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Introduction

Fayda Hamdy learned of the downfall of Tunisia’s autocratic president from her jail cell. The date was January 14, 2011, and Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali had ruled Tunisia for over twenty-three years. Though she didn’t dare acknowledge it to her cellmates, Hamdy had played no small part in the dictator’s overthrow. A council inspector from the small town of Sidi Bouzid, Hamdy stood accused of humiliating a street vendor whose self-immolation provoked nationwide demonstrations in Tunisia that ultimately sparked the string of popular revolutions across North Africa and the Middle East known as the Arab Spring.

Four weeks earlier, on December 17, 2010, Fayda Hamdy was making the rounds of the vegetable market in her hometown. Sidi Bouzid is one of those provincial small towns in Tunisia neglected by tourists and the government alike. A woman in her forties dressed in an official blue uniform, her authority reinforced by epaulets and stripes, Hamdy was accompanied by two male colleagues. Most of the unlicensed hawkers fled on the inspectors’ approach, but Mohamed Bouazizi, a twenty-six-year-old street vendor, refused to budge. Hamdy knew Bouazizi and had already cautioned him against selling fruit in the vicinity of the market without a license. On December 17, Bouazizi stood his ground and accused the inspectors of harassment and corruption. The altercation turned into a shouting match, with Bouazizi defending his cart and the inspectors seizing the young man’s wares.

There is no agreement on what precisely happened in the fateful scuffle between the inspectors and Mohamed Bouazizi. The young vendor’s friends and family insisted that Fayda Hamdy insulted and slapped Mohamed Bouazizi – ‘a grave insult in Middle Eastern societies’ – before ordering her colleagues to confiscate his fruit and scales. Fayda Hamdy denied ever laying a hand on the street vendor, claiming, ‘Bouazizi attacked us and cut my finger’ when the inspectors went to appropriate his goods. The details matter, for Bouazizi’s response was so extreme that both friends and strangers still struggle to explain his subsequent actions.1

Mohamed Bouazizi emerged from his encounter with the inspectors in a fury. Immediately after the confrontation, Bouazizi first sought justice from the municipal offices of Sidi Bouzid, but instead of a sympathetic hearing he received the humiliation of a further beating. He turned next to the office of the governor, which refused him an audience. At that point, something snapped. His sister, Basma Bouazizi, explained, ‘What my brother experienced, from the confiscation of his fruit-cart to being insulted and slapped by a woman … was enough to make him lose his mind, especially after all municipal officials refused to meet with him, and he was unable to complain about this abuse.’

It was now midday, and the streets around the governor’s office were crowded with townspeople when Mohamed Bouazizi doused his clothes with paint thinner and set himself alight. Bystanders photographed the terrible scene, as others rushed to try to put out the flames that left Bouazizi with burns covering 90 percent of his body. He collapsed and was taken to hospital in the nearby town of Ben Arous.

Bouazizi’s desperate act of self-violence left the townspeople of Sidi Bouzid stunned. They shared his sense of injustice, that the government seemed to be working against the common people in their struggle to get by. That same afternoon, a group of Bouazizi’s friends and family held an impromptu demonstration outside the governor’s office where Mohamed had set himself on fire. They threw coins at the metal gates, shouting, ‘Here is your bribe!’ The police dispersed the angry crowd with batons, but the demonstrators came back in greater numbers the next day. By the second day, the police were using tear gas and firing into the crowd. Two men shot by the police died of their wounds. Mohamed Bouazizi’s condition deteriorated.

News of the protests in Sidi Bouzid reached Tunis, the country’s capital, where a restive young population of graduates, professionals, and the educated unemployed spread the word of Bouazizi’s ordeal via social media. They appropriated him as one of their own, erroneously claiming that Bouazizi was an unemployed university graduate (though he never completed high school, Bouazizi helped pay for his sisters to go to university) reduced to selling vegetables to make ends meet. They created a Facebook group, and the story went viral. A journalist working for the Arab satellite TV station Al-Jazeera picked up the story. The state-controlled Tunisian press did not report on the troubles in Sidi Bouzid, but Al-Jazeera did. The story of the underprivileged in Sidi Bouzid standing up for their rights against corruption and abuse began to air nightly on that network, reaching a global Arab audience.

