ISLAMIC

IMPERITALISM

AHISEFORY




ISLAMIC IMPERIALISM



ISLAMIC
IMPERIALISM

A HISTORY

EFRAIM KARSH

YALE UNIVERSITY PRESS
NEW HAVEN AND LONDON



Copyright © 2007 Efraim Karsh
This revised edition first published in paperback in 2013

All rights reserved. This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form
(beyond that copying permitted by Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Law and
except by reviewers for the public press), without written permission from the publishers.

For information about this and other Yale University Press publications, please contact:
U.S. Office: sales.press@yale.edu yalebooks.com
Europe Office: sales@yaleup.co.uk www.yalebooks.co.uk

Set in Minion by J&L Composition, Filey, North Yorkshire and IDSUK
(Data Connection) Ltd
Printed in Great Britain by Hobbs the Printers Ltd, Totton, Hampshire

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Karsh, Efraim.

Islamic imperialism : a history / Efraim Karsh.—2nd ed.

pages cm

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-300-19817-1 (alk. paper)
1. Islam—History. 2. Islamic Empire—History. 3 Imperialism—History. 4. Jihad.
L. Title.

BP52.K37 2013

325'.32091767—dc23

2013014354

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

10987654321



For Matan, Roy, and Rachel






Contents

List of Maps

Introduction

o 0 NN N U W N

e e e
w N = O

The Warrior Prophet

The Rise and Fall of Islam’s First Empire
The Best of Times, the Worst of Times
The House of Islam and the House of War
The Last Great Islamic Empire

The Price of Empire

Mishandling the Great Game

The Rise of the Arab Imperial Dream
An Arab Caesar

A Reckoning of Sorts

The Tail That Wags the Dog

Renewing the Quest for Allah’s Empire
Bin Laden’s Holy War

Epilogue

Postscript: Back to the Future

Notes

Index

X

10
23
43
66
88
109
119
132
149
170
191
212
225

234
242
251
283






0 N N U1 W N

Maps

The Middle East on the Eve of Islam

Islam’s First Empire

The Abbasid Empire at its Height

The Crusading Kingdoms

The Ottoman Empire in the Late Eighteenth Century
Sharif Hussein’s Imperial Dream

The Sykes—Picot Agreement

The Contemporary Middle East

Figures
The Family of the Prophet
The Rightly Guided Caliphs
The Umayyad Dynasty

Tables
The Abbasid Dynasty
The Ottoman Dynasty

page

34
56
75
98
136
194
209

10
29
39

58
105






Introduction

“I was ordered to fight all men until they say “There is no god but Allah.”
Prophet Muhammad’s farewell address, March 632
“I shall cross this sea to their islands to pursue them until there remains no
one on the face of the earth who does not acknowledge Allah.”
Saladin, January 1189
“We will export our revolution throughout the world ... until the calls
‘there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is the messenger of Allah’ are
echoed all over the world.”
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 1979
“I was ordered to fight the people until they say there is no god but Allah,
and his prophet Muhammad.”
Osama bin Laden, November 2001

The 9/11 attacks have inspired two diametrically opposed interpretations
regarding their “root causes.” According to the first school of thought, the
attacks were the latest salvo in the millenarian “clash of civilizations” between
the worlds of Islam and Christendom, a violent backlash by a deeply frus-
trated civilization reluctant to come to terms with its long-standing decline.
“For many centuries Islam was the greatest civilization on earth—the richest,
the most powerful, the most creative in every significant field of human
endeavor,” wrote a prominent exponent of this view. “And then everything
changed, and Muslims, instead of invading and dominating Christendom, were
invaded and dominated by Christian powers. The resulting frustration and
anger at what seemed to them a reversal of both natural and divine law have
been growing for centuries, and have reached a climax in our own times.”!
Not so, argues a vast cohort of academics, journalists, writers, and retired
diplomats. The attacks were a misguided, if not wholly inexplicable, response
to America’s arrogant and self-serving foreign policy by a fringe extremist
group, whose violent interpretation of Islam has little to do with the actual
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spirit and teachings of this religion.? Not only does Islam specifically forbid
the massacre of innocent civilians but the evocation of a jihad in the context
of 9/11 makes a travesty of this concept, which means first and foremost an
inner quest for personal self-improvement and not a holy war as is widely
believed. “Muslims have never nurtured dreams of world conquest,” runs a
typical argument in this vein. “They had no designs on Europe, for example,
even though Europeans imagined that they did. Once Muslim rule had been
established in Spain, it was recognized that the empire could not expand
indefinitely.”

Neither of these interpretations is particularly novel. Both echo the received
wisdom in the field of Middle Eastern studies since the early twentieth century,
which views the region’s history as an offshoot of global power politics. To many
educated Westerners, “empire” and “imperialism” are categories that apply
exclusively to the European powers and, more recently, to the United States. In
this view of things, Muslims, whether in the Middle East or elsewhere, are
merely objects—the long-suffering victims of the aggressive encroachments of
others. Lacking an internal, autonomous dynamic of its own, their history is
rather a function of their unhappy interaction with the West, whose obligation
is to make amends. Some date this interaction back to the crusades. Others
consider it a corollary of the steep rise in Western imperial power and expan-
sionism during the long nineteenth century (1789-1923). All agree that Western
imperialism bears the main responsibility for the endemic malaise plaguing the
Middle East to date, as implied by the title of a recent book by a veteran observer
of the region: What Went Wrong? Western Impact and Muslim Responses.*

But there is another argument, one that holds that the Middle East’s expe-
rience is the culmination of long-existing indigenous trends, passions, and
patterns of behavior, first and foremost the region’s millenarian imperial
tradition.> External influences, however potent, have played only a secondary
role, constituting neither the primary force behind the Middle East’s political
development nor the main cause of its notorious volatility.

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, it is the Middle East where the insti-
tution of empire not only originated (for example, Egypt, Assyria, Babylon,
Iran, and so on) but where its spirit has also outlived its European counter-
part.® At the time of the rise of Islam in the early seventh century of the
Common Era (C.E.), the Middle East was divided between the two great rival
empires of Byzantium, successor to the Roman Empire with its capital in
Constantinople, and Iran, ruled since the third century by the Sasanid
dynasty, with its capital at Ctesiphon, where Baghdad stands today.” Though
the Arabian Peninsula, birthplace of Islam, was on the fringes of this bipolar
system, it was deeply implicated in its activities. The Iranians had colonies
throughout eastern and southern Arabia, in Najd and in Yemen, and their
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influence extended all the way to the Hijaz, the northwestern part of the
peninsula. Byzantium’s power was felt throughout western Arabia from the
Syrian Desert, where it had client kingdoms, to Yemen, where its Ethiopian
allies had ruled until they were expelled by the Iranians.®

This pervasive penetration led a prominent scholar of Islam to insist that
any examination of the rise of this religion and the sources of its spectacular
success must depart from the impact of Byzantium and Iran on Arabia. One
possible way to do so would be to view nascent Islam “as a nativist movement,
or in other words as a primitive reaction to alien domination of the same
types as those which the Arab conquerors were themselves to provoke in
North Africa and Iran, and which European colonists were later to provoke
throughout the Third World ... the object of the movement being the
expulsion of the foreigners in question.” As a seventh-century Muslim
leader explained regarding the contemporary Islamic conquests: “Other
men trampled us beneath their feet while we trampled no one. Then God
sent a prophet from among us ... and one of his promises was that we
should conquer and overcome these lands.”®

This thesis is true as far as it goes, yet it overlooks the imperialist impetus
behind those early Islamic conquests. Expelling occupiers from one’s patri-
mony is an act of self-liberation. Conquering foreign lands and subjugating
their populations is pure imperialism. Neither North African Berbers fighting
their Islamic conquerors nor twentieth-century Third World movements
resisting European colonialism aspired to conquer the homeland of their
imperial masters. Yet as the above quotation makes clear, this is precisely what
Muhammad asked of his followers once he had fled from his hometown of
Mecca (in 622) to the town of Medina to become a political and military
leader rather than a private preacher: not to rid themselves of foreign occupa-
tion but to strive for a new universal order in which the whole of humanity
would embrace Islam or live under its domination. As he told his followers in
his farewell address: “I was ordered to fight all men until they say “There is no
god but Allah. 1

This appealed to the warlike spirit of the Arabian nomads. Though vastly
outnumbered by their settled counterparts, these tribes exploited the vicissi-
tudes in imperial control in the decades preceding Muhammad’s advent to
break longstanding political and economic constraints and to encroach on the
peninsula’s sedentary populations. As pastoral practices progressively super-
seded agricultural and commercial interests, with trade routes increasingly
harrassed by marauders, violence became endemic to Arabian society. This
was vividly illustrated by the numerous fratricidal clashes known as Ayyam al-
Arab (“the days of the Arabians”), arising from disputes over such material
issues as cattle, pasture-lands or springs and glorified by contemporary poetry
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as an ideal of heroism and manhood. “We slew in requital for our slain an
equal number [of them] and [carried away] an unaccountable number of
fettered prisoners,” one pre-Islamic poet boasted, “the days have thus raised us
to be foremost with our battles in warfare after warfare; men find in us
nothing to point their finger of scorn.” While a convert to Islam was equally
proud of his military exploits: “When I thrust in my sword it bends almost
double, I kill my opponent with a sharp Mashrafi sword, and I yearn for death
like a camel overful with milk.’!!

No single activity of pre-Islamic society epitomized this warlike ethos more
succinctly than the raid (ghazw, or razzia as it is commonly known), a
marauding expedition aimed at seizing camels, horses, livestock, or, less
frequently, women from a hostile tribe. For most bedouins the razzia was not
merely a means of subsistence but rather an exciting social endeavor that
helped reaffirm tribal solidarity and win invaluable military experience. So
much so that some scholars described it as “the national sport” of the nomadic
Arabians.!2

Indeed, Muhammad initially devised the concept of jihad, “exertion in the
path of Allah,” as he called his god, as a means to entice his local followers to
raid Meccan caravans, instantaneously transforming a common tribal prac-
tice into a supreme religious duty and the primary vehicle for the spread of
Islam throughout the ages. He developed and amplified this concept with the
expansion of his political ambitions until it became a rallying call for world
domination, and he established the community of believers, or the umma, as
the political framework for the practice of this religion in all territories it
conquered.

In doing so Muhammad at once tapped into the Middle East’s millenarian
legacy and ensured its perpetuation for many centuries to come. From the first
Arab-Islamic empire of the mid-seventh century to the Ottomans, the last
great Muslim empire, the story of Islam has been the story of the rise and fall
of universal empires and, no less important, of never quiescent imperialist
dreams. Politics during this lengthy period was characterized by a constant
struggle for regional, if not world, mastery in which the dominant power
sought to subdue, and preferably to eliminate, all potential challengers. Such
imperialist ambitions often remained largely unsatisfied, for the determined
pursuit of absolutism was matched both by the equally formidable forces of
fragmentation and degeneration.

Tension between the center and the periphery was thus to become the hall-
mark of Islam’s imperial experience. Even in its early days, under the Umayyads,
the empire was hopelessly overextended, largely because of inadequate means
of communication and control. Under the Abbasids, a growing number of
provinces fell under the sway of local dynasties. With no effective metropolis,
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the empire was reduced to an agglomeration of entities united only by the over-
arching factors of language and religion. Though the Ottomans temporarily
reversed the trend, their own imperial ambitions were likewise thwarted by
internal fragmentation.

In the long history of Islamic empire, the wide gap between delusions of
grandeur and the centrifugal forces of localism would be bridged time and again
by force of arms, making violence a key element of Islamic political culture to
date. No sooner had Muhammad died than his successor, Abu Bakr, had to
suppress a widespread revolt among the Arabian tribes. Twenty-three years later,
the head of the umma, the caliph Uthman ibn Affan, was murdered by disgrun-
tled rebels; his successor, Ali ibn Abi Talib, was confronted for most of his reign
with armed insurrections, most notably by the governor of Syria, Mu’awiya ibn
Abi Sufian, who went on to establish the Umayyad dynasty after Ali’s assassina-
tion. Muawiya’s successors managed to hang on to power mainly by relying on
physical force, and were consumed for most of their reign with preventing or
quelling revolts in the diverse corners of their empire. The same was true for the
Abbasids during the long centuries of their sovereignty, and this process gained
rapid momentum during the last phases of the Ottoman Empire, culminating
in its disastrous decision to enter World War I on the losing side, as well as in
the creation of an imperialist dream that would survive the Ottoman era to
haunt Islamic and Middle Eastern politics to the present day.

It is true that this pattern of historical development is not uniquely Middle
Eastern or Islamic. Other parts of the world, Europe in particular, have had
their share of imperial powers and imperialist expansion, while Christianity’s
universal vision is no less sweeping than that of Islam. The worlds of
Christianity and Islam, however, have developed differently in one funda-
mental respect. The Christian faith won over an existing empire in an
extremely slow and painful process and its universalism was originally
conceived in purely spiritual terms that made a clear distinction between God
and Caesar. By the time it was embraced by the Byzantine emperors as a tool
for buttressing their imperial claims, three centuries after its foundation,
Christianity had in place a countervailing ecclesiastical institution with an
abiding authority over the wills and actions of all believers. The birth of Islam,
by contrast, was inextricably linked with the creation of a world empire and
its universalism was inherently imperialist. It did not distinguish between
temporal and religious powers, which were combined in the person of
Muhammad, who derived his authority directly from Allah and acted at one
and the same time as head of the state and head of the church. This allowed
the prophet to cloak his political ambitions with a religious aura and to
channel Islam’s energies into “its instrument of aggressive expansion, there
[being] no internal organism of equal force to counterbalance it.”!?
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Whereas Jesus spoke of the Kingdom of God, Muhammad used God’s name
to build an earthly kingdom. He spent the last ten years of his life fighting to
unify Arabia under his reign. Had it not been for his sudden death on June 8,
632, he would have most probably expanded his rule well beyond the penin-
sula. Even so, within a decade of Muhammad’s death a vast empire, stretching
from Iran to Egypt and from Yemen to northern Syria, had come into being
under the banner of Islam in one of the most remarkable examples of empire-
building in world history. Long after the fall of the Ottoman Empire and
the abolition of the caliphate in the wake of World War I, the link between
religion, politics, and society remains very much alive in the Muslim and Arab
worlds.

If Christendom was slower than Islam in marrying religious universalism
with political imperialism, it was faster in shedding both notions. By the
eighteenth century the West had lost its religious messianism. Apart from in
the Third Reich, it had lost its imperial ambitions by the mid-twentieth
century.' Islam has retained its imperialist ambition to this day.

The eminent Dutch historian Johannes Kramers (d. 1951) once commented
that in medieval Islam there were never real states but only empires more or
less extensive, and that the only political unity was the ideological but
powerful concept of the House of Islam (Dar al-Islam), the common “home-
land” of all Muslims.!> This observation can also be applied to the post-World
War I era, where the two contending doctrines of pan-Islamism and pan-
Arabism have sought to fill the vacuum left by the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire by advocating the substitution of a unified regional order for the
contemporary Middle Eastern system based on territorial states. Yet while
pan-Islamism views this development as a prelude to the creation of a
Muslim-dominated world order, pan-Arabists content themselves with a
more “modest” empire comprising the entire Middle East or most of it. (The
associated ideology of Greater Syria, or Surya al-Kubra, for example, stresses
the territorial and historical indivisibility of most of the Fertile Crescent.)

The empires of the European powers of old were by and large overseas enti-
ties that drew a clear dividing line between master and subject.!® The Islamic
empires, by contrast, were land-based systems in which the distinction
between the ruling and the ruled classes became increasingly blurred through
extensive colonization and assimilation. With the demise of the European
empires, there was a clear break with the past. Formerly subject peoples devel-
oped their distinct brands of state nationalism, whether Indian, Pakistani,
Nigerian, Argentinean, and so on. Conversely, the Arabic-speaking popula-
tions of the Middle East were indoctrinated for most of the twentieth century
to consider themselves members of “One Arab Nation” or a universal “Islamic
umma” rather than patriots of their specific nation-states.
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If a nation is a group of people sharing such attributes as common descent,
language, culture, tradition, and history, then nationalism is the desire of such
a group for self-determination in a specific territory that it considers to be
its patrimony. The only common denominators among the widely diverse
Arabic-speaking populations of the Middle East—the broad sharing of
language and religion—are consequences of the early Islamic imperial epoch.
But these common factors have generated no general sense of Arab solidarity,
not to speak of deeply rooted sentiments of shared history, destiny, or attach-
ment to an ancestral homeland. Even under universal Islamic empires from the
Umayyad to the Ottoman, the Middle East’s Arabic-speaking populations did
not unify or come to regard themselves as a single nation: the various kingdoms
and empires competed for regional mastery or developed in parallel with other
cultures formally under the same imperial aegis. In the words of the American
Arab scholar Hisham Sharabi, “The Arab world has not constituted a single
political entity since the brief period of Islam’s expansion and consolidation
into a Muslim empire during the seventh and eighth centuries.”!” Rather, the
perennial tension between center and periphery manifested itself in a constant
flux in which vigorous, numerically small but militant groups quickly rose to
the pinnacle of imperial power, only to disintegrate just as quickly into a
number of smaller principalities, which in turn succumbed to new empires.'8

Arabic, like other imperial languages such as English, Spanish, and French,
has been widely assimilated by former subject populations who have had little
else in common. As T. E. Lawrence (“Lawrence of Arabia”), perhaps the most
influential Western champion of the pan-Arab cause during the twentieth
century, admitted in his later years: “Arab unity is a madman’s notion—for
this century or next, probably. English-speaking unity is a fair parallel.”"”

Neither did the Arabic-speaking provinces of the Ottoman Empire undergo
a process of secularization similar to that which triggered the development of
modern Western nationalism in the late eighteenth century. When the old
European empires collapsed a century and a half later, after World War I, indi-
vidual nation-states were able to step into the breach. By contrast, when the
Ottoman Empire fell, its components still thought only in the old binary
terms—on the one hand, the intricate webs of local loyalties to clan, tribe,
village, town, religious sect, or ethnic minority; and on the other, submission
to the distant Ottoman sultan-caliph in his capacity as the temporal and reli-
gious head of the world Muslim community, a post that now stood empty.

Into this welter of parochial allegiances stepped ambitious leaders hoping
to create new regional empires out of the diverse, fragmented tribes of the
Arabic-speaking world, and wielding new Western rhetoric about “Arab
nationalism.” The problem with this state of affairs was that the extreme diver-
sity and fragmentation of the Arabic-speaking world had made its disparate
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societies more disposed to local patriotism than to a unified regional order.
But rather than allow this disposition to run its natural course and develop
into modern-day state nationalism, Arab rulers and Islamist ideologues
systematically convinced their peoples to think that the independent existence
of their respective states was a temporary aberration that would be rectified in
the short term.

The result has been a violent dissonance that has haunted the Middle East
into the twenty-first century, between the reality of state nationalism and the
dream of an empire packaged as a unified “Arab nation” or the worldwide
“Islamic umma.”



The Warrior Prophet

According to Muslim tradition, it all began one night during the latter part of
Ramadan, the ninth month of the lunar year, around the year 610 C.E.
Muhammad ibn Abdallah, a forty-year-old merchant from the town of Mecca
in the Hijaz, the northwestern part of the Arabian Peninsula, was sleeping
soundly in a cave on nearby Mount Hira, where he used to spend several
nights at a time in prayer and meditation, when he was suddenly awoken by a
heavenly voice telling him that he was the Messenger of God. Muhammad was
terrified. “T was standing, but I fell on my knees and crawled away, my shoul-
ders trembling,” he was reported to have recalled. “I went in to [my wife]
Khadija and said, ‘Cover me! Cover me!” until the terror had left me. He then
came to me and said, ‘O Muhammad, you are the Messenger of God.”

Hashem
l

Abdel Muttalib

Abbas Abdallah Abu Talib Abu Lahab
MUHAlMMAD
Fatlima T Ali (killed by political opponents)
Hassan Hussein (killed by political opponents)
Haslsan
Abdallah
: |
Ibrahim Muhammad The Pure Soul
(killed by Abbasids) (killed by Abbasids)
Abbasid Dynasty Shiite Imams and

Fatimid Dynasty
Figure 1 The Family of the Prophet
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Unable to rationalize the ordeal he had just experienced, Muhammad
concluded that he was possessed with an evil spirit and was thinking of
committing suicide, when the mysterious figure reappeared. Presenting
himself as the angel Gabriel, he told Muhammad again that he was the
Messenger of God and ordered him to recite. “What shall T recite?” asked
Muhammad. The angel did not reply. Instead he caught the terrified Meccan in
a vice-like embrace until Muhammad heard God’s words squeezed out of his
mouth: “Recite: in the Name of thy Lord who created, created Man of a blood-
clot. Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Generous who taught by the Pen, taught
Man that he knew not.” Thus came the first in a long string of revelations,
which would eventually be grouped into chapters (or suras) of the holy book
that would come to be known as the Qur’an: “The Recitation.”!

The traumatized Muhammad returned to his wife and told her what had
transpired. “I never hated anything more than idols and soothsayers,” he said,
“and I am afraid that I am becoming a soothsayer myself.” Khadija was duly
impressed. A strong-willed woman of independent financial means, she had
exerted a profound influence on Muhammad, her third husband, fifteen years
her junior. Once told of Muhammad’s extraordinary ordeal, she quickly
expressed her belief in the revelation’s authenticity and took him to see a
monotheistic cousin of hers who was well versed in the Jewish and Christian
Holy Scriptures. “He asked me, and I told him what had happened,”
Muhammad recalled. “He said, ‘This is the Namus which was sent down to
Moses, son of Imran. I wish I were young now. I wish I could be alive when
your people drive you out!’ I said: ‘Will they drive me out?” He said, ‘Yes. No
man has ever brought something akin to what you have brought without
arousing antagonism.”?

Emboldened by these prophetic words, yet reluctant to risk a premature
public backlash, Muhammad went on to receive additional revelations but
kept them secret from his townsmen for three full years. The first converts to
the new faith were his most intimate circle: his wife Khadija, his freedman and
adopted son Zaid ibn Haritha, his ten-year-old cousin Ali ibn Abi Talib, and
his close friend Abu Bakr, later to become his direct successor. Ordered by
Allah to make the nascent religion public, Muhammad then quickly acquired
a local following, mainly from the town’s marginal elements but also from a
number of leading families and clans.

The Meccans initially viewed Muhammad’s burst of prophetic energy with
bemused indifference. As pagans worshiping a variety of gods, they were not
averse to people choosing religions as they saw fit. As members of a merchant
community, with trade relations with Syria, Egypt, and Yemen, they had been
well aware of the existence of the monotheistic faiths.> Nor was there anything
special in Muhammad’s claim to divine guidance: the peninsula was rife with
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poets and ecstatic soothsayers claiming divine inspiration for their preaching.
It was only after he launched a frontal assault on their most cherished beliefs
and values, deriding their gods, emphasizing the perdition of their ancestors
who had died in disbelief, and demanding an unequivocal profession of belief
in Allah and total submission (the meaning of “Islam” in Arabic) to His will,
that Muhammad incurred the intense enmity of the city’s leadership.* Even
then, however, the authorities seem to have been motivated as much by prac-
tical considerations as by religious outrage. Not only was the deity known as
Allah, “the god,” already being widely worshiped in southern Syria and
northern Arabia, but by the time of Muhammad’s early activity it had become
primus inter pares in the Meccan pantheon of gods. Allah’s elevation to a posi-
tion of exclusivity was certainly a revolutionary move, yet it might not have
been wholly traumatic for the Meccans. He already had attributes not shared
by any other gods and was perceived, owing to Jewish and Christian influences,
in more abstract terms, being the only god that was not represented by an idol.?
At the same time, certain aspects of Muhammad’s preaching, especially his
emphasis on the equality of all believers, challenged long-standing social and
genealogical structures of Mecca’s tribal society. Besides, Arabian tradition
tended to equate leadership with superior wisdom and judgment. Acceptance
of Muhammad’s claim to religious authority, let alone endorsement of his
incipient faith, would have amounted to acknowledgment of his political
leadership, something that Mecca’s elite was loath to do.°

For a while Muhammad managed to hold his ground, largely due to the
protection of his influential uncle Abu Talib. Though an unreconstructed
pagan, Abu Talib had raised the young Muhammad following the early
death of his parents and rallied his clan, the Banu Hashem, or Hashemites
as they are commonly known, behind his protégé. Yet with Abu Talib’s death
in 619, the headship of the Hashemite clan passed to his brother, Abu Lahab,
whose enmity to Muhammad was so virulent as to buy him a special
Qur’anic sura (No. 111), detailing the torment he and his wife would endure
in hell. Having initially promised to protect Muhammad, Abu Lahab quickly
reneged on his word on the pretext that the Prophet had besmirched his own
pagan grandfather by alleging him to be in hell. In these circumstances,
Muhammad concluded that his position in Mecca had become untenable
and that he had better look for an alternative venue from which to spread
his divine message.

As early as 615 Muhammad sent a group of his followers to Ethiopia to
escape persecution and to explore the possibility of cooperation with its
Christian king. But Ethiopia was too remote and isolated to serve as a perma-
nent base of operations, so Muhammad began to look closer to home. After a
humiliating rebuff by the notables of Taif, a hilly town some sixty miles south-
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east of Mecca, and a string of abortive overtures to neighboring Bedouin
tribes, Muhammad eventually reached an agreement with a group of Muslim
converts from the town of Yathrib, some 275 miles north of Mecca, whereby
they gave him their oath of allegiance and undertook to fight with him against
his enemies.

A well-watered desert oasis on the merchant route to Syria, Yathrib had
originally been settled by Jewish refugees fleeing Roman persecution and their
local Arab proselytes.” They were organized in three tribes—Nadir, Quraiza,
and Qainuqa—and their thriving farming and commercial enterprises
attracted a substantial number of pagan Arabs to the site, notably the Aws and
Khazraj tribes, who dominated the Jews yet remained torn by internal strife.
The invitation to come to Yathrib as a peacemaker, made by representatives of
the feuding tribes, thus provided Muhammad with a golden opportunity for
spiritual and political pre-eminence, which he did not fail to seize. In the early
summer of 622 about seventy of his followers quietly left Mecca in small
groups for Yathrib. A few months later, on September 24, Muhammad himself
arrived in the town, accompanied by his close associate Abu Bakr.

The Hijra, as the migration of Muhammad and his followers from Mecca
to Yathrib has come to be known, was a watershed in Islamic history, aptly
designated after the Prophet’s death as the official starting point of the Muslim
era. At one fell swoop Muhammad was transformed from a private preacher
into a political and military leader and head of a rapidly expanding commu-
nity, and Islam from a persecuted cult into a major religious and political force
in the Arabian Peninsula. “Hitherto it had been a religion within a state,”
wrote the historian Philip Hitti, “in Medina [‘the city; as Yathrib came to be
called after the Hijra] it passed into something more than a state religion—it
became the state. Then and there Islam came to be what the world has ever
since recognized it to be—a militant policy.”®

Muhammad created this inextricable link between religious authority and
political power shortly after the Hijra in the form of the “Constitution of
Medina,” which organized his local followers (Ansar) and those who had
migrated with him from Mecca (Muhajirun) into “one community (umma)
to the exclusion of all man,” designed to act as a unified whole against external
enemies and internal dissenters. The document wisely refrained from specifi-
cally abolishing existing tribal structures and practices, yet it broke with
tradition by substituting religion for blood as the source of social and polit-
ical organization and by making Allah, through the aegis of His chosen
apostle, the supreme and exclusive sovereign: “If any dispute or controversy
likely to cause trouble should arise it must be referred to God and to
Muhammad, the apostle of God. God accepts what is nearest to piety and

goodness in this document.”
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Having established himself as the absolute religious and political leader of
his community of believers, Muhammad spent most of his Medina years
fighting external enemies and domestic opponents. During the first eighteen
months after the Hijra he carried out seven raids on merchant caravans as
they were making their way to Mecca. This was an attempt to build up the
wealth and prestige of his followers, who had lost their livelihood as a result
of their move to Medina, and to weaken Mecca’s economic lifeline. It was also
the logical thing to do. The caravans from Syria to Mecca passed between
Medina and the Red Sea coast and were militarily unprotected, which made
them easy prey for potential raiders who could intercept them at a substan-
tial distance from their base and then disappear before the arrival of a rescue
party. Yet as the Muslims lacked military experience, having themselves been
merchants rather than fighters in their Meccan years, they normally returned
home empty-handed. It was only in January 624 that Muhammad scored his
first real success. A small raiding party of eight to ten Muslims, disguised as
pilgrims, ambushed a convoy at Nakhla, southeast of Mecca, killed one of its
attendants, captured another two (the fourth attendant managed to escape),
and led the caravan to Medina. Yet as the raid occurred during the holy month
of Rajab, when bloodshed was forbidden according to pagan convention, it
was met with a wave of indignation in Medina. The embarrassed Muhammad
claimed that his orders had been misunderstood and waited for a while before
distributing the booty.!” Eventually a new Qur’anic revelation appeared to
justify the raid, and two months later the incident was all but forgotten as a
Muslim contingent headed by Muhammad himself routed a numerically
superior Meccan force near the oasis of Badr, southwest of Medina, carrying
home substantial booty and a few dozen prisoners.

The battle of Badr boosted Muhammad’s position in Medina, which
seemed to have been deteriorating during the previous months, and allowed
him to move against his local opponents. The first to find themselves in the
line of fire were the Jews, who had refused to acknowledge the validity of
Muhammad’s revelations, and whose affluence made them a natural target for
plunder. Using a trivial incident as a pretext, he expelled the weakest of the
three tribes, the Qainuqa, from the city and divided their properties among
the Muhajirun. (Muhammad had originally meant to kill the Qainuqa men
but was dissuaded from doing so by the Khazraj sheikh.) One year later, in
March 625, after a Muslim defeat in the battle of Mount Uhud, near Medina,
had dented Muhammad’s prestige in the eyes of the neighboring Bedouin
tribes, it was the turn of the Nadir to pay the price of the Prophet’s setback:
after a few weeks’ siege they were driven from the city and their lands were
taken over by the Muslims. The last and most powerful Jewish tribe—the
Quraiza—suffered more profusely following the abortive Meccan siege of
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Medina in the spring of 627. Charged with collaboration with the enemy, the
tribe’s six to eight hundred men were brought in small groups to trenches dug
the previous day, made to sit on the edge, then beheaded one by one and their
bodies thrown in. The women and children were sold into slavery and the
money they fetched, together with the proceeds from the tribe’s possessions,
was divided among the Muslims.!!

The physical elimination of the Medina Jews was accompanied by Islam’s
growing break with its Jewish (and to a lesser extent Christian) origins. Upon
moving to the town, Muhammad had sought to woo the local Jewish popul-
ation by emphasizing the similarity between his incipient religion and Judaism,
and by adopting a number of religious Jewish practices and rituals. These
included the fast of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, turning toward
Jerusalem in prayer, raising the number of daily prayers from two to three, and
accepting a number of dietary restrictions such as eating no pork or blood.
These gestures failed to impress the Medina Jews. Rather than endorse Islam
or unite with Muhammad against the local idolaters, they became his
staunchest critics, highlighting the gaps and inconsistencies in the Qur’an
and its misrepresentation of the Old Testament stories. The embittered
Muhammad began to cast the Jews in his revelations as a devious and
treacherous people, who had persecuted past prophets and falsified the Holy
Scriptures. The direction of prayer was changed from Jerusalem to Mecca,
Friday was substituted for Sabbath as the holy day of rest, the muezzin and
minaret replaced the Jewish trumpets (and Christian bells) as the means of
summoning to prayer, and Ramadan was designated as a month of fasting.
This disengagement was completed on Muhammad’s deathbed in the form
of an injunction ordering the expulsion of Jews (and Christians) from the
peninsula: “Two faiths will not live together in the land of the Arabs.”!?

The substitution of Mecca for Jerusalem as Islam’s holiest site was also a
shrewd piece of political expediency that allowed Muhammad to tie his
nascent religion to pagan reverence of the city. He further reinforced this link
by endorsing the annual pilgrimage to the Kaaba, Mecca’s central shrine
containing the images of the local gods, and by sanctifying the fetish of kissing
the shrine’s Black Stone, the source of Mecca’s holiness. By way of giving this
pragmatic move an ideological grounding, he claimed that the Kaaba had
been built by the biblical figure of Abraham, together with his son Ishmael, to
whom many Arabians traced their descent. In doing so, Muhammad tapped
into prevailing Arabian practices and beliefs by conferring a monotheistic
status on ancestral practices. He moreover dissociated Abraham, whom he
presented as the first monotheist (or hanif), from Judaism and Christianity,
and linked him to Islam and more specifically to himself by creating a direct
line of succession in the development of monotheism.!?
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By now Muhammad had consolidated his power to a considerable extent.
The Uhud defeat, where over seventy Muslims were killed, including some of
Muhammad’s oldest and most trusted followers and his formidable uncle
Hamza, was a humbling experience for the Prophet. Yet the Meccans failed to
achieve their strategic goal of destroying the umma and were increasingly
forced to rely on a network of alliances with Bedouin tribes in their fight
against the Muslims. Muhammad, however, was not to be easily upstaged. He
managed to maintain the loyalty of the tribes around Medina, conducted a
string of successful raids throughout the peninsula, and even resorted to the
assassination of political rivals. These efforts did not prevent the Meccans
from forming a grand alliance against Muhammad, nevertheless they did keep
many potential participants out of this grouping, thus ensuring a more equal
balance of forces in the final encounter.

This came at the end of March 627, when a ten-thousand-strong Meccan-
Bedouin force advanced northward and laid siege to Medina, only to be
confronted with a number of tactical surprises. To begin with, the Muslims
had dug a trench around the city wherever it lay open to cavalry attack, a hith-
erto unknown defense method in Arabia. This caused considerable opera-
tional confusion among the Meccans, whose hopes of victory largely rested on
their superior cavalry, which was further compounded by Muhammad’s nego-
tiations with the main Bedouin group in the coalition, the Ghatafan, aimed at
bribing them out of the war. While the talks came to naught since the
Medinese considered such a deal as being beneath their dignity, the Ghatafans
had been sufficiently compromised in the eyes of their Meccan allies to
preclude a cohesive military effort. After two weeks of abortive attempts to
break the resistance of the far more committed and disciplined Muslims, the
coalition disintegrated and its members went their separate ways.

With the failure of the siege of Medina, Mecca ceased to pose a threat to
Muhammad, and in the spring of 628 he felt confident enough to attempt to
make the “little pilgrimage” (umra) to his native city. As the Meccans vowed
to prevent him from doing so, Muhammad stopped in the small nature spot of
Hudaibiya, some ten miles northwest of the city, where the two sides negotiated
a ten-year truce. The Muslims were given the right to carry out the pilgrimage
the following year and the Meccans would vacate the city for three days to allow
them to perform their religious duties unhindered. Muhammad agreed to send
back anyone who came to him from Mecca without the explicit permission of
his guardian, while the Meccans were not obliged to reciprocate this move.'*

Many Muslims viewed these conditions as an unnecessary and humiliating
surrender. They were particularly resentful of Muhammad waiving any refer-
ence to himself in the treaty as Allah’s Messenger, and were indignant at the
loss of booty attending the stoppage of raids on the caravans to Mecca that
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was implicit in the agreement. To deflect this simmering discontent,
Muhammad found a handy scapegoat that had served him well in the past: the
Arabian Jews. Having eliminated the Jewish presence in Medina, he now
turned to the affluent Jewish community in the oasis of Khaibar, some ninety
miles north of the city. After a month of siege the Jews surrendered and were
stripped of their possessions and granted free passage with their women and
children. Yet as Muhammad could not find the necessary manpower for tilling
the site, he relented and allowed the Jews to stay on their land in return for an
annual tribute of half of their produce.”” A number of neighboring Jewish
communities surrendered shortly afterward under the same terms, thus laying
the ground for what would become the common arrangement between the
umma and its non-Muslim subjects.

In the end, Muhammad proved more far-sighted than his critics. Not only
did the Hudaibiya agreement not divert him from the ultimate goal of occu-
pying his native city, it actually turned out to be a Trojan Horse facilitating
the attainment of this objective. Aside from putting the umma on a par with
Mecca, the treaty gave both signatories a free hand in their dealings with
the nomadic tribes. On the face of it, this provision was of a reciprocal
nature. In fact it worked in Muhammad’s favor, as increasing numbers of
tribes, including some that had previously been aligned with Mecca, sought to
associate themselves with the umma.

When in 629 Muhammad performed the deferred “little pilgrimage,” the
event made a great impression. A fresh influx of converts flocked to the
Prophet’s camp, and Muhammad decided to strike while the iron was still hot.
Using the killing of a Muslim by a Meccan in the course of a private dispute
as a pretext for reneging on the Hudaibiya agreement, on January 1, 630, he
set out from Medina at the head of a formidable force. Ten days later Mecca
surrendered without offering any serious resistance.

The capture of Mecca was the jewel in Muhammad’s crown. Less than eight
years after his undignified departure, the ridiculed and despised preacher had
returned as the city’s undisputed master and Arabia’s most powerful leader. In
the course of the following year a steady stream of tribal dignitaries from all
corners of the peninsula would flock to the warrior-prophet to profess their
subservience. For many of them, this was a pragmatic response to the newly
established balance of power rather than a true conversion to Islam. Yet being
the astute politician and statesman that he was, Muhammad was prepared
to content himself initially with a merely verbal profession of faith and a
payment of tribute. He knew full well that paganism, as a social and political
phenomenon, was virtually a spent force and that there was no need to bring
about an instantaneous transformation of these independent-minded tribes.
So long as they gave him their political obeisance and financial tribute, he
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could afford to wait and allow the socio-economic dynamics, which now
favored Islam, to run their natural course.

Even in Mecca Muhammad refrained from following up his victory with
mass conversions. He smashed the numerous idols kept in the Kaaba but left
the population very much to its own devices, and incorporated many of the
local leaders into his administration. Some of them, including his arch-enemy
and the city’s grand old man Abu Sufian ibn Harb and his two sons—Yazid
and Mu’awiya, the future founder of the Umayyad dynasty—were given hand-
some rewards.'® It was only a year later, during the annual pilgrimage festival,
that Ali ibn Abi Talib, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, read a decree on
the Prophet’s behalf forbidding infidels from entering the Kaaba during the
annual pilgrimage season.

