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A Note on the Spelling and Transliteration System


Since the text contains an abundance of Arabic names, it was decided to avoid a fully transliterated system; thus no diacritical marks are used. They would have made the text unnecessarily complicated for the reader who has no knowledge of Arabic, whereas the Arabist will easily deduce the true Arabic form.


In the Arabic words, dh stands for emphatic d, the fifteenth letter of the Arabic alphabet. Gh represents deep velar g, the nineteenth letter. H is used to denote both the equivalent of the English h and the guttural h, respectively the twenty-seventh and sixth letters. Q is pronounced as a deep velar k (the twenty-first letter). S may mean the simple or the emphatic consonant (respectively the twelfth and fourteenth letters). Similarly, t may be simple or emphatic (the third and sixteenth letters). Th is pronounced as in ‘through’. Z represents three consonants: simple, interdental (th in ‘this’) and emphatic (respectively the eleventh, ninth and seventeenth letters). Ain (the eighteenth letter) and hamza (guttural explosive) are ignored. No distinction is made between long and short vowels.


Although we have aimed at uniformity, some exceptions were unavoidable. Well-established spellings that contradict our system, such as Gamal Abdel Nasser (rather than Jamal Abd al-Nasir) and Cairo (rather than al-Qahira) have been retained. The original spelling has been retained in quotations from English-language works, but the variants employed by the authors (such as Kassem for Qasim) are not included in the indexes.





Abbreviations and Acronyms






	

AD




	

air defence









	

ALCO




	

Arabian-Italian Engineering Contractors









	

Aramco




	

Arabian-American Oil Company









	

AWACS




	

Airborne Warning and Control System









	

b/d




	

barrel(s) per day









	

bn




	

billion(s)









	

CENTO




	

Central Treaty Organization









	

CIA




	

(US) Central Intelligence Agency









	

cu. m




	

cubic metre(s)









	

EEC




	

European Economic Community









	

FAO




	

Food and Agriculture Organization









	

FLOSY




	

Front for the Liberation of Occupied Southern Yemen









	

g




	

gram(s)









	

GCC




	

Gulf Cooperation Council









	

GDP




	

gross domestic product









	

GNP




	

gross national product









	

IBRD




	

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development









	

IDA




	

International Development Association









	

IMF




	

International Monetary Fund









	

IPC




	

Iraq Petroleum Company









	

ITT




	

International Telephone and Telegraph Corporation









	

JV




	

joint venture









	

kg




	

kilogram(s)









	

km




	

kilometre(s)









	

lb




	

pound(s) [weight]









	

m




	

million(s); metre(s)









	

mb/d




	

million barrel(s) per day









	

NATO




	

North Atlantic Treaty Organization









	

NCO




	

non-commissioned officer









	

OAPEC




	

Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries









	

OPEC




	

Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries









	

PDRSY




	

People’s Democratic Republic of South Yemen









	

PDRY




	

People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen)









	

Petromin




	

General Petroleum and Mineral Organization









	

PLO




	

Palestine Liberation Organization









	

RDF




	

Rapid Deployment Force









	

SAMA




	

Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency









	

SOCAL




	

Standard Oil of California









	

sq. km




	

square kilometre(s)









	

Tapline




	

Trans-Arabian pipeline









	

TASS




	

[the Soviet news agency]









	

TBD




	

torpedo-boat destroyer









	

UAE




	

United Arab Emirates









	

UAR




	

United Arab Republic









	

UN




	

United Nations









	

US




	

United States









	

USSR




	

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics









	

YAR




	

Yemen Arab Republic (North Yemen)
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Notes on Sources


This is a history of the Saudi Arabian state from its emergence in 1745 to the early 1990s. The main issues under consideration are the evolution of the social and political structures of Saudi society, the Wahhabi movement for a reform of Islam, Saudi Arabia’s place in the modern world, the impact of oil on its society, the emergence of new social groups, and the contradictions within Saudi society and the ways in which they are resolved.
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Saudi Arabia, which had a population of some 12 million indigenous citizens in the early 1990s, has acquired far greater influence in the contemporary world than might initially be thought. Accounting for almost one third of the world’s explored oil resources outside Russia, Central Asia and China, Saudi Arabia has become the single largest oil producer and exporter. Incapable of using all the proceeds from its exports of that valuable raw material (measured in astronomical figures) within the country, Saudi Arabia has also become one of the world’s largest exporters of capital. In absolute terms, the wealth of the royal house of the Al Saud exceeds that of the richest financial magnates of the US, Japan and Europe.


The decisions taken in Riyadh are not always independent – some of them are even imposed by outside forces. They nevertheless influence, whether directly or indirectly, the balance of payments, the rate of economic development and the inflation rate in the United States and other countries; the future of the dollar; the course and outcome of the Arab-Israeli conflict; and the stability of regimes in a number of developing countries. The most serious armed conflict after the Cold War – the 1990–91 Gulf war – was caused not only by Iraq’s seizure of Kuwait but also by the threatened occupation and dismemberment of Saudi Arabia.


Saudi Arabia’s unique financial and economic situation is given added weight by its role as the birthplace of Islam. The two holiest cities of Islam are on Saudi territory: Mecca with the Kaaba, towards which believers turn during prayers and where they perform the hajj (pilgrimage), as prescribed by Islamic canons; and Medina, the resting-place of the body of Muhammad, the founder of Islam. The increasing tension between Islam and the West, combined with growing religious sentiment in the Muslim world, means that many socio-political conflicts (including those between states and ethnic groups in the Islamic world itself) have religious overtones.


The socio-economic structure of Saudi Arabia has undergone fundamental changes within the lifespan of literally one or two generations. A market economy was introduced from the outside into a feudal-tribal society that was not prepared for such a transformation and lacked the necessary personnel, state and public institutions and legal system. This resulted in a painful disintegration of the traditional economy, society and mores. At the time that oil was discovered in Saudi Arabia in the early 1930s, the country was ruled by one of the world’s most archaic regimes: a new society is now being built, one whose characteristics defy the usual definitions.
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The growing interest in Saudi Arabia has naturally been accompanied by an increase in the number of publications on its problems. Numerous books and articles were published in Russia (then a part of the USSR) in the 1970s and 1980s. They are listed in the first edition of the present author’s Bibliography of Saudi Arabia and in its second edition (to be published shortly). Since the publication of the first Russian edition of the present book in 1982, no new works on the kingdom’s history or economic and socio-political evolution from its creation in the mid-eighteenth century to the present day have appeared in Russian.


The chronology of the events described here goes up to the early 1990s, when Saudi Arabia regained its stability after the Gulf war crisis. Subsequent events are too recent for an unbiased historical analysis and are therefore outside the scope of the present work.


The sources for the history of Saudi Arabia may be divided into several groups. First are the Arab chronicles, written both by supporters and opponents of the Al Saud dynasty and the Wahhabi teaching and by neutral observers. It should be noted at the outset that we apply the term ‘Wahhabism’, adopted in the Western literature, to the religious-political teaching that arose in Arabia in the eighteenth century, in spite of the fact that it has no coinage in Saudi Arabia itself. Another important group of sources are works by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and his followers and by prominent Arabian ulama (theologians).


Then there are descriptions by European travellers, diplomats, scholars and intelligence officers who visited Arabia and the neighbouring countries between the eighteenth and the twentieth century. The gazetteers of the British administration in India throw light on several issues relating to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Information on Saudi Arabia’s economy, social relations and legal system is available in government publications. Some US handbooks with detailed data on Saudi Arabia may be treated as primary sources. We have also used relevant documents from the Russian archives.


Arab chronicles


To our knowledge, there is only one Arab chronicle written by someone who observed the development of the Wahhabi movement and the Saudi state from its very beginning. It is The History of Najd, Called the Garden of Ideas and Concepts by Husain ibn Ghannam (d. 1811), an alim (theologian; sing. of ulama) from al-Hasa. The first part reproduces several works by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab while the second gives the history of the Wahhabis’ wars from 1746 to 1796/97.1 Ibn Ghannam was a follower of Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s teaching. In his opinion, Allah Himself inspired the Wahhabis, whereas their enemies were led by the devil. Although searching for data on the socio-political structure of the first Saudi state in his work is like looking for a needle in a haystack, Ibn Ghannam’s annals are nevertheless a uniquely important source. They reflect the author’s personal observations and provide first-hand information.


Another chronicle, The Symbol of Glory in the History of Najd, is by Uthman ibn Abdallah ibn Bishr (d. 1871/72), a prominent Najdi religious scholar from the oasis of Shaqra in Washm province. He was a contemporary witness to many of the events in Arabia covered by Ibn Ghannam’s chronicle. Ibn Bishr also supported the Wahhabi teaching, but his views were less narrow than those of his predecessor. He recorded valuable facts concerning the structure of the first Saudi state and social life in Arabia. His chronicle opens with the events of 1745, with digressions into earlier Arabian history. The last year covered is 1854.


The chronicles of Ibn Bishr and Ibn Ghannam agree on many matters. Ibn Bishr quotes in full his predecessor’s elegy for Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, for example, which is also available in The History of Najd. However, their descriptions of numerous facts, their interpretation of events and their dates and figures differ on many occasions. Perhaps Ibn Bishr never saw Ibn Ghannam’s work. He mentions Ibn Ghannam’s death in the preface and speaks of his merits as an alim and poet, but is silent on his historical works and does not mention him among the other chroniclers. A cross-checking of Ibn Ghannam’s and Ibn Bishr’s data with reports by Europeans confirms their authenticity. Arab and European historians have only discovered these two sources in the twentieth century.


The chronicle of the Al Saud annexed by the French historian Félix Mengin to his Histoire de l’Egypte sous le Gouvernement de Mohammed-Aly has escaped the attention of orientalists for some reason. Mengin compiled his chronicle on the basis of information from Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s grandson, who was exiled to Egypt after the seizure of al-Diriya in 1818, and perhaps from other Wahhabis. It seems strange that scholars who know of the existence of Mengin’s book have not used that excellent source. Mengin also quotes valuable data on Arabian society from the reports of the Egyptian administration in Najd in the 1810s.


In recent decades, orientalists and some Arab historians have begun to pay attention to The Brilliance of the Meteor in the Life of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab [Lam al-Shihab . . .], a chronicle whose original is preserved in the British Museum. Most authors consider the work to be anonymous. The 764-page manuscript covers the period of Arabian history from the 1730s to December 1817, when the description suddenly ends. Although the author treats Ibn Abd al-Wahhab with respect, he considers his teaching as ibtida (heresy), basing his views on the opinions of ‘shaikhs from Basra and al-Zubair’.


The Brilliance of the Meteor is a series of sketches, based on accounts by participants in the events in question, together with rumours and legends. This does not deprive the chronicle of its unquestionable merits, which rank it with the three other Arab sources of that era – the annals of Ibn Ghannam and Ibn Bishr and Mengin’s account of the Wahhabi chronicle. Compiled by an author who disagreed with the Wahhabi teaching, The Brilliance of the Meteor is nevertheless objective and valuable precisely because of its independent and unofficial character. It is an additional source of information on the character of feudal-tribal relations in Arabia, trade and handicrafts in Najd, forms of law among the nomadic tribes, the organization of power, taxation, the judicial system and the armed forces in the first Saudi state.


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s works quoted in the manuscript are undoubtedly the oldest versions to have come down to us. Two of them – The Book of Monotheism and The Book of Detection of Doubts in Monotheism – agree with recent publications in their main points. At the same time, they indicate that the texts of Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s works published in the twentieth century either underwent modification and cuts or were based on other versions.


Additional information on the Wahhabi movement and the first Saudi state, and materials allowing established facts to be cross-checked, can be found in the works by Ahmad ibn Zaini Dahlan from Hijaz, Muhammad ibn Ali al-Shawkani from Yemen, Salil-ibn-Razik from Oman, Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, the renowned Egyptian historian, Muhammad al-Nabhani from Bahrain, Uthman ibn Sanad al-Basri from Basra and Ibrahim al-Haidari al-Baghdadi from Baghdad.


Ibn Bishr’s chronicle of developments in Najd was continued by Ibrahim ibn Isa (b. 1853/54 in Shaqra). His The Pearl Necklace of the Developments that Occurred in Najd ends with the events of 1885/86, but it was written or concluded during the rule of Abd al-Aziz (Ibn Saud), the founder of modern Saudi Arabia, who is extolled in the introduction. The book was unavailable to the present writer, who relied instead on its version, The History of Some Events that Occurred in Najd.


A later manuscript, The Symbol of Happiness and Glory in the Good Thoughts about the History of Hijaz and Najd, by Abd al-Rahman ibn Nasir, covers events up to the mid-1930s. The present writer relied on its narration by the British orientalist H. St John Philby and several Arab historians.


Another important source is a chronicle by Dhari ibn Fuhaid ibn Rashid, which gives the Shammari viewpoint of events in Najd in the second half of the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. The History of the Saudi Kings by Saud ibn Hizlul deals with the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Its author belonged to the Al Thunayyan, a collateral branch of the Al Saud.


In recent years, further manuscript chronicles have been discovered and quoted in scholarly works. That by Abdallah al-Bassam has been used by the present author as a source of information on the creation of Saudi Arabia in the first third of the twentieth century.


Works by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and other theologians


Works by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and his followers are essential in the study of Wahhabi ideology. There are numerous manuscript versions, some of which are found in European libraries and museums. The works that express the credo of Wahhabism – The Book of Monotheism (the earliest of all, written in the 1730s), The Book of Detection of Doubts in Monotheism, The Questions of Jahiliya Debated between Allah’s Messenger and the People of Jahiliya and A Brief Description of the Messenger’s Life – are mentioned as early as in Ibn Ghannam’s and/or Ibn Bishr’s annals. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s other works, including Edification for One Who Derives Benefit from the Unbelief of One Who Deviates from Monotheism, The Principles of the Faith, The Dignity of Islam, Advice to the Muslims, Based on the Hadith and on the Seal of the Prophets, Three Principles and Their Evidence and numerous Messages appear in the bibliography to The History of the Islamic Peoples by C. Brockelman.


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s published works follow the early copies of the late eighteenth and the first half of the nineteenth centuries, which seem to have been modified later. The data collected by European orientalists on the Wahhabi teaching largely correspond to the dogma stated in them.


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s son Abdallah was also the author of several theological works. One of them, The Message, was translated into English from an Arabic manuscript in The Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (1874, vol. 43, part 1, pp. 68–82), where the author is erroneously mentioned as the religious leader’s grandson, and then in The Sunni Gift and the Wahhabi Masterwork from Najd, a Wahhabi miscellany (1923/24). It is valuable because of its lack of excessive quotations from the traditions and comments and its clear expression of some of the principles of Wahhabism.


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s grandson, Abd al-Rahman ibn Hasan, was a prolific writer on theological issues. His Discovery of the Glorious is a detailed commentary on The Book of Monotheism. Ahmad ibn Nasir ibn Uthman al-Muammari’s Message also follows the general principles of Wahhabism. Its author, a Najdi religious scholar, was a descendant of the noble family of Al Muammar.


It is far more difficult nowadays to find anti-Wahhabi writings. Besides the above-mentioned works by Ahmad ibn Zaini Dahlan and Salil-ibn-Razik, two manuscripts on questions of dogma, preserved in the library of Tübingen (Germany), are worth mentioning: A Message of Objection to Ibn Abd al-Wahhab by Muhammad ibn Afaliq al-Hanbali and Old Questions in Reply to the Wahhabis by Ibn al-Suwaidi.


Accounts by Europeans who visited Arabia and the neighbouring countries in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries


The Danish traveller Carsten Niebuhr was the first to bring reports about the Wahhabis to Europe more than 200 years ago. Although Comte Constantin François de Volney, a French Encyclopaedist and traveller, did not go to Arabia, he visited Syria and Palestine in the 1770s. His notes about the Arab bedouin, based on his observation of the tribe of Wahidat, who roamed near Gaza, and on accounts of the tribes of inner Arabia, are characterized by acute observations and judgement. Badia-y-Leblich, a Spaniard and Napoleon’s agent, visited Hijaz and Mecca in 1807 under the name of Ali bey.


John Lewis Burckhardt occupies a prominent place among the European travellers. A British subject of Swiss origin, he was an indomitable traveller. Hijaz, where he stayed in 1814–15, was just one stage in his wanderings. He collected a wealth of information on Arabia and the Arabs’ way of life from his talks with people from Hijaz and Najd. Burckhardt studied not only the Wahhabis’ history and ideology and the structure of the first Saudi state, but also social relations among both the bedouin and the settled people, and the law. He also took an interest in the family, the various forms of ownership and the taxation system. His erudition and his broad outlook, combined with a rare intellectual honesty, enabled him to write works which have immeasurably enriched our knowledge of Arabia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Burckhardt’s numerous merits also include his captivating style, a great contrast to the weary boredom of many Europeans’ travel notes.


In 1819 Captain George F. Sadlier, a British officer, crossed the Arabian peninsula from al-Qatif to Yanbu. Europeans who visited the neighbouring countries also reported on Arabia. First place among the works of this kind belongs to the Histoire des Wahabis [The History of the Wahabis] (1810) by Louis Alexandre Olivier de Corancez, the French consul in Aleppo. His work contains much information on the political history, structure and ideology of the Saudi state, but is not free from errors and superficial judgements. J. Raymond, a French artilleryman in the service of the pasha of Baghdad, collected information in Iraq and submitted it to the French ministry of foreign affairs. Sir H. Jones Brydges, the East India Company’s political agent in Basra (from 1784) and subsequently in Baghdad, published his recollections several decades after his return from the Arab world.


