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Introduction to the Second Edition


Arabia Without Sultans Revisited



A sense of just how vulnerable the Saudis are, and to how many different parties, emerges from a look at the books that have collected in the outer office of the Saudi intelligence chief, Prince Turki al-Faisal. The list includes two volumes . . . on the dangers of the Palestinian radicals; The Crash of ’79, by Paul Erdman, which sketches out fictionally the dangers of Iran to Saudi Arabia; two on the threat posed by Russia; one on the Israeli menace; and several copies of Arabia Without Sultans by Fred Halliday, which is a survey of the radical liberation fronts in the area, and their opposition to the oil sheikhs.


Joseph Kraft, ‘Letter from Riyadh’,


The New Yorker, 26 June 1978.


To revisit a book written more than a quarter of a century, and half a life-time, ago is a perilous undertaking. It would be surprising if the author, and the world, had not changed significantly in the ensuing period. Arabia Without Sultans is a book for, and of, its time: it was conceived of, and written, in the early 1970s. The book was published in Britain in 1974, in the USA in 1975, and, subsequently, in Arabic, Persian, Japanese and, in part, Turkish translations.1 It combined reportage with historical analysis. This ranged from overviews of national histories in the Peninsula and Iran, through discussion of revolutionary and opposition movements, to accounts of two visits, in 1970 and 1973, to the guerrilla areas of Dhofar in Oman, then held by the People’s Front for the Liberation of Oman and the Occupied Arab Gulf (PFLOAG). The context of those years needs little summary: globally, the final death throes of the European empires, the rise of the revolutionary movement in Indo-china, the conflict between Russia and China for influence in the third world; regionally, the consolidation of a new pro-western bloc headed by Saudi Arabia and Iran, accompanied by the crisis of the Arab nationalist movement following the defeat in the 1967 war, and by the rise of new revolutionary movements – in Palestine and South Arabia. The latter, South Arabian upheaval, began with the Yemeni revolution of 1962, and led on to the anti-British guerrilla movement in South Yemen between 1963 and 1967, and the outbreak of guerrilla war in Dhofar province in 1965.


Arabia partook not just of the perspective, but also of the tone and language of the revolutionary left of this epoch: in this sense it is a document of its time. It did, on a number of issues, notably nationalism and ‘underdevelopment’, seek to distance itself from prevailing views on the left, but it partook, nonetheless, of the Marxist perspective of the late 1960s and early 1970s. It reflects some of the rhetorical delusion of that outlook.2 More than one critic commented, justly, on its haphazard use of the concept ‘imperialism’. Yet, I would argue, that in other respects, four in particular, both the book, and indeed the critical perspective of that period, retain their validity for the present.


First, Arabia Without Sultans sought to relate global and regional themes of the times to an analysis of the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf. It was therefore an attempt to analyse the Arabian Peninsula, and Iran, within a global context, that of western imperial and post-colonial military strategy on the one hand, and the political economy of oil on the other. Not only was this an attempt to break with particularist views of why individual states had the politics they did – tribal oligarchies in the oil-producing Arabian states, militarised monarchy in the case of Iran – it also sought to sweep aside the exotic, mystified, flummery about sheikhs, and deserts, holy places and camels, that had long beset analysis of the Arabian Peninsula and which the diversions of oil income were in their own way helping to compound. The title of the book proclaimed this anti-mystificatory intent – this was Arabian society in the context of capitalist development and exploitation, in the context of local elites seeking to maximise their positions within a global market. It was the thief of oil rents, not the sheikh of Araby, that ruled in such societies.


Here, in its analysis of the global dimension, two points of difference with other writing may be noted. On the one hand, and in contrast to later critiques of imperialist myth, which in analysing ‘orientalism’ focused on the cultural and the symbolic, the analyses of my generation sought, and continued to seek, the material – economic, social, political – factors underlying international structures of domination. I retain, as do many others in the Middle East and the west, a deep scepticism towards the ‘post-modern’ and cultural turn in social analysis, particularly towards the conceit that it was this approach which initiated the critique of imperialist writing on the region. That credit must surely belong to Anouar Abdel-Malek and Maxime Rodinson.3 At the same time, this global market was analysed not, as was represented by dependency theory, merely as a force for underdevelopment and impoverishment: it was, I tried to argue, in a theme developed in my work, Iran: Dictatorship and Development, published four years later in 1978, also a force for development, one that stimulated the emergence of new political and social forces.


Secondly, while it analysed the global context, Arabia Without Sultans aimed to locate the politics of specific states, Arab and Persian, within a broader regional whole: the radical movements of South Arabia had to face the enmity of the dominant regional conservative state, Saudi Arabia – joined, in the late 1960s, by an ever more assertive Iran – while at the same time the emergence of a radical left in the two Yemens and in Oman reflected the weakening of the domination which Egypt had until then exerted over Arab nationalism as a whole.


Thirdly, as part of the demystification of Arabian society, this book sought to get behind the wall of national or ethnic homogeneity, to look at the growth of social and political struggles within these states, to show how, far from being remote or separated from global and regional forces, the internal politics of these countries, and of South Arabia in particular, reflected the very intense and belated impact of the forces that had been shaping the Middle East and the third world over previous decades. The detailed histories of opposition and radical movements in the Yemens, Oman, the Gulf states and Iran were designed not just to provide a record in solidarity, but to demonstrate how far social conflict had already become the motor of change in these countries.


The final theme was the formation of the state systems, the dominant classes and elites, of social groups tied at once to the international capitalist system, and, simultaneously, consolidating a domestic base the better to appropriate and deploy the revenues which oil was providing. A political sociology of Arabian states required, and still requires, such an analysis.


Any assessment of this book also needs to take its particular geographic focus into account. In contrast to most writing on Arab politics, which focuses almost solely on Egypt, Palestine and the Mashreq states, the focus of the book was, deliberately, on the revolutionary movements of South Arabia, on the North Yemeni revolution of 1962, on the movement which triumphed in South Yemen in 1967 and on the guerrilla movement in Dhofar. Arabia Without Sultans sought to reconfigure not just the analysis of Arab politics, but also that of the Arabian Peninsula, to argue that along with Egypt and Palestine the popular movements of the Peninsula also needed to be taken into account. But here, above all, history was to overtake the book. The year after Arabia was published (1974), the guerrilla movement in Dhofar, which had been the revolutionary pivot of the book, was crushed by an Omani state reconsolidated after the coup of 1970, and by a combination of British, Iranian and Jordanian intervention.


PFLOAG, now contracted to the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman (PFLO), was forced into exile in South Yemen. Social and regional tensions continued in Oman, but with different orientations to that of the PFLO. Most of those who had participated were able to return to their country. The regime in the neighbouring People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen was, from then on, thrown onto the defensive: forced to compromise with Saudi Arabia in 1976, frustrated in its attempt to promote revolutionary change in the North Yemen in 1978–82, weakened by a series of bloody internal divisions in 1978 and 1986, and, finally, in 1990 absorbed into a rushed and ultimately catastrophic union with the more populous North. The subsequent fate of these movements I have charted elsewhere.4 Suffice it to say that, in the face of external pressure and internal divisions alike, the South Arabian revolutions were, from the mid-1970s, forced into a retreat from which they never recovered.


The book’s regional focus involved, moreover, two other themes that have, in subsequent years, taken an unanticipated path. The crisis of Arab nationalism, above all the impact of Nasserism after 1967, was to find expression in a bifurcation of radical sentiment: on the one hand into a militaristic rendering of Arab patriotic themes, in the Ba‘thist regime of Saddam Hussein, on the other into the Islamist current which, while borrowing theme and organisation from the radical left, was to present itself as an alternative to the newly discredited secular ideologies of communism and nationalism. It was evident to me soon after it was published that, given its aspiration to regional analysis, Arabia should have included more extensive analysis of Iraq: the rise of Baghdad’s aspirations to regional leadership and then, in 1990, its attempt to impose Arab unity by tanks in Kuwait, was to produce a fundamentally different map of regional politics. Baghdad had always viewed the revolutions of South Arabia, within which a pro-Iraqi Ba‘th component was virtually absent, with suspicion: its settlement with Oman in 1975, following on its peace with the Shah, had facilitated the defeat of the guerrilla movement, while its hostility to Moscow led it into open dispute with the PDRY in 1978–80: hence the support by parts of the Yemeni left for Kuwait in 1990.


Meanwhile, the regime that had, in the early 1970s, aspired to regional domination, Iran, was convulsed by the revolution of 1978–79 and the emergence of the Islamic Republic: for all its evocation of Persian chauvinist themes, the akhundi regime in Tehran marked a radical break with the past politics of the region. The causes of that revolution lie, as much as anything, in the impact on Iran of those global factors identified as having so convulsed the Arabian Peninsula.5 Not only did it inspire new, Islamist, oppositions in the Arabian Peninsula, but Iran became involved, from 1980 to 1988, in the war with Iraq that brought tensions between Arabs and Iranians to a pitch of confrontation hitherto unseen in the region.6 One of the themes of Arabia Without Sultans – the need to see the politics of the Arabian Peninsula and Iran as interlocked, and to reject ethnic hostility between Arabs and Iranians – was to receive cruel confirmation in the events of the 1980s. The costs of these new inter-ethnic, and inter-confessional animosities, all fuelled by the short-sighted calculations of competing radical regimes, will take many years to overcome.7


Retrospection is also pertinent in another context in which Arabia Without Sultans was located, that of the cold war. The cold war was a global process of political, strategic and ideological rivalry that, whilst it did not determine all regional politics, did serve to shape, inspire and alarm, regional political forces.8 That it was never purely an east-west process was evident from the Arabian Peninsula, where intra-western (US versus British) and intra-eastern (Soviet versus China) rivalries had their impact; yet the cold war did shape the politics of the Peninsula and the Gulf, and its end, in 1989–91, was equally influential: facilitating the union of North and South Yemen, and, in a contradictory way, encouraging Saddam’s occupation of Kuwait. Equally, on the ideological front, this region like all parts of the world has seen the collapse not just of a strategic pole, the Soviet Union, but also the collapse of a broad belief in the possibility of progress, assessed in social and economic terms, and of the legitimacy of struggling for it. The guerrillas of Dhofar, based in mountains that had, even in 1970, been only partly touched by the Arabic language and by the Islamic religion, had been, nonetheless, trying to bring modern ideas of progress, including ones relating to women, to the cave-dwelling population. Now, it would seem that, in a tide of relativism, and anti-foundationalism, and in the cult of cultural specificity, this very project has been called into question.