The self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi galvanized public opinion against everything that was wrong in Tunisia under President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali’s reign: corruption, abuse of power, indifference to the plight of the ordinary men and women, and an economy that failed to provide opportunities for the young. The Tunisian protest movement electrified citizens familiar with these problems across the Arab world as they followed the story on TV. After twenty-three years in power, Ben Ali had no solutions. Demonstrations spread from Sidi Bouzid to other poor inland towns – Kasserine, Thala, Menzel Bouzaiene – before erupting in Tunis itself.

Escalating tensions in Tunisian cities forced Ben Ali to respond. On December 28, eleven days after Bouazizi’s self-immolation, the Tunisian president paid a visit to the dying man in his hospital room. The state-controlled Tunisian media, which had downplayed reports of nationwide demonstrations, gave prime-time coverage to the president’s visit, plastering newspapers and television with images of a solicitous Ben Ali consulting with doctors caring for the unconscious Bouazizi, his burned body wrapped in gauze. Ben Ali invited Bouazizi’s family to the presidential palace, promising to do all he could to save their son. And he ordered the arrest of Fayda Hamdy, the municipal inspector accused of the slap that provoked Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-immolation.

On January 4, 2011, Mohamed Bouazizi died of his injuries. The Tunisian protesters declared the street vendor a martyr, and the municipal inspector became the Ben Ali regime’s scapegoat. She was imprisoned in Gafsa with common criminals, and because the public reviled her widely for her role in Bouazizi’s death, lawyers refused to represent her. Hamdy kept her identity a secret from her fellow inmates, claiming to be a teacher detained ‘for slapping a little boy.’ ‘I was afraid to tell them the truth,’ she later admitted.2

In the first two weeks of January, the demonstrations spread to all the major towns and cities of Tunisia. The police responded with violence, leaving two hundred dead and hundreds more wounded. The country’s professional army, however, refused to intervene on behalf of Ben Ali’s regime. When Ben Ali realized that he no longer commanded the loyalty of the army and that no concessions would mollify the demonstrators, he stunned his nation and the entire Arab world by abdicating and fleeing Tunisia for Saudi Arabia on January 14, 2011. Fayda Hamdy watched the extraordinary events on television with her cellmates. The Tunisian people had achieved the seemingly impossible: through popular protest they had toppled one of the Arab world’s deeply entrenched dictators.

The impact of the Tunisian revolution reverberated around the Arab world. Presidents and kings watched nervously as citizens’ action unseated one of their peers. As a ‘president for life,’ Ben Ali was hardly unique. Libya’s dictator Muammar al-Qadhafi had been in power since 1969, Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh since 1978, and Egyptian president Husni Mubarak since 1981, and each was grooming a son to succeed him. Syria, under the Asad family’s rule since November 1970, became the first Arab republic to complete a dynastic succession, with the elevation of Bashar al-Asad to the presidency upon the death of his father, Hafiz al-Asad, in 2000. If a deeply entrenched dictator could fall in Tunisia, analysts across the region speculated, it could happen anywhere.3

People living under autocratic regimes across the Arab world shared the Tunisian experience of frustration and repression. The late Samir Kassir, a Lebanese journalist assassinated in June 2005, diagnosed an ‘Arab malaise’ years before the Arab Spring. ‘It’s not pleasant being Arab these days,’ he observed. ‘Feelings of persecution for some, self-hatred for others; a deep disquiet pervades the Arab world.’ The unease took root in all layers of society and spread across the Arab world before exploding in the revolutionary year of 2011.4

