
The Afrin Region and Northern Syria 
during the Muslim Conquest (c. 637 AD 
Onwards) 
I. Introduction: Northern Syria on the Eve of Conquest 
(Early 7th Century) 
The early 7th century found Northern Syria, a region of immense strategic and economic 
importance, under the long-established rule of the Byzantine Empire. This territory, however, 
was a complex mosaic of cultures, religions, and local powers, standing at the precipice of a 
transformative era with the advent of the early Muslim conquests. Understanding the specific 
context of the Afrin Valley and its broader administrative and socio-economic environment is 
crucial to appreciating the profound changes that were to unfold. 
A. The Afrin Valley (Oinoparas/Ufrenus) within Byzantine Cyrrhestica 
The Afrin Valley, a fertile and historically significant area, was deeply embedded within the 
Byzantine administrative and cultural sphere. Known in earlier epochs by names reflecting its 
long history of settlement – Oinoparas during the Seleucid period and Ufrenus in the Roman 
era – the valley was an integral component of Roman Syria, which transitioned into Byzantine 
Syria.1 The name "Ufrenus" is considered the likely etymological precursor to the later Arabic 
"Afrin".1 

This valley lay within the broader region of Cyrrhestica, a district of Greater Syria situated to 
the east of the Plain of Antioch and the Amanus Mountains. Cyrrhestica was bordered by the 
Euphrates River to the east and the region of Commagene to the north, forming a 
well-watered, fertile, and consequently, a relatively densely populated area.2 The city of 
Cyrrhus (later known archaeologically as an-Nabī Hūrī and in Arabic sources as Qurrus or 
Kûrush) was the principal urban center of Cyrrhestica, overlooking the Afrin Valley. Cyrrhus 
had a distinguished history, serving as a Roman military base for campaigns towards Armenia 
and evolving into an important Christian episcopal see by the 4th century.1 Its strategic 
importance was underscored by significant rebuilding efforts under Emperor Justinian I in the 
6th century, who ordered the reconstruction of its fortifications and public edifices, and 
stationed a garrison there, solidifying its role as a key frontier city.3 Archaeological 
investigations of the city walls at Cyrrhus have revealed distinct phases of construction 
corresponding to the Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine periods, with evidence of subsequent 
renovations during the Islamic era.4 

Administratively, Cyrrhestica had been united with Commagene by Emperor Constantine I to 
form the Provincia Euphratensis.2 This administrative arrangement under Byzantium was the 
direct predecessor to the system that would be reshaped following the Muslim conquests. 
The diverse demographic makeup of Northern Syria, with its significant Aramaic-speaking 



communities, various Christian denominations (some of which were in theological opposition 
to the official Byzantine Chalcedonian stance), and presence of Arab tribes with fluctuating 
loyalties, meant that the region was not a monolithic entity. This internal complexity likely 
influenced the dynamics of the conquest, as not all local groups would have had the same 
investment in maintaining Byzantine rule, potentially weakening unified resistance.5 

B. Strategic, Demographic, and Economic Profile of Northern Syria 
Northern Syria, encompassing major urban centers such as Antioch, Aleppo (Beroea), Chalcis 
(Qinnasrin), and Cyrrhus, constituted a vital part of the Byzantine East. It was not only a 
cornerstone of Byzantine power but also a significant contributor to its economy, despite 
recurrent Persian invasions that periodically threatened its stability.9 Antioch, in particular, 
held the prestigious position of being the capital of the eastern zone of the Byzantine 
Empire.10 The entire region functioned as a critical frontier zone, a buffer and often a 
battleground, between the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires.5 

The demographic landscape of Northern Syria was notably heterogeneous. Aramaic, in its 
Syriac dialect, was the language of a prominent and culturally distinct community, possessing 
a rich literary tradition.5 While Greek served as a lingua franca, particularly in urban centers 
and for administrative purposes, the Levant was not Hellenized to the same extent as, for 
example, Anatolia; Semitic languages and local customs retained considerable vitality.6 The 
population adhered to a variety of Christian beliefs, including Miaphysitism (prevalent among 
Syriac Orthodox communities), Chalcedonian Orthodoxy (the state-supported faith), and 
Nestorianism. Jewish and Samaritan communities also existed alongside various Arab tribes, 
such as the Ghassanids, Tanukhids, and Lakhmids, some of whom were Christianized and 
served as allies (foederati) to either Byzantium or Persia.5 In this milieu, religious affiliation 
often proved a more potent marker of identity and allegiance than ethnicity.6 Adding to this 
complexity were groups like the Mardaites, Christians of debated origin (variously suggested 
as Persian, Armenian, or native Greek Levantine), who were active in the fastnesses of the Nur 
(Amanus) Mountains. After the initial Muslim conquests, they maintained a semi-independent 
status, frequently siding with the Byzantines in ongoing conflicts with the Arab forces.12 

Economically, Northern Syria was of paramount importance to the Byzantine treasury, 
generating substantial tax revenue.13 Key commodities produced and traded included grain, 
silk (a highly prized luxury item, the production and sale of which was often an imperial 
monopoly), olive oil, wine, and a diverse range of other agricultural products and 
manufactured goods.13 Extensive trade networks crisscrossed the region, linking the 
Mediterranean basin with the markets of the East.13 The prosperity of this economic system, 
while robust, was inherently vulnerable to the disruptions that large-scale warfare and shifts in 
imperial dominion could bring. The region's reliance on agricultural exports and the smooth 
functioning of these trade routes meant that any significant disturbance could have severe 
repercussions for its economic stability.13 

