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PREFACE


There are by now many one-volume histories of the Middle East. Most of them either end with the advent of Christianity or start with the advent of Islam. In commencing my history at the beginning of the Christian era, I seek to accomplish two purposes. The first is to rescue the two great empires of Persia and Byzantium from the modest place usually assigned to them, along with pre-Islamic Arabia, as part of the backdrop to the career of the Prophet and the founding of the Islamic state. These rival powers, which between them shared or divided the Middle East for many centuries, deserve more than cursory mention.


My second purpose is to establish some link between the Middle East that we know today and the ancient civilizations of the region that we know from ancient texts and monuments. During the early centuries of the Christian era, that is to say, in the period between Jesus and Muḥammad, the regions west of the Persian Empire were transformed by the consecutive processes of Hellenization, Romanization and Christianization, and the memory (though not all the traces) of these ancient civilizations was obliterated. That memory was not restored until comparatively modern times, through the work of archaeologists and orientalists. But the direct continuing connection from the ancient to the modern Middle East, through Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, deserves attention.


The earliest modern attempts to write the history of the region have necessarily concentrated on the sequence of political and military events, without which the deeper levels of history are difficult, if not impossible, to fathom. Thanks to the work of my predecessors, I have felt freer than they to reduce the political narrative to a minimum and to devote more attention to social, economic and, above all, cultural change. With this in view, I have made frequent use of direct quotations from contemporary sources – chronicles and travels, documents and inscriptions, and sometimes even poetry and anecdote. Where suitable English translations are available, I have used and cited them. Where they are not, I have made my own. The illustrations may also serve a similar purpose. From these, one may hope to obtain insights which neither narrative nor even analysis can readily yield.


Any attempt to present two thousand years of the history of a rich, varied and vibrant region within the compass of a single volume must necessarily omit much that is of importance. Every student of the region will make his or her own choice. I have made mine, and it is inevitably personal. I have tried to give due prominence to what seemed to me the most characteristic and most instructive careers, events, trends and achievements. The reader will judge how far I have succeeded.


Finally, it is my pleasant duty to record my thanks and appreciation to four young scholars at Princeton University, David Marmer, Michael Doran, Kate Elliott and Jane Baun. All of them have helped in various ways in the preparation and production of this book. I am particularly indebted to Jane Baun, whose meticulous scholarship and critical acuity were at all times of the greatest value. I should also like to express my gratitude to my assistant Annamarie Cerminaro, for her careful and patient handling of the many versions of this book, from first draft to final copy. In the editing, illustration and publication of this book I benefited enormously from the skill and patience of Benjamin Buchan, Tom Graves, and the indexer Douglas Matthews. They did much both to speed the process of production and to improve the quality of the product.


To all of them I offer my thanks for those of their many suggestions which I accepted, and my apologies for those that I resisted. From this it will be clear that whatever faults remain are entirely my own.


BERNARD LEWIS


PRINCETON, APRIL 1995


Transcription


Arabic and Persian names and terms have been transcribed in accordance with the system generally used in English-speaking countries; Turkish in a slightly modified form of the standard Turkish orthography. A few familiar names (e.g. Saud, Nasser) are cited in the form commonly used in the press.
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Introduction





INTRODUCTION


A common sight in most Middle Eastern cities is the coffee-house, or sometimes the tea-house, where at almost any hour of the day you may find men – usually only men – sitting at a table, drinking a cup of coffee or tea, perhaps smoking a cigarette, reading a newspaper, playing a board game, and listening with half an ear to whatever is coming out of the radio or the television installed in the corner.


In outward appearance this Middle Eastern café patron does not look very different from a similar figure sitting in a café in Europe, particularly in Mediterranean Europe. He will look very different from his predecessors in the same place fifty years ago, still more a hundred years ago. That of course is also true of the European sitting in his café, but the two cases are far from being the same. The changes that have taken place in the appearance, the demeanour, the garb, the behaviour of the European during that period of time are almost entirely of European origin. They are changes which, with few exceptions, arose from within the society, and even these recent exceptions came from the closely related society of America.


In the Middle East, on the other hand, the changes, for the most part, originated from outside, from societies and cultures profoundly alien to the indigenous traditions of the Middle Easterner. The man in a coffee-house, sitting in a chair, by a table, reading a newspaper, encapsulates the changes that have transformed his life and that of his parents – how he looks, what he does, how he dresses, even what he is, symbolizing the immense and devastating changes which, coming out of the West, have affected the Middle East in modern times.


The first, most obvious and visible change is in the clothes that he wears. It is still possible that he may be wearing traditional dress, but this is becoming less and less frequent in the cities. Most probably he will be dressed Western-style, with shirt and slacks or, nowadays, a T-shirt and jeans. Clothes, of course, have a tremendous importance, not merely as a way of keeping out the cold and damp and preserving decency, but also – and particularly in this part of the world – as a way of indicating one’s identity, as an affirmation of one’s origins and a recognition signal to others who share them. Already in the seventh century BCE in the book of the prophet Zephaniah (1:8), it is stated that ‘In the day of the Lord’s sacrifice’ God will punish ‘all such as are clothed with strange apparel.’ In Jewish and later in Muslim writings, the believers are urged not to dress like the unbelievers but to maintain their own distinctive garb. ‘Do not dress like the infidels lest you become like them’, is a common injunction. ‘The turban’, according to a tradition ascribed to the Prophet, ‘is the barrier between unbelief and the Faith’. According to another tradition, ‘He who tries to resemble people becomes one of them.’ Until very recently, in some areas even today, each ethnic group, each religious denomination, each tribe, each region, sometimes even each occupation had its own distinctive way of dressing.


It is very likely that the man sitting in the coffee-house is still wearing some form of headgear, perhaps a cloth cap, probably – except in Turkey – something more traditional. Anyone who has ever visited a cemetery of the Ottoman period will recall that many of the headstones over the graves include a carved representation of the form of headgear worn by the deceased during his lifetime. If he was a kadi, there is a kadi’s cap; if he was a janissary, the headstone is topped by the distinctive headcover, like a folded sleeve, that the janissaries wore on their heads. Whatever other walk of life he followed during his lifetime, the appropriate headgear, as a symbol indicative of his profession, appears on his grave. A distinction so important that it followed a man into his tomb was clearly of great importance during his lifetime. In Turkish until not so long ago, the phrase ‘şapka giymek’, to put on a hat, had much the same significance as the earlier English phrase, ‘to turn one’s coat’. It meant to become a renegade, an apostate, to go over to the other side. Nowadays, of course, most Turks who wear any kind of headgear wear a hat, cap, or – for the pious – a beret, and the phrase, having lost its meaning, is no longer current. Western-style headgear is however still rare in the Arab lands, and even rarer in Iran. We can, in a sense, document the stages of modernization in the Middle East through the Westernization of clothing and, more particularly, of headgear.


Change in dress began, as did most aspects of modernization, with the military. For the reformers, Western military uniforms had a certain magic. As Muslim armies were defeated again and again on the battlefield by their infidel enemies, Muslim rulers reluctantly adopted not only the weaponry but also the organization and equipment of their opponents, including Western-style uniforms. When the first Ottoman reform troops were organized at the end of the eighteenth century, it was necessary for them to adopt Western drill and weapons; it was not necessary for them to adopt Western uniforms. This was a social, not a military choice, and it has been followed in virtually all modern armies in Muslim lands, including even Libya and the Islamic Republic of Iran. They have to use Western weapons and tactics because these are the most effective; they do not have to wear fitted tunics and peaked caps, but they still do. This change of style remains as a continuing testimony to the authority and attraction of Western culture, even among those who explicitly and vehemently reject it.


Even in military uniforms, headgear was the last to be changed, and still today it is probable that in most Arab countries the man in the coffee-house will be wearing some traditional form of head covering – perhaps a kefiya, the design and colour of which may also indicate his tribal or regional affiliation. The symbolic centrality of the head and its covering is obvious. For Muslims, there was the additional point that most European forms of headgear with peaks or brims were an obstruction to Muslim worship. Muslim men, like Jewish men and unlike Christian men, pray with covered, not bared heads, as a sign of respect. In the prostrations required by Muslim prayer rituals, with the worshipper’s brow touching the ground, the brim or peak gets in the way. For a long time, even when Middle Eastern Muslim armies were wearing uniforms of more or less Western type, they did not wear Western headgear, and retained coverings of a more traditional kind. Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–1839), one of the first major reformers of the nineteenth century, introduced a new headgear, the fez, also known in Arabic as the tarbush. At first resented and hated as an infidel innovation, it was finally accepted and even became a Muslim symbol. Its abolition in 1925, by the first president of the Turkish Republic, Kemal Atatürk, was opposed as fiercely as its introduction and for precisely the same reasons. Atatürk, the master of social symbolism, was not pursuing the idle caprice of a despot when he decreed that the fez and all other forms of traditional male headgear must be abandoned and European hats and caps adopted in their place. This was a major social decision, and he and those around him knew perfectly well what he was doing. So too, of course, did those who resisted him.