In March 632 Muhammad performed for the first time the annual
pilgrimage to Mecca, or the hajj. This turned out to be his last visit to his
native city. Three months later the Prophet suddenly developed a high fever
and excruciating headaches, succumbing to his brief illness on June 8, 632. He
left behind a new universal religion and a community of believers organized
on its basis—an unprecedented phenomenon in Arabian history that made
Islam’s imperial expansion inevitable.

To be sure, as evidenced by the common Qur’anic phrase “an Arabic
Qur’an,” Islam was initially conceived as a distinctly Arab endeavor, designed
to set apart the “clear speakers” from other monotheistic groups such as the
Christian Ethiopians and Byzantines, the Zoroastrian Iranians, and the Jews.
This was particularly the case in the early Meccan period, when Muhammad
viewed his mission along similar lines to those of numerous past prophets,
namely to warn his Quraish tribe in its own language and to show it the road
to salvation. He did not seem particularly interested in establishing an entirely
new religion, let alone a universal one, and neither did his early supporters,
whose preference for Islam over Christianity or Judaism was as much an act
of rejection of foreign influence as religious devotion.!”

With the growth of his political and military prowess, however, Muhammad
increasingly fashioned himself, and by extension his religion, in universal
terms. This is vividly illustrated by the concept of the “Seal of the Prophets,”
which casts Muhammad as the last, and the definitive, of the great prophets
sent by Allah to pass His divine message to humanity: Abraham, the founding
father of monotheism; Moses, to whom the Old Testament was revealed; and
Jesus, who received the Gospel, confirming the Old Testament. Yet
Muhammad is far more than a mere successor to them. According to the
Qur’an, his future mission was foretold in the early scriptures and heralded by
none other than Abraham and Jesus, which makes Muhammad nothing short
of Allah’s chosen Messenger to humanity, and Islam the one and only true
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religion: “Say: O mankind, I am Allah’s Messenger to all of you . . .. There is
no god but He . . .. Believe [then] in Allah and in his Messenger.”!®

This absolutist claim to universalism was amplified by a series of actions on
the ground, beginning with the creation of the borderless and timeless umma.
It is true that Muhammad’s community was predominantly Arab in compo-
sition, but this was merely an historical accident attending Muhammad’s
Arabian descent and the environment in which he operated. Even before the
establishment of the umma, some of the first converts to Islam had been of
foreign extraction, notably Byzantine and Ethiopian,' and in creating his
community the Prophet took great care to ensure its universal nature by
substituting religion for tribal kinship as the basis of social and political
affinity. At a stroke the past was wiped clean. One’s ethnic origin and tradi-
tional ties and relationships counted for nothing, only one’s faith and piety.
The umma was not merely a novel form of socio-political communal organi-
zation. It was a divinely ordained brotherhood, bound together by something
far stronger than blood and far wider than the Arabian Peninsula: the great
equalizer between Arabs and non-Arabs, free men and freed men. As
Muhammad put it in his farewell address during his pilgrimage to Mecca: “O
people, your Lord is one and your ancestor is [also] one. You are all descended
from Adam and Adam was [born] of the earth. The noblest of you all in the
sight of Allah is the most devout. Allah is knowing and all wise [Qur’an xlix, 13].
An Arab is superior to a non-Arab in nothing but devotion.”*

This unique fusion of religious and temporal authority, established by the
Constitution of Medina, sowed the seeds of Islam’s millenarian imperial exper-
ience. Muhammad was, of course, not the first political leader to have assoc-
iated himself with divine guidance. Numerous rulers of all hues had done this
before. Yet in pagan societies the authority of gods was limited to specific
territories and/or functions, and it was generally accepted that there could be
other deities in different places. The authority of Allah, as embodied in the
person of His Messenger, was all-encompassing and left no room whatsoever
for other gods. This made the worldwide expansion of the umma, as both the
constituency in which Allah’s authority had been established and the tool for
its further dissemination, only a question of time. For if Allah is one and His
Messenger is one and the two are fundamentally indivisible, then all humanity
should believe in the one and only true religion—Islam—and be organized in
one universal community living by its laws.?!

Aside from its divinely ordained universalism, the socio-economic structure
and political modus operandi of Muhammad’s umma, endorsed by successive
generations of Middle Eastern rulers to remain the basis of the Islamic percep-
tion of international relations to the present day, contained strong imperialist
elements. To begin with, notwithstanding its tiny size and the theoretical
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equality of all believers, this community was organized along classical impe-
rial lines, with Medina acting as the metropolis of Muhammad’s rapidly
expanding Islamic order and its other constituents serving as the periphery or
even colonies. The city was the seat of government, where the Prophet resided
and made his decisions and where taxes and other revenues were received and
distributed (Mecca took a back seat as a religious center).

Similarly, by substituting absolutist rule for the pluralistic system of tradi-
tional tribal organization, based as it was on a series of agreements among
equals, the umma created a powerful drive for expansion. Since it was answer-
able directly to Allah, through the aegis of His Messenger, it could tolerate no
dissent. Whoever acted contrary to the rules of the umma, let alone broke ties
with it, could not expect the protection of even his nearest relatives, for he
would be breaking with both God and man. So long as there were Arabs who
defied Muhammad’s authority, the ideological foundation of his Islamic order
and its political standing were under challenge. This meant that “the umma
could not stand still, it had to expand or disintegrate.”??

More importantly, the formation of the umma created a sharp dichotomy
between Muslims and “infidels” and presupposed a permanent state of war
between them. This vision was already expressed in the Constitution of
Medina, which declared the believers “friends one to the other to the exclusion
of outsiders” and forbade fighting and killing among them, let alone aiding
infidels against Muslims or making peace with them as long as “believers are
fighting in the way of God.”® It was further underscored by Muhammad’s
farewell address, which bequeathed to all Muslims a mission “to fight all men
until they say ‘There is no god but Allah,”?* and by countless sayings and
traditions attributed to the Prophet (hadith). “The gates of Paradise are under
the shadow of the swords,” runs one famous saying, while another hadith stip-
ulates that: “A morning or an evening expedition in God’s path is better than
the world and what it contains, and for one of you to remain in the line of
battle is better than his prayers for sixty years.”?

The Qur’anic revelations during the Medina years abound with verses
extolling the virtues of jihad against idolaters, infidels, and hypocrites
(munafiqun), who had ostensibly embraced Islam but effectively remained
entrenched in their non-belief. Those who participate in this holy pursuit
“with their property and lives” will be generously rewarded, both in this life
and in the afterworld, where they will reside in shaded and ever-green
gardens, indulged by pure women. The enemies of Islam will burn in hell,
having “no protecting helper nor friend in the earth.” Those killed in the
course of the jihad should not be mourned as dead as they have made their
contract with Allah: “Allah has bought from the believers their soul and their
possessions against the gift of Paradise; they fight in the path of Allah; they kill
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and are killed . . . and who fulfils his covenant truer than Allah? So rejoice in
the bargain you have made with Him; that is the mighty triumph.”?

There was an important material aspect to this militant doctrine. By for-
bidding fighting and raiding within the umma, Muhammad deprived the
Arabian tribes of a traditional source of livelihood and drove them inexorably
toward imperial expansion. A well-known Muslim tradition tells of a promi-
nent tribe, which, on the verge of joining the victorious Prophet, had second
thoughts owing to its reluctance to give up its previous way of life. “The reli-
gion of the grandchild of Abdel Muttalib [i.e., Muhammad] forbids its
followers to go to war with each other,” they are reported to have said. “It
condemns to death a Muslim who kills another (even if he be of a different
tribe). Thus we should have to refrain from attacking and robbing tribes who,
like us, accept Islam.” In the end they devised an ingenious solution: “We will
undertake one more expedition . . . and then we will become Muslims.”*’

This story may or may not be true, but it certainly grew out of real condi-
tions and underscored the dilemma confronting Muhammad. For a time he
could rely on booty from non-Muslims as a substitute for the lost war spoils,
which is why he did not go out of his way to convert all tribes seeking align-
ment with his Pax Islamica and preferred their attachment as tributaries. Yet
given his belief in the supremacy of his religion and his relentless commit-
ment to its widest possible dissemination, Muhammad could not deny
conversion to those tribes wishing to undertake it. Were the whole of Arabia
to become Muslim, a new source of wealth and an alternative outlet for the
bubbling energies of the Arabian tribes would have to be found north of the
peninsula, in the Fertile Crescent and the Levant.

The early Arab historian al-Wagqidi (d. 823) narrated a tradition that
Muhammad was destined to extend his domination over the lands of the
Byzantine and Iranian empires, which had dominated the Middle East for
centuries.?® The Prophet certainly acted as if this objective were on his agenda.
As early as the summer of 626 he sent a small force to fight some hostile tribes
in the area of Dumat al-Jandal, some five hundred miles northeast of Medina.
The ease and rapidity of the operation seemed to have whetted Muhammad’s
appetite, and in the following year he sent his freedman and adopted son Zaid
to Syria on a trading mission. This failed to produce concrete results, but
another mission in the same year resulted in a treaty of alliance with the
Dumat prince.

At this stage, Muhammad was apparently not interested in occupying these
territories on a permanent basis or converting their largely Christian popula-
tions to Islam. Yet during the last three years of his life he attempted to incor-
porate the tribes on the road to Syria into his Islamic order and even made
overtures to the tribes in the direction of Iraq. Muhammad was also reported
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to have sent emissaries to a number of prominent Arab and non-Arab rulers,
including the Byzantine, Iranian, and Ethiopian emperors, with the demand
that they embrace Islam.?” In October 630 he ventured toward the Byzantine
frontier at the head of a thirty thousand-strong army. Advancing as far as the
oasis of Tabuq, some five hundred miles north of Medina, Muhammad
camped there for twenty days, during which time he negotiated a peace treaty
with the Christian prince of Aylah (the biblical Eilat), at the northern tip of
the Gulf of Aqaba. In return for an oath of allegiance and an annual tribute,
the Christians were placed under the protection of the umma and granted
freedom of worship. At this point Muhammad decided to return to Medina,
having apparently realized the impracticability of his Byzantine ambitions. Yet
this did not imply the disappearance of his interest in northern expansion. No
sooner had he returned from his pilgrimage than he began preparations for a
campaign in Transjordan and southern Palestine, which were only brought to
an abrupt end by his sudden death.’® And while it is unlikely that Muhammad
had imagined the full scope of Islam’s future expansion, let alone planned it
in detail, “his was the far-seeing mind which directed the Arabs’ attention to
the strategic importance of Syria for the new Islamic state.”*!



The Rise and Fall of Islam’s First Empire

Few events have transformed the course of human history more swiftly and
profoundly than the expansion of early Islam and its conquest of much of the
ancient world. Within twelve years of Muhammad’s death in June 632, Iran’s
long-reigning Sasanid Empire had been reduced to a tributary, and Egypt and
Syria had been wrested from Byzantine rule. By the early eighth century, the
Muslims had extended their domination over Central Asia and much of the
Indian subcontinent all the way to the Chinese frontier, had laid siege to
Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantines, and had overrun North Africa
and Spain. Had they not been contained in northwest France by the nobleman
Charles Martel at the battle of Poitiers (732), they might well have swept deep
into Europe. “A victorious line of march had been prolonged above a thou-
sand miles from the rock of Gibraltar to the banks of the Loire; the repetition
of an equal space would have carried the Saracens to the confines of Poland
and the Highlands of Scotland,” wrote the eighteenth-century British histo-
rian Edward Gibbon contemplating the possible consequences of a Christian
defeat in Poitiers. “The Rhine is not more impassable than the Nile or the
Euphrates, and the Arabian fleet might have sailed without a naval combat
into the mouth of the Thames. Perhaps the interpretation of the Qur’an
would now be taught in the schools of Oxford, and her pulpits might demon-
strate to a circumcised people the sanctity and truth of the revelation of
Mohammed.”!

What were the causes of this extraordinary burst of energy and the sources
of its success? To traditional Islamic historians the answer is clear and straight-
forward: religious zeal and selfless exertion “in the path of Allah.” The
problem with this view is that the Arab conquerors were far less interested in
the mass conversion of the vanquished peoples than in securing their tribute.
Not until the second and the third Islamic centuries did the bulk of these
populations embrace the religion of their latest imperial masters, and even
this process emanated from below in an attempt to escape paying tribute and



24 ISLAMIC IMPERIALISM

to remove social barriers, with the conquering ruling classes doing their
utmost to slow it down.

Nor were the early conquests the result of dire economic necessity, let alone
“the final stage in the age-long process of gradual infiltration from the barren
desert to the adjacent Fertile Crescent, the last great Semitic migration.”? Far
from a mass migration of barbarian hordes in desperate search of subsistence,
the Arab invasions were centrally organized military expeditions on a strik-
ingly small scale. The celebrated battle of Qadisiyya (637), which broke the
backbone of the Iranian Empire, involved between six and twelve thousand
fighters, while the number of Arab fighters active in southern Iraq was esti-
mated at between two and four thousand men. There is no evidence of whole
tribes migrating into the Fertile Crescent during this period, or of the poorer
segments of Arabian society, the natural candidates for migration, accompa-
nying the invading forces, or of warriors taking their own families and herds
with them (apart from a few isolated cases). It was only after the consolidation
of the initial conquests that substantial numbers of Arab colonists arrived in
the newly acquired territories.’

This makes the conquests first and foremost a quintessential expansionist
feat by a rising imperial power, in which Islam provided a moral sanction and
a unifying battle cry rather than a driving force. In the words of the eminent
German historian Theodor Noeldeke (d. 1930):

It was certainly good policy to turn the recently subdued tribes of the
wilderness towards an external aim in which they might at once satisfy their
lust for booty on a grand scale, maintain their warlike feeling, and
strengthen themselves in their attachment to the new faith. . . . Mohammed
himself had already sent expeditions across the Roman frontier, and
thereby had pointed out the way to his successors. To follow in his footsteps
was in accordance with the innermost being of the youthful Islam, already
grown great amid the tumult of arms.*

Throughout history all imperial powers and aspirants have professed some
kind of universal ideology as both a justification of expansion and a means of
ensuring the subservience of the conquered peoples: in the case of the Greeks
and the Romans it was that of “civilization” vs. “barbarity,” in the case of the
Mongols it was the conviction in their predestination to inherit the earth. For
the seventh-century Arabs it was Islam’s universal vision of conquest as
epitomized in the Prophet’s summons to fight the unbelievers wherever they
might be found.

This vision, together with Islam’s unwavering feeling of supremacy and
buoyant conviction in its ultimate triumph, imbued the early believers with
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the necessary sense of purpose, self-confidence, and revolutionary zeal to take
on the region’s established empires. “We have seen a people who love death
more than life, and to whom this world holds not the slightest attraction,” a
group of Byzantine officials in Egypt said of the invading Arabs.> The great
Muslim historian and sociologist Abdel Rahman Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406)
expressed the same idea in a somewhat more elaborate form: “When people
possess the [right] insight into their affairs, nothing can withstand them,
because their outlook is one and they share a unity of purpose for which they
are willing to die”®

Whether the conquests were an opportunistic magnified offshoot of small
raiding parties or a product of a preconceived expansionist plan is immaterial.
Empires are born of chance as well as design. What counts is that the Arab
conquerors acted in a typically imperialist fashion from the start, subjugating
indigenous populations, colonizing their lands, and expropriating their
wealth, resources, and labor.

Already Muhammad had skillfully couched his worldly objectives in divine
terms, as illustrated by such sayings as “Stick to jihad and you will be in good
health and get sufficient means of livelihood.”” This fusion of the sacred and
the profitable was endorsed by future generations of Islamic leaders. Abu
Bakr, Muhammad’s father-in-law and immediate successor (khalifa, or
caliph), sought to lure the Arabs to his campaigns of conquest by linking the
call for jihad with the promise of “the booty to be won from the Byzantines.”
So did Umar ibn al-Khattab, who in 634 succeeded Abu Bakr in the caliphate,
as well as Ali ibn Abi Talib, the Prophet’s son-in-law and the fourth caliph
(656—61). “Sacrifice yourselves!” he told his troops on the eve of a crucial
battle against a contender to the caliphate. “You are under Allah’s watchful eye
and with the Prophet’s cousin. Resume your charge and abhor flight, for it will
disgrace your descendants and buy you the fire [of hell] in the Day of
Reckoning.” And as if this religious prodding was not enough, Ali added a
substantial carrot: “Before you lie these great sawad [the fertile lands of Iraq]
and those large tents!™

Abu Bakr and Umar apparently made no personal profit by the conquests
(both were said to have lived in modest households and on a humble subsis-
tence).'? Yet their immediate successor, Uthman ibn Affan, another son-in-law
of the Prophet and the third caliph, exploited expansion for unabashed self-
enrichment. By the time of his assassination in June 656, he had netted
himself a fortune of 150,000 dinars and one million dirhams in cash, and the
value of his estates amounted to 200,000 dinars, aside from a vast herd of
camels and horses.!! This fortune paled in comparison with the fabulous
wealth amassed by some of Muhammad’s closest companions. The invested
capital of Zubair ibn Awam amounted to some fifty million dirhams and
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400,000 dinars, and he owned countless properties in Medina, Iraq, and
Egypt. Talha ibn Ubaidallah, one of the earliest converts to Islam to whom
Muhammad had promised a place in Paradise, was similarly a proprietor of
numerous estates in Iraq and Transjordan. He left, according to some author-
ities, 200,000 dinars and 2.2 million dirhams in cash, and his estates were
valued at thirty million dirhams. His investments in Iraq alone yielded him
one thousand dinars per day. “I will reserve comment on what is in the city I
have captured,” Amr ibn al-As, the conqueror of Egypt, reported to Umar
upon the occupation of the port town of Alexandria, “aside from saying that
I have seized therein four thousand villas with four thousand baths, forty
thousand poll tax-paying Jews and four hundred places of entertainment for
the royalty” He was peremptorily ordered to ship a year’s supply of food to
Medina for the upkeep of the Muslim community, which he dutifully did.'?

It was during the caliphate of Umar (634—44) that the Arabs made their
greatest conquests and institutionalized their absolute domination of the
nascent Islamic empire. In a move that was to have a profound and lasting
impact on the course of Middle Eastern history, Umar forbade the invading
forces from settling on the conquered lands, placing the whole empire in trust
for the Muslim community. “Allah has made those who will come after you
partners in these spoils,” the caliph is reported to have said when asked to
divide the Iraqgi and Syrian lands among the conquering Arabs. “Were I to
divide these lands among you, nothing will be left for them. Even a shepherd
boy in San’a [Yemen] is entitled to his share”!?

Whether Umar actually justified his action in these particular words
or whether they were a later attempt to legitimize an existing situation
(it is common in Muslim tradition to represent rules established after
Muhammad’s death as ordinances of Umar), the decision effectively
extended Muhammad’s designation of Islam as the cornerstone of the polit-
ical order to the entire Middle East. This principle would be maintained for
over a millennium until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in the wake of
World War I and the subsequent abolition of the caliphate.

On a more immediate level, Umar’s decision enabled the continuation of the
conquests: had the vast majority of the Arabs settled on the conquered lands,
fighting would have ground to a halt. According to numerous traditions about
Muhammad’s life, this fear had preoccupied the Prophet, who had reputedly
warned that “the survival of my Community rests on the hoofs of its horses
and the points of its lances; as long as they keep from tilling the fields; once
they begin to do that they will become as other men.”'* Umar resolved this
problem by devising a register ( Diwan), which remunerated the fighters out of
the proceeds from the conquered lands and thus allowed them to continue
prosecuting war operations without worrying about their subsistence.'®



THE RISE AND FALL OF ISLAM’S FIRST EMPIRE 27

Last but not least, since the umma at the time consisted almost exclusively
of the conquering Arabs, by proclaiming the empire an Islamic trust Umar
institutionalized their position as the new imperial ruling class. Viewing Arabs
as superior to all other peoples and creeds, the caliph went to great lengths to
make Islam synonymous with Arabism. He achieved this goal in the Arabian
Peninsula by summarily expelling its Christian and Jewish communities, in
flagrant violation of the treaties they had signed with the Prophet.'® Yet this
option was hardly available in the vast territories conquered by the Arabs,
both because the populations involved were far too large to make their
expulsion practicable and because their tribute was indispensable in enabling
the Arabs to enjoy fully their privileges as conquerors.

In these circumstances, Umar contented himself with perpetuating
complete Arab domination of the empire. For him, there was only one ethnic
group destined to rule while all others were fated to serve and to toil as subject
peoples. By way of preventing assimilation and ensuring Arab racial purity he
forbade non-Arab converts to marry Arab women, sought to dissuade the
Prophet’s companions from marrying Jewish women, though this was not
prohibited by the Qur’an, and pressured the many companions who did so to
annul their marriages. He also settled the Arabs in garrison cities (Amsar), in
total segregation from the indigenous population, from where they adminis-
tered their newly conquered territories in a kind of inverted colonial rule
similar to that of the coastal outposts of the British Empire. Two large Amsar
were established in Iraq, by far the largest site of Arab colonization: Kufa, on
the Euphrates River southwest of the site that was to become the city of
Baghdad, and Basra, at the head of the Persian Gulf. In Syria the southern city
of Djabiya, home to the Ghassanid dynasty that had ruled the area under
Byzantine suzerainty, was chosen as the main camp of the Arab army, while in
Egypt the garrison city of Fustat was established to become the province’s
capital until the foundation of Cairo in the late tenth century.!”

To be an Arab in Umar’s empire was to be at the pinnacle of society. It
meant paying a modest religious tithe, which was more than compensated by
the booty received in accordance with the Diwan. No Arab, Umar insisted,
could be a slave, either by sale or capture; on his deathbed he ordered that all
Arab slaves held by the state be freed. Even those Arabs outside the peninsula
who did not embrace Islam were considered by Umar his primary subjects, as
illustrated by his readiness to incorporate the north Iraqi Banu Taghlib tribe
into the Arab army and to place it on a similar tax footing to that of the
Muslims, despite its refusal to give up its Christian faith.'® This stood in stark
contrast to the heavy taxation levied on the rest of the non-Muslim popu-
lations, or Dhimmis as they were commonly known. These “protected
communities” (the term was originally applied to Christians and Jews, but was



28 ISLAMIC IMPERIALISM

subsequently expanded to other non-Muslim groups) were allowed to keep
their properties and to practice their religions in return for a distinctly infe-
rior status that was institutionalized over time. They had to pay special taxes
(regularized at a later stage as land tax, kharaj, and the more humiliating poll
tax, jizya) and suffered from social indignities and at times open persecution.
Their religious activities outside the churches and synagogues were curtailed,
the ringing of bells was forbidden, the construction of new church buildings
prohibited, and the proselytizing of Muslims was made a capital offense
punishable by death. Jews and Christians had to wear distinctive clothes to
distinguish them from their Muslim lords, could ride only donkeys, not
horses, could not marry Muslim women, had to vacate their seats whenever
Muslims wanted to sit, were excluded from positions of power, and so on and
so forth."

Yet while this institutionalized discrimination secured the Arabs’ short-
term pre-eminence, it also contained the seeds of their eventual decline and
assimilation into the wider regional environment. Unlike Muhammad’s
umma, where Dhimmis constituted a negligible minority, in Umar’s empire
the Arab colonizers were themselves a small island surrounded by a non-
Muslim and non-Arab ocean, something that condemned their apartheid
policy to assured failure.

The staggering magnitude of the conquests, together with Arab bureaucratic
and administrative inexperience, forced the victors to rely on the existing
Byzantine and Iranian systems for the running of their nascent empire, thus
leading to greater mingling with the indigenous populations. In their capacity
as the centers of government the Amsar quickly became hubs of vibrant
economic and commercial activity, while the growing numbers of Arab
colonists allotted plots of state lands (qata’i) during the caliphate of Uthman,
and in its aftermath relied by and large on the indigenous population for
their cultivation. With the intensification of interaction between conqueror
and conquered, the Arabs adopted indigenous—especially Iranian—habits,
manners, and ways of life. They embraced the refined Iranian cuisine and wore
Iranian clothes. Meanwhile the early prohibition on Muslims from using
foreign languages, as well as the prevention of Christians from learning the
Arabic language and using the Arabic script, gave way to a growing sense of
linguistic and cultural unity as the second generation of Amsar residents
tended to be of mixed parentage and bilingual. On the other hand, Arabic
penetrated the conquered peoples to such an extent that at the beginning of
the eighth century it had evolved into the official imperial language.

The implications of this move cannot be overstated. For one thing, by
adopting the Arabic language, the conquered peoples—Iranians, Syrians,
Greeks, Copts, Berbers, Jews, and Christians—placed their abundant talents
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and learning at the service of their conquerors, thus leading to the develop-
ment of a distinct Islamic civilization. For another, the Arabization of the
imperial administration unleashed a process that blurred the distinctions
between the Arab imperial elite and the indigenous non-Arab populations
and culminated in the creation of a new Arabic-speaking imperial persona, a
reincarnation of sorts of the old Roman subject. The term “Arab” itself in
Arabic usage was subsequently restricted to the nomads.?

This development, however, was something that would take a century or
two to materialize. In the meantime, the Arabs frowned upon the growing
numbers of non-Muslims knocking at the gates of Islam in an attempt to
improve their socio-economic conditions. As far as they were concerned the
vanquished masses had only one role in life: to provide a lasting and lucrative
source of revenue for their imperial masters, and, since religion constituted
the sole criterion for social mobility, they were determined to perpetuate this
state of affairs by keeping Islam a purely Arab religion. Non-Arabs were thus
allowed to enter the faith only through the humiliating channel of becoming
clients (Mawali, sing. Mawla) of the persons at whose hands they had
converted. A vestige of the legacy of pagan Arabia, where clients were lesser
members of an Arab clan (e.g., slaves and freed slaves promoted to a position
of clientage),?! this mode of conversion placed the new Muslims in a position

Prophet Muhammad
(d. 632)

Abu Bakr
(d. 634)

Umar ibn al-Khattab
(murdered by a slave, 644)

Uthman ibn Affan
(killed by political opponents, 656)

Ali ibn Abi Talib
(killed by political opponents, 661)

Figure 2 The Rightly Guided Caliphs
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of institutional inferiority to their Arab co-religionists and subjected them to
blatant social and economic discrimination.

In many cases the Mawali failed to escape their excessive tributes or even
ended up paying higher taxes than before. They could not inherit equally, were
denied the material benefits of Islam, and were treated with such contempt
that in certain neighborhoods an Arab risked social ostracism merely by
virtue of walking down the street in the company of a Mawla. Even the pious
caliph Umar IT (717-20), who attempted to equalize the Mawali’s standing,
was reputed to have taken a dim view of Muslims and Mawali intermarrying,
and forbade Mawali from selling their lands to Muslims. Little wonder that
this state of affairs turned the Mawali into an embittered and disgruntled
group whose actions were to shake the empire to its core before too long.??

The Mawali were by no means the only disaffected group. From the start,
the Islamic order had been beset by the perennial tension between center and
periphery that has plagued imperial powers from antiquity to the present day.
Muhammad’s success in unifying most of the peninsula under a single
authority may have been without parallel in Arabian history, but it was still far
from complete. Many tribes regarded their inclusion in the umma as a
personal bond with the Prophet that expired upon his death, not least since
Muhammad had refrained from designating a successor and had emphasized
time and again his irreplaceable historical role as the Seal of the Prophets.
They therefore refused to acknowledge Abu Bakr’s position as caliph and
suspended their tribute payments and treaty relations with the umma in what
came to be known in Muslim tradition as the ridda, “the apostasy.”

This, however, is something of a misnomer. The urge for secession was
predominantly political and economic rather than religious: some of the
rebels failed to repudiate their Islamic faith while others had joined the umma
as tributaries without embracing Islam. Some of the rebellious tribes were
headed by self-styled prophets offering their own brand of religious belief, but
for most the revolt represented an atavistic attempt to exploit the sudden
weakening of the central government in order to free themselves from the less
savory aspects of their subjugation (notably the payment of taxes), if not to
end this status altogether.??

Abu Bakr’s suppression of the revolt and his successful extension of Muslim
control to the entire peninsula thus signified the first triumph of the imperial
order over the centrifugal forces of tribal separatism. This was not achieved,
though, without the massacre of the foremost rebellious faction—the central
Arabian confederates of Banu Hanifa headed by the self-styled prophet
Masalma ibn Habib—in a grim foretaste of countless such violent confronta-
tions between the center and periphery throughout Islamic history.?* Indeed,
no sooner had the umma weathered the storm attending the demise of its
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creator than it experienced yet another peripheral backlash that culminated
in the murder of its supreme ruler: the caliph Uthman, who in 644 had
succeeded Umar.

Enforcing central authority over disparate provinces has been an
intractable problem for most empires even in modern times, let alone for clas-
sical and medieval empires with their far less advanced means of communi-
cation and control. The stability of these early empires depended to a large
extent on the existence of powerful governors capable of maintaining law and
order within their domains while deferring to their imperial masters. This was
especially pertinent for the nascent Arab-Muslim empire, where the age-old
Arab traits of particularism and individualism had been suppressed but not
totally extinguished and where clans and tribes not only remained the real
units of social activity but paradoxically grew in weight and importance.
Unlike pre-Islamic times, where tribes were relatively small units and their
perennial squabbles were of a localized nature, the post-conquest migration
and colonization in garrison cities brought many tribes into close contact
with each other and created far larger leagues and alliances. The best known
of these were the Qays and the Yemen, whose bitter enmity was to plague the
region for centuries.?

Umar, who was keenly aware of this reality, sought to foster an overarching
imperial unity that would transcend the traditional tribal system and ensure
Medina’s continued domination. He did this by cultivating a strong provincial
leadership comprising the Prophet’s companions and prominent commanders
of the early conquests, and by encouraging the nomadic tribes that participated
in the campaigns to settle in the Amsar where they could more easily be moni-
tored by the central government. But this system, which worked reasonably well
initially, began to falter after Umar’s death as Uthman attempted to tighten his
grip on the empire and to catapult his Umayyad clan, and the Quraish tribe
more generally, into a position of imperial pre-eminence.

Unlike Umar, who had allowed the conquering commanders to govern
the territories they had occupied, Uthman vested all key posts in the hands
of his family members, many of whom abused their appointments for self-
enrichment. This nepotism earned the new caliph hostility from all quar-
ters. The Medinese elite resented its growing marginalization in the running
of the empire, while the provincial leadership was incensed by Uthman’s
efforts to increase the central government’s share in the distribution of local
revenues, most of which had hitherto been retained in the provinces. These
grievances were further exacerbated by the temporary halt of the conquests
in the early 650s and the attendant reduction in the spoils of war on the
one hand, and the continued influx of Arab colonists into the provinces on
the other, which further strained their economic and financial resources.
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Things came to a head in January 656 when disgruntled elements in Egypt
seized Fustat, prevented the governor from returning from Medina, and
issued a call for the removal of Uthman. A few months later, several hundred
malcontents left Egypt for Medina, converging on the way with similarly
disaffected groups from the Iraqi garrison cities of Kufa and Basra. The star-
tled caliph accepted most of the demands put to him, including the dismissal
of his Egyptian governor, and the group set out to return to Egypt, only to
intercept a message sent in Uthman’s name ordering the governor to deal
harshly with the rebels. Viewing this as a blatant act of betrayal, the enraged
Egyptians returned to Medina, where they laid siege to Uthman’s residence.
Ignoring the caliph’s emphatic denials of having anything to do with the secret
message, they murdered him on June 17, 656.%

Uthman’s murder was much more than a tactical victory of provincial
strongmen over their lawful ruler. It signified the periphery’s ultimate
triumph by heralding the permanent shift of the imperial center of gravity
away from Medina, indeed from the Arabian Peninsula, to the Fertile
Crescent. Within months of his election, Uthman’s successor to the caliphate,
Ali ibn Abi Talib, decided to make Kufa the center of his operations. This was
apparently an ad hoc decision, deriving from the need to suppress an uprising
in Basra by a group of distinguished Meccans who blamed the new caliph for
his predecessor’s murder. Yet what was conceived as a temporary move was to
acquire permanence. Having defeated the renegades, Ali encountered a
further and far greater challenge to his authority which forced him to stay in
Kufa. Mu'awiya ibn Abi Sufian, the long-reigning governor of Syria and
Uthman’s cousin, refused to recognize the validity of Ali’s appointment and
demanded vengeance for the slain caliph. In late July or early August 657, after
a few months of intermittent skirmishes, Ali confronted his challenger at the
site of Siffin, on the right bank of the Euphrates near the Syrian border. As
the battle went the caliph’s way, the Syrians hoisted copies of the Qur’an on
the points of their lances to demand that the dispute be decided through arbi-
tration rather than war. Under tremendous pressure from his followers to
give peace a chance, Ali, who suspected a trick, begrudgingly accepted the
proposal, and the two armies departed for home.?”

This proved to be a mistake. Not only were the arbitrators to rule against
Alj, putting him on a par with his challenger and thus implicitly rejecting the
validity of his claim to the caliphate, but he was also confronted with wide-
spread desertions by his followers. Foremost among these was a group that
came to be known as Kharijites (those who “went out” or “seceded”), who
opposed the arbitration on the ground that “decision is with Allah alone” and
claimed that in accepting this process the caliph had not only forfeited his
right to the title but had effectively excluded himself from the community of
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believers. Ali managed to reduce them in a bloody engagement in July 658,28
but was unable to arrest the steady disintegration of his authority and was
forced to watch from the sidelines as Mu’awiya added Egypt to his possessions
and made repeated incursions into Iraq. Shortly afterward the Syrian
governor openly staked his claim to the caliphate, and there is little doubt that
Ali would have suffered the ultimate ignominy of the loss of supreme office
had he not first been murdered by a Kharijite on January 24, 661. His eldest
son, Hassan, quickly renounced his right to the throne in favor of Muawiya,
who was now hailed as caliph and the empire’s new master.

From his newly proclaimed capital of Damascus Mu’awiya presided over
the foundation of Islam’s first imperial dynasty by having his son, Yazid,
succeed him to the throne. This proved a shrewd move that allowed
Mu’awiya’s Umayyad family to retain power for the next ninety years and
established the principle that was to dominate Middle Eastern political life
up to the early twentieth century, and in some parts of the region to the
present day.

In one fell swoop the umma was transformed from “Allah’s Community”
into an ordinary empire. Although Islam retained its position as the empire’s
pre-eminent organizing principle and its rallying point for further expansion,
with the Umayyad monarchs styling themselves as “Allah’s caliphs” and
portraying their constant wars of expansion as a “jihad in the path of Allah,”*
this was largely a facade that concealed what was effectively a secular and
increasingly absolutist rule. The Umayyad caliphs adopted a lax attitude
toward Islamic practices and mores. They were said to have set aside special
days for drinking, specifically forbidden by the Prophet, and some of them
had no inhibitions about appearing completely nude before their boon
companions and female singers.*° Little wonder that Islamic tradition tends to
decry the Umayyads for having perverted the caliphate into a “kingdom”
(mulk), with the implicit connotation of religious digression or even disbelief.

Moreover, the murder of Uthman had irrevocably changed the rules of the
game. Three decades after the creation of the umma as a divinely ordained
community answerable directly to Allah, the seemingly inextricable link
between religious and temporal power was abruptly severed. So long as
Muhammad was alive, this was inconceivable. He was Allah’s Apostle, the
true theocratic ruler. To defy him was to defy Allah Himself. Abu Bakr and
Umar could claim no such religious prowess, yet by basking in the Prophet’s
reflected glow they managed to sustain the umma as a working theocracy,
although Umar took care to emphasize the temporal aspects of his post
by assuming the title “Commander of the Believers” (Amir al-Mu'minin).>!
Once the sanctity of the caliphate had been violated, its uninterrupted reten-
tion and natural transition could no longer be taken for granted. During the
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next millennium this coveted post would incessantly be contested by force of
arms, making a mockery of the categorical prohibition of internecine
fighting among Muslims underlying Muhammad’s universal vision of the
umma.

The Umayyads themselves succeeded in maintaining their position mainly
through reliance on physical force, and were consumed for most of their reign
with preventing or quelling revolts in the diverse corners of their empire.
Mu’awiya had attempted to wrest the caliphate from Ali, and while his nine-
teen years on the throne (661-80) were characterized by relative calm and
stability owing to his formidable political and administrative skills, his son
and heir, Yazid I, faced widespread disobedience on several fronts. Particularly
threatening was the revolt by Abdallah ibn Zubair, son of a prominent
companion of Muhammad, who refused to acknowledge the validity of the
Umayyad line of succession and sought to establish himself as caliph. Ibn
Zubair was supported in his endeavor by the people of Medina, who withdrew
their allegiance from the caliph and circulated damning stories about his
alleged religious and personal indiscretions, including his propensity for wine
and singing girls and his obsession with his pet monkey, which was constantly
by his side and to which he gave the dignified title of Abu Qays. When Abu
Qays was accidentally killed, the caliph was inconsolable. He gave the monkey
a state funeral and had him buried in accordance with Muslim rites.*?

These tales were but the tip of a huge iceberg of resentment within the
traditional Islamic ruling elite over the shift of the imperial center to
Damascus. This elite consisted initially of the small circle of Muhajirun who
migrated with the Prophet to Medina and the local Ansar. These were the
people who spread Muhammad’s message and enforced his authority
throughout the peninsula, whose opinion he sought on matters of import,
and who enjoyed the material benefits of the umma’s steady expansion.
Following the conquest of Mecca in 630 this group was dramatically and
swiftly expanded through the incorporation of Muhammad’s Quraish tribe,
as the Prophet sought to harness the organizational and administrative
skills of his kinsmen to the service of his continued expansion. Much to the
resentment of Muhammad’s companions, this process gained considerable
momentum during the wars of the ridda attending the Prophet’s death, when
Abu Bakr was forced to rely on the alignment between the Quraish and the
Taif-based tribe of Thaqif as a springboard for reasserting Islamic domination
over the rebellious tribes.