C. The "Ancient Villages of Northern Syria" (Dead Cities) Landscape 
A remarkable testament to the rural prosperity of Northern Syria in late antiquity is the 
collection of archaeological sites known as the "Ancient Villages of Northern Syria," or the 



"Dead Cities." Located primarily in the Limestone Massif of northwestern Syria, these 
settlements, numbering around 40 villages, date predominantly from the 1st to the 7th 
centuries AD.15 They feature exceptionally well-preserved architectural remains, including 
domestic dwellings, pagan temples, numerous churches and Christian sanctuaries, elaborate 
funerary monuments, cisterns, and bathhouses, all indicative of a thriving rural economy and 
sophisticated settlement patterns.15 

These villages were centers of advanced agricultural production, specializing particularly in 
olive oil and wine, which were likely major export commodities.15 The archaeological 
landscape reveals evidence of sophisticated hydraulic engineering, terracing, and careful land 
management, demonstrating a mastery of agricultural techniques suited to the limestone 
environment.15 This agricultural specialization suggests an economy geared towards surplus 
production for wider markets. The cultural landscape of these villages also vividly illustrates 
the religious transition of the era, with the gradual shift from the pagan traditions of the 
Roman world to the dominance of Byzantine Christianity, as evidenced by the proliferation of 
churches and Christian symbols.15 While strategically vital, Byzantine control, particularly in 
the more rugged and remote rural and frontier areas like Cyrrhestica and the Amanus 
Mountains, was not absolute. The presence of groups like the semi-autonomous Mardaites 12 
and the sheer expanse of the territory presented ongoing challenges to centralized imperial 
authority, suggesting that imperial power was, to some extent, negotiated and contested at 
the local level. 

II. The Tide of Conquest: Northern Syria under New 
Rule (c. 636-641 AD) 
The decade of the 630s AD witnessed a dramatic and rapid shift in the geopolitical landscape 
of the Near East. The nascent Islamic Caliphate, emerging from Arabia, launched a series of 
military campaigns that fundamentally altered the balance of power, leading to the wresting of 
vast territories, including Northern Syria, from Byzantine control. 
A. Overview of Early Muslim Campaigns in the Levant 
Following the consolidation of Muslim authority in the Arabian Peninsula after the Ridda Wars 
(Wars of Apostasy), Arab-Muslim military expeditions into Byzantine-held territories of the 
Levant began to escalate in frequency and scale.8 These campaigns were orchestrated under 
the aegis of the Rashidun Caliphate, with Caliph Umar ibn Al-Khattab (r. 634-644 AD) 
overseeing this period of significant expansion.10 

The Byzantine military machine, though formidable, suffered a series of critical setbacks. 
Decisive defeats at the Battle of Ajnadayn in Palestine (634 AD) and the Battle of Fahl (Pella) in 
the Jordan Valley (634 or 635 AD) severely crippled the Byzantine capacity to operate 
effectively in southern Syria.8 However, the most catastrophic blow came at the Battle of 
Yarmouk in August 636 AD. This large-scale engagement resulted in a devastating defeat for 
the Byzantine forces, compelling Emperor Heraclius to make the strategic decision to 
effectively abandon Syria to the advancing Muslims.8 His reported lament, "Peace be with you 
Syria; what a beautiful land you will be for your enemy," signaled this momentous retreat.8 The 



Muslim forces, often characterized by their high mobility, disciplined cohesion, and the 
leadership of exceptionally skilled commanders, employed a strategy of swift movements, 
targeting key urban centers, and severing Byzantine lines of communication.8 The conquest of 
Byzantine Iraq (Mesopotamia) occurred either concurrently or immediately prior to the main 
Syrian campaigns, which allowed experienced commanders and forces, notably those under 
Khalid ibn al-Walid, to be redeployed to the Syrian front, further bolstering the Muslim military 
effort.8 

B. Key Commanders and the Subjugation of Northern Syria 
Several Muslim commanders played pivotal roles in the conquest of Northern Syria: 

● Abu Ubaidah ibn al-Jarrah: After the initial phases of the Syrian campaign, Abu 
Ubaidah assumed overall command of the Muslim forces in the Levant.10 He directed 
the subsequent northern campaigns, including the sieges of major cities, and was 
responsible for the initial administration of the conquered territories. 

● Khalid ibn al-Walid: Renowned for his tactical brilliance and undefeated record in 
major battles, Khalid ibn al-Walid was instrumental in many of the key victories that 
paved the way for the conquest of Syria, including the Battle of Yarmouk. He played a 
leading role in the capture of Damascus and later, Aleppo.8 His audacious military 
maneuver, leading his forces on a rapid march across the desert from Iraq to Syria to 
outflank the Byzantines, was a significant strategic achievement that caught the 
Byzantines off-guard.8 

● Iyad ibn Ghanm: Another crucial commander, Iyad ibn Ghanm, was primarily 
responsible for the subjugation of Upper Mesopotamia (known in Arabic sources as 
al-Jazira) and also led campaigns into parts of Northern Syria, including the capture of 
the city of Cyrrhus.10 Caliph Umar later appointed him as governor (ʿamal) of Hims, 
Qinnasrin, and al-Jazira.10 Iyad's campaigns were often characterized by a combination 
of direct military pressure, including raiding and sieges, and a willingness to negotiate 
terms of surrender with besieged cities.10 