Arabia Without Sultans can therefore be judged, as an account – global, regional and country-specific – of the evolution of politics in the Peninsula and Iran up to the early 1970s. It is, to my great gratification, still used as historical analysis. Yet many other books on aspects of the story have been published since and provide, in varying degrees, amplification and correction of my own early attempt. It might appear, however, that with the passage of time and the many dramatic twists in the politics of the region sketched above, even if some analytic relevance persists, the original political agenda of Arabia Without Sultans has become redundant. In some ways it has: history’s surprises should not, themselves, be a surprise. Yet, as I have already suggested, I would still argue that in some other respects this agenda remains valid, in some ways even more so than in the early 1970s.


The question of oil’s impact, political and social, on the state systems and class structures of these societies is as vital as ever. It is being posed even more sharply by the end of the long years of revenue surplus: in Oman and Bahrain, Kuwait and, most of all, Saudi Arabia, the regimes face real choices, based on political calculation, of where to spend revenue and how to mobilise their societies more effectively to meet the needs of coming years. Demographic change in the Peninsula alone has transformed these societies in the ensuing greater century. A new word, shafafia, or ‘transparency’, i.e. the demand to know where the money has gone, and is going, has now entered the region’s political vocabulary.


Secondly, now as in the 1970s, the politics of the Peninsula remain dominated by the questions that lay at the heart of Arabia Without Sultans, questions concerning relations between the oil-producing monarchies headed by Saudi Arabia on the one hand, and the poorer but more populous Yemen on the other. The axis between Riyadh and Sana‘a remains as acute as ever, a point of which the rulers in both capital remain acutely aware, even as they seek to allay or disguise it.


Thirdly, the politics of these countries, influenced as they are by external factors, remain to a considerable extent subject to the ebb and flow of domestic forces, some in relatively open political systems, such as Kuwait and Yemen, some behind the opacity that dominates Saudi Arabia and the smaller Gulf states. This is as true for the conflicts between rival factions and personalities in the elites, as it is for the conflicts between the regimes as a whole and the social forces that, directly or indirectly, challenge them: no-one contemplating the last few years of struggle in Bahrain, or the rivalries between princely and merchant forces in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, and between older and younger elements of the elites, could doubt the continued importance of these factors. The issue is not, as it was in the early 1970s, of armed revolution, but rather of finding a means, through political pressure from within and without, of democratising these states and distributing their wealth in an equitable and constitutional manner, hence the pertinence of shafafia.


Finally, I would argue, against much contemporary opinion in both the Middle East and the west, for the validity of a short paragraph in the original book’s introduction. This was not much noticed at the time, except by the Arabic translator who saw fit to insert a footnote disclaiming responsibility for it.9 This paragraph stressed the need for ‘a theoretical break with religion’: precisely because of the prevalence of Islamic thinking, its use by ruling elites, and its incompatibility with ećonomic development, ‘it is essential’ the text read, ‘to supersede Islam with materialist thought’. Many would now disparage this argument, be it from Islamist and culturally-specific standpoints, or from the broader stance of post-modernist relativism. But I would argue that the events of the past twenty-five years have underscored the validity of the argument: Islamic ideologies have indeed been able to flourish alongside economic development, but they have equally served to confuse, divide and divert the peoples of this region, be it in the obscurantist and authoritarian variant of Saudi Arabia, copied to varying degrees by other Gulf regimes, or in the demagogic and self-defeating rhetoric of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Far from lending credence to anti-foundationalist and anti-universalist ideas, as some in the east and west suppose, the history of the Peninsula and the Gulf over the past quarter century provides eloquent illustration of the disastrous consequences of combining religion and politics for men and, above all, women. On the issue of secularism, and despite all current modish thinking, I stand firm, and would argue that events in the coming years will bear evidence to amplify my argument. I would certainly be happy, my own material circumstances permitting, to return to this, and other issues, when another quarter century has elapsed.


Fred Halliday


Notes


An earlier version of this introduction was published in Middle East Report, no. 204, July–September 1997.


1. Arabia Without Sultans, Penguin Books, 1974; Vintage Books, 1975; Arabic translations al-Mujtama‘ wa al-siyasa fi al-jazira al-‘arabiyya, translation Muhammad al-Rumaihi, Kuwait, 1977, with chapter 13, on Kuwait and the smaller Gulf states, removed; Persian translation, Arabistan bi salatin (Tehran: Kitabserai Kennedy, translation Bahram Afrasiabi, 1979).


2. For one sympathetic and critical assessment, see Maxime Rodinson, ‘A Marxist View of Arabia’, New Left Review, no. 95, January–February 1976. My own retrospective on this period is contained in ‘Marxism and the Arab World’ in Faleh Jabar (ed.) Post-Marxism and the Middle East (London: Saqi Books, 1997).


3. Anouar Abdel-Malek, ‘Orientalism in Crisis’, Diogenes 44, Winter 1963; Maxime Rodinson, Marxism and the Muslim Word (London: Zed Press, 1979, French original 1972) and Europe and the Mystique of Islam (London: University of Washington Press, 1991, French original 1980).


4. Mercenaries in the Persian Gulf: Counter-insurgency in Oman (Nottingham: Russell Press, 1979) provides an analysis of the factors leading to the defeat of the guerrillas in Dhofar; Soviet Policy in the Arc of Crisis (Washington: Institute for Policy Studies, 1981) includes analysis of the 1978 crisis in Aden; Revolution and Foreign Policy: The Case of South Yemen, 1967–1987 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) takes the PDRY story through the inter-party war of 1986; ‘The Third Inter-Yemeni War and its Consequences’, Asian Affairs (London, June 1995) chronicles the defeat of the Yemeni Socialist Party copied to varying degrees by other Gulf regimes.


5. Iran: Dictatorship and Development (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1978, and New York, 1979); Arabic and Persian translations; ‘The Iranian Revolution in Comparative Perspective’, Chapter 3 of Islam and the Myth of Confrontation (London: I.B. Tauris, 1986, later New York).


6. ‘Arabs and Persians: beyond the geopolitics of the Gulf’, Cahiers d’études sur la Méditerranée orientale et le monde Turco-Iranien, Paris, no. 22, 1996; reprinted in Nation and Religion in the Middle East (London: Saqi Books, 2000).


7. Perhaps the most poignant commentary on this aspect of Arabia came from the Iranian opposition leader Shokrallah Paknejad, whose imprisonment by SAVAK for organising support for Palestine I recorded in the chapter on Iran (pp. 487–8). In 1979, during preparations against press censorship by the Islamic Republic, I met Paknejad, he had read a copy of the book smuggled into jail but did not know the title, as the cover and front pages had been torn off to disguise it. On this, I was able to enlighten him. Some months afterwards he was arrested by the regime and later shot. Thus perished one of the finest spirits of modern Iran and an embodiment of Arab-Iranian solidarity.


8. For a retrospective assessment see my ‘The Middle East, the Great Powers and the Cold War’ in Yezid Sayigh and Avi Shlaim (eds), The Cold War and the Middle East (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).


9. Arabia Without Sultans, UK edition, p. 25. This whole introduction was omitted from the US edition, apparently on the grounds that it was too ‘heavy’.





Acknowledgements



It will be obvious to any reader that this book distils an experience that goes far beyond that of the writer; and many people have helped me write it. It is not the official position of any movement, and so far as I know no individual or party shares all the views it puts forward. It is an account, by an outside observer, of a revolutionary process that I have tried to report and understand. I have a special debt of thanks to Fawwaz Trabulsi, without whom the project would never have begun, and to the members of the Gulf Committee, who encouraged and tolerated me for several years. I would also like to thank those people who read parts of the manuscript and helped me to improve it: Perry Anderson, Anthony Barnett, Jon Halliday, Judith Herrin, Helen Lackner, Maxine Molyneux, Roger Owen, Bill Warren and Ken Whitting-ham. Many comrades from the region under discussion – Iranians, Arabs and Kurds – have also helped me, but most for obvious reasons remain unnamed.


(From the Original Preface)


[image: image]


The author with former President Abdullah al-Sallal, Yemen, 1984.





Part One


Peninsular Politics






Introduction


The Revolutionary Movement


in Arabia



Uneven and Combined Development



Arabia underwent a striking transformation in the two decades after 1950. From being an area of extreme economic backwardness and of marginal importance to the world economy, it became the scene of intense development and acquired enormous strategic importance for world capitalism. While local ruling classes developed their own autonomy, the anti-imperialist movement in the peninsula, which had been till then a relatively minor and retarded sub-section of the movement in the Arab Middle East as a whole, was transformed into a powerful section of that movement and was able to develop the anti-imperialist struggle to a level never before achieved in the region.1 The rulers of the oil-producing states, in limited conflict with imperialism over Israel and oil profits, were intent on gaining a more influential position within world capitalism; the anti-imperialist movement wanted to destroy this system altogether.


This complex set of changes was a sharp instance of the Marxist law of combined and uneven development: capitalism unifies the world into a single market and into a system of political dominations; yet the different sub-sections of this world system remain distinct. In many cases the differences between them are accentuated by incorporation into a single system. It is because of this unevenness that the weakest links in the capitalist system as a whole may be found not in the most developed countries but in those countries where the retarded impact of capitalism creates contradictions that are all the sharper because the developments carried through elsewhere have not yet been completed. This was the basis of Lenin’s analysis of why the revolution was possible in backward Russia, and it underlies any subsequent analysis of the spread of socialist revolution to other colonial countries where capitalist development has been delayed: to China, Vietnam, Yugoslavia, Albania, Cuba. It is no longer an anomaly that advanced forms of political and ideological combat arise and triumph in poor and backward countries; it is not because these countries are in themselves retarded but because they are both backward and part of the unevenly developed world market that they can embark on the path of socialist revolution.


Until the twentieth century the Arabian peninsula was marginal to world history, which had in turn relatively little impact on it. No external power intervened to impose an exogenous transformation; peninsular society was arrested by its own structures and therefore incapable of internally generating change. The explosion of the Arabian tribes under the banner of Islam in the seventh century A.D. gave the peninsula a brief world-historical importance, but it was only in the twentieth century that Arabia’s isolation was broken and that the socio-economic structure of the area underwent irreversible change. Imperialism dominated the area politically from the early nineteenth century; at first its aim too was to fossilize and insulate the peninsula. In the mid twentieth century changes in the political and economic configuration of world capitalism altered this policy. Just as previously inaccessible and marginal areas such as Alaska and the Brazilian interior were brought into the capitalist market, so the long untouched Arabian peninsula was similarly integrated into an imperialist system that continued to expand its need for raw materials. This integration into the world market and the growth of the local ruling classes was paralleled by the development of a revolutionary movement that attacked the power both of imperialism and of those sections of peninsular society whose interests were tied to the capitalist world. This movement has a triple significance: (a) it for the first time created the possibility of a revolutionary break with the past structures of peninsula society; (b) it posed a direct threat to capitalist control of two thirds of all known oil resources, the largest single deposit of strategic raw materials in the world; (c) it broke out of the ideological and class patterns hitherto dominant in the anti-imperialist movement in the Middle East and was therefore a guide to a possible radicalization of the anti-imperialist movement in the whole region.