The Russian press mainly derived information on the Wahhabis from West European channels. The earliest report (after Volney’s Voyage was translated into Russian) seems to have appeared in Vestnik Evropy in 1803: ‘Arabia is destined to be the cradle of the Asian revolutions. Its new prophet Abd al-Wahhab has gathered numerous troops and is approaching Mecca.’ The next articles on developments in Arabia are to be found in Zhurnal Razlichnykh Predmetov Slovesnosti (1805) and Vestnik Evropy (1819).


European and American travellers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries


Other European travellers who visited the Arabian peninsula after Sadlier in the nineteenth century collected an impressive array of materials on its socio-political life. Whether expanding, confirming or disproving the works by Burckhardt, Volney, Niebuhr and the Arab chroniclers, they broadened the study of Arabian society of the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


James R. Wellsted, a British officer, visited Oman and travelled along the Arabian coast in the 1830s. At the same time, the Frenchman Maurice Tamisier visited Hijaz and Asir. Professor George A. Wallin, a Finnish scholar, travelled in Hijaz and northern Arabia in the 1840s, and the British traveller Richard Burton visited Hijaz and the Syrian desert in the 1850s. Charles Didier of France came to Mecca in 1854. William Palgrave, a member of the Society of Jesus and a French agent, infiltrated into central Najd and visited Riyadh (the capital of the restored Wahhabi state), Qasim (a province of Najd) and al-Hasa in the 1860s. Whether Palgrave actually undertook such a journey was repeatedly questioned because of numerous errors in his descriptions, but it has now been established beyond any doubt. Colonel Lewis Pelly, the British resident in Bushire, went to Riyadh in 1864. The Italian Carlo Guarmani visited northern Najd at almost the same period. Charles M. Doughty, the British archaeologist and writer, travelled in northern Najd and Hijaz between 1876 and 1878. His work is considered a masterpiece of travel literature and is full of interesting information.


Among other travellers one should also mention Charles Huber of France, who went to northern Najd and Hijaz in 1878 and 1883–84 and was killed there; Wilfred and Lady Anne Blunt, who visited the Syrian desert and Jabal Shammar in 1878–79 and 1881; the Russian stud-owners S. A. Stroganov and A. G. Shcherbatov, who travelled in the Syrian desert in 1888 and 1890; and Davletshin, a Russian officer, who was in Hijaz in the late 1890s.


Important works on the Arabian bedouin include those by M. von Oppenheim, a German Arabist and intelligence officer, who travelled in the Syrian desert in the 1890s and published his three-volume study some decades later.


The golden period of the European exploration of Arabia continued into the first half of the twentieth century. Two names are especially prominent – those of H. St John Philby and H. R. P. Dickson. Both spent the greater part of their lives in Arabia, studying its geography, ethnography and social relations. Philby, a British army officer in India, had been with the British expeditionary corps in Iraq since 1917 and soon became the British political agent at Ibn Saud’s court. In the early 1920s he was appointed British political commissioner to Transjordan. In 1925 he retired from government service and settled in Riyadh, embracing Islam some years later. He had the agency for Ford cars in Arabia for several years. Philby was among the mediators who concluded the agreement with and granted the concession to Standard Oil of California, thus laying the foundations of Aramco, the world’s largest oil producer. Philby surveyed several areas of Saudi Arabia, including the Rub al-Khali desert, and left numerous descriptions of his travels.


Dickson travelled less widely. As British political agent in Bahrain (c. 1920) and then in Kuwait (1929–36), he visited the central areas of the peninsula. His The Arab of the Desert and Kuwait and Her Neighbours contain important and sometimes unique descriptions of the life, economic activities and social structure of the bedouin tribes as well as providing invaluable information on the history of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.


T. E. Lawrence deserves special mention. He was a British liaison officer at the sharif of Mecca’s office during the anti-Turkish revolt of the Arabs of Hijaz. After the First World War, the British propaganda machine needed heroes and Lawrence was the ideal candidate. His works, written with undoubted literary talent, increased his glory. But they deal with his role in the anti-Turkish revolt rather than with the revolt itself or Arabia, describing events through the prism of his own false pride. His works are of scant scientific significance.


Alois Musil, a Czech scholar, travelled in northern Arabia and the neighbouring countries from the late 1890s to 1917. During the First World War, he carried out assignments for the Austro-Hungarian General Staff in Jabal Shammar. He was the author of numerous works, including several on ethnography. A. Jaussen’s study of the bedouin of northern Arabia and R. Montagne’s works are also worth mentioning.


Records in various forms have been left by A. D. M. Carruthers, a British naturalist, who worked in north-western Arabia and al-Nafud; B. Raunkiaer of Denmark, who visited Najd in 1912; the German C. R. Raswan, who worked in the Syrian desert from 1911 to 1914 and in the early 1920s; and the Britons S. S. Butler, G. E. Leachman and R. E. Cheesman. Gertrude Bell, a British intelligence officer and prominent Arabist, was the author of several works. Bertram Thomas described his travels in central Arabia in the 1920s and published surveys of central and southern Arabia.


Works by other authors of the same period, such as William B. Seabrook, an American traveller, D. van der Meulen, the Dutch consul in Jidda, and John Bagot Glubb, the future commander of the Arab Legion in Transjordan and a prolific writer on the Arab world, provide some understanding of the socio-economic and political situation of Arabia in the 1930s and 1940s.


A number of books by Europeans and Americans who visited Arabia from the 1930s to the 1950s – C. A. Nallino, G. de Gaury, A. Zischka, G. Kheirallah, F. Balsan, H. Armstrong, D. A. Howarth, E. Rutter, F. J. Tomiché, K. S. Twitchell, A. Falk, M. S. Cheney, R. H. Sanger and P. Harrison – provide illuminating and frequently unique data on Arabian society, enabling the reader to follow the transformations in social institutions that had persisted there for centuries. Information on the European explorers of Arabia is available in works by A. Zehme, A. Ralli, S. M. Zwemer, D. G. Hogarth, V. V. Barthold, R. H. Kiernan and J. Pirenne.


The British administration in India publications


Documents and publications of the British administration in India form another major group of sources. The most important of them is a collection of treaties between India and the neighbouring countries, compiled by C. U. Aitchison and published in Calcutta in 1892. Its second expanded edition appeared in Delhi in 1933.


J. G. Lorimer, an official of the Indian Civil Service, prepared the Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf Oman and Central Arabia (1908–15) for official use. Consisting of several thousand large-format pages, it became available to foreign scholars only after the Second World War. The Gazetteer gives an indication of the views of the administration of British India on the situation in the Gulf and reveals the information it possessed about the region from the eighteenth to the early twentieth century. Lorimer’s work has a drawback, however: there are few references to the sources and it is often unclear whether he derived his information from the works by Burckhardt, Corancez, Mengin, Bridges and others or from reports by British agents.


In this sense, J. A. Saldana’s publications are of great value. They deal with events in the Gulf in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and are based on the archives of the government of British India. The present writer unfortunately failed to gain access to them and had to rely on the abundant references in R. B. Winder’s Saudi Arabia in the Nineteenth Century.


Official Saudi publications


Important data, including those on the composition of Saudi society, are available in the Statistical Annual of the Saudi ministry of economy and finance. Collections of Saudi documents and statements are also of interest.


The Saudi-British conflict over the al-Buraimi oases in the late 1940s and early 1950s gave rise to a three-volume Memorial of the Government of Saudi Arabia and a two-volume memorial by the British government. Although the Saudi publication is aimed at proving Riyadh’s rights to the disputed territory, it includes some new data on tribes and taxation.


Other twentieth-century Arabic sources


Among twentieth-century Arabic sources by participants in the events described in the present book, one is comparable in importance with The Brilliance of the Meteor and Ibn Bishr’s The Symbol of Glory. It is the four-volume The Arabian Peninsula in the Era of King Abd al-Aziz by Khair al-Din al-Zirikli. While it is an unashamed apologia for the founder of Saudi Arabia, the Al Saud and the Saudi regime as a whole, it nevertheless contains much valuable information on many aspects of the country’s life – from its history to the organization of the army, from the legal and judicial system to ethnography, from the economy to anecdotes concerning everyday life at the royal court. Having had long experience in the ministry of foreign affairs, al-Zirikli includes several important documents from the Saudi diplomatic service in his book. The main defect in his work is the lack of references to sources. (Al-Zirikli is also the author of several other works.)


Hafiz Wahba, an Egyptian who spent half a century in the service of King Ibn Saud, left several works that increase our understanding of the evolution of Saudi society. He represented Ibn Saud at diplomatic negotiations, held important administrative posts in Hijaz after its conquest and was minister of education before being appointed Saudi ambassador to London. His books describe the economic activities of the settled people and the bedouin of central Arabia before the emergence of the oil industry, and the religious-political movement of the Ikhwan. Books by the Syrian Fuad Hamza, who also served the Saudi monarch, provide, among other topics, information on the socio-political and economic situation in Saudi Arabia before the ‘oil era’.


A few works are available by Saudi opposition leaders, including extreme leftists such as Nasir al-Said. They are valuable in describing the programmes of those organizations that opposed the Saudi regime.


In addition to the hundreds of superficial publications in Arabic of no scholarly importance, some more serious studies have appeared since the 1930s. One example is the study of socio-economic change in Qasim in the mid-1960s by Abd al-Rahman al-Sharif. The Arab League published a collection of materials on the bedouin, including those in Saudi Arabia, in 1965. Abd al-Rahman Nazzar al-Qiyali has written a detailed commentary on labour legislation in Saudi Arabia. Muhammad Sadiq (apparently an Egyptian) has studied the evolution of the Saudi administrative machinery.


Works in Arabic on the history of Saudi Arabia are based mainly on the Arab chronicles and seldom rely on European sources. The authors usually confine themselves to a narration of historical events without analysing their political content, still less their social implications. This criticism applies even to the best Arab historians – Mahmud Shukri al-Alusi, Amin Rihani, Ahmad Ali, Amin Said, Salah al-Din al-Mukhtar, Ahmad Abd al-Ghafur Attar, Muhammad Abdallah Madhi, Rajab Harraz and Munir al-Ajlani.


The following authors devote particular attention to the Wahhabi teaching: Abdallah al-Qasimi, Ahmad Amin, Muhammad Hamid al-Faqi, Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad and Muhammad Rashid Ridha, a leader of the Muslim reformation movement in Egypt. Muhammad al-Ahsai has concentrated his studies on eastern Arabia. The works by Muhammad al-Madani and Husain Nasif are helpful in understanding the creation of Saudi Arabia.


A more solid work is The Just Imam by Abd al-Hamid al-Khatib from Hijaz. The book concentrates on the time of Ibn Saud. Written by a former opponent of the Al Saud and one of the founders of the Liberal Party of Hijaz, it includes a series of unknown or lesser known historical facts. After the party was defeated, its leaders were pardoned and co-opted to Ibn Saud’s side. The works by Abdallah Abd al-Jabbar and Fahd al-Mariq deal with the ideology and literature of Saudi Arabia in the twentieth century.


Subhi al-Muhammasani, an Arab jurist, gives a detailed analysis of the legal system of Saudi Arabia. The works by Abd al-Rahim Abd al-Rahman Abd al-Rahim on the first Saudi state, and by Abd al-Fattah Abu Aliya on the second, rely on new material from the Egyptian and other archives. Sulaiman ibn Sahman’s polemical works in defence of Wahhabism include, besides the Wahhabi belief-system, quotations from its opponents.


More recent Western sources


The number of European and American works on Saudi Arabia increased dramatically during the ‘oil era’, and especially after the Second World War. Many of these authors touch on the socio-political and economic changes in the country in their works, some of which deserve particular mention.


In the early 1950s F. Vidal conducted a field study of al-Hasa at Aramco’s request and collected new materials on the economic and social life of the inhabitants of its oases. M. Katakura, a Japanese scholar, conducted a field survey of the ethnographic and socio-economic situation in the villages of Wadi Fatima between Mecca and Jidda (Hijaz) in the late 1960s. Her work is valuable for its description of settlements, the relations between the settled people and the bedouin, the traditional social connections and the penetration of commodity–money relations. W. Rugh, head of the information service of the US embassy in Riyadh, analysed the education system in the country and its impact on society. He collected much interesting data, though his attempt to divide people into ‘classes’ on the basis of their educational level is a serious methodological drawback.


There are other works by American authors which, although they cannot be treated formally as sources on the history of Saudi Arabia, actually are so: The Arabia of Ibn Saud by R. Lebkicher, G. Rentz and M. Steineke, all Aramco employees (1952); Saudi Arabia: Its People, its Society, its Culture by G. A. Lipsky et al. (1959); Labor Law and Practice in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (US Bureau of Labor Statistics); and the Area Handbook for Saudi Arabia, a confidential reference book by the US government, which has run into several regularly updated editions.


These books are based on materials collected in Saudi Arabia itself, including the results of ethnographic, anthropological, sociological and economic field surveys. The Area Handbook, for example, quotes reports and analyses by US intelligence, the US embassy and Aramco. Its authors obtained access to several original statistical reports produced by Saudi agencies. These books are not intended for the general public, but for experts and those directly connected with Saudi Arabia – business people, engineers, diplomats and journalists. They are full of facts and figures and provide some objective judgements. Together with the entire US literature on Saudi Arabia, however, they have a fundamental weakness: an apologetic approach to US policy and the activities of Aramco. Their evaluations of the Saudi regime are extremely cautious and are closer to compliments than to scholarly analysis. Yet they provide a vast array of information on the nature of agrarian relations and land tenure, changes in agriculture, the growth of a bourgeoisie, changes within Saudi society, the restructuring of the power mechanism and the development of the legal system. R. Knauerhase’s valuable work on the Saudi economy of the mid-1970s provides a wealth of facts and figures taken directly from Saudi sources.


Among works of a somewhat political or even journalistic character, but which nonetheless contain important information on the situation in Saudi Arabia, one should mention Arabia Without Sultans by F. Halliday, two books by J.-L. Soulié and L. Champenois, and articles by P. Bonnenfant, all fairly serious works. Authors of later works on the Saudi economy rely on a wide range of factual material and use modern techniques of economic and statistical analysis. Examples are the books by C. R. Crane, R. Loony and F. al-Farsy.


The most notable Western authors who have written on the question of oil in the Middle East are S. Longrigg, B. Shwadran, S. Klebanoff, F. Rouhani, J. M. Chevalier, S. R. Ali and the authors of the Aramco Handbook and special OPEC and OAPEC directories.


Among several interesting studies dealing with the contemporary socio-economic problems of Saudi Arabia are the work by J. Birks and C. Sinclair on population migration, books by J. Carter and Saad Eddin Ibrahim and the collective work State, Society and Economy in Saudi Arabia, edited by T. Niblock.


G. M. Baroody has analysed the legal system of Saudi Arabia. P. Hobday, A. R. Kelidar, D. E. Long and the contributors to the collection of articles in The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (edited by R. Dunipace) pay detailed attention to socio-political problems, including the structure of power and legal issues.


Numerous articles on Saudi Arabia have appeared recently in both Western and Arab periodicals. Western and US interest in Saudi Arabia increased essentially in the 1980s and 1990s. It is impossible to encompass even the most important works in this brief preface. We shall therefore confine ourselves to mentioning the works by the American scholar N. Safran and the British scholar S. K. Aburish, to which Riyadh reacted adversely.


European and Russian literature on Arabian history


This includes many works characterized by a preponderance of descriptive material, a neglect of the social significance of events and superficial observations on political motives. Most European orientalists are reluctant to admit that there was any sign of development within Arabian society before the twentieth century. A. Krymski’s works are no exception.


Until recently, the only European work to provide a comprehensive picture of Saudi history was Philby’s Saudi Arabia (1955), an expanded version of his Arabia (1930). Philby was the first European to describe developments by relying only on the Arab chronicles from Ibn Ghannam to Ibn Hizlul. However, he avoided European sources on Arabian history and paid minimal attention to the evolution of the economy and the socio-political structure. It is impossible to credit Philby with an objective, unbiased account of historical facts. He was fascinated by Ibn Saud and idealized the Al Saud. Yet the historian who studies the problems of Saudi Arabia should not ignore Philby’s travel books and historical works. His intimate, first-hand knowledge of life in Arabia enabled him to note nuances in the Arab chronicles that might well be ignored by academic scholars. Musil, the Czech orientalist, also used Arab chronicles.


Several works by American Arabists deal with specific periods in Arabian history. Two of them are worthy of note: Saudi Arabia in the Nineteenth Century by R. B. Winder and The Birth of Saudi Arabia by G. Troeller. The latter covers the first two decades of the twentieth century. Both are confined mainly to a description of political events.


European orientalists, such as the Hungarian scholar I. Goldziher, have provided an accurate description of the dogmatic and theological aspects of Wahhabism and noted specific characteristics of the Wahhabi cult. A detailed account of the Wahhabi belief-system is found in D. S. Margoliouth’s article in the first edition of L’Encyclopédie de l’Islam. The French orientalist H. Laoust wrote several important works on Ibn Taimiya, the Wahhabis’ predecessor, and the impact of his teaching on the ideology of the Saudi regime. His article on Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab is included in the new edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam.