The rapid succession of Byzantine defeats in southern Syria and Palestine likely created a 
significant psychological impact in the north. The news of these losses, coupled with Emperor 
Heraclius's strategic withdrawal and the evident inability of the Byzantine Empire to dispatch 
effective relief forces, probably demoralized both the garrisons and the urban populations of 
Northern Syrian cities. This atmosphere of declining Byzantine fortunes may have made them 
more receptive to negotiating terms of surrender rather than enduring prolonged and 
potentially destructive sieges with little hope of rescue. 
C. The Fall of Major Urban Centers 
Following the victory at Yarmouk, Muslim armies systematically advanced northwards, 
bringing key urban centers under their control: 

● Damascus and Hims (Emesa): Damascus, a major administrative and commercial hub, 
initially fell to Muslim forces in September 634 AD. It was briefly retaken by Byzantine 
forces under Emperor Heraclius but was definitively secured by the Muslims in 636 AD 
following the Battle of Yarmouk.8 Emesa (Hims), another strategically important city, was 
captured in March 635 AD and subsequently served as a military headquarters for Abu 



Ubaidah.10 Emesa later faced a siege by Christian Arab tribes allied with Heraclius; 
however, this siege was lifted when Muslim forces under Iyad ibn Ghanm launched an 
offensive into the tribes' homeland in al-Jazira, compelling them to withdraw.10 This 
demonstrates a sophisticated level of strategic coordination by the Rashidun Caliphate, 
linking operations across different fronts. 

● Aleppo (Halab/Beroea): After the decisive outcome at Yarmouk, Abu Ubaidah and 
Khalid ibn al-Walid marched their forces towards Aleppo. The city possessed strong 
fortifications, including a substantial walled area and a smaller, virtually impregnable 
fort situated on a hill, defended by a Byzantine garrison under a commander named 
Joachim.19 Joachim initially met the Muslim army in open battle outside the fort but was 
defeated and forced to retreat within its defenses. He launched several sallies in an 
attempt to break the siege, but these proved unsuccessful. With no prospect of relief 
from Emperor Heraclius, the Romans in Aleppo surrendered around October 637 AD. 
The terms of surrender reportedly allowed the soldiers of the garrison to depart in 
peace.19 The 9th-century historian Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari is a primary source for 
the details of this siege.19 Some accounts, also relayed by al-Tabari, suggest that 
Joachim, along with 4,000 of his Greek soldiers, converted to Islam and subsequently 
served the Caliphate. However, the veracity of this mass conversion is questioned by 
some modern historians, such as Peter Crawford.19 Following the capture of Aleppo, Abu 
Ubaidah dispatched a column under Malik al-Ashtar, reportedly assisted by Joachim, to 
secure Azaz, a town on the route towards Byzantine Anatolia, thereby protecting the 
northern flank of the Muslim army.19 Walter Kaegi also notes that Heraclius had earlier 
sent letters to Aleppo, among other cities, appointing commanders for their defense, 
indicating its recognized importance.21 

● Antioch (Antakiyah): As the capital of the Byzantine Empire's eastern territories and a 
city of immense historical and symbolic value, the fall of Antioch was a profound blow to 
Byzantine prestige and control in the region. The city was captured by Muslim forces in 
October 637 AD, following their victory at the Battle of the Iron Bridge.10 Emperor 
Heraclius had retreated to Antioch after the defeat at Yarmouk but, likely prioritizing the 
preservation of his remaining field army, did not commit to a full-scale defense of the 
city.21 

● Chalcis (Qinnasrin/Al-Is): Qinnasrin, anciently Chalcis ad Belum, was a strategically 
vital crossroads in Northern Syria and was designated as the initial capital of the Jund 
Qinnasrin under Muslim rule.3 The city was conquered by forces under Khalid ibn 
al-Walid in 636/7 AD after a period of brief resistance.3 Notably, a temporary truce was 
signed at Chalcis between the Byzantine governor of Osrhoene, John Kateas, and the 
Muslim general Iyad ibn Ghanm. This agreement stipulated an annual payment by the 
Byzantines in exchange for a Muslim commitment not to cross the Euphrates, 
temporarily safeguarding Byzantine Mesopotamia and parts of northern Syria. However, 
Emperor Heraclius repudiated this unauthorized treaty, leading to the subsequent 
full-scale Muslim invasion of Mesopotamia.21 



● The Conquest of Cyrrhus (Qurrus/Kûrush/Nabi Houri): The city of Cyrrhus, the main 
urban center of Cyrrhestica, also came under Muslim control during this period. Abu 
Ubaidah ibn al-Jarrah dispatched Iyad ibn Ghanm at the head of an army to secure the 
city.20 According to the historical accounts, particularly those of the 9th-century Muslim 
historian al-Baladhuri, the inhabitants of Cyrrhus sent a monk to negotiate with Iyad. 
Following their initial meeting, Iyad arranged for the monk to meet with Abu Ubaidah, 
and terms for the city's surrender were agreed upon.20 Kaegi also mentions the Muslim 
advance extending as far as Cyrrhus.21 While the specific terms for Cyrrhus are not 
exhaustively detailed in the available sources beyond a negotiated surrender, Iyad ibn 
Ghanm's general policy during his campaigns in al-Jazira and Northern Syria was to 
leave captured towns largely intact and their inhabitants unharmed. This was typically in 
exchange for the payment of tribute (often a combination of cash, agricultural produce, 
labor for public works like road and bridge maintenance, and the provision of guides 
and intelligence to the Muslim forces).20 This pragmatic approach aimed to ensure a 
continuous flow of revenue to the nascent Caliphate and to minimize local resistance. 
Al-Baladhuri's account of the terms for Aleppo, which guaranteed the safety of 
inhabitants and property in return for the provision of a site for a mosque, may reflect 
similar principles applied in the surrender agreements for other cities like Cyrrhus.20 The 
archaeological site of Cyrrhus (an-Nabī Hūrī) later became an important frontier city 
within the Jund al-Awasim, indicating its continued strategic relevance under Islamic 
rule.4 

