
Harun al-Rashid 

On the death of his brother al-Hadi, Harun al-Rashid ascended the throne without any opposition. 

At the time of his accession, he was only twenty-five. The reign of Harun al-Rashid opens one of 

the most brilliant periods of Arab rule. Indeed Harun al-Rashid deserves all the appreciation that 

truly he was one of the greatest rulers of the world. The stories of Arabian Nights have lent a 

mesmerizing charm to his name and to his reign as well. 

The glory of Harun al-Rashid is mostly due to the ability and wisdom of the men to 

whom he entrusted the government of the empire for the first seventeen years of his reign. At the 

very first moment Harun al-Rashid, selected Yahya bin Khalid as his Prime Minster. It is worth 

to mention here that his father Khalid bin Barmik also occupied distinguished position under al-

Saffah and al-Mansur. Yahya’s government and administration was strong, firm, wise and 

benevolent. Nothing was neglected and priority was given to those activities conducted for the 

well-being of the people. His sons also occupied highest positions in the administration. Fadhl 

had held successively the governorship of Khurasan and Egypt. Ja‘far had also been governor of 

various important provinces. Later on, due to the old age, Yahya bin Khalid resigned the post 

and was replaced by his son - Ja‘far who discharged his duties with great accomplishment. For a 

period of seventeen years, the Barmakid family governed the empire of Harun al-Rashid with 

distinction and peculiarity. 

Harun al-Rashid started at once a series of campaigns starting from his favourite town, al-

Raqqah. These campaigns ravaged Asia Minor and culminated in the capture of Hiraqlah and al-

Tuwanah in 806 C.E. The campaigns resulted in annexing to the empire whole of Kabul and 

Sanhar, and extended the empire as far as the Hindu Kush. 

Harun al-Rashid was pressurised by the Empress Zubayda and her brother ‘Isa bin Ja‘far 

to fix the order of succession. Therefore, Harun al-Rashid nominated his son Muhammad, who 

was only five years of age as his successor under the title of al-Amin (the Trusty). It was directed 

after him the throne should go to his another son ‘Abd Allah whose title was al-Ma’mun (the 

Trusted) and subsequently after Ma’mun, his third son Qasim under the title al-Mu‘tamin would 

ascend the throne. The three sons during their lives were to hold the empire in parts: the West 



was to be under the control of al- Amin, the East under al-Ma’mun and Mesopotamia and the 

Marches under al-Mu‘tamin.  

The year 803 C.E. is famous and noted for the episode that has not only dimmed the 

lustre of Harun al-Rashid’s reign, but also darkened his future life with remorse. For a long 

period of seventeen years, the Barmakid family had served the caliph with unswerving fidelity, 

loyalty and great ability. The empire became strong and consolidated, the people were 

prosperous and happy, the income had increased with no bounds, and the arts of civilized life 

were cultivated everywhere. However, their grandeur, their lavish charity, made them idols of 

the masses and at the same time, it helped to raise a good number of enemies, who were 

determined by every means to bring about their destruction and devastation. Ibn-Khaldun says 

that the true cause of the fall of the Barmakids is to found “in the manner in which they seized 

upon all the authority, and assumed the absolute disposition of the public revenue, so much so, 

that Rashid was often forced to the necessity  of asking for and not obtaining from the chancellor 

small sums of money. Their influence was unlimited and their renown had spread in every 

direction. All the high offices of the state, civil as well as military, were filled by functionaries 

chosen from their family; or from among their partisans. All faces were turned towards them; all 

heads inclined in their presence; on them alone rested the hopes of applicants and candidates; 

they showered their bounties on all sides, in every province of the empire, in the cities as well as 

in the villages; their praises were sung by all, and they were far more popular than their master.” 

All this raised against them the hatred of the courtiers and the grand dignitaries of the empire; 

“and the scorpions calumny came to wound them on the bed of repose on which they rested 

under the shadow of the imperial throne.” Very often Harun al-Rashid’s mind was poisoned with 

the theory that Barmakids were plotting for the downfall of ‘Abbasids. Their faithful services 

rendered by their generations were forgotten in the blind fury of suspicion and despotic anger. 

Suddenly one night Harun al-Rashid issued the order to execute Ja‘far, the wazir, and imprison 

Yahya and his other sons Fadhl, Musa and Muhammad. 

In the scale of historical criticism, Harun al-Rashid will always be weighed among the 

great rulers of the world. The ninth century opened with two imperial names standing prime in 

the world affairs: Charlemagne in the West and Harun al-Rashid in the East. Of the two, Harun 

was without any doubt more powerful and represented the higher culture. Very faithful in 



performing his religions duties, his life full of piety, pious and generous without any ostentation 

and exercising a great impact by his character on society. By instinct, he frequently visited his 

dominions in every direction to subdue lawlessness and to make himself familiar with the 

condition of his subjects, made personal inspections of the frontiers and passes. Merchants, 

scholars, traders and pilgrims journeyed through the vast empire without any fear and it testifies 

the excellence and grandeur of his administration and empire. The schools, colleges and the 

universities, Masajid, the hospitals and dispensaries, caravans, roads, bridges and canals with 

which Harun al-Rashid covered the empire bear witness to the fact that how much interested he 

was in the welfare of his people. He himself used to lead the caravan of pilgrims to the Holy 

Cities and thus brought the nations under his sway to value the importance and advantages of 

Islamic solidarity. 

Harun al-Rashid extended the department established by his grandfather Mansur for the 

translation of different works into Arabic and increased the staff as well. Although it did not 

attained amazing scale under him as it did under his son al-Ma’mun. The famous personalities 

who made their mark during his reign may be mentioned like Asmai (the grammarian), Ibrahim 

Mosuli (the musician), Gabriel (the physician). The name of Harun al-Rashid resounded 

throughout East and West, resulting in establishing communication with the East and the West 

and was the first to receive his Court Embassies from the Emperor of China in East and from 

Charlemagne in the West. His court presented the most brilliant look, attended by the learned 

and the wise from every part of the world. Due sponsorship was extended to art, science and 

philosophy. 

During his reign Hanafi School of law began to acquire a systematic shape at the hands of 

Jurists headed by Imam Abu Yusuf; Qazi al-Quzzat. It is said that after Imam Abu Hanifa, the 

Hanafi School is in reality the product of Imam Abu Yusuf. History has placed the period of 

Harun al-Rashid as the most brilliant period of Baghdad. Harun al-Rashid breathed his last on 

Jamad al-Thani 193 A.H./March 809 C.E. 

 


