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    Introduction

    Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab aroused great controversy in his lifetime. Two centuries and more after his death in 1792 he still provokes strong, often passionate, views. For some Muslims he is the model of a religious activist who fought against the odds to establish a regime of Islamic godliness. For others, especially Shi‘a or those associated with mystic orders, he is a hate figure. Some also see him as the ideological progenitor of Usama bin Ladin and the modern scourge of al-Qa‘ida. Few would deny he has shaped the Muslim world.

    Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab created a remarkable phenomenon in the Wahhabi movement that is named after him. For over 250 years it has rested on the twin pillars of a clear credo and an unbroken alliance with temporal power. Absolutist theology and political and religious ambition made it the dominant force in Arabia. It transformed its champions, the Al Sa‘ud (House of Sa‘ud), from the petty rulers of a central Arabian settlement with a talent for balancing interests in the eighteenth century, into the guardians of Mecca and Medina (Islam’s two Holy Places) and beneficiaries of some of the earth’s greatest proven oil reserves in the twentieth.

    Both movement and dynasty have endured many vicissitudes since the 1740s. For all the accusations against them of doctrinal and institutional rigidity, they have demonstrated both resilience and adaptability. Long experience of triumphs and bitter defeats has made the Al Sa‘ud cautious in wielding the enormous religious, political, and economic power they possess today. Older Saudi princes have a strong sense of history. Others may have forgotten distant events in the Arabian Peninsula; they have not.

    I became interested in early Wahhabism in the late 1970s when Gulf studies were in their infancy and the Iranian revolution

    consumed much academic attention. Saudi history was barely charted territory. My concern then, as now, was with the relationships between religious doctrine, political power, and events on the ground. Although this book focuses on the career, teachings, and impact of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, in these pages he shares the limelight with the movement forever associated with his name, and with the Al Sa‘ud who became arbiters of its fate.

    Since this book is as much about early Wahhabism as about Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, I devote chapter 1 to a brief overview of the Wahhabi phenomenon. The next two chapters outline Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s background, career, and personality. The following three review his core doctrine of the Oneness of God (explained in chapter 2 and then in greater detail in chapter 4), its supporting concepts, and the main targets in society of his criticism.

    Chapter 7 considers Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s stance on the regulation of society and government, and reflects on unresolved questions about the origins of Wahhabism: why then? why there? and why in that form? Chapter 8 offers an outline of the history of the three Saudi states, the first spanning the period 1744–1818, the second lasting from the 1820s until the 1880s, and the third in existence since 1902. Chapter 9 reviews briefly the ideological development of modern Wahhabism in Arabia, and its relationship with Salafism and jihadi extremism.

    Concluding remarks on Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s achievement in chapter 10 are succeeded in the appendix by a short bibliography and suggested further reading on him, Wahhabism, and Saudi history. I have concentrated throughout on Wahhabism in Arabia and have not tried to cover the much wider subject of its manifestations elsewhere in the world.

    I refer throughout to Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab as Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. This is how he referred to himself in correspondence (e.g. Ibn Ghannam, 1949, 1:151). I also use the terms “Wahhabi” and “Wahhabism.” Although at times Wahhabis have called themselves just that, today they treat the name as derogatory and reject it. They prefer muwahhidun (practitioners of tawhid or Oneness of God) or Salafis, a label that encompasses a broader spread of belief. Since “Wahhabi” and “Wahhabism” have become otherwise universally accepted labels, I shall use them – with neutral intent.

    I have employed Common Era (c.e.) dates. Where the original sources supply a specific date in the Islamic calendar for an event, I have converted it to its c.e. equivalent, using www.islamicfinder.org/dateConversion.php. Where they offer just a year, I have given the two c.e. years with which it overlaps (in the form, e.g., 1729/30), unless the context makes it obvious in which c.e. year the event fell.

    It is impossible to be entirely consistent in the transliteration of Arabic names and words. Where place names now have a widely accepted spelling in English, I have adopted that in the text (e.g. Mecca or Riyadh). Otherwise I have adopted current academic practice (but omitted diacritics).

