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a says that Amin
al-Dawla loved acquiring wealth and collected large sums of money from the people of Damascus
through Damascus chief Qadi al-Jilt and his deputies for his master ‘Imad al-Din, but does not
provide information about the methods by which this money was collected.!!

Amin al-Dawla’s case is particularly noteworthy in revealing how, in legitimacy-deficient political
environments, intellectual prestige can serve not simply as personal achievement but as a stra-
tegic tool of camouflage. The hierarchical corruption network established by Amin al-Dawla not
only financed his political survival but also appears to have provided the means for his boundless
intellectual and aesthetic ambitions. Indeed, his passion for accumulating over 20,000 volumes
of books in his library and employing ten copyists for two years to reproduce a monumental
work like Tarikh Dimashq could likely only be sustained through the massive financial capital
acquired by exploiting public power. This obsession with books and luxury items seems to have
transcended mere curiosity, potentially becoming a fundamental factor that pushed him toward
corruption and normalized a disregard for legal norms. His effort to transport all his furniture
and carpets on mules while leaving the city underscores the significant value of his material
accumulation and confirms his profound attachment to them. Consequently, it can be said that
in the case of Amin al-Dawla, intellectual prestige functioned less as a personal achievement and
more as a strategic tool of camouflage to legitimate and obscure this immense wealth.

2. A Qadtin the Hierarchical Corruption Network: Rafi" al-Din al-Jili

Abu Hamid Rafi® al-Din ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. “‘Abd al-Wahid b. Isma‘ll was born in Jilan (Gilan), the
mountainous region behind Tabaristan in northern Iran.*? After completing his education in Iran,
Rafi® al-Din came to Syria and served as Qadi in Baalbek during the period of al-Malik al-Amjad.
There he formed a friendship with Amin al-Dawla al-Samirl. After ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘il conquered
Damascus, he was appointed as chief Qadi to replace the deceased Damascus chief Qadi Shams
al-Din al-Khiiy1 (d. 637/1240). Vizier Amin al-Dawla, who introduced Rafi* al-Din to ‘Imad al-Din
and ensured his appointment as chief Qadi, did not stop there but also appointed him as instructor
to the ‘Adiliyya Shamiyya, ‘Azrawiyya, and Amniyya madrasas./** Rafi‘ al-Din also served as the
first mudarris of the Amjadiyya Madrasa, which was built in Damascus by al-Malik al-Muzaffar
Nir al-Din ‘Umar, son of al-Malik al-Amjad Bahramshah.*

[29] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurtb, 5/236-237.

[30] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib, 6/164.

[31] Ibn AbiUsaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, 723.

[32] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uytn al-anba’, 647.

[33] SibtIbn al-Jawzi, Mir’dt al-zaman, 22 /381; Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib, 5/237; Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, 647.
[34] Harun Yilmaz, Zengi ve Eyyiibt Dimask’inda Ulema ve Medrese (Istanbul: Kalisk Yayinlari, 2017), 86.
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The evaluations of contemporary historians regarding Qadi Rafi‘ al-Din al-]ili exhibit significant
variations based on the authors’ intellectual identities and their personal relationships with the
actors involved.

Ibn al-Jawzi, who criticized Rafi‘ al-Din for the illegal acts he committed together with Amin
al-Dawla during his Damascus chief Qadiship, leveled exceptionally heavy accusations against
him. Relying on Damascus notables whose testimony he trusted, the historian provides a jarring
depiction of the Qadi’s personal life:

“A group of Damascus notables narrated: His belief was corrupt and he was a materialist; he
made light of the matters of Sharia and used to go out to Friday prayers drunk. He would also
sit in the court of judgment in this state. His house was like a tavern where women and men
lived together. A group of reliable witnesses (udiil), from whose testimony there is no deviation,
testified to me regarding all these matters.”*!