Umar restored the political pre-eminence of the early believers by
appointing some of them to key positions in his nascent empire and, more
importantly, by using precedence in Islam as the chief criterion for remuner-
ation from the proceeds of the conquests. Yet during the caliphate of Uthman
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the Quraishis regained their predominant position to the detriment of the
Ansar and the Muhajirun. These early believers (and their descendants) were
particularly incensed by the meteoric rise of the Umayyads, who had long
been at the forefront of the Meccan opposition to Muhammad and who
joined Islam only after its ultimate triumph. They therefore sided with Ali in
his confrontation with Mu’awiya, and quickly challenged the legitimacy of
Umayyad dynastical claims upon the demise of its founding father.

The traditional Islamic aristocracy was fighting a rearguard action. Its
commanding position in the imperial order of things had irrevocably been
lost. An expeditionary force sent by Yazid routed the rebels and sacked Medina
for three full days.> It then proceeded to lay siege to Mecca, where Abdallah
ibn Zubair and his supporters had barricaded themselves in, but failed to take
the city, and in November 683 was forced to return to Syria following the
caliph’s death. As Yazid’s youthful and sickly successor Mu’awiya II proved to
be a nonentity, Ibn Zubair quickly proclaimed himself caliph and asserted his
authority throughout much of the empire. It was only after the accession of
another branch of the Umayyads, headed by Marwan ibn Hakam, that the
dynasty managed to reclaim its lost territories. In July 684 the Yemen tribe,
associated with the new Umayyad caliph, defeated the rival Qays, aligned with
Ibn Zubair, in a particularly bloody battle near Damascus. Shortly afterward
Marwan recaptured Egypt, only to die a few months later in April 685. It thus
fell to Marwan’s able son and designated successor, Abdel Malik (685-705), to
complete the suppression of the revolt. This was achieved in November 692,
with the occupation of Mecca and the killing of Ibn Zubair.>

Iraq constituted the hard core of violent anti-Umayyad opposition. It was
there that most Arab colonists had settled during the conquests, especially in
the large garrison cities of Kufa and Basra, where they subsisted mostly on
government stipends from the war spoils. Having enjoyed unprecedented
pre-eminence as the imperial center during Ali’s brief tenure, Iraqis resented
the shift of the caliphate to Damascus and their attendant relegation to a posi-
tion of subservience to Syria, which, they feared, would deprive them of their
fair share of the spoils. This sentiment was further exacerbated by such factors
as intertribal rivalries, personal and dynastical ambitions, and religious radi-
calism. The substantial numbers of Syrian forces permanently deployed in
Iraq to enforce the regime’s authority only served to sharpen anti-Syrian
sentiments and to reinforce Iraqis’ distinct sense of local patriotism. Especially
powerful and astute governors were required to keep the Iraqi province in
check and even then matters often necessitated mass physical repression.
Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, who ruled the area for twenty years (694-714), was the
epitome of such single-minded ruthlessness. “I see heads that are ripe for
plucking, and I am the man to do it; and I see blood between the turbans and
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the beards,” he famously told the people of Kufa upon his arrival in the city.*
He made good on his threat. When many Iraqi Arabs, who had become accus-
tomed to settled life, refused to participate in the campaigns of expansion,
Hajjaj summarily beheaded the draft dodgers. When the number of Mawali
and Dhimmis flocking to the towns in search of socio-economic advancement
rose so high as to threaten a substantial drop in government revenues from
agricultural produce, Hajjaj took draconian measures to discourage conver-
sion and to drive the new converts back to their villages, including having the
names of their villages branded on people’s hands to prevent them from
returning to the towns. One of his favorite modes of torture was to apply hot
wax to his victims’ naked bodies. This was then pulled off till the flesh was all
lacerated, following which vinegar and salt were poured on the wounds until
death ensued.’

Hajjaj’s heavy-handed policy failed to prevent the Iraqi cauldron from
repeatedly boiling over. The appalling conditions of the East African black
slaves known as Zanj sparked a protracted revolt in Basra, while the weak-
ening of the local Iraqi dignitaries (Ashraf) resulted in a number of uprisings,
some of which were suppressed only with great difficulty.’” Yet it was the
activities of two radical religious movements—the Kharijite and the Shiite—
that constituted the most dangerous and intractable source of turbulence.
Both viewed the Umayyads as opportunistic latecomers to Islam who had
unlawfully usurped and perverted its most cherished institution. But while
the Shiites advocated the vesting of the caliphate in the Prophet’s family, or
more specifically in the house of the slain caliph Ali (their name originated in
the designation Shiat Ali—the faction of Ali), the Kharijites acknowledged no
authority but that of the Islamic community, which could elect or disown any
caliph who went astray. Foreshadowing radical twentieth-century Islamic
thinkers, they considered themselves the only true Muslims and had no scru-
ples about shedding the blood of fellow co-religionists, for it was against these
“heretics” alone that they waged the holy war. In the late 680s and early 690s
one of their sects managed to occupy parts of Arabia (Bahrain, Yemen,
Hadramawt) from where it harassed the caravan trade in the peninsula.
Another sect controlled the former Iranian provinces of Khuzistan, Fars, and
Kirman, using them as a springboard for repeated attacks on the city of Basra.
They were eventually suppressed, but as late as the mid-740s Kharijite upris-
ings throughout Iraq were still causing the authorities a real headache. Their
influence reached as far as the Maghreb, where in the 740s the indigenous
Berber population temporarily drove the Arabs out of the area, raised the
Kharijite banner, and even chose its own local Amir al-Mu'minin. “They
strove most openly and decisively for the Kingdom of God, and also most
fiercely for a pitiless Utopia,” wrote a prominent student of Islam.
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They renounced success; their only wish was to save their souls. They were
content to meet death on the battlefield, and with it pardon in the sight of
God; they sold their lives for the price of Paradise. In spite of this, perhaps
because of it, they often overcame great armies, and for a time were the
terror of the Muslim world, and although they always were only a small
sect, still they could not be extirpated.’®

The Shiites might not have been as fanatic as their Kharijite counterparts,
but they had a far more profound and lasting impact, not least since they
could stake a real claim to the caliphate based on descent from the prophet’s
family. As they saw it, the umma should be headed by a prodigious spiritual
leader, or imam, possessing superhuman religious knowledge and interpreta-
tive powers, who would also act as the community’s political leader, or Amir
al-Mu'minin. The caliph Ali was the last person to have held both titles,
while Mu’awiya and subsequent Umayyad rulers were (unlawful) secular
practitioners of power rather than religious authorities, and it was for the
restoration of this dual power to the Alid family that the Shiites pined.*

As early as 671 Mu’awiya was confronted with a pro-Alid revolt in Kufa.
This was summarily suppressed, but nine years later Hussein, son of Ali and
the Prophet’s daughter Fatima, was lured by his Kufan supporters to stake a
claim to the caliphate. The Umayyad governor uncovered the plot and inter-
cepted Hussein’s party. After a short battle, in which he received no support
from the Kufans, Hussein fled to the small town of Karbala where he soon
found himself under siege. The governor called upon him to surrender but
Hussein, believing in his inviolability as the Prophet’s favorite grandson,
remained defiant. He was killed in the ensuing battle, on October 10, 680, and
his head was sent on a platter to Damascus after being paraded in Kufa.*

Hussein’s death was to prove a watershed in the history of Islam. It helped
cement the small group of Ali’s followers into a significant and cohesive reli-
gious movement; Hussein’s grave in Karbala was to become the most revered
site of pilgrimage for all Shiites. His day of martyrdom (Ashura, the tenth day
of the Arabic month of Muharram) is commemorated every year in the most
emotional way. More immediately, the Karbala massacre led to a revolt by
Mukhtar ibn Abi Ubaid, scion of a distinguished Thagifite family, under the
slogan “Vengeance for Hussein.”

Having driven Ibn Zubair’s governor from Kufa and established himself as
the city’s master, Mukhtar proclaimed Muhammad ibn Hanafiyya, Hussein’s
half-brother, not merely a caliph but also a Mahdji, the “rightly guided one” or
“redeemer,” who would transform society and establish a reign of justice on
earth. This was a powerful and novel idea that struck a deep chord among
Kufa’s disenfranchised masses and was to provide a lasting source of inspira-
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tion for numerous revolutionary groups and individuals throughout the ages.
It nevertheless failed to save the day for Mukhtar. He was killed on April 3,
687, and thousands of his followers were slaughtered in cold blood after laying
down their weapons. Initially the commander of the victorious forces wanted
to execute only the non-Arab prisoners of war but was dissuaded by some of
his aides who argued that this contradicted Islam’s universalist spirit. “What
kind of religion is this?” they reasoned. “How do you hope for victory when you
kill the Iranians and spare the Arabs though both profess the same religion?”
Impressed by the force of this argument, the commander ordered that the
Arab prisoners be beheaded as well.*!

Notwithstanding its short duration and limited geographical scope,
Mukhtar’s revolt had far-reaching historical consequences. By demanding the
restoration of the caliphate to the Prophet’s family and equating such a move
with a return to “the Book of Allah and the Sunna [practice] of his Prophet,”
Mukhtar introduced a powerful political and religious concept that was to
become the main rallying cry of the anti-Umayyad revolution. By endorsing
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Ibn Hanafiyya as head of the Muslim community Mukhtar extended the range
of potential Hashemite contenders to the caliphate who had hitherto been
confined to descendants of Ali by his wife Fatima (or Fatimids as they are
often called). This opened the door to other members of the House of
Muhammad, such as the Abbasids, descendants of the Prophet’s paternal
uncle Abbas, to style themselves as the rightful caliphs.*?

No less important, after the suppression of the revolt a group of surviving
veterans reconstituted themselves into a small clandestine movement that
maintained close contact with Ibn Hanafiyya, and after his death (sometime
between 700 and 705) passed their loyalty to his son Abu Hashem. Widely
known as the Hashemiyya, this group was to initiate the revolution that would
sweep the Umayyads from power.

Precisely when and how the Abbasids managed to harness the Hashemiyya
to their cause is not entirely clear. According to the traditional Arabic
version, shortly before he died in 716 or 717, Abu Hashem transferred his
right to the imamate, which he had inherited from his father, to Muhammad
ibn Alj, then head of the Abbasid family. The two had allegedly grown close
to each other while living in Damascus, where the sonless Abu Hashem came
to regard the younger Muhammad as a son and groomed him for his future
role as imam.* Yet recent research shows that it was not until the early 740s
that the Abbasids, who resided at the time in the small village of Humayma
in southern Transjordan, managed to gain control over the activities of the
Hashemiyya. It has even been suggested that such control was never achieved
and that the Abbasids rode to power on the back of the Hashemiyya’s
successful revolution.**

By this time, the Hashemiyya had established a firm foothold in the vast fron-
tier province of Khurasan, at the northeastern tip of the empire in Central Asia
(comprising territories that are today parts of Iran, Afghanistan, Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan). The province was uniquely suited for this revolu-
tionary endeavor, and not only because of the widespread sympathy felt there
for the unfortunate Mukhtar and for the Alid family more generally. It was in
Khurasan that the apartheid wall built by the Arabs was being most compre-
hensively demolished and a mixing of colonizer and colonized was taking place.
Unlike Iraq, where they had been settled in garrison towns, in Khurasan the
Arabs were dispersed among the local population as a small and assimilating
minority. They used Iranian servants, married local women, embraced Iranian
habits and forms of dress, observed local festivals, and even adopted the Persian
language for everyday use. In short, the Arabs developed a Khurasani identity
that largely obliterated ethnic and tribal distinctions and made them feel at one
with the indigenous population and sympathize with its cause. Moreover, these
colonists, who had mostly arrived from Iraq, brought with them a deeply
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entrenched hostility toward the Umayyad dynasty, which they did not fail to
spread among their Iranian neighbors.

Nor were the local Iranians hostile to the Arab colonists. Their daily lives
were hardly affected by the nominal change of imperial masters since the
existing Iranian rulers were left in place in return for the payment of tribute.
There was no pressure to convert to Islam and the physical safety of the general
population was significantly enhanced since the Arabs provided a better
defense against external attacks by the neighboring Turkish tribes than had the
declining Sasanid Empire. Paradoxically, the most intractable grievances
emerged among the Iranian converts, disillusioned with the lack of improve-
ment in their lot, and among the assimilated Arab colonists, who had lost their
privileges as members of the ruling class and were forced to accept the authority
of non-Arab, non-Muslim local rulers to whom they had to pay taxes. This
created an explosive alliance of underdogs, both Iranians and Arabs, expressed
in largely Shiite terms and aimed against the discriminatory imperial order.*

The timing of the revolution could not have been more opportune. By the
early 740s the empire was clearly in the throes of over-extension. From their
first days on the throne the Umayyads had relied on constant campaigning in
order to keep the restless Arab tribes preoccupied and to ensure a steady flow
of booty, on which the imperial economy was heavily dependent. It was
during their reign that the empire reached the farthest frontiers of its expan-
sion: the western lands of the Maghreb and Spain were conquered, together
with vast territories in Central Asia and India, and the Muslims knocked at the
gates of Constantinople and burst deep into France.

With the passage of time this policy of expansion increasingly taxed the
empire’s human and financial resources. Umar II, who recognized this reality,
made preparations to relinquish the Arab conquests in Central Asia, which he
deemed unworthy of the heavy expenditure of men and resources required to
hold them against the Turks and the Chinese.*® But his premature death
prevented the implementation of this dramatic shift in thinking, and Hisham
ibn Abdel Malik, who ascended the throne in 724, spent his nineteen-year
reign in constant, and mostly futile, campaigning throughout his empire. This
shattered the professional Syrian-Yemeni army, which had served as the main-
stay of Umayyad rule since Mu’awiya’s days. By the time of the Abbasid revo-
lution, the once-formidable military district of Damascus had been reduced
to a few thousand troops, and the situation in the neighboring Syrian
provinces was not much better. To make things worse, the depleted Syrian
army was spread thin across the empire, which further reduced its ability to
protect the regime. At the time of Hisham’s accession, there were Syrian
troops only in Syria, Iraq, the Caucasus, and probably to a very limited extent
in northern India. By the end of his reign, Syrian troops had almost
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completely disappeared from Syria itself and had instead been deployed in
virtually every single province, from the Chinese frontier to Spain.*’

Alarmed by the decline of their military might, especially in view of the
ability of their Qaysi arch-enemies to preserve their strength owing to their far
more limited involvement in imperial campaigning, the Yemenis sought to
goad Walid II, who in February 743 succeeded Hisham, into far-reaching
reforms that would equalize the position of the Mawali in the imperial order.
As the caliph refused to do anything of the sort, they had him murdered only
fourteen months after he took office and installed Yazid III in his place. This
turned out to be a catastrophic move, which led in short order to the collapse
of the Umayyad dynasty. Yazid died after a mere six months on the throne and
was succeeded in December 744 by Marwan II, who peremptorily expelled the
Yemeni leaders from Syria. This reopened the Pandora’s box of Yemeni-Qaysi
rivalry. In no time Syria was rocked by a string of uprisings while in Iraq the
Yemenis collaborated for the first time with Shiite and Kharijite insurrections.
These were all suppressed with great brutality, yet left the regime extremely
vulnerable to the brewing revolution in the east, which now enjoyed the
support of Khurasan’s Yemeni tribes. In June 747 a young and obscure Mawla
by the name of Abu Muslim, sent to Khurasan a year earlier to organize the
revolution, raised the Abbasid black banner. By February 748 he had occupied
the Khurasani capital city of Merv. Some ten months later, on November 28,
749, Abul Abbas, son of Muhammad ibn Ali, was proclaimed the first Abbasid
caliph in Kufa’s great mosque.

In a last-ditch attempt to save his throne, Marwan summoned his loyalists
for the final battle, only to suffer a crushing defeat by the vastly outnumbered
Abbasid armies on the left bank of the Greater Zab, a tributary of the Tigris,
on January 25, 750. Vanquished but not broken, the indefatigable Marwan fled
from place to place in a vain effort to rally support. He eventually surfaced in
Upper Egypt and in early August 750 made his last stand. His head was sent
to Abul Abbas and his tongue was reportedly fed to a cat.*® The Umayyad
dynasty was no more.



The Best of Times, the Worst of Times

The rise of the Abbasids was yet another crucial triumph for the periphery
over the center. Emerging from a remote frontier province, a coalition of the
empire’s underdogs, Arabs and non-Arabs, marginalized and discriminated
against on the basis of ethnicity, religion, tribal affinity, and geographic loca-
tion, managed to overwhelm the imperial armed forces and to unseat the
long-reigning dynasty. This resulted not only in the immediate shift of
the metropolitan center of gravity from Damascus to Iraq, home to many of
the region’s ancient empires, but also in the gradual transformation of the
empire’s socio-political order.

It will be recalled that the Prophet Muhammad had envisaged the umma as
a universal community free of racial distinctions, in which all Muslims would
live side by side in peace and equality. In reality, the Islamic empire was
an Arab military autocracy run by Arabs for the sole benefit of Arabs. It
dissuaded non-Arabs from converting to Islam so as to keep them subjugated
and in a position of inferiority, and treated those who nevertheless converted
(not to mention non-Muslim subjects) as second-class citizens. Non-Arabs
played no role in the making of imperial policies and had to endure numerous
encroachments on their social and cultural identities, notably the superimpo-
sition of Arabic over their indigenous languages. But while Arabic remained
the lingua franca under the Abbasids and the caliphate remained in Arab
hands, they nevertheless lost their exclusive mastery of the empire, which was
being transformed in a steady process of ethnic and cultural assimilation from
an Arab into a truly Muslim entity. If by the end of the Umayyad era less than
10 percent of the empire’s subjects had adopted Islam, within a century or two
of the start of Abbasid rule most of these populations had been converted,
thus blurring the dividing line between master and subject still further. “What
held the empire together was no longer the ‘Arab nation, the Arabs in leading
positions, but the dynasty as the administrator of Islamic unity, ultimately
therefore Islam itself,” wrote the historian Gustave von Grunebaum. “It is
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religion that lies open to all and, like the idea of the state in Rome, guarantees
the universality of the spiritual and political structure.”!

Increasing numbers of officials were drawn from among the Mawali, while
the Khurasanis, and subsequently other ethnic groups, acted as the regime’s
military mainstay. Imperial Iranian ideals, norms, and practices penetrated
the Abbasid court and bureaucracy. The administration was carefully organ-
ized into a string of separate departments (diwans), particularly for the army,
finance and taxes, and the provinces. The postal system, which had been in
existence since the Achaemenid Empire (558-331 B.C.E.) was reorganized and
extended, with local directors acting not merely as postmasters but as the
caliph’s eyes and ears in the provinces. The growth of monarchical despotism,
already noticeable in the days of the Umayyads, gained considerable
momentum under the Abbasids and was starkly exemplified by the presence
of the executioner by the side of the throne. Like the Iranian shahs, the caliph
became increasingly inaccessible to his subjects, shielding himself behind a
vast cohort of officials, ministers, and eunuchs, and leaving the daily running
of the empire in the hands of the vizier, a chief executive answerable only to
him. Even the new Abbasid capital, founded by the second caliph Mansur
(754-75), was symbolically located near the ruins of the old Iranian capital of
Ctesiphon, and Mansur ordered builders to use bricks from the ancient
Iranian royal palace in the construction of one of his palaces. Named by its
founder “The City of Peace,” the Abbasid capital would come to be universally
known by the name of the Iranian village on the ruins of which it was
established: Baghdad.?

Having come to power with the stated objective of restoring Islam’s true
ways and of undoing the godless practices of their predecessors, the Abbasids
were anxious to underscore the theocratic character of their rule. “It is
through us that Allah guided the people after they had gone astray and
showed them the light after their ignorance,” proclaimed the first Abbasid
caliph, Abul Abbas, in his inaugural speech on October 20, 749. “Allah put up
with [the Umayyads] for a while until they angered Him; and when they did,
He avenged Himself on them at our hands and returned our right to us.” The
caliph’s uncle, Dawud ibn Ali, was even more forthright. The Umayyads had
abused their power and strayed far from the right path, he claimed. But this
dark period was over. The believers were now yet again “under the protection
of Allah’s Messenger and his family,” who would govern in line with the
Qur’an and the traditions set by Muhammad until the end of days.?

Abul Abbas and his half-brother and successor, Mansur, were too preoccu-
pied with consolidating their grip on power and eliminating actual and poten-
tial enemies to concentrate on the religious aspects of their rule. But these
came to the fore under the third caliph, Mahdi (775-85), and his grandson
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Ma’'mun (813-33), the first to style himself as imam, the community’s reli-
gious leader and spiritual heir to the Prophet. Even so, prior to his accession
Mansur had allegedly written down sayings and practices attributed to the
Prophet, and Abul Abbas had purchased the supposed mantle of the Prophet,
which quickly became the most ubiquitous symbol of the dynasty’s religious
prowess. It was worn by the caliph on his inauguration and on every ceremo-
nial occasion thereafter, including for performances of prayer before the
community. The frequent use of this sacred relic, which contrasted with the
habit of some Umayyad caliphs of appearing in full military gear for the prayer
service, was designed to buttress the exclusivity of the Abbasid claim to the
succession. So was the adoption of the title “Allah’s Caliph.”

The Abbasids were, of course, not the first to have used this title: the caliph
Uthman and the Umayyads had done so as well. Yet whereas the Umayyads
had perceived the title in largely secular terms—as a means to convey the
unlimited extent of their power—for the Abbasids it was a religious concept
in accordance with their perception of themselves as representatives of
“Allah’s rule on earth” or even as “Allah’s shadow on earth.”

This claim to divine inspiration was exemplified in the strong messianic
overtones of the throne names adopted by all Abbasid caliphs, and was accom-
panied by public indulgence of religious figures and institutions. Theologians
and men of learning were welcomed into the Abbasid court and several
caliphs took pleasure in attending religious discussions and having a theolog-
ical education imparted to their sons. The relaxed Umayyad attitude to reli-
gious observance gave way to strict public enforcement of religious codes of
behavior and zealous persecution of heretics. If in Umayyad times a wine
party could have been held in a mosque, such behavior was inconceivable
under the Abbasids.*

In reality, the substantive differences between the Abbasids and their pred-
ecessors were far smaller than might appear. For one thing, despite their mani-
fest secularism, the Umayyads often sought to buttress their credentials
through spectacular religious acts, such as the building of the Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem and the mosques of Damascus and Medina. For another,
the Abbasids complied with the stipulations of the nascent religious law
(Shari’a), the development of which they encouraged, only to the extent
that it served their needs, and there was no shortage of theologians willing to
bend the law in deference to those needs. Worse, in the privacy of their palaces
the Abbasids indulged in the same vices—wine, singing girls, and sexual
license—that had given the Umayyads their bad reputation. “They drink wine
while imposing legal punishment upon the drinkers,” the celebrated Kufan
scholar and jurisprudent Sufian al-Thawri (d. 778) lamented to the future
caliph Harun al-Rashid. He censured Harun’s father, Mahdji, for his opulent
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style of pilgrimage and had no qualms about going to Mansur and deriding
his viziers, and by implication the caliph himself, as “Pharaohs,” a contempo-
rary pejorative that was to regain its popularity among twentieth-century
Islamic radicals. (“T have killed Pharaoh,” boasted the militant young officer
who assassinated the Egyptian president Anwar Sadat on October 6, 1981.)

Similarly scathing criticism was leveled at Ma'mun and his two immediate
successors, Mu’tasim (833—42) and Wathiq (842-47), for their endorsement of
the precepts of the philo-Hellenistic Mu’tazilite school of thought, notably its
perception of the Qur’an as created rather than eternal, and for their strident
efforts to enforce this dogma on the Muslim community at large through the
repressive instrument known as the mihna (inquisition). “While his compan-
ions drink into the early hours of the morning they profoundly investigate the
problem of whether the Qur’an is created,” a contemporary poet acidly
commented about the behavior of the chief Iraqi judge charged with the
institutionalization of the new creed. Yet even when the caliph Mutawakil
(847—-61) abandoned the mihna and reestablished the orthodox dogma, this
did not mean greater religious observance at the personal level. Mutawakil was
known to be a heavy drinker, just as the caliph Qahir (932-34), who took strict
measures against wine-drinkers and singing girls, was hardly ever sober.’

In short, for all their claims of religious piety, the Abbasids, like the
Umayyads, were first and foremost imperial monarchs for whom Islam was a
means to shore up their credentials and to create the most conducive socio-
political environment for their reign. It was, moreover, a handy fagade behind
which they could fully enjoy the material fruits of imperial expansion. “We did
not rebel in order to grow rich in silver and in gold,” Dawud ibn Ali, uncle of the
first Abbasid caliph, proclaimed on the occasion of his nephew’s coronation. Yet
it was precisely the ever-increasing pomp and circumstance of the caliphate that
largely underpinned Abbasid prestige.®

As in countless other cases of imperial expansion throughout the ages, the
quest for booty had been a central impetus behind the Islamic conquests,
enabling the Arab aristocracy to live in great luxury. But nowhere was the
splendor of the Islamic empire more extravagantly pronounced than under
the Abbasids, not only during Harun’s reign (786-809), widely considered
the golden age of the Abbasid era, but continuing well after the caliphs had
lost their prowess: the gem-studded golden dishes on the caliph’s table, the
thousands of gilded curtains at the royal palace, and the golden tree and the
ruby-eyed golden elephant in the caliph’s courtyard are only some of the more
ostentatious possessions that bear witness to this extravagance.

This opulence extended well beyond the confines of the caliph’s palace. The
shifting of the imperial center of gravity to Iraq and the establishment of
Baghdad as the new capital linked the empire with the farthest corners of the
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globe and underpinned a vast economic entity, the like of which had never
existed in the ancient world. It was based on both extensive commercial
exchanges within the empire and international trade on an unprecedented
scale, especially in precious metals and luxury goods: gold and ivory, silk and
porcelain, furs and skins, spices and aromatics, slaves and wild animals. By the
ninth century the Abbasid Empire had developed into a leading world
economic force, vastly superior to other powers in Asia and Africa, and even
more so to Western Europe, which was in the throes of economic stagnation
and contraction.”

This economic ascendancy, which was to last for some two hundred years,
was accompanied by the creation of a network of cities in the Fertile Crescent
with a highly developed urban life and a prosperous and intellectually curious
bourgeoisie, highly receptive to foreign ideas and influences, mainly
Hellenistic and Indo-Iranian. This in turn triggered one of the most momen-
tous intellectual awakenings in world history, encompassing most spheres of
intellectual and scientific activity, from astronomy, theology, philosophy, and
medicine, to history, literature, and poetry.

There was, however, another side to the ledger. Abbasid extravagance was
in stark contrast to the daily existence of most of the caliph’s subjects. The
empire might have been fabulously rich, but these riches were concentrated in
the hands of the few at the expense of the many: at a time when the caliph
could bestow dozens of thousands of dirhams on a favorite poet for reciting a
few lines, ordinary Iraqi laborers were carrying home between one and two
dirhams a month.?

Wastefulness and corruption permeated all walks of imperial life, from the
caliph and military commanders to local officials and administrators. Since
the caliphal court required vast amounts of money to finance its extravagant
lifestyle, confiscation of funds and properties, both private and public,
became a ubiquitous feature of royal life. The caliph Mu’tamid (870-92) even
created a special ministry for the confiscation and distribution of the proper-
ties of those who had died without an heir. Although the ministry was even-
tually abolished, the practice remained widespread throughout the empire as
government officials invariably exploited their positions for self-enrichment.
Bribery was institutionalized and ingenious illegitimate techniques for tax
evasion were devised at the expense of small businessmen and landowners.

The growing burden of taxation and the decline in availability of cultivable
land, owing to the deterioration of the irrigation system in southern Iraq,
drove large numbers of peasants to the cities. The authorities did their utmost
to force them back to their communities, so as to prevent a decrease in
payments of land tax, the main source of government income, but even so a
restless proletariat developed in the cities, providing an audience for preachers
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and agitators of all hues. Violent clashes among local groups, and between
these groups and the government, became commonplace. Growing lawless-
ness on the part of the troops led to the formation of citizen organizations for
defense and reprisals, which were often transformed into robber gangs.
Notable among these were the Ayyarun, thugs drawn from the lower reaches
of society who made their living through extortion, racketeering, and robbery.
Ready to sell their services to the highest bidder, groups of Ayyarun competed
against each other to serve the rival Shiite and Sunni camps in their incessant
squabbles in Baghdad and other Iraqi cities. At times the Ayyarun were
recruited to the local security services as a means of controlling their bubbling
aggressiveness; on other occasions they were hired by the upper classes to
resist government policies.’

To make things worse, the imperial metropolis shamelessly plundered the
natural resources of the provinces for its own use while disregarding these
territories’ interests and needs. This practice had already started at the time of
the Prophet, when Medina thrived on the tribute of the rapidly expanding
umma. It continued after the conquests and reached its apogee under the
Abbasids: rice, grains, and fabrics arrived from Egypt, silver, copper, and iron
from Iran, Afghanistan, and Central Asia, brocade, pearls, and weapons from
Arabia. A special effort was made to obtain the largest possible quantities of
gold. Aside from a steady stream of this precious metal from Sudan, bought
from the unwitting locals for insubstantial amounts of bartered goods, the
Abbasids removed huge quantities of gold from the palaces of the Iranian
kings and nobility. In Egypt they went so far as to systematically plunder the
pharaonic tombs, where they apparently found more gold.!

This economic exploitation, combined with the government’s weakening
control of the periphery, triggered rebellions throughout the empire. These
often had a religious coloring. As early as 750 a peasant uprising took place in
Upper Egypt, followed the next year by an insurrection in northern Iraq. Even
in Khurasan, the foremost bastion of support for the Abbasid dynasty and the
primary source of manpower and matériel for the imperial administration,
there was a tremendous amount of opposition to the central government.!!

One of the most serious revolts in the province, which threatened to sever
Central Asia from the empire, was headed by a non-Muslim Iranian nobleman
by the name of Babak who sought to break free from Abbasid colonial subju-
gation and establish his own kingdom. “Perhaps I shall not live long from this
day,” he reportedly wrote to his son, “[but] it is better to live one day as a leader
than forty years as an abject slave” In late 816 or early 817 Babak rose in
revolt, capitalizing on widespread resentment at Abbasid colonization of
Armenia and Azerbaijan on the one hand, and the deteriorating economic
conditions in the region on the other. Several expeditionary forces sent by the
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caliph were comprehensively routed and legions of peasants flocked to
Babak’s camp, enthused by his populist policy of breaking up large estates and
distributing their lands among the needy. For twenty years the ambitious rebel
managed to hold out against the imperial government, steadily expanding his
domain and making alliances with local potentates. It was only in 837 that the
caliph Mu’tasim, who four years earlier had succeeded his brother Ma'mun,
finally managed to put down the revolt. To magnify the effect of his victory,
the caliph paraded the captured rebel around his newly established capital of
Samarra on the back of an elephant before ordering the executioner to
dismember his body, rip open his stomach, and decapitate him. Babak is said
to have endured these atrocities with such dignity that Mu’tasim might have
pardoned him had he not endangered the empire’s integrity to such an
extent.!?

No sooner had the dust settled on Babak’s revolt than the imperial center
was rocked by a similarly formidable social rising, this time by the empire’s
most despised class: the Zanj. Herded by the hundreds and thousands into
labor camps in the salt flats near Basra, without their families or hope, and
given meager rations of food, these black East African slaves had revolted
previously during Umayyad times, and in the autumn of 869 they again rose
in strength. Led by a charismatic Iranian Kharijite who claimed Alid descent
and styled himself as the Mahdji, they managed to rout the local governors and
to establish their own independent entity. Within a year the rebels were in
control of much of southern Iraq and the western Iranian province of
Khuzistan. In September 871 they occupied Basra, slaughtering most of its
residents and carrying the rest off as slaves. For the next twelve years they
continually terrorized the government and in 879 they nearly reached
Baghdad. This was, however, the limit of their success. For all their efforts, the
Zanj failed to win over other sectors of imperial society. A number of Bedouin
tribes aside, neither the peasants nor the urban proletariat threw in their lot
with the rebels. Religious resentment of the heretic Zanj, together with deep
contempt among the indigenous population toward black Africans (nearly
five hundred years later the great Muslim historian Ibn Khaldun would
describe them as “close in their character to dumb animals”), left the rebels
isolated. By the summer of 883 they had been crushed by the imperial armies.
Their leader was killed and his head was sent on a pole to Baghdad.!?

This violent record underscores yet another striking similarity between the
Abbasids and their Umayyad predecessors: reliance on armed force as the
primary means of dynastic survival. This was ominously foreshadowed by
Abul Abbas’s regnal title of Saffah (“bloodshedder”), which he invoked as
early as his inaugural speech. “Oh people of Kufa,” he said, “you have become
the happiest of people through us and the most honored by us. We have raised
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your [annual] stipends by one hundred dirhams. Hold yourselves ready, for I
am the ultimate bloodshedder and the destroying avenger.”!*

Abul Abbas was to earn his title. In an attempt to prevent any backlash from
supporters of the fallen dynasty, the Abbasids embarked on a murderous
spree. In Mecca and Medina scores of Umayyads were rounded up. Some were
executed on the spot; the rest were arrested and murdered in detention. In the
Iraqi garrison town of Wasit the governor laid down his weapons in return for
a personal guarantee of safe conduct by the caliph, only to be treacherously
murdered. In Palestine, the newly appointed governor of Syria invited a group
of eighty prominent Umayyads to a banquet, slaughtered them all, then sat
calmly among the corpses to finish his meal. Even the dead were not spared,
as the remains of the Umayyad caliphs were exhumed and desecrated.
Particularly gruesome treatment was meted out to Hisham (724-43). His
corpse was discovered virtually intact; after being crucified and given 120
lashes, it was burned to ashes. Only the pious Umar II escaped desecration.
Small wonder, then, that upon Mansur’s death on October 7, 775, his body
was interred in a secret location to prevent its future desecration.

In fairness to the Abbasids, it should be said that they were only following
in the footsteps of their fallen predecessors and that they murdered “only”
those deemed most dangerous to their rule. It had been a common Umayyad
practice to kill rebels and mutilate their bodies as a means to deter future
insurrections. The renegades were habitually decapitated and their corpses
crucified. The heads of the chief rebels were then displayed throughout the
province before being sent to the caliph, where they were kept in a special
storehouse in the royal palace, each in a separate basket.!

Having rid themselves of their enemies, the Abbasids turned on their allies
and champions with similar savagery. First to fall was the Hashemiyya leader
Abu Salama Khallal, who was instrumental in laying the ground for the revolt
that carried the Abbasids to power. Appointed Wazir Al Muhammad (Vizier of
the House of Muhammad) after the fall of Kufa, he antagonized the Abbasids
by failing to act with sufficient swiftness and conviction to have Abul Abbas
proclaimed as caliph. By some accounts, he even had serious doubts regarding
Abul Abbas’s suitability for this lofty position. Abu Salama paid dearly for his
behavior: in March 750 he was assassinated while on his way home after an
audience with the caliph. His death was conveniently attributed to the
Kharijites.!”

Next in line was Abu Muslim, to whom, more than anyone else, the
Abbasids owed their throne. The dashing Mawla had established himself
during the revolution as the undisputed master of most of Iran and the
eastern provinces, and while he remained loyal to his suzerain, his autonomy
was deeply resented by some members of the ruling family. “Commander of
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the Faithful, just give me an order and I will kill Abu Muslim,” Mansur pleaded
with Abul Abbas, “for his head is full of treachery.” The caliph was reluctant to
undertake such a gratuitous act. “My brother, you know the trials and tribu-
lations he has gone through and what has been achieved because of him,” he
protested. Mansur remained unmoved. “That was only because of our revolu-
tion,” he said. “Had you sent a cat, it would have taken his place and done what
he had done for the revolution.” “But how could we kill him?” “When he
comes to see you, and you will be engaging him in conversation . .. I could
sneak in unnoticed and deal him a blow from behind that would take his life.”

As Abu Abbas remained unconvinced, it was left to Mansur to implement
his plan after ascending the throne in June 654, but not before using Abu
Muslim’s military skills to crush a bid for the caliphate by an Abbasid rival. In
February 655, after much hesitation and against the counsels of his advisers,
Abu Muslim decided to accept Mansur’s invitation for an audience. Upon
arriving at the caliph’s camp, he was warmly received by Mansur. “Go, Abdel
Rahman, and make yourself comfortable,” the caliph said. “Take a hot bath,
for travel is a messy business. Then come back to me.”

When the hardened Abu Muslim, who had reputedly put hundreds of thou-
sands of people to death during the revolution, arrived for his meeting with
Mansur the next morning he was confronted with a barrage of charges over
trivial matters. As he was busy explaining himself, the caliph signaled to the
guards, who promptly entered the room and killed Mansur’s political savior.
The caliph then summoned Abu Muslim’s friends and associates on a false
promise of remuneration and contemptuously threw the decapitated head of
their fallen leader in front of them.'®

A similar fate befell the Barmakids, an aristocratic Iranian family and the
first vizierial dynasty in medieval Islam. As Mansur’s vizier, Khaled Barmaki
played a key role in the development of the Abbasid administrative system,
and over the next four decades he and his descendants ran the imperial
administration very much on their own since the caliphs who succeeded the
austere and tough-minded Mansur preferred to indulge in the pleasures of
royal life rather than shoulder its burdens. “I delegate to you the responsi-
bility for my subjects,” Harun told Khaled’s son Yahya. “You may pass judg-
ment as you like, appoint whom you like, for I shall not occupy myself with
these matters together with you.” Harun’s lack of interest in public affairs ran
so deep that he allowed Yahya and two of his sons—Fadl and Ja’far—to act
as judges in his place, a hitherto unprecedented renunciation of the caliph’s
most sacred right that even the “godless” Umayyads had resisted. Yahya was
also entrusted with the royal seal and was the first vizier to be given the title
of Emir: an important innovation that effectively made the vizier the caliph’s
deputy.t?
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Yet all this was of no help to the Barmakids once Harun decided to dispose
of his faithful servants. The family’s property was confiscated and Yahya and
three of his sons were thrown into prison, where the aged vizier and his illus-
trious son Fadl died some time later. Ja'far, a refined man of letters and
culture, who had a particularly close relationship with Harun, was singled out
for special treatment. He was executed in Kufa and his body was sent to
Baghdad at the caliph’s specific orders, where it was beheaded and dismem-
bered. Ja'far’s head was impaled in the city center and the two halves of his
body were hung on either side of Baghdad’s main bridge. The mutilated body
remained on display for many months, while Ja’far’s magnificent palace was
subsequently expropriated by Ma’mun.?