It was not the first time that such a change had taken place. In the thirteenth century, when the great Mongol conquests subjected the Muslim heartlands of the Middle East, for the first time since the days of the Prophet Muḥammad, to the rule of a non-Muslim conqueror, the Muslims themselves began to adopt Mongol ways, at least in military matters. The great Muslim amirs, even in Egypt, which was never conquered by the Mongols, began to wear Mongol-style dress, to ride their horses with Mongol harness, and to let their hair grow long in the Mongol fashion instead of cutting it short according to Muslim usage. Muslim armies used Mongol dress, accoutrements and harness for the same reason that they wear fitted tunics and peaked caps today; this was the dress of victory, representing the appearance and manner of the greatest military force in the world of their day. They continued with Mongol hairstyles and accoutrements until, we are told, the year 1315 CE, when, after the conversion and assimilation of the Mongol rulers of the Middle East, the Sultan of Egypt gave orders to his officers to shear their flowing locks, abandon the Mongol style for themselves and their horses, and return to traditional Muslim dress and caparisons. No such restoration has yet taken place in the armies of modern Islam.


After the military came the palace. The sultan himself appeared in a form of Western dress, modified to look somewhat different from that of Westerners, but not too different. There are two charming portraits of Sultan Mahmud II in the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul before and after the military vestimentary reform. The two portraits, obviously by the same artist, depict the same sultan on the same horse, prancing at exactly the same angle. But in one of them he is wearing traditional Ottoman costume, in the other a frogged coat and trousers. The horse has undergone a similar change of attire. Atatürk, as usual, went straight to the root of the matter. ‘We want to wear civilized clothes’, he said. But what does that mean? And why should the clothes of much more ancient civilizations be considered uncivilized? For him, civilization meant modern, that is Western, civilization.


After the sultan, the palace, too, began to adopt a Western style of dress. This was the first place in which it was feasible for the rulers to issue orders to civilians and enforce obedience concerning dress. Ottoman court officials began to wear frock-coats and trousers. From the palace, the new style spread to officialdom in general, and by the end of the nineteenth century, civil servants all over the Ottoman lands were wearing coats and trousers of various cuts, symbolizing a significant change in social values. From the civil servant, an important element in society, the new style of dress spread gradually among the rest of the population, eventually reaching the common people, at least in cities. Iran came somewhat later, and in both the Ottoman and Iranian worlds the sartorial Westernization of the working class and rural population took much longer, and is incomplete. After the Islamic revolution of 1979, even the representatives of the Republic of Iran still wore Western coats and trousers; only the missing necktie symbolized their refusal to submit to Western conventions and constraints.


There was greater resistance to Westernizing or modernizing the dress of the female half of the population. This did not come until much later, and was never as extensive, even to the present day, as among males. Muslim rules regarding female modesty make this a sensitive point, and a recurring matter of contention. Even Atatürk, though he prohibited the fez and other forms of non-Western headgear for males, never prohibited the veil. There were some local regulations here and there in the Turkish Republic at the municipal level, and even that in very few places. The abolition of the veil was accomplished by a kind of social pressure and osmosis, without the apparatus of legal enforcement which procured the abolition of traditional headgear for men. In this, as in other respects, change of dress reflects the different feminine realities. There will be few, if any, women, in the coffee-house or tea-house, and if any appear at all, they are likely to be thoroughly covered in traditional style. Elegant ladies in fashionable, i.e. Western dress may, however, be found, in some countries, in the more expensive hotels and cafés frequented by the wealthier classes.


The change in dress also symbolizes a larger change, even in the radical, anti-Western states. Just as the individual still wears at least partial Western dress, so the state still wears a Western coat and hat in the form of a written constitution, a legislative assembly, and some form of elections. All of these were maintained in the Islamic Republic of Iran, though there is of course no precedent for them either in the ancient Iranian or the sacred Islamic past.


Our patron in the café is sitting on a chair next to a table, and these two items of furniture are also innovations due to Western influence. There were tables and chairs in the Middle East in antiquity and still in Roman times, but they disappeared after the Arab conquest. The Arabs came from a land where trees are few, and wood is rare and precious. They had plenty of wool and leather, and they used them for furnishing their homes and public places, as well as for making clothes. One reclined or sat on cushions or hassocks of many different kinds, on divans and ottomans – both names are Middle Eastern – covered with carpets or tapestries, and one took food and drink from elegantly adorned metal trays. Ottoman miniatures of the early eighteenth century depict European visitors at Ottoman court celebrations. They are clearly distinguished by their fitted jackets and breeches, and their hats, and also because they alone are sitting on chairs. The Ottomans were gracious hosts and provided chairs for their European guests. They did not use them themselves.


The man in the café is probably smoking a cigarette – an import of Western, indeed of American origin. As far as we know, tobacco was first introduced to the Middle East by English merchants at the beginning of the seventeenth century, and it soon became very popular. Coffee came a little earlier, in the sixteenth century. Originating in Ethiopia, it was introduced first to southern Arabia and thence to Egypt, Syria, and Turkey. According to Turkish chronicles, it was brought to Istanbul during the reign of Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (1520–1566) by two Syrians, one from Aleppo and the other from Damascus, who opened the first coffee-houses in the Turkish capital. The new drink proved enormously fashionable, and the café owner from Aleppo is said to have returned to his native city after only three years with a profit of five thousand gold pieces. The development of a café society caused some alarm to both the political authorities, who feared the plotting of sedition, and the religious authorities, concerned about the lawfulness of such stimulants under Islamic law. In 1633, Sultan Murad IV prohibited both coffee and tobacco, and ordered the execution of a number of smokers and coffee-drinkers. Finally, after long arguments between its opponents and defenders, tobacco was declared lawful in a fatwā by the chief mufti Mehmed Bahai Efendi, a heavy smoker who in 1634 had been dismissed from his position and sent into exile for smoking. His contemporary, the Ottoman author known as Kâtib Chelebi, says that his ruling in favour of the lawfulness of tobacco was due not to his own addiction but to a belief in the legal principle that all that is not forbidden is permitted, and to a concern for ‘what was best suited to the condition of the people’.1


Quite likely, the man in the café will be reading a newspaper, or perhaps will form one of a group to whom a newspaper is being read. This represents what must surely have been one of the most explosive and far-reaching changes affecting both the individual and the society. In most of the region. the newspaper will be printed in Arabic, the language which prevails over the greater part of the Middle East. In the Fertile Crescent, in Egypt, and in North Africa, the languages spoken in antiquity have disappeared, surviving if at all only in religious rituals or among small minorities. The one exception is Hebrew, which was preserved as a religious and literary language by the Jews and revived as a political and everyday language in the modern state of Israel. In Persia, the old language was not replaced by Arabic, but it was transformed. After the advent of Islam, it was written in the Arabic script, with a very large admixture of Arabic vocabulary. What happened to Persian also happened to Turkish, but in Turkey the reforming president Kemal Atatürk inaugurated a major cultural change by abolishing the Arabic alphabet in which Turkish had hitherto been written, and replacing it with a new Latin script. The Turkish example is being followed in some of the former republics of the Soviet Union where languages of the Turkic family are used.


The art of writing has been practised in the Middle East since remote antiquity. The alphabet was a Middle Eastern invention, a vast improvement on the various systems of signs and pictures which preceded it, and which still prevail in some parts of the world. The Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Arabic alphabets are all derived from the first alphabet devised by the mercantile people of the Levant coast. While the alphabet enormously simplified the preparation and decipherment of written texts, the introduction of paper from China in the eighth century CE greatly helped in their production and dissemination. But another Far Eastern invention, printing, seems for some reason to have bypassed the Middle East on its way to the West. Printing was not entirely unknown, and there are some traces of a form of woodblock printing in the Middle Ages. There was even one ill-fated attempt by the Mongol rulers of Persia in the late thirteenth century to print bank notes, but as they paid their employees in paper and insisted on receiving taxes in gold, there was a certain loss of confidence in the currency. The experiment was unsuccessful and was not repeated. When printing eventually reached the Middle East, it came not from China but from the West, where its introduction, remarkably, was known and reported in Turkey. The Ottoman chroniclers, who did not normally have much to say about what was going on in the lands of the infidels, reported the invention of printing and even devoted a few lines to Gutenberg and his first printing press. Printing seems to have been introduced to the Middle East by Spanish Jewish refugees following the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492. Among other Western artefacts, skills, and ideas, they brought printed books and the knowledge of how to produce them. The example of the Jews was followed by the other non-Muslim communities. These activities, though they had no direct impact on the majority culture, nevertheless helped to prepare the way. Books in the Arabic script, printed in Europe, were imported and purchased by Muslims, as is attested by the inventories of the estates of deceased persons preserved in the Ottoman archives. And when eventually, in the early eighteenth century, the first Muslim printing press was established in Istanbul, there were Jewish and Christian typesetters to provide the necessary skilled labour.


Newspapers did not appear until much later, though there are early signs of an awareness among Muslim intellectuals of the possibilities – and dangers – of the newspaper press. As early as 1690, a certain Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, known as al-Wazīr al-Ghassānī, a Moroccan ambassador to Spain, speaks in his report of ‘the writing mills which publish reports, purporting to contain the news, but full of sensational lies’.2 In the course of the eighteenth century, there are indications that the Ottomans were aware of the European press. There are even occasional expressions of interest in what was being said about them in the newspapers, but that interest was limited and had little effect. The introduction of the press in the Middle East was a direct and immediate consequence of the French Revolution, when the French established what seems to be the first newspaper ever printed in that part of the world, the Gazette Française de Constantinople, published from the French Embassy in 1795. It was intended principally for French citizens, but was also read – one gathers – by other people. This was followed, after the arrival of the French Revolution in Egypt in the person of General Bonaparte, by French newspapers and official gazettes published in Cairo. There are reports of a French plan to publish an Arabic newspaper in Cairo, but no copy of this has yet come to light, and it seems likely that this project was never put into effect.


