
D ynamics  Of Protect ion. Asy lum In The 
Medival  Arabic- is lamic Wor ld

 
Background & Object ives 
 
Anthropologist  descr ibe Asy lum in var ious  societ ies  across  space and t ime. My approach to evaluate 
Asy lum in the medieval  Is lamic Wor ld takes  advantage of  this  "universa l im of  protect ion".   The 
proposed presentat ion wi l l  take i ts  s tar t ing point  with an evaluat ion of  protect ion in late  ant iquity  and 
the per iod of  the Ear ly  Midd le  Ages  to  discuss  the precondit ions  of  the cultura l  and re l ig ious  encounter 
dur ing Is lamizat ion in these  areas . Moving onwards to  the per iod of  Is lamic expansion and final l y  to 
the imper ia l  per iod of  the Cal iphates , the problem of  protect ion for  refugees  i s  re lated to pol i t ica l 
power and the acceptance of  author i t y, to  the role  and funct ion of  var ious  inst i tut ions and processes 
of  inst i tut ional izat ion, to  coexist ing spaces , competing values  and norms, and to a  var iety  of  legal 
exempli f icat ions  accompanied by a  spectrum of  local  t radit ions  and l i fe  habits , and final l y  to  histor ies 
of  s ingle  actors , whether  mediators , refugees  or  persecutors . The presentat ion wi l l  out l ine the var iety  of 
forms of  protect ion for  refugees  in the medieval  Is lamic wor ld with a  specia l  focus  on the medieval  Gulf 
region and Northern Afr ica . 
 
Methodolog y 
 
Comparat ive  research on Protect ion for  refugees  carr ies  the r i sk of  a  monol i thic  understanding of 
"re l ig ion" and "culture" , the essent ia l i s t ic  descr ipt ion of  separate  cul tura l  spheres  and the improvident 
use  of  western concepts  for  label ing "the other" . My reseach takes  as  i t s  s tar t ing point  the understanding 
of  an entangled histor y. Asy lum is  a  problam on a  "global"  sca le ; thus  i t  i s  a lways  re lated to aspects  of 
cul tura l  t ransfer  and exchange of  ideas . Refugees  are  people  "on the move". In fact , refugees  covered 
far  distances  to  reach a  safe  place, carr y ing with them not  only  their  mater ia l  goods but  a lso their 
t radit ions , exper ience, ideas  and knowledge.  
The main methodologica l  focus  i s  therefore  anchored within transcultura l  histor y  but  combines  a  macro- 
and micro-histor ica l  approach. Methodologica l l y  I  fo l low Natal ie  Zemon Davis  in  connect ing research 
on Al l tagsgeschichte  with the use  of  re levant  theoret ica l  model l s  which seems to be especia l l y  f rui t ful 
for  the study of  t ranscultura l  dynamics  (Zemon Davis  1975) , learn from the anthropologica l  " thick 
descr ipt ion" (Geer tz  2007)  and Car lo Ginzburg 's  famous approach on Al l tagsgeschichte  (1979) , that  i s  a 
precise  descr ipt ion of  dai l y  l i fe  cases . 
 
Conc lus ions 
 
Asy lum is  a  se ismograph how societ ies  deal  with conf l icts , v io lence and deviance. Asy lum has  the 
potent ia l  to  t ransform physica l  v io lence into communicat ion and mediat ion.  I t  indicates  processes 
of  t ransgress ion and demarcat ion, adoption and re ject ion as  wel l  as  the var ious  ways  in-between. 
Preassumably  Asy lum mirrors  the chances  and conf l icts  of  entangled societ ies .   To study Asy lum in the 
medieval  wor ld means: to  focus  on the actors  who are  involved in conf l icts . I t  means to concentrate  on 
"dai l y  l i fe  cases"  of  refugees , cr iminals  and on di f ferent  percept ion of  their  deeds and  on the other  hand 
to contr ibute  to  a  histor y  of  conf l icts  and conf l ict  solut ions, mediat ion, on the role  of  protected spaces . 
F inal l y : A study on Asy lum sheds l ight  not  only  on dynamics  of  t ranscultura l  interact ion but  Asy lum 
itse l f  i s  a  cata lyst  of  dynamical  processes  in  entangled societ ies .   
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