D. Incorporation of the Afrin Valley Region 
The Afrin Valley, historically an integral part of Cyrrhestica and known in antiquity as 
Oinoparas or Ufrenus, was under Byzantine administration as part of Roman Syria until the 
Muslim conquest of the Levant, which culminated in this area around 637 AD.1 With the fall of 
Cyrrhus, the principal city of the Cyrrhestica region, to Muslim forces under Iyad ibn Ghanm 
20, the surrounding territory, including the Afrin Valley, would have naturally come under 
Muslim control. The conquest of a major urban center typically implied the submission of its 
dependent rural hinterland. Thus, the Afrin Valley became part of the territories administered 
by the new Islamic rulers as a consequence of the broader campaign that subdued Northern 
Syria. The frequent use of negotiated surrenders and the co-option of local figures, such as 
the monk from Cyrrhus or potentially Joachim of Aleppo, suggests a conquest strategy that 
prioritized minimizing resistance and facilitating a smoother transition of power, which would 
have been crucial for establishing long-term governance and securing a consistent tax base 
from these newly acquired agricultural and urban areas. 
Table 1: Conquest of Key Northern Syrian Cities (c. 636-640 AD) 
 
City 
(Ancient/Arab
ic Name) 

Approx. Date 
of Muslim 
Control 

Key Muslim 
Commander(s
) 

Method of 
Conquest 
(Battle/Siege/
Treaty) 

Reported 
Terms/Key 
Events 

Key Primary 
Source(s) 

Antioch October 637 Abu Ubaidah Battle of Iron Fall of al-Tabari 10 



(Antakiyah) AD ibn al-Jarrah, 
Khalid ibn 
al-Walid 

Bridge Byzantine 
Eastern 
Capital; 
Heraclius had 
largely 
withdrawn 
forces prior. 

Aleppo 
(Halab/Beroea) 

October 637 
AD 

Abu Ubaidah 
ibn al-Jarrah, 
Khalid ibn 
al-Walid 

Siege & 
Surrender 

Garrison 
allowed to 
depart; 
Joachim's 
conversion 
disputed; Azaz 
secured 
afterwards. 

al-Tabari 19 

Chalcis 
(Qinnasrin) 

636/637 AD Khalid ibn 
al-Walid 

Brief 
resistance then 
conquest/treat
y 

Became initial 
capital of Jund 
Qinnasrin; 
temporary 
truce with 
Byzantines 
earlier. 

al-Baladhuri 3 

Cyrrhus 
(Qurrus/Kûrush
) 

c. 638 AD Iyad ibn 
Ghanm, Abu 
Ubaidah ibn 
al-Jarrah 

Negotiated 
surrender via 
monk 

Safety for 
inhabitants/pro
perty likely in 
exchange for 
tribute; part of 
Jazira 
campaign. 

al-Baladhuri 20 

Emesa (Hims) March 635 AD Abu Ubaidah 
ibn al-Jarrah, 
Khalid ibn 
al-Walid 

Conquest Became 
Muslim HQ; 
later siege by 
Christian Arabs 
lifted by Jazira 
campaign. 

al-Tabari 10 

III. Administrative Integration: From Byzantine 
Province to Islamic Jund 
Following the military subjugation of Northern Syria, the early Islamic Caliphate moved to 
incorporate these newly acquired territories into its administrative framework. This process 
involved the establishment of new military districts, or ajnad (singular: jund), which often 



adapted existing Byzantine structures while imposing a new layer of politico-military control. 
The region of Cyrrhestica, including the Afrin Valley, was integrated into this nascent system. 
A. The Establishment of Jund Qinnasrin 
One of the key administrative units created in Northern Syria was Jund Qinnasrin, meaning the 
"military district of Qinnasrin".23 It was one of the five principal ajnad that constituted Bilad 
al-Sham (Greater Syria) under the early Caliphate. The district derived its name from the 
ancient town of Qinnasrin, known in classical antiquity as Chalcis ad Belum, which served as 
its initial administrative center.3 