Imperialism in the Arab Middle East



It is this third aspect which must be examined both to explain the distance which the revolutionary movement in the peninsula has travelled and to focus on a possible consequence of the advance of revolution in the Arabian area of the world. The Middle East is a region which has undergone a long and diverse subjection to European colonialism. The Arab Middle East fell under intense imperialist control during the nineteenth century; peripheral areas, North Africa and Arabia, were annexed outright while the rival imperialist powers fought for influence in the central Arab regions, which at that time were oppressed by the Ottoman empire. The simultaneous durability and fragility of this empire constituted as ‘the eastern question’ a major diplomatic preoccupation of the late nineteenth century, and was only resolved by the First World War, which clarified inter-imperialist relations. This destroyed the Ottoman empire, led to the Russian Revolution and stripped a defeated Germany of its imperial influence. Italy, though a victor, was too weak to win any additional influence; and Britain and France were left alone to divide the conquered lands between them. The newly arrived imperialist United States made no territorial gains, but did use post-1918 changes in the inter-imperialist system to win its first foothold in Middle Eastern oil.


By the end of the Second World War many colonial Arab states had been granted a partial independence; Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq and Libya were launched on the world under the rule of classes which cooperated with imperialism. Further decolonization followed; at times it was forced on the imperialists (Algeria), and at other times it was placid (Kuwait). A variety of distinct Arab states emerged from this period. The number of forms that imperialism took, and the divisions between British and French rulers, compounded economic and political divisions rooted in the history of the region. As a result, separate state structures emerged, each with its own ruling class and each with a separate state apparatus, whose interests lay in preserving their separate identity. It is ahistorical to argue that imperialism simply created the divisions between Middle Eastern countries, or that these societies remained divided because imperialism kept them apart. Imperialism certainly intensified and used these divisions; but the differences themselves pre-existed imperialism. They are now partially independent of imperialism; and their autonomy is embodied in the class interests of the regimes in different countries. With both internal and external reinforcement, the forces of division in the Arab world are far stronger than the forces of unity; and no unity, except of a superficial and temporary kind, can be achieved without the destruction of these ruling classes. This means that unity between sections of the Middle East can only come after the socialist revolution in each part. It cannot predate it.2


While the Arab world is divided into distinct states there exists among all classes consciousness of a common Arab identity and a desire for unity. Much of this finds expression in the mystified and classless invocation of a common ‘Arabism’, a concept used to their own advantage by the ruling classes within each state. On the one hand, these states do benefit from limited political and economic cooperation; the different Arab states form a political community within which aid can be deployed to stabilize whichever regime requires it. They are also able to benefit from economic complementarities; oil-producing states can bank reserves and develop services in Egypt and Lebanon; Egyptian and Lebanese capitalists can provide goods and services in the Gulf. On the other hand the ruling classes are able to manipulate the popular sense of unity in order to reinforce their own position, and thereby that of imperialism. By posing as the champions of a classless Arabism they are able to deflect criticism from the oppressed within their own country. This has gone with a restricted ability to meet the threats from outside against whom national unity is involved. Arab regimes for decades manipulated the Palestinian question to ensure class collaboration within their own states and at the same time proved incapable of assisting the Palestinian people to assert their self-determination.3 In this way the predominance of a national rather than a class conception contributed to the continued strength of imperialism throughout the area, and to the disunity of the Arab world.



Nasserism and Its Limits


The dominant anti-imperialist trend after 1945 was Arab nationalism, embodied most notably in Nasserism but also finding an expression in Ba’athism. In both cases it represented opposition both to control of the economy by imperialism, large landowners and the Arab bourgeoisie, and to a profound transformation of the Arab countries prepared to empower the masses and organize them in democratic control of the economy. This force found expression in the expansion of the state sector which provided employment (large armies, nationalized industries, expansive bureaucracies), in private landowning and carried out certain anti-imperialist measures. It was anti-bourgeois in so far as capital accumulation and the provision of employment could be better advanced under state control. But within this overall domination by the state, a new ruling class was able to consolidate and exercise a new form of class dictatorship.4


The clearest instance of this was Nasserism. Both in Egypt and in the Arab world as a whole it was the representative of anti-imperialism and won a number of victories. In Egypt it lessened the power of the landowning class, expelled foreign capital and nationalized the Suez Canal. It also contributed to the growth of nationalism in other Arab countries. Yet ultimately its interests were not contradictory to those of the landowners and larger bourgeois; it did not destroy their power, but integrated them into the new system, in which power was shared by landowners, officers and bureaucrats. Similarly, its foreign initiatives foundered when the class interests of the regime so dictated. It was unable to fulfil its promise of Arab unity or to resolve the Palestinian question; and, as will be shown, its anti-imperialist initiatives in the Arabian peninsula collapsed. The Egyptian masses suffered immensely in these blundering foreign initiatives, which demanded large sacrifices of money and life. Yet throughout the 1950s and 1960s they followed Nasserite leadership, both because it did represent a more progressive regime internally than what had gone before and because they were presented with no viable alternative.


In the 1960s the anti-imperialist trend represented by Nasserism entered a crisis. The movement’s ideological confusions and veiled class character became more apparent. Nasserism consequently split: a pro-western faction moved to the right, while a minority of genuine anti-imperialists broke with Nasserism on the left. This decline included the breakdown of unity between Egypt and Syria (1961), the emergence of a workers’ and peasants’ opposition in Egypt (1965), and defeat by Israel (1967). The latter crisis, in particular made it seem that the anti-imperialist rhetoric of the Egyptian state represented a concealed justification for the class dictatorship of the army and the state, who proved incapable of carrying out their anti-imperialist undertakings. The defeat of 1967 unleashed a series of demonstrations and protests inside Egypt which the regime could smother but not prevent. The discrediting of the regular armies of the Arab world lent new authority to those who propounded guerrilla war, a process intensified by the then prominent example of the Vietnamese struggle.


In the years following the June 1967 defeat the Arab governments formerly able to pose as anti-imperialist moved to the right. The June defeat caused a general leftward radicalization and a break with Nasserism which was overshadowed by a decisive rightist shift in the core Arab states – in Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan. Nasser’s death in October 1970, just after Hussein’s massacre of the Palestinians, accelerated this process by removing the individual whose personal role had been integral to anti-imperialist unity. His Egyptian epigone – Anwar es-Sadat – has taken further processes always inherent in Nasserism: its class oppression, its opportunism, its anti-communism and its mystificatory use of religion. The trend he represents shows that ‘petty-bourgeois nationalism’ in the Arab world is not defeated; it has assumed a more virulent and repressive form. In the aftermath of the October 1973 war, the Egyptian state brought its policies of the past six years to a culmination: the nationalizations of the Nasserite period itself were undone, foreign capital was invited to re-enter the country, and Henry Kissinger was greeted as the saviour of the Cairo regime. Sadat, who had been able to use the financial support of the oil-producing states to offset the defeat of 1967, was bent on reshaping Egyptian society along the lines which the Saudis and Kuwaitis most wanted to see.


A successful revolutionary movement in the Arab states would have had to break with the legacy of Nasserism. Since the Arab Communist parties have so far been weak, a future vanguard party would probably include the left-wing remnants of Nasserism. Any such break with nationalism would have to be dialectical; it would assert Nasserism’s achievements and the promises it was unable to fulfil, while pointing out its inadequacies and the need to found a movement on a new basis.5 The components of such an initiative would comprise both a class break and an ideological break. No successful anti-imperialist or democratic movement in the Arab world can be led by the Arab bourgeoisies or by petty-bourgeois states, which create new class dictatorships. The record of these regimes is clear for all to see. Although there are always differences between imperialism and the ruling classes in post-colonial capitalist countries, and between the old and new ruling classes, there is a convergence of interests, made all the stronger when a revolutionary movement challenges the interests of them all.


In such a change the ideological break corresponds to a class break. An essential tenet of bourgeois anti-imperialism is that all classes of a colonial country share a common interest in the face of a foreign country. Class conflict, in this schema, must be subordinated to national unity. This theme is a constant of Arab nationalist rhetoric and is reinforced by calls for class unity in the face of the Zionist enemy. Recent evolution of alliances in the colonial world shows that such a position is incorrect. Imperialism involves both national and class oppression, but class collaboration has formed the basis not for anti-imperialist unity but for inter-class domestic peace and imperialist penetration through which local ruling classes and imperialism are able to consolidate their common interests. A second ideological feature is the need for political action founded on the workers and peasants; Nasserism constantly invoked the ‘masses’, yet exhibited a profound distrust and contempt of them. It allowed no effective mass political organization, no people’s militia, no political education programme, no organs of popular power. Instead, crowds of misled workers and peasants were brought out and treated to hours of demagogy, confused with rhetoric and attacked whenever they took independent initiatives. The gross degeneration of this practice under Sadat should not obscure the fact that it was always integral to Arab nationalism in its bourgeois form.


A third component of the break involves the movement’s theoretical basis. A deviation Marxists have fought from the beginning is the thesis that there are different kinds of socialism, and that some societies are exempt from laws operating in other societies. ‘Arab socialism’ as developed in the 1950s and 1960s was a recent product of this deviation. It derived from the idea that the Arab world was different from other societies and that an anti-imperialist movement could be based on concepts from within the intellectual universe of contemporary Arab society and culture. The central concepts of this universe were Arab unity and Islam; and many attempts were made by nationalists to found their politics on these.


The weaknesses and strengths of the concept of classless ‘Arab unity’ have been discussed; confronted by the interests of the Arab ruling classes, the attempt to found such a unity was bound to fail. Islam was no more adequate a guide. Like all religions its social and ideological roles were largely articulated by class forces. A body of religious doctrine elaborated in the seventh century and subsequently built on could have no ‘intrinsic’ or ‘essential’ political quality. In some pre-capitalist periods of Islamic history when scientific social thought was impossible, religion had provided mass movements with the expression of revolutionary aspirations and had enabled intellectuals to formulate their hostility towards society; in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Islamic fundamentalism had taken the form of a distorted mass reaction to the impact of imperialism. Yet Islam could provide no basis for liberation of the Arab peoples; and in the twentieth century it acted as a form of enslavement.