    For ease of reading, I have restricted the number of proper names in the text to those that are essential. I have placed full footnotes online at: www.oneworld-publications.com/books/michael-

    crawford/ibn-abd-al-wahhab

    I thank Professor Patricia Crone of Princeton (the general editor) for her initial help with this book, Professor Bernard Haykel, also of Princeton, and Charles Richards of London for their detailed comments. I am alone responsible for remaining errors. I owe a broader debt to Professors Haykel and Michael Cook of Princeton, and to Dr. Saud al-Sarhan of Riyadh for deepening my understanding of Wahhabism. For the record, I have not been beholden in preparing or writing this book to any institution, body, or individual for funding.
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    THE WAHHABI PHENOMENON

    In mid-1798 Napoleon invaded and occupied Egypt, a self-ruling province of the Ottoman empire which then exercised suzerainty over much of the Middle East. Although some Ottomans had worried about growing Western advantage since the failed siege of Vienna in 1683, most Muslim observers were traumatized. A contemporary Yemeni religious reformer described this first Western occupation of Arab lands for centuries as making “the eyes of Islam and of Muslims weep” (al-Shawkani, 1929/30, 2:8). The imagery was conventional but the shock genuine and deeply felt around the region. The Ottoman sultan warned of a French descent on the Holy Cities, which he did not rule directly (ibid., 2:9–15).

    The defeat by Napoleon of forces fielded by Egypt’s mamluk rulers and then Nelson’s audacious destruction of Napoleon’s fleet at the Battle of the Nile were brutal demonstrations of the military and technological gap that had opened between the Christian powers and Islam’s premier empire. Recognition by both rulers and subjects of the backwardness of their societies and inferiority – all the more painful because it conflicted with Muslims’ conviction of God’s favor and of their own superiority over Christians – triggered a long Ottoman reform process that lasted until the empire collapsed at the end of the First World War.

    The political, military, and cultural impact of the French occupation of Egypt on contemporary governments and societies in the region has made it a favored starting point for Western histories of the modern Middle East. The ensuing narrative relates how Ottoman efforts to recover ground, lost both physically and metaphorically to Western powers and Russia, concentrated first on revitalization of the military. As the nineteenth century progressed and the Ottomans saw that Western advantage stemmed from more than military technology and prowess, they extended the reform process under the broad heading of the Tanzimat to the political, economic, and social fields.

    Subsequent modernization across the region, based on European models, was seen by its inhabitants as a reaction to Western pressures, and to be measured against Western benchmarks. Prominent Arab thinkers sought to adapt and liberalize Islam to assist the development process. Those engaged in politics after the First World War, operating in newly created nation states carved out of the old Ottoman empire, seized on European doctrines of secular nationalism to mobilize and justify popular hostility to colonial occupation and influence. Even major Islamist strands, such as the Muslim Brotherhood which first emerged in Egypt in the 1920s in parallel and competition with nationalism, reflected heavy Western influence as well as the effects of early globalization.

    This standard account of regional history rightly presents Westernization as the key component and instrument of modernization across the Middle East. Yet modernizing reform in the region was not jump-started by the French conquest of Egypt. Contrary to the impression of eighteenth-century stagnation often conveyed by historians, the Arab and Persian worlds demonstrated a degree of political, military, and intellectual vibrancy even before rivalry between France under Napoleon and England detonated in a transcontinental war. Modernization began before Westernization and amounted to more than that.

    By the eighteenth century dissatisfaction with existing approaches to government, religion, and military organization had already stimulated reformist impulses in Middle Eastern ruling circles. It had a similar effect among Muslim clerics (‘ulama), who operated without any formal hierarchy of authority and were among the leading public intellectuals of their time. Some initiatives dissipated without effect. Others took hold and became fully fledged, sometimes radical, campaigns to transform the status quo. Historians have tended to see Wahhabism as typifying such movements. But its religious dogma was not representative of wider intellectual trends and its political and social activism expressed itself in an unusually aggressive form (Dallal, 2011, 108–11).

    Wahhabism as an indigenous religious reform movement was born in inland Arabia in the mid-eighteenth century. It arose in the central Arabian hinterland of Najd, a region long disdained by Arab metropolitan elites as a religious and cultural backwater. It lay beyond the Ottoman orbit and remote from the hybrid port culture of the Arabian Gulf with its close links to India and East Africa. It belonged neither to the story of Westernization in the Middle East nor geographically to the worlds of the Mediterranean or the Red Sea and western Indian Ocean, where Muslim rulers first felt the modern political and commercial influence of European powers.