The precise attribution for the establishment of Jund Qinnasrin varies in early Islamic 
historical accounts. The 9th-century historian al-Baladhuri presents two traditions: one 
suggests that the first Umayyad Caliph, Mu'awiya I (r. 661-680 AD, though initially governor of 
Syria much earlier), established the jund after asserting his authority in the region, possibly by 
detaching the area from its allegiance to Hasan ibn Ali. Another tradition credits Mu'awiya's 
successor, Yazid I (r. 680-683 AD), with formally creating the district by separating the 
northern territories from the existing Jund Hims.23 Regardless of the exact timing and agent, 
its formation occurred relatively soon after the initial conquests to consolidate Arab control 
over this strategically vital northern zone. 
Qinnasrin itself was chosen as the initial capital due to its historical significance and strategic 
location.3 However, over time, Qinnasrin experienced a decline in population and economic 
importance. Consequently, the administrative capital of the jund was later transferred to the 
more populous and commercially vibrant city of Aleppo (Halab).3 Archaeological 
investigations at Hadir Qinnasrin, a site located south of Aleppo, are aimed at uncovering 
more about this important early Islamic administrative and urban center.22 The very 
establishment of these ajnad was not necessarily a complete departure from previous 
systems; rather, it often represented an adaptation of the pre-existing Byzantine (and earlier 
Roman) administrative divisions to suit the needs of the new Islamic state.24 The selection of 
established urban centers like Qinnasrin, Aleppo, and Antioch as district hubs demonstrates a 
pragmatic approach, utilizing existing infrastructure and regional hierarchies while 
superimposing a new military and political authority. 
B. Constituent Districts and the Status of Cyrrhestica/Afrin 
During the Umayyad Caliphate (661-750 AD), Jund Qinnasrin was a large and significant 
province. It was primarily composed of three major districts, each centered around a 
prominent city: Antioch (Antakiyah), Aleppo (Halab), and Manbij (Hierapolis).23 

The region of Cyrrhestica, whose chief urban centers included Beroea (the classical name for 
Aleppo) and Cyrrhus itself 2, would have naturally fallen within the administrative boundaries 
of Jund Qinnasrin. Its geographical location, coupled with the inclusion of Aleppo as one of 
the jund's main district centers and the prior conquest of Cyrrhus by Iyad ibn Ghanm 20, 
ensured its integration into this new administrative entity. The Afrin Valley, being an integral 
part of Cyrrhestica and situated in close proximity to both Cyrrhus and Antioch, would have 
been administered as part of this larger provincial unit. Lacking a major urban center of its 
own that could function as a district capital, the Afrin Valley would have been administratively 
subordinate to the authority of the more significant historical cities within Cyrrhestica – 



initially, perhaps, with some administrative functions tied to Cyrrhus, but increasingly under 
the sway of Aleppo, especially once Aleppo became the undisputed capital of Jund Qinnasrin. 
Local governance for the valley would have been managed from these larger centers. 
By the late 10th century (specifically 985 AD, as recorded by the geographer al-Muqaddasi, 
though this is later than the primary focus of this report, it provides insight into the long-term 
administrative geography), the principal towns recognized within Jund Qinnasrin included 
Manbij, Alexandretta, Hama, Shaizar, Ma'arrat al-Nu'man, Samosata, Mar'ash, Qinnasrin itself, 
and Aleppo, illustrating the extensive geographical area encompassed by the jund.23 

C. The Later Formation of Jund al-Awasim and the Role of Cyrrhus 
The administrative structure of Northern Syria continued to evolve in response to ongoing 
strategic considerations, particularly the persistent frontier with the Byzantine Empire. As 
Muslim control consolidated and the Caliphate's northern frontiers expanded, the vast Jund 
Qinnasrin underwent a significant reorganization. In 786 AD, during the reign of the Abbasid 
Caliph Harun al-Rashid, Jund Qinnasrin was subdivided. Its northern frontier zone, which 
included the territory of Antioch and lands extending eastwards towards Aleppo, was 
administratively separated to form a new military province known as Jund al-Awasim, meaning 
the "military district of the strongholds" or "defenses".23 

This administrative change reflected a shift in strategic priorities. After the initial waves of 
conquest, the Caliphate was increasingly focused on consolidating its hold over conquered 
territories and institutionalizing its defenses against a resilient Byzantine Empire to the north. 
Jund al-Awasim, along with the Thughur (frontier marches), became a heavily militarized zone. 
The city of Cyrrhus (an-Nabī Hūrī) gained renewed importance as a significant frontier city 
within this Jund al-Awasim system.4 Archaeological evidence from Cyrrhus indicates that its 
fortifications underwent minor renovations and repairs during the 8th and 9th centuries (the 
early Islamic period). This continued investment in its defenses underscores its strategic value 
as a fortified outpost on the volatile Byzantine-Arab border.4 This demonstrates an adaptation 
and reuse of existing Byzantine infrastructure to meet the new defensive needs of the Islamic 
Caliphate, rather than outright abandonment or destruction of such strategically located sites 
after their initial conquest. 
Table 2: Administrative Framework of Northern Syria (Umayyad/Early Abbasid Period) 
 
Administrative 
Unit 

Initial/Key 
Capital(s) 

Key 
Cities/Districts 
Included 
(specifically 
noting Cyrrhus & 
implications for 
Afrin area) 

Period of 
Primary 
Configuration 

Key 
Developments/C
hanges 

Jund Qinnasrin Qinnasrin (Chalcis 
ad Belum), later 
Aleppo (Halab) 

Antioch, Aleppo, 
Manbij; 
Cyrrhestica 
(including Cyrrhus 

c. 661/680 – 786 
AD 

Established from 
parts of Jund 
Hims; capital 
eventually shifted 



and the Afrin 
Valley as its 
hinterland) 

from Qinnasrin to 
Aleppo. 3 

Jund al-Awasim (Various frontier 
forts; Antioch was 
a major center) 

Northern frontier 
areas of former 
Jund Qinnasrin 
(including Antioch 
and Cyrrhus) 

From 786 AD Created as a 
distinct, heavily 
fortified military 
frontier zone to 
defend against 
the Byzantine 
Empire. 4 