There is need for both a theoretical break with religion and for a political handling of its role. Islam retains a spectacular vitality that cannot be attributed merely to the economic level of the Arab world. Religion was far weaker in semi-colonial China, and, conversely, has not died out in developed capitalist countries such as the United States. Its ferocious vigour in Northern Ireland is another counter-example. There is no reason to suppose that in the Middle East economic development will necessarily weaken the hold of Islam. It has played an important political role; it has been used by the ruling classes to confuse the population and to block socialist or communist thinking.6 It is a fact that in Arab countries the very accusation of atheism can seriously damage revolutionary political work. This means that on the one hand it is all the more essential to supersede Islam with materialist thought and on the other hand it is extremely difficult to do so. While it is essential, therefore, for religious conceptions to be purged from revolutionary thought, the handling of religious thought and practice among the population will depend on the tactical situation of each movement.7



Revolution in the Peninsula



The revolutionary movements in the Arabian peninsula have grown out of, and in conflict with, the policies of Nasserism. Their theories are formulated in universal categories which are then applied to the specific conditions of the Arab world. They insist on the need for a proletarian leadership in the liberation struggle and suggest a critique of the class character of the pre-existing ‘Arab socialist’ governments. They have mainly used not the military coup but protracted people’s war. Their unity with other struggles is based not on invoking a classless ‘Arab unity’ but on the class solidarity of Arab and non-Arab workers and peasants. At the same time they are politically aware of specific local cultures, the close political ties of the Arab people and the national aspect of imperialist oppression. They all respect Islam and reject accusations of atheism. But these particularities have a political framework that has broken with some of the Nasserite past’s particularist illusions. Both social and political factors have provoked this sudden emergence of an advanced politics in the most backward part of the Arab world. The area was one where imperialism allied with and sustained the most oppressive social systems and produced the most impoverished social conditions. In themselves these would not necessarily have produced a nationalist movement; and if they had, this would probably have taken a traditional form. What provoked the emergence of a revolutionary movement was the way in which a delayed and then intense introduction of capitalism accentuated opposition to the role of imperialism and its Arab clients. Moreover a working class was created in a matter of a few years, as capitalism became embodied in a large service-oriented port (Aden) and in economic growth tied to oil (the Gulf). In both these areas the workers were mostly peasants from the peninsular hinterland; their sudden encounter with nationalist ideas and capitalist exploitation produced a shock that was at once relayed to the villages that had escaped direct capitalist development. Hence the confinement of capitalist growth to the coastal perimeter did not prevent the impact of this growth from being felt in a far wider area.


The British attempted a transition from the old fossilizing and preventive form of rule to one involving widespread economic development. Both global decolonization and local circumstances caused this transition to bring formal independence to the colonial states of the Arabian peninsula. The imperialist powers intended to use the state and the social base deployed in the first period for use in the second. Yet the apparatus of these states, and their ruling classes, were very weak, precisely because of the form first taken by colonialism. In some states the transition proved relatively easy; Kuwait was the outstanding example. In others, such as Saudi Arabia, Oman and Abu Dhabi, the incumbent rulers had to be displaced by sections more capable of presiding over capitalist development. In other areas there emerged large-scale challenges to their position: in Bahrain and Aden in the 1950s working-class nationalist movements were held down; but in the 1960s counter-revolution suffered setbacks.


The first of these was the North Yemen revolution, in September 1962. Although North Yemen had not been occupied by imperialism its very insulation had resulted from a balance of international forces; when internal conditions of this balance broke down, outside forces – imperialism and Arab nationalism – burst in, bringing an eight-year war for control of the country. The revolution in North Yemen was defeated; it had originally taken the form of a military coup, and the masses were not organized to defend it. The character of the subsequent Egyptian intervention further isolated the republican state from the masses and allowed the counter-revolutionary royalists to pose as defenders of Yemeni nationalism against foreign intervention. A coalition of military and tribal leaders was later formed to impose on the North a counter-revolutionary peace.


The revolutionary movements of South Yemen and the Sultanate of Oman evolved otherwise; the 1962 revolution in North Yemen was the political precondition for escalation of these two subsequent struggles, both of which were more radical and successful in their development. The contrast does not uniquely depend on social differences, although the impact of capitalism via a migrant working class was more strongly felt in the South Yemeni hinterland and in South Oman than in North Yemen. Similar social conditions produced opposite political results. Tribalism was strong in all three areas, but while it was reinforced in North Yemen it weakened in South Yemen and in Oman. One reason for this divergence was that in the two latter areas imperialism had allied with tribal leaders, who were therefore more clearly exposed as enemies of the workers and peasants. Furthermore, in South Yemen and Oman the struggle began as a guerrilla operation against the state, whereas in North Yemen the republicans had to defend a weak central state against centrifugal tribalism. In South Yemen and Oman the revolutionary movement was able to canalize and transform pre-existing tribal hostility to the centralized state, whereas in North Yemen the counter-revolutionaries were able to mobilize this sentiment against the revolutionary republic. In the early 1960s these social factors were combined with the political trend. It was Nasserism that most dominated the Arab world and that had inspired the anti-imperialist movements of the peninsula – the proletarian opposition in Aden and Bahrain, and the North Yemeni revolution itself. The Suez crisis of 1956 and the Yemeni revolution of 1962 were the peninsular apogees of Nasserism. Yet it was in the peninsula that imperialism and its Arab clients first weakened Nasserism; in North Yemen it eventually compromised with Saudi Arabia and the royalist counter-revolutionaries; in South Yemen it deliberately hampered the liberation movement and sought an agreement with imperialism; in the Gulf its anti-imperialism was succeeded by abject capitulation to Arabia’s pro-imperialist regimes after 1967.


This transition was acutely felt in the peninsula but was also part of a crisis experienced throughout the Arab world. The most specific instances occurred within the pan-Arab Nasserite organization the Movement of Arab Nationalists (MAN).8 For the MAN Nasserism’s major failures were its vacillation in the peninsula, the emergence of a new class dictatorship in Egypt and the defeat of June 1967. All revealed the class character of Nasserism and the consequent limits of its anti-imperialism. In both the peninsular and Palestinian sections of the MAN debate raged throughout the mid 1960s and the movement partly shifted from nationalism towards an anti-imperialism influenced by Marxism-Leninism Specifically Arab impulsion in this direction was encouraged by global conjuncture – the prestige of Cuba, of Vietnam and of the People’s Republic of China. The MAN consequently disintegrated, and certain of its former sections, among Palestinians, and in the Arabian peninsula, developed independently.


This post-1967 radicalization encountered many problems. The sudden emergence of ‘Marxist-Leninist’ trends within Arab nationalism gave way by the early 1970s to a more broadly defined anti-imperialism. The ‘adoption’ of Marxism-Leninism had both superficial and profound aspects. In the shocked aftermath of the 1967 defeat this revolutionary but unknown theory was seized upon by many nationalists as an answer to the failure of existing institutions and ideas. The rubric ‘Marxist-Leninist’ was distorted to denote any nationalists critical of existing trends. But as old problems remained the initial appeal of ‘Marxism-Leninism’ paled, and many who had claimed enthusiastically to espouse it no longer did so. On the other hand, some revolutionary groups had absorbed the lessons of the Nasserite period and broken with the practices and theories of the past. For them too, it became clear that broad political alliances were essential to meet the threats from the united enemy, and that mass support was not won by slogans. Without abandoning the lessons of the past, they expressed their politics more carefully. A period of harsher and less rhetorical activity succeeded the seductions of the revolutionary phrase.


The future of this radicalism depended on its internal evolution and on its struggle with counter-revolution. Arab conservatism and the imperialist powers, while quarrelling over inter-capitalist issues, were united in wanting to insulate and crush it. It posed a long-term threat to the oil reserves of the Gulf and the political stability of all Arab states. It thus opened up the possibility of an alternative fate for the peoples of the Middle East still under various intense oppressions. For them the radical anti-imperialism developing in the Arabian peninsula pointed to a liberated future.


Notes


1. There exists a large, specialized, theoretical literature on imperialism and the development of the capitalist mode of production, which cannot be engaged with, or even summarized here. Definitions must suffice: by capitalism, I mean a mode of production in which there is commodity production, and where labour itself has become a commodity; by imperialism, I mean that system, which evolved in the nineteenth century, by which the more developed (i.e. industrialized) capitalist states exploited and subjected the less developed world. ‘Colonialism’ refers to that specific stage of imperialism which involves direct, usually formal, political annexation.


2. This question of Arab unity is normally presented in terms of whether there exists an Arab nation or not. Nations do not exist in an abstract form but only when a unified ruling class brings them into existence. In this sense an Arab nation could be constituted through a future unification movement; it does not exist in a concrete sense at the moment.


3. The basis of an internationalist position on the Palestinian people must be a recognition of their situation as a people dominated by colonialist oppression (in this case Zionism) and of their right to wage political and armed struggle to end this oppression and to achieve self-determination. The assertion that the Palestinian problem is the result of a clash between two equally legitimate nationalisms, Israeli and Palestinian, avoids the central structural element that the Israeli nation has constituted itself by oppressing the Palestinians. Hence the two nationalisms cannot be placed on a par. Any just rectification of this oppression will involve the ending of Zionism, and of the Zionist state, the form of colonialism concretized in Israel. Given such a rectification the Israeli nation will be entitled to the rights of any national group, including secession and an independent state.


4. For an excellent theorization of this form of state see Hamza Alavi, ‘The Post-Colonial State’, New Left Review, No. 74, July–August 1972. For analyses of the Nasserite regime see Anouar Abdel-Malek, Egypt: Military Society, New York, 1968; and Mahmoud Hussein, Class Struggle in Egypt, New York, 1972. A socialist critique of Nasserism has nothing in common with the racist anti-Nasserism prevalent in Europe and North America. In so far as Nasser angered and challenged imperialist interests of these continents, he deserves praise; the criticism of his foreign policy is that it was not anti-imperialist enough. Similarly, the progressive features of Nasserism must be defended against the corrupt ‘de-Nasserization’ launched in Egypt by Sadat and his équipe. The most succinct statement of Nasserist ideology is contained in The Charter of the Arab Socialist Union, published in 1963.


5. A similar process can be seen in other countries where nationalism was far more powerful than communism, and where the critical evolution of the nationalist movement led to the emergence of a left-wing nationalism influenced by Marxism. The emergence of the Iranian urban guerrillas out of Mosadeq’s National Front in Iran is one example (see p. 486); in Latin America, an analogous radicalization has occurred, as for example in Argentina, within Peronism, and in Ireland, the emergence of a ‘socialist’ current within republicanism, fifty years after the death of Connolly, signalled an analogous evolution. The litmus test in all these cases was not whether the nationalists added social demands to their nationalist programmes, but whether they were capable of making a socialist critique of their nationalism, and of breaking firmly with the reactionary components of their nationalist ideology.