Since the late 1970s many works have been published on the activities of religious movements in the East, paying particular attention to Islam in Saudi Arabia. They include E. Mortimer’s works, monographs on Islam in foreign policy, and numerous publications in various periodicals.


In Russia, M. Tomara was the first to examine the history of Wahhabism and the Saudi state and to raise the question of the social roots of Wahhabism. However, his conclusions are now outdated.


A. I. Pershits produced a series of works on Arabia and its socio-political and ethnographic composition. He summed up the results of his many long years of study in The Economy and the Socio-political Situation in Northern Arabia in the 19th and the First Third of the 20th Century, an excellent volume that was the basic source for the first chapter of the present work. Pershits analyses Arabian society, relying on numerous facts taken from books by European travellers. His work provides a valuable introduction to European narrative sources. However, some of his conclusions are open to dispute and his views have undergone a certain evolution.


M. V. Churakov’s work is an exposition of Amin al-Rihani’s The History of Modern Najd, which, in its turn, relies on Ibn Bishr in describing events prior to the mid-nineteenth century. The author has selected the passages that are relevant for a study of ethnography and social relations in central Arabia. The Arabs, Islam and the Arab Caliphate in the Early Middle Ages by E. A. Belyaev provides a historical background for studies of the history of Arabian society and its ideology throughout the centuries.


Important materials for comparative studies of Arabia are found in N. A. Ivanov’s works on the Arab tribes of North Africa and the history of Morocco and Arab-Ottoman society; and in those by I. M. Smilyanskaya on western Asia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


N. I. Proshin’s Saudi Arabia is interesting for its detailed description of the Ikhwan revolt of the 1920s and of developments in the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s.


V. V. Ozoling’s scholarly works on Saudi Arabia, focusing mainly on the economy, also contain reliable material on Saudi society and the evolution of socio-economic institutions and organizations. Ozoling’s economic analysis was used in the present work in the chapter on the socio-political structure of Saudi Arabia in the oil era.


L. V. Valkova has written on Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy, mainly that in the 1960s and 1970s. Her other work is Saudi Arabia: Oil, Islam, Politics.


A. I. Yakovlev has studied the socio-economic development of Saudi Arabia and its relations with the West. He and V. V. Mashin have published a book on the role of the Gulf in the foreign policy of the US and Western Europe. Other scholars who have studied Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy include R. V. Borisov, L. I. Medvedko, E. M. Primakov, R. M. Tursunov and the authors of the monograph on The Foreign Policy of the Middle Eastern Countries.


Saudi Arabia, a reference book, published in 1980, is a rich source of facts and figures.


G. L. Bondarevski’s work on the situation in the Gulf in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries throws light on some issues concerning the history of Arabia during that period. The course of the First World War in Arabia may by traced from The Collapse of Turkish Dominance in the Arab East by M. S. Lazarev.


Several legal questions become clearer from the collection of Russian translations of the constitutions and other fundamental laws of Middle Eastern countries. S. A. Kaminski’s works deal with the institution of monarchy in the Arab world. L. R. Syukiyainen has studied the problems of fiqh (jurisprudence) and Shariat in the Saudi legal system in his articles and monograph on Muslim law.


Many works on Islam, touching on the contemporary problems of Islam in Saudi Arabia, appeared in Russia in the 1980s and early 1990s. Examples are Islam in the Contemporary Politics of the Countries of the East, The Islamic Factor in International Relations in Asia, a reference book on Islam, and books by A. V. Kudryavtsev, D. V. Malysheva, G. V. Miloslavski and R. M. Sharipova.


Others who have written on the problems of Saudi Arabia are I. P. Belyaev, V. L. Bodyanski, M. S. Lazarev and O. G. Gerasimov. Articles on various problems of Saudi Arabia’s social life and politics have also appeared in Russian periodicals.


The problems of the oil industry and its impact on Saudi society, as well as on the societies of other Middle Eastern countries, have received particular attention in the works of R. N. Andreasyan, B. V. Rachkov, A. A. Maksimov, I. L. Piotrovskaya, A. E. Primakov, I. A. Seifulmulukov and other Russian authors. V. I. Shestopalov’s research deals with the problems of the delimitation of the continental shelf in the Gulf.


Bibliographical works


Lastly, some bibliographical works on Arabia should be mentioned: those by E. Macro, J. Heyworth-Dunne, J. H. Stevens and R. King, and Abdallah Salim al-Qahtani and Yahya Mahmud Saati, an annotated list published in Washington in 1951, the list of works on the Arabian peninsula preserved in the National Library of Cairo and the Selected Bibliography on King Faisal. Fahd al-Sammari, a scholar from Riyadh, has published a detailed list of works on the time of Ibn Saud. The Bibliography of Saudi Arabia by the present author includes more than 4,000 titles in Arabic, Russian and various European languages. In 2000 The Annotated Bibliography of the Works in Russian on Saudi Arabia (with Arabic translations) by the same author appeared. The Bibliography of the Countries of Southern and Eastern Arabia by A. V. Shvakov supplements it to some degree. One of the most complete bibliographies, that by H.-J. Philipp, was published in 1984; the second volume appeared in 1989. Unfortunately, it does not include publications in Russian, East European and oriental languages. The total number of bibliographies concerning Saudi Arabia is far in excess of 100.
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The author cannot but express his deep gratitude to A. I. Yakovlev, who assisted him in writing the nineteenth, twenty-first and a part of the twentieth chapters; P. A. Seslavin, who translated the book into English; and D. R. Zhentiev, lecturer at Moscow University, and S. A. Eliseeva, B. G. Petruk, N. P. Podgornova and S. M. Shlenskaya, researchers at the Institute for African Studies at the Russian Academy of Sciences, who helped in compiling the bibliography and the index and checked the names and dates. It is to their dedicated work that the book owes its merits, while the responsibility for its shortcomings lies entirely with the author. The academic quality of the book, as well as the quality of the English translation, have been greatly enhanced by Jana Gough: without her tireless efforts, the work would hardly have appeared in English at all. Finally, Professor Tim Niblock’s comments were invaluable in achieving a correlation between the author’s own social and historical analysis and the intellectual framework of contemporary Anglo-Saxon Middle Eastern studies.


Moscow


April 1998
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The number of publications on Saudi Arabia has increased spectacularly in recent years, particularly due to the celebrations in 1999 of the 100th anniversary (by the hijra calendar) of the capture of Riyadh by Abd al-Aziz. They require a special review. Although some of them will undoubtedly prove useful for the study of the contemporary society, economy and politics of the kingdom, they do not so far alter the historical perspective or the socio-political analysis of the present author.


Moscow


June 2000
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Arabia circa 1939



Adapted from the map by Cleland Laidlay. First published in: Britain and Saudi Arabia, 1925–1939: The Imperial Oasis, by Clive Leatherdale, published by Frank Cass in 1983. Reproduced with kind permission by Frank Cass Publishers.





CHAPTER 1


Arabia on the Eve of the Emergence of Wahhabism: Economy, Society, Politics


The Saudi state arose in Arabia in the eighteenth century on the basis of Wahhabism, a Muslim reform movement. The key to understanding the Wahhabi ideology – and the causes of the emergence, development, downfall and renaissance of the state that is today known as Saudi Arabia – lies first and foremost in a study of Arabian society. It should be stated at the outset that this book concentrates on the central, northern and eastern regions of the peninsula: Najd and al-Hasa (the Eastern Province). Yemen and Oman are outside the scope of the present study (except insofar as events there had a direct connection with Saudi Arabia), not only because they have remained independent of Saudi Arabia, but above all because of their pronounced peculiarities: geographic, historical, economic, ethnic and religious. These provide sufficient grounds for treating their inhabitants as separate peoples with their own socio-political structures and destinies.


Mecca and Medina, the holy places of Islam, were too tempting a booty for any Middle Eastern empire to permit Hijaz, where they are located, to preserve its independence. Although the socio-political and economic situation of Hijaz differed very little from that of Najd, the latter practically never experienced foreign domination. The status of Hijaz as a province first of the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates, and then of Egypt and the Ottoman empire, as well as the hajj (pilgrimage) and related trade and other economic activities, made it different from its neighbours. Thus when we refer to ‘Arabian society’, we mean principally that of Najd, the cradle of Wahhabism and the Saudi state, together with the adjacent regions in the north and south.


Two ‘sand seas’ – the Great al-Nafud in the north and the Rub al-Khali in the south – determine the approximate northern and southern boundaries of Najd. In the west, Najd is bounded by the Hijaz mountains and in the east by the coastal strip of the Gulf.* Overall, the territory slopes gradually from west to east. The climate is characterized by regular fluctuations of temperature – an intense dry heat in summer and a pronounced cold in winter. Almost all the area is arid and years without any rains are frequent. But rain is only a partial blessing. Sayls (stormy mud streams) sweep the wadis (valleys), frequently with catastrophic consequences.


The most famous valley is Wadi al-Rum, which begins in Hijaz, to the north-east of Khaibar, continues some 360 km to the east, vanishes in the sands and then reappears under the new name of al-Batina, to end near Basra (Iraq) some 1,000 km from its starting-point. Other major valleys are wadis Hanifa, al-Dawasir and Najran. Subsoil waters are closest to the surface in wadis, making life possible. It was in Wadi Hanifa that several large oases emerged and became the cradle of Wahhabism and the Saudi dynasty (the Al Saud).


Buraida and Anaiza, the main towns of the province of Qasim, are located in Wadi al-Rum. Najd is divided into regions none of which has clear boundaries. Historically, however, these regions had a kind of geographic unity. The most important of them are the central regions, al-Arid (crossed by Wadi Hanifa), Mahmal, Sudair and Washm. The capital Riyadh is located in al-Arid. The main southern regions are al-Kharj, famous for its deep wells and basins; al-Aflaj, where ancient underground irrigation canals have survived; al-Dawasir; and, lastly, Najran. The northern regions of Qasim and Jabal Shammar have always had an important role. The rival towns of Buraida and Anaiza are located on the route from Basra to Medina, and so have always been major trading centres. Jabal Shammar lies to the south of al-Nafud and is the northernmost area of Najd.


Artefacts and documents from the eighteenth century reveal isolated fragments of Arabia’s social life and later information allows us to reconstruct at least a general outline. The slow development of the economy and the stable, age-old social structures allow us to assume that life in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Arabia had not changed greatly since medieval times. For the overwhelming majority of people in Najd, al-Hasa and Hijaz, life was connected chiefly with two kinds of economic activity – irrigated farming in the oases and nomadic animal husbandry.


Irrigated farming


The arid, subtropical climate in most of the peninsula means that artificial irrigation is necessary for farming. More or less abundant subterranean waters reach the surface only in the eastern regions of Arabia. In other regions, the sources of irrigation are wells. Collected rainwater and sayl streams are used less frequently. Water sources are sometimes dozens or even hundreds of kilometres apart. But in Najd (where water-bearing layers are close to the surface of the soil) and al-Hasa a fairly dense concentration of oases can be observed.


Well-building demanded considerable labour and resources; primitive water-raising mechanisms used camels, mules and asses. Naturally, this restricted the area of irrigated farming and the volume of agricultural production. A 10-m-deep well with a water-raising device was enough to irrigate 1 feddan (approx. 1 acre).1


Dates were the main crop in the northern and central regions of Arabia. They were consumed in various forms and were the only agricultural product of vital importance that met the needs of the settled and nomadic population in favourable years. Date palms required constant attention and only began fruiting fully some fifteen years after planting. Second to dates were cereals – barley, millet, wheat and oats. It is known that cereals were exported from Najd to Hijaz in certain years. Rice and cotton were grown in some areas. Vegetables and fruit were grown where water was abundant: al-Taif, for example, was famous for its gardens.


Irrigated plots yielded relatively good crops, but the total volume of production was insignificant because of the limited area of arable land, the shortage of fertilizers and the primitive agricultural methods. Repeated droughts, whose catastrophic consequences were reported both by the Arabian chroniclers and by European travellers, meant that there was no guarantee of stable crops even on irrigated land. Some wells dried up completely during prolonged droughts. The crops perished, the cultivated areas decreased, even the date palms ran wild and then withered, and the inhabitants starved, died or left long-occupied settlements. When the rains came again, wells and reservoirs filled with water and the peasants resumed their sowing and took care of the surviving date palms. But oases could be swallowed by the desert and disappear for ever.


Both droughts and the rare, drenching rains could prove the peasants’ enemies. Strong sayls might carry away the upper layer of soil from the fields together with the crop, sweep away houses and destroy the fruits of many long years of labour. Locusts often devoured all the plants and left people with no means of subsistence. Food shortages on the eve of the new crop were not infrequent. Wallin reports, for example, that the inhabitants of Tabuk appeased their hunger in the spring almost exclusively by consuming wild grass, ‘eaten raw, or merely boiled in water, without anything more substantial in addition’.2 Frequent epidemics (cholera and plague) depopulated whole villages.


The narrow economic base, the hostile forces of nature (the social factors will be discussed later), the primitive agricultural technology and the isolation of the oases all resulted in a very slow rate of economic development. Oasis farming was characterized by a fragmentation of effort and was undertaken by small peasant groups and individual families. There were no large-scale irrigation facilities or huge tracts of irrigated and cultivated land in medieval Arabia. Combined with the isolation of the oases, this meant that there was no need for a centralized government.



Nomadic and semi-nomadic animal husbandry



There were two main types of animal husbandry among the Arabian nomads: camel-breeding and sheep- or goat-breeding. The nomads who mainly or exclusively bred camels, ‘almost the most universal of all animals’,3 were considered the ‘genuine bedouin’. Camel milk (fresh or sour), cheese and butter were often their only food for many weeks. On special occasions, animals were slaughtered and their meat and fat were eaten. Camel wool was used for clothes, their skin for various articles, manure for fuel, and urine for washing and for medical purposes. The hardy, undemanding camel was irreplaceable when crossing arid areas. ‘The camel is such an important animal in the desert that had it perished, the whole population would follow it,’4 notes Volney.


However, the widely quoted saying by the Austrian orientalist Sprenger, ‘The bedouin is a parasite of the camel,’ is nothing more than a witticism. The camel-breeding nomads’ labour was hard and required well-tested skills. They had to know how to exploit their pastures, drive camels from one grazing area to another, treat the animals when they were sick, milk the female camels, cut the wool and so on. Younger camels were trained to perform various tasks and to walk saddled and loaded. The bedouin dug and maintained wells in the desert.


The life of the bedouin was full of privations. In the rare snowy winters, young camels perished, female camels stopped giving milk and the livestock starved. A dry summer, too, spelled hardship and danger. Even the scarce reserves of dates and grain came to an end and poor bedouin ate wild tubers and fruit; many of them died of malnutrition. Their summer pastures usually lie close to cemeteries.5


The famous Arab horses – a source of pride for those who owned them and of envy among those who did not – were used only for military purposes and for show. In their long roamings, horses needed either a water reserve or camel milk. To support that noble animal, a poor bedouin would partly deprive his family of water and milk.


Those who mainly or exclusively bred sheep and goats were usually known as shawiya. Since their ability to cross arid areas was limited, they roamed over a radius of several hundred kilometres to pastures that were close to water sources. Travelling over relatively short distances in areas with permanent water sources, sheep-breeders could engage in farming. They ceased migrating in the agricultural seasons to look for date-palm groves and cereal fields. Farming became the main occupation of a substantial number of sheep-breeders.


This combination of farming and nomadic animal husbandry in northern Najd is described by Wallin:


In consequence of the close and intimate relations, before adverted to, which connect the two classes of the Shammar, we find the villagers, to a certain degree, still clinging to the customs and manners of nomadic life, while the Bedawies, on the other hand, apply themselves to avocations, which are generally regarded as not becoming. A great many of the former wander during the spring with their horses and their herds of camels and sheep to the desert, where they live, for a longer or shorter time, under tents as nomads, and most of the Bedawy families possess palm-plantations and corn-fields . . . which they cultivate on their own account.6


Burckhardt reports that a subdivision of the Harb tribe in Hijaz:


possess some watering-places, situated in fertile spots, where they sow corn and barley; but continue to live under tents, and pass the greater part of the year in the desert.7


There were, as a rule, no rigid boundaries in the sense of economic activities between nomadic camel-breeders, semi-nomadic sheep-breeders and settled people. Many camel-breeding bedouin started sheep-breeding; and a part of the nomads settled. Simultaneously, the opposite process of nomadization occurred. The sliding balance between the nomads and the settled people was determined by the natural geographic conditions of Arabia and could not exceed a certain framework. The excess nomadic population migrated to the north. If they settled there, they tended to give up their bedouin past. Not for nothing was it said that ‘Yaman is the womb or cradle of the Arabs, as the proverb has it, and Iraq is their grave.’8 To a certain extent, this held true for Syria too. In this way, sedentarization and nomadization balanced each other within the boundaries of Arabia itself.


The division into camel-breeding bedouin and sheep-breeding semi-nomads might coincide with the tribal division. However, sometimes a part of the tribe bred camels, another part bred sheep and goats and yet another part engaged in farming and became settled.