Egyptian citizens had been mobilizing for change years before the outbreak of the Arab Spring revolutions. In 2004, a group of activists formed the Egyptian Movement for Change, better known as Kifaya (literally, ‘Enough!’), to protest the continuation of Mubarak’s rule over Egypt and moves to groom his son Gamal to succeed him as president. Also in 2004, Ayman Nour, an independent member of the Egyptian parliament, formed the Ghad (‘Tomorrow’) Party. His audacity in challenging Mubarak in the 2005 presidential election captured the public’s imagination, but Nour paid a high price: he was convicted on dubious charges of election fraud and jailed for over three years. In 2008, younger, computer-literate opponents of the regime established the April 6 Youth Movement, whose Facebook page voiced support for workers’ rights. By year’s end, the group numbered in the tens of thousands, including many who had never previously engaged in political activity.

Whatever their appeal to a younger generation, prior to 2011 Egypt’s grassroots movements were no match for the Mubarak regime. In parliamentary elections concluded in December 2010, the ruling National Democratic Party secured over 80 percent of seats in elections widely condemned as the most corrupt in Egypt’s history. The populace widely assumed that the elder Mubarak was paving the way for his son Gamal’s succession by rigging a totally compliant parliament. Disenchanted, most Egyptians had opted to boycott elections to deny the new legislature any glimmer of a popular mandate. Yet within two months of the election, the Egyptians shifted from boycott to active calls for the fall of the Mubarak regime.

Inspired by the Tunisian example, Egyptian activists organized a mass demonstration in central Cairo’s Tahrir Square on January 25, 2011. Protesters descended on the square in unprecedented numbers, swelling to the hundreds of thousands. Waves of protests known as the January 25 Movement swept through other major cities of Egypt – Alexandria, Suez, Ismailiyya, Mansoura, across the delta and upper Egypt alike – and brought the country to a standstill.

For eighteen days the whole world watched transfixed as Egypt’s reform movement challenged the Mubarak regime – and won. The government resorted to dirty tactics. It released convicted prisoners from jail to provoke fear and disorder. Policemen in civilian clothes assaulted the protesters in Tahrir Square, posing as pro-Mubarak counter-demonstrators. The president’s men went to theatrical lengths, mounting a horse-and-camel charge against the protesters. Over eight hundred were killed and thousands wounded in the course of the demonstrations. Yet protesters repelled with determination the Mubarak regime’s every attempt at intimidation, and their numbers only grew. Throughout it all, the Egyptian army refused to support the government and declared the protesters’ demands legitimate.

Like Ben Ali before him, Mubarak recognized his position was untenable without the army’s support. Its reticence was all the more surprising, given that Mubarak was himself a former air force general. On February 11, 2011, the Egyptian president stood down, sparking jubilation in Tahrir Square and nationwide celebrations. After nearly thirty years in power, Husni Mubarak had seemed unassailable. His fall confirmed that the Arab revolutions of 2011 would spread from Tunisia and Egypt across the Arab world as a whole.

Demonstrations erupted in Benghazi on February 15, marking the beginning of the Libyan revolution against the forty-one-year dictatorship of Muammar al-Qadhafi. That same month, demonstrators massed in Sanaa, Aden, and Ta’iz to call for the fall of Yemeni dictator Ali Abdullah Saleh. On February 14, protesters descended on Manama’s Pearl Roundabout, taking the Arab Spring to Bahrain. And in March, nonviolent demonstrations in the southern Syrian town of Deraa provoked violent repression from the brutal regime of President Bashar al-Asad, opening the most tragic chapter of the Arab Spring.