    When from 1790 Wahhabism exploded out of Arabia to assume a disruptive role on the Ottoman stage, regional elites saw it as an inexplicable, almost anarchic intrusion from a deprived periphery. Some Western historians adopted this perspective, depicting it as “a solitary protest in a corrupt world” that exhibited features peculiar to the Arabian Peninsula (Gibb, 1947, 35). Many sweeping regional histories grant Wahhabism mere footnote status as an anomaly outside the main strands of narrative or analysis.

    The early Wahhabi challenge to the political and religious assumptions underlying the Ottoman world can indeed seem curiously detached in origin from the rest of the Islamic world of its time. For all its religious inspiration and modern reputation as an ideology of resistance, it offered no transferable political model for Muslims facing political and commercial pressures from European powers.

    The first Wahhabis of the 1740s appear to have been unaware of the speed and depth of contemporary English and French intrusion into far-off Muslim territories. Their better-informed successors remained undeterred by Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, or further English inroads into Islamic lands in India, from setting out to confound the Ottoman sultan, who had only recently reasserted his claim to be the caliph or leader of Muslims. It was not the French who launched themselves by sea at the Holy Cities of Islam but the Wahhabis. They encroached by land and captured them in 1803–6. As the sultan was officially guardian of the Holy Places, this loss, and the subsequent Saudi ban on the pilgrimage caravans he sponsored, dented his religious credentials and regional prestige.

    This came at a bad time for the Ottoman empire. Its nerve center at the Sublime Porte in Istanbul was working to navigate the stormy waters of the Napoleonic War without losing more territory. The Wahhabis by contrast were committed to addressing the degraded condition of the Islamic world. Their targets were not distant Christians but Muslims in their own neighborhood. This divisive approach at a crucial moment in regional history fueled the controversy over the origins, objectives, and approach of the movement.

    CONTESTED ORIGINS

    The religious campaign launched by Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703–92) in the late 1730s, which found political and military champions in the Al Sa‘ud dynasty, took decades to defeat local rivals within the confines of Najd. In the early 1790s Saudi forces, accompanied by Wahhabi preachers, occupied al-Ahsa (in today’s Eastern Province) and started raiding into the Ottoman provinces of Iraq and into the Hijaz to the west. There the Hashimite sharifs of Mecca – descendants of the Prophet – ruled the Holy Cities for the Ottoman sultan. The Wahhabis saw this campaign as a summons to God and an invitation to act as instruments of God’s power. The gathering pace of their territorial expansion, which to them signified divine validation of their doctrines, caused consternation among opponents.

    Anti-Wahhabis were perplexed by the origins of the movement and the motives of its founder. They could not accept that one individual alone had supplied the creed and inspiration for this dangerous phenomenon. From the first they cast Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab as an evil deviant who, for his own reasons or out of “whim”, was intent on leading Muslims astray (Traboulsi, 2002, 402). They swiftly invented the term “Wahhabi” to denigrate the movement as sectarian, as having deviated from the path (Sunna) of the Prophet and his community. This was especially insulting to a man who railed against religious hierarchies that sought to intervene between God and the individual.

    Much later it became easier to besmirch its founder as the agent of an outside power, especially the British, and to suggest that the movement even at its outset existed only to serve the covert aims of others. This notion gained particular currency in mystic circles in Turkey in the 1920s, just as the newly formed country was coming to terms with the loss of the pan-Islamic role bestowed by the Ottoman caliphate and the empire it had once led and dominated. Some Turks blamed the Wahhabis for deserting the Ottomans during the First World War just as they had allegedly betrayed them in Napoleon’s time.

    This line that, far from being a genuine indigenous movement, Wahhabism was the destructive creature of a hidden (foreign) hand is still reflected in anti-Wahhabi literature. One recent work, published in Tehran, capital of the Shi‘i geopolitical rival to Wahhabi Saudi Arabia, has the self-explanatory title The Wahhabi Sect: in the service of whom? (al-Taqwa, n.d.).

    DIVISIVE SECT OR NEW ORTHODOXY?

    Controversy has always clouded understanding of how and why Wahhabism originated. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab contested the prevailing consensus of his era and earned the remorseless hostility of many local and regional clerics over his long lifetime. His raw challenge to the religious establishment of his era, and the political and military gauntlet thrown down by the Al Sa‘ud to the Ottomans, earned the early Wahhabis a reputation for sectarianism, intolerance, and vandalism.