In traditional Muslim societies, there were several ways in which the ruler could bring news of important changes to the public. Two of them, conventionally listed among the prerogatives of sovereignty, are the inscription on the coinage and the Friday sermon in the mosques. Both name the ruler and his suzerain if any. The removal or addition of a name in the bidding prayer could signal a change of ruler, by succession or rebellion, or a transfer of allegiance. The rest of the Friday oration could serve to announce new measures and policies. The removal of taxes – though not the imposition of taxes – was also made known through inscriptions in public places. The praises of the ruler were sung by court poets, whose songs, easily memorized and widely disseminated, provided a kind of public relations. Written documents, issued by official chroniclers, were also distributed to bring news of important events. Such, for example, were the fathname, victory letters, with which the Ottoman sultans made known their military successes. Muslim rulers were long familiar with the use of the written and spoken word as an adjunct to government, and knew how to use this new, imported device – the newspaper.


The founding of the local vernacular press in the Middle East was the work of the two great reforming rulers, contemporaries and rivals, Muḥammad ʿAlī Pasha of Egypt and Sultan Mahmud II of Turkey. In this as in so many other matters, Muḥammad ʿAlī Pasha got in first and Sultan Mahmud followed, acting on the principle that anything that a pasha can do a sultan can do better. The Egyptian ruler began with an official gazette, first in French, then also in Arabic; the Turkish sultan began with one in French and Turkish. For quite a long time, the only newspapers published in the Middle East were official government newspapers, the purpose of which is well expressed in a Turkish editorial of the time: ‘The aim of the newspaper is to make known to the subjects the intentions and orders of the government.’3 This perception of the nature and function of the press has not yet entirely disappeared in the region.


The history of the newspaper press in the Middle East is not easy to write. Many newspapers were ephemeral, appearing and disappearing after only a few issues. There are no full standard collections, only a number of fragmentary assemblages in various places. As far as can be ascertained, the earliest non-official newspaper was one started in Istanbul in Turkish in 1840, called Jeride-i Havadis, ‘The Journal of Events’. Its owner and editor was an Englishman called William Churchill, who managed to get a ferman authorizing this enterprise. It was published at infrequent and irregular intervals, but survived.


The decisive turning-point, not only in the history of this paper but in the history of the whole newspaper press in the Middle East, came with the Crimean War, when for the first time the telegraph was brought to the region, providing a means of communication without precedent. The Crimean War brought many British and French war correspondents, and Mr Churchill was able to make a deal with one of them in the Crimea to provide him with copies of his dispatches to his paper in London. Churchill’s Jeride-i Havadis – and this was something completely new – now appeared five times a week, and in this way first the Turks and then the rest of the Middle East became hooked on something far more addictive, and some would say far more pernicious, than either coffee or tobacco, namely a daily fix of news. A little later, a Crimean-War-vintage newspaper was produced in Arabic for those parts of the Ottoman Empire where Arabic, not Turkish, was the dominant language. The Arabic newspaper ceased publication after the end of the war; the Turkish paper continued and was followed by many others.


In 1860 the Ottoman government sponsored an Arabic daily newspaper in Istanbul – not just a medium for official decrees and the like, but a genuine newspaper containing news from inside and outside the Empire, editorials, and features. At about the same time, the Jesuit fathers in Beirut produced what was almost certainly the first daily newspaper in the Arab lands. When Muslims complain about the two great dangers of imperialists and missionaries, they are right at least in this respect; it was the imperialists and the missionaries who gave them the daily newspaper. And with the growth of the press, editors, journalists, and readers confronted two major problems, propaganda and censorship.


In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, there was a very rapid and extensive development of the press – daily, weekly, and monthly – especially in Egypt, where the British occupation created favourable conditions. Egyptian publications circulated widely in other Arabic-speaking countries, all of which, in due course, developed their own newspapers and magazines. The effect of the growth of the press was enormous. The provision of regular news from both home and abroad gave the ordinary person who could read, or listen to someone else reading, an awareness of the world in which he lived, the city, the state, the country, the continent, that was totally impossible in earlier times. The press involved a new kind of socialization and politicization. The Crimean War had brought other things besides the press, and these too were reported in the press – the creation of municipalities in the Western style, and the introduction of Western-style state finances and notably of the public loan.


Another change of fundamental importance was in language. In Turkish and Arabic, and later in Persian, there was a rapid development from the ponderous style of the early newspapers, which read like court chronicles or official decrees, to the more athletic journalistic style that emerged in the course of decades and continues to the present time. Middle Eastern journalists had to forge a new medium of communication to discuss the problems of the modern world. Nineteenth-century newspapers report and discuss such matters as the Polish insurrection against Russia, the American Civil War, the speeches of Queen Victoria at the opening of Parliament in London, and other similarly incomprehensible topics. The need to report and explain these matters was in large measure responsible for the creation of the modern journalistic and political languages of the Middle East.


Another development, perhaps even more portentous than the language of journalism, was the journalist himself, an entirely new figure in Middle Eastern society, following a profession which had no precedent, but which acquired enormous importance.


Nowadays newspapers will not be the only mass media represented in the coffee-house. There will certainly be a radio, possibly also a television set. Radio broadcasting in the Middle East was inaugurated in Turkey in 1925, only three years after London. In most countries, however, where the control of communications was in the hands of foreign rulers, the introduction of broadcasting was delayed for some time. In Egypt, broadcasting did not begin until 1934, and was not really developed on a large scale until after the revolution of 1952. Turkey again was the pioneer in setting up an independent broadcasting authority, in 1964, not under direct government control. More generally, the degree of independence enjoyed by broadcasters is determined by the nature of the regime in any given country. Direct propagandist broadcasting from abroad appears to have been initiated by the Italian fascist government, which inaugurated a regular Arabic service from Bari in 1935. This was the beginning of a propaganda war in which first Britain and Germany, then France and later the USA and the USSR participated. Middle Eastern countries also began to broadcast extensively to one another, for information, guidance, and, on occasion, subversion. The introduction of television was, because of the greater costs, somewhat more difficult, but by the present time television services are widely available all over the Middle East.


In a region where illiteracy remains a major problem, the introduction of direct communication in the spoken word had a revolutionary impact. Indeed, the Iranian Revolution of 1979, in which the Ayatollah Khomeini’s orations were distributed on cassettes and his instructions transmitted by telephone, must surely be the first electronically operated revolution in world history. This gave oratory a new dimension, a way of delivering speeches to reach audiences not conceivable in earlier times.


What comes out of the radio and television set will be very largely determined by the form of government that prevails in the country, and by the head of state or head of government who operates it. Probably, his picture will hang on the coffee-house wall. In a very few countries, which have successfully introduced and still operate Western-style democracy, he, or now she, may be a democratically elected leader, and the media will reflect a wide range of opposition as well as governmental views. In most countries of the region, the ruler will head a more or less autocratic form of government. In some, a traditional and moderate form of authoritarianism prevails, in which the classical decencies are observed and some variety of difference of opinion is permitted. In others, military or party dictators have established totalitarian regimes, and their media – press, radio, and television alike – express a totalitarian unanimity.


Irrespective of the form of government and the kind of authority that the ruler exercises, his picture on the wall, by its mere presence, marks an innovation and a radical departure from tradition. A Turkish ambassador in France in 1721 explains in his report that the French custom was for the king to give foreign ambassadors his portrait. However, ‘since pictures are not permitted among Muslims’, he requested and was given other presents.4 Portraiture was, however, by no means unknown. Sultan Mehmed II, the Conqueror, allowed his portrait to be painted by the Italian artist Bellini, and even collected pictures by European artists. His son and successor, more pious than he, disposed of the collection, but later sultans were less fastidious, and the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul contains a rich collection of portraits of the sultans and others. In modern times a kind of Islamic iconography developed, with portraits, obviously mythical, of ʿAlī and Ḥusayn in Shīʿa countries, and of others, to a much lesser extent, in Sunni countries. There are few precedents of portraiture on the coinage, of the type customary in Europe since ancient Greece and Rome. A coin of one ʿAbbasid caliph, showing what is presumed to be the caliph’s portrait, is intentionally provocative, in that it not only portrays the ruler, but portrays him drinking from a cup. There are a few Seljuk coins from Anatolia, from minor principalities, showing portraits of the amirs, but this is entirely local, and was in imitation of the local custom of Byzantine rulers.


There are unlikely to be any other pictures on the wall, but there will almost certainly be a framed calligraphic text, probably a verse from the Qurʾān or a saying of the Prophet. For some fourteen centuries, Islam has been the predominant and for most of the time the dominant religion of the region. The worship of the mosque is simple and austere, consisting of a few verses from the Qurʾān. Public prayer is a disciplined, communal act of submission to the Creator, to the one remote and immaterial God. It admits of no drama and no mystery. It has no place for liturgical music or poetry, still less for representational painting or sculpture, which Muslim tradition rejects as idolatrous. In their place, Muslim artists use abstract and geometrical design, and base their decorative schemes on the extensive and systematic use of inscriptions. Verses or even whole chapters of the Qurʾān are used to decorate the walls and ceilings of the mosque and also of homes and public places.