When evaluating these extraordinary accusations by Ibn al-Jawz], it is essential to consider
the historian’s personal relations with the political actors of the period. As noted previously, Ibn
al-Jawzi was himself exiled from Damascus by Vizier Amin al-Dawla. The unbreakable alliance
between the Vizier and the Qadi, and the fact that Rafi‘ al-Din al-]il1 managed the judicial arm
of this oppressive regime, likely fueled the historian’s resentment and laid the groundwork for
these severe moral indictments. Consequently, Ibn al-Jawz1’s account can be read not just as a
record of corruption, but as an attempt by an intellectual victimized by the power elite to strip
his opponents of their legitimacy by constructing them as moral and religious ‘others.

Although Ibn Wasil follows a narrative similar to that of Ibn al-Jawzl in his criticisms of Raft*
al-Din al-]J1l1, the information he provides through direct witness is highly significant. He empha-
sizes that Jili systematically usurped the property of the people by exploiting his office as chief
judge through the employment of ‘false witnesses’ (shuhiid al-ziir). Ibn Wasil presents the Qadr’s
tragic end as an inevitable manifestation of divine justice; he conveys with jarring detail how Jili
was executed by being thrown off a cliff by a man named Ibn Subh, acting under the orders of
Vizier Amin al-Dawla. By recording dramatic details—such as the Qadr’s request for permission
to perform prayer upon realizing his impending death—directly from the executioner Ibn Subh,
the historian views this execution as a direct retribution for the injustices committed. Indeed, he
interpreted this exemplary demise through the Quranic verse, “And your Lord is not ever unjust
to his servants”®® | Furthermore, Ibn Wasil states that in return for their oppression, God set
Amin al-Dawla against Rafi® al-Din and ‘Izz al-Din Aybak against Amin al-Dawla, thus destroying
them both.B7!

Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, who knew Rafi‘ al-Din al-Jili closely and read Ibn Sina’s al-Isharat wa-I-tanbihat
with him, refers more to his teacher’s scholarly personality. He states that Rafi‘ al-Din was one of
the distinguished scholars of his time in philosophical sciences, natural sciences, ustl al-din, figh,
and medicine, and that many students engaged in medicine and various sciences were present
in his council. He also describes him as a scholar with eloquent speech, sharp intelligence, and
constantly engaged in learning.*®! Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a mentions that people complained about his
oppression and actions, and that he was captured and killed as a result of these complaints, but
does not use expressions that would directly accuse him.!

[35] SibtIbn al-Jawzi, Mir‘at al-zaman, 22/385; Ramazan Sesen, Saldhaddin’den Baybars’a Eyyabiler-Memlikler (1193-1260)
(Istanbul: Isar Yayinlari, 2007), 386.

[36] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib, 6/164-165.
[37] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kurib, 6/165.

[38] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, 647, 725.
[39] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uytn al-anba’, 647.
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Ibn Ab1 Usaybi‘a mentions three works by Rafi‘ al-Din: Sharh al-isharat wa-I-tanbihat, which
he wrote for Taqi al-Din ‘Umar, son of al-Malik al-Amjad Bahramshah; Mukhtasar al-kulliyyat,
which he wrote on the “al-Kulliyyat” book in Ibn Sina’s al-Qantin fi al-tibb; and a hadith collection.[*”!

In conclusion due to his close relationships with Rafi® al-Din al-]ili and Amin al-Dawla, knowing
them closely, personally witnessing their scholarly authority, being their colleague, and the method
he followed in ‘Uyiin al-anba’, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a avoided an accusatory tone regarding both and
mainly expressed their achievements in the scholarly field, especially medicine. Our other two
contemporary authors, Ibn al-Jawzi and Ibn Wasil, made heavy criticisms. Even if it is thought
that behind Ibn al-Jawz1’s criticisms lay personal enmity due to his exile, the same situation does
not apply to Ibn Wasil. While not denying Jil’s intellectual depth, Ibn Wasil documented Jili’s
unlawful actions with jarring details provided by direct witnesses such as the executioner Ibn
Subh and interpreted this tragic end as a manifestation of divine justice through Quranic verses.

