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Abstract

After defeating the Aghlabids and establishing a state in Ifrigiya, the Fatimids conquered Egypt and launched a
military campaign to the Levant to achieve their goals. The southern and central regions of the Levant fell to
them with little resistance, but the northern regions of the Levant resisted Fatimid domination. This resistance
caused the Fatimids to be halted in Aleppo and prevented them from advancing toward Iraq, thwarting their
ambition to expand their influence in the eastern parts of the Islamic world. This research, conducted using a
descriptive-analytical method, examines the factors behind the Fatimids’ weakness in the northern Levant. The
findings of the study show that multiple factors contributed to this resistance, including the strategic position and
economic independence of Aleppo, the significant distance between Aleppo and Cairo, the difficulties in sending
forces by the Fatimids, Byzantine interference in the political and military affairs of northern Sham, the
independence-seeking policies of the Hamdanid and Banu Mardas rulers, the administrative and military
weaknesses of the Fatimid state in Sham, the exploitation of these weaknesses by the rulers of Aleppo, the
religious conflicts between the Fatimids and the inhabitants of Sham, the Shiite Imams in the region, and ethnic
prejudices. These factors made Aleppo an impregnable stronghold during the Fatimid rule.

Keywords: Fatimids, Northern Levant, Aleppo, Hamdanids, Banu Mardas.

Introduction

After establishing themselves in Egypt, the Fatimids sent an army, led by Ja'far ibn Falah, to the Levant in
pursuit of their objectives. The Fatimid army was able to quickly capture the southern regions and then
Damascus (Ibn Athir, 1965, p. 591). However, they were unable to extend their rule over all the regions of the
Levant because the northern areas of the Levant, centered around Aleppo, resisted their expansion. As a result,
until the end of the Fatimids” power in the Levant, except for brief periods (406-415 AH and 423-429 AH), they
could not establish their rule over Aleppo.

This study aims to explore the reasons why this region remained impervious to the Fatimids' influence. In
previous research on the topic, no study has been conducted on this subject in depth. Most studies focus on the
history and the castle of Aleppo, the Hamdanid and Banu Mardas states, or wars with Byzantium. Rahimi (2003)
in his article The Hamdanids and the Military and Cultural Competence of Sayf al-Dawlah discusses how the
Hamdanids came to power, focusing on the era of Sayf al-Dawlah and highlighting his scientific contributions
while overlooking the challenges and conflicts between the Fatimids and the Hamdanids. Forouzani et al. (2014)
in their article Political Relations of the Shiite Banu Mardas Government with the Fatimids and Seljuks mention
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the wars of Banu Mardas and their political history, focusing primarily on how the Banu Mardas rulers
successfully repelled Fatimid attacks using their military strength and local alliances. In contrast, this article
examines the various obstacles to the Fatimids’ advance in northern Sham, not from the perspective of a specific
state, but as a collection of factors. Yahyayi and Armin Dokht (2016) in their article Aleppo: Factors Influencing
the Selection of This City as the Capital of the Hamdanids in Sham discuss the strategic position and climatic
conditions of Aleppo and its importance in resisting Byzantium. Dadfar et al. (2021) in their article Examining
the Conflicts and Interactions of the Fatimid Caliphate of Egypt with the Byzantine Empire refer to the Fatimids’
strategies for interaction and conflict aimed at preserving their borders but do not address the challenges the
Fatimids faced in solidifying their power in northern Sham.

Materials and Methods

This research, conducted using a descriptive-analytical method, analyzes the internal and external factors that
prevented the Fatimids' advance in northern Sham, based on reports of their military campaigns and conflicts
from the time of their establishment in Damascus until the end of the oth century AH. To achieve this, sources
close to the historical events, such as Ibn al-Adim (AAA-+++) and Ibn Qalansi (d. ¢o¢ AH), were utilized.
Additionally, relevant sources related to Egypt and Sham were also consulted to complement the discussions.

Research Findings

Several factors influenced the resistance of Aleppo. In addition to its strategic position and military resilience,
the economic self-sufficiency, fighting spirit, and independence-seeking mentality of the people in this region
played a key role. Moreover, the weakness in organizing the Fatimid army and the unstable policies of the
Fatimids, due to the frequent changes of governors in Sham, especially in Damascus, were significant obstacles.
Perhaps if the Fatimid caliphs had appointed governors from the local population or from among their co-
religionists to administer Sham, the conditions for achieving Aleppo would have been more favorable.

Another reason for the Fatimids' failure was the ethnic and religious prejudices, which further exacerbated
these tensions and made the administration of Sham more challenging .

On the other hand, the intervention of the Byzantines in northern Sham, their efforts to revive their influence,
and the attempts to exploit the region’s resources, alongside the independence-seeking policies of the Hamdanid
and Banu Mardas rulers, added complexity to the situation and prevented the Fatimids from establishing lasting
influence in northern Sham. Additionally, the considerable distance between Sham and Egypt, along with the
lack of direct oversight by the Fatimid caliphs over the actions of the governors, intensified these challenges.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

The Fatimids aimed to conquer northern Sham "Syria", especially Aleppo, to expand their influence toward the
eastern Islamic world. After establishing power in Egypt, they launched campaigns into Sham, but faced strong
resistance from Aleppo. Although some writings address Aleppo’s strategic position, few studies have focused
on why the Fatimids failed to take the city.

Several key factors contributed to this failure. Aleppo’s rugged, mountainous terrain made military advances
difficult and costly, exhausting Fatimid forces. The city’s access to water, agriculture, and trade routes ensured
its economic and political independence.

Distance also played a crucial role. Aleppo’s location far from Egypt increased logistical difficulties, making
campaigns expensive and hard to sustain. Moreover, Aleppo’s proximity to Byzantine territory meant the
Byzantines supported Fatimid rivals, fearing Fatimid expansion near their borders. They backed weaker local
powers like the Hamdanids and Banu Mirdas to counterbalance Fatimid ambitions.

These local rulers resisted Fatimid control through alliances with Byzantines or by inciting uprisings,
preventing the Fatimids from focusing their efforts in the north. Additionally, cultural and religious differences
between the Fatimids and the people of Aleppo fueled public resistance. Ethnic tensions and dissatisfaction with
Fatimid religious policies made their rule unpopular in the region.

Together, these strategic, political, and social challenges led to the Fatimids' failure to secure northern Sham,
especially Aleppo, despite repeated attempts.
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