The potential threat posed by Abu Muslim or the Barmakids was wholly
personal and could readily be removed through their physical elimination,
though Abu Muslim’s murder triggered a string of uprisings in Khurasan that
had to be summarily suppressed. Not so the Shiite danger. The Abbasids had
come to power on the back of a demand to restore the caliphate to the House
of Muhammad. Hypothetically, their claim to occupy this prestigious post
might have appeared as good as that of any family branch, but in important
respects it was far inferior to that of the House of Ali. It was Abu Talib, Ali’s
father, who had tended to the orphaned Muhammad and who had subse-
quently protected him as a prophet against Meccan enmity. Ali himself spent
much of his childhood in Muhammad’s household, was among the first
converts to Islam, and married the Prophet’s beloved daughter Fatima before
becoming the last of the four “rightly guided” caliphs. By contrast, Abbas had
apparently never converted to Islam and his relations with Muhammad were
correct but not particularly warm.?!

By way of circumventing this problem, Abbasid propaganda deliberately
avoided allusions to the particular identity of the would-be caliph, and instead
concentrated more broadly on the need to restore the caliphate to “the chosen
one from the House of the Prophet.” But knowing full well that for most the
House of Muhammad was largely synonymous with Alid lineage, the Abbasids
did their utmost to give their efforts a Shiite coloring. Hence their claim to be
the rightful successors to Muhammad ibn Hanafiyya’s imamate, and hence the
portrayal of the revolt as an act of revenge for the martyrdom of Ali’s son
Hussein and the widely revered Yahya ibn Zaid, a descendant of Ali killed in
the course of an anti-Umayyad revolt (743).2?

Such pretenses could not have been further from the truth. Though they
exploited the Shiites’ machinery, ideological zeal, and above all widespread
appeal to Khurasan’s disenfranchised communities, the Abbasids had no
intention of sharing power with their Alid cousins. Quite the contrary:
because of the relative weakness of their claim to the caliphate they went out
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of their way; after seizing power, to garnish their own credentials and to deride
those of the Alids. Gone was the claim to legitimacy by virtue of association
with the Hashemiyya, to be replaced by inflated accounts of Abbas’s impor-
tance in Islamic history and his close relations with the Prophet, who had
allegedly promised him that “the rule will pass unto your descendants.”?
Abbas was portrayed as Muhammad’s guide and counselor, a caring uncle,
whereas Ali was said never to have been recognized as a lawful candidate for
the caliphate, which is why he had been passed over in favor of the Umayyad
Uthman in the succession of Umar. “Which is more closely related to the
Prophet of God, his uncle or his nephew?” ran a typical piece of pro-Abbasid
propaganda:

The [Prophet’s] daughter’s children desire the rights of the caliphate but
theirs is not even that which can be put under a nail;

The daughter’s husband [i.e., Ali] is not heir, and the daughter does not
inherit the Imamate;

And those who claim your inheritance will inherit only repentance.?

Such claims did little to endear the Abbasids to the Shiites, who believed that
their former partners had deceitfully robbed them of the fruits of the revolu-
tion. In the autumn of 762, after years of covert agitation, two great-grandsons
of Ali—Muhammad ibn Abdallah, known as “The Pure Soul,” and his brother
Ibrahim—rose in open revolt against the Abbasids. Although Mansur had
sought for some time to lure the brothers into a direct confrontation, the
uprising caught him totally off guard. With only one thousand soldiers at his
immediate disposal (the rest were deployed throughout the empire), the
caliph found himself in such desperate straits that for seven weeks he never
changed clothes except to attend public prayers. So deep was Mansur’s anxiety
that he had a close relative of the brothers decapitated, then had his head
paraded throughout Khurasan as that of the Pure Soul.

Fortunately for the caliph, the brothers showed a fatal lack of political and
military experience and failed to coordinate their operations. Muhammad was
the first to fall: the Abbasid force sent to the Hijaz cut off his supply routes
before killing him in a quick and decisive battle. Ibrahim, who launched his
revolt from Basra, was far more successful. At one point he managed to raise
as many as 100,000 fighters and to occupy the garrison town of Wasit and the
former Iranian province of Fars, in the process inflicting a crushing military
defeat on the imperial armies. But he, too, was eventually defeated, having
failed to sustain the cohesion and motivation of his troops.?

Other Shiite contenders were more fortunate. Twenty-four years after the
suppression of the Pure Soul’s revolt, a younger brother by the name of Idris
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participated in yet another abortive insurrection in Medina before escaping to
Morocco. In 789 he established his own dynasty, the Idrisids, founding a
capital at Fez two years later. He was poisoned at Harun’s behest, but his
dynasty survived for another 130 years and prepared the way for a string of
local dynasties that rule Morocco to the present day and claim descent from
the Prophet.

The success of the various Shiite sects, offshoots, and dynasties in estab-
lishing themselves at the empire’s periphery from where they challenged the
regime’s legitimacy gave the Abbasids their worst recurring headache. One
such sect was the Zaidiya, which viewed Zaid ibn Ali, a great-grandson of Ali
killed in the course of an abortive rising in 740, as the rightful imam. In the
ninth century they established an independent imamate in Daylam, the
mountainous ridge at the southwestern tip of the Caspian Sea, and in 892 one
of their leaders was invited by the local tribes to Yemen, where he established
his own dynasty.

A far greater challenge to Abbasid rule came from the Shiite offshoot
known as Ismailiya. With the coming to power of the Abbasids on the back of
a movement associated with Muhammad ibn Hanafiyya, this branch of the
House of Ali had outplayed its historic role, leaving the future role of chal-
lenger for the caliphate to the Fatimids. After the death of the sixth imam,
Ja'far, in 765, most Shiites recognized the descendants of his younger son
Musa up to the twelfth imam in the line, Muhammad ibn Hassan, who disap-
peared in obscure circumstances in 873-74 at the tender age of ten, and whose
return is still awaited by the so-called Twelver Shi’a. By contrast, a minority
group, which regarded Ja’far’s eldest son, Ismail, who had died five years
before his father, as the true imam, developed into a militant revolutionary
movement known as Ismailiya.

Through extensive missionary activity the Ismailis managed to build on
their humble beginnings to create a large and diverse constituency among the
rural and urban communities in the Fertile Crescent. By the early tenth
century they had set up an independent entity on the northeastern coast of
the Arabian Peninsula (the so-called Qarmatian republic), which survived for
nearly two centuries and served as a base for occasional raids on the pilgrims
to Mecca. In 930 they even raided the city and stole the Kaaba’s holy Black
Stone (which they returned twenty-one years later). Far more important, the
Ismailis managed to establish a firm foothold in the Maghreb and, in January
910, having brought most of the area under their sway, they crowned an
alleged descendant of Ali as the first Fatimid caliph and Mahdi.

For nearly 250 years the Fatimids challenged the religious legitimacy of the
Abbasids and tested the limits of their political control. As Shiite imams, they
claimed universal authority over all Muslims. As quintessential imperialists
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who saw their ultimate goal as the substitution of their own reign for that of
the Sunni caliphate of the Abbasids, they pushed their geographic and polit-
ical boundaries as far as they could. In 969 they occupied Egypt, from where
they quickly extended their rule to Palestine, Syria, and western Arabia. The
holy cities of Mecca and Medina, heavily dependent on Egyptian grains for
their sustenance, readily acquiesced in their new Shiite suzerain. For the first
time since antiquity Egypt had regained its position as a pre-eminent imperial
power, characterized for the most part by extraordinary religious tolerance
and great economic prosperity.

Fatimid prestige reached its apogee in the late 1050s, when a rebellious
Turkish general in the service of the Abbasid caliph captured Baghdad and for
forty weeks proclaimed from its pulpits the sovereignty of the Fatimid caliphs.
This, however, was a Pyrrhic victory. By 1060 the general had been killed, and
soon afterward the Fatimids went into a steady decline as a prolonged
economic and military crisis in Egypt made it possible for a string of local
warlords to assert their independence throughout the empire. This process
was eventually wrapped up by the celebrated Kurdish warrior Saladin, who
went on to establish his own dynasty, the Ayyubis, which was to rule Egypt and
much of the Levant for nearly a century (1171-1260).%

By now the Abbasid Empire had become a pale shadow of its former self.
Theoretically the caliphs remained the nominal masters of vast territories
between the Indus and the Atlantic. In practice they were hapless captives in a
golden cage. In an imperial order bent on world domination yet riven by
powerful centrifugal forces of regionalism and tribalism, it was only natural
that the military should assume the role of power broker. It was the army that
had created the empire in the first place and subsequently protected its
integrity; as it was transformed in late Umayyad times from a “nation in arms”
into a professional force, the generals were increasingly drawn into the polit-
ical maelstrom. As early as 743, in the twilight of the Umayyad era, the army
acted as kingmaker by murdering the caliph Walid II and installing Yazid III
in his place. Although it would take some time for such activities to become
common practice under the Abbasids, the army was deeply involved in dynas-
tical politics from the very beginning. Even the appointment of the first
Abbasid caliph can be considered a putsch of sorts—commanders of the
Khurasani revolutionary army forced the dithering Abu Salama to have Abul
Abbas proclaimed.?” Several years later the military was instrumental in over-
riding Abul Abbas’s own choice of successor by sealing the election of Mahdi
as the third caliph at the expense of his cousin Isa ibn Musa.

Appointed by Abul Abbas as next in line to Mansur, Isa served Mansur
loyally and efficiently for years, only to learn of the caliph’s decision to appoint
his own son Mahdi as his heir apparent. “O Commander of the Faithful, what
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about the oaths and the agreements that bind me and bind the Muslims in my
favor?” he protested. “There is absolutely no way [I would accept] this.” Since
Isa would neither listen to reason nor be deflected by his public humiliation,
the generals were brought into the picture. Mahdi was popular with the mili-
tary, which had thrived under his father; its involvement now brought home
to Isa that he had better renounce his right to the caliphate. He finally
complied in return for a lavish compensation of ten million dirhams and a
royal pledge to succeed Mahdi in due course, yet this was not good enough for
the generals. In the autumn of 776, a year after Mahdi’s accession, they
detained Isa in Baghdad and forced him to make a public renunciation of his
rights and to sign a written declaration to this effect.

The generals were far less successful a decade later when they backed the
attempts of Hadi (783-86) to prevent his brother Harun from succeeding him
to the caliphate. Many officers were disgraced, but the military made its peace
with Harun and was instrumental in bringing about the demise of the
Barmakids. It went on to play a key role in the bitter civil war between Harun’s
sons Amin and Ma'mun which raged for years and resulted in the funda-
mental restructuring of the imperial armed forces. Until then, the Khurasanis
had been the regime’s military mainstay, not unlike the role played by the
Syrians under the Umayyads. Khurasani troops garrisoned the empire’s
various corners and formed the caliph’s praetorian guard, while Khurasani
military leaders were often made provincial governors, especially in such
trouble spots as Armenia and Azerbaijan. With the foundation of Baghdad,
many Khurasanis moved to the new capital, where they and their descendants
became part of the imperial aristocracy known as the Abna al-Dawla (sons of
the revolution or dynasty), constituting the backbone of the Abbasid standing
army.?®

The civil war shattered the armed forces, which fought on Amin’s side and
were decisively beaten. It also generated a deep schism between the Abna and
the main body of Khurasanis who remained in their ancestral homeland and
sided with Ma’mun, who had governed the province and used it as his opera-
tional base during the war and administrative center in its aftermath. A quin-
tessential “peripheral,” Ma'mun considered moving the imperial capital to
Merv and remained deeply distrustful of the Abna. He made no attempt to
restore their pre-eminence and instead sought to marginalize the military by
building a new force based on peripheral ethnic groups, such as Turks and
Iranians, who would owe their position solely to him and would thus render
him their undivided loyalty. This tapped into a long-standing, if modest, trend
dating back to late Umayyad and early Abbasid times, of using non-Arab
Mawali forces to counterbalance the traditional tribal armies. As Mansur told
his son Mahdi shortly before his death: “I have collected for you Mawali [in



58 ISLAMIC IMPERIALISM

quantities], the like of which has not been collected by a caliph before me . . .
Show favor to them and increase their number, because they are your source
of power and reinforcement in emergency.”%

These humble foundations were substantially expanded during the reign of
Mu’tasim (833-42). Not only did the caliph establish a new army of slave-
soldiers (Mamluks, Ghilman, or Mawali) in what heralded the dominant mili-

tary institution in medieval Islam, but he also founded a new imperial capital,

Table 1 The Abbasid Dynasty

Accession date

749 Abul Abbas
754 Mansur
775 Mahdi
785 Hadi (assassinated)
786 Harun al-Rashid
809 Amin (executed)
813 Ma’mun
833 Mu’tasim
842 Wathiq
847 Mutawakkil (killed by his soldiers)
861 Muntasir (killed by his soldiers)
862 Musta’in (killed by his soldiers)
866 Mu’tazz (killed by his soldiers)
869 Muhtadi (killed by his soldiers)
870 Mu’tamid
892 Mu’tadi
902 Muktafi
908 Mugtadir (killed by his generals)
932 Qahir (deposed and blinded)
934 Radi
940 Muttaqi (deposed and blinded)
944 Mustakfi (deposed and blinded)
946 Muti
974 Ta’i (deposed and imprisoned)
991 Qadir
1031 Qa’im
1075 Mugqtadi
1094 Mustazhir
1118 Mustarshid (killed by political rivals)
1135 Rashid
1136 Mugqtafi
1160 Mustanjid
1170 Mustadi
1180 Nasser
1225 Zahir
1226 Mustansir

1242-58 Musta’sim (executed by the Mongols)
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Samarra, some eighty miles north of Baghdad, to isolate its members from
society at large and thus ensure their absolute loyalty. This force was over-
whelmingly populated by Turks, but also included Khurasanis, Iranians,
Arabs, and Maghrebis. Forcibly uprooted from their native regions at a very
young age and implanted in a totally alien environment, these slave-soldiers
were trained and molded in a way that imbued them with unquestioning
loyalty to their master. By making the Mamluks an aristocracy of only one
generation, the government sought to prolong the life of this institution
indefinitely without losing its military sharpness. This objective was further
reinforced by the superior military quality of the peoples from which the
Mamluks were drawn.®® Yet it was precisely these qualities that were to turn
them before too long into a sort of “Frankestein’s monster” that would turn
against its master whenever the latter appeared to neglect or endanger its
vested interests.

In a treatise prepared for Mansur, the eighth-century Iranian historian and
littérateur Ibn Mugqaffa likened the caliph’s excessive reliance on the military
to riding on a lion’s back. Mu’tasim carried off this hazardous exercise with
great energy and considerable skill, but his son (and the second caliph after
him) Mutawakil, paid with his life for crossing the Mamluks: on the night of
December 10, 861, a group of Turkish soldiers burst into his palace as he was
having a drink with his vizier and slaughtered them both. This ushered in a
decade of political turbulence in which three of four reigning caliphs were
murdered in rapid succession. But this wanton violence pales in comparison
with the anarchy wrought by the Turks during the reigns of Muqtadir
(908-32) and his immediate successors. Brought to power by the empire’s
leading bureaucrats who sought a compliant occupant for the caliphal palace,
Mugtadir survived a number of coup attempts before being murdered by one
of his generals at the end of an ignominious reign marked by drunkenness,
promiscuity, and extravagance. He was succeeded by his brother, Qahir, who
made strenuous efforts to project himself as an austere ruler of high morality.
But after two years of drunken brutality he was forcibly deposed and blinded
with red-hot needles. The generals replaced him with Radi, a son of the
murdered Mugqtadir, who for seven years was their hapless tool. Radi died
peacefully in 940 and was succeeded by his brother, Muttaqi, who attempted
to restore some of the caliph’s lost powers, only to be forced to flee Baghdad.
In 944, having declined an offer of refuge from the ruler of Egypt, Muttaqi
rashly placed himself in the hands of the Turkish general Tuzun, who had
been the cause of many of his troubles. He was peremptorily blinded and
deposed, and Tuzun set another puppet caliph, Mustakaff, in his place. In the
following year Tuzun died, but the caliph only passed from the hands of one
master to another, as Baghdad was captured by the Buyids, an Iranian dynasty
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from the Caspian Sea province of Daylam which had gained control over most
of Iran and Iraq.

The Buyid takeover affords yet another illustration of the perennial tension
between center and periphery that had beset the Arab/Muslim empire from its
inception. Just as the Arabs burst out from the margins of the Middle East to
overwhelm the existing empires and the Abbasids emerged from the sidelines
to storm the imperial metropolis, so they, in turn, fell victim to both the
peripheral mercenary groups they had brought in to protect their rule and to
the powerful centrifugal forces within the empire. Even under the Umayyads
the empire had already become hopelessly over-extended, which is what made
the Abbasid revolution possible in the first place. Under the Abbasids this
process continued apace, with an ever-growing number of provinces drifting
away from central control and coming under the sway of local dynasties. The
empire became an agglomeration of entities united by the overarching factors
of language and religion yet no longer having “a metropolis to look to, but
rather a whole galaxy of regional centers, each developing its own political
society and culture.”?!

First to go its own way was Spain, or Andalus as it was known to Arabs and
Muslims after the name of the Vandal settlement in its south, the empire’s
westernmost outpost. The Berber chief Tareq ibn Zaid, a Mawla of Musa ibn
Nusair, conqueror of northwestern Africa, had invaded the country in the
spring of 711 at the head of seven thousand Berbers. After a short pause on
the rock that still bears his name (Jabel Tareq, Gibraltar—the Mount of
Tareq), he advanced deep into the hinterland and occupied the great cities of
Cordoba and Toledo, the former capital of the Visigoth kingdom. He found
there fabulous treasures, including a golden table, ornamented with jewels,
which was said to have come from Solomon’s Temple. This whetted his master
Musa’s appetite and the following year he set off for Spain. After a few months’
siege he captured Seville, the largest city in the country, before taking Merida
and Saragossa. City after city fell in rapid succession and by the summer of
714 the Muslim forces were in control of most of the Iberian Peninsula and
even sent raiding parties across the Pyrenees as far as Avignon and Lyon.
Drunk with success, Musa reportedly began to entertain megalomaniacal
ideas of imperial expansion:

With powerful armament by sea and land he was preparing to re-cross
the Pyrenees, to extinguish Gaul and Italy, the declining kingdoms of the
Franks and Lombards, and to preach the unity of God on the altar of the
Vatican. From there, subduing the Barbarians of Germany, he proposed to
follow the course of the Danube from its source to the Euxine Sea, to over-
throw the Greek or Roman empire of Constantinople, and, returning from
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Europe to Asia, to unite his new acquisitions with Antioch and the
provinces of Syria.

Whether or not word of these grandiose plans reached the caliph, he
quickly summoned his chieftains to Damascus, where both narrowly escaped
execution. Tareq was reduced to slavery again, while Musa was heavily fined.
His son, whom he had left to govern Spain in his absence, was assassinated in
Cordoba and his head was presented to the fallen leader. “T know his features,”
he exclaimed in response to the credulous question whether he recognized the
features of the deceased, “and I imprecate the same, a juster fate, against the
authors of his death.” In the end, Musa was allowed to retire to Mecca, where
he died impoverished and heartbroken,*? yet it would not be long before the
Muslims would cross the Pyrenees in strength. But for Charles Martel and
the battle of Poitiers (732), Musa’s imperial dream might well have come to
fruition.

The Umayyads thus obtained a major foothold in Christian Europe, but
their actual control over the province was always shaky given the formidable
problems of communication. So much so that within a decade of the conquest
of Spain the caliph Umar II had appointed a governor whose mission was to
evacuate the Muslims from the peninsula.® It was paradoxically only after
their fall from power that the Umayyads managed to assert their authority
over the province. One of their few surviving princes, Abdel Rahman ibn
Mu’awiya, grandson of the caliph Hisham, managed to escape the Abbasid
bloodbath and to make his way to Spain, where he won the loyalty of the
Berber and Arab colonists who had settled there following the conquest. In
756 he founded the Umayyad dynasty of Spain, where he ruled for the next
thirty-two years without offering allegiance to the Abbasid caliph.

For nearly three hundred years the Umayyads reigned over a Spain divided
from the rest of the Islamic world, leading it to political, economic, and
cultural greatness. Unlike the Middle East and North Africa, where the vast
majority of the subject peoples converted to Islam, substantial parts of Spain’s
indigenous population remained loyal to the Christian faith and to their
native culture and language. Many of them also retained the hope of political
deliverance, and the Christian states of Le6n and Navarre, in the mountainous
ridge of northern Spain, became springboards for a relentless campaign to
expel the Muslim occupiers. Boosted by a persistent drive southward by the
Franks, such hopes generated Muslim distrust of the Christian majority and
resulted in their widespread exclusion from governmental posts.** These
Muslim-Christian tensions were further exacerbated by the bitter enmity
between Berbers and Arabs, manifested in frequent clashes, as well as by a
series of social and religious grievances, which often took a violent form, and
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numerous squabbles among the unruly slave-soldiers, imported primarily
from the Balkans and the Maghreb. Neither did the Arab colonists themselves
enjoy a high degree of social cohesion, having imported the perennial rivalry
between the two great tribal leagues of Qays and Yemen. Even so, the
Umayyads managed to maintain their prowess until the eleventh century,
when they suddenly disintegrated. What makes this decline all the more
perplexing is that it came only decades after the fifty-year reign of Abdel
Rahman III (912-61), the dynasty’s most prominent scion, who took it to
unprecedented peaks and who proclaimed himself “Caliph and Commander
of the Faithful” in response to the Fatimid claims to the caliphate.?

The Islamic world was thus split into three imperial powers, the weakest
of which was the Abbasid caliph. He had long lost control over his posses-
sions west of Egypt. Domination of these territories had always been tenuous
since the indigenous Berber population remained implacably hostile to
Arab colonization and prone to violent resistance. In the early 740s they
temporarily threw off Arab rule under the Kharijite banner and in 789
Morocco was effectively lost to the empire with the foundation of the Idrisid
dynasty. Ifrigiya (modern Tunisia and eastern Algeria) followed suit eleven
years later when Harun bowed to the inevitable and granted the right to
hereditary rule in the province to Ibrahim ibn Aghlab, son of a Khurasani
officer of Arab origin, for an annual tribute of forty thousand dinars. The
Aghlabis ruled the area for a hundred years and their foremost imperial feat
was the occupation of the island of Sicily, begun in 827 and completed some
fifty years later. Their conquerors, the Fatimids, went on to occupy Egypt
and to wrest the Levant from Abbasid rule, momentarily threatening
Baghdad itself.

A no less lethal threat was developing in the empire’s eastern backyard.
Prior to his death, Harun envisaged the partition of the imperial domains
between his two sons. Amin was to be caliph while Ma’mun, son of an Iranian
slave woman, was to rule the eastern provinces as heir apparent in (somewhat
ambiguous) subordination to his brother. This division proved a catastrophic
blunder, sparking a vicious fratricidal war that set the empire on the path to
irreversible decline. Yet its underlying rationale was not without merit:
namely, that the eastern provinces, Iran in particular, could no longer be ruled
directly from Baghdad.

Indeed, no sooner had the civil war ended than Ma’'mun’s leading general,
Taher ibn Hussein, who had effectively won the war for his master and was
rewarded with the governorship of Iran and the east, dropped the caliph’s
name from the Friday sermon, a defiant act that was tantamount to a declar-
ation of independence. Ma'mun was taken aback by this act of insubordin-
ation, but there was little he could do. Babak’s revolt in Azerbaijan was going
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from strength to strength and the caliph needed all the help he could get.
Besides, one of Taher’s sons was the caliph’s commander-in-chief and so held
his master captive to his whims. Ma’'mun could also see the benefit in having
an autonomous entity, officially subordinate to his authority, to defend the
empire’s eastern frontiers against the persistent pressure of neighboring
infidel groups, such as the Turks. He therefore acquiesced in Taher’s move, and
when the general died shortly afterward (possibly by poisoning) he reaffirmed
the hereditary rule of his descendants in Khurasan in return for recognition
of the caliph’s theoretical suzerainty.

The Taherids were merely local potentates seeking to carve out their own
fiefdom. Yet by blatantly exposing the weakness of the imperial center they
heralded the reassertion of Iranian nationalism and the attendant confine-
ment of Abbasid rule to Iraq. The first Iranian popular movement was started
by Ya’qub ibn Laith, from the eastern Iranian province of Sistan, who
exchanged a career of banditry for revolutionary life. His charismatic person-
ality and outstanding military skills won him massive popular support, and by
867 he had occupied Sistan and extended his power to Afghanistan in the east
and to Kirman and Fars in the west, before then proceeding to destroy the
Taherids and occupy their capital of Nishapur. This did not satisfy the ambit-
ious Ya’qub, however, and in 876 he mounted an assault on Baghdad itself. The
attack was beaten off and Ya’qub died three years later. Nonetheless, the caliph
was sufficiently alarmed to grant the Saffarids, as the dynasty came to be called
after its founder’s original profession of coppersmith (saffar), the governor-
ship of Sistan, Khurasan, and Fars. Not content with these substantial gains,
the Saffarids invaded Transoxania, only to meet their match in an aristocratic
Iranian dynasty, the Samanids, who brought Khurasan under their control
and ran it from their capital of Bukhara, nominally as the caliph’s viceroys but
in reality as an independent regional dynasty.

Notwithstanding these setbacks, the Saffarids managed to maintain their
position in Sistan for nearly six more centuries, thus highlighting the depth of
popular support for their cause. In the short term, however, their defeat trig-
gered prolonged turbulence in central and western Iran, from which Mardavij
ibn Ziyar, a potentate from the Caspian Sea province of Daylam, emerged
victorious. A ruthless megalomaniac who ruled his domain with an iron fist,
Mardavij claimed to be none other than the biblical King Solomon, son of
David, and spoke openly about reconstituting a great Zoroastrian Iranian
empire. This grandiose plan failed to materialize as he was murdered by his
Turkish mercenaries in 935 (his Ziyarid family managed to maintain its rule
in the Caspian provinces until the late eleventh century).’® All the same, three
Daylamite brothers who rose high in his service exploited the ensuing vacuum
to found their own dynasty.
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The eldest of the three, Ali ibn Buya, better known as Imad al-Dawla
(“Pillar of the Empire”), held Shiraz at the time of Mardavij’s death and
shortly afterward seized the entire province of Fars. His brother Hassan (Rukn
al-Dawla, “Prop of the Empire”) established himself after some setbacks as
ruler of central Iran from Isfahan to Ravy (near today’s Tehran), while the
third brother, Ahmad (Muizz al-Dawla, “Fortifier of the Empire”), occupied
parts of Khuzistan, and in December 945 entered Baghdad, where the caliph
bestowed their honorary titles on the brothers.

For the next century, the Buyids were the empire’s effective masters,
appointing and deposing caliphs as they saw fit. As Twelver Shiites, they intro-
duced traditional Shiite festivals (notably the annual commemoration of
Hussein’s martyrdom) and theological precepts into their domains. Yet they
made no attempt to take over from the caliph or to replace him with a Shiite
contender, thus underlining their highly pragmatic outlook. Since there was
no question of a Shiite majority in the foreseeable future, the caliphal facade
was indispensable for keeping the imperial fabric intact and the Buyids had no
qualms about maintaining the pretense of subservience to their ostensible
sovereign or boosting their legitimacy by accepting titles from him. They were
not even deterred from backing the caliph against fellow Shiites: the fear of
losing Syria to the Fatimids superseded all considerations of religious affinity.

At the same time, the Buyids evinced no great love for Arabs and Arabism.
Mui’zz al-Dawla spoke no Arabic when he occupied Baghdad, and though
subsequent generations of Buyids learned the language and patronized Arabic
in their court, they did so out of necessity rather than conviction as their
sentiments lay with Iran’s glorious past and traditions. This was evidenced
inter alia by their attempts to produce a genealogy linking them to the
Sasanids, the prevalence of pre-Islamic Iranian customs and celebrations in
the Buyid court, and the adoption of the old imperial title of Shahanshah,
“King of Kings.” This last measure was particularly galling to Arab Baghdad,
and it was not until 1037, more than fifty years after its introduction, that the
title’s use was officially sanctioned by the caliph.

When in 1055 a Turkish strongman by the name of Tughrul Bey, head of
the Seljuk clan of the Ghuzz tribes (or Turcoman as they were called by the
Arabs), which had embraced Islam a few decades earlier, entered Baghdad
after defeating the Buyids, he was received as a deliverer and invested with the
title “Sultan of the East and the West.” Yet it was not long before the caliphs
realized that their new Sunni masters were not much better than their
“heretic” predecessors. Though paying their dues to the caliph out of convic-
tion rather than political expediency, and refraining from serial deposition of
caliphs, the Seljuks left no room for doubt as to where the true source of
power lay. They assumed the designation of “Allah’s Shadow” that had hith-
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erto been the caliph’s sole prerogative and even robbed the Abbasids of their
foremost symbol of religious prowess: the Prophet’s mantle. It was hardly
surprising, therefore, that when they were weakened by dynastic infighting,
the caliphs attempted to reassert their independence. The caliph Nasser even
managed during his long reign (1180-1225) to have the head of the Seljuk
sultan of Iran impaled in front of his palace. Yet this flicker of independence
proved short-lived. In 1258 the Mongol hordes stormed Baghdad and put the
last Abbasid caliph, Mu’tasim, to death.?”



The House of Islam and the House of War

“I was ordered to fight all men until they say ‘There is no god but Allah.”!
With these farewell words the Prophet Muhammad summed up the interna-
tional vision of the faith he had brought to the world. As a universal religion,
Islam envisages a global political order in which all humankind will live under
Muslim rule as either believers or subject communities. In order to achieve
this goal it is incumbent on all free, male, adult Muslims to carry out an
uncompromising struggle “in the path of Allah,” or jihad. This in turn makes
those parts of the world that have not yet been conquered by the House of
Islam an abode of permanent conflict (Dar al-Harb, the House of War) which
will only end with Islam’s eventual triumph. In the meantime, there can be no
peace between these two world systems, only the temporary suspensions of
hostilities for reasons of necessity or expediency. In the words of Ibn Khaldun:

In the Muslim community, the jihad is a religious duty because of the
universalism of the Islamic mission and the obligation [to convert] every-
body to Islam either by persuasion or by force . .. [By contrast] the other
religions had no such universal mission and the holy war was [therefore]
not a religious duty to them apart from self-defense.?

This dogmatic worldview has been matched by a good measure of tactical
pragmatism. Although Muhammad and his successors relinquished neither
their dichotomist view of international affairs nor their ultimate goal of world
domination, the Prophet was not deterred from crossing the religious divide
and aligning himself with non-Muslims whenever this suited his needs.’ This
practice was widely developed by his successors who, as we have seen, were far
less interested in the mass conversion of the conquered populations than in
enjoying the material fruits of their subjugation. For them the triumph of
Islam was not so much a cultural and civilizational issue as it was a territorial
and political matter. The lands they occupied and ruled became an integral
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part of the House of Islam whether or not most of their inhabitants became
Muslims.

No matter how hard the caliphs professed their commitment to the pursuit
of a holy war against the unbelievers, theirs was a straightforward act of
empire-building rather than a “clash of civilizations.” They were, of course,
extremely proud of their religion and convinced of its superiority over all
other faiths. Yet this did not prevent them from appropriating the intellectual
property of other cultures and religions, and for good reason. At the time of
the conquests the Arabs were a marginal group, lacking substantial material
resources, with a dearth of bureaucratic and administrative experience and a
limited literary and cultural tradition. It was only natural for them to take
whatever they could from the great cultural and intellectual centers that had
come under their rule in order to strengthen their own imperial prowess.

The Byzantine (and Iranian) bureaucratic and administrative systems thus
remained in operation, especially in the fiscal and monetary fields, and were
manned by former imperial officials. Roman and provincial legal norms and
practices influenced the nascent Islamic law, and the Umayyad caliphs had a
distinct penchant for emulating their Byzantine counterparts, so much so that
a prominent student of Islam described the Umayyad caliphate as a Neo-
Byzantine Empire.? This was illustrated inter alia by the adoption of the title
“Allah’s Caliph,” which evoked the universal claim to power made by the
Byzantine emperors (and the Iranian shahs). It was also manifested by the
designation of a royal heir by the caliph himself, by the policy of glorification
through monumental architecture, by the remarkable attention paid to the
maintenance of the roads, to the extent of imitating the Roman milestones,
and by the modeling of the earliest dinar on Byzantine coinage until it was
withdrawn and replaced by a more “Islamic” design. Even the most extraordi-
nary Umayyad acts of religious piety—the building of the Dome of the Rock
and the mosques of Damascus and Medina—were inspired by the grand
Byzantine monuments and were constructed with Byzantine help and
building materials, notably gold and mosaic cubes, sent by the emperor at the
caliph’s request. When criticized for his shameless imitation of the Byzantine
emperors, the first Umayyad caliph Muawiya (661-80) retorted that
“Damascus was full of Greeks and that none would believe in his power if he
did not behave and look like an emperor.”®

The absorption of the conquered civilizations was thorough and compre-
hensive. Indian medicine, mathematics, and astronomy were eagerly studied,
while Iranian administrative techniques, social and economic traditions,
literary and artistic methods, and important elements of political thinking
were adopted and acted upon. Yet the largest source of borrowing by a wide
margin came precisely from that part of the world with which the House of
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Islam was supposedly locked in a deadly civilizational confrontation—the
West. Countless Hellenistic sciences and fields of learning were incorporated
en masse into the nascent Islamic civilization: medicine and pharmaceutics,
botany and zoology, mineralogy and meteorology, mathematics, mechanics,
and astronomy, and, above all, philosophy. In all these spheres the Hellenistic
heritage fused with local traditions and with foreign influences, especially
from Iran and other Eastern countries. Even Arabic literature adopted many
Hellenistic motifs and themes, as well as less readily discernible elements such
as its stylistic and presentational patterns and emotional conventions.®

It is arguable, of course, that cultural and intellectual appropriation implies
no affinity with those from whom you take and that the pretense to originality
and uniqueness often results in the disparagement of one’s intellectual and
conceptual roots. Just as the early Christian church sought to consolidate its
position by denigrating its Jewish origins, so Islam accused the “People of the
Book,” Jews and Christians, from whom it derived most of its ideas, of straying
from the “right path” or even of tampering with the Holy Scriptures. Islam’s
wholesale incorporation of Hellenistic culture and science did not therefore
mean acquiescence to Western civilization but rather an augmentation and
refinement of its own edifice so as to maintain its supremacy. As far as
Muslims were concerned there was no fundamental difference between the
material and the intellectual properties of the vanquished peoples. Both were
legitimate spoils of war that could readily be appropriated by the conquerors
without attribution and regarded as an indigenous part of the House of
Islam (Muhammad, for example, is said to have commended to his followers
a prayer that is virtually identical to the Christian Paternoster, or Lord’s
Prayer).”

A similarly pragmatic approach characterized Islam’s economic relations
with Christendom. Born in a mercantile milieu, Islam had always been
amenable to trade and commerce. Muhammad himself was a successful
merchant, as were several of his early companions, and their favorable attitude
to trade permeated the new religion from the start. Numerous sayings attrib-
uted to the Prophet sang the praises of commerce, while Islamic law and polit-
ical practice took great care to protect the interests of Muslim merchants.® A
clear line was thus drawn between the religious duty to fight unbelievers
wherever they were, and the maintenance of economic relations with the non-
Muslim world. In the words of the historian Daniel Dennett: “Neither in the
Qur’an, nor in the sayings of the Prophet, nor in the acts of the first caliphs,
nor in the opinions of Muslim jurists is there any prohibition against trading
with the Christians or unbelievers.”

This approach generated in short order a thriving international trade as the
Islamic empire happily interacted with “infidels” of all hues, from the Far East



THE HOUSE OF ISLAM AND THE HOUSE OF WAR 69

to the Atlantic. Pagan Africa was probably the most lucrative branch of this
foreign trade for centuries, as Muslim merchants exchanged very cheap prod-
ucts against gold (as late as the eleventh century black African tribes were
reportedly trading gold for an equal weight of salt). Yet there was also
extensive trade between Muslims and their immediate European neighbors:
Byzantium and the pagan peoples to its north. The magnitude of this trade is
evidenced by the huge quantities of Islamic coins (dating from the end of the
seventh to the beginning of the eleventh century) discovered in different parts
of Russia, Finland, Sweden, and Norway, and it comprised a wide range of
commodities including furs, skins, amber, timber, cattle, and weapons. The
primary commodity by far was slaves, mainly from the pagan Slav peoples; the
pervasiveness of this phenomenon is borne out by the fact that in a number
of European languages, and also in Arabic, the word for slave is a derivative of
“Slav.”10

Muslim trade with Western Europe was more limited, but this had less to
do with the creation of two implacably hostile civilizations on the opposite
sides of the Mediterranean, as argued by the eminent Belgian historian Henri
Pirenne,!! than with the economic inferiority of Western Europe, which had
not yet reached the level of manufacturing and production that would allow
it to compete on an equal footing with the Islamic empire. As a result, the
trade relations between the two systems bore some resemblance to the “colo-
nial trade” of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, except that in this case
Europe held the status of colony, exporting raw materials and slaves in return
for consumer goods.!?