IV. Socio-Economic Transformations in Conquered 
Northern Syria (7th-8th Centuries) 
The Muslim conquest of Northern Syria initiated a period of profound socio-economic 
transformation that unfolded over several centuries. These changes encompassed new 
systems of governance and taxation, evolving statuses for the diverse local communities, 
gradual demographic shifts, and significant alterations to the economic landscape, including 
the fate of previously flourishing rural settlements. 
A. Impact of New Governance on Land Tenure and Taxation 
The early Islamic administration swiftly implemented a new fiscal system in the conquered 
territories, including Syria. This system was designed not only to generate revenue for the 
Caliphate but also, implicitly or explicitly, to define the relationship between the new Muslim 
ruling class and the largely non-Muslim subject population. A key feature was the 
differentiation in tax obligations based on religious affiliation.25 

Non-Muslims, primarily Christians and Jews recognized as Ahl al-Kitab (People of the Book), 
were typically required to pay the jizya, a poll tax levied annually on free adult males. 
Additionally, they were subject to the kharaj, a land tax, which could be assessed as a lump 
sum per unit of land or as a proportion of the produce, payable in cash or in kind.25 In 
contrast, Muslim landholders initially paid a significantly reduced land tax known as ushr 
(literally, a tenth or tithe), often assessed as 5 or 10 percent of the yield depending on land 
quality.25 Some interpretations of early evidence even suggest that Muslim landholders might 
have paid no land tax at all before 750 AD.25 

This disparity in taxation created a clear economic incentive for conversion to Islam. By 
embracing the new faith, individuals could gain exemption from the jizya and benefit from the 
lower ushr on their lands.25 Academic analysis, such as that presented by Saleh, suggests that 
this fiscal pressure was a significant driver of "voluntary" conversions in the region, more so 
than widespread coercion or forced demographic replacement.25 

Around the mid-8th century (c. 750 AD), coinciding with the transition from the Umayyad to 
the Abbasid Caliphate, notable tax reforms were introduced. These reforms aimed, among 
other things, to increase the land tax on Muslims from the ushr rate to the kharaj rate, 
effectively equalizing the land tax burden for all landowners, irrespective of religion. Muslims 



were also permitted to purchase kharaj land from non-Muslims. Furthermore, juristic 
interpretations of the time tended to remove any pre-existing treaty-based caps on the kharaj 
rate, giving the Caliphate greater latitude in setting tax levels.25 After these reforms, the jizya 
became the primary discriminatory tax levied on non-Muslims until its eventual abolition much 
later in history. 
Regarding land tenure, the early conquests, while transformative politically, were often not 
characterized by wholesale destruction of agricultural infrastructure or immediate, 
large-scale confiscation of all lands. The pragmatic aim of the conquerors was frequently to 
ensure the continuity of agricultural production to secure an ongoing revenue stream.20 It is 
probable that many existing landholding patterns and local agricultural practices continued, at 
least initially, albeit under new overlords and subject to the new fiscal obligations imposed by 
the Caliphate. 
B. Status and Experiences of Local Christian and Jewish Communities 
Under the nascent Islamic Caliphate, Christian and Jewish communities in Northern Syria, as 
elsewhere in the conquered territories, were generally accorded the status of ahl al-dhimma 
(protected people). This status, rooted in Islamic legal tradition, allowed them to practice their 
own religions and manage their communal affairs in return for acknowledging Muslim 
sovereignty and paying the jizya.8 The often-cited Pact of Umar, though its historical 
authenticity and precise original wording are debated, reflects the general principles of this 
arrangement, which included guarantees for the safety of life, property, and places of 
worship, albeit with certain social restrictions. Caliph Umar's reported promise to tolerate the 
Christians of Jerusalem and not to convert churches into mosques is an example of this policy 
framework, though its application could vary depending on time, place, and the disposition of 
local governors.8 

For some Christian groups, particularly those adhering to non-Chalcedonian doctrines such 
as the Miaphysites (Syriac Orthodox), the arrival of Muslim rule may have brought a degree of 
relief from the religious coercion sometimes experienced under the Byzantine state, which 
officially upheld Chalcedonian Christology.5 The perspective of Syriac chroniclers like Michael 
the Syrian is invaluable for understanding the experiences of these communities.28 

The responses of local communities to the conquest were diverse. While some Christian Arab 
tribes, such as the Ghassanids, initially allied themselves with the Byzantine Empire 8, others 
negotiated terms with the advancing Muslim armies.21 The involvement of a monk in arranging 
the surrender of Cyrrhus is a case in point, indicating interaction and accommodation 
between the conquerors and local leadership structures.20 However, resistance also occurred. 
The Mardaites, a Christian group based in the Nur (Amanus) Mountains, for instance, engaged 
in prolonged guerrilla warfare and raiding activities against Muslim-held territories for a 
considerable period after the initial conquest.12 Over time, the conditions for dhimmi 
communities could fluctuate. Under some caliphs, discriminatory legislation was applied more 
stringently, and social and economic pressures, alongside genuine religious appeal, 
contributed to an ongoing process of conversion to Islam.30 

C. Early Demographic Shifts: Arab Settlement, Islamization, and Arabization 
The Muslim conquest of Northern Syria initiated gradual but profound demographic shifts. 