    Much of the controversy was stilled by the Ottoman demolition of the First Saudi State in 1818, the withdrawal of the Wahhabi movement into the fastness of Arabia for much of the nineteenth century, and the skill with which Saudi ruler ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman Al Sa‘ud (known to the West as Ibn Sa‘ud) restored its fortunes after 1902 and expanded his state’s boundaries even before the First World War. No sooner had the Wahhabis recaptured the Holy Cities in the 1920s and placed themselves back at the heart of Islam than other Muslims again expressed alarm at the exclusivism of their creed and their intolerance of diversity in belief and practice. A fuller account of this history is provided in chapter 8.

    Despite this unpromising reception, the Saudis contrived from the mid-twentieth century gradually and deftly to quell much of the furor over Wahhabism’s theological outlook and hostility toward other versions of Islam. In subsequent decades the movement presented itself with increased confidence as part of the Sunni mainstream, with an outlook grounded in the beliefs and practices of the first generations of Muslims (known as al-Salaf). The growing strength and spread of this revivalist Salafi trend in Sunnism (of which Wahhabism was an early manifestation), the power of Saudi petrodollars and propaganda, and the spawning of more extreme Sunni jihadist ideologies shifted the perceived center of gravity in Islamic practice and belief to place Wahhabism, in the eyes of many, firmly within the bounds of Sunni orthodoxy.

    Set against the early history of the movement, this transition was remarkable. It occurred so smoothly that until the last few years many Western commentators on Islam unfamiliar with that history took Wahhabi orthodoxy for granted. One author even declares that “since its foundation in the 1920s, the modern Saudi Kingdom has been considered a byword for Islamic orthodoxy” (Ruthven, 2004, 134).

    While illustrating how effectively the Wahhabis reintegrated themselves into the wider Islamic community, this perception overlooks the rejectionist character of Wahhabism and the centuries-old religious debate it spawned. One disconcerted observer suggests the shift has been so profound that Wahhabism has become not just mainstream but the asserted orthodoxy in many Islamic states even beyond Saudi Arabia and Qatar, the two states officially Wahhabi in religious orientation (Redissi, 2007, 26).

    The growing acceptance of Wahhabism suffered a major reversal after the 9/11 attack on the World Trade Center. Recurrent and widespread claims associating Wahhabism with the al-Qa‘ida brand of extreme and violent Salafism were deeply unwelcome to the Saudis. The charge enabled accusers to tap into centuries of bitter disputation between Wahhabis and their enemies. It sparked a vigorous, even vicious, debate among polemicists, academics, and popularizers over the extent to which Wahhabis and al-Qa‘ida shared a common ideology and approach.

    Many of these exchanges shed heat, not light. Contributions appeared contrived, shaped by contemporary agenda rather than by a spirit of forensic inquiry into historical facts or doctrinal links. Critics tended to view Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s doctrines through the prism of current concern with Islamic extremism. They detached his teachings and actions from their own time and place. This hampered not only understanding of the ideological drivers shaping Islamic radicalization today but a balanced evaluation of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s teachings and influence.

    In contesting established patterns of Islamic thought from both within and beyond the Islamic consensus of his era, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab introduced a new ideological and religious turbulence into the Islamic world. Much of today’s debate within Islam is conducted in terms that he helped to revive and popularize. One contemporary critic, addressing the wider issue of extremism, has described the apparent capture of religious modes of thought by Wahhabism, the broader Salafi movement, and their offshoots as “the Great Theft” (Abou El Fadl, 2007).

    Yet the powerful influence of Wahhabism and Salafism, into which today’s Wahhabis prefer for reasons of protection and propagation to submerge their religious identity, has yet to translate into ideological dominance across the Islamic world. The ages-old struggle persists between competing religious forces for the soul of the faith, each seeking to enlist in its support the enduring power of religion over the hearts and minds of Muslims.

    If today’s contest within Islam appears particularly acute, we can attribute this to the popularity of political Islamism, the widespread use of religious language in politics, and concerns over the impact of violent Islamic extremism on Muslim communities across the world. Wahhabism in its first manifestation as an eighteenth-century phenomenon helped precipitate this struggle by giving it a more confrontational edge.

    BACKWARD-LOOKING OR AHEAD OF ITS TIME?

    Much traditional disputation about early Wahhabism returns to the issue of “orthodoxy”. This term applies awkwardly to Islam, partly because there is no central religious hierarchy to define what is, and what is not, orthodox. I use it, as others have done, for its familiarity while avoiding the term “heresy” as the antithesis of orthodoxy. Some have argued that the term “orthopraxy” better expresses the general emphasis in Islam on adherence to a code of practice rather than doctrine as defining membership of the Islamic community (umma).