3. The False Witness System and Hierarchical Corruption:
From Judicial Abuse to Reckoning

Rafi‘ al-Din, who gradually strengthened his position and influence with Amin al-Dawla’s
help, engaged in various illegal activities under his protection. He began oppressing the people
of Damascus by abusing his Qadi position. As qadi al-qudat, knowing the city’s inhabitants well,
Rafi‘ al-Din seized the property of wealthy people he targeted by attributing false accusations to
them. He did this by resorting to the testimony of false witnesses he had arranged beforehand.
After giving part of the money he took from the wealthy to the false witnesses, he transferred
the remainder to the treasury through Amin al-Dawla./*!

Ibn Wasil says that the relationship between Rafi‘ al-Din, who oppressed people and gave
oppressive judgments to please ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘il and his vizier Amin al-Dawla, and Amin
al-Dawla deteriorated in 641. According to Ibn Wasil, Rafi® al-Din prepared a report containing
heavy accusations against Amin al-Dawla and presented it to ‘Ilmad al-Din. When ‘Imad al-Din
showed the report to Amin al-Dawla, Amin al-Dawla gave examples of the Qadi’s oppression of
people and other faults, saying he should not trust him. Thereupon, ‘Imad al-Din dismissed him
from the Damascus chief Qadiship.*? Ibn al-Jawzi, who at the time pointed to Amin al-Dawla and
Rafi® al-Din as the cause of all the evil done in Damascus, provides important information about
the content of this report and the reason for the Qadr’s dismissal. According to this, Rafi‘ al-Din
said in the report he sent to ‘Imad al-Din, “I carried 1,000,000 dinars from people’s property
to your treasury,” to which ‘Imad al-Din replied, “No, you sent 1,000,000 dirhams.” When ‘Tmad
al-Din showed the report to Amin al-Dawla, Amin al-Dawla said, “This Rafi® has eaten countries
and attributes his crimes to us. For people not to see you as responsible for these matters, it is
beneficial to dismiss him.”*3!

A record in al-Kutubi provides information explaining how this evil alliance broke down and
the reason for the difference in amounts transferred to the treasury. According to this: “When
complaints from people who suffered injustice increased, the vizier ordered an investigation
into the amount of money carried to the treasury. However, the vizier was sending only a small
part of the amount Rafi® al-Din sent him to the treasury and keeping the rest for himself. When

[40] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, 648; Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, al-A‘lam (Beirut: Dar al-‘Tlm li-1-Malayin, 2002), 5/22.

[41] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 6/165; al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat, 2 /352-353; Sesen, Saldhaddin’den Baybars’a Eyyiibi-
ler-Memliikler, 386.

[42] Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 5/341-342.
[43] SibtIbn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /380-381.
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Rafi® al-Din said, ‘I have records of the amount I sent, the vizier, fearing the revelation of the
truth, frightened the sultan with the consequences and destroyed Rafi‘ al-Din.”*l These three
complementary accounts clearly show that the established corruption network had three legs
and that this was done on a hierarchical level. According to this, Damascus ruler ‘Imad al-Din,
who had no concern other than filling the treasury, supported the corruption by turning a blind
eye; the vizier, known for his worldly greed, was the person who received the largest share from
the corruption; Qadi Rafi® al-Din, in the lowest tier of this network, paid the heaviest price for
the crimes he committed by abusing his position. Amin al-Dawla, who considered Rafi‘ al-Din’s
survival a threat to himself and his wealth, not only had him dismissed from all his positions but
also killed him in 642/1244 by having him thrown from a high cliff through his men.™**!

As seen in this case, systematic corruption networks tend to dissolve spontaneously due to
internal power imbalances and conflicts of interest. The collapse of the tripartite structure estab-
lished in Damascus reveals the paradoxical nature of hierarchical corruption systems: while the
lower-level actor (Rafi® al-Din) who received the least share from corruption posed the greatest
risk to the system’s sustainability, the upper-level actor (Amin al-Dawla) who benefited most
had to eliminate this risk for his own security. The operation of the false witness system and
the subsequent reckoning process demonstrate both the exploitability of judicial institutions
in medieval Islamic societies and how such corruption purged itself under social pressure. This
dynamic provides a concrete example of how the methods power elites resort to during legitimacy
crises ultimately prepare their own end.