The nomadic economy depended on precipitation even more than farming did. After heavy rains, the steppes and deserts were covered with juicy grass, the animals grew stout and the nomads flourished. Droughts, the winter cold and regular outbreaks of disease among the livestock led to murrain, famine and a reduction in the numbers of bedouin.


Handicrafts and trade


The settled peasants’ domestic handicrafts satisfied their very limited needs. Baskets, sacks and mats were made of palm leaves, and ropes and harnesses of palm fibre; tree trunks were used to produce agricultural implements and to build houses. Primitive pottery, woollen cloth and cotton fabrics were manufactured. At the same time, a sizeable part of the produce of the less developed bedouin handicrafts (rough woollen cloth and leather articles) was marketed.


In the large oases, professional handicrafts developed to some extent. Among the sunnaa (craftsmen), there were gunsmiths, coppersmiths, tinsmiths, jewellers, joiners, carpenters, builders, plasterers, wheel-makers (producing wheels for water-raising devices), shoemakers, tailors, gold embroiderers, mat-makers and masters who made marble mortars for grinding coffee.9 Metalworkers and gunsmiths formed the most numerous stratum of the craftsmen – it was they to whom the word sunnaa referred in the narrow sense. However, the gunsmiths repaired more imported weapons than they produced. A certain regional specialization of handicrafts developed, but it is difficult to determine its characteristics in the period prior to the eighteenth century. It is known, for example, that ‘cotton fabrics were manufactured in Najd, of which clothes were made and which were exchanged for wool and livestock with the tribes’.10 Woollen cloth was woven and the woollen cloaks known as abas (for which al-Hasa was famed) and tent pieces were sewn in some regions.


There were no large workshops in Arabia and it was only on rare occasions that the artisans set up something like guilds. Some craftsmen migrated together with the bedouin tribes. They shoed horses and repaired arms and utensils, and some of them treated the animals. The nomadic sunnaa also engaged in animal husbandry.


Arabia had virtually no towns in the strict sense, in other words where the greater part of the population subsisted on means other than agriculture.11 Mecca was an outstanding exception. The notions of ‘town’ and ‘large oasis’ mostly coincided. Al-Diriya, the capital of the future state of the Al Saud, was formed from several neighbouring villages. Handicrafts did not determine the economic life of the Arabian ‘town-oases’. Their important role in Arabian society was connected with the intense commercial exchange generated by the division of labour between the peasant farmers and the nomads.


The nomads’ economy was far less self-sufficient than that of the peasant farmers. Although some bedouin subsisted mainly on camel milk for long periods, they could not do without agricultural products such as dates and grain; they needed the handicrafts too. Burckhardt describes a rich nomad’s expenses as follows: 4 camel loads of wheat, 200 piastres; barley for a horse, 100 piastres; garments, 200 piastres; coffee, tobacco, sweets and mutton, 200 piastres. These amounted to some £35–40.12 The lack of dates in the list may be explained by the fact that well-off bedouin might receive them from subject peasant farmers as tribute rather than through exchange. Ordinary bedouin might also buy many of the goods on Burckhardt’s list, though in smaller amounts.


In summer, the bedouin gathered in the large oases and trading centres, bringing livestock, wool, butter and cheese to exchange for dates, grain, cloth and items of clothing, mats, horseshoes, arms, gunpowder, bullets, medicines, coffee and tobacco. Trade was conducted partly in the form of barter, but the numerous mentions of the prices of various goods in the Arabian chronicles testify to a well-developed system of monetary circulation. The nomads’ summer migrations (musabilas) to the trading centres were considered the ‘greatest event of the year’13 both by them and by the settled people. The greatest volume of exchanges of products occurred at the summer fairs.


The bedouin’s trade was not confined to the adjacent oases. The scope of their commercial ties extended even outside the boundaries of the peninsula. Camels were then the main export and were in great demand. They served as a means of transportation not only throughout Arabia but also in other countries of the Middle East. Wool, butter, skins and thoroughbred horses were also exported from Arabia.


The items imported to northern and central Arabia, and particularly to Hijaz, were Egyptian and Indian rice, Egyptian and Yemeni wheat and barley, coffee from Yemen, spices from India, dried fruits from Syria and sugar from Egypt, together with arms, iron, copper, lead for bullets and sulphur for gunpowder.14 Arabian handicrafts suffered from competition with the more developed handicraft centres in the Middle East. According to The Brilliance of the Meteor [Lam al-Shihab . . .], a medieval Arabian chronicle:


Kufiyas are brought to Najd from Iraq, al-Hasa and al-Qatif, abas from al-Hasa and Iraq. Rich women wear Indian silk, one frock costs 20 rials or more. Silk is of various colours – red, yellow and green. The Najdi women are excessively fond of jewels; even the poor buy gold adornments and the men decorate sabres, guns and lances with silver . . .15


Trade is a special occupation of the Najdi people [the chronicler continues]. Many of them are traders and travel to the lands of Rum [western Asia and Anatolia] and different parts of the Arabian peninsula. They do not come to the Rum’s lands with their own Najdi goods; they come with money and bring silk, copper, iron or lead from Aleppo and Damascus, depending on the conditions. They sell thoroughbred horses, which are in great demand in the Rum lands. Besides, they sell many camels in Aleppo and Damascus. Some people told me that they had seen merchants from Najd, particularly from Qasim, who sold dates from their regions in Damascus; perhaps they went even to Egypt. They buy only arms and coral. They trade with other Arab lands too. They go there with money. They bring much coffee, storax and incense from Yemen . . . I know that the Najdi merchants have no special warehouses for the purchased and sold goods but keep them in their houses. Those who sell little have shops . . . They have no covered and crowded bazaars, unlike the Iranians. Their market is open, without a roof. The road that crosses the market is very broad; loaded caravans can pass through it. I know also that some goods from India, like sugar, cardamom, cloves, cinnamon, pepper and curcuma, are in demand in Najd. Most of them are brought from Yemeni ports. Some goods come from the ports of the Omani littoral. Many goods are brought there from the al-Qatif and Bahrain ports. The Najdis’ customs allow them to leave their motherland for twenty years or more, even for China. Many Najdi merchants live in Aleppo and Damascus, as well as Egypt . . .


The settled peasants of Najd till many fields, plant palms and other trees and look after them. They have sheep, goats, cows and camels. They use their livestock, though little perhaps, as the source of milk and meat and as a means of transportation.


As for the Najdi bedouin, they live in tents of goats’ wool. They have nothing but livestock. Some of them engage in trade only when a drought occurs. They come to the towns and villages with their families. Some nomadic Arabs travel with their wives, sisters, mothers or daughters wherever they go in search of food and to sell fat, wool and animals since, as they say, a woman’s sight is stronger in that matter. They [the men] do not like doing the housework unless their women want them to.16


The bedouin supplied livestock and drivers for commercial transportation in Arabia and participated in the caravans sent abroad. In northern Arabia there were associations of camel traders and camel drovers who considered themselves to be members of the Uqail tribe. They settled in various parts of Najd, although some of them lived in Iraq. In the late eighteenth century they enjoyed a monopoly over the right to form, guide and guard the caravans that crossed the Syrian desert.17


The traders made large fortunes, though the Najdi trading houses were by no means as rich as the Hijazi wholesalers. The capital accumulated by traders in coffee and Indian goods in Jidda could amount to hundreds of thousands of pounds. But the central Arabian merchants, too, made handsome profits from exporting camels and horses and importing food and handicrafts.


The hajj, or yearly pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina, was of major importance to Arabia as a whole and especially to Hijaz. The main caravan routes of the Egyptian and Syrian pilgrims crossed northern Hijaz. Although less important, the route of pilgrims from Iraq and Iran ran across the northern regions of Najd with deviations northwards or southwards in different years. The fourth route began from the Gulf ports and Oman and crossed central Najd and Hijaz; the fifth joined Yemen with Mecca. The hajj was combined with trade, since the pilgrims brought various goods with them. The transportation of the pilgrims afforded many bedouin the means of subsistence.


The elements of patriarchal and tribal relations in the oases


Most of the settled population of Arabia were related to various kinship groups and were considered members of particular tribes. Settled and nomadic tribesmen maintained close relations, which might persist for many generations. Sometimes people from different tribes occupied separate areas within the same oasis. Hereditary fellahin (peasant farmers) and townsfolk traced their genealogy to ancient Arabian tribes. Several extended and nuclear families formed a community (jamaa, hamula or jummaa). According to Doughty:


The jummaa is that natural association of households, born in affinity, that are reckoned to the same jid, or first-father, and are confederate under an elder, the head of their house, inheriting the old father’s authority. In these bonds and divisions by kindreds, is the only corporate life and security in an anarchical infested country. In-coming strangers are reckoned to the alliance of their friends. Freed men are clients of the lord’s household; . . . they are ‘uncle’s sons’ together of the same jummaa . . . The jummaas in the oases are fraternities which inhabit several quarters. When townsmen fall out, that are not of the same fellowship, their elders seek to accord them friendly; but in considerable and self-ruling oases, as Aneyza, the townsmen carry their quarrels to the emir sitting in the mejlis, as do the nomads to their great sheykh. Until the civil benefit of the Waháby government, the villagers were continually divided against each other, jummaa against jummaa, sûk [market] against sûk, in the most settlements of Upland Arabia.18


Anyone who lived outside such a community, a lone individual without kith or kin, had a difficult life for he had no group behind him to protect him from attempts on his life and property.


Kinship ties were particularly strong in the families of emirs and shaikhs and lent them considerable weight and influence. In addition, they were often united by common sources of income and ownership of land. The Russian ethnographer Pershits has noted:


The settled population, with the exception of those who had settled just recently and not yet severed the earlier ties, were absolutely unfamiliar with the kinship and tribal organization. What was really preserved was the extended family and a rather narrow group of relatives, a vestigial kinship cell, which is often described as patronymy in our ethnographic literature.19


We may accept this description, rejecting only the categoric ‘absolutely unfamiliar’. Events in the last quarter of the twentieth century, not to mention earlier eras, show the continuing strength of kinship and tribal organization among the settled population of Arabia and the whole of western Asia. It would therefore be more correct to speak of a considerable weakening of, or rather a change in, the kinship and tribal organization among the peasants.


An extended family owned land and other property jointly and maintained a joint household under the guidance of the father. After his death, the property would be divided, with the eldest son enjoying preferential inheritance rights. Various forms of communal ownership of individual kin’s land survived in some regions of Arabia. The peasant farmers owned and used the water jointly where there were substantial water resources. Some settled communities owned pastures. The oasis dwellers who had no pastures had to graze their livestock on lands owned by nomadic bedouin tribes.20


The custom of mutual assistance also existed to some extent among the settled people. Peasant farmers collectively maintained herdsmen and livestock guards and respected the custom of hospitality, though to a limited extent. The tradition of neighbours providing mutual assistance persisted. Some owners of fields did not collect the fallen ears of the crops, leaving them for the poor. The poor were sometimes allotted unreaped parts of fields or some palms with dates.21 However, such bonds did not determine the social relations in the oases.



Social divisions in the oases



As a result of a long and complicated process in Arabia’s agricultural society in the eighteenth century, a part of the land fell to the bedouin and the long-settled tribal nobility. For example, the ruler of the Uyaina oasis had properties in al-Hasa and derived an income from them in the first half of the century.22 Palm plantations, gardens and fields might belong to religious scholars too, as is clear from the example of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, the founder of Wahhabism.23 However, neither the Arabian chroniclers nor European travellers mention a preponderance of large landowners in Najd, Hijaz or al-Hasa. Palgrave notes in the mid-nineteenth century that ‘nor is it [i.e. land] often in the hands of large proprietors like the Zemindars of India and the wealthier farmers of England’.24


If they were deeply in debt, small landowners might lose their ownership of land and transfer it to rich money-lenders and merchants. Doughty writes about the peasants, ‘They and their portions of the dust of this world are devoured (hardly less than in Egypt and Syria) by rich money-lenders: that is by the long rising over their heads of an insoluble usury.’25 The phenomenon was probably widespread on the eve of the emergence of the Wahhabi movement and might explain the Wahhabis’ vigorous denunciation of the charging of interest on loans.


Landowners rented plots to peasants under certain conditions. The main method of renting was through sharecropping, with the landowner’s share determined by custom. The seizure of both large and small water sources by private individuals enabled the owners to sell the water, thus making a profit from the irrigated lands. Many peasants who had no draught animals could not use the communal wells, springs and land: they had to hire livestock.


Various levies imposed on the population brought substantial incomes for the nobility. It is known, for example, that emirs who enjoyed political power collected a tax from the local inhabitants in the mid-eighteenth century.26 ‘Duties’ imposed on the trade caravans also enriched the ruling nobility. Strong settled rulers could replenish their exchequers by successful raids on the neighbouring oases and on the nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes. Indeed, this was the main source of many rulers’ incomes.


The methods by which the nobility continued to amass wealth in the oases may be illustrated by the example of the sharif of Mecca. The bulk of his income came from custom duties in Jidda: he took part in the profitable transit trade via the town, owned a sea-going vessel and sold food to the pilgrims. He imposed a heavy poll tax on the Persian hajjis (pilgrims) and received gifts from rich Sunni pilgrims. He also seized part of the money sent from Istanbul to Mecca as the sultan’s gift to the people of the holy city. The income from his lands in al-Taif and other oases, and from the houses he owned, went straight into his exchequer. In Burckhardt’s opinion, the sharif of Mecca’s annual income was close to £350,000.27 Of course, the Meccan ruler enjoyed a special position in Arabia, but other emirs, too, derived an income from some of the above-mentioned sources, though in smaller amounts.


The direct attachment of the peasants to their land did not develop in Arabia. Niebuhr notes, ‘A peasant who is displeased with his seignior is free to leave him and settle in another place.’28 But it was impossible to do without the protection of a powerful man or clan in such a climate of insecurity: this led to the peasants’ personal, though weak, dependence on the ruler of the oasis.


Characterizing the pre-capitalist social relations which existed in the Arabian oases at this time as ‘feudal’ requires a substantial reservation, however. The social structure of the agricultural population of Arabia, which was in general a backward periphery of the Middle East, repeated the main elements of the social set-up in the more developed countries of the region in a primitive form. Therefore, by using hereafter the term ‘feudalism’ to characterize Arabian society, we imply the feudalism that was characteristic of Middle Eastern countries.


Relations within the nomadic tribes


The Brilliance of the Meteor includes a list of the nomadic confederations of central, eastern, northern and western Arabia in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries29 which is not found in the Wahhabi annals of the same period. According to the author of the chronicle, the largest Arabian tribe (we should describe it as a confederation of tribes) was the Anaza, which was divided into 3 groups, each some 60,000 men strong – the anonymous chronicler means by that figure the number of bedouin capable of carrying arms. (Mengin mentions the ratio of fighting personnel to women, children, old people and the infirm as 1:3,30 which allows one to calculate the total number of the Anaza as almost half a million people.) The Anaza were famous as skilled riders. The traditions of mutual assistance and solidarity were stronger among them than in other tribes. When some Anaza subdivisions roamed from Najd to the Syrian semi-desert, they were helped by members of their tribe who lived there. The chronicler reports that the greater part of the Anaza had submitted to the Saudis (the Al Saud) without a war. This is a significant fact, probably indicating that attempts by the emirs of al-Diriya to achieve centralization and unity accorded with the interests of the tribe that had spread throughout a sizeable part of Arabia.


The Shammar, who had settled in northern Najd and considered the Qahtan from the Tai confederation their ancestors, could mobilize 20,000 men. The Harb tribe from Hijaz had 30,000 armed bedouin and settled people. The Najdi tribe of Mutair, who were famous for their warriors and their fighting spirit, had 14,000 armed men; the tribe of Ataiba (of Qahtan descent), who roamed throughout Najd and Hijaz, had 40,000; the Baqum had 4,000; the Subai, who were particularly loyal to the Saudis, had 12,000; and the Suhul had 10,000.


The powerful Qahtan tribe in the south of Najd had 50,000 warriors and nobody dared to challenge them. The Qahtan joined the Saudis on condition that the latter supported their raids on Tihama, the Yemeni highlands and Hadhramawt. The Ajman could raise 5,000 armed men. The tribe seems to have grown in size and strength after moving from the Najran region to the north in the eighteenth century. In the last third of the nineteenth century they sent thousands of armed men to the battlefield in eastern Arabia. The Bani Murra or Al Murra, who lived on the edge of the Rub al-Khali, counted 2,000 bedouin ‘or more’, according to The Brilliance of the Meteor. Even the Arabian chronicler seems surprised at the harsh conditions under which they lived, noting that they could survive on camel milk and salty water. Lastly, the Bani Khalid, the masters of eastern Arabia in the mid-eighteenth century and the rivals of the emirate of al-Diriya during the period of its ascent, counted 30,000 men.


Needless to say, the above figures are all very approximate. The chronicler pays no attention to tribes who are not ‘noble’, slaves, freedmen and the sunnaa, who will be dealt with below. But his list of tribes gives a rough statistical picture of Arabian nomadic society (excluding Yemen and Oman) at that time. The total number of bedouin who were capable of carrying arms reached almost 400,000; thus the numerical strength of the Arabian nomads must have been between 1.2 and 1.5 million.