By the time Fayda Hamdy emerged from prison, Tunisia and the Arab world at large had changed beyond recognition. Hamdy finally secured a lawyer – a female relation – and was acquitted of all charges in a single court hearing on April 19, 2011. Her release came as Tunisia moved beyond the tragic events of Mohamed Bouazizi’s death to address the hopes and challenges of a new political era following the toppling of the Ben Ali regime. She returned to Sidi Bouzid to work for the municipality, though she no longer patrolled the markets. In place of her uniform and peaked cap, she donned civilian clothes and an Islamic head scarf. In her new dress, she personified an Arab world transformed from military autocracy to a new experiment in Islamic democracy.5

The Arab revolutions of 2011 took the world by surprise. After decades of stability under autocratic rulers, a seemingly unprecedented period of rapid and dramatic change engulfed states across the Arab world. It was as though the tectonic plates of Arab politics had shifted from geological to real time. In the face of an uncertain future, there is no better guide than the past – a simple truth often lost on political analysts. All too often in the West, we discount the current value of history. As political commentator George Will has written, ‘When Americans say of something, “That’s history,” they mean it is irrelevant.’6 Nothing could be further from the truth. Western policymakers and intellectuals need to pay far more attention to history if they hope to understand the roots of the Arab Spring and address the terrible challenges confronting the Arab world after 2011.

The Arab peoples in modern times have grappled with major challenges at home and abroad. They have sought to escape the domination of foreign powers and pressed for reforms to make their governments less autocratic and more accountable to their citizens. These are the great themes of modern Arab history, and they have shaped the writing of this book.

The Arabs are immensely proud of their history, particularly the first five centuries after the emergence of Islam, spanning the seventh to the twelfth centuries of the Current Era. This was the age of the great Islamic empires based in Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo, and Cordoba that dominated world affairs. You could argue that the early Islamic centuries defined the Arabs as a people who shared a language (Arabic), ethnic origins among the tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, and, for the majority, a common faith in Sunni Islam. All Arabs look back on the early Islamic period as a bygone age when the Arabs were the dominant power in the world; it resonates particularly, however, with Islamists, who argue that the Arabs were greatest when they adhered most closely to their Muslim faith.

Starting at the end of the eleventh century, foreign invaders laid waste to Islamic lands. In 1099 the Crusaders seized Jerusalem after a bloody siege, initiating two centuries of foreign rule by Crusader kingdoms. In 1258 the Mongols sacked Baghdad, the seat of the Abbasid caliphate, and the Tigris flowed red with the blood of its inhabitants. In 1492, the Catholic Reconquista expelled the last of the Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula. Yet still Cairo held out as a seat of Islamic power under the Mamluk sultanate (1250–1517), ruling over all of modern Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, and the Red Sea provinces of Saudi Arabia.

Only after the sixteenth-century Ottoman conquests did the Arabs come to be ruled from a foreign capital. Since Mehmed the Conqueror seized the Byzantine capital Constantinople in 1453, the Ottoman Turks had governed their growing empire from the city they renamed Istanbul. Straddling the straits of the Bosporus, Istanbul spans Europe and Asia, with city quarters on both continents. Though the seat of a Sunni Muslim empire, Ottoman Istanbul was far from Arab lands – 1,500 kilometers (940 miles) from Damascus, 2,200 kilometers (1,375 miles) from Baghdad, and 3,800 kilometers (2,375 miles) overland from Cairo. Moreover, the administrative language of the Ottoman Empire was Turkish, not Arabic. The Arabs began navigating the modern age by other people’s rules.

The Ottomans ruled the Arabs for four of the past five centuries. Over this expanse of time the empire changed, and the rules changed accordingly. In the first century after the conquest, the Ottoman rules were none too demanding: the Arabs had to recognize the authority of the sultan and respect both his laws and God’s (sharia, or Islamic law). Non-Muslim minorities could organize their own affairs, under their own communal leadership and religious laws, in return for payment of a poll tax to the state. All in all, most Arabs seemed to view their place in the dominant world empire of the age with equanimity, as Muslims in a great Muslim empire.

In the eighteenth century, the rules changed significantly. The Ottoman Empire had reached its zenith during the seventeenth century but in 1699 suffered its first loss of territory – Croatia, Hungary, Transylvania, and Podolia, in the Ukraine – to its European rivals. The cash-strapped empire began to auction both state offices and provincial agricultural properties as tax farms to generate revenues. This allowed powerful men in remote provinces to amass vast territories through which they accumulated sufficient wealth and power to challenge the authority of the Ottoman government. In the second half of the eighteenth century, a string of such local leaders posed a grave challenge to Ottoman rule in Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Arabia.