6. The reactionary deployment of Islam in Pakistan has provided the ideological basis for the constitution of that artificial and oppressive state, whose true character was exploded by the Bengali nationalist movement in 1971. An equally reactionary use of religion to cement a state can be seen in Israel, where Judaism has provided an ideological basis for a racist and chauvinist regime.


7. A separate and equally important reason for purging the liberation movement of Islamic content is that unless this is done it excludes many workers and peasants throughout the Middle East; up to 20 per cent of the Egyptian population and up to 50 per cent of the Lebanese population are Christians; and it is clear that there can be no common struggle of Palestinians and anti-Zionist Israelis as long as particularist ideologies hold sway.


8. The MAN (Harakat al-Qaumiyyin al-Arab) was founded in exiled Palestinian circles after the 1948 Arab–Israeli war. Its branches spread to many parts of the Arab world and were closely linked to the Egyptian state. Among its original members were Nayyef Hawatmeh and George Habbash, later prominent in the Palestinian guerrilla movement. Following the June 1967 war the MAN divided. Currently independent groups which originated in the MAN include the National Liberation Front, in South Yemen; the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman and the Arab Gulf; the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine; and the Popular Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine.





Chapter One


Society and History in the Arabian Peninsula



The Economy of Arabia and the Structure of Tribes



The revolutionary movement that swept the Arabian peninsula in the 1960s emerged from a society of the most static and impoverished kind. The peninsula, known to Arabs as al-Jazira (the peninsula) and only to non-Arabs as ‘Arabia’, had only a relative unity; it was split by geographical, social and historical divisions, and the operations of imperialism had increased political distinctions between its different parts.1 At no time in its history, except for a few years at the beginning of the Islamic era, had it been united under a single power. Yet despite these disunifying factors Arabia had a definable cohesion, derived both from geographical unity and from economic links that had existed for millennia and had been strengthened in the twentieth century. Whatever its variations, the peninsula possessed a general system that had operated along constant lines from the first millennium B.C. to the middle of the twentieth century.


The most prominent feature of the Arabian peninsula is known to every outsider: the area is predominantly barren with little water or cultivable land. It has always been populated sparsely, and even in the mid twentieth century it has a population of under twelve million for an area of over one million square miles. This gives it a population density of around 10–11 per square mile, one of the lowest in the world. The amount of cultivated land is minimal: in Saudi Arabia, the largest state, around 0·2 per cent of the land is cultivated; in South Yemen it rises to 0·5 per cent; in Oman it rises to possibly 1 per cent and in North Yemen it reaches its highest proportion, at around 5 per cent. There is regular rainfall in only a few minor parts of the peninsula. In the mountains of Yemen, Dhofar and Oman the monsoon comes in from the Indian Ocean and provides a regular down-pour; but in the whole of Arabia not one river flows all the year from its source to the sea.


[image: image]


Map 2 The Arabian Peninsula – Physical


Arabia is not in the main a land of sandy deserts. Parts of the area known to outsiders as the ‘Empty Quarter’ are of this classic romantic kind of desert; and most of the peninsula is barren. But the most common kind of desert is hard steppe-like land, often stony, but capable of supporting a transient plant life when occasional rains fall.


The peninsula rises sharply in the west along the Red Sea coast and then slopes gradually eastwards towards the coast of the Gulf.2 Parts of North Yemen, Dhofar and Oman are mountainous, and the smaller Shammar, Tuwaiq and Hijaz ranges rise in the middle and north of the peninsula. Most inhabitants are not, as commonly supposed, pastoral nomads. Although up to 40 per cent of them are nomadic bedouin, and they certainly predominate in most of the land area, 50 per cent of the population are settled people, concentrated in the fertile areas and along the coast. The majority are peasants and fishermen, not herders of camels and goats. There are also a number of towns, both on the coast and in the interior. Some were previously agricultural centres, in fertile parts of Yemen and Oman and in the oases of the desert, and including towns such as Medina, Sanaa, Shibam and Nizwa. Others were trading and transit centres dependent on the fluctuations of a particular market; these included Mecca, Aden, Muscat and Kuwait.


Historically the peninsula had a subsistence economy; but a commercial sector existed that markedly influenced the general social condition. In the areas where nomadic pastoralism dominated, mainly in the north, the bedouin lived off their camels, which provided food, clothing, housing materials and transport. The camels fed off the permanent vegetation of oases and off the greenery that sprung up in the desert after occasional rains. In the settled southern part of the peninsula and in the agricultural oases peasants grew cereals and dates. Throughout most areas irrigation systems conserved what water there was. Only in the tropical mountains of Dhofar was there enough rain for crops to be grown without irrigation, and there, for social reasons, the population remained predominantly nomadic. Both nomadic and settled peoples practised trade, of which there were three distinct varieties. The first was intra-peninsular exchange between different economic sectors; nomads traded animal products (milk, skins, etc.) for peasant crops and for products of the small artisanal community in the towns. Fishermen traded their catch for the produce of the other sectors. The second kind of trade involved the exchange of peninsular products for imported goods. The most important exported product used to be incense, grown in the South Yemeni hills and above all in Dhofar. It was transported, via a caravan route, up the western peninsula along the Red Sea to the Mediterranean, and was also exported by sea to India. In the eighteenth century North Yemen exported large quantities of coffee, via the port of Mocha, to Europe and North America. In return for these exports the peninsula purchased gold and the manufactured products of the countries to the north. The third form of exchange was the entrepot trade; lying between India, China and Africa on the south-east and south-west and the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia (modern Iraq) on the north, both the peninsula and its adjacent waterways were used for this purpose. Although this trade did not originate in the peninsula it benefited Arabia considerably, and the caravan route that transferred incense north from south Arabia was also dependent for its prosperity on this entrepot trade. The fate of the entrepot ports in both the Gulf and the Red Sea, most notably Aden and Muscat, was therefore affected by the state of trade at either end of this route. Growth in Egypt meant expansion in Aden; crisis in Mesopotamia meant decline in Muscat and in other Gulf ports. Economic dependence on the countries to the north was greater and more lasting than any political relationship.


The predominant form of social organization was the tribe. This was a kinship unit, formally based on real or imagined descent from a common ancestor through the male line.3 Marriage was usually within the tribe, and women from other tribes, sometimes married for reasons of dynastic alliance, were assumed into the tribe of the man they married. The tribe was the unit that constituted economic, military and political activity, in settled communities as among nomads. Both in the sedentary peasant societies of Yemen and Oman, and in merchant towns such as Aden, Bahrain and Kuwait, the tribe remained the constitutive form of social organization. In many cases transition to sedentarization and, later, contact with the more developed outside world actually served to reinforce, rather than weaken, tribal ties.


The leader of the tribe was the sheikh (literally ‘old man’). He had two main duties: to arbitrate within the tribe between conflicting factions and to represent the tribe and lead it in dealings with external forces, whether in peace or in war. The sheikh was formally chosen by the council of leading tribal figures, known as the majles, and his position was liable to be challenged if he did not perform his duties in the way that the more powerful members of the tribe wanted. In practice the position of sheikh was often reserved for members of specific families within the tribe and could be passed from father to son; once appointed, a sheikh could use this power to eliminate any challenge. The assertion made by some romantic writers that the tribe was in any meaningful sense a ‘democratic’ institution is inaccurate. An important aspect of Arabian life, especially among the nomads, is that the economy of the people was so near subsistence that there was no significant surplus for anyone with power to appropriate. In this sense the sheikh was no richer than his fellow tribesmen. But power within the tribe was always reserved for the more influential minority of male family leaders, and their powers of arbitration included powers of economic management. Elder male members of a tribe also had the power to fix bride-prices and to arrange marriages; this too gave them control of one of the key means of allotting and transferring wealth within tribal society. In the settled and merchant communities, where division of labour and surpluses were more articulated, the position of sheikh carried definite economic advantages.


Because of the relatively undeveloped economic system, property took correspondingly simple forms. In even the most arrested nomadic societies individual families possessed their own movable objects – tents, cooking utensils, clothes – and in nearly all cases it was the family, not the tribe, that owned animals. ‘Land ownership’ varied with economic activity: in nomadic areas tribes as a whole had by tradition the rights to certain grazing areas and to particular sources of water. Though the exclusive ‘property’ of specific tribes, these were not worked on in any way. Similarly, in settled areas, agricultural land was the domain of specific tribes, with the difference that here individual ownership was found. In North Yemen and in Oman, as well as in the oases of central Arabia, the most common form of agrarian labour was share-cropping; the owners of the land, who could be sheikhs, or small merchants,4 or simply richer peasants, would get other labourers to work on their lands in return for a percentage of the crop. In the coastal towns boat-owners would hire fishers and pearl divers in return for their receiving a share of the catch. In both the agrarian and maritime areas small individual operators, individual peasants or fishermen, were common.


In former tribal society some animals may have been owned collectively, and there certainly was collective tribal appropriation of water and grazing rights. There is no evidence of full collective ownership of animals; and there is every indication that even in the most ‘primitive’ tribes power was unequally distributed, first as between men and women, and secondly as between more and less powerful male leaders within the tribe. In the centuries after the founding of Islam there arose numerous utopian communist sects inside the Moslem community who called for collective ownership of land and other property and who, like the analogous movements inside medieval Christianity, were accused of many apparently unorthodox practices. These movements spread to parts of the Arabian peninsula and traces of them are said to survive; but whatever the truth of this, their ‘communism’ would be quite distinct from the primitive tribal communism that allegedly existed in early Arabian society.5


Relations between tribes were regulated by a set of conventions which controlled and constantly reaccentuated inter-tribal conflicts. The basic forms of inter-tribal relations were alliances and feuds. Allied tribes formed confederations – hilf, plural ahlaf – which agreed not to fight, or agreed to join in a common campaign; but these were usually without any accepted dominant leader and altered rapidly. In both North Yemen and the interior of Oman there existed long-standing confederations; yet even here membership of such groups varied. Most conflicts were between sub-sections and did not involve all the members of the confederation at any one time. Inter-tribal feuding was a dominant feature of the area and one which prevented the emergence of larger political units or of economic cooperation. It locked individuals into the tribe, since it was incumbent on a tribe to avenge a wrong done to any member of the tribe; and an individual without a tribe was, conversely, helpless.


Because of the prevalence of feuding, every tribesman, whether nomad or peasant, was also a warrior. Feuding was partly provoked by the scarcity of water, food and animals, which encouraged constant theft. The pillaging of caravans, or at least the exaction of tolls, formed a major part of the livelihood of many tribes. Yet feuding was also an integral and autonomous part of the system of the peninsula, and continued irrespective of scarcity of resources.6 While usually less common in settled societies, feuding did itself prevent sedentarization. A tribe with its wealth located in an arable crop was more vulnerable to attack than one which could move and split up its wealth. As an ideological consequence, many tribes felt it dishonourable to practise agriculture.