It is perhaps in the arts that one can see the earliest signs of the penetration of Western cultural methods and values. Even in Iran, much remoter from the West and less open to Western influences, Western influence can be seen in painting as early as the sixteenth century – in the use of shadow and perspective and the transformation of the way that human figures are depicted. In defiance of Islamic aniconism, there had for long been human figures in both Persian and Ottoman art, but they now became more individual, more personal, less stereotyped. There was even some portraiture, though the public display of the ruler’s countenance, whether on the coinage, the postage stamp, or the wall, is very recent, and in the more conservative countries is still regarded as a blasphemy verging on idolatry.


The theatre as an art form has had limited impact in Middle Eastern countries, but the cinema has been overwhelmingly successful. There is evidence that silent films were imported into Egypt from Italy as far back as 1897. During the First World War, film shows arranged for Allied troops gave many Middle Easterners the opportunity to become acquainted with this new medium. Local films were already in production in Egypt in 1917, and the first full-length features films were produced and presented in 1927. Since then, the cinema has developed into a major enterprise, principally in Egypt but also in many other countries of the region. The Egyptian film industry is now the third largest in the world, after the USA and India.


Other innovations of Western provenance are by now so old and well established that their alien origin is no longer remembered. If the man in the coffee-house belongs to the educated classes and has ruined his eyesight by reading, he may be wearing eyeglasses, a European invention attested in the Middle East as far back as the fifteenth century. The coffee-house may offer a clock, the customer may carry a watch, both European inventions and probably even today still of foreign – European or Far Eastern – manufacture. The precise measurement of passing time marks a major change in social habits – a change still in progress.


It is likely that if the coffee drinker is with friends, they will be passing time in a way for which no measurement is needed – in playing board games, which have a very long history in the region. The two most popular are a form of backgammon and – among the better educated – chess. Both came to the West from the Middle East, and chess may originally have come from India. Both are already attested in pre-Islamic Persia. In the great debate among medieval Muslim theologians on the question of predestination or free will, these two games sometimes served as symbols and prototypes. Is life a game of chess, where the player has a choice at every move, where skill and foresight can bring him success? Or is it rather backgammon, where a modicum of skill may speed or delay the result, but where the final outcome is determined by the repeated throw of the dice, which some might call blind chance and others the predetermined decision of God? The two games provide arresting metaphors of one of the major debates in Muslim theology, one in which predestination – backgammon rather than chess – was victorious.


Between intervals of news and speeches, there will be music. In most coffee-houses the clients will be offered either traditional or popular Middle Eastern music which may, however, include semi-orientalized Western pop music. It is very unlikely that there will be any kind of Western art music. Even among the most Westernized elements, socially and culturally, the appreciation of Western art music is still very limited – in marked contrast with Japan or even China, other non-Western societies where Western-style art music is widely appreciated, performed and even composed. Among Westernized populations, such as Lebanese Christians and Israeli Jews, there is a public for Western art music. In Turkey, too, Westernization has reached the musical world, and there are now Turkish orchestras, operas, and composers. Music, at least instrumental music, is, like art, independent of language, and might therefore seem more accessible to those of other cultures. But in most of the Middle East, perhaps in part because of the centrality of song, it has not been so, and audiences for Western art music remain relatively small. This is in striking contrast with the other arts – with painting and architecture, where the change began and was completed at an early stage of the impact of the West, and literature, where traditional forms of artistic expression are virtually dead, and where fiction, drama, and even poetry conform to the general patterns of the modern world. Just as art was the first and most extensive, so music is the last and least effective in the artistic processes of Westernization. And that may perhaps tell us something, since music, among the arts of a civilization, is the very last which a newcomer entering from outside can understand, accept, and perform.


For the Western visitor, one of the most striking features of the coffee-house in almost any part of the Middle East is that there are few, if any, women in sight, and such as appear are likely to be foreigners. The tables are occupied by men, singly or in groups, and in the evening groups of young men will wander through the streets in search of entertainment. The emancipation of women lags far behind changes in the status of men, and in many parts of the region is now in reverse.


The picture which emerges is of a region of ancient and deep-rooted culture and tradition. It has been a centre from which ideas, commodities, and sometimes armies have radiated in all directions. At other times it has been a magnet which attracted many outsiders, sometimes as disciples and pilgrims, sometimes as captives and slaves, sometimes as conquerors and masters. It has been a crossroads and a marketplace where knowledge and merchandise were brought from ancient and distant lands, and then sent, sometimes much improved, to continue their journey.


In modern times, the dominating factor in the consciousness of most Middle Easterners has been the impact of Europe, later of the West more generally, and the transformation – some would say dislocation – which it has brought. The modern history of the region is one of rapid and enforced change – of challenge from an alien world and of different phases and aspects of reaction, rejection, and response. In some respects, the change has been overwhelming and is probably irreversible, and there are many who would wish to carry these changes further. In other respects, changes have been limited and superficial, and in parts of the region are now being reversed. There are many, both conservative and radical, who wish to continue and extend this reversal, and who see the impact of Western civilization as the greatest disaster ever to befall their region, greater even than the devastating Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century. At one time, the word ‘imperialism’ was commonly used to describe the Western impact, but this becomes increasingly implausible as the brief period of direct European rule recedes into the past, and the United States remains remote and uninvolved. A more accurate expression of how the Western impact is perceived by those who oppose it was given by Khomeini, when he spoke of the United States as ‘the Great Satan’. Satan is not an imperialist; he is a tempter. He does not conquer; he seduces. The battle is still going between those who hate and fear the seductive and, in their view destructive, power of the Western way of life, and those who see it as a new advance and a new opportunity in a continuing and fruitful interchange of cultures and civilizations.


The outcome of the struggle in the Middle East is still far from clear. The sources, processes, and issues that determine its course may perhaps be better understood against the background of Middle Eastern history and civilization.





PART II



Antecedents





CHAPTER 1


BEFORE CHRISTIANITY



At the beginning of the Christian era, the region which we now call the Middle East was disputed, for neither the first nor the last time in the thousands of years of its recorded history, between two mighty imperial powers. The western half of the region, consisting of the countries round the eastern Mediterranean from the Bosphorus to the Nile delta, had all become part of the Roman Empire. Its ancient civilizations had fallen into decline, and its ancient cities were ruled by Roman governors or native puppet princes. The eastern half of the region belonged to another vast empire, which the Greeks, and after them the Romans, called ‘Persia’, and which its inhabitants call ‘Iran’.


The political map of the region, both in its outward form and in the realities which it represents, was very different from the present day. The names of the countries were not the same, nor were the territorial entities which they designated. Most of the peoples who lived in them at that time spoke different languages and professed different religions from those of today. Some even of the few exceptions are more apparent than real, representing a conscious evocation of a rediscovered antiquity rather than an uninterrupted survival of ancient traditions.


The map of southwest Asia and northeast Africa, in the era of Perso-Roman domination and rivalry, was also very different from that of the more ancient Middle Eastern empires and cultures, most of which had been conquered and assimilated by stronger neighbours long before the Macedonian phalanx, the Roman legion, or the Persian cataphract established their domination. Of the older cultures that had survived until the beginning of the Christian era, retaining something of their old identity and their old language, the most ancient was surely that of Egypt. Sharply defined by both geography and history, Egypt consists of the lower valley and the delta of the Nile, bounded by the eastern and western deserts and the sea in the north. Its civilization was already thousands of years old when the conquerors came, and yet, despite successive conquests by the Persians, the Greeks, and the Romans, Egyptian civilization had preserved much of its distinctive quality.


The ancient Egyptian language and writing had, in the course of the millennia, undergone several changes, but show a remarkable continuity. Both the ancient hieroglyphic script and the so-called demotic, a more cursive style of writing which succeeded it, survived into the early Christian centuries, when they were finally supplanted by Coptic – the last form of the ancient Egyptian language, transcribed in an alphabet adapted from the Greek, with additional letters derived from demotic. The Coptic script first appears in the second century BCE and was stabilized in the first century CE. With the conversion of the Egyptians to Christianity, it became the national cultural language of Christian Egypt under Roman and then under Byzantine rule. After the Islamic Arab conquest and the subsequent Islamization and Arabization of Egypt, even those Egyptians who remained Christian adopted the Arabic language. They are still called Copts, but the Coptic language gradually died out and survives at the present day only in the liturgy of the Coptic Church. Egypt had acquired a new identity.


The country has had many names. The name used by the Greeks, the Romans, and the modern world, though not by the Egyptians, is ‘Egypt’, a Greek adaptation from an ancient Egyptian original. The second syllable is probably from the same root as the name ‘Copt’. The Arabic name is Miṣr, brought by the Arab conquerors and still in use at the present day. It is related to the Semitic names for Egypt found in the Hebrew Bible and other ancient texts.


The other early river valley civilization of the Middle East, that of the Tigris and the Euphrates, may be even older than that of Egypt, but it shows neither the unity nor the continuity of Egyptian state and society. The south, the centre, and the north were often the seats of different peoples speaking different languages, and known by a number of names – Sumer and Akkad, Assyria and Babylonia. In the Hebrew Bible, it is called Aram Naharayim, Aram of the Two Rivers. In the Graeco-Roman world, it was called Mesopotamia, which conveys much the same meaning. In the early Christian centuries, the centre and the south were firmly in the hands of the Persians, who indeed had their imperial capital at Ctesiphon, not far from the present site of Baghdad. The name Baghdad itself is Persian, and means ‘God gave’. It was the name of a village at the place where, centuries later, the Arabs established a new imperial capital. The name Iraq in medieval Arab usage was that of a province, consisting of the southern half of the present country of that name from Takrit southwards to the sea. It was sometimes also called ʿIrāq ʿArabī to distinguish it from ʿIrāq ʿAjamī, the adjoining area of southwestern Iran.


