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SABIANS:

A.

 CHAPTER IX
1. The Sabians, Manichaeans, Daysaniyah, Khurramiyah, Marcionites, and Other Sects (p. 751-753)
Another Account of Them [the Harranian Sabians]
Abu Yusuf Isha al-Qatiyi, the Christian, said in his book on an investigation of the schools of thought of the Harnaniyun, who are known in our time as the Sabians (al-Sabah), that at the end of his life (days) al-Mamun journeyed through the regions of Mudar, [28] heading towards the Byzantine country for a raid. The people met him and prayed for him. Among them there was a group of the Harnaniyun, whose mode of dress was the wearing of short gowns and who had long hair with side bangs (ringlets), like the long hair of Qurrah, the grandfather of Sinan ibn Thabit.
Al-Mamun found fault with their dress, saying to them,
   "Which of the subject peoples are you?" [29]
They said, "We are the Harnaniyah."
He asked, "Are you Christians?"
They replied, "No."
Then he said, "Are you Jews?"
"No," they said.
He inquired, "Are you Magians?"
They answered, "No."
So he said to them, "Have you a book or a prophet?"
When they stammered in replying he said to them,
   "Then you are unbelievers, the slaves of idols, Ashab al-Ras, [30] who lived during the days of my father al-Rashid ! As far as you are concerned, it is legitimate to shed your blood, as there is no contract establishing you as subjects."
Then they said, "We will pay the poll tax."
He replied to them, "The poll tax is accepted only from persons who are members of those non-Islamic sects which Allah, may His name be exalted and magnified, mentioned in His Book, [31] and who have a book of their own, assuring them of good relations with the Muslims. As you do not belong to one or other of these groups, now choose one of two alternatives: Either embrace the religion of Islam, or else one of those religions which Allah mentioned in His Book. Otherwise I will slay you to the last man. I am going to grant you a delay until I return from this journey of mine. Then, unless you have entered into Islam or one of the religions among the faiths mentioned by Allah in His Book, I will order your slaughter and the extermination of your evil doing."
Al-Mamun moved on, heading for the territory of the Byzantines. Then they changed their style of dress, cut their hair, and left off wearing short gowns. Many of them became Christians and wore girdles, [32 - During numerous periods of history Muslim rulers obliged their subject peoples to wear girdles of specified colors so as to identify their religious affiliations.] while others accepted Islam, and a small number remained in their original state. Being troubled in mind, they used stratagems until one of the people of Harran who was a shaykh appealed to them, saying, "I have found a means by which you can be delivered and saved from death." So they brought him a large sum from their treasury, which they had maintained from the days of al-Rashid until this time, making it ready for emergencies.
I shall make clear to you, may Allah strengthen you, the reason for that. [33]
Then he [the shaykh] said to them, "When al-Mamun returns from his journey, say to him, 'We are Sabians (Sabun), for this is the name of a religion which Allah, may His name be exalted, mentioned in the Quran. Profess it and you will be saved by it."
It was foreordained that al-Mamun should die on this journey of his at al-Badhandun. [34]

Nevertheless, from that time on they adopted this name, as [before this time] there had not been a group in Harran and its vicinity called Sabians. When news of the death of al-Mamun reached them, many of them who had become Christians returned to the Harnanlyah, letting their hair grow long as it had been before al-Mamun passed by them. They were, however, [called] Sabians. The Muslims prevented them from wearing short robes, which were the garb of the associates of the sultan. Moreover, those among their number who had become Muslims were unable to recant, as they feared they might be killed. They continued, therefore, to be masked by Islam.
They married the women of the Harraniyah, making the male children Muslims, but the females members of the Harnanlyah. [35]
From that time until about twenty years ago this was the way of life of all of the people of Tar Uz and Salamsin, the two well-known and important villages near Harran. [36 - Tar Uz means "Gate of Venus"; there was a temple of Venus there. Salamsin means "Idol of the Moon," See Yaqut, Geog., I, 837; III, 122.] Then two shaykhs known as Abu Zurarah and Abu Arubah [al-Husayn ibn Muhammad ibn Mawdud], who were learned men among the shaykhs of the people of Harran in connection with the law and what is enjoined as right, [37] and also the other shaykhs and jurists among the people of Harran, showed disapproval and prevented them from marrying the Harranian women, I mean the Sabian ones. They said that it was illegal for Muslims to marry them, as they were not People of the Book. [38 - Although the pagans of Harran called themselves Sabians, they were actually idolaters, so that it was illegal for Muslims to marry them. See Chwolsohn, Die Ssabier, II, 571-89.] In Harran there are still many dwellings some of the occupants of which belong to the Harnaniyah, [people] who remained in the sect during the days of al-Mamun. Until the present time there are some who are Muslims, and others who are Christians, who embraced Islam or Christianity at that time. [39 - "That time" refers to the last year of the reign of al-Mamun, A.D. 833.] Such are people called the Banu Ablut, the Banu Qaytaran, and others well known at Harran. [40]
**********************************

B. Glossary (p. 922)

Sabians.  The following unrelated peoples were known as “Sabians”:
…
   (3) A group of pagans in the old city of Harran, in northern Mesopotamia, called Haran in Gen. 11:31–32. It was the city to which Abraham migrated from Ur. These people were called al-Harraniyah, corrupted in vernacular usage to al-Harnaniyah. When the Caliph al-Mamun threatened to massacre them unless they gave up their paganism, they adopted the name “Sabian,” as the Sabians were regarded as a sect authorized by the Quran. Here also the first letter of the name is a sad. They were often called Harranian or Chaldaean Sabians to distinguish them from the true Sabians or Mughtasilah of southern Iraq.
 
For this strange sect, see Chwolsohn, Die Ssabier, Vols. I and II; Goeje in Actes du sixieme congres international des orientalistes, Part 2, pp. 283–366; Shahrastani (Haarbrucker), Part 2, pp. 4–61; Masudi, IV, 61–71; Dimashqi, Kitab Nukhbat al-Dahr, Part 1, sect. 10; Biruni, Chronology, pp. 70, 314–20, and Chronologie orientalischer Volker, pp. 318-23; Dodge in Sarruf, American University of Beirut Festival Book, pp. 60–85.