Stratification operated both within and between tribes. The growth of social inequalities accompanying sedentarization in turn encouraged differences between members of tribes in power, wealth and ownership of the means of production. From the most primitive nomadic societies onwards some families were more privileged than others, either by having more camels or by traditionally greater influence within the tribe. Outside intervention encouraged this influence; by bribing a sheikh to get his tribe’s loyalty, an outside power gave the sheikh the means (gold coin, guns) to increase his domination over the members of this tribe. The major social consequence of the Yemeni civil war of 1962–70 was the strengthening of sheikhs in this way; the advent of new money and of capitalism to North Yemen actually reinforced pre-capitalist relations.


Tribes were traditionally graded according to the stronger and weaker, the richer and the poorer, those who carried arms and those who did not. The share-croppers who worked in settled areas were frequently from lower tribes rather than from the same tribe as the landowner. At either end of the social scale there were minorities who were outside the tribal system altogether. At the top end in Yemen and elsewhere arbitrators and often landowners formed the Sada. This caste claimed direct descent from Mohammad but was not considered a tribe like other kinship groups. At the bottom of the social scale in Yemen and in Oman were domestic slaves, often imported from Africa, and outcast groups who performed specific jobs. In Yemen the akhdam – probably descendants of Ethiopian immigrants – were menial artisans in the towns and were considered even lower than slaves. In Oman a group called the afaris, of indeterminate but apparently non-Arab descent, were traditionally employed as keepers of irrigation systems when tribes left their oases for seasonal wanderings.


Peninsular society was marked by great poverty and an inability to develop. Both the nomads of the deserts and the sedentary societies of Yemen and the Omani interior were stagnant, and trapped individuals in a system from which there was no escape. In so far as it helped weaken these systems the advent of capitalism was a progressive development. This was not because in itself it was the best possible, but because it introduced some improvements; and, although it substituted one form of oppression for another, it also provided a means for the peoples of Arabia independently to develop their society and break out of the arrested structures of the past three thousand years.



The Peninsula and the Islamic World



From the earliest known period the Arabian peninsula comprised a settled southern part and a nomadic north. Early history mainly concerns the settled civilizations of the south.7 The fertile soil and annual rains of Yemen made agriculture possible; and the prosperity of the region’s pre-Islamic kingdoms rested on centralized direction of agriculture and control of the incense crop. The Minaeans (c. 1500 B.C.–900 B.C.), the Sabaeans (c. 900 B.C.–115 B.C.) and the Himyarites (c. 115 B.C.–A.D. 525) are the most notable of these kingdoms, some of which extended over the whole of present North Yemen, South Yemen and Dhofar. The crux of this system was reputed to be the dam at Marib in northern Yemen, allegedly constructed in the seventh century B.C. and which functioned until the second century A.D. The decline of the south Arabian kingdom is associated with the ‘bursting’ of the Marib dam, though this may be a convenient myth for explaining a more general decline caused by shifting trade routes and political decay.


Numerous inscriptions, religious or related to the irrigation system, are to be found in the south Arabian area and give an idea of the civilization that flourished there. Through the incense trade Yemen had contact with the classical civilizations around the Mediterranean and the ‘Queen of Sheba’ (Sheba = Sabaea) is reported in the Bible to have visited Solomon in Jerusalem. The Romans knew Yemen as ‘happy Arabia’ (Arabia Felix) to distinguish it from ‘stony Arabia’ (Arabia Petrea) that lay to the north. In 24 B.C. they even launched an unsuccessful attack on it led by Allius Gallus, prefect of Egypt under Caesar Augustus. After the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 many Jews emigrated to Yemen and Judaism was the official religion in the last days of the Himyaritic kingdom.8


The Himyarites fell in A.D. 525 to an Abyssinian invasion which imposed Christianity on the area. This defeat marked the end of the south Arabian civilizations. The decline had set in long before that with the ‘bursting’ of the Marib dam and there had been a series of migrations from the Yemeni area to Oman and northwards into the more nomadic zones. The nomads of the north had contact both with the settled south and with the agrarian communities of the Fertile Crescent and Egypt; and the trade route ran from south Arabia through the nomadic areas. Several political entities had briefly existed on the border of the Roman and Iranian empires in the first centuries of the Christian epoch; and military and political events in these northern states had an effect on the nomads to the south. For most of this time the Arabian interior was under no unified rule and the states that did spring up were limited by the powers in the north. In the sixth and seventh centuries, however, the Iranian and Byzantine empires grew weaker in the northern border areas of the peninsula, and the Arabian tribes launched themselves northwards on a victorious campaign.


The origins of this great expansion lay in the towns of Mecca and Medina, which were situated in western Arabia on the trade route. Mecca was a trading town without any agricultural community; Medina was situated in an oasis. The emergence of Islam was generated by several interrelated factors – by the influx of migrant tribes from the decaying southern civilization, by the growth of social differentiation in Mecca and Medina and by ideological conflicts between Jews, Christians and Arab pagans in the trading towns. Mohammad, born in Mecca in A.D. 570, was expelled from Mecca because his new beliefs threatened the tolerant religious atmosphere of Mecca, on which rested its commercial prosperity. He was able to settle, however, at Medina, where rival tribal factions accepted him as an arbitrator in their disputes and subsequently became converts to his new religion.9


As a religious belief, Islam was generated and consolidated in towns – in Medina and in Mecca. Only later did it spread to the desert people who provided its expansionist dynamic with military backing for the conquests of the mid seventh century. Within a few decades of the flight of Mohammad to Medina (A.D. 622), the Arab armies had captured the whole peninsula, Iran, parts of the Byzantine empire and all of North Africa and Spain. But though these conquests diffused the Islamic religion and the Arabic language over a vast area, they had surprisingly small political effect in the region of their origin. From the beginning the Islamic capital was outside the peninsula; although Mecca remained a centre of pilgrimage, the political capitals of the Moslem world – Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo and Istanbul – lay in the agrarian states to the north; and the cities and tribes of the peninsula soon broke any strong ties of allegiance to the imperial centres.10


From the eighth to the nineteenth centuries outside influence on and control of the peninsula was inconsistent. Although the early Arab empires of the Ummayads (up to 750) and the Abbasids (750–1258) tried to conquer and tax parts of the peninsula, they had little success, and as the Abbasid empire weakened in the ninth and tenth centuries Arabian autonomy was correspondingly confirmed. The last major Moslem empire was that of the Ottoman Turks, who captured Constantinople in 1453 and occupied Egypt in 1517. They sent armies to Yemen and to Mecca and imposed an exploitative administration which lasted for over a century until their empire began to weaken. In the eighteenth century a revitalized Iranian state attacked across the Gulf and briefly ruled the coast of Oman. In the nineteenth century a temporarily revived Turkish empire tried once again to exert control on the Hijaz and Yemen, and the Turks were only finally expelled in the First World War. Neither the economy nor the social organization of the peninsula were lastingly affected by these incursions.



The Impact of Imperialism



All the Islamic empires that had tried to rule Arabia had been based on pre-capitalist modes of production. These extracted surplus wealth without necessarily transforming the socio-economic order. Capitalism is unique among social formations in that over time it necessarily pervades and dominates the societies with which it comes into contact. In its extension from Europe and later from North America throughout the world it has only been successfully resisted by those societies that have tried to abolish it by socialist revolution. No pre-capitalist society has been able to hold out in the end against the capitalist onslaught.


Capitalism in the Arabian peninsula has gone through four phases of escalating intensity. In the first phase, from around 1500 to 1800, the impact of European capitalism was confined economically to trade and geographically to the ports of the Gulf and the Red Sea. In the second phase, from 1800 to the end of the Second World War, Britain carried out annexation that left the economic and social structures of the peninsula relatively unaltered. In the third phase, which began after 1945 with the rise of the Gulf oil industry and the expansion of the port of Aden, capitalist socio-economic relations made a major impact on the peninsula; at the same time direct political ties characteristic of the previous epoch began to be modified. By the beginning of the 1970s a fourth phase had begun: the growth of the oil industry had transformed the economic and political structure of the peninsula; the local ruling classes, enriched and encouraged, had acquired substantial economic and political importance within the world capitalist system.


In the first two phases capitalism saw the peninsula as marginal to its main strategic and economic interests, and had no intrinsic reason for changing the structure of Arabian society. In the decades after 1800 British control was established over a vast swathe of coastal territory running from Aden in the south-west, through Muscat at the north-eastern tip of the peninsula and up the coast of the Gulf. By the 1870s the British dominated two thirds of the peninsula’s coast. British policy in Arabia was governed by the desire to protect India, and this dictated a policy of retardation of the peninsula’s socio-economic life. Precisely because Arabia was a buffer, it was essential for the British to keep a firm grip on it.11


The general model of this form of colonialism was as follows. Local tribal leaders were patronized by the supply of money and weapons; if they resisted, these gifts were withheld and they were attacked. As a consequence, the policy of formally preserving the existing system became one of arresting certain changes and of encouraging others. None of the more conventional indices of colonial economic exploitation were found: there was no extraction of raw materials or growing of commercial crops, no settling of significant numbers of European settlers, no opening of lucrative but weak markets. Political and economic influences from outside were excluded. On the other hand, certain leaders became stronger, and divisions between tribes and between different regions were strengthened. For example, the pre-existing divisions between North and South Yemen, and between the interior of Oman and the coast of Oman (the so-called ‘Trucial States’), were accentuated and given a new solidity. The very policy of preventing change produced its own results, and, with the intense impact of change after 1945, the uneven and arrested society of the peninsula was to wreak an unexpected revenge on the forces that had dominated it till then.


Notes


1. There is no universally clear criterion for what constitutes the northern boundary of the peninsula, and the Arabian desert stretches up into parts of what are now Iraq and Jordan. In this book what is understood by ‘the peninsula’ has been extended to the northern boundaries of the present Saudi state.


2. In this book the term ‘the Gulf’ is used, rather than ‘the Persian Gulf’ or ‘the Arabian Gulf’. The question of nomenclature has been exploited by chauvinists in Iran and in Arab countries for their own diversionary purposes. The inhabitants are Arabs on one side and Iranians on the other. At the moment political power on land and sea belongs to the people of neither shore.


3. Little systematic anthropological work has been done on the peninsula, and few travel works contain even a glimmer of a general description. This absence has both reflected and reinforced the prevalent mystique about Arabia.


4. The merchant communities existed exclusively in towns; in the countryside usury and trade were controlled by sheikhs and landowners. Land owned by merchants was in the vicinity of towns. The power of the merchants was always less than that of the landowners and sheikhs, except in the strongest trading towns such as, at different times, Mecca and Kuwait.