Northern Mesopotamia was disputed territory, sometimes ruled by Rome, sometimes by Persia, sometimes by local dynasties. Sometimes it was even considered to be part of Syria, a term more commonly used, rather loosely, to designate the area bounded by the Taurus Mountains in the north, the Sinai desert in the south, the Arabian desert in the east, and the Mediterranean Sea in the west. The name Syria is of uncertain origin. Herodotus explains it as a shortened form of Assyria. Modern scholars have traced it to various local place names. It first appears in Greek and has no recognizable antecedents, either in its form or in its usage, in pre-Hellenistic texts. Well established in Roman and in Byzantine official usage, this Greek term virtually disappeared after the Arab conquest in the seventh century. It remained in occasional use in Europe, especially after the revival of classical learning, and with it of Graeco-Roman terminology, that followed the Renaissance. In the Arab, and more generally, the Muslim world, the region formerly called Syria was known as Shām, a name also given to its major city, Damascus. The name Syria – in Arabic Sūriya – makes an occasional rare appearance in geographical writings, but was otherwise unknown until the latter part of the nineteenth century, when it reappeared under European influence. It was officially adopted as the name of a province – the vilayet of Damascus – by the Ottoman administration in 1865, and first became the official designation of a country with the establishment of the French Mandate after the First World War. Of the older, local names of the country that have come down to us, the most widely used was ‘Aram’, after the name of the Aramaean peoples who had settled both Syria and Mesopotamia. As Mesopotamia was known as ‘Aram of the Two Rivers’, so were southern and northern Syria known as ‘Aram of Damascus’ and ‘Aram of Zoba’ (i.e. Aleppo) (see, for example, 2 Samuel 8:6 and 10:8).


More commonly, however, the countries forming the western arm of the Fertile Crescent were called by the names of the various kingdoms and peoples that ruled and inhabited them. Of these, the most familiar, or at least the best documented, are the southern lands, known in the earlier books of the Hebrew Bible and some other ancient writings as Canaan. After the Israelite conquest and settlement, the area inhabited by them came to be described as ‘land of the children of Israel’ (Joshua 11:22) or simply ‘land of Israel’ (1 Samuel 13:19). After the break-up of the kingdom of David and Solomon in the tenth century BCE, the southern part, with Jerusalem as its capital, was called Judah, while the north was called Israel, or, later, Samaria. The northern and southern coastal areas were known, after the peoples who inhabited them, as Phoenicia and Philistia. The Philistines disappeared at the time of the Babylonian conquests and were not heard of again. The Phoenicians remained until Roman and early Christian times on the coastal plain of what is now northern Israel and southern Lebanon. After the Persian conquest in the sixth century BCE, the area resettled by the returning exiles was known as Yehud (cf. the Aramaic texts in Daniel 2:25, 5:13; Ezra 5:1, 5:8). In Roman usage, also reflected in the New Testament, the south, centre, and north of the country are called respectively, Judaea, Samaria and Galilee. To these one may add the southern desert, which the Romans called Idumea, from the Biblical Edom, and which today is known as the Negev, and Peraea, in the lands east of the Jordan river.


The dominant languages in both Mesopotamia and Syria were Semitic, but subdivided into several different families. The oldest of these was the Akkadian family, to which both Assyrian and Babylonian belong, and which was generally used in Mesopotamia. Another was the Canaanite family, including biblical Hebrew, Phoenician, with its North African offshoot, Carthaginian, as well as a number of other closely related languages known from inscriptions in both northern and southern Syria. By the beginning of the Christian era, most of these languages had virtually disappeared, and had been replaced by a group of closely related languages belonging to another Semitic family, called Aramaic. Of the Canaanitic languages, Phoenician was still spoken in the Levant seaports and the North African colonies; Hebrew, though no longer the common spoken language of the Jews, survived as a language of religion, literature, and scholarship. Assyrian and Babylonian appear to have died out completely. Aramaic became an international medium of communication for commerce and diplomacy, and was widely used, not only in the Fertile Crescent, but also in Persia, Egypt and what is now southern Turkey.


At the beginning of the Christian era, Arabic, historically the last of the Semitic languages to enter the region, was in the main confined to the central and northern parts of the Arabian peninsula. The more advanced city cultures of the southwest, in the present-day Yemen, spoke yet another Semitic language, known as South Arabian, and closely related to Ethiopic, which had been carried by south Arabian colonists to the Horn of Africa. In the north, there is evidence that Arabic speakers had entered and settled the Syrian and Iraqi borderlands even before the great Arab conquests of the seventh century, which led to the triumph of Arabic all over the region. In the Fertile Crescent, Aramaic was replaced by Arabic. At the present day it survives in the rituals of some of the Eastern Churches and is still spoken in a few remote villages.


The country now called Turkey did not acquire that name – and then only in Europe – until the Middle Ages, when the people known as Turks arrived from further east. The commonest names used in the early Christian centuries were Asia or Asia Minor, and Anatolia. Both originally designated the eastern shores of the Aegean Sea, and were gradually extended eastwards in a somewhat vague and variable manner. The country was more usually referred to by the names of the different provinces, cities, and kingdoms that divided it. Greek was the dominant language and the principal medium of communication.


‘Anatolia’ comes from a Greek word meaning ‘sunrise’, as do ‘Orient’, from Latin, and ‘Levant’, from Italian. Such names reflect the outlook of peoples for whom the eastern Mediterranean lands were the limits of the known world. It was only gradually that the Mediterranean peoples, becoming aware of a remoter and vaster Asia to the East, renamed the familiar one ‘Asia Minor’. In the same way, many centuries later, the ancient and immemorial ‘East’ became the ‘Near’ and then the ‘Middle’ East, when a more distant East dawned on the Western horizon. Of these more distant eastern lands, by far the most important, the most portentous for the Middle East was Iran, better known in the West as Persia.


Strictly speaking, Persia, or Persis, is the name not of a country nor of a nation, but of a province – the southwestern province of Pars or Fars, on the eastern shore of the gulf which takes its name from it. The Persians have never applied that name to the whole country. They have, however, used it of their language, since the regional dialect of Pars became the dominant cultural and political language of the country in the same way that Tuscan became Italian, Castilian became Spanish, and the dialect of the Home Counties became English. The name always used by the Persians, and imposed by them on the rest of the world in 1935, was Iran. This was derived from the ancient Persian aryānam, a genitive plural form meaning ‘[the land] of the Aryans’, and dating back to the early migrations of the Indo-Aryan peoples.


The religious map of the Middle East was even more complex – and confused – than the ethnic and linguistic map. Some of the old gods had died and been forgotten, but many still survived, albeit in strange and altered forms. The long record of conquest and migration among Middle Eastern peoples, followed by the immensely powerful impact of Hellenistic culture and Roman rule, gave rise to new and syncretistic forms of belief and worship. Some of the eastern cults even found followers among the Romans – some of them even in Rome itself. Isis from Egypt, Adonis from Syria, Cybele from Phrygia in Asia Minor, all gained adherents among the new masters of the Middle East.


Within a comparatively short time, a period measured in centuries not millennia, all these ancient gods and cults had been abandoned or superseded, and had been replaced by two new and competing monotheistic world religions which arose successively in the region: Christianity and Islam. The advent and triumph of Islam in the seventh century was preceded and in a sense made possible by the rise and spread of Christianity, which itself was deeply indebted to its religious and philosophic predecessors. Both Christian and Islamic civilization have common roots in the encounter and interaction in the ancient Middle East of three universalist traditions – those of the Jews, the Persians, and the Greeks.


The idea of monotheism was not entirely new. It appears, for example, in the hymns of Akhenaton, pharaoh of Egypt in the fourteenth century BCE. But such ideas were sporadic and isolated, and their impact was temporary and local. The first to make ethical monotheism an essential part of their religion were the Jews, and the evolution of their beliefs from a primitive tribal cult to a universal ethical monotheism is reflected in the successive books of the Hebrew Bible. The same books reflect the growing Jewish awareness of how this belief isolated them among their idol-worshipping and polytheistic neighbours. In modern times, those who believe themselves to be in unique possession of the truth are easily convinced that the discovery of this truth was their achievement. For a devout people in ancient times, such a conviction would have been impossibly presumptuous. Confronted with the extraordinary fact of their uniqueness in knowing the truth about one God, the ancient Jews, unable even to consider the idea that they had chosen God, adopted the more humble belief that God had chosen them. This was a choice that imposed duties, as well as, indeed more than, privileges, and could sometimes be a difficult burden to bear. ‘You only have I known of all the families of the earth: therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities’ (Amos 3:2).


The Jews were, however, not alone in recognizing and worshipping one universal ethical God. Far away to the east, on the high plateau of Iran, two kindred peoples, known to history as the Medes and the Persians, had evolved out of their ancient paganism a belief in a single, supreme deity, the ultimate power of good, engaged in constant struggle with the forces of evil. The emergence of this religion is associated with the name of the prophet Zoroaster, whose teachings are preserved in the ancient Zoroastrian scriptures, written in a very early form of the Persian language. The date when the Persian prophet lived and taught is not known, and scholarly estimates vary by a thousand years or more. It seems clear, however, that the sixth and fifth centuries BCE were a time of major Zoroastrian religious activity. For centuries, these two God-seeking peoples went their separate ways, unknown, it would seem, to one another. The cataclysmic events of the sixth century BCE brought them into contact, with consequences that were to reverberate around the world and through the ages.