The Jews played a central role in this trade, on the European side. Owing
to their exclusion from agriculture, the main occupation of the Christian
majority, they became a largely commercial people. Their high level of literacy
and knowledge of foreign languages, and their ability to communicate with co-
religionists in the Islamic lands, made them uniquely suited to serve as a bridge
between the two world powers, though their position was extremely tenuous
and exposed to the rapacity of greedy potentates and fanatic mobs. The tenth
and early eleventh centuries marked the high point of Jewish prominence
in international trade, after which they went into rapid decline owing to the
draconian religious persecution attending the crusades. Their position was
largely taken over by the Italian commercial cities, especially Amalfi and Venice,
which developed a thriving trade with the Maghreb based on the exchange of
Eastern luxury goods (mainly spices, silk, and ivories) in return for timber, iron,
agricultural products, and slaves. (Venice became the largest slave market in
Central Europe, selling even Christian slaves to the Muslims.)

Particularly close relations were developed with the Fatimids, who in the
tenth century conquered most of North Africa, Egypt, and the Levant. Keenly
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aware of the importance of international trade for the realization of their
imperial ambitions, the Fatimids were especially dependent on the import-
ation of timber and iron for shipbuilding, which the Italians gladly provided,
together, perhaps, with direct naval support. In consequence, an extensive
network of Italian merchant colonies was established in the Levant and North
Africa under Fatimid protection, aside from a sizeable presence in Egypt itself,
which contributed to Egyptian economic prosperity and self-sufficiency and
was to survive the tumultuous period of the crusades and even the demise of
the Fatimid dynasty.'?

These trade relations created a strong convergence of interests that tran-
scended the Muslim-Christian divide, and before long Italians and Muslims
found themselves cooperating against co-religionists and compatriots. As
early as 805, the Khurasani potentate Ibrahim ibn Aghlab, who five years
earlier had been granted the province of Ifrigiya by the Abbasid caliph,
signed a ten-year truce and trade agreement with the Byzantine ruler of
Sicily, aimed at curbing the expansionist designs of Umayyad Spain and
Idrisid Morocco. The treaty was extended for a further ten years by Ibrahim’s
successor Abdallah (812-17). Even when they embarked in 827 on an ambi-
tious effort to occupy Sicily, the Aghlabis maintained a close relationship
with the Italian cities, which for their part proved more than willing to fight
their co-religionists. In 837 the duke of Naples appealed for Aghlabi support
against a local potentate besieging his city; whereupon the Muslims made
their first appearance on the Italian mainland, lifted the siege, and signed a
treaty of friendship and trade with Naples. The thankful Neapolitans recipro-
cated by assisting the Muslim attack on the Sicilian city of Messina, and the
entente between the two parties remained intact for over fifty years in the face
of repeated attempts to wreck it by popes and emperors alike. Naples was
joined by the cities of Amalfi and Gaeta, which allowed the Muslims to use
their ports for raids on Sicily and the Italian mainland and served as markets
for the disposal of the booty obtained in these raids.

This collaboration was briefly fractured in 846, when Naples and Amalfi
rebuffed a Muslim attempt to seize some neighboring islands, and yet again in
849, when the two cities helped the pope to fight off a Muslim attack on
Rome. But these cracks were quickly papered over, and in 876-77 the southern
cities participated in the Muslim raids on the Roman littoral, with Naples
serving as a base of operations. It was only with great effort and lavish finan-
cial inducements that the pope managed to detach momentarily most of the
cities from their Muslim allies. But they refused to form an anti-Muslim front
under papal leadership and realigned themselves with the Muslims whenever
they saw fit. As a result, the Muslims entrenched themselves along the road to
Rome, plundering and ravaging substantial parts of the countryside at will. It
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was as late as 915 that the pope finally managed to assemble an effective war
coalition that routed the last remaining Muslim forces on the Italian main-
land; even then, Amalfi refused to join the campaign while Naples and Gaeta
connived to help the enemy escape. This was to no avail. The Muslims were
hunted down and their imperial presence in Italy terminated, though attacks
from Sicily and North Africa continued for another century, with the ad hoc
connivance of local Italian cities.'*

These were no isolated episodes of collaboration with the infidel. The
highest reaches of the Islamic (and Christian) worlds were prepared to act in
this way whenever it suited their needs. It is a well-known fact that the
Umayyad caliphs Mu’awiya (661-80) and Abdel Malik (685-705) entered into
agreements with the Byzantine emperor committing them to the payment of
tribute. Both were involved in deadly fights for the leadership of the Islamic
empire (Mu'awiya against Ali, Abdel Malik against Ibn Zubair) and were
anxious to secure their rear from a Byzantine attack.!> And while in this case
the caliphs were prepared to pay a price in order to buy infidel neutrality at a
critical juncture, other Muslim rulers were not deterred from direct collabo-
ration with Christian powers against fellow Muslims. In the ninth century
Spain’s Umayyad dynasty established contacts with the Byzantines in order to
neutralize Abbasid pressures. The Fatimids followed the same course for the
same reason a century later.'®

For their part, the Abbasids and the newly established Carolingian dynasty
in France drew closer to each other in common enmity to Umayyad Spain and
the Byzantine Empire. Contacts between the two powers were already estab-
lished during the caliphate of Mansur (754-75), who sent a military force to
restore Spain to Abbasid rule. The attempt failed miserably and the heads of
the insurgents, together with the Abbasid insignia, were sent back to the
caliph. Yet it was apparently conclusive enough to convince Pippin the Short,
son of Charles Martel of Poitiers fame, of a congruence of interests with the
Abbasids. Since his coronation in 752 Pippin had endeavored to follow in the
footsteps of his illustrious father by eradicating the Muslim presence in
southern France. During this struggle, which came to a head in 759, Pippin
realized both the extent of the Umayyad threat to his position and the impor-
tance of Abbasid support, as Christian potentates in southern France sided
with the Muslim invaders against him, while the Muslim governor of
Barcelona, who remained loyal to the Abbasids, sought Pippin’s protection
against the newly installed Umayyad dynasty.

In 765 Pippin sent a diplomatic mission to Baghdad, which returned three
years later accompanied by an embassy from the caliph and bearing many
gifts. The envoys were given a personal audience with the Frankish king and
were in turn sent back with lavish presents. But in 768 Pippin died and it was
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not until ten years later that his son and successor, Charlemagne, was tempted
into invading Spain by the Muslim governor of Saragossa, who promised him
the city, together with a number of neighboring towns, in return for help
against the Umayyad emir. The invasion did not go as planned and
Charlemagne was soon forced to return to France to suppress a local rebellion.
Yet eight years later he again directed his attention southward and, as on the
previous occasion, he did so at the instigation of a prominent Muslim figure.
This time it was a brother of the Umayyad emir who in 785 offered to help
Charlemagne to conquer Barcelona and the Ebro Delta in return for the
right to the throne. Twelve years later the governor of Barcelona offered to
surrender his city, while the ruler of Saragossa sent a similar offer to
Charlemagne’s son Louis I, the Pious, who governed the south of France on
his father’s behalf.

A man of grandiose imperial ambitions—his coronation by Pope Leo III on
Christmas Day, 800, inaugurated the Holy Roman Empire—Charlemagne did
not content himself with dealing with local Muslim potentates and opted
instead for a direct relationship with his imperial peer, Harun al-Rashid,
through the exchange of a number of missions. Muslim writers do not
mention these, but according to Western sources the first mission left for
Baghdad in 797, apparently with a view to establishing some bilateral cooper-
ation and ensuring freedom of access and protection from molestation for
pilgrims visiting the Holy Land, Jerusalem in particular. Two of the envoys
died during the mission and the surviving member returned three years later
with rich gifts, including fabrics, aromatics, and a rare white elephant. A
second mission, sent in 802, was received with similar cordiality, while a priest
was sent on another mission to the patriarch of Jerusalem. He returned a year
later to Rome, accompanied by two Orthodox monks who reportedly brought
with them the keys of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the standard of
the city of Jerusalem, and some sacred relics, which they presented to
Charlemagne. Meanwhile, Harun allowed the building of special facilities for
Frankish pilgrims visiting Jerusalem’s holy sites, and an embassy on his behalf
visited the emperor in Italy.

It is difficult to assess the long-term consequences of these exchanges. They
were ostensibly substantial enough to convince Pope Leo III to expedite the
crowning of Charlemagne. It has also been suggested that the anxiety over the
Abbasid-Carolingian entente played a role in the Byzantine decision to recog-
nize Charlemagne as emperor—a bitter pill to swallow for a power that styled
itself as the sole heir of the Roman Empire. Be that as it may, in 807
Charlemagne sent another mission to Harun. But the caliph died in 809, and
it was his son and successor, Ma'mun, who apparently sent the reply that
arrived in 813 via the Sicilian governor who had been acting as a middleman.
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By this time mutual interest in cooperation had subsided, and the decline of
the Carolingian Empire after Charlemagne’s death in 814 meant that these
initiatives were not followed up. Yet in 831, as he was about to renew hostili-
ties against Byzantium, Ma'mun sent two ambassadors to Louis I in a move
that indicated the pre-eminence of imperial interests in his overall strategy.!”

This pattern of pragmatic cooperation across the religious divide was vastly
expanded during the age of the crusades (1096-1291). On the face of it, these
tumultuous events constituted the apogee of the millenarian Christian-
Muslim clash of civilizations; the culmination of a long conflict between the
church and civilization of the West and that of Islam, which began with
the defeat of the emperor Heraclius in 636 by the caliph Umar. In practice, the
crusades were as much prompted by earthly factors as by religious zeal. For
ordinary peasants who took to the road, the crusades held the promise of
relief from a grim and brutish existence; for the princes and feudal lords who
led them, they presented an opportunity for self-aggrandizement and an
outlet for the pressures of feudal overpopulation.

Even Pope Urban II, who stirred up this religious tidal wave, was not
immune to such pragmatic considerations as the expansion of Rome’s power
and influence, and the diversion “against the pagans [of] the fighting which
up to now customarily went on among the Christians.”'® No less important,
in the mid-eleventh century a schism had evolved between the Western and
Eastern churches, mainly over Constantinople’s refusal to recognize papal
supremacy, and the popes were eager to reassert their authority over Eastern
Christendom. When in 1074, three years after the Seljuks had routed the
Byzantines at the battle of Manzikert and conquered almost the whole of
Anatolia, Emperor Michael VII offered to recognize the Roman primacy in
exchange for military help, Pope Gregory VII expressed his readiness to lead a
campaign that would expel the Muslim infidels from Anatolia. So enthusiastic
was the pope about the idea that, when Michael VII was deposed, he promptly
excommunicated his successors Nicephorus III (1078-81) and Alexius
Comnenus (1081-1118). Yet in an ironic twist of history it was Alexius who
breathed life into Gregory’s idea by approaching Pope Urban II with a similar
request for assistance.

A worthy heir to his formidable predecessor, Urban did not fail to seize the
moment. Addressing a huge crowd of clergymen and laymen in the French
town of Clermont on November 27, 1095, he made an emotive appeal for an
organized campaign in the East. He told his listeners about the great suffering
and abuse wrought by the Turks on the Byzantine Empire and Eastern
Christendom, before breaking with the main gist of the emperor’s appeal and
urging a holy war for the liberation of Jerusalem and the Holy Sepulcher.
“Jerusalem is the navel of the world,” he said. “Enter upon the road to the Holy
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Sepulcher; wrest that land from the wicked race, and subject it to yourself”
Urban promised those who would leave their homes and families and join the
crusade absolution for their sins and the promise of “everlasting life”; and for
those who would not be won over by this heavenly reward, more earthly gains
were on offer: “The possessions of the enemy, too, will be yours, since you will
make spoil of their treasures and return victorious to your own.”"

The response to Urban’s appeal was overwhelming. Scores of people left
their homes and marched eastward, reaching Constantinople on August 1,
1096, to Alexius’s undisguised horror. The astute and vigorous emperor had
been hard at work to resurrect the empire after the Manzikert catastrophe. He
expected a small contingent of well-trained knights that would enable him to
take on the Seljuks, not vast and disorderly hordes that seemed far more eager
to plunder the people they had supposedly come to save than to fight on their
behalf. Alexius thus ferried the crusaders as quickly as possible into Anatolia
where the Seljuks summarily annihilated them. Yet in the following months
substantial and orderly armies, led by a number of prominent princes, began
arriving in Constantinople. In June 1097 they captured the Seljuk capital of
Iznik, some eighty miles southeast of Constantinople, and a year later they
took the ancient metropolis of Antioch in northern Syria. The climax of the
campaign, commonly known as the First Crusade, was reached in mid-July
1099 with the conquest of Jerusalem after a five-week siege and the massacre
of its entire population, Muslims and Jews, men, women, and children. Most
of the crusaders then left the country and returned to Europe. Those who
stayed behind were organized into four newly established entities: the princi-
palities of Antioch and Edessa, the county of Tripoli, and the Latin Kingdom
of Jerusalem, which exercised general sovereignty over the rest of the
crusading states in the Levant.?

This created a lasting source of friction between the crusaders and the
Byzantines, who hoped to regain the territories they had lost to Islam. (Alexius
would not allow the princes to cross into Anatolia before exacting from most of
them an oath of allegiance and a pledge to this effect.) As this did not happen,
the emperor did not hesitate to collaborate with the Muslims against his co-
religionists. Already before the crusaders reached Palestine, Alexius had written
to the Fatimid caliph in Cairo to dissociate himself from the imminent inva-
sion. He would rather have the Orthodox Christians under the tolerant rule of
the Fatimids, with whom the Byzantines had maintained a close and generally
friendly relationship over the past century, than under the control of the Franks
(i.e., Catholics of varied European origin), whose mistreatment of the Antioch
Christians revealed a deep animosity toward their Eastern co-religionists. This
animosity was to mar Frankish-Byzantine relations for the next century, and
to culminate in the massacre of Europeans in Constantinople in 1182 and the
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sacking of the city twenty-two years later in the Fourth Crusade, which,
according to a leading historian of the crusades, “was to lead in due course to
the tragedy of 1453 [the fall of the Byzantine Empire], and at last to the Turks’
hammering at the walls of Vienna.”!

If the crusades were hardly a unified attack by the House of War on the House
of Islam, the Muslim response was far more disjointed still. The two rival
empires of the Shiite Fatimids and the Sunni Abbasids had vied for Islamic
leadership for over a century. They feared and loathed each other as much as
they feared and loathed the Christian powers, and this precluded any conceiv-
able collaboration between them against the European invaders. The Seljuk
Turks managed to bring most of the Levant and the Fertile Crescent under
unified control, ostensibly on behalf of the Abbasid caliph. But the vast empire
they conquered in the mid-eleventh century quickly dissolved into a number of
smaller kingdoms, under the theoretical rule of the Seljuk sultan of Baghdad,
which were further fragmented into a string of rival fiefdoms and principalities.

To ensure the continuity of their reign the Seljuk princes left their infants
in the care of trusted military generals (atabegs) whom they deemed suffi-
ciently strong and loyal to defend their rights. This gave the atabegs far greater
power and prestige than ordinary generals and enabled many of them with the
passage of time to substitute their own dynasties for those of their protégés.
Finally, the traditional enmity between Syria and Iraq, and Damascus’s reluc-
tance to reconcile itself to the loss of its metropolitan status, made it a fertile
ground for dissent. This enabled the Assassins (a word derived from the
Arabic Hashishiyyun, users of hashish, as they were derisively called by their
enemies), a militant sect that seceded from Fatimid Shiism in the late twelfth
century following a dispute over the identity of the rightful caliph, to extend
their propaganda and murderous activities from their base in the Iranian
mountains to the Levant.??

The limited scale of the crusades, which affected only a fraction of the
Middle East, paradoxically exacerbated Muslim fragmentation and disunity.
The invasions were virtually confined to Palestine and parts of Syria, and even
at their height meant little or nothing to Iraq and the caliphate, let alone to
Iran, Central Asia, or even Upper Egypt. The political evolution of these lands
was hardly influenced by the crusaders, with whom their inhabitants had no
contact whatever. As a result, the crusades were seen not as a cataclysmic event
but as yet another round in the intermittent fighting that had been raging
between the Byzantine and the Islamic empires for centuries. Only a century
earlier the Byzantines had temporarily regained substantial parts of the
Levant, as far south as the Galilee, and the crusades appeared to be a repeti-
tion of this. So much so that an Iraqi poet lamenting the fall of Jerusalem in
July 1099—more than two years after the arrival of the crusaders in the
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Levant—substituted the Byzantines for the Franks as the city’s conquerors,
while the oral histories of the Anatolian Turks contained hardly a trace of the
crossing of the Frankish armies.?® There was no general fear of impending
doom to Islam’s collective existence, and the Muslim dynasts and potentates
viewed the crusades in purely localized terms. As far as they were concerned,
the Franks were not representatives of a hostile civilization that had to be
fought to the death but a new factor in the existing network of local feuds and
rivalries that had to be utilized to one’s own advantage. The outcome was an
intricate web of shifting alliances, based on the vicissitudes in the regional
balance of forces and opportunities rather than on religious affiliation, which
as often as not pitted Muslim and Christian against Muslim and Christian.

The first to attempt to exploit the new situation were the Fatimids. Having
lost most of Palestine and Syria to the Seljuks in the 1070s, they viewed the
crusades as a golden opportunity to recover these territories and to create a
buffer zone between them and their Turkish enemies. In March 1098, at the
height of the siege of Antioch, Fatimid envoys arrived at the camp of the
crusaders with a proposal for the partition of the Levant, whereby Syria would
go to the Franks and Palestine to Egypt. They were cordially received and after
a few weeks’ stay were sent home with lavish gifts, accompanied by a small
Frankish delegation. Before long, however, the Fatimids realized that the dele-
gates were not authorized to reach an agreement. They thus moved to reoc-
cupy Palestine and much of Lebanon on their own, then offered to allow
Christendom free access to Palestine’s holy shrines provided the crusaders
refrained from occupying it. This ran counter to the entire rationale of the
crusades, and on July 15, 1099, the Franks took Jerusalem and defeated a
Fatimid force that arrived in southern Palestine.

As the crusaders went from strength to strength, regional acquiescence in
their permanent presence grew wider and deeper. Rather than prompting a
general outcry for a holy war, the fall of Jerusalem drove numerous local
potentates to seek an accommodation with the Franks. An emotional appeal
to the Abbasid court by the gadi of Damascus, who made a special trip to
Baghdad in August 1099 together with a number of refugees from the
Jerusalem massacre, left many in the audience in tears, yet produced no
concrete results. Though the caliph was apparently moved, there was nothing
he could do since he was a puppet of the Seljuk sultans, whose incessant
infighting left them totally indifferent to Muslim setbacks in the Holy Land.
The despondent qadi thus left Baghdad empty-handed, having failed to get an
audience with the sultan who was far away in Iran campaigning against his
own brother. “The sultans were at loggerheads with each other,” the great
medieval historian Ibn Athir (d. 1233) commented wryly, “and this enabled

the Franks to occupy the country.”*
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This indifference was not confined to Baghdad. The odd call for a jihad by
the religious classes in Syria did not translate into concrete action.?® Political
life in the country was dominated by the fratricidal fighting between the two
Seljuk brothers—Rudwan, the sovereign of Aleppo, and his younger brother,
Dugaq, who reigned in Damascus—which fragmented Muslim power and
facilitated the entrenchment of the Frankish presence in the Levant. Both
brothers feared their Muslim rivals more than they feared the crusaders, and
both pursued an overtly opportunistic policy that showed no preference for
Muslim over Christian. As long as there was some likelihood of a Fatimid
recapture of Palestine, Damascus adopted a strict policy of neutrality, which
worked in favor of the crusaders by sparing them the need to protect their rear
from a Muslim attack. Yet when in May 1104 the Franks consolidated their
grip over the coastal plain by occupying the key port town of Acre, the
Damascenes, fearing the disruption of their invaluable Mediterranean
trading, quickly gave the Fatimid governors of the coastal towns indirect
support by engaging the Franks in a series of minor clashes in the Galilee and
the Golan Heights, northeast of Lake Tiberias. In 1108, having realized that
these fears were grossly exaggerated, the Damascus atabeg Tughtigin, the city’s
effective master following Duqaq’s death four years earlier, signed an armistice
agreement with the Kingdom of Jerusalem, which made the Golan Heights a
demilitarized zone and divided the revenues from their fertile agricultural
lands: one-third to Damascus, one-third to the crusaders, and one-third to the
local peasants who tilled the land. The following year a similar agreement was
signed with regard to the Beqa Valley in eastern Lebanon.?®

These arrangements were to remain intact until the collapse of the Latin
Kingdom in 1187, although they did not prevent the signatories from
attacking each other whenever this suited their needs. When in 1109
Tughtigin moved against the Franks of Tripoli in contravention of the agree-
ment, King Baldwin I reassured him that the peace between them would
remain unaffected. When four years later Baldwin violated the agreement
Tughtigin joined forces with Mosul’s powerful ruler Mawdud in attacking
northern Palestine. Yet he had no intention of making Damascus a sidekick of
its powerful Iraqi counterpart. He was apparently behind Mawdud’s murder
(in October 1113) by a member of the order of the Assassins, and the
following year signed another truce agreement with Baldwin.?”

The fear of domination had likewise driven Rudwan, as early as 1108, to
appeal to the Norman prince Tancred for help against Mosul’s atabeg Jawali,
who for his part summoned the Edessa counts Baldwin II and Jocelin to his
aid. The two had been captured in the spring of 1104, when the crusaders
suffered a crushing defeat near the northern Iraqi town of Harran, and were
released four years later by Jawali in return for a ransom and a pledge to help
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him whenever he so required. In a revealing indication of the instrumental
nature of Christian-Muslim politics, Tancred and his uncle Bohemond,
founder of the principality of Antioch, pocketed a hefty sum paid by the
Mosul emir for the release of a prominent Seljuk princess, without making the
slightest attempt to trade her for the two imprisoned counts.?

In the winter of 1110-11 Emperor Alexius sent an envoy bearing precious
gifts to the Seljuk sultan in Baghdad to entice him into a joint attack that
would drive the Franks out of the Levant. It is not clear whether the emperor
received a formal reply, but in the summer of 1111 a large Seljuk force
ventured from Mosul and attacked Edessa, before turning south and marching
on Syria. To their frustration and disgust they found the gates of Aleppo
locked and Rudwan adamant that he would have nothing to do with the anti-
crusading campaign. Repeated pleas and threats followed to no avail. Even a
threat to execute his son, whom he had left with the campaigners as a sign of
goodwill, failed to persuade Rudwan. For his part Tughtigin was no more
enthusiastic to host the Mosul army in Damascus. He therefore attempted to
divert it to a reconquest of Tripoli while secretly conspiring with the Franks.?

In 1115 Tughtigin took a big step forward by joining a diverse war coalition
comprising the atabeg of Aleppo, the powerful Turkish warlord Najm al-Din
Iighazi, and Roger of Salerno, the regent of Antioch. This crushed yet another
anti-crusading campaign by the Seljuk sultan of Baghdad. Nevertheless, it did
not prevent Ilghazi from declaring a jihad a few years later and killing Roger
in a battle that came to be known in crusading history as the Agera Sanguinis
(Field of Blood).*

These twists and turns illustrate the opportunistic nature of the Muslim-
Frankish political and military interaction. There was no total war on either
side, let alone an ideological one. Both were, of course, utterly convinced of
the superiority of their respective religions but their actions were guided by a
far more earthly combination of territorial and material ambition, military
strategy, and political expedience, not dissimilar from that which character-
ized the feudal wars in Europe and the incessant infighting among Muslim
rulers. Fighting was in accordance with the conventions of the day, conceived
as an armed duel between rival princes and warlords, whether Christian or
Muslim. Those caught in the crossfire often paid the ultimate price: massacres,
plundering, and enslavement. Those outside the eye of the storm were very
much left to their own devices. “The soldiers engage themselves in their war,
while the people are at peace and the world goes to him who conquers,”
commented the renowned Spanish-Muslim traveler Ibn Jubayr, who passed
through Syria and Palestine at the end of the twelfth century. “Such is the
usage in war of the people of these lands; and in the dispute existing between
the Muslim Emirs and their kings it is the same, the subjects and the
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merchants interfering not. Security never leaves them in any circumstances,
neither in peace nor in war.”*!

This limited warfare exemplified the general nature of the crusading enter-
prise. Unlike the early Islamic conquests the crusades were not a drive for
world mastery but a limited endeavor geared toward a specific objective: the
liberation of Jerusalem and the Holy Sepulcher from infidel rule. Pope Urban
IT had no clear idea about the most desirable form of future Christian control
of these sites and the mechanics for its establishment, which allowed the
various princes to carve out their own fiefdoms and principalities rather than
return the conquered territories to their former master—the Byzantine
emperor. These princes were not driven by a universal vision, or even a desire
for a regional empire, but were typical feudal lords anxious to secure their new
acquisitions. This required the odd act of local expansion, such as the occu-
pation of the Palestinian ports and the routes linking them with the hinter-
land in order to ensure uninterrupted communication with the West, but not
much more. The zeal for holy war was quickly extinguished. Instead the
Frankish population in the Levant was assimilated into the wider Muslim
environment, adopting local customs, laws, and institutions in a unique blend
of East and West. “We who were Occidentals have now become Orientals,’
Fulcher of Chartres, the foremost contemporary chronicler of the First
Crusade, famously wrote (as early as 1127) of the transformation undergone
by those Franks who chose to remain in the Levant:

He who was a Roman or a Frank has in this land been made into a Galilean
or a Palestinian. He who was of Rheims or Chartres has now become a
citizen of Tyre or Antioch. We have already forgotten the places of our
birth; already these are unknown to many of us or not mentioned any
more. Some already possess homes or households by inheritance. Some
have taken wives not only of their own people but Syrians or Armenians or
even Saracens who have obtained the grace of baptism . . .. Those who were
poor in the Occident, God makes rich in this land .. .. Therefore why
should one return to the Occident who has found the Orient like this?*?

For its part the indigenous population viewed the crusaders as the latest in a
long line of foreign occupiers (Arabs, Fatimids, and Turks) and adjusted
accordingly. Muslims and Jews who had fled their homes in fear of massacres
during the first years of crusader rule returned en masse as this murderous
practice was suspended, together with fresh waves of immigrants who
preferred the less cumbersome and more lightly taxed life under the Franks to
Muslim rule.*® Thus we have the contemporary Damascus resident Ibn
Qalanisi (d. 1160), the earliest Arab historian to write about the crusades,
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relating the positive implications of Frankish occupation of a certain territory
near Aleppo in April 1123: “Friendly relations were maintained on this
footing, the provinces prospered on both sides, and the roads became safe for
travelers between the districts of the two parties.”*

Sixty-one years later Ibn Jubayr related a similarly idyllic picture of coexis-
tence between Muslims and Christians in southern Syria and northern
Palestine. “The cultivation of the vale is divided between the Franks and the
Muslims,” he said of the situation on the Golan Heights. “They apportion the
crops equally, and their animals are mingled together, yet no wrong takes place
between them because of it.” In the Galilee Ibn Jubayr found

continuous farms and ordered settlements, whose inhabitants were all
Muslims, living comfortably with the Franks . . . They surrender half their
crops to the Frank at harvest time, and pay as well a poll tax of one dinar
and five girat for each person. Other than that, they are not interfered with,
save for a light tax on the fruits of trees. Their houses and all their effects
are left to their full possession. All the coastal cities occupied by the Franks
are managed in this fashion, their rural districts, the villages and farms,
belonging to the Muslims.

To the deeply devout Spanish scholar this spectacle of Muslims preferring to
live under Christian rule was highly offensive. “There can be no excuse in the
eyes of God for a Muslim to stay in any infidel country, save when passing
through it,” he lamented.

But their hearts have been seduced, for they observe how unlike them in
ease and comfort are their brethren in the Muslim regions under their
[Muslim] governors. This is one of the misfortunes afflicting the Muslims.
The Muslim community bewails the injustice of a landlord of its own faith,
and applauds the conduct of its opponent and enemy, the Frankish land-
lord, and is accustomed to justice from him.%

Of course, one should not read too much into a single account, made in a
specific situation and at a given point in time, no matter how distinguished
the author. Yet the fact that numerous Muslims would rather live under non-
Muslim rule at a time when they could have readily chosen not to do so shows
that the practical considerations of daily life far exceeded any ideological
fervor.

These were the circumstances in which the Turkish atabeg of Mosul Imad
al-Din Zangi and his son Nur al-Din Mahmoud set in train the process that
was to culminate within a few decades in the destruction of the Kingdom of
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Jerusalem by their vassal and successor Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, or
Saladin as he is commonly known. It has long been a staple of Muslim and
Western historiography that the three were selfless champions of Islam,
leaders of a relentless jihad to drive the infidel from the House of Islam. Yet,
as has been noted by a number of historians, these men were primarily driven
by a desire to build up their own imperial domains and the fighting against
the crusaders was incidental to this goal rather than its underlying impetus.
All three applied the call for a jihad not only to the anti-Frankish campaigns
but to their far more numerous and violent wars against Muslim rivals, and
none had any qualms about signing repeated truce agreements with the
crusaders. Nor did they enjoy the support of the Muslim population at large,
let alone that of all Muslim rulers, many of whom fought alongside the Franks
against these self-styled holy warriors.>

Zangi, for instance, began his career by helping his Seljuk sultan to crush an
attempt by the Abbasid caliph, the nominal head of Sunni Islam, to reassert
the power of the caliphate; for this he was rewarded with the governorship of
Mosul. In 1128 he added Aleppo to his dominions, and for the next sixteen of
the remaining eighteen years of his life (he was murdered in 1146 by a
Frankish slave) Zangi strove to become the pre-eminent ruler in the Abbasid
lands. Anti-Frankish campaigns occupied a marginal place in this overall
effort, and it was only on Christmas Eve, 1144, that Zangi managed to occupy
the city of Edessa.

This success won him a string of honorific religious titles from the caliph
and is widely considered the key moment in the harnessing of the concept of
jihad to the anti-crusading struggle.’” Yet this shift stemmed from a rare power
vacuum attending the accidental deaths a few months earlier of the Byzantine
emperor and the king of Jerusalem rather than from a deliberate policy of
jihad. The opportunistic nature of Zangi’s anti-crusading policies had already
been revealed seven years earlier by his reaction to a stinging attack by
Damascus on the crusader principality of Tripoli. Instead of supporting his
Muslim peer against their common enemy, Zangi sought to contain Damascus
by besieging its dependency of Homs. Under no circumstances would he allow
the Syrian capital to emerge triumphant, even if this meant extending indirect
help to the infidel.*®

Nur al-Din, who realized his father’s dream to become the most powerful
Muslim potentate in the Middle East, led a far more pious life (a heavy
drinker, Zangi was assassinated as he lay intoxicated on his bed) and spent
considerably more time campaigning against the crusaders. He also estab-
lished a close relationship with the religious classes, which increasingly gave
their blessing to his ambitions, and made the need for the liberation of
Jerusalem a central theme of his religious propaganda. (He went so far as to
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order the construction of a pulpit destined for the al-Agsa mosque, which was
finished after his death and duly installed in Jerusalem by Saladin.)* Yet this
still accounted for only a small fraction of his overall policies, which were
largely focused on fighting rival Muslim potentates, at times with infidel
support.*> Nowhere was this subordination of religious dogmas to practical
considerations of self-aggrandizement more clearly illustrated than in Nur
al-Din’s attitude to the rise of his renowned protégé and lieutenant—Saladin.

Born in the Iraqi town of Tikrit into a Kurdish officer family, Saladin grew
up in the Lebanese town of Baalbek, where his father, Ayyub, was governor,
first for Zangi and then for the princes of Damascus. In 1152, at the age of
fourteen, he joined his uncle Shirkuh in the service of Nur al-Din, with whom
he subsequently established a close and lengthy relationship. The break-
through in his hitherto undistinguished career came in March 1169, when
Saladin became vizier to the Fatimid caliph Adid by succeeding Sirkuh, who
died that month after having occupied Egypt two months earlier. Upon Adid’s
death on September 12, 1171, Saladin terminated the Fatimid caliphate by
ordering that the name of the Abbasid caliph be mentioned in the Friday
sermons—for the first time since 969.%! Shortly afterward all members of the
Fatimid house were placed in luxurious incarceration, sexes separated, to
spend the rest of their lives in total seclusion from the outside world.

By now Saladin had consolidated his grip on Egypt and substituted his own
army for that of the Fatimids. On the face of it, he was a vassal of Nur al-Din
under the nominal suzerainty of the Abbasid caliph, who formally invested
the Turkish warlord with the right to rule over Syria and Egypt. But in prac-
tice he was Egypt’s undisputed master and commander of one of the most
powerful armies in the House of Islam. This generated a rift between the two
men, as Saladin became increasingly defiant of his suspicious overlord,
demonstratively failing to discharge long-overdue Egyptian monetary obliga-
tions to Syria. “By god we have no need for all this,” an enraged Nur al-Din
dismissed the fancy gifts sent by Saladin in tandem with a payment of 100,000
dinars. “This dispatch hardly amounts to one percent of the money we spent
on fitting the troops sent to conquer Egypt.”*?

In the autumn of 1171 Saladin led his troops into Transjordan in a
combined offensive with Nur al-Din against the great crusading castles of
Karak and Shawbak, which controlled the routes linking Damascus with
Egypt and the Hijaz, only to abandon the operation in mid-course on the
pretext of internal disorders in Egypt. A second expedition to Transjordan a
couple of years later was similarly suspended in a clear demonstration of
Saladin’s preference for a Frankish buffer zone over direct contiguity between
his domains and those of his overlord. The fuming Nur al-Din announced his
intention to go down to Egypt and drive his unruly subject from the country,
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sending a comptroller to audit Saladin’s fiscal records while he mustered his
troops for the confrontation. The threat seemed real enough to drive Saladin
and his family to seek alternative safe havens, in Yemen and Nubia, for a rainy
day. Had Nur al-Din not died on May 15, 1174, a showdown between him and
Saladin would surely have ensued.*?

“Nothing makes me so sad except the thought of what will befall my family
on the part of Yusuf, the son of Ayyub.” Nur al-Din’s purported deathbed
words proved prophetic.** No sooner had he passed away than Saladin moved
to secure for himself Nur al-Din’s vast empire, which rapidly broke up after
his death. For twelve full years Saladin would occupy himself with this goal,
paying scant attention to the jihad against the crusaders—so much so that his
devoted secretary of state, Abdel Rahim Fadl, reproached him, saying: “How
shall we turn aside to fight the Muslims, which is forbidden, when we are
called to war against the people of war?”#

To the historian Hamilton Gibb, who takes at face value the pious portrayal
of Saladin by his advisers and biographers, Imad al-Din al-Isfahani and Baha
al-Din ibn Shaddad, this self-serving behavior was an inevitable outcome of the
contemporary circumstances. “However unselfregarding [Saladin’s] motives
were,” he argues, “the only way in which his object could be realized was by
concentrating power in his own hands.”*

To Saladin’s contemporaries, the opposite of this assertion held true,
namely that his elaborate holy-war propaganda was a fig leaf for an unabashed
quest for self-aggrandizement. To the Zangids Saladin was a thankless usurper
who exploited the power he had acquired in their service to disinherit them
from their rightful possessions. To other local potentates he was a dangerous
imperial contender who wanted to deprive them of their independence and
who had therefore to be resisted by all means.

Such views were not so detached from reality. Had Saladin been truly
alarmed by infidel presence in the midst of the House of Islam he would have
supported Nur al-Din’s operations in Transjordan, an important stepping
stone for an assault on the Latin Kingdom. He could also have established an
anti-crusading alliance with the Zangid princes and other warlords after Nur
al-Din’s death. That he instead chose to unify the region under his exclusive
control, putting his family in the driver’s seat and disparaging other Muslim
contenders as enemies of Islam, indicated the supremacy of his imperial
ambitions over his religious piety: nearly a decade before his death on March
4, 1193, and a few years before the capture of Jerusalem, he took the trouble
to ensure the survival of his nascent empire by publicizing his last will and
testament, which partitioned his territories among his three young sons.*’

While he was busy fighting fellow Muslims for regional mastery, a fact that
is deliberately omitted by his two official biographers, Saladin maintained a
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generally peaceful relationship with the crusader states, based on friendly
correspondence and truce agreements. The intermittent clashes between them
were largely sparked by Frankish violations of these agreements. At the same
time he continued the profitable trade with the Italian city-states that had
existed since Fatimid times, and cultivated the Byzantine Empire as a strategic
counterweight to both Muslim and Christian potential rivals (in 1185 the two
parties signed a formal treaty of alliance).*®

Neither did Saladin attempt to undo the existing arrangements with the
Franks in the territories that had come under his rule, such as the 1108 agree-
ment between Damascus and the Latin Kingdom on the partition of the Golan
Heights revenues. He was likewise intent on ensuring the smooth operation of
the Levant trade, and it was the endangering of this trade by the prince of
Karak, Reynald of Chatillon, that triggered the attack on the Karak castle in
the summer of 1187, which set in train the process that led within a few
months to the recapture of Jerusalem and the collapse of the Latin Kingdom.

This was not the first punitive action taken by Saladin against Reynald. As
early as 1182 the reckless prince had attacked the rich caravans passing
through his territory, in flagrant violation of a truce agreement signed two
years earlier. He even launched a naval squadron in the Red Sea that harassed
the sea traffic to Mecca and landed raiding parties on the Arabian coastline in
an attempt to attack Islam’s holiest cities. Saladin sent the Egyptian fleet to
destroy the marauders, and in 1183 and 1184 besieged Karak for several
months but failed to breach its formidable walls.*

This perhaps explains Saladin’s reluctance to move against Reynald in early
1187, when the prince intercepted an exceptionally large caravan between
Cairo and Damascus, and carried off substantial booty and a number of pris-
oners. Rather than retaliate for this act, Saladin attempted to secure the release
of the caravan and compensation of its owners by diplomatic means. It
was only when Reynald contemptuously dismissed this demand, which was
backed by King Guy of Jerusalem, that Saladin mobilized his forces and
declared a jihad. “The prince [Reynald], sovereign of the Franks at Karak,
overwhelmed a large [Muslim] caravan and captured its members,” ran the
description of the medieval Egyptian historian Magqrizi (d. 1442) of the
sequence of events leading up to this momentous watershed.