Since the general features of the social structure of the Arabian nomads have been comprehensively studied elsewhere, we shall confine ourselves here to a brief description. The smallest unit of the tribe was the family. Sometimes a group of three or four families, bound by close kinship ties, owned ‘more or less undivided properties’,31 but this was rare. The specific demands of the nomadic economy, and the care and pasturing of the livestock, did not necessitate the joint labour of large groups.


Several families of relatives (both close and distant) who remembered or recognized a common ancestor formed a small kinship group. A broader kinship group – usually known as ashira – embraced those families who were united by a remote kinship link. Its members were bound by the strict obligations and rights of mutual assistance and responsibility. The ashira was headed by an elder, or shaikh, or sometimes by an aqid (military leader). It usually had an arif (expert in and interpreter of urf, or customary law). Each had its own name, damgha (seal), war-cry and often cemetery. An ashira might adopt strangers.


The next level was the sub-tribe – a group of kin bound by imaginary genealogical ties or by real blood ties, as well as by a political or military alliance. Above this came the tribe, usually referred to as qabila. It had its own territory, seal and war-cry and, to some extent, a common dialect, lifestyle, culture and system of beliefs. The tribesmen saw themselves as all descended from a common ancestor. A tribe was headed by a shaikh and also had an aqid and several arifs. Tribal groupings formed along ethnic (kinship) lines as well as on the basis of political considerations. Relations between the kindred tribes were regulated by the canons of urf.32


The phenomena peculiar to tribal society survived within the bedouin tribes. They include, first and foremost, the tribes’ collective ownership of the dira (pasturelands). The boundaries of the lands belonging to a tribe were strictly determined. According to Volney:


Each such tribe appropriates a territory that forms its possession. In that respect, they differ from the cultivating nations in the only matter that their lands must be vast enough to ensure their herds with fodder all the year round. Each of such tribes forms one or more camps, which are scattered throughout the locality. They gradually change the location of their camps in the territory as their herds consume the fodder around the camps.33


This information is corroborated by later travellers.


A large number of the desert wells and reservoirs also belonged to the bedouin tribes. Burckhardt reports that:


most wells in the interior of the Desert, and especially in Nedjd, are [the] exclusive property, either of a whole tribe, or of individuals whose ancestors dug the wells . . . If a well be the property of a tribe, the tents are pitched near it, whenever rain-water becomes scarce in the Desert; and no other Arabs are then permitted to water their camels there.34


The kinship and tribal subdivisions might be the collective owners of cultivated lands in the oases.35 The bedouin rented them to African freedmen or Arab fellahin, took the share of the crop that was due to them and distributed it among their families.36 Most stud-horses were owned by tribal communities, but the mares were always considered private property.37 There are reports of communal camel herds in some tribes. There were many examples of mutual assistance in economic activities among the bedouin. Shearing was one such occasion and it was accompanied by entertainment. Kinsmen helped each other during family events, too, such as weddings and circumcisions.


The bedouin were famed for their hospitality and to neglect their customs was considered a disgrace. According to Volney:


If a stranger or even an enemy touches a bedouin’s tent, his personality becomes untouchable, so to say. Even a just revenge to the detriment of hospitality would be a meanness, an indelible disgrace. If a bedouin agrees to share his bread and salt with a guest, nothing in the world can make him betray the guest.38


However, many people were unable to offer hospitality to a guest for a long period, in which case their kinsmen came to their aid: as they did when a guest lost part or all of his property and the host was obliged to reimburse him.


Material aid from kinsmen was of particular importance in instances of murrain, caused by drought or disease among the animals, and when property was lost during raids. The property was redeemed by gifts of livestock, money, utensils or camp appliances. Families who found themselves in difficult circumstances were helped by their kinsmen, and the kinship confederations sought the help of their tribesmen or allied tribes. Doughty comments that, irrespective of who was robbed, a:


calamity as this is [considered] general, and to be borne by the tribe. None which had lost their cattle to-day would be left destitute; but the governing sheykh taxing all the tribesmen, the like would be rendered to them, out of the common contribution, in a day or two.39


It is worth noting, however, that it was usually impossible to cover the losses completely, even where tribal solidarity and kinship bonds were strong. If a tribe was deprived of a sizeable part of its livestock due to a crushing military defeat, for example, the custom of loss reparation became virtually inoperative. The poor were doomed to starvation in such cases. In instances of severe drought or epidemics among the livestock, all tribesmen were the losers and they were often unable to help those who had suffered most. The custom of loss reparations was thus not a fiction but was restricted by circumstances.


Relations between different kinship and tribal subdivisions were regulated above all by the important customary-law institution: the blood feud.40 According to Volney:


The interests of common security have long ago caused the introduction of a law among the Arabs that requires a victim’s death to be avenged by shedding the killer’s blood. They call it sar, or vengeance. The victim’s closest relative is charged with it. His honour is so greatly wounded in all Arabs’ eyes that he is disgraced for ever if he neglects the duty of revenge. So he waits for an opportunity to take revenge. If his enemy dies for any other reason, he feels no satisfaction and shifts his revenge to the killer’s closest relative. That hatred is inherited by sons from fathers and ceases only with the extinction of one of the kin, unless the families agree to sacrifice the guilty or to pay the blood money (in cash or in livestock).41


As a rule, the blood feud among the bedouin embraced the relatives up to the fifth generation. Whole groups of kinsmen affected by a blood feud would leave their tribes and seek refuge with the powerful shaikh of an alien tribe. They would then try to arrange payment of the blood money. Unless the person killed was from the tribal nobility, his relatives were usually ready to accept the payment. Its amount differed from region to region and among the various tribes but it was always a substantial sum. All the killer’s relatives contributed to the payment. But when the relative of a shaikh had been killed, his noble kinsmen would accept nothing less than a payment in blood.42


The entire kinship group helped to ransom its members from captivity.43 The well-off bedouin helped their poorer kinsmen in an emergency, gave them food, clothes and livestock and arranged entertainments, thus gaining in popularity. A reputation for meanness was a disgrace to a representative of the tribal nobility. Generosity was counted among the highest virtues.44


The bedouin were unfamiliar with the payment of regular taxes. ‘Tax payment is always a humiliation,’45 they are reported to have said. The absence of taxes within a tribe was the most important proof of stable patriarchal and tribal relations. Nonetheless, even observers who admired the bedouin’s tradition of solidarity and mutual assistance found some phenomena among the tribes that were far from the supposed idyll.



Elements of inequality within the nomadic tribes



Towards the end of 1784, Volney called on the shaikh of a tribe that roamed in the Gaza region. It is revealing to compare the standard of living of that representative of the tribal nobility (though not rich by European standards) with the income of an ordinary bedouin. The shaikh was:


considered the most powerful in the whole locality, but it seemed to me that his expenses did not exceed those of a rich tax-farmer. His movables, which consisted of garments, carpets, arms, horses and camels, might be estimated at no more than 50,000 livres. It should be noted that the said sum included 4 full blood mares, each worth 6,000 livres, and camels, each worth 10 louis d’or. Therefore, our usual notions of a sovereign or a seignior cannot be applied to the bedouin. It would be more correct to compare them with well-off tax-farmers from the mountain regions whom they resemble in their simple clothes, domestic life and habits. A shaikh who commands a detachment of 50 horsemen does not disdain saddling and bridling his horse, giving it barley and chopped straw. His wife makes coffee, kneads dough and boils meat in the tent by her own hands. His daughters and female relatives wash the linen and go to the well with jugs on their veiled heads to draw water. It looks exactly as it was described by Homer or in the story of Abraham in Genesis.


The bedouin’s simplicity or, if you like, poverty is commensurable with the conditions of their chieftain’s life. A family’s entire property consists of the items whose almost full list is given below: some male and female camels, some hens, a mare with harness, a tent, a 13-foot-long [4 m] spear, a curved sabre, a rusty gun, a pipe, a portable mill, a cauldron, a coffee-frying pan, a mat, some clothes, a coat of black wool, and lastly, instead of all jewels, some silver or glass rings worn by the women on their feet or hands. A family that has all this is rich. A mare is something the poor have not but wish to have more than anything else.46


Although Volney idealizes the simple life of a bedouin shaikh, the shaikh had far more possessions than a simple bedouin who owned a horse. The condition of the poor nomads was incomparably worse. According to Volney:


I noted that the shaikhs, i.e. the rich people, and their servants were generally taller and stouter than the common people. It may be explained only by their nutrition, more abundant in the first group than in the second. One may even say that a common bedouin lives always in poverty and starves permanently . . . The food most of them consume within a day does not weigh more than 6 ounces [170 g]; moderation in eating reaches the extreme in the Najdi and Hijazi tribes. Six or seven dates, moistened in melted oil, and a little fresh or soured milk form a bedouin’s daily ration. He feels happy if he can add to it some pinches of rough meal or some rice. Meat is eaten only on the most important festivals. A kid is slaughtered only for a wedding or funeral. Only rich shaikhs and military commanders may slaughter young camels and eat rice cooked with meat. Due to the unceasing want, the ordinary people are always hungry and do not disdain even the most wretched food – locust, rats, lizards, snakes . . .47


While it is true that locusts were the greatest delicacy for the bedouin, rats, lizards and snakes may well be a figment of Volney’s imagination.


Inequalities among the nomads were most evident in the ownership of livestock. While the poor in the Anaza tribe owned barely a dozen camels each, the herds of the more well-off numbered up to fifty beasts and the shaikhs’ and their relatives’ families owned hundreds of camels.48 The most powerful shaikhs might own several thousand camels.


Through regulating the seasonal migrations and taking part in the distribution of pastures, the tribal nobility acquired preferential rights to dispose of the land, though their rule was restricted by tribal custom (urf). The shaikhs’ herds received the best pastures. The reserved pastures (hima) for the shaikhs’ livestock had existed since ancient times. Part of the water sources also became the property of the tribal nobility, who received a payment for their use from the common bedouin.


The exploitation derived, paradoxically, from the tribal tradition of mutual assistance during the seasonal transfers of livestock to new pastures. At such times, a poorer kinsman would receive a temporary loan in the form of animals.49 This enabled the large livestock-owners to preserve and increase their herds. Livestock might also be leased to poor bedouin; in return, the owners received some of the young animals and a part of the products of animal husbandry.50 The transfer of sheep for pasturing was even more widespread than that of camels. Camel-breeders could not take the young animals with them during their prolonged migrations and so left them with sheep-breeders of other kinship groups or tribes. The families of the tribal nobility who were unable to look after their camel herds used the labour of slaves or of people from other tribes, but seldom of their own tribesmen.


The levies that covered the expenses of providing hospitality became another means by which the nobility grew rich at the expense of the bedouin. Burckhardt reports that:


in case strangers arrive for whom a lamb is to be killed, then the Arabs usually bring one for that purpose to the sheikh’s tent. In some encampments, the Arabs will not permit their sheikh to slaughter a lamb on any occasion, but furnish by turns the meat for his tent.51


Since the shaikh ‘has to receive guests very often, he takes a camel or a sheep here and there and is given readily, because the giver often eats in the shaikh’s tent after the guests’. That is how the mechanics of the ‘guest levy’ were explained to Musil even as late as the beginning of the twentieth century.52 The tribe helped the shaikh in buying a horse; and if his herd was depleted by a raid, his tribesmen would try to cover his loss. In similar circumstances, an ordinary bedouin could only partly rebuild his herd, according to Burckhardt.53


The shaikhs and arifs received remuneration for court proceedings. Some ordinary bedouin found themselves in a situation of personal dependence on the tribal nobility as a result of the well-established institution of seeking the protection (dakhila) of a powerful shaikh of one’s own or another tribe. Some ‘small families that were not strong enough for an independent life and needed protection and alliances’54 would group themselves around such a shaikh.


A more developed form of dependence was trusteeship (wisaya), under which the poor asked for the shaikh’s protection in return for payment. Whole groups often sought such protection. For example, those who feared a blood feud after a murder might seek the protection of the nobility in an alien tribe. This imposed certain duties, including economic ones, on the bedouin and thus their personal freedom was somewhat restricted.55 The weakening of tribal bonds is also clear from the fact that a debtor was not entitled to any aid in repaying a creditor who was his tribesman, unlike the practice of mutual assistance in repaying creditors who were strangers.


Social relations within the nomadic tribes should not be considered in isolation from Arabian society as a whole: such an approach would distort the true picture. The bedouin, the semi-nomads and the settled people of Arabia were a united and interconnected social organism. The interrelations between different groups of the Arabian population, as well as many specific features of Arabian life, are of particular interest in determining the characteristics both of a bedouin tribe and of the society as a whole.56


Raids


Taking advantage of the lack of a strong centralized power, the bedouin regularly raided their neighbours. Their most frequent target was livestock, but they did not disdain camp equipment, utensils, arms and slaves, and carried off goods from merchants and agricultural produce and utensils from settled people. There was a distinction between a ghazu (raid) and a genuine war for pastures and wells, but both kinds of hostilities were regularly interwoven. According to Burckhardt:


The Arab tribes are in a state of almost perpetual war against each other; it seldom happens that a tribe enjoys a moment of general peace with all its neighbours, yet the war between two tribes is scarcely ever of long duration; peace is easily made, but again broken upon the slightest pretence. The Arab warfare is that of partisans; general battles are rarely fought: to surprise the enemy by a sudden attack, and to plunder a camp, are chief objects of both parties. This is the reason why their wars are bloodless; the enemy is generally attacked by superior numbers, and he gives way without fighting, in hopes of retaliating on a weak encampment of the other party. The dreaded effects of ‘blood-revenge’, which shall be hereafter noticed, prevent many sanguinary conflicts.57


Volney also wrote about the bedouin raids:


Being a plunderer rather than a fighter, an Arab does not strive for bloodshed: he attacks just to plunder and when resistance is offered, he considers that a scanty plunder is not worth the risk of being killed. To embitter him, one needs to shed his blood, but then he becomes as much stubborn in revenge as cautious in evading dangers. The Arabs were often reproached for their inclination to plunder, but, without any intention to justify it, I’d like to call attention to the overlooked fact that their striving for plunder is spearheaded only against a stranger whom they consider an enemy. Therefore such a striving is based on the public law of most nations.58


Raiding was considered the most noble occupation, and the dream of plunder constantly excited the bedouin’s imagination. Participation in the ghazu was voluntary, but in practice, the bedouin, especially the young men, could not decline an invitation. A man who evaded taking part in a raid would be branded a coward, one who did not deserve the respect of his relatives and tribesmen. According to Niebuhr, ‘I heard that a young man is not permitted to marry before he accomplishes some feats.’59 The names of successful raiders were on everyone’s lips and were celebrated by poets. Even twentieth-century writers sing of these glorious heroes with their bedouin daring (furusiya).


A poor bedouin could improve his situation or even become well-off after one successful raid. The ghazu was undoubtedly one cause of the persistence of a stratum of independent nomads. The raids enriched the tribal nobility, who seized most or the best part of the plunder.60 The raids were led either by shaikhs or by aqids (military commanders). The shaikh received his share even when he did not take part in the raid. Plunder invariably appears among the main sources of income of the tribal nobility.


Naturally, the permanent raiding inflicted damage on the Arabian economy. Some raids involved bloodshed and led to cruel and destructive wars. Whole kinship groups and tribes could perish, either in battle or from starvation as a result of defeat. ‘Sometimes a weak tribe rises and spreads its influence, while another tribe, once powerful, falls into decay or is even destroyed,’61 writes Volney. Jaussen’s observations, more than a century later, are similar:


A tribe may disappear from the region in many ways. One of them is an exodus caused by big quarrels or a permanent famine in the region . . . A more frequent cause of annihilation of the tribes should be sought in permanent wars and raids . . . One unhappy day is enough to destroy the whole tribe; men remain in the battlefield and women scatter in the neighbouring tribes or . . . die of starvation.62


Tribes that had once been strong might decline, lose people, livestock and pastures, then submit to other tribes and sometimes even merge with them. The military strength of the various tribes and their subdivisions depended not only on the bravery of the fighters and the leaders’ talent and courage but on the character of the bedouin’s economic activities. It was camel-breeders, the ‘genuine’ nomads, who possessed the greatest military might. Camels carried them quickly over long distances through arid deserts and enabled them to concentrate their forces and deliver sudden blows. If defeated, the bedouin retreated to the desert – an asylum that was inaccessible to the enemy. The camel-breeders were usually successful in raids, won major battles and had no rivals but other camel-breeders. Overall, the balance of gains and losses resulting from raids was favourable to the nomads and unfavourable to the semi-nomadic sheep-breeders. The settled people, too, usually avoided confronting the ‘genuine’ bedouin in the open field. The security of their trade, their livestock in the desert and semi-desert pastures, their fields and palm groves all depended on their relations with the bedouin.


The stronger bedouin camel-breeding tribes imposed tribute on the weaker tribes, chiefly those engaged in sheep-breeding, and on the settled population. The ghazu served as a way to coerce others into tributary and sometimes even vassal dependence.