In 586 BCE Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, in the course of a series of wars of conquest, captured Jerusalem, destroyed the kingdom of Judah and the Jewish Temple, and, in accordance with the custom of the time, sent the conquered people into captivity in Babylonia. Some decades later, the Babylonians themselves were overthrown by another conqueror, Cyrus the Mede, the founder of a new, Persian, empire, which in time extended to the Syrian lands and far beyond. It seems that both sides, the conquerors, and one small group among the many conquered peoples in their vast and polyglot domains, recognized a certain basic affinity of outlook and belief. Cyrus authorized the return of the Jews from the Babylonian captivity to the land of Israel, and gave orders for the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem at government expense. In the Hebrew Bible, Cyrus is accorded a degree of respect given to no other non-Jewish ruler, and indeed to few Jewish rulers. The last chapters of the book of Isaiah, written after the Babylonian captivity, are dramatic: ‘He [Cyrus] is my shepherd, and shall perform all my pleasure: even saying to Jerusalem, Thou shalt be built; and to the temple, Thy foundation shall be laid’ (Isaiah 44:28). The immediately following chapter goes even further: ‘Thus saith the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have holden, to subdue nations before him . . .’ (Isaiah 45:1).


Between the earlier and later books of the Hebrew Bible, those written before the Babylonian captivity, and those written after the return, there are notable differences in belief and outlook, some of which at least may plausibly be attributed to influences from the religious thought-world of Iran. Notable among these are the idea of a cosmic struggle between the forces of good and the forces of evil, between God and the Devil, in which mankind has a role to play; the more explicit development of the notion of judgement after death, and reward or retribution in heaven or hell, and the idea of an anointed saviour, born of a holy seed, who will come at the end of time and ensure the final triumph of good over evil. The importance of such ideas in late Judaism and early Christianity will be obvious.


The Jewish-Persian connection also had political implications. Cyrus had shown favour to the Jews, who in turn had served him loyally. For centuries after, Jews, both in their homeland and in other countries under Roman rule, were suspected, sometimes with good reason, of sympathy or even collaboration with the Persian enemies of Rome.


The German philosopher and historian Karl Jaspers has spoken of the period between 600 and 300 BCE as an ‘axial age’ in human history, when people in remote and apparently unrelated lands achieved major spiritual and intellectual breakthroughs. This was the time of Confucius and Lao-Tse in China, of Buddha in India, of Zoroaster or his major disciples in Iran, of the prophets in Israel, and the philosophers in Greece. These were to a very large extent unknown to one another. There seems to have been some activity in the Middle East by Buddhist missionaries from India, but it is little known, and appears to have had little effect. The fructifying mutual relations between Jews and Persians date from the time of Cyrus and of his successors. These same successors, extending their domain westwards across Asia Minor to the Aegean, came into contact and conflict with the Greeks, and thus established lines of communication between the rising Greek civilization and the many peoples of the Persian Empire. The Greek genius was philosophical and scientific rather than religious, but the insights achieved by Greek philosophers and scientists were to have a profound impact on the subsequent religious civilizations of the Middle East, and indeed, of the world.


Greek traders and mercenaries explored the various regions of the Middle East from an early date, and brought back information about these strange lands to whet the growing intellectual curiosity of Greek philosophers and scientists. The expansion of the Persian Empire offered new opportunities – easier travel and communication, knowledge of languages, and employment for Greek skills at many levels of the Persian imperial government. A new age began with the eastern conquests of Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE) of Macedon, which extended Macedonian rule and Greek cultural influence across Iran to Central Asia and the borders of India and southwards through Syria into Egypt. After his death, his conquests were divided among his successors into three kingdoms, based on Iran, Syria, and Egypt.


The Greeks had already known something of Persia before the conquests of Alexander; they now became familiar with the mysterious lands of Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt, where they established a political supremacy that eventually gave way to that of the Romans, and a cultural supremacy that continued even under Roman rule. In 64 BCE, the Roman general Pompey conquered Syria, and soon after took over Judaea. In 31 BCE, after the defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium, the Graeco-Macedonian rulers of Egypt too were obliged to submit to Roman domination. In the universal triumph of Hellenistic culture and Roman domination, only two peoples dared to resist: the Persians and the Jews, with very different results.


In about 247 BCE, a certain Arshak led a successful revolt against Greek rule, and established an independent dynasty known to history as the Parthians, after their tribe and region of origin. Despite several attempts to restore Macedonian supremacy, the Parthians managed to preserve, and even to extend, their political independence, becoming in time a major power and a dangerous rival to Rome. They remained, however, open to Greek cultural influence, which appears to have been considerable. This too was changed, after the overthrow of the Parthian dynasty by Ardashīr (226–240 CE), the founder of the Sasanid dynasty and the restorer of the Zoroastrian faith. Zoroastrianism now became the state religion in Iran, part of the apparatus of sovereignty, of society, and of government. This may well be the first example in history of a state religion with a state-imposed orthodoxy and a hierarchic priesthood, much concerned with the detection and repression of heresy. Sasanid practice in this respect was in marked contrast with the broad tolerance and eclecticism both of their Parthian predecessors and of imperial Rome.


The Zoroastrian faith and priesthood gained great power from this link with the state, but they suffered the consequences of this relationship when that state was itself overthrown. The Zoroastrian priestly establishment perished with the Persian Empire. After the destruction of that empire by the Arab conquest, Zoroastrianism entered into a long decline, unbroken by any kind of revival, even by any share in later revivals of Iranian political and cultural life in Islamic times. Such religious resistance as was offered to the advance of Islam in Iran came not from the orthodox Zoroastrian priesthood, but rather from Zoroastrian heresies, that is, from those who were accustomed to opposition and repression, not from those accustomed to the exercise of authority.


Some of these Zoroastrian heresies came to be of considerable importance in Middle Eastern and indeed in general history. One of the best known is Mithraism, which won many followers in the Roman Empire, especially among the military, and was practised even in England, where traces of a Mithraistic temple have been found. Another, better known, was Manicheism, the creed of Mani, who lived from 216 to 277 CE, and founded a religion based on a blend of Christian and Zoroastrian ideas. He suffered martyrdom in the year 277, but his religion proved remarkably vigorous, and survived severe persecution at the hands of both Muslims and Christians in both the Middle East and Europe. A third, more local in character but of great importance, was the heresy of Mazdak, who flourished during the early sixth century in Iran, and established a kind of religious communism. It inspired a number of later, dissident Shiʿite movements in Islam.


Zoroastrianism was the first imperial and exclusive orthodoxy. It was however a religion of Iran, and does not seem to have been seriously offered to any other people outside the Iranian imperial and cultural world. It was not exceptional in this, since virtually all civilized ancient religions were initially ethnic, became civic and political, and in due course perished along with the polity which had maintained their cult. There was one exception to this rule, one only of the religions of antiquity, which survived the destruction of its political and territorial base, and managed to live on without either, by a process of radical self-transformation. This was the process by which the children of Israel, later the people of Judaea, became the Jews.


In their political resistance to Greece and Rome, the Jews failed. Initially, under the Maccabees, they were successful in asserting their independence against the Macedonian ruler of Syria, who claimed lordship over them, and for a while restored the independence of the kingdom of Judaea. But against the might of Rome they could not prevail, and in revolt after revolt, some of them perhaps with Persian instigation or help, they were crushed and reduced to slavery. Their kings and high priests became Roman puppets, and a Roman procurator ruled in Judaea. The most important of these revolts began in 66 CE. Despite a long and bitter struggle, the rebels were overwhelmed, and in 70 CE, the Romans captured Jerusalem and destroyed the second Temple, which had been built by the exiles returning from Babylon. Even this did not end Jewish resistance. After the revolt of Bar-Kokhba in 135 CE, the Romans decided once and for all to rid themselves of this troublesome people. Like the Babylonians before them, they sent a large part of the Jewish population into captivity and exile, and this time there was no Cyrus to restore them. Even the historic nomenclature of the Jews was to be obliterated. Jerusalem was renamed Aelia Capitolina, and a temple to Jupiter built on the site of the destroyed Jewish Temple. The names Judaea and Samaria were abolished, and the country renamed Palestine, after the long-forgotten Philistines.


A passage in an ancient Jewish text vividly illustrates how the benefits and penalties of Roman imperial rule were seen by their Jewish and no doubt other Middle Eastern subjects. The passage describes a conversation between three rabbis sometime in the second century CE:1


Rabbi Judah began by saying: ‘How fine are the works of these people [the Romans]. They have built markets, they have built bridges, they have built bathhouses.’ Rabbi Jose was silent, and Rabbi Simeon Bar-Yohai answered: ‘All that they built, they built only for their own needs. They built markets to set whores in them; bathhouses, to beautify themselves; bridges, to collect tolls.’ Judah, the son of proselytes, went in and reported their words to the authorities, and they said: ‘Let Judah, who exalted us, be exalted. Let Jose, who was silent, be exiled to Sepphoris, and let Simeon, who denounced us, be executed.’