He refused to respond to the Sultan’s wish for their release; therefore the
Sultan prepared to attack him and wrote to the provinces to send troops
against him. ... Al-Adel [Saladin’s brother] marched from Cairo on the
seventh of Muharram to Birkat al-Jubb. He moved on Karak, passing by
Aylah [Eilat], and met the Sultan at al-Qaratayn. They both then returned
to Karak which they invested during the month of Rabi al-Awwal [May
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11-June 9] and reduced the garrison to sore straits. The Sultan then moved
from Karak and lay before Tiberias. The Franks called a general muster of
nearly 50,000 men in the Acre district, and raised the Crucifixion Cross
above their heads.

On the twenty-third of Rabi al-Awwal [July 3, 1187] the Sultan took
Tiberias by assault. The Franks were much enraged at this, and assembled
their forces. The Sultan marched against them and on Saturday the twenty-
fourth of this month [July 4, 1187] there took place the Battle of Hittin in
which God gave victory to His creed.”

In other words, Islam’s most celebrated triumph over the crusaders was not a
result of a deliberate strategy of jihad or a concerted effort to uproot the
infidel but a propitious coincidence. Had Reynald not raided a particular
caravan at a specific moment in time, or had he agreed to release the prisoners
and return the booty, this fateful encounter would have been postponed, if not
averted altogether. Had the crusaders sent lighter forces to confront Saladin
rather than the greatest army the kingdom had ever assembled, or adopted
different battlefield tactics as suggested by some of their leaders, the conse-
quences of the Hittin debacle would have been wholly different. Even at his
moment of glory, Saladin hardly commanded most of the resources of the
Muslim world. Not a few Muslim potentates were overtly hostile to him,
including his nominal master—the Abbasid caliph Nasser. Although Saladin
had taken care to gain the caliph’s diploma of investiture for all his conquests,
which he presented as being geared toward the ultimate goal of a holy war,
Nasser remained unimpressed. Determined to restore the power of the
caliphate vis-a-vis the numerous sultans ruling under its auspices, he viewed
Saladin as yet another power-hungry overlord seeking to substitute his own
house for the existing dynasties. Rather than congratulate Saladin on his
spectacular achievement, the caliph sent him a scathing letter “rebuking him
harshly and disapproving of his actions.”!

Even Saladin’s soldiers and commanders seemed to have lost their appetite
for fighting shortly after the capture of Jerusalem on October 2, 1187. This
was illustrated by the failure to capture Tyre in the winter of 1187-88, and the
lackluster performance and increasing desertions in the war against the Third
Crusade (1189-92), sparked by the fall of Jerusalem. When, on September 2,
1192, Saladin reached a truce agreement with King Richard the Lion-Heart of
England, his troops were ecstatic. “The day when peace came was an auspi-
cious day,” wrote Magqrizi, “both sides showing universal joy and happiness
after what had afflicted them for so long a war. The Frankish soldiers mixed
with those of the Muslims, and a group of Muslims left for [Christian-held]
Jaffa for trade. A great number of Franks entered Jerusalem to make the
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pilgrimage, and the Sultan received them with regard, giving them food and
liberal hospitality.”>*

Reflecting neither a burning spirit of jihad nor an unwavering anti-
Christian enmity, this behavior epitomized Saladin’s career. For all his exten-
sive holy-war propaganda, an essential component in a socio-political order
based on the principle of religion, Saladin’s attitude to the Frankish states was
above all derived from his lifelong effort at empire-building. As long as they
did not stand in the way of this endeavor he was amenable to leaving them in
peace or even to maintaining a mutually beneficial economic and political
relationship with them. But when a unique opportunity to land a shattering
blow presented itself, he had no qualms about seizing the moment, just as he
unhesitatingly ended hostilities when such action had outlived its usefulness.
There was nothing personal about this behavior. It was strictly business.

“Now that we are done with the Franks and have nothing else to do in this
country, in which direction shall we turn?” Ibn Athir has Saladin asking his
brother Adel and his son Afdal prior to his death, before suggesting a possible
course of action: “You [Adel] take some of my sons and a part of the army and
advance to Akhlat [in present-day eastern Turkey]. When I have finished with
Byzantium, I will join you and we will proceed into Azerbaijan, from where
we will gain access to Iran. There is nobody there who can stop us.”>

It is arguable that, for all his prodigious historiographical skills, Ibn Athir
was a champion of the House of Zangi and therefore had a vested interest in
presenting Saladin as a quintessential imperialist rather than a genuine holy
warrior. Yet no such ulterior motives can be attributed to Saladin himself. In
a letter to the caliph Nasser, after the death of Nur al-Din’s son in 1181, he
claimed to be the true heir to the Zangid legacy and espoused a grandiose
imperialist design extending well beyond the liberation of Jerusalem and the
destruction of the crusader states. Were he to be given possession of Mosul,
Saladin hinted in an attempt to attract the interest of his suzerain, this would
lead to the capture of Jerusalem, Constantinople, Georgia, and North Africa,
“until the word of God is supreme and the Abbasid caliphate has wiped the
world clean, turning the churches into mosques.”>*

In a conversation with his aide and biographer, Ibn Shaddad, eight years
later, Saladin reiterated his imperial dream. “When God Almighty has enabled
me to conquer the rest of the coast,” he said, “I shall divide up the land [among
my sons], make my testament, then cross this sea to their islands to pursue
them until there remains no one on the face of the earth who does not
acknowledge Allah—or I die [in the attempt].”>



The Last Great Islamic Empire

Saladin did not live to see his imperialist dream realized. In his last years he was
forced to concede some of his gains to the Third Crusade and to acquiesce in
the reconstitution of the Latin Kingdom, albeit on a more limited scale. After
his death in 1193 the empire he had built was divided between members of his
family, the Ayyubis, who maintained their rule in Egypt until 1250 and in Syria
for a further decade. Lacking their great ancestor’s expansionist drive and torn
by fratricidal feuds, they spent most of their reign engaged in a rearguard action
to secure their shrinking dominions. Their relations with the crusader states
were largely peaceful, and they continued the thriving trade with the Italian
city-states, in which the Frankish ports along the Mediterranean played an
important role. In 1229, only forty-two years after Saladin’s occupation of
Jerusalem, his nephew surrendered the city to the Franks.!

It was thus left to the Ayyubis’ formidable slave-soldiers, the Mamluks, who
in 1250 ousted their masters in a military putsch, to deliver the coup de grdice
to the independent Christian presence in the Middle East. In a series of bril-
liant campaigns, the general-turned-sultan Baybars I (1260-77) undermined
the crusading infrastructure in the Galilee and the coastal plain. The process
was completed in 1291 with the destruction of the last crusader strongholds
and the displacement of their inhabitants.

There was, however, no great sense of exhilaration, no mass celebrations.
The Frankish states had long been transformed from a Western bridgehead
into an integral part of the Middle Eastern political landscape, largely alien-
ated from their European roots. Their demise, received with indifference in
Europe, was therefore no different from the decline and fall of numerous
other Middle Eastern powers and dynasties. Nor was Baybars fired by a
burning spirit of jihad. At the same time that he was fighting the Frankish
states in the Levant he was also busy seeking alliances with the leading
European powers. This practice was sustained by his successors, who main-
tained extensive commercial and diplomatic relations with the Europeans—
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including the Kingdom of Aragon, which was actively eradicating the Islamic
imperial presence in Spain.?

In line with the general pattern of Muslim-Christian relations during the
preceding two centuries, the latest drive against the crusaders had less to do
with the holy war against the infidel than with Mamluk imperial ambitions.
Just as Saladin had portrayed the routing of his Muslim rivals as a prelude to
a holy war against the Latin Kingdom, so the Mamluks destroyed the Ayyubi
presence in Syria prior to turning on the Franks. In their quest for regional
mastery they made no distinction between believer and non-believer. Both
were equally legitimate targets whenever the need arose, and in the later part
of the thirteenth century they could afford no hostile presence in their rear as
they confronted a dangerous new invader from the east: the Mongol hordes.

These nomadic tribes, which had hitherto led a rather undistinguished
existence on the fringes of eastern Asia, between Lake Baikal and the Altai
Mountains, were transformed at the turn of the thirteenth century into an
awesome military machine by one of their petty chiefs, who in 1206 took the
title of Genghis Khan (“Universal Ruler”). Driven by an unwavering convic-
tion of their God-given mandate to conquer and rule the world, the Mongols
swept across the Asian steppes like wild fire, spreading death and destruction
on an unprecedented scale. The first to feel their wrath was the Chin Empire
in northern China. In 1211 the Great Wall was effortlessly breached and in the
next five years the Mongols completed what has been estimated as the
conquest of one hundred million people by one hundred thousand soldiers.

With this task accomplished, Genghis set his sights westward, smashed the
Muslim forces in Central Asia, and reached as far as the Caucasus. The great
commercial and cultural centers of eastern Islam were laid waste and their
populations systematically exterminated. Khurasan and Iraq, the heart of the
Islamic empire, were singled out for particularly brutal treatment: “Every
town and every village has been several times subjected to pillage and
massacre and has suffered this confusion for years, so that even though there
be generation and increase until the Resurrection the population will not
attain to a tenth part of what it was before.” “I am the punishment of God,”
Genghis proudly proclaimed upon entering the city of Bukhara (1220). “If
you had not committed great sins, God would not have sent a punishment like
me upon you.”

Genghis died in 1227 and his vast empire, stretching from the Pacific to the
Black Sea, was divided among his four sons. The best known of these
successor kingdoms, or khanates as they were called, was the Golden Horde of
the northern steppes, which quickly conquered most of Russia, Ukraine,
southern Poland, Bulgaria, and Hungary up to the Adriatic Sea. Only the
death of its khan in 1241 saved Europe from the Mongol yoke. Meanwhile
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another descendant of Genghis, Great Khan Mongke of Mongolia and
northern China, set out to complete the conquest of Asia and appointed two
of his brothers to command the ambitious campaign: Kubilai was to occupy
China and Korea, Hulagu was to subdue “all the lands of the west.”*

Hulagu set off from Mongolia in 1253, reaching the Middle East three years
later, an inordinately long time by Mongol standards, a period that he used for
meticulous preparations. His first target was the Assassins, who a few years
earlier had sent hundreds of their killers to the Mongolian capital to murder
Mongke. It was only after dealing with them that Hulagu moved against the
Abbasid caliph. Summonses to submit were ignored, and on February 10,
1258, Baghdad fell to the Mongols. The terrified caliph, Mu’tasim, accompa-
nied by his sons, ministers, and other members of his coterie, produced
himself to Hulagu. He was forced to disclose his treasures and was ridiculed
for having failed to put them to good use in the city’s defense. Ten days later
the hapless suzerain was taken to a neighboring village and executed, appar-
ently by being rolled in a carpet and trampled to death by horses, as the super-
stitious Mongols would not shed royal blood by the sword.> Meanwhile
Baghdad was thoroughly ravaged and plundered, with most of its inhabitants
brutally slaughtered. So powerful was the stench of the unburied corpses that
Hulagu was forced to withdraw temporarily from the city for fear of a plague.

Having dealt the coup de grice to the clinically dead Abbasid Empire and
deprived Islam of its titular figurehead, Hulagu crossed the Euphrates into
northern Syria. After a fierce battle in January 1260 he occupied Aleppo and put
its population to the sword. Shortly afterward, however, he was forced to return
to Iran and to withdraw the bulk of his army from Syria to confront the attempt
by the Golden Horde to exploit Mongke’s sudden death for territorial gains in
Central Asia. The depleted forces he left behind managed to take Damascus
without a fight, but were destroyed in September 1260 by Baybars at the
Galilean site of Ain Jalut (Goliath’s Spring)—an often-overlooked historical
turning point that probably saved the House of Islam from total collapse.

Five days after the battle the Egyptian sultan Kutuz (soon to be murdered
and succeeded by Baybars) entered Damascus and within a month the
Mongols had effectively lost control of Syria to the Mamluks. Although
repeated incursions into Syria would continue into the second decade of the
fourteenth century,® the battle of Ain Jalut irrevocably checked the Mongol
westward advance, leaving them to concentrate on consolidating the territ-
ories under their control into a large autonomous kingdom (the so-called
ilkhanade) comprising Iran, Iraq, the Caucasus, and Anatolia, under the aegis
of the Great Khan of China.

Notwithstanding the horrific destructiveness of the Mongol irruption,
probably the most devastating single blow to the House of Islam throughout
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the ages, its impact on the course of Middle Eastern history proved ephemeral.
Like numerous barbarian invaders before them the Mongols brought no reli-
gious and cultural baggage of their own and so were quickly absorbed into the
superior civilization they had conquered. Hulagu died a pagan in 1265, but his
son Teguder (1282—84) became a Muslim, and during the reign of his great-
grandson Ghazan (1294-1304) the Mongol ruling elite was converted to Islam
and great efforts were made to reconstitute the wreckage left by their fearful
ancestors.” Likewise, the Great Khan of the Golden Horde converted to Islam
in the 1260s and by the early fourteenth century the entire khanate had been
thoroughly Islamized. When a fresh wave of horrific Mongol campaigns was
launched in the late fourteenth century by the Central Asian potentate
Timur-i Lang (Timur the Lame, or Tamerlane in its Europeanized form), this
was done in the name of Islam against its alleged enemies.

There was, however, one crucial and lasting consequence of the Mongol
invasion. The rout and subjugation of the Seljuk sultanate of Rum, which had
dominated most of Anatolia since the historic victory over the Byzantines at
Manzikert (1071), triggered a mass migration of nomadic Turkish tribes to
the mountainous ridges of western Anatolia to escape Mongol control. Here
the émigré population was assimilated into the frontier society that had long
existed along the Muslim-Byzantine fault line. This society was dominated by
the distinct militant ethos of the ghaza, or holy war, reminiscent of Islam’s
earliest days, which combined the love of fighting and its spoils—booty,
territory, and prestige—with unwavering religious commitment to world
conquest through perpetual raiding and colonization of infidel dominions.
Bands of ghazis, warriors for the faith, mushroomed throughout the country.
They lived on the booty acquired in incessant fighting with their Byzantine
counterparts, themselves mostly Turkish mercenaries.®

Now that the heathen Mongols had reduced the sultanate of Rum to
vassalage, about a dozen small ghazi principalities (or beyliks) quickly stepped
into the void, each named after its ruler. Officially they were subjects of the
tottering Seljuk sultanate and its Mongol masters; in reality they were inde-
pendent entities following their different paths to self-aggrandizement. The
largest and strongest of them was the central Anatolian principality of
Karaman, which controlled the former Seljuk capital of Konya, but the most
vibrant were those of the far west, and none more so than the obscure little
fiefdom named after its founder Osman Bey (1291-1326), or Ottoman as he
would become commonly known.

On the face of it, the Ottoman position could not have been worse.
Located on the farthest northwestern tip of Anatolia, not far from
Constantinople, where Byzantine resistance was naturally at its most intense,
the tiny principality seemed doomed to destruction. Yet it was paradoxically
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this inhospitable location that turned out to be the Ottomans’ greatest asset
and the springboard for their future transformation into a world power. Long
after the rest of the beyliks had exhausted their expansive potential and settled
for a short period of comfortable existence before degenerating into internal
strife, the Ottomans were relentlessly fighting the Byzantine infidels. This
frontier position imbued the Ottomans with a uniquely ferocious ghazi ethos
that was to become the foundation stone of their corporate existence and to
carry them to military and political greatness. As they saw it, the constant
expansion of Muslim power was a predestined development in which they
were chosen to act as Allah’s Sword “blazing forth the way of Islam from the
East to the West.” This privileged role made it imperative for them to unify the
House of Islam under their command and turned their fight against all
Muslim rivals into a quintessential act of jihad.’

Osman himself rose from obscurity to widespread fame as early as 1301,
when he routed a large Byzantine force south of Constantinople. Scores of
volunteers from all over Anatolia flocked to his camp, eager to play an active
role in what increasingly appeared as Islam’s newest offensive against the
Christian world. He bequeathed a militarily strong and substantially
expanded beylik to his son Orhan (1326—60), who proceeded to eradicate the
remnants of the Byzantine presence in Anatolia. In 1354 he obtained the first
Ottoman foothold in Europe by crossing the straits and occupying the
Gallipoli Peninsula. Shortly afterward the Ottomans stormed into south-
eastern Europe in the largest Muslim irruption since the invasion of Spain
some 650 years earlier.

Orhan did not live to see his momentous move completed, but expansion
continued apace under his son and successor, Murad I (1360-89), who quickly
encircled Constantinople from the north by conquering the Thracian capital
of Adrianople (Edirne) and adjacent territories. This brought the Ottomans
into contact with the Bulgarians and the Serbs across the Balkan Mountains,
and for the next two decades Murad steadily annexed their territories to his
expanding domains. Fortunately for him, both countries were torn by
domestic strife and thus could offer only desultory resistance. Many local
potentates did not hesitate to seek Ottoman help, while the large peasant
populations welcomed the Muslim invaders as providing relief from the
oppressive yoke of their feudal lords. In 1385 Sofia fell to the Ottomans. The
key Aegean port of Salonika followed two years later, and in June 1389 Murad
scored his most spectacular success by crushing the Serbs in the battle of
Kosovo. He was assassinated shortly afterward but his successor, Bayezid I
(1389-1402), extended Ottoman rule to the Adriatic, and in September 1396
defeated a hastily organized crusade near the Bulgarian city of Nicopolis. On
the heels of the advancing troops came waves of Turkish colonists who settled
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in the newly conquered Balkan territories, which were duly formed into the
province of Rumelia (“the Roman lands”).

Nothing could stop Turkish expansionism. Even the sudden emergence of
Tamerlane’s fearsome hordes, who routed Bayezid’s armies and temporarily
put the Ottomans’ prospects in peril, failed to undermine their overall posi-
tion. With the rapid disintegration of Tamerlane’s empire after his death in
1405, the Ottomans recovered their lost territories and, on May 29, 1453,
Mehmed II rode his white horse into Constantinople, making this proud city
his new imperial capital and winning the honorific title of “The Conqueror.”

For the West this was a dark moment. For Islam it was a cause for cele-
bration. For nearly a millennium Constantinople had been the foremost
barrier—both physically and ideologically—to Islam’s sustained drive for
world conquest and the object of desire of numerous Muslim rulers. Its fall at
a time when the longest-surviving imperial Muslim outpost in Europe—
Spain—was in its death throes could not but confirm the conviction of its
conqueror of his predestination for world mastery. He was no longer a ghazi
“blazing forth the way of Islam,” or even the foremost sultan in the House of
Islam. He was the head of a great empire stretching from the Black Sea to the
very heart of Europe and the legitimate heir to the universal Byzantine
Empire. Manifested by Mehmed’s adoption of the title Sultan-i Rum—"“Ruler
of Rome” (or rather Byzantium)—and his determination to turn his new
capital of Constantinople, or Istanbul as it would henceforth be called, into
the leading world metropolis, this alleged continuity was to become a central
component of the Ottoman claim to universal empire.

By the time of his death in 1481, Mehmed had completed the conquest of
Greece, Serbia, and the Balkan territories south of the Danube, and had added
the Crimean Peninsula to his domains, as the once-omnipotent Great Mongol
Khan of the Golden Horde humbly accepted the status of Ottoman vassal.
This effectively made the Black Sea an Ottoman lake and brought the impor-
tant trade highway linking Russia and Central Asia with Europe under
Ottoman control. Mehmed’s grandson, Selim I (1512-20), extended the
empire’s rule to the Levant, Egypt, and the Hijaz, with its holy cities of Mecca
and Medina. His great-grandson, Suleiman the Magnificent (1520-66),
conquered Iraq and North Africa, brought most of Hungary under Ottoman
rule, and established a firm foothold in southern Italy. In 1529 the Ottomans
were knocking at the gates of Vienna. Even in remote Iceland the Lutheran
Book of Common Prayer pleaded to God Almighty to save the people from
“the terror of the Turk”!

For the first time since the early Abbasid era, most of the House of Islam was
unified under a single imperial authority combining supreme religious and
temporal power. As early as the end of the fourteenth century the Ottomans
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had styled themselves as caliphs, a claim that received a powerful boost once
they had become “servitors of the two holy sanctuaries.” The titular Abbasid
caliphs, instated in Cairo after the Mongol destruction of the Baghdad
caliphate to rubber-stamp Mamluk power, were driven out of office and the
Ottoman sultans were recognized as caliphs throughout the Muslim world,
aside from the Mughal emperors of northern India (1526-1858), who styled
themselves as caliphs, if not Lords of the Universe, and Iran’s Safavid dynasty
(1501-1722), which adopted the Shiite creed and placed itself in lasting
opposition to the Sunni Ottomans.

No sooner had the Ottoman Empire reached its apogee than it went into
a prolonged and steady decline. Centrifugal pressures, degeneration, and
bureaucratic and administrative mismanagement, all perennial problems that
had plagued past Muslim empires, came to afflict the newest member of the
imperial club. True to the Turkish proverb “the fish begins to stink from the
head,” decline spread from the top. Just as the spectacular Ottoman rise owed
much to the ability to produce a long line of energetic and highly capable
sultans, so its decline reflected a steep drop in the level of royal competence.
Unlike their formidable ancestors, the sultans were far less interested in mili-
tary campaigns and state affairs than in the majestic indulgences of hunting,
the harem, and the heavenly promises held by drugs. Suleiman’s son and
successor was widely known as Selim “the Sot” (1566—74), while Selim’s own
son and heir, Murad III (1574-95), began his rule by having his five brothers
strangled and was best known for his formidable procreative powers,
fathering more than a hundred children.!!

Rot pervaded the entire state apparatus. Bribery and favoritism, not merit,
were the way to appointments and promotions. The armed forces, the
cornerstone of the empire and the engine of its worldwide expansion, lost
most of their celebrated qualities. As early as the fourteenth century, Murad
and Bayezid had attempted to replace the existing ghazi system with
Islamized slave-soldiers recruited from among the prisoners of war taken in
the Balkan campaigns. This effort was interrupted by Tamerlane’s invasion,
but was renewed in earnest by Mehmed II in what heralded the basing of the
armed forces on a hard core of elite slave-soldiers. Among these, the infantry
corps of the Janissaries occupied pride of place. Drawn from carefully
selected Christian boys from the subject populations of the Balkans who had
been converted to Islam and brought up as a military elite totally loyal to the
sultan, these warriors led the Ottoman armies to great successes. Yet by the
seventeenth century they had degenerated into a self-indulgent hereditary
caste that would go to almost any length to protect their privileged status,
including the overthrow and murder of the sultan. All attempts at reform
and modernization were summarily nipped in the bud.!?
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The economy underwent a gradual process of stagnation and decline as it
had to support an increasingly expensive yet inefficient superstructure and
pay for the rising cost of wars. The mainstay of the early Ottoman agrarian
system, the fief-holding peasants who had cultivated the land and provided
the empire with soldiers, arms, and horses in times of war, was progressively
squeezed out of its livelihood. Leaseholders coalesced with landowners to
create a new landed aristocracy that usurped functions and authority from the
central government, with ordinary peasants having to pay the price of their
caprices.

Trade relations with Europe further accelerated Ottoman economic decline.
As the former was rapidly transformed from a net importer of manufactured
goods to an exporter of produced commodities, the Ottoman Empire was
beset by a huge trade deficit that drained it not only of raw materials and
native industries but also of much of the gold and silver on which the impe-
rial economy was heavily dependent. To make things worse, Western trade
with the Ottoman Empire was legally regulated in the form of special conces-
sions known as “Capitulations.” These gave subjects of the Western powers
extraterritorial privileges, allowing them to be ruled by the laws of their home
countries while on Ottoman territory. Initially the capitulations were granted
solely for the lifetime of the ruling sultan, but they gradually acquired perma-
nence. Only in the nineteenth century did the sultans achieve an element of
reciprocity in their commercial relations with the West, but even then the
conceded benefits did not confer extraterritorial rights on the Ottoman
subjects.

Neither was degeneration confined to the central government. It was acutely
reflected throughout the empire, making central control over many of its
possessions virtually impossible. Ottoman officials were both corrupt and
hated. Anarchy and the reign of local chiefs and notables who disregarded the
government’s orders created widespread confusion, insecurity, and misery.
Some of these declared their subservience to the sultan; others refused to
recognize any Ottoman authority and openly defied the central government.
The North African colonies were de facto independent, as was the European
colony of Montenegro. Egypt was effectively run by Mamluk chieftains who
paid little attention to the official rulers appointed by the sultan, while the
Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia (modern-day Romania)
were virtually autonomous, though formally ruled by a governor appointed
by Istanbul. The Levant, split into countless power centers, was teeming with
feuds among local chiefs and notables, and torn by ethnic and religious enmi-
ties. In the Arabian Peninsula, tribal rule was the only effective means of
control, and Ottoman authority was repeatedly challenged by militant oppo-
nents such as the radical Wahhabi sect, established in the mid-eighteenth
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century by Muhammad ibn Abdel Wahhab and preaching a return to the
“unspoiled” Islam of the seventh century. Even in Anatolia, from where the
Ottomans had begun their world conquest, the empire’s grip was far from
complete. The malaise of the Ottoman Empire was vividly illustrated in 1757,
when the sultan’s sister was murdered during the hajj, the holy pilgrimage to
Mecca.

External threats loomed increasingly large. The Habsburg dynasty, a tradi-
tional enemy of the Ottomans, vied with them for control over the Balkans,
while Russia, the rising giant to the north, began expanding southward in
search of territorial aggrandizement and a secure outlet to the Mediterranean.
A grandiose Ottoman bid to arrest their declining fortunes broke against the
walls of Vienna in September 1683, and from that moment onward the road
downbhill was rapid. In 1696 Tsar Peter the Great seized the port town of Azov,
thus gaining the first, albeit temporary, Russian foothold on the Black Sea. In
the peace treaty of Carlowitz of January 1699 the Ottoman Empire was forced,
for the first time in its history, to cede extensive lands to the infidel. Less
than a century later, another watershed in the Turkish decline was reached. On
July 21, 1774, after a six-year war against Tsarina Catherine the Great, the
Ottomans signed the treaty of Kuchuk Kainardji, which established Russia as
the predominant naval power in the Black Sea, hitherto a Turkish lake, thereby
giving it long-coveted access to the Mediterranean.!’ Nine years later Russia
consolidated its Black Sea foothold by formally annexing the Crimea and
extinguishing the Muslim Tatar khanate there.

This, however, was not the extent of Catherine’s ambitions. An imperialist
through and through, she aspired to nothing short of the dissolution of
Turkey-in-Europe and the partitioning of its colonies among the European
powers. Closest to her heart was the so-called “Greek Project,” which envis-
aged the restoration under Russian protection of the Byzantine Empire with
its original capital. Between 1788 and 1791 the Ottomans were confronted
with a joint Russo-Habsburg offensive, which made major gains in the
Balkans and ominously approached Istanbul. Fortunately for the sultan, the
French Revolution and the rise of its extraordinary Corsican general,
Napoleon Bonaparte, alarmed the European powers and diverted their atten-
tion from the east. In 1791 the Habsburgs made their peace with the
Ottomans, and Russia contented itself the following year with far smaller
territorial gains than it had originally envisaged.!*

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, then, the Ottoman Empire had
become a pale reflection of its former self. Confronted with widespread
domestic instability and formidable external challenges, the Ottomans desper-
ately vied to keep their heads above water. All attempts to reorganize and
modernize the empire by equalizing the status of its non-Muslim subjects
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backfired as the Muslim populations were loath to compromise on their supe-
rior position in any way. A royal decree in 1839 (Hatt-i Sherif of Giilhane) trig-
gered a violent revolt by the Muslim landowners in the provinces of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, at the southwestern extreme of Turkey-in-Europe, which the
authorities were unable to suppress for eleven years. The more far-reaching
Hatt-i Hiimayun of February 1856 sparked widespread riots throughout the
Levant, which reached their horrific apogee in the spring and summer of 1860.
Between twenty and twenty-five thousand Christians were brutally slaughtered
in Lebanon and Damascus, while thousands perished of starvation and
diseases and another hundred thousand were forcefully dislocated. Women
were seized for harems; mothers were forced to sell their children. To this day
the Maronites speak bitterly of the Madhabih al-Sittin, the Massacres of 1860.'

In a reflection of the wider Muslim resentment of the reforms, local
Ottoman officials openly defied the decrees of their sublime suzerain. The
governor of the province (velayet) of Damascus turned a blind eye to the
atrocities perpetrated in his jurisdiction and forces under his command even
took an active part in the massacres. In Lebanon, Ottoman troops were
involved in the preparation and arming of the massacring Druze, while
Turkish irregulars pillaged the hapless refugees. Small wonder that when the
reforming sultan Abdul Mejid died in June 1861, Muslims in Syria burst out
with cries of “Islam is saved.”!6

These numerous strands of hostility epitomized the hopelessness of the
Ottoman reformers. Theirs was a Catch-22 situation. Whatever course of
action they chose, they were bound to antagonize some of their subjects. The
preservation of the tottering empire required tighter central control; the
prevention of the religious, social, and economic cauldron from boiling over
necessitated greater local freedoms. Even in the best of cases, such incompat-
ible objectives are very difficult to reconcile. In non-consensual, multi-ethnic
and multi-denominational empires, the chances of such reconciliations being
achieved are virtually nil. All that can realistically be hoped for is a working
balance between the constituent elements that will keep the empire going. In
the Ottoman case, because of the stark reality of the empire’s weakness, the gap
between the imperial dream and the actual process of fragmentation was too
wide to bridge through reform. Rather than putting the Ottoman house in
order and reconciling its many differences, the reforms accelerated separatism
and deepened existing schisms.

“We have on our hands a sick man—a very sick man. It will be ... a great
misfortune if, one of these days, he should slip away from us, especially before
all necessary arrangements were made.”!” This stark prognosis, made by Tsar
Nicholas I in 1853, was to become the standard metaphor of the Eastern
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Question, as Ottoman-European relations during the century preceding the
destruction of the Muslim empire are commonly known. To many European
contemporaries the question was not whether the Ottoman Empire would
succeed in arresting its steady decline and fragmentation, but rather when it
would actually gasp its terminal breath and what consequences this would
entail for the balance of power on the continent. To latter-day historians, the
story is similarly straightforward. Having long coveted the territories of the
declining Ottoman Empire, the European powers exploited its entry into
World War I in order to “fall upon the carcass” and carve up the defunct
Muslim empire among themselves. As a veteran observer of Middle Eastern
affairs put it: “So, the statesmen of Europe having decided in their wisdom
that the Ottoman Empire was sick, therefore the Ottoman Empire had to die.
This is the Eastern Question in a nutshell.”!$

The reality, however, was quite different. The Eastern Question was not an
extended period “during which European powers slowly picked the Ottoman
Empire to pieces,”'® but one during which they tried to shore up the last great
Muslim empire. To the Ottomans, it was the final hope of preserving their
imperial status. To the Europeans, these were the high days of imperialism.
The Ottomans created an empire among empires, and, apart from their
strategic, economic, and political interest in Ottoman survival, the European
powers were loath to knock a fellow empire out of existence, or rock the
international imperial boat. This enabled the Ottomans to use their artificial
resuscitation by Europe to gain an additional lease of life and even to outlive
(if by a slim margin) their two formidable imperial rivals: the Habsburgs and
the Romanovs.

Neither was the Ottoman Empire a passive spectator of European events. It
was certainly “sick,” and seriously so, but it would not just lie down and die.
Instead, it would do whatever it took to survive, be that skillfully pitting its
enemies against one another or using European support to arrest, and if
possible reverse, domestic disintegration and external decline. The first
such instance occurred in the late eighteenth century when Sultan Selim III
(1789-1807), threatened by Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt, turned
to the European powers for help and was saved. Three decades later the
Ottoman Empire crossed another threshold by using infidel Europe to escape
certain destruction at the hands of one of its Muslim subjects, Egypt’s
governor Muhammad Ali, who sought to substitute his own empire for that
of the Ottomans.

When in the early 1830s a large army headed by Muhammad Ali’s illus-
trious son Ibrahim Pasha occupied most of the Levant and Anatolia all the
way to the town of Kutahia, less than two hundred miles from the Ottoman
capital, the sultan turned for help to the béte noire of the Ottoman Empire:
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Russia. This was not a request Tsar Nicholas I had expected yet it was one he
could not refuse. Not only did the Egyptian advances threaten the privileges
granted to Russia by a succession of favorable treaties with Istanbul since
1774, but Muhammad Ali was viewed as a dangerous source of regional insta-
bility. Were the Ottoman Empire to collapse, a great-power struggle was
certain to ensue in Russia’s backyard. Hence, in April 1833 the Russians landed
a task force near Istanbul and dispatched a naval squadron to the straits. This
convinced the Egyptian pasha that the occupation of the Ottoman capital
was no longer feasible, and that he had better strike a deal with the sultan.
In the Peace of Kutahia, signed on May 5, 1833, Muhammad Ali received the
governorships of Crete and the four Syrian provinces of Aleppo, Tripoli,
Damascus, and Sidon, for which he was to pay an annual tribute, and was
granted the right to collect taxes in Adana, in Anatolia. The Egyptian forces
retreated behind the Taurus Mountains and the Russians withdrew from the
Bosphorus.

Six years later, when an Ottoman attempt to drive the Egyptians from the
Levant was defeated by Ibrahim, it was Britain’s turn to act as the sultan’s
savior. With France breaking ranks with its peers and effectively siding with
Muhammad Ali in a bid to consolidate its grip over Algiers, which it had occu-
pied in 1830, the rest of the European powers convened in London and in July
1840 signed a series of defense agreements with the Ottoman Empire against
“all aggression” by Muhammad Ali. The rebellious governor was offered the
hereditary vice-royalty of Egypt under Ottoman suzerainty and, for his life-
time, the title of the pasha of Acre and the administration of the southern part
of Syria. Were he to fail to accept within ten days, the lifetime concessions
would be withdrawn; were he to procrastinate for a further ten days, he would
lose the hereditary tenure of Egypt as well.?°

As Muhammad Ali ignored these demands, the British fleet subjected
Beirut to heavy bombardment, while Ottoman troops supported by British
and Austrian marines attacked the Egyptian forces in Lebanon. On October 4,
the port of Sidon fell, and soon afterward Beirut surrendered. When the
British fleet appeared in Alexandria on November 15, Muhammad Ali under-
stood that the game was up. By this time France had rejoined the pro-
Ottoman great-power consensus, and the embittered pasha was not inclined
to risk the future of his dynasty by taking on the combined powers of Europe.
On November 27, he signed a convention on the evacuation of the Levant
which recognized him as Egypt’s hereditary governor. By February 1841,
Ibrahim’s forces had returned to Egypt.

No sooner had Sultan Abdul Mejid (1839-61) saved his empire from immi-
nent destruction by a rebellious subject than he exploited European fears over
Ottoman survival to escape his ill-conceived jihad against Russia. The conflict
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was sparked by the sultan’s decision, in December 1852, to give Catholics
custody of the holy shrines in Jerusalem, a rejection of the Orthodox demand
for this privilege. Viewing this move as a denial of the religious rights of the
Orthodox subjects of the Ottoman Empire, who, under the treaty of Kuchuk
Kainardji, had been placed under Russian protection, Tsar Nicholas I
demanded that the sultan rescind his decision and, moreover, place his
Orthodox subjects under a Russian protectorate. As Abdul Mejid would not
subordinate some ten million of his subjects to Russian rule, on May 27, 1853,
the Russians broke diplomatic relations with the Ottoman Empire and
warned that unless their demands were accepted within eight days, they would
invade the Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia.?!

The tsar was bluffing. War was the last thing on his mind. When in August
1853 the European powers devised a compromise proposal, Nicholas gave his
assent within four days. The sultan, by contrast, equivocated for three weeks
before rejecting the proposal. In a last-ditch attempt to prevent war, Nicholas
agreed to give the sultan guarantees against Russian aggression provided the
religious status quo of the Ottoman Orthodox was secured.

To no avail: Istanbul was set on a showdown. On September 25, 1853, the
Ottoman Grand Council solemnly decided to wage a jihad and the sultan rati-
fied the decision four days later. On October 4, the official declaration of war
was conveyed to Russia with a demand that it withdraw from the principali-
ties within a fortnight. When the ultimatum was rejected, an Ottoman force
crossed the Danube, while other forces confronted the Russians in Erzurum
and Kars, southeast of the Black Sea.

News of the conflagration was received with dismay by the European
powers, which blamed the Ottomans for starting the conflict and feared
an uncontrollable escalation. A peace proposal was thus announced on
December 5, 1853, calling upon the tsar to respect Ottoman territorial integrity
and to avoid weakening the sultan’s control of his Christian subjects, and
urging the sultan to abide by his earlier commitments to protect those subjects.
The tsar accepted the plan within days, but as the European chancelleries
sighed with relief at the prospect of the imminent suspension of hostilities,
news of the sinking of a sizeable Ottoman flotilla by Russian ships near the
Black Sea port of Sinope turned the tables on them.

Why this military encounter, which was neither significant enough to
decide the Russo-Ottoman war nor to endanger seriously Ottoman prospects
of survival, was to exert such a profound impact on the course of European
history remains a mystery. The annals of history are littered with events that
have been blown out of proportion, and the greater the event, the greater still
the clamor. When the Ottoman cabinet was told of the Sinope debacle, its
immediate reaction was one of complete disinterest; when news of the
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“massacre of Sinope” reached London and Paris, thousands of miles away
from the scene of the events, the public cried out for war.

On January 4, 1854, the British and French fleets entered the Black Sea to
protect the Ottoman Empire. The following month Russia broke off diplo-
matic relations with the two powers, and on March 12, following Russia’s
rejection of an ultimatum to withdraw from the Danubian principalities,
Britain and France signed a defense alliance with the Ottoman Empire. When
Nicholas responded by sending his troops across the Danube, Britain and
France declared war on Russia on March 28. The Crimean War had begun.

By the time the guns fell silent in January 1856, after nearly two years of
one of the bloodiest conflicts in modern European history, the Ottoman
Empire had emerged as the war’s undisputed winner. Having triggered a
conflict they could not afford, the Ottomans effortlessly convinced the
Europeans to fight it on their behalf, for the chain of events they had set in
motion did the work for them. Consequently, the Ottoman Empire appeared
to fight the Crimean War as a fully fledged member of a great-power coali-
tion, rather than as the protected party it actually was. The postwar Congress
of Paris, where the Ottoman Empire gained a collective guarantee for its
security and was introduced into the prestigious great-power club, formally
institutionalized this equality.