    A pluralistic culture in Islam has traditionally accommodated a wide range of religious behaviors and beliefs. It was just this elasticity of doctrine, ritual, and practice that Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab challenged. He for one believed in the concept and obligation of Islamic orthodoxy. His theological stance made him condemn much of the Islam of his own time. He and his followers adopted an uncompromisingly rigorous approach to religious observance. They were quick to outlaw those they saw as transgressors from the faith. Their prescriptive model imposed tight criteria for membership of the Islamic community. It revived with immediacy the long dormant question within Sunni Islam as to who counted as a true Muslim, who did not – and who should be the judge of that.

    This exclusivist outlook encouraged contemporary critics to view the early Wahhabis as harking back to earlier conflict-ridden eras. They dismissed them as insular and backward-looking – or just plain backward. To them the Wahhabis, coming from an unsophisticated hinterland culture, wanted to reimpose a simplistic outlook that hardly suited the complexities of the pre-modern Islamic world. This criticism, often expressed with a blend of condescension and exasperation, was understandable. Yet how is it that to our own eyes Wahhabism, even in its original eighteenth-century form, displays features that can appear decidedly modern?

    By challenging the status quo and popular religion, Wahhabism engaged a constituency beyond traditional religious establishments and outside religious circles or groupings based on educational, hereditary, or spiritual allegiance. In addressing the beliefs and practices of the individual believer, Wahhabis set out to appeal directly to all Muslims regardless of birth or background. Salvation was open to all on an equal basis. Everyone was equidistant from God.

    For Wahhabis there were to be no spiritual intermediaries between God and believer, no political hierarchies between ruler and ruled, and no social barriers to membership of the community of believers. Wahhabism developed its own religious hierarchy in Saudi Arabia, causing theory and practice to diverge. Yet this appeal to all Muslims and repudiation of mediation and traditional hierarchies became defining characteristics of broader Salafism. It led to a gradual sea-change in popular Islamic belief and practice over the twentieth century.

    An outlook that looked retrogressive to many eighteenth-century Muslims exercises strong appeal today. This is perhaps because in Middle Eastern societies Westernization has stripped away traditional religious and social hierarchies and intermediaries. Social, educational, and economic development has discredited or marginalized forms of worship marked by faith in charismatic figures, popular rituals, or superstition. It has also fostered impatience with the juristic superstructure of conventional Islamic thought. By condemning or undermining these while expressing itself in traditionalist terms, Wahhabism appears to many Muslims a neat ideological fit for today’s conditions.

    Wahhabism in Arabia was never itself nationalist or anti-colonial, nor did it borrow from the ideological armory of the West. It was a pre-modern movement that arose before the most serious Western threat materialized against Islamic lands on the Mediterranean or in India. It can present itself today, as it has always done, as an authentically Islamic response to contemporary challenges. Some critics dismiss the simplicity, clarity, and absolutism of its dogma as anti-rationalist and intellectually impoverished. But these features reinforce its attraction for Muslims suffering social dislocation and seeking explanations and greater certainty within their own religious culture. It offers reassurance and a sense of purpose in a globalized world that has removed much of the individual’s political, social, and economic protection from outside forces while stressing his or her capacity to make – and act on – his or her own choices.

    RELIGIOUS UNIVERSALISM AND POLITICAL PARTICULARISM

    This stress on the individual’s path to salvation, free of mediatory constraints, is modern and meshes well with the internet’s offer of direct access to other people and their opinions. It has, however, caused a splintering of beliefs that has affected the Wahhabi movement as much as other religious and confessional communities. Thanks to influences from other Islamist strands there are now various different versions of Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia. Even during the movement’s monolithic phase that lasted until the mid-twentieth century, there was always tension within it between the universal religious message of its founder and the demands of political loyalty to the dynasty that safeguarded it.

    Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s vision was of a universal struggle of ideas and beliefs, between conflicting religious and social norms, between differing visions of the Sunni community. By seeking to strip the faith back to its essentials and create uniformity of belief and practice, his message possessed a timeless quality with an appeal above and beyond the local circumstances and cultural heritage of his audience. He was addressing all Muslims, contemporary and future, urging them to reclaim the essence of the faith and purge it of corrupt accretions that had sapped its strength over the centuries. It was to stand in all places for all time.