In one important respect, Jews, Greeks and Romans resembled each other and differed from the other peoples of antiquity – a resemblance and a difference that gave all three of them a crucial role in shaping the civilizations that were to follow. In the Middle East as elsewhere in the world, it was the universal custom of human groups to draw a sharp line between themselves and others – to define the group and reject the outsider. This basic primal need goes back to the beginnings of humanity and beyond them to most forms of animal life. Invariably, the distinction between insiders and outsiders was determined by blood; that is, by kinship or by what we would nowadays call ethnicity. The Greeks and the Jews, the two most articulate peoples of Mediterranean antiquity, have bequeathed two classical definitions of the Other – the barbarian who is not Greek and the gentile who is not Jewish. The barriers expressed by these terms were formidable but – and herein lay an immensely important innovation – they were not insuperable, and in this they differed from the more primitive and more universal definitions of difference based on birth and blood. These barriers could be crossed or even removed, in the one case by adopting the language and culture of the Greeks, in the other by adopting the religion and laws of the Jews. Neither group sought new members, but both were willing to accept them, and by the beginning of the Christian era, Hellenized barbarians and Judaized gentiles were a common feature in many Middle Eastern cities.


There is another respect in which Greeks and Jews were unique in the ancient world – in their compassion for an enemy. There is nothing elsewhere to compare with the sympathetic portrayal by the Greek dramatist Aeschylus – himself a veteran of the Persian wars – of the sufferings of the vanquished Persians, or the concern for the people of Assyrian Nineveh expressed in the Biblical book of Jonah.


The Romans carried the principle of inclusiveness an important step further, by the gradual development of a common imperial citizenship. The Greeks had developed the idea of citizenship – the citizen, that is, as a member of a polity with the right to participate in the formation and conduct of its government. But membership of a Greek city was limited to its original citizens and their descendants, and the most that a foreigner could aspire to was the status of resident alien. Roman citizenship was originally of the same kind, but in gradual stages the rights and duties of a Roman citizen were extended to all the provinces of the Empire.


This accessibility of Hellenistic culture, Jewish religion and Roman polity all helped to prepare the way for the rise and spread of Christianity, a missionary religion whose followers believed that they were the possessors of God’s final revelation, which it was their sacred duty to bring to all mankind. A few centuries later, a second universal religion arose, Islam, and inspired its adherents with a similar sense of certitude and mission, albeit with a different content and method. With two world religions, sustained by the same convictions, driven by the same ambitions, living side by side in the same region, it was inevitable that, sooner or later, they would clash.





CHAPTER 2


BEFORE ISLAM



The period from the advent of Christianity to the advent of Islam, that is, roughly the first six centuries of the Christian era, was shaped by a series of major developments both in the course of events and in the movement of civilizations.


The first of these developments, and in many ways by far the most important of them, was the rise of Christianity itself – the gradual spread and adoption of the Christian religion, and the consequent disappearance, or at least submersion, of all the pre-Christian religions except for those of the Jews and the Persians. For a while, classical Graeco-Roman paganism lingered on, and even had a last flicker of revival during the reign of the emperor Julian (361–363), known to Christian historians as Julian the Apostate. For the first half of this period, until the early fourth century, Christianity grew and spread as a protest against the Roman order. Sometimes tolerated, more often persecuted, it was perforce separated from the State, and developed its own institution – the Church, with its own structure and organization, its own leadership and hierarchy, its own laws and tribunals, which gradually embraced the whole of the Roman world.


With the conversion of the emperor Constantine (311–337), Christianity captured the Roman Empire, and was, in a sense, captured by it. The conversion of the emperor was followed in gradual stages by the Christianization of the Roman state. Authority was now added to persuasion in the promotion of the new faith, and by the time of the great Christian emperor Justinian (527–569), the full panoply of Roman power was used, not only to establish the supremacy of Christianity over other religions, but also to enforce the supremacy of one state-approved doctrine among the many schools of thought into which Christians were now divided. By this time there was not one, but several Churches, disagreeing primarily on questions of theological doctrine, but often divided also by personal, jurisdictional, regional, or even national loyalties.


The second major change was the shift of the centre of gravity of the Roman Empire from west to east, from Rome to Constantinople, the city founded by Constantine to be his eastern capital. After the death of the emperor Theodosius in 395 CE, the Empire was split into two, a western empire ruled from Rome, and an eastern empire ruled from Constantinople. Within a comparatively short time, the western empire was submerged in a series of barbarian invasions, and in effect ceased to exist. The eastern empire survived these difficulties, and was able to maintain itself for another thousand years.


The name Byzantine, which is nowadays generally applied to the eastern empire, is a term of modern scholarship, and is derived from the name of the settlement which previously existed on the site of the city of Constantinople. The Byzantines never called themselves Byzantines. They called themselves Romans, and were ruled by a Roman emperor, purporting to enforce the Roman law. True, there were differences. The emperors and their subjects were Christian, not pagan, and although the citizens of Byzantium called themselves Romans, they did so not in Latin, but in Greek – not romani, but rhomaioi. Even the provincials were affected. Greek inscriptions, in various places, pray for the ‘supremacy of the Romans’ – hēgemonia tōn Rhomaiōn – and a client prince in the border principality of Edessa, ousted by the Persians and restored by the Romans, proudly adopts the title philorhomaios, ‘friend of the Romans’ – in Greek. Even at the height of Roman power, Greek in effect had the status of the second language of the Roman Empire. In the eastern Roman Empire, it became the first language. Latin lingered for a while, and Latin terms can be traced in the Greek of Byzantium, and even, centuries later, in the Arabic of the caliphate. But Greek had become, and for long remained, the language of government as well as of culture. Even the surviving non-Greek languages and literatures of the eastern provinces, Coptic, Aramaic, and later, Arabic, were profoundly influenced by the Hellenistic philosophic and scientific tradition.


The third major development, the Hellenization of the Middle East, had begun centuries earlier, in the empires of Alexander the Great and of his successors in Syria and Egypt. Both the Roman state and the Christian Churches were profoundly affected by Greek culture. Both of them contributed to its wider dissemination. The governmental institutions of the east Roman state were influenced by the traditions of the late Greek monarchies of Alexander and his successors, a conception of monarchy in many ways significantly different from that of the Roman caesars. In their religion, too, the early Christians were concerned with philosophical subtleties of a kind that had long preoccupied the Greeks, but had never much troubled either the Romans or the Jews. The Christian scripture, the New Testament, was written in a language which, though no longer that of the Athenian dramatists and philosophers, was unmistakably Greek. Even the Old Testament was available in a Greek translation, made centuries earlier in the Greek-speaking Jewish community of Alexandria.
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The Emperor Constantine, known as Constantine the Great, who ruled from 306 to 337. The first Christian Roman emperor and the founder of Constantinople.
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The land walls of Constantinople.
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Rock carving near Persepolis depicting the triumph of the Persian emperor Shapur and the defeat and capture of the Roman emperor Valerian, c.259–260.
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Early Christian mosaic at Ma’daba in Jordan, showing the holy city of Jerusalem and surrounding area.
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Medallion commemorating a victory of the Roman emperor Justinian, c.530.
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Third-century synagogue, excavated at Dura Europos in Syria.



[image: image]




Abraham prepares to sacrifice his son. In the Muslim version, this is Ishmael, not Isaac.
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Muhammad receiving revelation from the Archangel Gabriel (from the Universal History of Rashīd al-Dīn, 1307).
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The Dome of the Rock, built by ʿAbd al-Malik on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem in 691–692. The first great religious building in the history of Islam.
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A detail from the inscription and decoration inside the dome of the Dome of the Rock.
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The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The original structure, dating from the time of Constantine, was several times destroyed, renovated and rebuilt. The present structure dates from the extensive rebuilding by the Crusaders after they captured Jerusalem in 1099.
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Quṣayr ʿAmra, the little palace of ʿAmra, an Umayyad hunting lodge in the Jordanian desert, some fifty miles east of Amman.
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(clockwise from above left) Byzantine coin of the emperor Heraclius (610–641); Umayyad coin of Mu ʿāwiya–Caliph 661–680 CE; Umayyad coin of ʿAbd al-Malik, caliph 685–705, who introduced Arabic coinage in 696; ʿAbbasid coin of Hārūn al-Rashīd, caliph 786–809; an ʿAbbasid coin.
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The monumental ‘Tower of Victory’ built in the name of Masʿūd III (1099–1115) in Ghazni in present-day Afghanistan, to celebrate his victory over the Hindu rulers of Kanauj.
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The assassination of Niẓām al-Mulk, the celebrated chief minister of the Seljuk Sultans, in 1092. He was killed by emissaries of the Assassins, a radical and violent opposition to Sunni Islam. Founded in Iran at the end of the eleventh century, it was extended to Syria in the early twelfth.


Another major change, perhaps also to be attributed in part to earlier influences, was the steady growth of what would nowadays be called a command economy – the attempt to plan or direct the economy through the use of state authority. It was natural enough to develop such policies in the river valley societies, especially in Egypt, where the directed economy reached an advanced stage under the Ptolemaic Dynasty, founded by one of Alexander’s generals. In the early Christian centuries, and especially from the third century onwards, the state became increasingly involved in industry, in trade and manufacture, and even in agriculture. More and more, state authorities exercised control over the economic activities of such private entrepreneurs as remained, and attempted to formulate and impose state economic policies. In many fields, the state simply bypassed the private traders and organized its own affairs. The army, for example, relied very largely on state enterprises for the manufacture of armaments, equipment and, in some periods, even uniforms. Provisions for the army were usually collected in the form of taxes in kind, and issued to the troops in the form of rations. The growing economic activities of the state left less and less room for the entrepreneur, the purveyor, the supplier, and their colleagues.