Nonetheless, the Ottomans failed to hold on to these gains. A general revolt
in their Balkan provinces culminated in the spring of 1877 in yet another
war with Russia, which ended in a crushing defeat and the imposition of
draconian peace terms that virtually squeezed the Ottomans out of the
Balkans.?? This, however, did not end European interest in the continued
survival of the Ottoman Empire. When in 1912-13 Istanbul was about to be
overrun by a war coalition of the Balkan states seeking the termination of the
Ottoman imperial presence in Europe, the great powers once more stepped in.
The Russian foreign minister, Sergei Sazonov, offered to mediate between the
warring parties and warned the Balkan states not to march on Istanbul, while
the British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, devised a compromise formula
that led to the end of the war in May 1913. The Ottoman Empire had been
saved yet again.

This is not to say that the Europeans did not encroach on Ottoman territo-
ries. One should recall the French occupation of Algeria (1830) and Tunisia
(1881) and the Italian conquest of Libya (1911-12). But such nibbling at the
edges of the empire was not uncommon among fellow imperialists, and had
little effect on the Ottoman heartland. The only substantial great-power
infringement on Ottoman territorial integrity—the British occupation of
Egypt in 1882—was born of chance, not design, and was neither a premedi-
tated act of imperial aggrandizement nor an attempt to sunder the Ottoman
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Empire. Rather, in a vivid illustration of the limits of great-power control over
Middle Eastern dynamics, the largest empire on earth found itself sucked into
an undesirable regional crisis that it had done little to create and over which
it exercised little control.

At the heart of the crisis was a group of Egyptian officers, headed by
Colonel Ahmad Urabi, who since the fall of 1881 had challenged the authority
of the country’s ruler, Tawfiq Pasha, and his imperial master, the Ottoman
sultan Abdul Hamid II. Initially, the anti-imperialist British prime minister
William Ewart Gladstone paid little attention to the Egyptian imbroglio, and
it was only in mid-May 1882, when the Egyptian situation seemed to be
spiraling out of control, that an Anglo-French naval squadron arrived off
Alexandria in a show of support for Tawfiq. This stirred a wave of anti-
Christian violence that claimed the lives of fifty Europeans and caused a
general uproar in London. Yet Gladstone kept his nerve, advocating the reso-
lution of the crisis through a concerted diplomatic effort that would allow the
sultan to reassert his authority over Egypt. An international conference thus
convened in Istanbul on June 23 to discuss the Egyptian situation, with the
participation of the great European powers.

The sultan, however, preferred to stay away from this multilateral effort on
his behalf. Instead he sent his private secretary, Reshid Bey, to the British
ambassador to Istanbul, Lord Dufferin, with the astounding proposal of
giving Britain the exclusive control and administration of Egypt, with the
sultan reserving to himself only those rights of suzerainty that he possessed at
the time.

Had Britain been on the lookout to extend its imperial control over Egypt,
as is widely believed,? there could have been no better opportunity to achieve
it. Yet military intervention, let alone Egypt’s physical occupation, was
anathema to Gladstone and most of his ministers. Without much ado,
Dufferin declined the offer. “Britain’s principal aims are the maintenance of
the sultan’s existing rights and of the status quo,” he said. “If the sultan were to
hand over Egypt to us as a gift, with all Europe consenting, I doubt whether
the British Government would accept such a burden and responsibility.”

Reshid was evidently disheartened. He pleaded with Dufferin to convey the
request promptly to his superiors, and to hand the official reply in person to
the sultan. This came within a day. Gladstone and his foreign secretary Lord
Granville found the idea so ludicrous that they dismissed it without
consulting their fellow ministers. “We wish to see the sultan’s sovereignty
maintained without any limitation excepting those which have been conceded
by the Firmans,” Granville wrote to Dufferin. “Our wish for the present is that
the Sultan should by sending troops to support the authority of the Khedive,
free His Highness from the risk of the continuance or renewal of the military
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pressure which has been exercised against him, and restore the normal status
quo.

Confronted with Britain’s refusal to occupy Egypt on his behalf, Abdul
Hamid continued to equivocate. When on July 6 the international conference
requested that Ottoman troops be sent to Egypt, the sultan refused, against the
view of his ministers; a desperate offer by one of his most illustrious generals
to go to Egypt, if only as the head of a battalion, also failed to do the trick. Even
when on July 12, a day after the British squadron had bombarded the naval
fortifications in Alexandria, Gladstone urged the sultan to exploit this extraor-
dinary window of opportunity, Abdul Hamid could not bring himself to clinch
the deal that might have saved his most prized Arabic-speaking province.” He
dragged the negotiations out for months, constantly changing tack in accord-
ance with the latest advice from his court. Particularly influential there was the
xenophobic sheikh Abul Huda Sayyadi, an Arab from the province of Aleppo
who arrived in Istanbul in 1878 to establish himself in the role of Abdul
Hamid’s Rasputin. He worked indefatigably to prevent an agreement with
“infidel” Britain and warned the sultan of the (supposed) backlash it would
cause among Muslim communities.

On September 15 Abdul Hamid invited Dufferin to his palace, and for
eleven hours haggled with him over the amendments he wished to introduce
into the Anglo-Ottoman agreement. Yet even at this stage the sultan failed to
make up his mind. At 1.15 a.m. Dufferin’s young secretary and brother-in-law,
Arthur Nicolson, who waited with him for Abdul Hamid’s reply, observed “the
sinister figure of the sultan’s astrologer [Abul Huda] creeping across the ante-
room toward his master’s room.” Half an hour later the ambassador was duly
informed that “His Majesty was unable to approve the compromise agreed to
and further discussions would be required.”

Unbeknown to Abdul Hamid, he had missed his last chance. As the
distraught Dufferin arrived at the embassy, he was handed a ciphered
telegram from the foreign minister Lord Granville stating that a British force
had routed Urabi’s army. The following day Gladstone outlined his ideas for
an Egyptian settlement. British forces were to be withdrawn as soon as
possible and Egypt set on the road to self-rule. Egyptian military and police
forces were to be reorganized, self-governing institutions developed, and priv-
ileges enjoyed by the Europeans, such as exemption from taxation, termi-
nated. The sultan’s suzerainty over Egypt would be retained, albeit on a more
restricted basis: he would still receive tribute, but he would not nominate the
Egyptian ruler or command the service of Egyptian troops.

Dufferin was accordingly instructed to inform Abdul Hamid that “Her
Majesty’s Government contemplated shortly commencing the withdrawal of
the British troops from Egypt.” In a circular to the great powers on January 3,
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1883, Granville promised that Britain would withdraw from Egypt “as soon as
the state of the country, and the organization of proper means for the main-
tenance of the Khedive’s authority, will admit of it” This promise was to
be repeated sixty-six times between 1882 and 1922, when Egypt became an
independent state.?

Table 2 The Ottoman Dynasty

Accession date

1291 Osman |

1326 Orhan

1360 Murad I (assassinated)

1389 Bayezid I (died in captivity)

1402 Mehmed I (killed contending brothers in internecine strife)
1421 Murad II (abdicated the throne to his 12-year-old son Mehmed II)
1444 Mehmed II The Conqueror

1446 Murad II (second reign)

1451 Mehmed II The Conqueror

1481 Bayezid IT (abdicated the throne)

1521 Selim I The Grim

1520 Suleiman I The Magnificent

1566 Selim IT The Sot

1574 Murad III

1595 Mehmed III

1603 Ahmed I

1617 Mustafa I (deposed)

1618 Osman I1

1622 Mustafa I (restored and subsequently deposed)
1623 Murad IV

1640 Ibrahim (deposed and murdered)

1648 Mehmed IV (deposed)

1687 Suleiman II

1691 Ahmed II

1695 Mustafa II (deposed)

1703 Ahmed III (abdicated the throne)

1730 Mahmud I

1754 Osman III

1757 Mustafa I1I

1774 Abdul Hamid I

1789 Selim IIT (murdered by rebellious troops)
1807 Mustafa IV (deposed)

1808 Mahmud II

1839 Abdul Mejid I

1861 Abdul Aziz (deposed)

1876 Murad V (deposed)

1876 Abdul Hamid II (deposed)

1909 Mehmed V

1918 Mehmed VI (deposed)

192224 Abdel Majid II (caliph only; deposed)
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That despite such extensive support the Ottoman Empire steadily
contracted, was mostly owing to internal fragmentation and decay, not
external threats. However adept they were in manipulating European interests
to their advantage, the Ottomans could not perform miracles. Like the other
imperial powers, the Ottomans never found an adequate response to the ulti-
mate challenge to empire of modern times: the rise of nationalism. In a relent-
less process of de-colonization, which was to afflict the Western empires in the
mid-twentieth century, nationalism squeezed the Ottomans out of their
European provinces, making Turkey-in-Europe the most violent area of the
continent between the Napoleonic upheavals and World War 1.

It was indeed the desire to redress these imperial setbacks that largely
accounted for the Ottoman decision to enter World War 1. This was by far the
single most important decision in the history of the modern Middle East, and
it was anything but inevitable. The Ottoman Empire was neither forced into
the war by a last-ditch attempt to ensure its survival, nor manipulated into it
by an overbearing German ally and an indifferent, or even hostile, British
policy. Rather, it found itself in the highly enviable position of being courted
by both warring camps: the Central Powers (notably Germany and Austro-
Hungary) wished for its participation, the Anglo-Franco-Russian Entente
hoped that it would stay out.

As early as August 7, 1914, about a month after the outbreak of hostilities,
the foreign secretary, Edward Grey, disavowed any idea of “injuring Turkey”
and emphatically denied Ottoman allegations of a British plan to alter the
status of Egypt—which officially remained an Ottoman province. When a
week later the first lord of the admiralty, Winston Churchill, sent a personal
letter to the minister of war, Enver Pasha, to warn him of the folly of an
alliance with Germany, Grey inserted an unequivocal piece of reassurance: “If
Turkey remains loyal to her neutrality, a solemn agreement to respect the
integrity of the Turkish Empire must be a condition of any terms of peace that
affect the Near East.””

Approached by Sazonov with a proposal for a tripartite declaration to the
same effect, Grey gave his immediate consent. “As soon as French and Russian
Ambassadors are similarly instructed,” he wrote to the British chargé d’affaires
in Istanbul on August 16, “you are authorised to declare to [the] Turkish
Government that if Turkey will observe scrupulous neutrality during the war
England, France, and Russia will uphold her independence and integrity against
any enemies that may wish to utilise the general European complication in
order to attack her” Two days later Grey reassured the Ottoman ambassador to
London that his empire’s territorial integrity “would be preserved in any condi-
tions of peace which affected the Near East, provided she preserved a real
neutrality during the war.” On the same day, August 18, the British, French, and
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Russian ambassadors to Istanbul gave the grand vizier a tripartite guarantee of
Ottoman territorial integrity in return for Ottoman neutrality. Five days later, at
Ottoman request, the Triple Entente put this guarantee in writing.

The significance of this proposal cannot be overstated. The Ottoman
Empire was effectively offered a defense pact—and assured postwar survival—
at no price at all. Still the Ottoman leadership failed to seize the moment.
Why? Because the triumvirs who had dominated the empire’s political scene
since seizing power in a violent putsch in January 1913—Minister of the
Interior Talaat Pasha, Minister of War Enver Pasha, and Minister of the
Marine Djemal Pasha—were avowed admirers of Germany and were
convinced of its ultimate triumph in the conflict.

Within days of the assassination of the Austro-Hungarian heir apparent,
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, Enver reportedly
made his first secret overture to Berlin for an alliance,?® and on August 2 the
German ambassador to Istanbul and the grand vizier affixed their signatures
to the secret alliance treaty.*® To German dismay, however, instead of declaring
war on Russia as required by the newly signed agreement, the Ottoman
Empire mobilized its forces and proclaimed a position of armed neutrality.
While this proclamation was evidently phony—the alliance treaty had legally
made the Ottoman Empire a combatant in the European conflict—the agree-
ment’s secretive nature allowed Enver to extract material and political benefits
simultaneously from Germany, which was keen to see the treaty’s immediate
implementation, and from the Entente powers, whose eagerness to keep the
Ottoman Empire out of the war made them susceptible to believing the most
incredible Ottoman lies.

Even when, on October 29, two German cruisers attacked the Black Sea
port of Sebastopol, while Ottoman torpedo boats attacked Russian vessels in
Odessa in a blatant act of aggression that could have constituted a perfectly
legitimate casus belli against the Ottoman Empire, the Entente still sought to
avoid war. Repudiating the absurd Ottoman apology, which blamed Russia for
the attack and offered to settle the matter amicably, Sazonov gave Istanbul a
last chance to avert war: the immediate dismissal of all German military offi-
cers in the Ottoman army and navy as required by its proclamation of
neutrality. London and Paris followed suit. The British ambassador to
Istanbul pleaded with his superiors to exercise the utmost restraint, for there
was still a chance that the anti-German faction, which he wrongly believed to
exist within the Ottoman government, would prevail. But he was instructed by
Grey to warn the Ottoman leaders that unless they promised, within twelve
hours, to divest themselves “of all responsibility for these unprovoked acts of
hostility by dismissing the German military and naval missions,” he would
have to leave Istanbul with the staff of the embassy.*!
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The Entente was asking for the impossible. The Ottomans had attacked
Russia not with the intention of averting war but in the hope of triggering it.
For months Enver and his associates had been patiently laying the groundwork
for what they saw as a historic chance to reverse centuries of Ottoman decline
and to reach new imperial vistas, and they were not going to let this golden
opportunity slip from their grasp—as their proclamation of war attested: “Our
participation in the world war represents the vindication of our national ideal.
The ideal of our nation and people leads us toward the destruction of our
Muscovite enemy to obtain a natural frontier to our empire, which should

include and unite all branches of our race.”*?



The Price of Empire

Nearly a century after the Ottomans’ disastrous decision to enter World War I
on what turned out to be the losing side, culpability is still apportioned to the
European powers for having supposedly driven the hapless Muslim empire
into this world conflict.! With the passage of time, moreover, and in contrast
to their scathing indictment of the legacy of Western imperialism, scholars
and pundits have come to idealize the Ottoman colonial order as a shining
example of tolerance vis-a-vis colonial subjects. “The multi-ethnic Ottoman
Turkish Empire,” wrote American journalist Robert Kaplan,

was more hospitable to minorities than the uni-ethnic democratic states that
immediately succeeded it. The Ottoman caliphate welcomed Turkish,
Kurdish, and other Muslims with open arms, and tolerated Christian
Armenians and Jews . .. Ottoman toleration was built on territorial indif-
ference. Because the same loosely administered imperial rule extended from
the Balkans to Mesopotamia, and as far south as Yemen, minorities could
live anywhere within this space without provoking issues of sovereignty.
Violent discussions over what group got to control which territory emerged
only when the empire came to an end, after World War 1.2

The American academic Edward Said was similarly impressed by Ottoman
colonialism—so much so that he advocated the destruction of the State of
Israel and the relegation of its Jewish population to a minority group on the
lines of the Ottoman colonial model. “I don’t find the idea of a Jewish state
terribly interesting,” he argued.

We can find other models from the past other than the separationist, parti-
tion model ... in a funny sort of way, it worked rather well under the
Ottoman Empire with its [religiously based] millet system ... Of course,
there were inequities. But they lived without this ridiculous notion that
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every millet has to have its own state . .. What they had then seems a lot
more humane than what we have now.’

It is doubtful whether the former Ottoman subjects would share this view.
The imperial notion, by its very definition, posits the domination of one
ethnic, religious, or national group over another, and the Ottoman Empire
was no exception. It might have tolerated the existence of vast non-Muslim
subject populations in its midst, as did earlier Muslim (and non-Muslim)
empires, but only provided that these acquiesced in their legal and institu-
tional inferiority in the Islamic order of things. Whenever these groups dared
to question this status, let alone attempt to break free from the Ottoman
colonial yoke, they were brutally suppressed.

The simmering tension between the Ottomans and their more nationally
aware subjects first boiled over in Greece, when in January 1822 a newly
convened National Assembly adopted a constitution, elected the first president
of the Hellenic Republic, and issued a Declaration of Greek Independence:
“The Greek nation calls Heaven and Earth to witness that in spite of the
dreadful yoke of the Ottomans, which threatened it with destruction, it still
exists.”*

To Sultan Mahmud II (1808-39), the declaration was an unabashedly
treacherous act. The Greeks were the most privileged and prosperous of his
Christian subjects, enjoying a high degree of autonomy and achieving pride of
place in the empire’s administrative and commercial life, and the sultan saw
no conceivable reason for them to bite the hand that fed them. As far as he was
concerned, the Greeks were a subject people, had always been and would
always be. The notion of an independent Greek nation-state on a par with its
imperial master was not only an unspeakable affront to Ottoman-Muslim
dignity but also a subversive ideal that could undermine the very foundations
of the Ottoman colonial order:

Whereas it has become a sacred duty upon all and every member professing
the Mahomettan Faith, from first to last to form themselves in one body
[i.e., the universal umma] . . . the encouragement of such idle reports [that
is, nationalist sedition] would, God forbid, be a means of operating with
those very purposes which are peculiar to the infidel race, and be the cause
of rendering dissension permanent among the Mussulmans: which is
unworthy of man professing the true Faith . . . We are true believers, and all
in strict union together.’

Before long, the Ottoman-Greek confrontation deteriorated into an endless
exercise in violence. Almost immediately the Greek rebels embarked on
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wanton massacres of their hated Muslim masters, with the Ottomans
responding with ferocious attacks on Greek quarters in the towns of Anatolia.
In Istanbul itself, the sultan shocked all of Christendom, especially Orthodox
Russia, by having the venerable patriarch, Gregorius V, publicly hanged at
dawn on Easter Day.® [t mattered not that Gregorius had preached restraint to
his congregation; as far as the sultan was concerned, the patriarch, as the head
of the Orthodox millet, was the guarantor of the community’s loyalty. Having
failed to deliver this, he had to pay the ultimate price.

As his forces failed to subdue the uprising, Mahmud II was gradually
pushed to approach the Egyptian governor Muhammad Ali, promising him
the island of Crete in return for his services. The ambitious viceroy agreed and
sent his son Ibrahim Pasha to crush the Greek revolt. This Ibrahim did with
great enthusiasm, sending a bag of rebels’ ears to Istanbul to prove his effi-
ciency. He was then ordered to move against the Greek mainland, after
Muhammad Ali had extracted further concessions from the sultan. By early
June 1827 the Greek garrison in Athens had been forced to surrender.

This alarmed the European powers, which feared the all-out destruction of
the Greeks, and on February 3, 1830, after three more years of bloodshed and
mayhem, an international conference in London ceremoniously declared that
“Greece shall form an independent State.”” Greece’s new government was to
be a monarchy, and its territorial integrity would be guaranteed by Britain,
Russia, and France. On May 7, 1832, the three powers, together with Bavaria,
signed a convention that named Prince Otto of Bavaria the king of Greece,
and provided for a much-needed loan for the new monarch, who arrived in
Athens in February 1833.

This was a truly revolutionary development for the Ottoman Empire,
signaling the first loss of territory to the rising force of nationalism and the
onset of a steady process of decolonization that was to squeeze it out of its
European provinces by the end of the nineteenth century. The next chapter in
this saga unfolded in the Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia
in the summer of 1848, when a revolutionary government adopted a consti-
tution that abolished feudal rights and social distinctions and declared an
independent Romania, comprising the two principalities. And while the
Ottomans managed to arrest this development temporarily with the support
of the European powers, which were equally anxious to stem the mounting
tide of nationalism before it wrecked their own empires, by the mid-1870s the
Danubian crisis had been fully rekindled, this time developing into a string of
revolts across the Balkans.

The Balkan powder keg was sparked in July 1875 by a peasant uprising in
the province of Herzegovina, at the southwestern extreme of the Ottoman
Empire in Europe, which spread rapidly to engulf the neighboring province of
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Bosnia. “Dead bodies were lying in various corners unburied; and we noticed
the head of a boy in one of the streets blackening in the sun,” the British
consul in Sarajevo reported of a typical “battlefield” scene: “A little Turkish
girl was brought to us, wounded in the throat, and we were told that an
insurgent was on the point of cutting off her head when she was snatched from
him. . . . as far as could be ascertained some fifty or sixty persons perished on
both sides during the attack [on the previous day].”® Ottoman efforts to
suppress the insurrection triggered a cycle of violence, and before long the
turmoil in Bosnia—Herzegovina was reverberating throughout the region. In
Serbia and Montenegro nationalist passions were flying high. In the port town
of Salonika, foreign consuls were murdered. A revolt in Bulgaria in September
1875 invoked the Bosnian insurrection as “the spark which will set the whole
Balkan Peninsula in flames . . . [and will] lay the Turkish monarchy in ruins.”
This prognosis proved somewhat premature, as the revolt was brutally
suppressed, but a year later the Bulgarians rose again in the Balkan Mountains,
supported by Serbia and émigré revolutionaries. The Ottoman authorities
responded heavy-handedly, and the uprising deteriorated into a bloodbath.
Massacres of Bulgarians and the destruction of villages by Turkish irregulars
and equally gruesome atrocities by the rebels became commonplace. By June
1876 the Ottomans had suppressed the uprising, only to be confronted with
Serb and Montenegrin declarations of war.

Unlike Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Serb and Montenegrin move was no
spontaneous and poorly organized insurrection but a carefully planned revolt
by the two most powerful South Slav nations, determined to substitute their
own regional empire for the existing colonial subjugation. Yet the Ottomans
had no intention of simply packing their bags and leaving. The graver the threat
to their empire, the harsher their response became. Although Montenegro
scored some initial successes, Serbia was soon brought to its knees. Rumors of
a Serbo-Russian alliance, setting off loud alarm bells in Istanbul, turned out
to be baseless. Not only had Russia not been consulted on the war, it would
also not support the insurgents and made it eminently clear that if Serbia
committed aggression against the Ottoman Empire, Russia would abandon it
to its fate. At a meeting on July 8, a week after the Serbian declaration of war, the
Russian and Habsburg foreign ministers decided not to intervene in the new
conflict and agreed that none of the belligerents would be allowed to reverse the
status quo ante bellum in the event of victory. This meant that the Serbo-
Montenegrin dream of a South Slav empire could not be achieved, and in
September 1876 the Ottomans routed the Serbs and advanced on Belgrade.

Had the Ottomans stopped at this point and accepted a European pacifica-
tion plan for the region, they would have retained their Balkan provinces. Yet
intoxication with their Serbian exploits, exacerbated by the deeply troubled
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personality of the new sultan, the thirty-five-year-old Abdul Hamid II, who,
on August 31, 1876, replaced his half-brother, Murad V, on the throne,
precluded such an eventuality. Notwithstanding his pledges of reform, which
had helped him to gain power in the first place, Abdul Hamid was imbued
with pan-Islamic ideals: religious conservatism, not Western-type reform, was
for him the key to restoring imperial glory. Suspicious to the point of para-
noia, the new sultan lived in constant fear of domestic conspiracies and
foreign machinations. He surrounded himself with an elaborate system of
spies and double agents, going so far as to have all the water pipes in his palace
disinterred under his own watchful eyes and replaced with new ones, running
closer to the surface, to ensure that any attempt to use them for bad purposes
would be instantly detected.

Aggravated by these psychological pressures, Abdul Hamid’s near-messianic
commitment to the preservation of Ottoman Islamic order was to have a
profound impact on the domestic and foreign affairs of the empire for more
than three decades. In the turbulent months of 1876 and 1877, it undermined
the international efforts toward a peaceful resolution of the Balkan conflict
and landed the Ottoman Empire in a disastrous war with Russia, brought to
an end by the March 1878 peace treaty of San Stefano, which effectively
squeezed the Ottoman Empire out of the Balkans.

Although these setbacks were somewhat reversed by a great-power congress
that convened in June 1878 in the German capital of Berlin, half a millennium
of Ottoman imperialism in Europe was to all intents and purposes at an end
as the Muslim empire was forced to give up most of its European colonies
aside from a tenuous foothold on the continent. The independence of
Romania, Montenegro, and Serbia, proclaimed in San Stefano, was reaffirmed,
while eastern Rumelia south of the Balkan Mountains, where the Ottomans
had established their initial colonial presence, was placed under a Christian
governor and made semi-autonomous. Greece received Thessaly and part of
Epirus, Bosnia and Herzegovina passed to Austro-Hungarian control, and
Russia received southern Bessarabia and the Asiatic territories of Kars,
Ardahan, and the port of Batum on the Black Sea. Only in Macedonia and a
smallish Bulgaria, completely severed from the Aegean, did the Ottomans
manage to maintain a semblance of their former imperial rule.

The sixty-year orgy of bloodletting and mayhem attending the Ottoman
Empire’s rearguard action to keep its reluctant European subjects under its
domination pales in comparison with the treatment meted out to the
foremost nationalist awakening in Turkey-in-Asia: that of Armenia.'

By the second half of the nineteenth century the Armenian population of
the Ottoman Empire totaled some two million, three-quarters of whom
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resided in so-called Turkish Armenia, namely, the velayets of Erzerum, Van,
Bitlis, Sivas, Kharput, and Diarbekir in eastern Anatolia. The rest, about half a
million Armenians, were equally distributed in the Istanbul-eastern Thrace
region and in Cilicia, in southwestern Anatolia.'!

As a result of Russian agitation, European and American missionary work,
and, not least, the nationalist revival in the Balkans, a surge of national
consciousness began to take place within the three Armenian religious
communities—Gregorian, Catholic, and Protestant. In the 1870s Armenian
secret societies sprang up at home and abroad, developing gradually into mili-
tant nationalist groups. Uprisings against Ottoman rule erupted time and
again; terrorism became a common phenomenon, both against Turks and
against non-compliant fellow Armenians. Nationalists pleaded with the
European chancelleries to enforce Ottoman compliance with the 1878 Berlin
Treaty, which had obliged the empire to undertake “improvements and reforms
demanded by local requirements in the provinces inhabited by the Armenians,
and to guarantee their security against the Circassians and Kurds.” But the great
powers were reluctant to weaken the Ottoman Empire in any way, and Abdul
Hamid made the best of this reluctance. In a brutal campaign of repression in
1895-96, in which nearly 200,000 people perished and thousands more fled to
Europe and America, Armenian resistance was crushed and the dwindling
population cowered into submission.

But not for long. Armenian nationalism continued to breathe beneath the
embers, and by the early 1910s, despite years of cultural repression, including a
ban on the public use of the Armenian language and a new round of horren-
dous massacres (in the spring of 1909), it had been fully rekindled. In April
1913, for example, Armenian nationalists asked Britain to occupy Cilicia, from
Antalya to Alexandretta, and to internationalize Istanbul and the straits as a
means of “repairing the iniquity of the Congress of Berlin,” which had stipu-
lated Ottoman reforms “in the provinces inhabited by the Armenians.” At about
the same time, a committee of the Armenian National Assembly, the governing
body of the Apostolic Ottoman Christians, submitted to the Russian embassy
in Istanbul an elaborate reform plan for Ottoman Armenia.'?

Bowing to international pressure, in February 1914 the Ottoman authori-
ties accepted a Russo-German proposal for the creation of two large
Armenian provinces, to be administered by European inspector-generals
appointed by the great powers. This was a far cry from the Armenians’ aspira-
tions for a unified independent state, yet it was the most significant conces-
sion they had managed to extract from their suzerain, and most of them were
anxious to preserve this gain, come what may. Hence, when the Ottoman
Empire entered World War I the Armenians immediately strove to demon-
strate their loyalty: prayers for an Ottoman victory were said in churches
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throughout the empire, and the Armenian patriarch of Istanbul, as well as
several nationalist groups, announced their loyalty to the Ottoman Empire
and implored the Armenian masses to perform their obligations to the best of
their ability.

Not all Armenians complied with this wish. Scores of Ottoman Armenians,
including several prominent figures, crossed the border to assist the Russian
campaign. Others offered to help the Entente by different means. In February
1915, for example, Armenian revolutionaries in the Cilician city of Zeitun
pledged to assist a Russian advance on the area, provided they were given the
necessary weapons; to the British they promised help in the event of a naval
landing in Alexandretta.!®

Although these activities were an exception to the otherwise loyal conduct
of the Armenian community, they confirmed the Ottoman stereotype of the
Armenians as a troublesome and treacherous people. This view was further
reinforced by a number of crushing defeats in the Caucasus, in which (non-
Ottoman) Armenians were implicated in the Russian war effort. Above all, as
the largest nationally aware minority in Asiatic Turkey, the Armenians consti-
tuted the gravest internal threat to Ottoman imperialism in that domain; and
with Turkey-in-Europe a fading memory and Turkey-in-Africa under Anglo-
French-Italian domination, the disintegration of Turkey-in-Asia would spell
the end of the Ottoman Empire, something that its rulers would never accept.

Before long the Ottoman Armenians were subjected to the kind of retribu-
tion that had been inflicted on rebellious Middle Eastern populations since
Assyrian and Babylonian times: deportation and exile. First the Armenians
had to be rendered defenseless; then they were to be uprooted from their
homes and relocated to concentration camps in the most inhospitable corners
of Ottoman Asia. The Armenians’ towns and villages would then be populated
by Muslim refugees, their property seized by the authorities or plundered by
their Muslim neighbors.

Whether or not there was a premeditated genocidal master plan, something
that contemporary Ottoman leaders and latter-day Turkish politicians and
academics would persistently deny, is immaterial. It must have occurred to the
Ottoman leadership that the destruction of such a pervasive nationalist move-
ment would inevitably entail suffering on an enormous scale, and that the
forceful relocation of almost an entire people to a remote, alien, and hostile
environment amid a general war was tantamount to a collective death
sentence. In the end, whatever their initial intention, the Ottoman actions
constituted nothing short of genocide.!*

The first step in this direction was taken in early 1915, when the Armenian
soldiers in the Ottoman army were relegated to “labor battalions” and
stripped of their weapons. Most of these fighters-turned-laborers would never
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get the opportunity to toil for their suzerain: they would be marched out in
droves to secluded places and shot in cold blood, often after being forced to
dig their own graves. Those fortunate enough to escape summary execution
were employed as laborers in the most inhumane conditions.

At the same time, the authorities initiated a ruthless campaign to disarm
the entire Armenian population of all personal weapons. This sent a tremor
throughout Armenia: the 1895-96 massacres had been preceded by similar
measures, and most Armenians had no illusions regarding the consequences
of surrendering their arms while their Muslim neighbors were permitted to
retain theirs. Nonetheless, the community’s religious and political leaders
persuaded their reluctant flock to do precisely that in order to avoid harsh
retaliation by the government. But even this was not a simple task. The
Ottoman authorities demanded that the Armenians produce a certain
number of weapons, regardless of the actual number of arms-bearers, thus
putting many Armenians in an impossible position: those who could not
produce arms were brutally tortured; those who produced them for
surrender, by purchase from their Muslim neighbors or by other means, were
imprisoned for treachery and similarly tortured; those found to have hidden
their arms were given even harsher treatment.

With the Armenian nation rendered defenseless, the genocidal spree
entered its main stage: mass deportations and massacres. Having ethnically
cleansed Cilicia by the autumn of 1915, the authorities next turned their
sights to the foremost Armenian settlement area: the velayets of eastern
Anatolia. First to be cleansed was the zone bordering Van, extending from the
Black Sea to the Iranian frontier and immediately threatened by Russian
advance; only there did outright massacres often substitute for otherwise slow
deaths along the deportation routes or in the concentration camps of the
Syrian desert.

The main executioner was Djevdet Pasha, the brother-in-law of the minister
of war, Enver Pasha, who, in February 1915, was made governor of Van. A sadist
known throughout Armenia as the “horseshoer of Bashkale” for his favorite
pastime of nailing horseshoes to the feet of his victims, Djevdet inaugurated
his term in office by slaughtering some eight hundred people—mostly old
men, women, and children. By April the death toll had risen to ten thousand,
and in the following months the population of the Van zone would be system-
atically exterminated. In the western and northwestern districts of Ottoman
Armenia, depopulated between July and September, the Turks attempted to
preserve an appearance of a deportation policy, though most deportees were
summarily executed after hitting the road. In the coastal towns of Trebizond,
for example, the authorities sent Armenians out to sea, ostensibly to be
deported, only to throw them overboard shortly afterward. Of the deportees
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from Erzerum, Erzindjan, and Baibourt, only a handful survived the initial
stages of the journey.

The Armenian population in western Anatolia and in the metropolitan
districts of Istanbul was somewhat more fortunate, as many people were
transported in (grossly overcrowded) trains for much of the deportation
route, rather than having to straggle along by foot. In Istanbul, deportations
commenced in late April, when hundreds of prominent Armenians were
picked up by the police and sent away, most of them never to be seen again;
some five thousand “ordinary” Armenians soon shared their fate. Though the
majority of the city’s 150,000-strong community escaped deportation,
Armenians were squeezed out of all public posts, with numerous families
reduced to appalling poverty. Deportations in Ankara began toward the end
of July; in Broussa, in the first weeks of September; and in Adrianople, in mid-
October. By early 1916 scores of deportees, thrown into a string of concentra-
tion camps in the Syrian desert and along the Euphrates, were dying every day
of malnutrition and diseases; many others were systematically taken out of the
camps and shot.'

The Ottoman authorities tried to put a gloss of legality and innocence on
their actions. The general deportation decree of May 30, 1915, for example,
instructed the security forces to protect the deportees against nomadic attacks,
to provide them with sufficient food and supplies for their journey, and to
compensate them with new property, land, and goods necessary for their reset-
tlement. But this decree was a sham. For one thing, massacres and deportations
had already begun prior to its proclamation. For another, the Armenians were
never informed of its existence, hence could not even hypothetically have
insisted on its observance. Most important, as is overwhelmingly borne out by
the evidence, given both by numerous first-hand witnesses to the Ottoman
atrocities and by survivors, the rights granted by the deportation decree were
never honored.

Take the provisions for adequate supplies for the journey and compensa-
tion for the loss of property, for example. After the extermination of the male
population of a particular town or village, an act normally preceding depor-
tations, the Turks often extended a “grace period” to the rest of the populace,
namely, women, children, and the old and the sick, so they could settle their
affairs and prepare for their journey. But the term normally given was a bare
week, and never more than a fortnight, which was utterly insufficient for all
that had to be done. Moreover, the government often carried away its victims
before the stated deadline, snatching them without warning from streets,
places of employment, or even their beds. Last but not least, the local author-
ities prevented the deportees from selling their property or their stock under
the official fiction that their expulsion was to be only temporary. Even in the
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rare cases in which Armenians managed to dispose of their property, their
Muslim neighbors took advantage of their plight to buy their possessions at a
fraction of their real value.!

Nor did the deportees receive even a semblance of the protection promised
by the deportation decree. On the contrary, from the moment they started on
their march, indeed even before they had done so, they became public
outcasts, never safe from the most atrocious outrages, constantly mobbed and
plundered by the Muslim population as they straggled along. Their guards
connived at this brutality. There were, of course, exceptions in which Muslims,
including Turks, tendered help to the long-suffering Armenians; but these
were very rare, isolated instances.

Whenever the deportees arrived at a village or town, they were exhibited
like slaves in a public place, often before the government building itself.
Female slave markets were established in the Muslim agglomerations through
which the Armenians were driven, and thousands of young Armenian women
and girls were sold in this way. Even the clerics were quick to avail themselves
of the bargains of the white slave market.

Suffering on the deportation routes was intense. Travelers on the Levantine
railway saw dogs feeding on the bodies of hundreds of men, women, and chil-
dren on both sides of the track, with women searching the clothing of the
corpses for hidden treasure. In some of the transfer stations, notably Aleppo,
the hub where all convoys converged, thousands of Armenians would be left
for weeks outdoors, starving, waiting to be taken away. Epidemics spread
rapidly, chiefly spot typhus. In almost all cases the dead were not buried for
days, the reason being, as an Ottoman officer cheerfully explained to an
inquisitive foreigner, that it was hoped the epidemics might get rid of the
Armenians once and for all.

Independent estimates of the precise extent of the Armenian genocide
differ somewhat, but all paint a stark picture of national annihilation of
unprecedented proportions. In his official report to the British parliament in
July 1916, Viscount Bryce calculated the total number of uprooted Armenians
during the preceding year as 1,200,000 (half slain, half deported), or about
two thirds of the entire community. Johannes Lepsius, the chief of the
Protestant Mission in the Ottoman Empire who had personally witnessed the
atrocities and had studied them thoroughly, put the total higher, at 1,396,000,
as did the American Committee for Armenian and Syrian Relief, which
computed the number of deaths at about 600,000 and of deportees at 786,000.
And Aaron Aaronsohn, a world-renowned Zionist agronomist who set up the
most effective pro-Entente intelligence network in the Middle East during
World War I, estimated the number of deaths at between 850,000 and
950,000.17



Mishandling the Great Game

For all their waning fortunes, at the dawn of the twentieth century the
Ottomans could still boast a vast, albeit steadily shrinking empire. Their
Iranian neighbors to the east had no such luck. While the Turkish leadership
was daydreaming about new expansionist plans, Iran, which for centuries had
nibbled at the Ottoman Empire’s eastern frontier, was a spent force that had
been partitioned into spheres of influence between Russia and Britain. This
decline is generally considered a corollary of Iran’s unavoidable involvement
in the Anglo-Russian struggle for hegemony in Central Asia, commonly
known as the Great Game. In fact, it was precisely this great-power rivalry that
had ensured Iran’s territorial integrity, perhaps even preventing its total disin-
tegration. This was because both Russia and Britain preferred the preservation
of a stable Iranian buffer over direct contiguity between their respective
empires. Had it not been for the Great Game, Iran would have succumbed
to the wide gap between its imperial ambitions and its internal centrifugal
pressures—tribal, ethnic, linguistic, and religious—well before the twentieth
century.