One immediate consequence was the settlement of Arab tribesmen and military personnel in 
the region, who initially formed a ruling elite and garrisoned key strategic locations.7 Cities like 
Qinnasrin served as important army headquarters and centers for these new Arab settlers.3 

Islamization, the process by which the local population converted to Islam, was not an abrupt 
event but a gradual transformation that unfolded over centuries.7 As discussed, economic 
incentives related to taxation played a role.25 Other factors included the social and political 
advantages associated with belonging to the dominant religious group, intermarriage, the 
influence of Sufi orders (in later periods), and genuine spiritual conviction. 
Concurrent with Islamization was the process of Arabization – the gradual adoption of the 
Arabic language as the primary medium of administration, high culture, and eventually, 
everyday communication for a majority of the population.7 Arabic progressively replaced 
Greek, which had been the language of Byzantine administration and elite culture, and 
Aramaic (Syriac), which was the vernacular for a significant portion of the indigenous 
population. While Aramaic survived in some communities, particularly as a liturgical language 
and in more isolated rural areas, Arabic became the dominant linguistic force.30 This linguistic 
shift was a crucial component of the broader cultural assimilation process. It is important to 
recognize that the "Arabization" of the Middle East was largely a process of cultural and 
linguistic assimilation by indigenous populations, rather than a wholesale demographic 
replacement by settlers from the Arabian Peninsula.31 Many individuals who identified as Arabs 
in later periods were, in fact, the descendants of these local populations who had adopted 
Arab language, culture, and identity over generations. 
D. The Fate of the "Ancient Villages of Northern Syria" (Dead Cities) 
The "Ancient Villages of Northern Syria," also known as the "Dead Cities," represent a unique 
archaeological landscape that provides insights into the socio-economic changes of this era. 
These prosperous agricultural settlements, which flourished from the 1st to the 7th centuries, 
were largely abandoned between the 8th and 10th centuries.15 This period of decline and 
abandonment post-dates the initial Muslim conquest but falls squarely within the early Islamic 
era (Umayyad and early Abbasid periods). 
The reasons for their abandonment are a subject of scholarly discussion, with several 
contributing factors likely at play: 

● Shifts in Trade Routes and Economic Reorientation: A prominent theory posits that 
the economic prosperity of these villages was intrinsically linked to the large-scale 
production and export of agricultural commodities, particularly olive oil and wine, within 
the economic sphere of the Byzantine Empire.17 The Arab conquests led to a 
fundamental reorientation of long-distance trade routes and a disruption of established 
commercial networks with the Byzantine world. Deprived of their traditional markets and 
facing new economic realities under the Caliphate, the specialized agricultural economy 
of these villages may have become unsustainable, leading to their gradual decline.17 

● Impact of Conquest and Regional Instability: While the initial conquests may not 
have been uniformly destructive to agricultural infrastructure, the transition of power 
and the establishment of a new imperial system inevitably brought disruptions. Periods 
of instability, changes in land ownership patterns, or insecurity in rural areas could have 



negatively impacted agricultural production and settlement continuity. 
● Taxation and Economic Pressure: The imposition of new taxation systems by the 

Islamic Caliphate, such as the kharaj on land 25, would have altered the economic 
calculations for peasant farmers. Even if these taxes were designed to extract revenue 
rather than to deliberately ruin agriculturalists, they could have made previous levels of 
surplus production for export less profitable or viable, contributing to economic stress 
in these rural communities. 

● Urbanization Elsewhere: Some scholars suggest that there might have been a gradual 
movement of population from these rural settlements towards larger urban centers that 
were flourishing under Arab rule, as part of broader trends of urbanization within the 
Caliphate.17 

● Environmental Factors: While not heavily emphasized in the provided sources for this 
specific period of abandonment, long-term environmental factors such as climate 
change, soil degradation, or shifts in water availability can influence settlement patterns. 
However, for the 8th-10th century decline of the Dead Cities, socio-economic and 
political factors related to the new imperial order appear to be more commonly cited. 
General references to agriculture, drought, and marshes as environmental factors in 
Syria exist 18, but a direct causal link to the abandonment of these specific villages in 
this timeframe is not strongly evidenced in the snippets. 

The remarkable state of preservation of many of these "Dead Cities" is largely attributed to 
their relatively rapid abandonment and the subsequent lack of significant resettlement or the 
systematic reuse of their building materials in later periods.15 This has left behind an invaluable 
archaeological record of rural life in late antiquity and the early Byzantine period. The 
economic reorientation of Northern Syria following the conquests appears to be a key factor. 
If their specialized agricultural economy, particularly focused on olive oil and wine for export 
to the wider Byzantine world, was disrupted by the severing of these trade links and the 
imposition of new imperial economic demands, their viability would have been critically 
undermined, potentially leading to rural depopulation or a shift towards different, perhaps less 
intensive, agricultural practices. 
E. Archaeological Insights from Cyrrhus/Nabi Houri and Relevant Sites 
Archaeological investigations at key sites in Northern Syria provide material evidence for the 
transition from Byzantine to early Islamic rule: 

● Cyrrhus (Nabi Houri): Excavations and architectural studies at Cyrrhus have revealed 
its continued strategic importance after the Muslim conquest. The city's extensive 
Byzantine fortifications show evidence of minor renovations and repairs carried out 
during the 8th and 9th centuries (early Islamic period). This indicates that the city was 
not abandoned or destroyed but was actively maintained and utilized, likely as a frontier 
stronghold within the newly established Jund al-Awasim, facing the Byzantine Empire.4 
This demonstrates a pattern of adaptation and reuse of existing Byzantine military 
infrastructure by the new Islamic rulers. 

