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The Caliph and the Astrologer: al-Mansir and the Culture
of “Omens;” A Study of the Political Role of Judicial
Astrology in the Early Abbasid Period
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Abstract

Obsessed with the notion of ‘legitimacy of rulership, the early Abbasid caliphs employed all possible techniques (these
ranged from the sophisticated (sacred) to the trivial (profane)) to convince their subjects of their status as ‘rightful
caliphs. To fulfill their political ambitions, the top priority of this double-faceted convincing strategy was (1) the
manipulation of Qur’anic verses along with the Prophetic Hadiths; and (2) the application of various branches of
divination (the occult, the esoteric, and the metaphysic). Astrology, in particular, with its reputation for age-old wisdom,
was reintroduced for the purpose of establishing certain ruling characteristics contributed to the idea of ideal caliphate’
I am arguing that the Abbasid imperial ideology allowed astrology to operate freely and participate openly in court
activities to satisfy political agenda; astrology was considered by the early Abbasid caliphs as being an indispensable
tool for affirming the comprehensive authority of their rulership. The Abbasids’ motive behind these political policies
was to reflect certain aspects of their rulership fundamental to the notions of a legitimate, absolute, and everlasting
ruling-dynasty. This cloaked their political agenda in guise of the claim of accomplishing a noble mission.

keywords: Culture of omens, Abbasid Caliphate, Political/judicial Astrology, Revival of medieval Muslim Astrology, Ideal
Caliphate, Legitimate Rulers, The Caliph al-Mansir.
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Boudet, Jean-Patrice. “Astrology” Medieval Science. Technology.
and Medicine: An Encyclopedia. Eds. Thomas Glick. Steven J.
Livesey and Faith Wallis. New York & London: Routledge. 2005.
61-65. (particularly p. 65).
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