By the nineteenth century the Ottomans had initiated a period of major reforms intended to quell the challenges from within the empire and to hold at bay the threats of their European neighbors. This age of reforms gave rise to a new set of rules, reflecting novel ideas of citizenship imported from Europe. The Ottoman reforms tried to establish full equality of rights and responsibilities for all Ottoman subjects – Turks and Arabs alike – in such areas as administration, military service, and taxes. They promoted a new identity, Ottomanism, which sought to transcend the different ethnic and religious divides in Ottoman society. The reforms failed to protect the Ottomans from European encroachment but did allow the empire to reinforce its hold over the Arab provinces, which took on greater importance as nationalism eroded the Ottoman position in the Balkans.

Yet the same ideas that inspired the Ottoman reforms gave rise to new ideas of nation and community, which generated dissatisfaction among some in the Arab world with their position in the Ottoman Empire. They began to chafe against Ottoman rules, increasingly blaming them for the relative backwardness of the Arabs at the start of the twentieth century. Contrasting past greatness with present subordination within an Ottoman Empire that was retreating before stronger European neighbors, many in the Arab world called for reforms within their own societies and aspired to Arab independence.

The fall of the Ottoman Empire in 1918 at the end of World War I seemed to many in the Arab world like the threshold of a new age of independence and national greatness. They hoped to resurrect a greater Arab kingdom from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire and took heart from U.S. president Woodrow Wilson’s call for national self-determination as set out in his famous Fourteen Points. They were to be bitterly disappointed, as they found that the new world order rested on European rather than Wilsonian rules.7

The British and French used the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 to apply the modern state system to the Arab world, with all Arab lands, bar central and southern Arabia, falling under some form of colonial rule. In Syria and Lebanon, newly emerging from Ottoman rule, the French gave their colonies a republican form of government. The British, in contrast, endowed their Arab possessions in Iraq and Transjordan with the trappings of the Westminster model of constitutional monarchy. Palestine was the exception, where the promise to create a Jewish national home against the opposition of the indigenous population undermined all efforts to form a national government.

The colonial powers gave each new Arab state a national capital, which served as the seat of government, and pressed rulers to draft constitutions and create parliaments elected by the people. Borders, in many cases quite artificial, were negotiated between neighboring states, often with some acrimony. Many Arab nationalists opposed these measures, which they believed divided and weakened an Arab people that could only regain its rightful status as a respected world power through broader Arab unity. Yet, in keeping with the European rules, only recognized nation-states, no matter how imperial their origins, were legitimate political actors.

An enduring legacy of the colonial period is the tension between nation-state nationalism (e.g., Egyptian or Iraqi nationalism) and pan-Arab nationalist ideologies. By the time the Arab states began to secure their independence from colonial rule in the 1940s and 1950s, the divisions between them had become permanent. The problem was that most Arab citizens believed smaller nationalisms based around colonial creations were fundamentally illegitimate. For those who aspired to Arab greatness in the twentieth century, only the broader Arab nationalist movement offered the prospect of achieving the critical mass and unity of purpose necessary to restore the Arabs to their rightful place among the powers of the day. The colonial experience left the Arabs as a community of nations rather than a national community, and the Arabs remain disappointed by the results.

World War II shattered European influence in world affairs. The postwar years were a period of decolonization as the states of Asia and Africa secured independence from their colonial rulers, often by force of arms. The United States and the Soviet Union emerged as the dominant powers in the second half of the twentieth century, and the rivalry between them, which came to be called the Cold War, defined the new age.

Moscow and Washington entered into an intense competition for global dominance. As the United States and the USSR attempted to integrate the Arab world into their respective spheres of influence, the Middle East became one of several arenas of superpower rivalry. Even in that age of national independence, the Arab world found its room to maneuver constrained by foreign rules – the rules of the Cold War – for nearly half a century (from 1945 to 1990).