These ambitions tapped into an imperial Iranian ethos dating back to
antiquity. Until its destruction by Alexander the Great, the Achaemenid
dynasty (558-331 B.C.E.) reigned over most of the ancient Middle East,
including Egypt, as well as parts of Eastern Europe. Iran then went through
nearly a millennium of imperial rule by the foreign Parthians (250 B.C.E.—228
C.E.) and the native Sasanids (242-642 C.E.), before surrendering to the rising
force of Islam. It did not take long, however, for Iranian imperial traditions
and influences to be incorporated into the Islamic imperial edifice, and by the
ninth century Iranian dynasties had become the effective masters of the
eastern part of the Abbasid Empire. This process reached its apogee with
the Buyid takeover of the empire in the mid-tenth century. Even after the
overthrow of the Buyids by the Seljuk Turks, Iran retained its imperial status.
The Seljuk sultanate, before its dissolution into a number of rival kingdoms,
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was largely modeled on the Iranian-Islamic pattern and acted as a medium for
the transfer of Iranian cultural and administrative influences all the way to
Anatolia. The Mongol irruption dealt a devastating blow to the resurgence of
Iranian identity, but after they were converted to Islam the Mongols were
gradually won over by Iranian cultural and political ideas. At the same time,
the mass dislocation they occasioned shattered Iranian society, which was
largely deprived of its traditional means of livelihood and state protection,
and drove it into the arms of religious and mystical movements and orders,
which took over many functions hitherto provided by the central government.
One of these groups, founded in the thirteenth century by a Kurdish religious
preacher who advocated a return to Islam’s original ways, was to culminate in
1501 in the establishment of Iran’s first modern imperial dynasty, the Safavid,
which would reign until 1722.

The dynasty’s first monarch, Ismail Shah, was a formidable ruler, whose
political and military prowess was matched only by his youthfulness (he was
fourteen upon taking the throne) and his megalomania (he was convinced he
was the “hidden imam,” the reembodiment of Caliph Ali). During his twenty-
three years on the throne, Iran’s countless power centers were brought under
central government control and vast territories that had belonged to the
Sasanid Empire were restored. He even managed to take Baghdad, but was
eventually defeated by the Ottomans, who temporarily occupied the Safavid
capital of Tabriz. Ismail’s most important accomplishment by far was to make
Shiism Iran’s official state religion and to undertake the forceful conversion
of the country’s overwhelmingly Sunni population. This move, taken against
the advice of some of the shah’s counselors who feared a violent backlash,
irrevocably set Iran on a distinct path of development, separate from the
Sunni world and largely antagonistic to it.

After a few decades’ lull under Ismail’s ineffectual successors Safavid expan-
sion was resumed by Abbas Shah (1587-1629), who drove the Ottomans from
Azerbaijan and extended Iran’s imperial reach as far as the key Armenian town
of Kars. He also consolidated Iran’s control over the Persian Gulf and expelled
the Portuguese from the island of Hormuz at the southern mouth of the Gulf.
His reign marked the apex of Safavid power and cultural prowess. After his
death the empire went into rapid decline, and in 1722 Afghan rebels sacked
the Iranian capital and brought about the Safavid dynasty’s ignominious
collapse.!

Iran’s imperial fortunes were temporarily revived by Nadir Shah (1736-47),
an able general who ascended the throne following the Safavid collapse. Having
expelled the Afghans from Iranian territory, he successfully campaigned
against the Ottoman and Russian empires and defeated India’s Mughal sultan,
carrying off much booty. This whetted Nadir’s appetite. He began viewing
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himself as the head of an Iranian-dominated universal Islamic empire, and
even adopted a virulent anti-Shiite stance so as to make himself acceptable to
Sunni Muslims. Yet his phenomenal cruelty—Nadir was notorious for piling
his victims’ skulls into large pyramids, second in size only to those erected by
the omnipotent Tamerlane some 350 years earlier—bought him the hatred of
his subjects and culminated in his assassination. This threw Iran into fratri-
cidal strife, from which it recovered only half a century later when Agha
Muhammad, leader of the Qajar tribe, defeated his main rivals and established
his own ruling dynasty with Tehran as its capital.

The domestic challenges confronting the new dynasty were daunting.
Iranian society was a mosaic of contrasts and contradictions: between
Muslims and non-Muslims, Shiites and Sunnis, rich and poor, urban and
rural, settled and pastoral, tribal and non-tribal communities, and so forth.
The medieval fabric of parochialism, in which local affinities and loyalties lay
with tribe, clan, and the like, together with Iran’s inhospitable geographical
terrain, remained a powerful barrier to the enforcement of central authority.
The Safavids managed somewhat to overcome these obstacles by using the
newly imposed Shiite creed as a unifying force, but this instrument had largely
run out of steam by the time of their demise. The wholesale conversion of the
population to Shiism by Ismail Shah was by no means complete, leaving
substantial parts of Iranian society, such as the Central Asian Muslims, Kurds,
Arabs, and Afghans, largely untouched. Once Iran slid into anarchy, the
antagonisms between the Shiite majority and the Sunni minority quickly
resurfaced.

The fusion of religious and temporal authority in the person of the shah,
which had enabled the Safavids to keep their subjects in constant awe, gave
way to a system in which state and mosque drew increasingly apart. The shah
no longer exercised absolute power over religious appointments and endow-
ments, and the clerics, the ulama, quickly filled the vacuum. They controlled
the religious, judicial, and educational institutions, cultivated ties with bazaar
merchants and artisans, and exploited the collapse of the powerful group of
local administrators (sayyeds) to amass fabulous wealth. Some of them even
used theology students and urban thugs as private armies. In short, the ulama
developed into an influential political player, which the Qajars could only
ignore at their peril.2

In these circumstances, the Qajars saw the reassertion of the imperial
dream as a trump card that would help unify a fragmented Iranian society and
provide an outlet for the release of internal pressures. Their first target was
Afghanistan, once a part of the Safavid Empire and now for the first time in
its modern history a sovereign entity ruled by an indigenous dynasty. Another
prominent target was the Caucasian principalities, especially Georgia, which
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had drifted away from Iranian control in the chaotic aftermath of Nadir
Shah’s assassination and which, in 1783, had concluded a treaty of alliance
with Russia. In 1795 Agha Muhammad occupied the Georgian capital of
Tbilisi, which he then subjected to wholesale pillage before being forced to
withdraw in the face of the approaching winter, carrying off with him some
fifteen thousand enslaved women and children. The shah was fortunate
enough to escape Russian retribution owing to the death of Catherine the
Great in November 1796, but his policy backfired by driving the fearful
Georgians into the Russian sphere. In December 1800 Tsar Paul I acquiesced
in desperate Georgian pleas and signed a decree incorporating the kingdom
into the Russian Empire. The following summer Georgia’s fate was sealed
when Paul’s successor, Alexander I, announced its annexation to Russia in
the name of “humanity.” This made Russia a direct neighbor of Iran, a
development that caused great alarm in Tehran but also fueled irredentist
aspirations.’

It was at this juncture that the Qajars plunged themselves into the evolving
Anglo-Russian competition in Central Asia. Fath Ali Shah, who in 1797
succeeded his uncle Agha Muhammad, recognized the importance of British
India as both a counterweight against Russian expansionism and a sponsor of
Iran’s imperial aspirations. This view found favor with the shah’s coterie—
sons, advisers, and ministers—who quickly embraced the British connection
as a means to enhance their personal standing and to fill their pockets with
generous bribes.*

The Iranian display of interest was warmly welcomed by British India.
Marquis Richard Colley Wellesley, the elder brother of the Duke of
Wellington and governor-general of India, whose claims to fame include not
only the doubling of the territories under the control of the East India
Company during his time in office but also his rumored habit of wearing his
decorations on his pajamas, viewed collaboration with Iran as a strategic asset
against a common enemy: Afghanistan. The Afghan threat to India dated back
to its establishment as an independent kingdom by Ahmad Khan (1743-73)
and escalated under the reign of Zaman Shah (1793-1800), who attacked
Punjab and seemed poised to march on Delhi itself.> Wellesley was not the
only one to show interest in Afghanistan. The French general Napoleon
Bonaparte, who in 1798 invaded Egypt and quickly ventured into the Levant,
aimed at nothing short of the occupation of India and sought to collaborate
with Tsar Paul I to this end.

In 1799 Wellesley sent envoys to Tehran to strike a deal on the defense of
India. In January 1801, after protracted talks lubricated by the lavish use of
gifts and bribes, Iran signed its first-ever treaty with a European power. This
provided for British military support in the event of an Afghan or French
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attack on Iran, and for Iranian support against an Afghan invasion of India.
In addition, the two signatories undertook to ensure that France would not
expand its influence in Iran.

To the shah’s exasperation the agreement was stillborn. British India’s
strategic outlook was not shared by decision-makers in London, the Foreign
Office in particular, who viewed the Ottoman Empire, rather than Iran, as the
key to the protection of Britain’s imperial interests in the East. In a moment
of anxiety during Napoleon’s Middle Eastern expedition, London appeared
willing to go along with it anyway; but with the disappearance of the French
threat to India on the one hand, and the diminution of Afghan militancy
following the death of Zaman Shah on the other, the gap between London and
India widened again. When in 1804 a Russo-Iranian war broke out and the
shah approached Britain for military support, London refused to do anything
that could damage its relations with Russia at a time when the anti-
Napoleonic struggle in Europe was at its height. Some in London could even
see an advantage in the consolidation of Russian power in the Caucasus as a
barrier against French penetration of the region.”

The embittered shah felt he had no choice but to approach Napoleon. The
newly crowned emperor for his part sought to transform Iran (and Turkey)
into a base for an attack against India and Russia, and so the two empires
signed a defense alliance on May 4, 1807. France undertook to “direct every
effort toward compelling Russia to withdraw from Georgia and Persian
[Iranian] territory” and to provide the military aid necessary to this end, while
Iran undertook to “sever all diplomatic and commercial relations with
England, to declare war at once on the latter power, and to commence hostil-
ities without delay” It also pledged to persuade “the Afghans and other
peoples of Qandahar to add their armies to his [i.e., the shah’s] fighting
England”, and to allow the French army to cross Iranian territory in the event
of an attack against India.®

No sooner had the ink dried on the agreement than it fell prey to
Napoleon’s shifting priorities. The Tilsit treaty of July 1807, which terminated
the war between France and Russia, put an end at a stroke to Napoleon’s Asian
grand design, so instead the emperor attempted to mediate an Iranian-
Russian peace settlement, only to be rebuffed by the shah who insisted on the
surrender of Georgia to Iran. As the Russians had no intention of making any
such concessions, Fath Ali reverted to his first choice: Britain. This time
London was sufficiently alarmed by the French threat to India to come to
terms, and between 1809 and 1814 the two countries signed three agreements
extending military and financial support to Iran if it was attacked by a
European power, and precluding British interference in any war between Iran
and Afghanistan.’
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Before long, British support spilled over to other spheres. A handsome
subsidy provided for nearly 10 percent of the shah’s regular income, British
doctors treated the Iranian monarch, and the young princes traveled to
England for their education. So keen was Fath Ali to cultivate the alliance that
in December 1812 he offered Britain the opportunity “to do in Persia [Iran]
exactly as if it belonged to you.” Iran would provide 200,000 troops for Britain
to train and deploy as it saw fit, the government of India could send an army to
Iran of whatever size it chose, and the British could build forts wherever they
wished. If they so desired, they could even have the strategic island of Kharg.!

By now the Russians had crushed the Iranian army, commanded by the
overconfident heir apparent Abbas Mirza, and the shah hoped that his spec-
tacular offer would shore up his empire’s crumbling military position. To his
deep dismay, rather than extending their protective wing over their Iranian
allies, the British now pressured them into an agreement with Russia. This
culminated in the October 1813 treaty of Gulistan which included a number
of painful concessions, such as recognition of Russia’s sovereignty over “all the
territory between the Caucasus and the Caspian Sea,” including Georgia, and
its exclusive right to sail warships on the Caspian. As the shah would not
reconcile himself to these losses, another Russo-Iranian war broke out in
1826, resulting in the even more humiliating treaty of Turkmanchai (February
1828), which reaffirmed Russia’s annexation of Erevan and Nakhechevan and
gave it extraterritorial rights in Iran."

With their imperial ambitions in the Caucasus thwarted, the Iranians
turned again to Afghanistan. Ascending the throne in 1834, Muhammad Shah
attempted to regain the Afghan khanate of Herat, to no avail. Twenty years
later, Muhammad’s successor, Shah Nasser al-Din (1848-96), sent his troops
to Herat once more in an attempt to exploit a window of opportunity opened
by Britain’s involvement in the Crimean War. He was to be painfully disillu-
sioned. Despite its reluctance to weaken Iran in any way that could increase its
susceptibility to Russian power and influence, Britain considered the invasion
alarming enough to warrant an immediate declaration of war. In December
1856 British forces invaded Iran, and before the year was over they had
captured the southern islands of Kharg and Bushir and continued their
advance northward. In early March 1857, the heavily fortified town of
Muhammara fell after an hour’s fighting, with thirteen thousand panic-
stricken Iranians being pursued as they fled by forty-five British cavalrymen.
Ahwaz was captured on April 1, and the following day Iran signed a peace
treaty renouncing all its territorial claims to Afghanistan.

It would take more than two decades for British foreign policy to swing
back in Iran’s favor. In 1879, following a serious deterioration in Anglo-
Afghan relations resulting in two wars, the foreign secretary, Lord Salisbury,
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offered Nasser al-Din the coveted territories of Herat and Sistan, together
with a handsome subsidy. In return, Iran was to allow the presence of British
officers in Herat, in order to enable the construction of a railroad from
Kandahar to Herat, and was to undertake, under British supervision, projects
for internal reform and for improving transportation from the Gulf inland.

This was music to the shah’s ears, and it also whetted his appetite. Hoping to
extract further concessions from Britain, he indulged in “an almost inter-
minable series of discussions on points of detail and changes of wording, and
when matters appeared almost ripe for the signature of the Convention, the
Persian Government announced suddenly, in February 1880, that they were not
prepared to proceed further unless the arrangement was made permanent.”2

This proved a critical mistake. In April 1880 the anti-imperialist Gladstone
returned to power and Britain reverted to a policy of aloofness. Nasser al-Din
thus missed a golden opportunity for territorial aggrandizement that was
never to present itself again. When Salisbury succeeded Gladstone as prime
minister in June 1885, he no longer backed his earlier efforts to make Iran a
bastion against Russian expansionism with generous territorial concessions.
“It is to the interest of this country that the integrity of Persia should be main-
tained, that its resources should be developed, and that its Government
should be strong, independent, and friendly,” he instructed his new ambas-
sador to Tehran, Sir Henry Drummond Wolff. “It is to the promotion of these
objects that your attention should be directed.” The ambassador did precisely
that, and in October 1888 gave a formal guarantee for the preservation of
Iran’s territorial integrity against any foreign power.!* The shah reciprocated
by opening the Karun River to commercial steamers of all nations and gave
Baron Julius von Reuter a concession to establish the Imperial Bank of Persia,
which for sixty years would have the right to issue notes of legal tender in Iran
and to engage in any operations on its own account or for others in the fields
of finance, commerce, and industry.

Now that Britain had extracted handsome economic concessions there,
Russia sought to make the best possible gains for itself and to curb the rise of
British influence in Iran. One such gain was the concession to open the
Discount and Loan Bank of Persia, which was effectively a branch of the
Russian Ministry of Finance and part of the Russian central bank. With no
real stockholders or need to show profit, the bank made loans on convenient
terms to Iranian princes, officials, clerics, and merchants—to the degree that
it was widely joked that Russia had bought off the entire ruling elite. In 1887
the shah, who was far from enthusiastic about having trains in Iran, pledged
not to give any concession for a railroad or a waterway without prior consul-
tation with Russia. Three years later he acquiesced in yet another Russian
demand that no railroad be built on Iranian territory for ten years.
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For the shah and his court these concessions were highly valuable. Nasser
al-Din was, of course, not the only avaricious ruler in Iran’s modern history,
but his exploitation of great-power competition for the purpose of self-
enrichment is legendary. Keenly aware that Britain and Russia would pay
dearly to buy their way into Iran, he developed the tendering of concessions
into a highly lucrative industry. One famous concession provided for the
construction of telegraph lines throughout the country (by the end of 1864
the first single-wire line was ready, and the Indo-European Telegraph was
inaugurated the following year), another empowered Reuter to develop Iran’s
economy and industry, including granting the rights to mine, construct rail-
ways, and found a bank.!* Although this concession was quickly withdrawn
following widespread opposition in Iran and Russia, the shah retained the
lavish bribes.

As concession-hunters flocked to the imperial court, the shah’s men were
swimming in ever-growing bribes—none more so than Mirza Ali Asghar
Khan, better known as Amin al-Sultan (“Trusted of the Sovereign”), the grand
vizier and holder of several key ministerial posts. They also secured a steady
flow of cash from the development of a semi-annual auction of offices in
which governorships went to the highest bidders, a practice that proved
catastrophic to the empire’s economic well-being.'?

To make things worse, the shah’s insatiable thirst for money led to the rapid
expansion of foreign presence and influence in Iran, which in turn generated
a wave of xenophobia. Nasser al-Din’s three visits to “infidel” Europe during
the 1880s did little to endear him to his subjects. Aside from sparking a charge
that Iran had been relegated to “Farangistan,” the land of the Franks, their
exorbitant cost at a time when the empire was on the brink of bankruptcy
fueled widespread discontent.

Things came to a head in March 1890, when the shah gave a certain Major
Gerald Talbot, a close friend of the ambassador, Drummond Wollff, a fifty-year
monopoly over the manufacturing, trade, and export of tobacco and its prod-
ucts throughout the Iranian Empire, in return for an annual lump sum of
£15,000 and a quarter of the annual net profits.!® Like the Reuter concession
two decades previously, the Tobacco Régie affected virtually every single indi-
vidual throughout the empire. Many Iranians smoked heavily and no fewer
depended on the tobacco industry for their livelihood. In no time there was a
public uproar against the concession. Initially this was seen as a minor
outburst by “the very lowest classes with a sprinkling of the better-class
people.” But by 1891 the protest had developed into a mass movement headed
by the ulama and the bazaaris. Anger was vented in all directions as people
went on the rampage in the major cities. Merchants burned their entire stock
to avoid selling to the tobacco company. Those who used tobacco were
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subjected to violent reprisals, those who continued to work for the Régie were
declared “unclean” and ran the risk of being murdered. Europeans, many of
whom had absolutely nothing to do with the concession, were harassed and
humiliated. Religious leaders accused the shah of selling Muslims like slaves to
the Christians and placards threatening an imminent jihad if the Régie were
not immediately withdrawn appeared in several cities.

On January 4, 1892, all shops in the Tehran bazaar closed down and the
agitated mob, led by the clerics, made its way to the royal palace. An attempt by
the shah’s favorite son and minister of war, Kamran Mirza, to disperse the
demonstrators failed miserably and the prince beat a hasty and undignified
retreat in the course of which he fell on his face in the mud. The terrified shah
sent for his elite Cossack Brigade (established in 1882 and commanded by a
Russian officer), only to realize to his horror that it had decided to side with the
clerics. As the mob closed on the palace, the shah backed down and abolished
the tobacco concession out of “love for his people.” The clerics rejoiced. This
was the first time in Iran’s modern history that they had managed to impose
their will on the shah through a popular uprising. It would not be the last."”

To recover from this humiliation, the shah retreated into his harem, doting
on cats and marrying a long succession of wives. There was no real govern-
ment in Iran, with corruption as prevalent as ever. The minister of post busied
himself with stealing parcels suspected of containing valuables, while the
minister of war filled his pockets with money destined for his soldiers. When
the Imperial Tobacco Corporation of Persia demanded £500,000 in compen-
sation for the cancellation of the concession, and the shah declared himself
willing to compromise on £300,000, Amin al-Sultan expressed his readiness
“to again urge upon the Shah to accept the terms of the Company on condi-
tion that the £15,000 should be made over to him which he had paid in cash
to the Shah for the shares to that amount allotted to H.M.”!8 The vizier made
good his promise, convincing the shah to pay the requested £500,000 in cash.
A loan was quickly arranged from the Imperial Bank of Persia, and as one loan
led to another Iran yet again found itself on the brink of bankruptcy.

A sense of foreboding doom permeated the empire. Mas’ud Mirza Zell al-
Sultan, the shah’s eldest son, repeatedly talked about partitioning Iran after his
father’s death between himself and his brother, Crown Prince Muzaffar al-
Din. The shah’s brother compared Iran to a “lump of sugar in a glass of water”
gradually melting away. Even Amin al-Sultan became sufficiently alarmed to
plead with Britain to prevent the bartering-away of Iran by the shah, who
“resisted any attempt to improve the country and refused to take any thought
for what might happen after his own death.”*

His concern was justified. When on May 1, 1896, Nasser al-Din was assas-
sinated in the midst of preparations to celebrate his fiftieth anniversary on the
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throne, his successor, Muzaffar al-Din, proved disastrous. Illiterate, sickly, and
completely under the spell of his courtiers, the new shah immersed himself in
the minutiae of his daily existence, paying little attention to public affairs. A
central goal from his first days in power was to travel to Europe in the grand
style of his predecessor, and to obtain the enormous sums of money needed
for this trip he was prepared to mortgage ever-growing segments of the
Iranian economy to foreign powers. Belgian administrators flocked to the
empire to restructure the customs system, and a Belgian national was even
made minister of customs. Russia obtained a number of lucrative concessions,
including a customs treaty that removed tariffs on cotton cloth, thereby
ruining most Iranian cloth manufacturers. Britain also reaped handsome
gains, including a sixty-year exclusive concession for petroleum, gas, and
asphalt throughout the entire empire, excluding the five northern provinces.

When Muzaffar al-Din eventually went on his coveted European trip in
1902, it proved a catastrophic drain on the treasury. The ten million roubles
borrowed from Russia in April had evaporated into thin air by the end of the
year. The shah’s desperate attempts to secure another loan were given the cold
shoulder by the Russian finance minister, who insisted that “money would be
employed for definite public purposes, and not squandered amongst the
courtiers and H. H.’s own worthless dependants.”? A £300,000 loan from the
British-controlled Imperial Bank gave the shah a vital respite but did nothing
to stem the tidal wave of xenophobic and anti-government sentiment
engulfing the empire. The ulama resented the government’s half-hearted
attempts at reform, while the bazaaris protested against the favoring of foreign
interests and demanded the removal of Belgian customs officials. Secret soci-
eties distributed inflammatory leaflets in the major Iranian cities, and attacks
on foreigners and minority groups—Christians, Jews, and Bahais?'—became
a common sight. The Bahais in particular were earmarked for harsh treat-
ment: hundreds of men, women, and children were massacred in Yazd at the
instigation of the local governor and their property destroyed or pillaged. The
British consular agent in Yazd even reported that the governor had a Bahai
fired from a cannon “to appease the crowd.”??

Anarchy was contagious. In Azerbaijan the governor and heir to the throne,
Muhammad Ali Mirza, relied on criminal elements to maintain his hold on
the province, appointing a notorious local brigand, condemned to death a
year earlier but pardoned by the prince-governor, as commander of the
cavalry. An unholy alliance was contrived among leading ulama, courtiers,
and secular reformers to bring about the downfall of Amin al-Sultan, blamed
for Iran’s ills.

They did not have to work very hard. The grand vizier’s fortunes were
rapidly waning. When, after dreaming that this loyal servant had saved him
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from drowning, the shah ordered his favorite astrologer to be paid a £3,000
annual pension plus a large lump sum, Amin al-Sultan lost his temper and
complained that “he had raised large sums to pay for the Shah’s tours and
toys, but must protest against paying for his dreams.”” Six months later, in
September 1903, he found himself out of office.

Any hopes that the vizier’s downfall would calm the situation were soon
disappointed. His successor to the premiership, Majid Mirza Ain al-Dawla,
grandson of Fath Ali Shah and Muzaffar al-Din’s son-in-law, was a corrupt
and brutal bigot who drew pleasure from punishing convicts by driving horse-
shoes into their bare heels. Not only did he do nothing to curb the insatiable
greed of the shah and his coterie, he was also an active member of this corrupt
system, amassing an enormous fortune for himself. The powerful forces of
decay and fragmentation that had been operative throughout the nineteenth
century were now quickly brewing into a revolution.

In December 1905 several Tehran merchants were publicly flogged for
raising the price of sugar, and the entire bazaar was closed in protest. When
ordered to reopen their shops or have their goods confiscated, some two thou-
sand merchants, together with a number of ulama, took sanctuary in the
Imperial Mosque, the traditional form of protest in Iran. Supported by the
vengeful Amin al-Sultan and the crown prince, they demanded the dismissal
of Ain al-Dawla and other ministers, the sacking of the governor of Tehran,
the removal of the Belgians from the customs offices, and the foundation of a
“House of Justice” comprising merchants, landowners, and clergy. In January
1906 the shah acceded to these demands and the crisis seemed to have abated.

When the shah subsequently reneged on his word, expelling a number of
prominent ulama from Tehran, a fresh wave of popular discontent engulfed
the capital. Recognizing that sanctuary in mosques and shrines was no longer
respected, on July 19, 1906, merchants, guild members and clerics took refuge
at the “infidel” British embassy. Within a couple of weeks nearly fourteen
thousand protesters were camping in the embassy’s gardens. Their demand
now grew from the dismissal of Ain al-Dawla to the formation of a represen-
tative assembly, or majlis. Nudged by the British, the ailing shah (he suffered
a stroke in the spring) peremptorily dismissed Ain al-Dawla and called for a
majlis to be introduced.

Parliamentary elections were held in October 1906, and on December 30
the shah, his prime minister, and the crown prince signed the empire’s consti-
tution. Yet the “constitutional revolution” quickly ran into a dead end. The
majlis was beset by internal antagonisms from the outset, notably between the
constitutionalists, who favored secular legislation and a modern constitution,
and the religionists, who supported the formation of a theocratic consultative
body. Local political groups defied the authority of the majlis and the central
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government, with local governors exercising arbitrary power across the
country. Land taxes went unpaid. Smuggling flourished. The Belgian customs
regime frequently turned over revenues to ministers rather than using them
for the repayment of loans. Yet again the specter of bankruptcy loomed large.
In these circumstances it was widely agreed that the detested Amin al-Sultan
had to be recalled from his Swiss exile to save the day. He returned in March
1907 and was about to arrange a new loan with Russian, French, British, and
German backing when he was assassinated by a religious militant. It was
widely rumored that the driving force behind the killing was none other than
the shah.?

This suggestion was not wholly unfounded. Muhammad Ali Shah, who
ascended the throne following Muzaffar al-Din’s death on January 8, 1907,
was a bitter enemy of constitutionalism and representative rule. He may have
sworn to uphold the constitution, but had never seriously intended to keep his
word. He was supported by a number of high-ranking ulama who had initially
seen the majlis as an opportunity to increase their political power but were
subsequently disillusioned as the liberals gained the upper hand there. He was
also backed by the Russian government, which believed that Iran “was not yet
ready for a constitution, and that the Shah, and only the Shah, was the foun-
dation stone of order in his country,” and by the French, who were convinced
that “the anti-Government party in Persia was under the active control and
direction of the British Minister.”*

Unfortunately for the shah, Russia was going through its own cycle of cata-
clysmic upheavals. It had suffered a humiliating defeat by Japan, had experi-
enced its own revolution, and had had its resources—political, military, and
economic—strained to the limit. In Britain, too, important changes were
taking place. The long reign of the Conservatives had come to an end, and the
new foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey, like his monarch, King Edward VII,
advocated a quick rapprochement with Russia that would bring an end to the
Anglo-Russian Great Game.

This policy shift was unacceptable to both the British ambassador to
Tehran, Sir Cecil Spring-Rice, and British India which sympathized with the
Iranian constitutionalists and the more pragmatic clerics. “I venture to
observe that it would in my opinion be a grave error to attribute the popular
movement in Persia to such a slight or accidental cause as the intrigues of a
foreign Legation,” Spring-Rice wrote to Grey.

I think that European nations should be prepared to face in Persia, what they
are beginning to experience elsewhere, a national and religious movement,
formless perhaps and misdirected, but of great vigour and intensity. And
owing, perhaps, to the superior mental attainments of the Persian race, I
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think it is not improbable that the leaders of the movement here, especially
as they are in close touch with the Russian Mussulmans already represented
in considerable numbers in the Duma, may occupy a prominent, perhaps a
dominant position in the future development of the national and constitu-
tional movement among Mussulman peoples. Should the movement be
really of this nature, we cannot make it our tool, and we cannot wish to make
it our enemy.?°

These words fell on deaf ears. By this time—and completely unknown to
Spring-Rice or the Iranians—the British and Russian governments were busy
ironing out their long-standing disputes in Asia. In addition to Afghanistan and
Tibet, their nascent agreement included the Iranian question, which in the view
of both powers contained the seeds of a potential future confrontation between
them. In Grey’s words: “The inefficiency of Persian Governments, the state of
their finances, the internal disorders, not only laid Persia open to foreign inter-
ference, but positively invited and attracted it. . . . Unless the mists of suspicion
were dissolved by the warm air of friendship, the increasing friction would
cause Britain and Russia to drift toward war.”?’

And so, on the very same day as Amin al-Sultan’s assassination, August 31,
1907, an Anglo-Russian deal was reached in St. Petersburg on the partitioning
of Iran, while paying lip service to its “integrity and independence.” Russia
would dominate the northern part of the country, including Tehran and
Tabriz. Britain would control the south, with a neutral buffer zone established
in the center.?®

Although Grey presented the agreement as a “real gain” that prevented
further Russian advances in the direction of India, the Indian government
was deeply disappointed.?® No less embittered were the Iranian constitution-
alists, who viewed the British move as an act of betrayal. How could it be
that after all their moralizing and encouragement, the British had turned
their backs on Iran? Yet the Iranian authorities had only themselves to
blame. Having thrust their empire for over a century into the midst of great-
power competition, for reasons of political and territorial aggrandizement
and financial self-enrichment, they had now fallen victim to that very compe-
tition. Had the Qajars shunned the Anglo-Russian rivalry, and had they put
their house in order and ensured its political and economic stability, Iran
might have well been left in peace. As it was, Iran came to be viewed by both
Britain and Russia as a dangerous vacuum that could draw them into an unde-
sirable confrontation that had therefore to be filled without delay. The stark
reality of weakness behind the imperial dream exacted yet another casualty.
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The fall of the Ottoman Empire, which ended at a stroke thirteen hundred
years of Islamic imperialism, was not a necessary, let alone an inevitable,
consequence of World War I. It was a self-inflicted disaster by a short-
sighted leadership blinded by imperialist ambitions. Had the Ottomans
heeded the Entente’s repeated pleas for neutrality, their empire would most
likely have weathered the storm. But they did not, and this blunder led to
the destruction of the Ottoman Empire by the British army and the
creation of the new Middle Eastern state system on its ruins. Yet even this
momentous development was not inevitable, and its main impetus came
not from the great powers but from a local imperial aspirant: Hussein ibn
Ali of the Hashemite family, the sharif of Mecca and custodian of Islam’s
two holiest shrines.

As late as June 1915, nearly a year after the outbreak of World War I, an
interdepartmental British committee regarded the preservation of a decen-
tralized and largely intact Ottoman Empire as the most desirable option.! But
four months later, the British high commissioner in Egypt, Sir Arthur Henry
McMahon, had been sufficiently impressed by Hussein’s promises to raise the
Arabic-speaking Ottoman subjects in revolt against the sultan to accept his
vision of a successor empire and to agree to his main territorial demands,
albeit in a tentative and highly equivocal fashion.

Hussein’s achievement was nothing short of extraordinary. Notwithstanding
his pretense to represent “the whole of the Arab Nation without any excep-
tion,”” the sharif represented little more than himself. The minimal backing he
received from a few neighboring tribes had far less to do with a yearning for
independence than with the glitter of British gold and the promise of booty.
Hussein could not even count on the support of his own local constituency.
As late as December 1916, six months after the sharif and his two prominent
sons, Abdallah and Faisal, launched what came to be known euphemistically

as “The Great Arab Revolt,” the residents of Mecca were “almost pro-Turks,”
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and it would not be before the winter of 1917 that the pendulum would start
swinging in the Hashemite direction.

Unlike Turkey-in-Europe, where the rise of nationalism dealt a body blow
to Ottoman imperialism, there was no nationalist fervor among the Ottoman
Empire’s Arabic-speaking subjects. One historian has credibly estimated that
a mere 350 activists belonged to all the secret Arab societies operating
throughout the Middle East at the outbreak of World War [, and most of them
were not seeking actual Arab independence but rather greater autonomy
within the Ottoman Empire.* To the vast majority of the eight to ten million
Arabic-speaking Ottoman subjects the message of these tiny societies meant
nothing. They remained loyal to their imperial master to the bitter end and
shunned the sharifian revolt altogether. Between 100,000 and 300,000 of them
even fought in the Ottoman army during the war. As Lawrence of Arabia put
it in a 1915 memorandum on the conditions in Syria:

Between town and town, village and village, family and family, creed and
creed, exist intimate jealousies, sedulously fostered by the Turks to render a
spontaneous union impossible. The largest indigenous political entity in
settled Syria is only the village under its sheikh, and in patriarchal Syria the
tribe under its chief. ... All the constitution above them is the artificial
bureaucracy of the Turk. . . . By accident and time the Arabic language has
gradually permeated the country, until it is now almost the only one in use;
but this does not mean that Syria—any more than Egypt—is an Arabian
country.’

These realities were of little import for Hussein and his sons. For all the rhetoric
of Arab independence in which they couched their communications with the
British, the Hashemites were no champions of national liberation but imperi-
alist aspirants anxious to exploit a unique window of opportunity to substitute
their own empire for that of the Ottomans. Hussein had demonstrated no
nationalist sentiments prior to the war, when he had generally been considered
a loyal Ottoman apparatchik, and neither he nor his sons changed in this
respect during the revolt. They did not regard themselves as part of a wider
Arab nation, bound together by a shared language, religion, history, or culture.
Rather, they held themselves superior to those ignorant creatures whom they
were “destined” to rule and educate. In the words of a senior British official who,
in January 1918, held several conversations with Hussein: “Arabs as a whole
have not asked him to be their king; but seeing how ignorant and disunited they
are, how can this be expected of them until he is called?”®

What the Hashemites demanded of the post-war peace conference, then,
was not self-determination for the Arabic-speaking subjects of the defunct
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Ottoman Empire but the formation of a successor empire, extending well
beyond the predominantly Arabic-speaking territories and comprising such
diverse ethnic and national groups as Turks, Armenians, Kurds, Greeks,
Assyrians, Chechens, Circassians, and Jews. As Hussein told Lawrence of
Arabia in the summer of 1917: “If advisable we will pursue the Turks to
Constantinople and Erzurum—so why talk about Beirut, Aleppo, and Hailo?”
Abdallah put it in similar terms when demanding that Britain abide by the
vast territorial promises made to his father: “it was ... up to the British
government to see that the Arab kingdom is such as will make it a substitute
for the Ottoman Empire.”’

This regal mindset was vividly illustrated by the frequent Hashemite allu-
sions to Islamic imperial glory, rather than to national rights, which served as
justifications for their territorial claims. Thus, for example, Hussein based his
objection to British attempts to exclude Iraq from the prospective empire on
the fact that “the Iraqi vilayets are parts of the pure Arab Kingdom, and were in
fact the seat of its government in the time of Ali Ibn-Abu-Talib, and in the time
of all the khalifs [caliphs] who succeeded him.” Similarly, Abdallah rejected the
French occupation of Syria not on the ground that this territory had consti-
tuted an integral part of the “Arab homeland” but because it was inconceivable
for the Umayyad capital of Damascus to become a French colony.?

Had the British officials in Cairo recognized how meager was the sharif’s
political and military power base, they would undoubtedly have shunned his
grandiose demands, as indeed was their initial inclination. In the event, they
were lured by Hussein’s false pretenses, but even then they were wise enough
to make their territorial and financial largesse contingent on his harnessing
the entire “Arab nation” to the Entente’s cause and its subsequent liberation of
the Arabic-speaking Ottoman provinces. In McMahon’s words:

It is most essential that you should spare no effort to attach all the Arab
peoples to our united cause and urge them to afford no assistance to our
enemies. It is on the success of these efforts and on the more active measures
which the Arabs may hereafter take in support of our cause, when the time
for action comes, that the permanence and the strength of our agreement
must depend.’

Needless to say, the Hashemites never came remotely close to fulfilling this
fundamental condition, on which the entire deal was predicated, as the over-
whelming majority of Arabs remained loyal to their Ottoman suzerain to the
very end. Nevertheless, the failure to deliver on their part of the bargain did
not prevent the Hashemites from enjoying the deal’s abundant fruits (they
were, as it happens, generously rewarded in the form of vast territories
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several times the size of the British Isles) while nonetheless complaining of
being “robbed” of the fruits of victory promised to them during the war.
Thus arose the standard grievance leveled by Arab intellectuals and politi-
cians at the Western powers, Britain in particular, and thus emerged the
imperialist theory of pan-Arabism (or gawmiya), with the avowed aim of
redressing this grievance, which dominated Middle Eastern political
discourse for most of the twentieth century.'

Giving the notion of the territorial nation-state short shrift as a temporary
aberration destined to wither away before long, pan-Arabism postulates the
existence of “a single [Arab] nation bound by the common ties of language,
religion and history . . . behind the facade of a multiplicity of sovereign states.”
The territorial expanse of this supposed nation has varied among the expo-
nents of the ideology, ranging from “merely” the Fertile Crescent to the entire
territory “from the Zagros Mountains in the east to the Atlantic Ocean in the
west, and from the Mediterranean shores and the Anatolian hills in the north
to the Indian Ocean, the sources of the Nile, and the Great Desert in the
south.”!! But the unity of the Arabic-speaking populations inhabiting these
vast territories is never questioned. In the words of Nuri Said, Faisal’s
comrade-in-arms and a longtime prime minister of Iraq:

All Arabs and particularly those of the Near and Middle East have deep
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