● Hadir Qinnasrin: Archaeological work at Hadir Qinnasrin, believed to be the site of 
ancient Qinnasrin, the initial capital of Jund Qinnasrin, has yielded ceramics and other 



artifacts characteristic of the early Islamic period. This confirms the site's occupation 
and importance as an administrative and urban center during the Umayyad and early 
Abbasid eras.22 

● Afrin Region (Ain Dara, Afrin Stele): While the Afrin Valley itself was undoubtedly 
incorporated into the territory of the Caliphate following the conquest of Cyrrhestica 1, 
specific archaeological findings from the 7th-8th century AD that directly illuminate the 
conquest itself or its immediate local aftermath in the Afrin area are not detailed in the 
provided research material. The significant archaeological sites mentioned in relation to 
Afrin, such as the Syro-Hittite settlement of Ain Dara and the Luwian stele found near 
Afrin town, date to much earlier historical periods (Bronze Age and Iron Age).1 Regional 
archaeological surveys, such as those conducted in the Amuq Valley (which is 
geographically related but distinct from the core Afrin Valley), provide broader data on 
settlement patterns but do not offer pinpoint evidence for the 7th-century conquest-era 
changes specifically within the Afrin portion of Cyrrhestica.33 The Afrin Valley's 
experience, lacking major urban centers of its own during this period and being 
primarily agricultural, would have been largely shaped by the administrative and 
economic fortunes of nearby centers like Cyrrhus, Antioch, and later Aleppo. The 
general trends of new tax burdens, potential shifts in landholding, and gradual cultural 
and demographic changes observed in the wider Northern Syrian countryside would 
have applied to its inhabitants. 

The early Islamic administration, while imposing a new political and fiscal order, often 
demonstrated a degree of pragmatism by preserving local structures, negotiating surrenders, 
and offering protected status to non-Muslim communities. This approach was primarily 
geared towards ensuring state revenue and maintaining political stability. However, this initial 
pragmatism was not static; as the Caliphate consolidated its power, pressures for greater 
religious and cultural uniformity could increase, leading to the evolution of policies and more 
overtly discriminatory practices against non-Muslims over time.8 

V. Conclusion: The Afrin Region in the New Islamic 
Order 
The Muslim conquest of Northern Syria in the mid-7th century AD marked a pivotal turning 
point in the history of the Afrin region and its broader encompassing territory of Cyrrhestica. 
This period witnessed the transition from centuries of Romano-Byzantine rule to incorporation 
into the nascent Islamic Caliphate, bringing with it profound and lasting military, 
administrative, socio-economic, and cultural transformations. 
A. Recapitulation of Conquest and Integration 
The military subjugation of Cyrrhestica, including its principal city Cyrrhus and by extension 
the Afrin Valley, was accomplished as part of the wider Muslim campaigns in the Levant that 
followed the decisive Battle of Yarmouk in 636 AD. Key Muslim commanders such as Abu 
Ubaidah ibn al-Jarrah, Khalid ibn al-Walid, and particularly Iyad ibn Ghanm (who was directly 
involved in the surrender of Cyrrhus) spearheaded these operations.19 The transition of power 



in many urban centers, including Cyrrhus, was often characterized by negotiated surrenders 
rather than prolonged and destructive sieges, a pragmatic approach that aimed to minimize 
local resistance and preserve infrastructure.20 

Administratively, the conquered region was integrated into the new Islamic provincial system. 
Cyrrhestica, and with it the Afrin Valley, became part of Jund Qinnasrin, one of the military 
districts of Syria, with its capital initially at Qinnasrin (Chalcis) and later shifting to Aleppo.23 
Subsequently, with the reorganization of the northern frontiers under the Abbasids, the area 
around Cyrrhus became part of the militarized zone of Jund al-Awasim, highlighting its 
continued strategic importance as a borderland facing the Byzantine Empire.4 This 
demonstrates both continuity in the strategic assessment of the region's geography and 
adaptation of administrative structures to meet new imperial priorities. 
B. Lasting Impacts on the Region's Historical Trajectory 
The incorporation of the Afrin region into the Islamic world set it on a new historical trajectory, 
distinct from its Romano-Byzantine past. The long-term demographic landscape was 
gradually reshaped through processes of Arab settlement, Islamization, and Arabization, 
leading to a significant shift in the religious and linguistic makeup of the population over 
subsequent centuries.7 While Christian and Jewish communities continued to exist under 
dhimmi status, their relative numbers and societal influence changed over time. 
Economically, the region experienced a significant reorientation. Integration into the economic 
sphere of the Caliphate meant new markets, new trade routes, and new fiscal demands.25 This 
shift likely contributed to the decline and eventual abandonment of certain types of rural 
settlements, such as the "Ancient Villages of Northern Syria" (Dead Cities), whose prosperity 
had been closely tied to agricultural exports within the Byzantine economic system.17 The 
agricultural output of fertile areas like the Afrin Valley would have remained valuable, but the 
overarching economic networks and priorities were now different. 
Strategically, the region, including Cyrrhestica, maintained its character as a frontier zone, 
though the adversary to the north was now the Byzantine Empire from the perspective of a 
new southern-based imperial power. This enduring geographical reality continued to influence 
its military and administrative arrangements.4 

By the end of the early Islamic period (circa 8th-9th centuries), the Afrin region and 
Cyrrhestica were no longer simply Byzantine peripheries but were embedded within a new 
political, cultural, religious, and economic world. This transformation created a complex 
palimpsest, where layers of Aramaic, Hellenistic, Roman, and Byzantine heritage were overlaid 
and intermingled with the now-dominant Arab-Islamic culture.4 This rich and multifaceted 
legacy would continue to shape the identity and historical development of this part of 
Northern Syria through the medieval era and beyond. 
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