5. Unconfirmed reports of communist tribes survive in Arabia; during the author’s visit to South Yemen in 1970 he was told of a tribe in the Yafai area who ‘worshipped no God except equality’, see also p. 99 n.5.


6. See Louise E. Sweet, ‘Camel Raiding of North Arabian Beduin: A Mechanism of Ecological Adaptation’, Peoples and Cultures of the Middle East, Vol. 1, New York, 1970.


7. See Brian Doe, South Arabia, London, 1971, for an illustrated account of this society.


8. Two kinds of Jewish community existed in Arabia until the twentieth century. In commercial towns – such as Aden and Bahrain – there were Jewish merchants and artisans. In the Yemeni countryside there existed a socially quite distinct phenomenon – Jewish peasant communities. Most of both kinds of community emigrated to Israel after 1948; but in the 1960s travellers to North Yemen reported that at least some of the peasant communities remained.


9. There exists a large literature on the origins of Islam. W. Montgomery Watt, Mohammed at Mecca, Oxford, 1953, gives a materialist account of the formation of Islam, seen in its Meccan context; while Barbara Aswad locates it in a wider context in ‘Social and Ecological Aspects in the Formation of Islam’ in Sweet, op. cit., Vol. 1. Maxime Rodinson, Mohammad, London, 1971, gives a general materialist account of the period and of Mohammad’s life.


10. No account of Middle Eastern society can avoid the fact that Islam has permeated it so thoroughly that all political and social conflicts take a religious form to a degree found less frequently in other societies. In their brief exchange of letters in 1853 on the question of the origins of Islam Marx and Engels tried to grapple with the origins of Islam both as social phenomenon and religion. As Marx asked: ‘Why does the history of the east appear as a history of religions?’ Marx and Engels, Werke, Berlin, 1963, Vol. 28, p. 251. Marx and Engels ascribed the rise of Islam to the collapse of the south Arabian civilizations and the decline in the Red Sea and west Arabian trade routes in favour of the Gulf. See ibid., pp. 252, 259.


11. The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw the arrival of the first western explorers. The early history of exploration is told in D.G. Hogarth, The Penetration of Arabia, London, 1905.





Chapter Two


Saudi Arabia:


Bonanza and Repression



The Origins of the Saudi State


The partial withdrawal of British imperialism from the Arabian peninsula and the great increase in oil revenues paid to Arabian governments led to the rise of newly strengthened states eager to advance their own interests and to exploit their collaboration with the west and Japan. Of these by far the most important is Saudi Arabia, which by the early 1970s had become the dominant power in the peninsula. Although it had less than a half of the peninsula’s twelve million inhabitants, the Saudi state covered four fifths – 927,000 square miles – of Arabia. This gave it common borders with every other peninsular state and with Jordan and Iraq to the north, and a nodal position in relation to the whole region. In addition to this geographical significance, Saudi Arabia contained an estimated quarter of the world’s known oil reserves and was capable of supplying nearly half of US petroleum needs by 1980. The potential dependence of the world’s most powerful capitalist nation on Saudi Arabia for economic survival guaranteed a particular western interest. At the same time, enriched by oil and encouraged by the capitalist world, Saudi Arabia adopted an aggressive and interventionist foreign policy in the Arabian peninsula and in the Middle East as a whole. After centuries of confusion an expansionist state had been founded in central Arabia after the First World War and had been converted, in an unique process of assimilation, into the guardian of capitalist concerns.1


The modern Saudi state has its origins in the conflicts of the eighteenth century, when the northern peninsula was temporarily united, by a coalition of tribes led by the Saudi tribe from Najd in eastern Arabia. This coalition produced, for the first time since Mohammad, a force capable of imposing a single authority on the whole area. No adequate social explanation of this movement has yet been produced: its ideology was expressed through the teachings of a militant preacher named Mohammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab (c.1703–c.1792), whose version of Islam, Wahhabism, called for the purification of religion. In particular, it stressed the ‘oneness’ of God, opposing the worship of holy places and excessive veneration of Mohammad; and on the other hand, it called for the firm practice of Islamic legal punishments, including the stoning of adulterous women, public beheadings and amputations. Under the banner of this ‘pure’ Islam the Saudi-led tribes conquered a large part of the peninsula in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and were only limited by the two outside powers then encroaching on the area: Britain, reaching out from India, was gaining power in a vast L-shaped block running from Bahrain in the Gulf to Aden in South Yemen, and the Ottoman Turks, enjoying a temporary revival, were reaffirming their position in the north-west of the peninsula.2


Wahhabi expansionism was blocked and then reversed in the nineteenth century by a series of campaigns launched by powers to the north and north-east: armies from Egypt (at that time under Mohammad Ali) and from the Ottoman empire drove the Wahhabis out of western Arabia, and the Hijaz, site of Mecca and Medina, was annexed to the Ottoman empire. The Saudi-led tribes, confined to their eastern Arabian terrain, were even there replaced by a rival tribe, the Rashid. However, in 1902 a new Saudi counter-attack began: under the leadership of Abdel Aziz Ibn Saud they recaptured Riyadh, the capital of Najd, and soon held the two provinces of eastern Arabia, Najd and al-Hasa, in their power. During the First World War, the British state paid them a monthly subsidy of £5,000 in order to induce them not to attack westwards; for a time the Saudis respected this. In the west the British had formed a separate alliance with the ruler of the Hijaz, the Hashemite Sharif Hussein of Mecca.3 This former dependant of the Ottoman empire was hoping to use the occasion of the war to throw off Turkish rule and set himself up as ruler of the Arab areas of the Ottoman empire. But although the Sharif and his sons were able to acquire certain portions of the empire (Iraq, Jordan and temporarily Syria) they lost their position in Arabia itself. When the war ended and British protection declined, the Saudis attacked again: by 1925 they had conquered the western provinces of Asir and Hijaz, and driven the Hashemites into exile. In 1926 Abdel Aziz Ibn Saud crowned himself King of the Hijaz, and in 1932 he announced that the whole of his territory had been united under a new name, Saudi Arabia.4


This new state covered a larger area than had been united since the seventh century. Wahhabism, by cohering previously divided tribes, could even be said to have played a progressive role without which any future liberation would have been impossible. In one single respect, its forced sedentarization of certain tribes, it also attacked the nomadic structure of peninsular society. But the state was founded on the most backward ideology: unity of religion and loyalty to one family, making Saudi Arabia the only state in the world that was titled as the property of a single dynasty. Moreover tribal divisions were not abolished, but were manipulated by the regime. Power was held in the hands of the leading male members of the Saudi family. On its own this regime was an unstable anachronism: it required outside support to survive. Oil and US imperialism fulfilled this function.



US Imperialism: ARAMCO and Military Aid


The Saudi state consolidated itself in the late 1920s and early 1930s: internal opposition from tribes was crushed in 1930 and, after border clashes with British-occupied Jordan and Iraq in the north and with North Yemen in the south-west, the Wahhabi state entertained peaceful relations with its neighbours. The British recognized the government in 1927 and after initial opposition relations with Arab states went slowly forward. Formal relations with Egypt were established in 1936 and even the remnants of the Hashemite family came to accept the Saudi state. Wahhabism’s positive mission expired after it had unified the country and imposed its coercive peace on the feuding tribes. From then on it settled into an increasingly negative role, and in this it received the active support of a new-found ally, the US. In 1933 Ibn Saud had to face a severe financial crisis because his main source of income, taxation of the hajj (Moslim pilgrimage), had been undermined by the world slump; for £50,000 in gold he gave an oil concession to Standard Oil of California. Socal later merged with three other US firms (Esso, Texaco, Mobil) to form the Arabian American Oil Company – ARAMCO. This began exploration in eastern Arabia and in 1938 production of Saudi Arabian oil commenced.


This oil concession established ties between a major US company and the Saudi state; the Second World War brought the US government into action as well. Because the hajj was stopped again, this time by the Second World War, and because Saudi oil production fell for the same reason, Ibn Saud was in need of $10 million a year to run the country. Socal decided to get the money from the US government: it wrote to Roosevelt asking him to provide Saudi Arabia with funds. ‘We believe that unless this is done, and soon, this independent kingdom, and perhaps with it the entire Arab World, will be thrown into chaos,’ they said.5 Roosevelt’s main assistant, Harry Hopkins, urged that money be provided although it was hard to ‘call that outfit a “democracy” ’, but at first the US government balked. In 1941 and 1942 it was the British who provided the money, paying $5 million and $12 million respectively out of money the US had loaned to them.


It was the Americans who had arranged for the British to pay the money; but once the subsidy had been paid the US oil companies realized that the British would use this in order to expand their influence into Saudi Arabia and get a share of the oil riches awaiting them. The Americans feared that the British were already carrying out oil exploration under the guise of curbing locusts. So, in 1943, Washington decided that ‘the defense of Saudi Arabia is vital to the defense of the United States’ and lend-lease aid was provided: a US military mission arrived to train Ibn Saud’s army and the USAF began construction of an airfield at Dhahran, near the oil-wells, which was to give the US a position independent of the British bases at Cairo and Abadan; this base became the largest US air position between Germany and Japan, and the one nearest Soviet industrial installations. Although never used in combat it upheld a link in US global communications during the Cold War period. While the base was being constructed, in February 1945, Roosevelt and King Ibn Saud met aboard a US warship in the Red Sea, and in March Saudi Arabia declared war on the Axis Powers. In the immediate aftermath of the war Saudi–US relations were placed in question by the public debate in the USA on the need for ‘Arab oil’, prefiguring the panic on the ‘energy crisis’.6 But despite protests, ARAMCO and US government intervention in Saudi Arabia continued without hindrance.


By 1947 King Ibn Saud had received an estimated $100 million in US aid. In 1950 ARAMCO finished construction of a $200 million pipeline from its wells in eastern Arabia to the Mediterranean. Tapline, as it was called, had been originally thought of by the US navy who wanted to get supplies of oil for its Sixth Fleet operating in the Mediterranean. In 1951 ARAMCO at a cost of $160 million built a prestige railway for King Ibn Saud on a 360-mile run from the Gulf port of Dammam to the Saudi capital Riyadh. Around this time ARAMCO was also giving legal and logistical support to the Saudi government’s clashes with the Sultan of Oman over possession of the oasis at Buraimi. US government support continued alongside ARAMCO’s: in 1951 Saudi Arabia was included in the Point Four technical assistance programme and under a treaty between the two governments the US was allowed to maintain the Dhahran base for another five years.