    As a phenomenon in history, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s religious campaign was confined in space and time. To ensure its survival and spread he tied its eternal and universal message to the political cause of the Al Sa‘ud. He exploited Saudi protection and support to create a regime of godliness. This was his great achievement as an activist, applying his precepts to the particular conditions of contemporary Najd within the framework of his arrangement with the Al Sa‘ud.

    This regime of godliness was necessarily local in application. Its broader religious appeal was restricted by association with the political fortunes of just one dynasty among many in the small settlements of Najd. This political linkage created obstacles to wider acceptance. It was a handicap as well as an advantage. The measure of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s success as an ideologue and religious leader lies in how far he still managed to shape political, religious, and doctrinal developments in central Arabia and beyond, aided by Najd’s geographical proximity to the Holy Cities. But for this outcome, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab might have remained an anonymous, at best peripheral, figure in Middle Eastern or Islamic history, featuring on its geographical, political, and doctrinal margins. Correspondingly, without the appeal and legitimacy derived from a universalist religious message, the Al Sa‘ud too might never have emerged as powerful historical actors.

    SOURCES OF A CONTROVERSIAL HISTORY

    Most historical sources accessible to us are supplied by the Wahhabis and Saudis themselves. This is partly because Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab operated beyond the reach and records of Ottoman bureaucracy but thanks too to the grip achieved by Wahhabism in Najd. This limits our understanding of events.

    Saudi forces gained a reputation for book-burning when sacking the towns of regional enemies. Yet the Wahhabis were much preoccupied with texts, especially the Holy Qur’an and key religious and juridical works, but more broadly also with grammar and history. However limited his own intellectual range and depth, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab established an industry of religious writing. He compiled some works himself and wrote innumerable epistles and letters, some of which have come down to us. The polemics of his enemies have fared less well. Many of them, influential at the time, have sunk from sight over the centuries.

    The Saudi ruler encouraged the writing of a detailed chronicle by an Arabic specialist from al-Ahsa, Ibn Ghannam (d. 1811). This work assembles many of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s key writings and letters. It was a major undertaking, written in an elaborate literary style that contrasts with the simple, fragmentary jottings of preceding and some later Najdi chroniclers. It reflects a strong ideological interpretation and message. This is history moving toward a goal in the service of the movement. Even the next major Saudi annalist, Ibn Bishr (d. 1873), writing a less religiously colored chronicle in the later nineteenth century, also with the support of the Saudi ruler, presents pre-Wahhabi events as belonging to an epoch of “ignorance” that prevailed before the movement took hold, just as the birth of Islam had been preceded by an era of ignorance. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s claimed achievement was to end that history of ignorance within Saudi domains.

    Early Wahhabis put their faith not only in the power of theological doctrine but in a doctrine of power. God was on their side. They were advancing as instruments of Islamic history, a role to be recorded appropriately for posterity. Today’s Wahhabis and Al Sa‘ud are just as concerned with historiography and seek to guard their early history against adverse interpretation or misrepresentation as jealously as they do their contemporary image.

    Until the 1980s much Western understanding of the Wahhabi movement rested on these two chronicles of Ibn Ghannam and Ibn Bishr. More recent publications of all Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s writings and of other Najdi chronicles have brought fresh historical insights. These are supplemented by surviving (and accessible) religious opinions (fatwas), polemics, regional chronicles, and local documentary sources. Reflecting an upsurge of interest among Saudis in the past of their families, tribes, towns, regions, and country, a new generation of Saudi historians less committed to dynastic history has directed detailed research at specific localities, tribes, communities, or notable families. Much of the primary material they have unearthed casts new light on the political, religious, and social conditions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

    Historians have often viewed the pre-modern and modern history of Najd and the Saudi states through the lens of Wahhabism. This new source material reminds us that this has been just one of the factors – albeit a major one – in shaping local society and determining the course of Arabian events. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab himself recognized the strength of competing influences. He and his successors struggled tirelessly to make his campaign the defining narrative of Najd.

    [image: (c)%20William%20Facey%20Arabian%20Publishing%20Ltd.jpg]

    Map 1 The Arabian Peninsula in the early nineteenth century. The shaded portion shows the area under the control or strong influence of the First Saudi State at the height of its power in 1808. (© William Facey/Arabian Publishing Ltd.)
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