There was also growing state intervention in agriculture. There is some evidence of a continuous shrinkage in the area of cultivated land. Imperial legislation, of which a fair amount survives, reveals again and again the concern of the state at the increase in abandoned and deserted lands, and its desire to induce peasants and landowners, by various fiscal and other incentives, to resettle these lands. This appears to have been a major problem, especially from the third to the sixth centuries, that is to say, from the time of Diocletian (284–305), a leading exponent of economic interventionism, until the Islamic conquests and the resulting restructuring of economic function and power.


Both the Byzantine and the Persian empires were overwhelmed by the advancing tide of Islam in the early decades of the seventh century, but there is an important difference between their fates. The Byzantine armies suffered crushing defeats, and lost many provinces to the Arabs, but the core province of Asia Minor was still Greek and Christian, and the imperial capital, Constantinople, despite many assaults, remained inviolate behind its land and sea walls. The Byzantine Empire was weakened and diminished, but it survived for another seven hundred years, and its language, its culture and its institutions continued to develop at their own natural rhythm. When finally the last remnant of the Greek Christian empire was overwhelmed in 1453, there was a Christian world to which the Byzantines could bequeath their memory and their record of earlier times.


The fate of Persia was very different. Not only its outlying provinces, but its capital and the entirety of its territories were conquered and incorporated in the new Arab Islamic empire. The Byzantine magnates of Syria and Egypt could flee to Byzantium; the Zoroastrians of Persia had no choice but to remain under Muslim rule, or to seek refuge in the only place that was open to them, India. During the early centuries of Muslim domination in Iran, the old language, and with it the old script, were gradually forgotten, except among a small and dwindling minority. Even the language was transformed by conquest, in much the same way that Anglo-Saxon became English. It is only in comparatively modern times that scholarship has undertaken the recovery and decipherment of old Persian writings and inscriptions, and thus begun the exploration of the pre-Islamic history of Iran.


During the first six centuries of the Christian era, there are two major phases in the history of the Iranian Empire: the first that of the Parthians; the second, that of the Sasanids. The first Sasanid ruler, Ardashir (226–240 CE), launched a new series of wars against Rome. His successor, Shapur I (240–271 CE), even succeeded in capturing the Roman emperor Valerian in battle, an achievement which so delighted him that he had representations of it carved in stone on several mountains in Iran, where they can still be seen. They depict the Persian shah on horseback with the Roman emperor at his feet; the shah’s foot is on the emperor’s neck. Valerian died in captivity.


This Perso-Roman, later Perso-Byzantine rivalry was the dominating political fact in the history of the area until the rise of the Islamic caliphate, which destroyed one of the rivals and greatly weakened the other. The long and apparently endless sequence of wars, with one exception interrupted only by brief intervals of peace, must surely have contributed significantly to this final result.


The one exception, the Long Peace, endured for more than a century. In 384 Shapur III (383–388 CE) made peace with Rome. Apart from a brief frontier clash in 421–2, war did not resume until the beginning of the sixth century, when it continued, with only minor pauses, until 628. By that time, a new power was rising that would soon overshadow both belligerents.


For contemporary and medieval historians, the principal issues at stake in these wars were, as one would expect, territorial. The Romans laid claim to Armenia and Mesopotamia, which during most of this period were ruled by the Persians. The Romans had claimed these lands because the emperor Trajan had conquered them, thus establishing, according to a doctrine shared by Romans, Persians, and later, Muslims, a permanent entitlement. The Byzantines had a further argument, that the inhabitants of Armenia and Mesopotamia were largely Christian, and therefore owed allegiance to the Christian emperor. The Persians claimed Syria, Palestine, and even Egypt, which had been conquered by Cambyses, the son of Cyrus, in 525 BCE. In the course of the wars, they were from time to time able to invade and devastate these lands, and even, for brief periods, to hold them. There were no Persians or Zoroastrians in these countries, but there were other groups of non-Christians among whom the Persians found sympathizers.


Modern historians have been able to detect and document other issues besides territorial claims. Among the most important is the control of the trade routes between East and West. Two eastern imports were of particular importance to the Mediterranean world: silk from China and spices from India and Southeast Asia. The traffic in these commodities became very extensive; and Roman legislative enactments reveal a continuing concern to protect it from interference. Because of this trade, the Roman and Byzantine world was in touch with the civilizations of further Asia, with China and with India. There were no regular relations, and very few recorded exchanges of visitors. There were however imports from both, for which the Romans, and after them the Byzantines, seem to have paid principally in gold coin. There was little if anything that the Mediterranean world could offer in exchange for Chinese silk or Indian spices. Gold, however, was always acceptable, and great quantities of Roman gold coins were sent to eastern Asia to pay for the imports that came to the Mediterranean basin – and not only to eastern Asia, since the Persians made substantial profits as middlemen in the silk trade for China, especially when, as at certain periods, they were able to extend their rule eastwards into Central Asia and thus dominate the silk trade at its point of departure. There are occasional complaints of the drain of bullion to the East, but on the whole the Roman world seems to have survived this drain surprisingly well.


The most direct route from the Mediterranean lands to the further east lay through the territories ruled or dominated by Persia, but there were obvious advantages, both economic and strategic, in developing routes beyond the reach of Persian arms. The choices were the northern overland route from China through the Turkish lands in the Eurasian steppe towards the Black Sea and Byzantine territory, or the southern sea routes through the Indian Ocean. These led either to the Persian Gulf and Arabia or to the Red Sea, with overland connections, through Egypt and the isthmus of Suez, or through the caravan routes of western Arabia from Yemen to the borders of Syria. The Roman, and then Byzantine interest, was to establish and preserve these external commercial links with China and with India, thus bypassing the Persian-dominated centre. The Persian Empire tried to use its position athwart the transit routes to control Byzantine trade, so as to exploit it in times of peace, or stop it in times of war. This meant a recurring struggle for influence between the two imperial powers in the countries beyond the imperial borders of both of them. The effect of these interventions – commercial, diplomatic, and on rare occasions, military – was considerable in both areas. Those primarily affected were the Turkish tribes and principalities in the north, and the Arab tribes and principalities in the south. Neither Turks nor Arabs are recorded as playing much role in the ancient civilizations of the region. Both of them, in consecutive waves of invasion, later played a dominant role in the Islamic heartlands in the Middle Ages.


For the first six centuries of the Christian era, Turks and Arabs alike were still beyond the imperial frontiers, in the barbarous or semi-barbarous steppe and desert lands. Neither Persians nor Romans, even in their periods of imperial expansion, showed much interest in conquering the steppe or desert peoples, and took care not to get too closely involved with them. The fourth-century Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus, himself a native of Syrìa, has something to say of both. Of the steppe peoples, he observes:.1


The inhabitants of all the districts are savage and warlike, and take such pleasure in war and conflict, that one who loses his life in battle is regarded as happy beyond all others. For those who depart from this life by a natural death they assail with insults, as degenerate and cowardly. (XXIII, 6.44)


The desert dwellers to the south he describes as ‘the Saracens . . . whom we never found desirable either as friends or as enemies’ (XIV, 4.1). To conquer such neighbours by armed force would have been expensive, difficult, and dangerous, and the results neither secure nor useful. Instead, both empires followed what became a classical imperial policy, of wooing the tribal peoples in various ways, and trying to gain, and, as far as possible, to retain their good will, with financial, military, and technical aid, titles and honours, and the like. From an early date, the tribal chiefs – the Greek term was phylarch – both north and south, learnt to exploit this situation to their advantage, leaning sometimes one way, sometimes the other, sometimes to both or to neither. Sometimes the wealth accruing from the caravan trade enabled them to establish cities and kingdoms of their own, with their own political role, as satellites or even allies of the imperial powers. Sometimes these imperial powers, when they felt it safe to do so, tried to conquer the border principalities and subject them to direct rule. More often, they preferred some form of indirect rule or clientage.


The pattern is an ancient one, and no doubt goes back to remote antiquity. The Romans had their initiation into desert politics in 65 BCE, when Pompey visited the Nabatean capital at Petra, now in the Hāshimite kingdom of Jordan. The Nabateans appear to have been Arabs, though their culture and written language were Aramaean. In the oasis of Petra, they had established a flourishing caravan city, with which the Romans found it expedient to establish friendly relations. Petra served as a sort of buffer state between the Roman provinces and the desert, and as a valued auxiliary in reaching towards southern Arabia and the routes to Indian trade. In 25 BCE, the emperor Augustus decided to try another policy, and sent an expedition to conquer the Yemen. The intention was to establish a Roman foothold at the southern end of the Red Sea, and thus open the way to direct Roman control of the route to India. The expedition was a dismal failure, and the Romans never tried again. That is to say, they never again tried to penetrate with military force into Arabia proper, but preferred to rely, both for their trade in peacetime and their strategic needs in wartime, on the caravan cities and the desert border states.


It was this Roman policy that made possible the efflorescence of a succession of Arabian border principalities, of which Petra was the first in Roman times. There were several others, notably Palmyra, the modern Tadmur in southeastern Syria. Palmyra grew up around a spring in the Syrian desert. It was an ancient site, where there had apparently been centres of settlement and trade in earlier times. The Palmyrenes had an emporium at Dura, on the Euphrates, and were thus in a position to operate the trans-desert route from the Mediterranean to Mesopotamia and the Gulf. This gave them a position of some commercial and strategic importance.
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