During Congressional hearings in 1974, George McGhee, a former Assistant Secretary of State, revealed another way in which the US government had supported the Saudi state in these early years: on orders from the National Security Council, the US tax authorities allowed ARAMCO to deduct from their US taxes all moneys paid to the Saudi government. Between 1950 and 1951 ARAMCO’s US taxes fell from $30 million to $5 million, while its payments to the Saudi government rose from $44 million to $110 million. The purpose of this change was to stabilize the situation in the Middle East. According to a Senate sub-committee, the two lawyers who drafted this arrangement, H. Chapman Rose and Kenneth Gemmill, later became tax lawyers for Richard Nixon.
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In 1953 Abdel Aziz Ibn Saud died, and he was succeeded by his son Saud. US – Saudi relations then entered a temporary storm. The Saudi government tried to acquire some independence, and signed an agreement with Greek ship owner Onassis under which Onassis was to build a 500,000-ton tanker fleet for Saudi Arabia to transport all oil not transported by ARAMCO’s existing tankers; as ARAMCO was barred from replacing old ships this would have led to a steady increase in Saudi control of the transport of their crude. ARAMCO fought back and was fully supported by the US administration: ‘Our government . . . rose in horror at such a thought,’ later stated George Wadsworth, the US ambassador to Saudi Arabia.7 ARAMCO took the case to court and won; and the US government developed a sudden investigative interest in some of Onassis’s US trading deals. The project was blocked.


In the mid 1950s Nasserism was in the ascendant in the Middle East, and the Saudi leadership, while maintaining their long-term orientation, decided to adopt an apparently anti-imperialist position. In August 1954 Saudi Arabia told the US to stop providing technical aid under the 1951 agreement on the grounds that the £1·7 million allocated was too small in comparison with what the US was giving to Israel. Then, swinging to the right, the Saudis announced in August 1955 that they had ‘rejected’ an offer of Soviet weapons and had decided to purchase eighteen US tanks under the 1951 Dhahran agreement. Then when the Dhahran agreement expired in June 1956, the Saudis only renewed it in one month phases and US–Saudi relations appeared to have deteriorated once again.


This period of superficial conflict was brought to an end when King Saud visited the US in February 1957 in the aftermath of the November 1956 attack on Egypt by Britain, France and Israel. During the Suez crisis the US had postured as a friend of Arab nationalism and had tried to gain credit from disowning its belligerent junior allies. The overall motivation of this policy was the fear that the Soviet Union would use the situation to increase its influence in the Middle East and in response the US evolved the ‘Eisenhower Doctrine’. On 1 January 1957 Eisenhower announced that: ‘The existing vacuum in the Middle East must be filled by the United States before it is filled by Russia.’ On 5 January the President spoke to Congress urging that the US increase its economic and military aid to the area. Congress then held hearings on this proposal at which the US ambassador to Saudi Arabia defended the Saudi regime. King Saud, he said, is ‘a good king . . . who has the welfare of his people primarily in mind’. One problem that the US press had highlighted was the prevalence of the slave trade in Saudi Arabia. US Ambassador Wadsworth felt that the extent of this had been exaggerated.8


When King Saud arrived in Washington he was given special treatment.


Early in 1957 the Arabian despot was ardently courted by the American Government in order to secure a renewal of the base agreement. The United States delegate at the United Nations Economic and Social Council, obviously reluctant to offend Arabian desert chieftains, refused to go along with stronger antislavery conventions backed by most nations. President Eisenhower took the unusual step of greeting King Saud in person at the Washington airport, a courtesy he had extended to no other head of state up to that time. Oil leaders as well as State Department officials met with the king during the negotiations. A formal White House dinner included as guests the top executives of the Arabian American Oil Company, its four parent companies, and related banking interests. Asked why his colleagues received such special consideration in working out these matters of American foreign policy, President Rathbone of Jersey Standard replied: ‘I presume because they are the ones that have the principal interests.’9


 


All went well on the trip and King Saud agreed to renew the Dhahran lease for another five years, in return for continued US military support. The 15,000-man Saudi army was to be doubled and equipped with US arms, artillery and jet fighter planes; an air force and navy were to be established as well. In 1958 Saudi Arabia got a $25 million Foreign Assistance Act grant from the US. But having secured its military interests the US encountered another problem: the incompetence of King Saud. Despite a steady rise in income the country had become heavily indebted as Saud spent money lavishly on luxury projects. There was no budget, no accounting and no regular government. One item alone, the al-Nassariyah palace at Riyadh, cost $25 million and by 1958 consumption was exceeding revenue by 25 per cent. This critical situation in Saudi Arabia coincided with the merger of Egypt and Syria into the United Arab Republic in February 1958, a development that strengthened the appeal of Nasserism and weakened Saudi influence along its northern boundaries.10 Under heavy US pressure and the equally important coercion by more modern-minded sections of the ruling family executive power was taken from King Saud and handed to his younger brother Amir Feisal.


Feisal, born in 1905, was a more efficient and cautious ruler than his sibling and he was able to re-establish financial balance in the government. Although he was favoured by US support his position was at first insecure and in 1960 Saud staged a comeback. He toured the country to win support from tribal leaders who had been hit by Feisal’s financial cuts, and opportunistically allied himself with a group of reformers within the ruling family. These reformers included Prince Talal, who called for a constitution and elections, and Abdullah Ibn Hamud Tariqi, the first ever Saudi Minister of Petroleum and Mineral Resources. In December 1960 Saud announced that he had become Prime Minister, Feisal was dismissed, and the country lurched to the left under the divided leadership of Saud and the reformers.


The most coherent position was that of Tariqi, who called for Saudi control not only of production but of transportation and marketing and who expounded a hard anti-imperialist line on oil. He pointed out that as a result of cuts in the price of crude oil in 1958–9 Saudi Arabia had lost $35 million, Kuwait $46 million, Iran $27 million and Iraq $24 million. The weakness of the reformers in Saudi Arabia was that they represented a small group at the top of the state machine without any mass base, any political organization or any foreign support capable of resisting ARAMCO and the US government. In addition King Saud was an unreliable ally in any confrontation. In 1961–2 Feisal and the US were able to regain ground: Saud was ill and departed to the US for treatment, Talal fled into exile, and in March 1962 Feisal returned to power. Tariqi was at once dismissed and his place as Saudi Arabia’s second Minister of Petroleum and Mineral Resources was taken by Harvard-educated Sheikh Ahmad Zaki Yamani.


Feisal’s position was further strengthened in the autumn of 1962 when the revolution in North Yemen brought a political threat and Egyptian troops to the south-west borders of the kingdom. Feisal then became undisputed head of government and brought three of his own most able brothers into power with him: Khalid, who came to head the crack White army, Fahd, who became Minister of the Interior, and Sultan, who became Minister of Defence. A number of minimal reforms followed: slavery was declared ‘abolished’, although it in fact continued; in October 1963 a local government reform law divided the country into five provinces and set up advisory councils in each under the guidance of the governor;11 education was expanded, and the power of the religious police was slightly relaxed. Saud tried to fight back, perhaps out of personal hostility and perhaps out of opposition to Feisal’s intervention in North Yemen, but he had no success. In March 1964 he demanded that full executive powers be returned to him and tried to mobilize the Royal Guard to support his bid; but Feisal had full control of the armed forces and Saud’s attempt failed. Full powers were now formally assigned to Feisal by the princes of the royal family and by the religious leaders of the country. In November 1964 the final blow came when Feisal took the title of King for himself and Saud was dispatched to exile.12



The Military Consolidation


With Feisal firmly in command, Saudi Arabia and the US were able to consolidate the relationship that had been developing since the first ARAMCO concession of 1933. Unlike other US clients in the third world Saudi Arabia was not in need of financial aid: it had enough money from the oil revenues provided by ARAMCO, and the US government was willing to encourage greater Saudi revenues as large-scale capitalist development benefited imperialism. There was enough for both partners, and careful spending by Feisal strengthened the Saudi regime and ensured long-term US access to the oil supplies which lay under the Saudi deserts. It was therefore a form of dependent relationship different economically and politically from that which the US had with its neo-colonial dependencies in Latin America and the Far East. The US interest lay in a rapid economic development of the country provided it ensured ‘stability’, and they were dealing with a regime which had some political autonomy. It is mistaken to see Saudi Arabia as just a US colony with the appearance of independence. The wealth of Saudi Arabia and the political character of the ruling family enabled it to forge an alliance with the US in which its ruling class wielded a degree of real power consonant with the preservation of US interests.


The two key items in the post-1964 consolidation of Saudi Arabia were the building up of the armed forces and the capitalist development of the economy. The Saudi army had gone through several phases. Originally Ibn Saud had relied on a force of Wahhabi militants, the ikhwan (brothers), whom he had used to conquer eastern and western Arabia between 1902 and 1926. The ikhwan, however, refused to accept the territorial limits set by Ibn Saud and took to attacking northwards into Jordan and Iraq; in 1930 Ibn Saud, using motorized transport provided by the British, was able to crush the ikhwan in desert battle. In the subsequent period Saudi Arabia had two armies: a regular army used mainly for border duty, and a crack White army, drawn from special pro-Saudi tribes (mainly in the Shammar area) and used for internal repression. In addition to these two armies there was a Royal Guard, used for protecting the members of the royal family. Ibn Saud used the long-standing principle whereby tribal leaders had the duty of ensuring order and providing him with troops in return for his recognizing them and guaranteeing to respect their tribal autonomy.13


During the Second World War small British and US military missions worked with the Saudi armies and in 1947 the British trained up the 10,000-man White army on the lines they had used in Jordan to train the Arab Legion (now the Jordanian army). But in 1951 when Britain and Saudi Arabia clashed over the Sultanate of Oman the US took over full control and set up a Saudi military academy at Riyadh, in addition to helping to found the Saudi navy and air force. Between 1951 and 1957 an Egyptian military mission also trained in Saudi Arabia and the US considered this a threat to their monopoly; in the end Saudi-Egyptian hostility ended the arrangement and the Saudi security forces maintained vigilance to prevent Nasserite ideas from permeating the armed forces.


This fear of Nasserism, and US alarm, were confirmed when the revolution broke out in North Yemen in 1962 and an eight-year civil war began. At first the US tried to block the spread of Nasserism by recognizing the new Yemeni Arab Repub ic; but the Saudis opposed this and from the start poured arms and money into Yemen to bolster the Yemeni royalists. Prince Khalid deployed the White Guard along the North Yemeni border, at Jizan and Najran, and in January 1963 Saudi-Egyptian fighting broke out. Nine Saudi air force pilots defected to the YAR in opposition to their government’s policies and Egyptian planes bombed Saudi border positions from which arms were being sent into royalist areas. The US, which had initially tried to restrain Saudi Arabia, soon switched policies. In March 1963 US planes and warships were sent to bolster Saudi aggression, in operation ‘Hard Surface’, and Ellsworth Bunker was flown to Riyadh to reassure the regime (see p141.).
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