Tribute


The payment of khuwa (tribute) to the bedouin by the semi-nomadic and settled people had been understood as a system of remuneration in return for protection since ancient times. That is why the tribute was referred to as ‘brotherhood’ (the literal meaning of khuwa). Burckhardt writes:


The tribute is generally paid to the sheikh or some respectable man of the tribe. When this is first agreed upon between a village and an Arab, the latter requires that part of the stipulated annual sum should be paid down immediately; out of this he purchases some eatables, which he divides among his friends, that they may be witnesses of the compact, as having eaten part of the khoue [khuwa].63


It was not only the payer’s protector who received the tribute. Wallin reports that ‘generally the tribute consists in presents of clothing, given not only to the principal shaikh of the tribe, but also to almost every influential person of the different clans’.64 A sizeable part of the khuwa remained with the elite of the tribe, but the rank-and-file kinsmen also received a share. The settled and semi-nomadic people might make payments to more than one tribe simultaneously and the latter collected the tribute from the many oases and the sheep-breeding tribes.65 Sometimes the khuwa-paying semi-nomads, in their turn, imposed a tribute on the weaker tribes or oases. Sophisticated forms of dependence were thus created. The khuwa brought substantial returns to the tribal nobility and to all the bedouin. The bedouin tribes fought for the right to collect the tribute, killing the tributaries too. The yoke of ‘adopted brothers’ might be discarded only in the event of armed resistance, which was seldom victorious.66


The tributary relations frequently turned into vassalage, in which case the subdued tribes took part in their suzerain’s raids, or in other words, they paid the ‘blood tribute’. A vassal shaikh demonstrated his respect for the suzerain shaikh. Some tribes were so highly dependent that Dickson describes the Rashaid tribe as ‘serfs’ of the Mutair, and the Awazim tribe as ‘servants’ of the Ajman.67 While both these accounts relate to the twentieth century, similar relations seem to have existed earlier too.


The bedouin imposed duties – also referred to as khuwa – on the merchants’ and pilgrims’ caravans. Ibn Bishr uses the cognate word ikhawat68 to denote the levy, a word used as early as the works of Ibn Khaldun. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Sublime Porte had to pay large sums to the bedouin to ensure the safe passage of the Ottoman pilgrims’ caravans to Mecca. Burckhardt estimated these dues at between £50,000 and £60,000 a year in the early nineteenth century.69 In 1756 the pasha of Damascus delayed making the payment and even had the shaikhs executed when they came to collect the dues. Two years later, however, the united bedouin tribes annihilated the pilgrims’ guards, looted the caravan and compelled the Turkish authorities to resume the payments.70 The tribal nobility also received a payment that was stipulated by custom as for the ‘protection’ of vagrant craftsmen and traders.71


The ‘lower’ tribes


The powerful bedouin tribes also collected tribute from the so-called ‘lower’ tribes – the Sulubba, Hitaim, Shararat and their branches. The peculiarities of their historical development had resulted in their splitting into several kinship subdivisions, which seldom had a territory of their own and were scattered throughout the peninsula in small groups: this explains their weakness. According to Burckhardt:


Of the innumerable tribes who people the deserts of Arabia, none is more dispersed, nor more frequently seen in all parts of that country, than the Heteym [Hitaim]. In Syria, in Lower and Upper Egypt, along the whole coast of the Red Sea down to Yemen, in Nedjd [Najd] and Mesopotamia, encampments of the Heteym are always to be found. Perhaps it is from this wandering disposition that they are much less respected than any other tribe . . . They are, besides, obliged almost everywhere, to pay tribute to the neighbouring Bedouins for permission to pasture their cattle.72


The Sulubba’s main means of transportation was the ass rather than the camel. As a rule, animal husbandry could not support these pariahs; they engaged in occupations that were despised by Arabian society – such as specific crafts, music, dancing and quackery.73 They might also forecast the weather and indicate the best pastures in return for payment.74


The members of the ‘lower’ tribes were subjected to the bedouin’s ruthless extortions. Doughty gives an example:


Some Annezy [Anaza] men came one day haling a naked wretch, with a cord about his neck, through the village street: it was an Heteymy [Hitaimi]; and the Beduins cried furiously against him, that he had withheld the khûwa, ten reals! and they brought him to see if any man in Kheybar [al-Khobar], as he professed to them, would pay for him; and if no, they would draw him out of the town and kill him.75


This incident alone is sufficient to illustrate the wide gap between a free bedouin and a member of a ‘lower’ tribe.


Slaves and freedmen


Slavery persisted in Arabia for many centuries.76 Most slaves were brought to the peninsula from East and Central Africa. They were seized and purchased by special expeditions of slave-traders or brought to be sold by pilgrims who wanted to cover their hajj expenses. The slave trade was concentrated chiefly in Mecca but was conducted in other towns, too, such as Hufuf and Muscat. Several thousand slaves probably came every year to Arabia. Arabs were only very rarely enslaved. The children of slaves (known as muwalids) sometimes inherited their parents’ social status.


Most slaves were found around the centre of the slave trade, in Hijaz, where every relatively well-off family would expect to buy a slave. Outside Hijaz, only rich families owned them. Palgrave writes, ‘Throughout Arabia we had frequently met with negroes – in Djowf [Jawf], Shomer [Shammar], Kassem [Qasim], and Sedeyr [Sudair]. But we had only met with them in the condition of slaves, and rarely in other than in the wealthier households.’77 Travellers reported that the number of Africans and mulattos increased in southern Najd and they formed a majority in some oases. ‘Riad abounds with them, Manfoohah and Selemee’yah yet more, while they swarm in the Hareek, Wadi Dowasir, and their vicinity.’78 The tribal nobility also owned slaves. Burckhardt writes about the Anaza, ‘Every powerful sheikh procures annually five or six male slaves, and some females.’79 The situation in other bedouin tribes was similar.


Slaves performed the hardest and dirtiest work. They pastured the nomads’ livestock, brought water, pitched and struck tents and gathered the firewood. Slave labour was used in agriculture and handicrafts too, but to a very limited extent. It was mainly used in the household, where slaves acted as servants, guards and housekeepers.


Certain characteristics of the conditions of slaves in Arabia deserve special mention. Slavery was patriarchal in character, which explains the generally kind treatment of slaves, who, particularly if they were muwalids, were treated as if they were subordinate members of their master’s family. Sometimes they even inherited their master’s property. Female slaves became concubines, mainly of the urban nobility. They and their children were usually manumitted after their master’s death. Although oppressed and humiliated socially, the slaves might enjoy a better standard of living than the half-starving nomads or peasants.


Large numbers of slaves were freed in Arabia: it was not the exclusive lot of concubines and their children. The number of ‘hereditary’ slaves was insignificant. The process of manumission was more widespread among the bedouin tribes than among the settled people. Once a certain period had elapsed, the bedouin always freed their slaves and would marry them to women with the same skin colour. According to Burckhardt, ‘The Aenezes [Anaza] always abstain from cohabitation with their female slaves, but, after a service of some years, give them their freedom, and marry them to their male slaves, or the descendants of slaves, established in the tribe.’80 The freedmen, known as abds, engaged in small-scale trade and handicrafts or entered service with rich houses.


The liberation of slaves had another meaning, too, in Arabian conditions. For example, a shaikh of the Anaza had:


above fifty tents belonging to persons who were once his slaves and owe their good fortune wholly to the liberality of that sheikh. He cannot now exact from them any yearly tribute, as they are reckoned free Arabs; but he demands their daughters in marriage for his newly-purchased and emancipated slaves; and if in time of war those black men should acquire considerable booty, the sheikh may ask from them a fine camel, which they never refuse to give.81


Some freedmen united in formal kinship lines, but such kin were considered lower than those of pure Arabs. The freedmen remained dependent, both economically and personally, on the bedouin rulers.


The bulk of freedmen engaged in agriculture. Since they had no land, they were obliged to rent it, chiefly from the settled or nomadic nobility (sometimes from whole nomadic tribes). The sharecroppers were subjected to ruthless exploitation and, according to Wallin, very few of them were well-off.82 Their dependence on their former masters was considerable. Besides, in some cases, a freedman who intended to leave his ex-master’s house was required to return the property that the master had given him when he was freed,83 which was often impossible. The returns from the lands cultivated by freedmen were among the bedouin rulers’ most important sources of external (i.e. extra-tribal) income.


The role of external income sources in a nomadic tribe


While non-class relations prevailed between the tribal nobility and the ordinary bedouin, the nomadic nobility appeared as a sort of feudal class outside the tribe. The share in the ghazu plunder, the tribute paid by the settled people and by the semi-nomadic and ‘lower’ tribes, and the rent for irrigated lands formed the lion’s share of their income.84 As noted above, the bedouin nobility could receive only an insignificant income from their tribesmen’s labour. But agriculture ensured higher productivity and permitted a more intense exploitation of the peasant farmers. Besides, the nobility might impose a heavy tribute on strangers, which condemned the tributaries to deprivation and starvation. Raids may also be considered a predatory, barbaric method of exploitation which sometimes caused the death of the victims.


A tribe’s external income enriched its elite and increased economic stratification. But a part of the income fell to the ordinary nomads – this was conducive to the preservation of the stratum of independent bedouin and helped to even out inequalities. The dual character of the tribal nobility – as richer and more noble tribesmen and as exploiters of strangers – determined the nature of political power among the nomads and in Arabian society as a whole.


The organization and nature of power in a nomadic tribe


Within a tribe, the shaikh was first and foremost the patriarchal elder and the manager of economic activities. He guided the tribes’ migrations, allocated pastures and wells and chose the time and place to pitch camp. The shaikh might act as judge or arbiter in the disputes and misunderstandings that arose within the tribe concerning family and everyday life; he supervised the observance of tribal customs, especially those related to incest; and he kept watch over the return of stolen property. He represented the tribe in its relations with the outside world and received distinguished guests on its behalf. The shaikh might also be the aqid and he could declare war and conclude peace.85


The shaikh took the major decisions after consultations with the tribal nobility or the majlis (tribal council),86 which preserved the features of a democratic tribal organization. As Doughty reports, ‘let him speak here who will, the voice of the least is heard among them; he is a tribesman’.87 According to Burckhardt, ‘The sheikh cannot declare war or conclude terms of peace, without consulting the chief men of his tribe; if he wish to break up the camp, he must previously ask the opinions of his people.’88 The majlis was also:


the council of the elders and the public tribunal: hither the tribesmen bring their causes at all times . . . The sheykh meanwhile takes counsel with the sheukh, elder men and more considerable persons; and judgment is given commonly without partiality and always without bribes. This sentence is final.89


It was the arifs (experts in urf) who conducted trials before a court. If a tribesman was sentenced to a fine and disagreed with the court’s decision, he had to leave the tribe.


The military-democratic character of the tribal organization was revealed in the division of power into ‘civil’ (that of the shaikh) and ‘military’ (that of the aqid). According to Burckhardt:


Every tribe has, besides the sheikh, an agyd [aqid]; and it rarely happens that the offices of both are united in one person, at least no instance of such a case is known to me; although some Arabs mentioned, that they had seen a sheikh acting as agyd among the Basrah Arabs . . . If the sheikh join the troops, he is for the time commanded by the agyd, whose office ceases whenever the soldiers return home: the sheikh then resumes his own authority.90


Reports by the Arabian chroniclers, together with the latest information, however, make it clear that the cumulation of the shaikh’s and the aqid’s power was a far more frequent event than Burckhardt believed it to be. The shaikh’s son or some other relative might become the aqid, and the families of the shaikh and the aqid were frequently related.


The head of the tribe had, as a rule, no outer attributes of power and did not observe any special ceremonial in his relations with the tribesmen. Ordinary bedouin associated with him as equals. When the shaikh died or became infirm, a new one was elected in his place. The qualities that the head of a tribe was supposed to possess included generosity, courage, wisdom, prudence and wealth (in both livestock and land). He was expected to have numerous supporters, both relatives and servants.91 Volney reports:


Actually, it is the chief shaikh of every tribe who must maintain those who come and go; it is he who receives the allies and everybody who comes for business purposes. A big marquee is pitched near his tent to accommodate all strangers and guests. Assemblies of shaikhs and noble persons are often held in it on the questions of pitching and striking the camp, of war, peace, disputes with Turkish governors or peasants, settlement of conflicts between private persons. These people, who come in turns, need to be served coffee, bread that is baked in ashes, rice and sometimes fried camel’s or goat’s meat – in brief, the shaikh must be hospitable. Generosity is the more important as the most essential articles are concerned. His influence and might depend on it: a hungry Arab puts the generosity that provides him with food above all other virtues. This prejudice is not unfounded, since experience has shown that mean shaikhs have never been magnanimous.92


In principle, any bedouin might become a shaikh, but from the necessary qualifications listed above it is clear that the route to power in the tribe was closed to the poor. In most tribes, the title of shaikh remained with members of the same noble family for decades or even centuries. As Doughty claims, ‘No commoner, nor any of strange blood, even though he surpassed all men in wealth and sufficiency, can come to be the head of a nomad ashîra.’93 Noble descent was an important qualification when contesting the title of shaikh.


Power was often transferred from father to son, but when the heir lacked the necessary qualities, another representative of the tribal nobility was elected instead. The same rule held for the aqid. Shaikhs and aqids were rivals within the same tribe, and some aqids seized civil power too. The arifs also belonged to the nobility.94 A ruthless power struggle was often waged within the ruling group of a tribe, accompanied by intrigue, murder and internal divisions. The claimant’s personal virtues were an ideal: they did not always determine the outcome of the struggle.


The concentration of important administrative posts in the hands of the tribal nobility proved that authority was losing its patriarchal features. But did the shaikhs also enjoy the embryonic attributes of a primitive state? In other words, were not their apparently patriarchal functions endowed with a different content? To a certain degree, they were. A shaikh undoubtedly served first and foremost the interests of the bedouin nobility. He allotted the nobles the best pastures and watering-places and the greater part of the plunder. To impose his will, a shaikh not only used generosity and his personal authority, but also relied on his numerous relatives and supporters and on his armed detachments, which consisted of slaves and freedmen. However, it seems to the present writer that, notwithstanding an obvious trend in the transformation of the power of the shaikhs and their entourages within the tribes into power of a feudal type, that transformation had not yet occurred in the period under discussion.95 To clarify this problem, we need to establish whether the nomadic nobility had a special apparatus that stood above society and could be used to realize its will. According to Volney:


The mode of rule in that society is simultaneously republican, aristocratic and even despotic, without being exactly any of them. It is republican, because in that society the people enjoy the main influence in all matters and nothing is done without the majority’s consent. It is aristocratic, because the shaikhs’ families enjoy certain privileges, which originate from might everywhere. Lastly, it is despotic, because the chief shaikh’s power is boundless and almost absolute. When the shaikh is a man with a strong character, he may use and even misuse his power, but even such misuse is rigidly limited. Indeed, if a shaikh commits a great injustice, for example the murder of an Arab, he is almost unable to evade punishment. The injured person’s anger would not reckon even a little with his title; he will be subject to revenge and inevitably perish unless he pays for the bloodshed. It is easy to do so due to his simple private life in the camp.


If he burdens his subjects with his severity, they leave him and join other tribes. His relatives use his mistakes to overthrow him and occupy his place. He cannot use foreign troops against them. The intercourse among his subjects is so easy that he cannot divide them and create a sizeable group of his own. Besides, how can he bribe such a group when he collects no taxes in the tribe, when most of his subjects have to content themselves with the necessary minimum, when his properties are rather insignificant and his present expenses are huge?96


According to Burckhardt’s observations:


the sheikh has no actual authority over the individuals of his tribe; he may, however, by his personal qualities obtain considerable influence. His commands would be treated with contempt; but deference is paid to his advice . . . Should a dispute happen between two individuals, the sheikh will endeavour to settle the matter; but if either party be dissatisfied with his advice, he cannot insist upon obedience . . . and in fact, the most powerful Aeneze chief dares not inflict a trifling punishment on the poorest man of his tribe, without incurring the risk of mortal vengeance from the individual and his relatives.97


Other European explorers of Arabia at that time give similar accounts.


Under the then structure of Arabian society, the tribal nobility as a whole was not interested in the destruction of the tribal organization and its replacement by a state machinery. It was only by relying on the tribe’s military might that the nobility could dominate the non-tribal groupings.98


The feudal character of power in the oases


The English traveller Lady Anne Blunt noted the dual character of the power of the bedouin nobility:


The towns put themselves each under the protection of the principal Bedouin Sheykh of its district, who, on the consideration of a yearly tribute, guarantees the citizens’ safety outside the city walls, enabling them to travel unmolested as far as his jurisdiction extends, and this, in the case of a powerful tribe, may be many hundred miles and embrace many cities. The towns are then said to ‘belong to such and such a tribe’, and the Bedouin Sheykh becomes their suzerain, or Lord Protector . . .


A farther development then ensues. The Bedouin Sheykh, grown rich with the tribute of a score of towns, builds himself a castle close to one of them and lives there during the summer months. Then with the prestige of his rank (for Bedouin blood is still accounted the purest), and backed by his power in the desert, he speedily becomes the practical ruler of the town, and from protector of the citizens becomes their sovereign. He is now dignified by them with the title of Emir or prince, and though still their Sheykh to the Bedouins, becomes king of all the towns which pay him tribute [author’s emphasis].