Conclusion

The systematic corruption case that emerged in 13th-century Damascus reveals the dissolution
in the governance structure of the period with its political, social, economic, and legal dimensions.
During a period when the Ayyubid state was weakening, this corruption network that emerged
in ‘Imad al-Din Isma‘ll’s Damascus administration was organized within a hierarchical structure
and operated through three basic actors: Political authority (‘Imad al-Din [sma‘ll), bureaucratic
authority (Vizier Amin al-Dawla), and judicial authority (Qadi Rafi‘ al-Din). This tripartite struc-
ture created a mechanism that operated by usurping people’s property, seizing wealthy people’s
property through false testimonies, and sharing the obtained revenues, forming a system that
complemented and protected each other. Particularly noteworthy is that both bureaucrats (vizier
and Qadi) were personalities known for their intellectual identities and distinguished by their
scientific studies. This situation is important as it serves as a striking example of how elites who
attain positions of power and authority can succumb to moral corruption. The contrast between
the intellectual identities of Vizier Amin al-Dawla and Qadi Rafi al-Din al-Jili and their patronage
and orchestration of a systematic corruption network suggests that such complex schemes can
only be orchestrated by educated and well-equipped elites who possess a command over the
system’s internal workings. This indicates that bureaucratic and academic elitism does not act as
a deterrent to corruption but rather could provide the strategic capacity required to manipulate
legal and administrative loopholes effectively.

One of the particularly striking elements in the system’s operation is how the judicial system
was abused. Qadi Rafi al-Din’s abuse of judicial authority to seize wealthy people’s property
and use false witnesses in this process reveals the weaknesses in the period’s legal system. This

[44] al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat, 2/353; Salah al-Din Khalil b. Aybak al-Safadi, al-Wafi bi-I-wafayat, Ed. Ahmad al-Arna’ut -
Turki Mustafa (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2000), 18/321.

[45] Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 22 /386; Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-kuriib, 6/165; al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat, 2/353;
al-Safadi, al-Wafi, 18/321
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process demonstrates how judicial procedures were transformed into a strategic apparatus to
provide a ‘veneer of legality’ for the illicit liquidation of private wealth. Such a systematic instru-
mentalization of the judiciary underscores how institutional trust can be weaponized to sustain
a state-sponsored corruption network under the guise of formal law.

The system’s collapse occurred with the breakdown of trust relationships among actors and
the surfacing of conflicts of interest. In this process, particularly Qadi Rafi® al-Din’s attempt to
reveal the real amount of money transferred to the treasury exposed the cracks within the system.

This micro-analysis allows for broader structural inferences regarding Islamic political and legal
history. First, this incident serves as a concrete and destructive example of the tension between
politics and law often debated in the Islamic state tradition. The transformation of the judiciary
into an “instrument of domination” by the political authority to overcome a legitimacy crisis and
finance its power illustrates the fragility of the separation of powers in classical Islamic politics.
The case of Ayyubid Damascus clearly demonstrates how the principle of judicial independence
could be rendered dysfunctional in the face of a powerful vizier and an authoritarian sultan.
Second, the institutionalization of the “false witness” mechanism proves how the institution of
testimony, the primary means of proofin Islamic legal theory, can turn into a tool of oppression
when stripped of its moral foundation. These practices, which appeared legally valid on the sur-
face—based on a Qadi’s ruling and witness statements—but were illegitimate in essence, serve
as a historical reminder that legal security relies not merely on the existence of rules but on the
moral integrity of their practitioners.

Ultimately, the Damascus corruption case demonstrates universal patterns in the breakdown
of institutional integrity. The hierarchical nature of this network and its ultimate self-destruction
through internal conflicts offer insights into how systematic corruption operates across different
historical contexts, revealing the inherent instability of such systems regardless of time period.

The way period historians recorded this event is also a separate subject of analysis. While Ibn
Abi Usaybi‘a, one of the leading physicians of the period, used a softer tone toward colleagues
also known for their medical studies, the more critical approaches of historians like Ibn al-Jawzi
and Ibn Wasil, whose religious scholar identities predominated, show the presence of different
perspectives in historical writing.
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