In the town, on the other hand, the Bedouin prince, despotic though he may be, is still under close restraint from public opinion . . . The Emir, irresponsible as he is in individual acts, knows well that he cannot transgress the traditional unwritten law of Arabia with impunity.99


The transformation of the nomadic nobility into a dominant group occurred gradually and took various forms. The powerful shaikhs of tribes and tribal confederations might establish their control over an oasis or a group of oases, but some of them continued the bedouin way of life and remained nomadic shaikhs par excellence. For example, the noble clan of Al Humaid of the Bani Khalid tribe controlled al-Hasa, a rich agricultural province, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but, like the first Umayyads, preferred not to leave their bedouin camp. This did not prevent them from stationing their garrisons in the key oases. The noble family of Al Shaalan, the chieftains of the Rwala tribe, who roamed to the south of Syria, behaved likewise in the nineteenth century.


Those members of the nomadic nobility who seized power in oases cut themselves off from their tribes and became settled feudal rulers. Their attempts to exploit the agricultural population clashed with the interests of the bedouin as tribute-collectors. The former bedouin shaikhs who had become part of the settled nobility protected their estates and incomes from the nomads’ encroachments. This was the origin both of the Saudis (the Al Saud, the emirs of al-Diriya) and of the Rashidis (the Al Rashid, the rulers of Hail).


Lastly, a powerful settled ruler would raid, rob and sometimes impose tribute on the neighbouring nomads either on his own or in an alliance with other tribes. Among the rulers who did so were the Saudis and the Rashidis in the period when they were strong, the Saudis’ vassals the al-Madaifi, the ruler of al-Taif and some bedouin chieftains of Hijaz, as well as Abu Nuqta, the emir of Asir. The same was true in principle of the sharifs of Mecca.


In the Arabian oases, power was not always concentrated in the hands of a single ruler. Some peasants from different tribes fought among themselves, had no single ruler and were governed by their own shaikhs or emirs. The rulers of the oases were referred to in different ways. The most frequent title was emir or shaikh, but the terms rais, sahib, wali, kabir and sayid were also used. There is no clear distinction in the use of these titles in the writings of the Arabian chroniclers or the European travellers.


The power of a settled emir differed materially from that of a nomadic shaikh. The ruler of an oasis did not face a tribal military-political organization. Peasants, with their weakened tribal and kinship ties, were far more dependent on the nobility than the bedouin were. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Arabian chroniclers call the oasis-dwellers raya, meaning ‘subjects’, ‘herd’, ‘human livestock’. An emir (a feudal ruler) relied, on the one hand, on the oasis nobility among whom he had many relatives and, on the other hand, on his own detachments, which consisted of slaves, freedmen and mercenaries. The judicial system was usually based on the sharia, containing the fundamentals of Muslim law. Justice was administered both by the ruler and by the qadhi (a judge who had studied jurisprudence and theology).


The organization of the settled emirs’ feudal power may be exemplified by Mecca in the eighteenth century. It differed from the oasis-towns of the peninsula, however, especially from those in central Arabia: its unique status as a holy city for all Muslims, its large volume of trade via Jidda, the relatively high income of the sharif and the particularly noble status of his kin (supposed to be direct descendants of the Prophet) all contributed to its particular character.


The rulers of Mecca only came to power with the consent of the most influential sharifian families and with the formal sanction of the Ottoman sultan. The Meccan army consisted of several hundred abds and mercenaries. The sharif could increase its size in case of emergency thanks to his rich exchequer. His officials were usually slaves, from among whom he appointed a vicegerent to Jidda and a customs officer. The sharifs always tried to secure the favour of the neighbouring nomadic tribes and they sent their own children to the tribes to be brought up by the bedouin. The future warriors and rulers became strong, hardy and resourceful and, even more important, acquired friends and allies in the future struggle for power and influence.100


The political situation in Jabal Shammar, an emirate described by several travellers in the middle and second half of the nineteenth century, may have shared some of the features of the organization of power in the small oasis-states of central Arabia in the eighteenth century. In ruling the state, its emirs relied not only on their relatives but, above all, on their slaves and freedmen, who enjoyed the ruler’s confidence to a greater extent. The Rashidis, as well as the sharifs of Mecca, relied on their guard composed of slaves and mercenaries. The top-ranking slaves, known as the rajail al-shuyukh (chief shaikh’s men), occupied the most important posts in the palace and in the nascent state apparatus, and were appointed as vicegerents to oases. The most important criminal (and some civil) cases were examined by the emir’s majlis in public with the participation of the nobility and the leading ulama (theologians). The ruler’s guard also acted as a police force. There was a jail in Hail. Criminals were punished by the confiscation of their property, by caning or by their hand being amputated.101 Statehood was less developed in other oases, however. When Doughty visited Anaiza, a large trading centre in Qasim, he found no jail there.102


The institution that supported feudal power in the oases was the slave guard, which was entirely dependent on the ruler and unrelated to the local population. The abds – soldiers, policemen and officials – occupied a privileged position, received large incomes and became virtually a part of the ruling group, although enjoying limited rights. Having acquired great weight and influence, these high-ranking slaves claimed and sometimes even seized power, as happened, for example, in Riyadh in the first half of the eighteenth century and in Mecca in the late 1780s.103 The influence of the abds’ military might could also reach the bedouin shaikhs. In Arabia, the abds might even have become the ruling class, as did the Turkic guard under the Abbasids and the Mamelukes in Egypt, but this possibility did not become a reality.


The elements of a caste system within Arabian society


The multifaceted structure of Arabian society was further complicated by the elements of caste division and the related customs and prejudices. Fundamentally, such elements were determined by the type of economic activity, tribal and kinship relations, social divisions and the psychological peculiarities of the population. As mentioned previously, camel-breeding bedouin were considered the noblest representatives of the human race. They themselves were convinced of their superiority over the settled and semi-settled people. Their ‘noble blood’ precluded any occupations but raiding, camel-breeding, caravan transportation and sometimes trade. In the ‘blue-blood’ bedouin tribes, sheep-breeders were despised and commanded no respect. If a camel-breeding nomad engaged in sheep-breeding or farming, he sullied his ‘nobility’ to such an extent that he could hardly return to the company of genuine bedouin.104 The bedouin substantiated their claims to particularly noble blood by genealogical trees whose roots went back into the mists of time. Genealogists were kept busy in Arabia!105


The next stage in the hierarchy was occupied by sheep-breeders, who in turn looked down on the settled people. The next lowest group were the peasant farmers, provided they could trace their origins back to noble ancestors. The inequalities between these groups were increased by the lack of regular intermarriage between them. Even a very poor bedouin seldom agreed to marry his daughter to a well-off peasant farmer.


The nobility, with its various degrees of ‘blue blood’, rose above the three strata of the Arabian population. The members of the nobility placed themselves as high above the common bedouin as the latter were ‘superior’ to the peasant farmers. Pershits has noted correctly:


Unlike all other tribesmen, who traced their origin to a common ancestor, the families of chief tribal shaikhs often claimed a ‘noble’ genealogy, which differed from that of the tribe . . . The blood of shaikhs and their relatives was either above any value (usually among the bedouin) or cost much more than that of a common tribesman (usually among the semi-nomads). Breaking the customary standards of kin and tribal endogamy, shaikhs married their daughters to the shaikhs of other tribes and took in marriage only shaikhs’ daughters, in which case the bride price adopted in the shaikhs’ milieu was much higher than usual.106


Doughty describes the tribal nobility as ‘nobles of the blood, of a common ancestor’.107 Volney’s opinion is similar: ‘The members of one or more families of the tribe are given the title shaikhs (seigniors). They are equivalent to the Roman patricians and the European noblemen.’108 The settled nobility, too, stressed its origins in the bedouin nobility. On some occasions, its members strove to continue the bedouin way of life and they maintained blood ties with the nomadic nobility.


The ‘lower’ tribes, such as the Sulubba, the Ilitaim and the Shararat, were the pariahs of Arabian society. Applying their tribal names to others was a grave insult. The members of the ‘lower’ tribes had to demonstrate their esteem whenever they met ‘noble’ Arabs. Those with ‘blue blood’ in their veins never married people of the ‘lower tribes’,109 about whose origins scandalous legends were spread. This did not prevent young men from the noble families from taking advantage of the rather loose morals of the ‘lower’ tribes in order to have love affairs with their girls. Such examples abound in the bedouin’s oral poetry.110 Some contemporary scholars maintain that certain ‘lower’ tribes, such as the Sulubba, are of a pre-Arab or even pre-Semitic descent.111 Others believe that they came to the peninsula after the Arabs.112


Craftsmen were even more despised in Arabian society than were the ‘lower’ tribes. Professional handicrafts, especially weaving, were considered the worst occupation for an Arab. The word sani (craftsman; pl. sunnaa) was an insult. Even members of the ‘lower’ tribes tended to shun marriage with the sunnaa. Some craftsmen (particularly smiths) formed isolated castes of their own, scattered throughout the peninsula, and considered themselves members of a single tribe.113 Craftsmen who were foreigners or freedmen did not enter their organization.


The lowest rung on the Arabian social scale was occupied by abds (slaves and freedmen). Only they intermarried with the ‘lower’ tribes and sunnaa, which may explain the distinct ethnic characteristics of both the craftsmen and the lower tribes.


It should be noted that each ‘outcaste’ group – the ‘lower’ tribes, the sunnaa and the abds – had its own ‘elite’. Their wealth sometimes exceeded that of the ordinary bedouin and even of the nobility. As mentioned previously, some slaves rose to high office and their status was far above that of many of the settled or nomadic nobility. But even a very poor bedouin would look down upon an influential vicegerent of abd descent and would not marry his daughter to him under any circumstances.


Factors leading to decentralization or to unity


From the time of the Prophet Muhammad up to the emergence of Wahhabism in the eighteenth century, there was no all-Arabian power, and no peace or stability in the peninsula. For centuries, Arabia had been fragmented, mostly into small or tiny oasis-states or their associations, nomadic tribes or their confederations. The isolation of individual oases and tribes as independent economic entities, together with the vast size of the peninsula, where islands of human life were separated by the deserts (sometimes spreading over hundreds of kilometres), acted as factors for decentralization. Other obstacles to unity were tribal and local differences among the population, the various Arabic dialects, and the diversity and contradictory character of the religious beliefs and ideas.


The members of the tribal and oasis nobility were interested in expanding the boundaries of their territories to acquire new sources of wealth. However, the aspirations of each individual group of the nobility came into conflict with those of their neighbours. Their forces were exhausted in the mutual struggle. Sometimes, however, a noble group that relied on the military might of the bedouin or the settled people and was led by a talented leader managed to expand its territories and increase its dominance. As a result, relatively large states formed. The main motive force behind such mergers was the expansion of territory, which ensured military spoils. There were vast regions in Arabia – Hijaz, Najd, al-Hasa, Yemen and Oman – where the centrifugal forces of feudal-tribal anarchy were combined with the centripetal forces of unity.


The economy could develop at a somewhat faster rate in large territories under one ruler thanks to the sense of security and the influx of wealth from outside. But then the desire to conquer diminished, internal struggles and rivalries undermined the power of the authorities, the preconditions for internal discontent appeared, the centrifugal forces became dominant and the states broke up. Natural disasters and epidemics might drastically accelerate that process.


Two somewhat contradictory assertions may therefore be made. On the one hand, the potential forces for consolidation had existed for centuries in a fragmented Arabia. On the other, powerful forces for disintegration soon emerged in any new centralized state. The first Saudi state in Arabia was no exception. However, it attained a might and a size that had been unknown since the birth of Islam.



The Ottoman empire and Arabia. The weakening of foreign influence in the peninsula by the mid-eighteenth century



The Muslim empires that had emerged and then disintegrated in the Middle East had all had an influence, whether direct or indirect, on Arabia. Since the sixteenth century, the Turks had become a permanent factor in Arabian politics. Soon after they seized Egypt, they conquered Hijaz, Yemen and other regions of Arabia. An Ottoman pasha was appointed to Jidda, the sea port of Mecca. Small Turkish garrisons were sometimes stationed in Mecca, Medina, Jidda and other towns, and officials were occasionally sent from Istanbul to Mecca and Medina. Nevertheless, Ottoman power in Hijaz was nominal and local rulers generally enjoyed a substantial degree of autonomy in local affairs.


Mecca was ruled by rival clans of sharifs, who sent money and costly gifts to the pasha of Egypt and the sultan. But Mecca was an unusual town since it lived at the expense of the pilgrims and on charitable donations from the Muslim world. Powerful sultans and pious Muslims donated money for the maintenance and repair of the Kaaba and mosques and for canal-building. A part of the donations remained in the town and was often credited to the exchequers of the sharifs. Mecca was an important but remote Ottoman province: the Turks could not keep it under their direct dominance and preferred it to be governed by local rulers. The sharifian families who lived in Istanbul were always kept in readiness for the Porte’s political intrigues.114 Central and eastern Arabia became virtually independent from the Turks at the beginning of the seventeenth century when riots and sedition spread throughout the Ottoman empire, although Ottoman vicegerents in Baghdad and Basra continued to influence developments in al-Hasa and Najd up to end of the century.


The Ottoman empire’s decline began in the early eighteenth century, after the defeat at Vienna in 1683. Nor was the situation altered by the Turks’ victories over the Persians in the first decades of the eighteenth century. The empire still possessed vast territories in Europe, Asia and Africa with huge natural and human resources. However, the basis of the Turks’ might was crumbling. The janissaries’ military strength decreased because of their involvement in family life, handicrafts and trade.115 Dissolute behaviour and corruption replaced the earlier discipline of Ottoman soldiers and officials.


Military defeats removed the most important source of income for the ruling elite – the plunder seized from their defeated enemies. There was ruthless exploitation of the native people, particularly of the peasants, by the Turkish pashas and officials. Agriculture, the basis of the Ottoman economy, was rapidly being destroyed. Exorbitant levies and taxes undermined even the simple reproduction of the population. Villages became deserted and fallow lands now occupied a sizeable part of the empire’s territory. The urban population, too, was ruined by plunder and extortion.


Neither life nor property was guaranteed in the Ottoman empire of the eighteenth century. Sultans, provincial and district rulers and officials often executed people just to confiscate their properties. Only the ulama enjoyed personal security and immunity for their property. To avoid confiscation, bankrupt landowners transferred their estates and houses to the waqfs (Muslim charitable foundations) and then leased them back.


As Ottoman provinces acquired increasing independence, they came under semi-independent rulers. It is not surprising that the Porte lost real control over the Arabian territories too. The sharifs of Mecca behaved with increasing independence and took less and less notice of the Turks. The Ottoman sultans conferred the title of ‘pasha of Jidda’ upon a series of individuals who seldom appeared in Hijaz. The sharifs of Mecca seized an increasing share of the taxes paid to the Jidda customs-house. The nomadic tribes dominated the pilgrimage routes. The Porte’s stable outposts in Hijaz were then determined not by its military might but by the Hijaz nobility’s interest in the income from the pilgrims (who came mainly from the Ottoman empire) and in valuable gifts from the Turkish sultans.116 As for Yemen, in the first half of the seventeenth century it became independent, both formally and in practice, soon after the Turkish conquest.


In the east of the peninsula in the 1670s one Barrak, the shaikh of a subdivision of the Bani Khalid, united the whole tribe, expelled the small Turkish units from the al-Hasa oases and prevented even nominal Ottoman control of eastern Arabia.117 The Bani Khalid then started periodic raids on Iraq.


The decrease in foreign interference in Arabian affairs showed itself also in the weakening of Portuguese positions on the Gulf coast. The Portuguese were driven out of Oman in the mid-seventeenth century after having seized it in the sixteenth. As for Britain and France, their attempts at colonial expansion in Arabia started mainly in the second half of the eighteenth century. The Persian invasions of the littoral towns of eastern Arabia in the early eighteenth century were only sporadic and did not lead to their gaining strength in that region of the peninsula. Thus around the time that Wahhabism emerged, Arabia had largely been left to itself for several decades.


Najd, Hijaz and al-Hasa in the first half of the eighteenth century


Central Arabia experienced invasions by its eastern and western neighbours in the seventeenth and the early eighteenth centuries. This did not preclude several successful raids by the Najdi tribes on the oases and tribes of Hijaz and al-Hasa. The Hijazis attacked almost all the provinces of Najd, starting with Qasim, and the central Arabian bedouin – the Anaza, Mutair and Zafir. Some central Arabian tribes and oases paid tribute to the sharifs of Mecca. Ibn Bishr describes some people from among the Hijaz nobility as Najdi sharifs.118 According to Philby, this proves that the sharifs of Mecca were striving to substantiate their claims to the inner regions of Arabia.119


Economic conditions in Hijaz deteriorated in the early eighteenth century and Mecca became depopulated due to a devastating famine.120 The struggle for power and the internal unrest increased to such a degree that it was impossible for the Hijazis to undertake raids into the inner regions of Arabia. The last large-scale campaigns against Najd were launched in the mid-1720s.121 Hijaz’s interference in central Arabian affairs then ceased for several decades.


Barrak, the shaikh of the Bani Khalid, started raids on the bedouin who roamed between al-Hasa and Najd and then on Najd itself after establishing his power in eastern Arabia. His heirs continued the expansion. Al-Kharj, Sudair, Sadiq and al-Arid experienced inroads from al-Hasa. The Bani Khalid and the associated tribes of al-Hasa became powerful participants in the struggle for influence in Najd and competed for a share of the plunder. Sometimes they allied themselves with various central Arabian oases, towns and nomadic tribes. In 1722/23 Saadun ibn Arayar, the shaikh of the Bani Khalid, died.122 An internecine struggle began among the tribal nobility; although it did not lead to a break-up of the confederation, it weakened it considerably.


There were no large confederations in Najd to play the role of dominant force, and some oases and bedouin tribes preserved their independence. Even the oasis-towns of Uyaina, al-Diriya and Riyadh, which were destined to play an important role in the struggle for hegemony in Najd, hardly stood out from the others. Their superiority was due to their location in al-Arid, the central province of Najd, on the crossroad of major trade routes. But their geographic position alone was not enough to see them as the only possible centre of an all-Najdi (still less, an all-Arabian) state. They had rivals in Qasim, al-Kharj and Jabal Shammar.


One can hardly agree with Philby, who saw al-Diriya as among the claimants to dominance in Najd, and even in the whole of Arabia, as early as the beginning of the eighteenth century.123 The Brilliance of the Meteor reads:


There was no strong leader [in Najd] who would curb the oppressors and help the oppressed. But every emir was an independent ruler in his village . . . The bedouin were scattered tribes then. Each tribe was ruled by a shaikh . . . There were petty shaikhs in some tribes who could oppose the bigger shaikhs . . . The inhabitants of the Najdi towns fought permanently with each other.124


In the first decades of the eighteenth century, conditions in the central area of Najd were characterized by a balance of forces between the main opponents. Al-Diriya was just coming to the end of a period of internal instability, with plots and power struggles among the ruling nobility. After a chain of murders and treacherous betrayals, Saud ibn Muhammad ibn Miqrin, the founder of the Saudi dynasty, became emir of the oasis in the 1710s. Some Saudis claim descent from the Bani Hanifa; others trace their genealogy to the Anaza, the most numerous and powerful tribe of central and northern Arabia.125


When Saud died in June 1725,126 several bitter rivals competed for supremacy in the oasis. The struggle was accompanied by mutual acts of treachery and murder. Finally, Saud’s cousin Zaid became emir.127 At that time, the rulers of Uyaina were preoccupied with a war against their neighbours, the Manfuha and Sadiq, as well as against the bedouin. The hostilities were limited to local raids. A cholera epidemic devastated Uyaina in 1725/26;128 as a result, it was unable to contest the domination over central Najd for many years. Taking advantage of Uyaina’s weakened position, Zaid attacked the depopulated oasis in the following year. Muhammad ibn Muammar, the emir of Uyaina, proclaimed his readiness to submit, but then enticed his enemies into his house and killed Zaid. Muhammad ibn Saud and a group of armed men managed to escape: it was he who became the emir of al-Diriya in 1726/27.129


In the late 1730s or early 1740s Dahham ibn Dawwas seized power in Riyadh – he was to be al-Diriya’s most stubborn and merciless enemy for decades. Ibn Ghannam describes the story of his rise to power as follows:


His father was the rais [ruler] of Manfuha. He took control of the oasis and then treacherously killed some peasants. He ruled the oasis for a period. After his death, his son Muhammad ruled. The latter’s cousin Zamil ibn Faris and some Manfuha inhabitants rebelled against him, killed him and drove out his brothers. Dahham and his brothers were among those exiled and settled in Riyadh.


The ruler of that oasis [Riyadh] was Zaid ibn Musa Abu Zura. His insane nephew killed him without any reason: he climbed to the roof where the emir was sleeping and stabbed him with a dagger. Then Khamis, one of Zaid’s slaves, came and killed the emir’s nephew. The said slave took possession of Riyadh. Since Zaid’s children were still young, Khamis claimed that he would rule on their behalf until they became able to govern. Khamis ruled Riyadh for three years and then fled, fearing the people of the oasis on account of his deeds. Then he was murdered by a Manfuha inhabitant for having killed his father during his rule of Riyadh.


Riyadh had no ruler for some time. When Khamis had taken Riyadh, Dahham ibn Dawwas had become his servant. When Riyadh had no ruler after Khamis’ flight, Dahham became its rais. Zaid’s son Abu Zu’a was Dahham’s nephew, and Dahham promised to be the naib [regent] until the boy grew up and then to relinquish power. [However], Dahham later exiled Zaid’s son from Riyadh.


The Riyadh citizens hated Dahham and wanted to kill or dethrone him. They gathered, surrounded him and besieged his castle. They were a crowd of common people and had no leader. Dahham gave his brother Mishlab a horse and sent him to Muhammad ibn Saud, the emir of al-Diriya, with a request to help him in defeating his raya [subjects] . . . [Muhammad] ibn Saud gave him help in the best manner: he sent his brother Mishari ibn Saud with armed men; they came close to the Riyadh castle, from where Dahham appeared with his men. Three or four Riyadh inhabitants were killed and the rest fled.


Thereafter, [Dahham’s] rule over the oasis strengthened and he became a rais and a wali [governor]. Mishari stayed with him for some months and did not expect him to demonstrate such meanness and malice . . . His debauchery and unheard-of evil deeds grew, his spite at his subjects increased and they suffered a great deal from him. His terrible deeds resemble . . . a Pharaoh’s trial. Once he was angry with a woman and ordered [her] to sew up her mouth. Being angry with a man, he ordered [him] to cut off a piece of flesh from his thigh and said, ‘You must eat it gradually.’ The tortured man had no choice but to promise to fry and eat his own flesh. But Dahham did not agree with this and [the unfortunate man] had to eat his own flesh raw. Another example: [Dahham] was angry with a prisoner who was said to have rescued himself from the chain with his teeth: [he was] ordered to knock out his teeth with an iron rod. Angry with another man, [Dahham] had his tongue cut out by his assistants [awan]. Examples of such deeds are plentiful.130


This excerpt from Ibn Ghannam’s work concerning Dahham ibn Dawwas’ rise to power, and the literature on developments in al-Diriya and Uyaina, describe the struggle for power, the merciless feuds, the devastating raids and the plunder which became normal events in the political life of Najd in the first half of the eighteenth century. The unclear system of succession led to great instability; a deceased ruler’s brothers and nephews often rose against his sons. The oasis nobility’s arbitrary rule and tyranny knew no bounds. Ibn Ghannam reports a rebellion by people who were outraged at the excesses of Dahham’s rule. Muhammad ibn Saud demonstrated his solidarity with Dahham by sending his brother Mishari to help him, as mentioned above. The restoration of the old Muslim prohibition of interest on loans was, perhaps, the Wahhabis’ reaction to the usurers’ cruel oppression.


Economic conditions in the countries of the Middle East, particularly Arabia, deteriorated in the eighteenth century. The decay of the Ottoman empire, the destruction of the economy and the recession in commerce even led to a drop in sales of the main means of transportation – camels. The transit trade with India via Hijaz declined.131 The internecine struggle within the Ottoman empire and the economic ruin of its population led to a fall in the numbers of pilgrims undertaking the hajj. All this was detrimental to the interests of the Arabian bedouin.


One may suppose that the devastating wars between Turkey and Persia in the early eighteenth century were ruinous to the hajj from Iraq and Iran and thus to the income of Najd. Under such circumstances, the bedouin might increase their raids on the local settled people and the rare caravans to compensate for the lost income from the pilgrims. The Wahhabis’ later zeal for maintaining security on the roads was no accident.


Political stability, the ending of bedouin raids and the establishment of stable commercial ties could be achieved only under the conditions of a centralized state. Such a state could enlist popular support by reducing the oppression of the bulk of the population. But to protect the interests of the tribal nobility, new external sources of wealth, i.e. military spoils, were needed. In that period, a strong religious movement started in Najd and became the basis for the creation of a large centralized state.


.


 


* For events on the Arabian side of the Gulf, the author prefers to use ‘the Arabian Gulf’, or simply ‘the Gulf’, rather than ‘the Persian Gulf’.





CHAPTER 2


Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab and his Teaching


The founder’s life before the start of his political activities


An anonymous Russian journalist wrote in the early nineteenth century:


Some half a century ago the [Wahhabi] sect was founded by an Arab shaikh whose name was Muhammad. According to the Wahhabis, he was descended from Abd al-Wahhab, the son of Sulaiman. According to their ancient legend, Sulaiman, a poor Arab from a small Najdi tribe, dreamed that a fire appeared from his body, spread far in the fields and destroyed camps in the desert and houses in towns. Frightened by his dream, Sulaiman asked the shaikhs of his tribe to interpret it: they found it to be a good omen. They told him that his son would found a new faith and the desert Arabs would embrace it. The dream was actually realized not by Sulaiman’s son Abd al-Wahhab, but by his grandson Shaikh Muhammad.1


This legend perfectly conveys the ‘feel’ of the era.


The founder of the religious and socio-political movement known as Wahhabism was born in Uyaina in 1703/04 to the family of an alim.2 His father Abd al-Wahhab ibn Sulaiman was a qadhi and his son’s first teacher. His brother Sulaiman ibn Abd al-Wahhab told the Wahhabi historian Ibn Ghannam that the future founder of the new teaching in Islam had demonstrated outstanding ability as a child and learned the Quran by heart before he was 10. The boy studied tafsir (Quranic interpretation) and hadith (sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad). At the age of 12 his father arranged for him to be married. After the wedding, the future religious teacher undertook the pilgrimage to Mecca with his father’s permission. Thereafter, he spent two months in Medina before returning home. He travelled widely in the neighbouring countries, made several visits to Hijaz and Basra and then settled in al-Hasa.3


His teacher in Medina was Abdallah ibn Ibrahim ibn Saif, a member of the nobility from the al-Majmaa oasis in Sudair. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab was later to report:


The shaikh once asked me: ‘Do you want to see the weapon I have prepared for it [al-Majmaa]?’ ‘Yes’, I replied. He brought me to a house where many books were stored and said, ‘This is the weapon I have prepared.’4


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab hinted thereby that his Medina teacher had prepared an ‘ideological weapon’ to combat the beliefs that were widespread in his oasis.


When Ibn Abd al-Wahhab was in Basra, he appealed to people to restore the standards of ‘genuine monotheism’ in Islam. He ‘preached his teaching among the nobility and other people but was exiled’.5 While travelling from Basra to al-Zubair, he nearly died of thirst but was saved by an inhabitant of al-Zubair.6


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab next spent some time in al-Hasa with Abdallah ibn Abd al-Latif, an alim. He had intended to go to Syria next, but not having enough money he went instead to Huraimala, an oasis in Najd. His father had moved there in 1726/27 after a quarrel with the new ruler of Uyaina, who had seized power after the death of the former emir (the latter had extended his protection to Abd al-Wahhab).7 Ibn Abd al-Wahhab preached his ideas in Huraimala even more energetically than before, which led to a dispute with his father. He spent some years in the oasis, and it was then that he wrote The Book of Monotheism [Kitab al-Tawhid]. According to Ibn Ghannam, ‘The shaikh’s deed became famous throughout al-Arid – in Uyaina, al-Diriya, Manfuha. People were divided into his friends and foes.’8


In 1740/41 Abd al-Wahhab ibn Sulaiman died and Muhammad presumably replaced his father as qadhi. At that time, Huraimala was split between two subdivisions of the same tribe that were, perhaps, independent from each other. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s preaching led to resentment among some of the people. ‘Some inhabitants of Huraimala were abds who belonged to one of the clans. They were notorious for their debauchery. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab wanted to convert them to the true faith. Then the abds decided to kill the shaikh,’9 according to Ibn Bishr. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab escaped by a lucky chance and fled to Uyaina.10


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s trips to Baghdad and several Iranian towns, as well as to Damascus, are reported by European orientalists. These journeys are even mentioned in The Encyclopaedia of Islam: in 1933 the renowned orientalist Margoliouth reproduced this version in his entry on Wahhabism, following The Brilliance of the Meteor. Margoliouth claims that Ibn Abd al-Wahhab spent four years in Basra before living for five years in Baghdad, where he married a rich woman. She died, leaving him 2,000 dinars. After spending a year in Kurdistan and two years in Hamadan (Iran), Ibn Abd al-Wahhab left for Isfahan at the beginning of Nadir Shah’s rule, i.e. in 1736. The future preacher spent four years there studying Aristotelian philosophy and Sufism and even teaching Sufism. He subsequently left for Qom, where he allegedly became an adherent of Ibn Hanbal’s school. After visiting Qom he returned to Uyaina.11 One of Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s descendants repeats Margoliouth’s version in a book published in 1954.12


As reported in The Brilliance of the Meteor, Ibn Abd al-Wahhab was 37 (according to the lunar calendar) when he started his journey. He spent some six years in Basra, five years in Baghdad, one year in Kurdistan and two years in Hamadan. At the beginning of Nadir Shah’s rule he moved to Isfahan, where he spent seven years. After that he lived in Qom and other towns, then spent six months in Aleppo, one year in Damascus, some time in Jerusalem and two years in Cairo. Next he visited Mecca before returning to Najd. He spent one and a half or two years in Yamama before settling in Uyaina in 1737/38 (AH 1150). He died, according to The Brilliance of the Meteor, in 1797/98 (AH 1212). The anonymous chronicler claims that Ibn Abd al-Wahhab changed his name many times: he was known as Abdallah in Basra, Ahmad in Baghdad, Muhammad in Kurdistan and Yusuf in Hamadan.13 A simple arithmetic calculation shows that he must have spent at least eleven or twelve years in Isfahan, Qom, Aleppo, Damascus, Jerusalem and Cairo, if the chronicler’s information is correct. In this case, he could only have returned to Najd in the late 1740s, which contradicts the date given in the chronicle two lines below. Thus Margoliouth has merely removed the numerous contradictions and errors in the chronicle.


The Wahhabi chroniclers and Mengin date Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s return to Najd to the 1730s. Ibn Zaini Dahlan, a nineteenth-century Hijazi historian, confirms their dating. According to Dahlan, Ibn Abd al-Wahhab started his preaching in Najd in 1730/31.14 The Wahhabis’ annals were discovered after the first edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam had been published. Laoust’s entry on the religious teacher in the new edition is based on the information provided by Ibn Ghannam and Ibn Bishr.15


The assertion that Ibn Abd al-Wahhab became a Hanbali during his travels, particularly in Qom, a centre of Shiism, is far from convincing – most ulama in the Najdi oases, including Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s ancestors, were Hanbalis. Besides, there are no traces of his acquaintance with Aristotelian teaching or Sufism in his works.


The author of The Brilliance of the Meteor was hostile to the Wahhabis. One may therefore assume that, even if he was Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s contemporary, he was never a member of the preacher’s entourage and so gathered information about his life at second hand. The Najdi chroniclers provide very little information about the time that Ibn Abd al-Wahhab spent in southern Iraq and eastern Arabia. However, the energetic and inquisitive young alim may have joined caravans to reach Baghdad, Syria or the nearest towns in Iran – Munir al-Ajlani, the scrupulous historian of the first Saudi state, mentions this as a possibility.16


The Brilliance of the Meteor reports that Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, after his return to Najd, spent some time in Yamama, where his preaching aroused the hostility of the population. Since he was accompanied by seven or eight black slaves he had bought in Mecca and by four of his cousins, his enemies apparently preferred to send him into exile without engaging in an armed clash,17 although other sources do not corroborate this report.


Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s long journeys and years of theological study had a decisive influence on the formation of his world outlook. He had had an opportunity to become familiar with the cults and beliefs of Arabia and the neighbouring countries and decide his attitude to them. He had also studied theology, the interpretation of the Quran, the hadiths and the commentaries on them, and could derive arguments for his teaching from them.



The Sunna and bida in the history of Islam



Islam emerged in the society of Hijaz in the first third of the seventh century and reflected the rather primitive social conditions there. Expressed initially only in the Quran, the Arabs’ religious system could not satisfy the requirements of the far more developed societies in the countries they conquered. It was necessary to give Islam a character that would correspond better to those societies. Numerous hadiths appeared concerning the Prophet’s life and activities. Their code, the Sunna, determined the universal rules of conduct and acceptable views, allegedly on the basis of those of the Prophet. The compilation of the hadiths was completed approximately in the tenth century, some three centuries after the emergence of Islam.


The number of these hadiths was enormous. Even though collected and adopted by orthodox Islam, they included a large number of contradictions and unclear passages. Even the latter were interpreted differently in the interests of different groups and with regard to specific places and times. Later, every religious trend sought and found the hadiths that justified its principles. The Quran, too, was used in a similar manner. In the words of the Hungarian scholar Goldziher, ‘The history of religion . . . is at the same time the history of the interpretation of the Scriptures.’18

OEBPS/images/f0028-01.png
4 v

1anyv s

eseny 2\ 4

[
B

T

drvin

L

[






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg
O &P O





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.png
+961)  (p961-Es6l)

wos o JEN uInS RSPy o ¢ ‘s
I I [
suos oo -
(usst-ousteIe)
Gies1ess1) (SLTOTESITS)  (EAITSLET0rST
(O8I TSTSL81197) QLSUSSI-1L81v01) SUYe-S981T1T)
oy s ey
- A —
suos o
——
(s181-r1s1)

(restszs

w suos oo sy
(r181-50s1)
su0s 10 s
J—
(cos1-s9L1)
v suosigo  zny-vasy
ol
wssungL swos a0 coven
(521
A N QURAVIAY N 0TV

s fo asnopy oy fo Bopwouss