The rules of the Cold War were straightforward: a country could be an ally of the United States or of the Soviet Union but could not have good relations with both. The Arab people generally had no interest in American anticommunism or Soviet dialectical materialism. Their governments tried to pursue an intermediate path through the Non-Aligned Movement – to no avail. Eventually, every state in the Arab world was forced to take sides.

Those Arab states that entered into the Soviet sphere of influence called themselves ‘progressives,’ but the West described them as ‘radical.’ This group included every Arab country that had undergone a revolution in the second half of the twentieth century: Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Algeria, Yemen, and Libya. Those Arab states that sided with the West – the liberal republics of Tunisia and Lebanon and the conservative monarchies such as Morocco, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf states – were dubbed ‘reactionaries’ by the progressive Arab states but considered ‘moderates’ in the West. The result was patron-client relations between the superpowers and the Arabs, in which Arab states secured from their respective superpower patrons arms for their militaries and development aid for their economies.

So long as there were two superpowers, the system contained checks and balances. Neither the Soviets nor the Americans could afford to take unilateral action in the region, for fear of provoking a hostile reaction from the other superpower. Government officials in Washington and Moscow lived in fear of a third world war and worked day and night to prevent the Middle East from sparking such a conflagration. Arab leaders also learned how to play the superpowers off each other by using the threat of defection to the other side to secure more arms or development aid from their patron state. Even so, by the end of the Cold War the Arabs well understood that they were no closer to achieving the degree of independence, development, and respect they had aspired to at the start of the era. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Arab world entered a new age – on even less favorable terms.

The Cold War came to an end shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. For the Arab world, the new unipolar age began with the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. When the Soviet Union voted in favor of a UN Security Council resolution authorizing a U.S.-led war against the Kremlin’s old ally Iraq, the writing was on the wall. The certainties of the Cold War era had given way to an age of unconstrained American power, and many in the region feared the worst.

American policies toward the Middle East have been highly inconsistent in the post-Cold War era. U.S. presidents have pursued very different policies since the 1990s. For President George H. W. Bush, who was in office as the Soviet Union collapsed, the end of the Cold War marked the beginning of a new world order. Under Bill Clinton, internationalism and engagement remained the hallmarks of U.S. policy. With the rise of the neoconservatives to power following the election of George W. Bush in 2000, the United States turned to unilateralism. In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks in the United States, the Bush administration’s foreign policies had a devastating impact on the region as a whole, leading to a war on terrorism that focused on the Muslim world, with Arabs as prime suspects. Barack Obama sought to reverse many of the Bush administration’s policies and reduce America’s military presence in the region – lessening American influence in the process.

The rules of the unipolar age of American dominance have proved the most disadvantageous to the Arab world in modern times. With no alternate power to constrain American action, Arab governments found themselves facing actual invasion and the threat of regime change. It would be no exaggeration to describe the years since the 9/11 attacks as the worst in Arab history, with the Arab Spring serving as a brief if tragic hiatus. What Samir Kassir observed in 2004 holds ever truer today: ‘It’s not pleasant being Arab these days.’

For most of the past two centuries the Arabs have struggled for their independence from foreign powers. At the same time, the Arab peoples have sought to constrain the autocratic power of their rulers at home. The Arab Spring revolutions represent the latest chapter in a century-old struggle for accountable government and the rule of law.

Until the end of the eighteenth century, absolutism was the norm in Europe and the Mediterranean world. Only Great Britain and the Dutch Republic had subordinated the powers of the monarch to an elected body before the French Revolution in 1789. After that date, constitutions began to proliferate across the West – in the United States in 1789, in Poland and France in 1791, in Norway in 1814, and in Belgium in 1831. A new political order was emerging in which law constrained rulers’ powers and subjects attained the higher legal status of citizens.

Arab visitors to Europe in the first quarter of the nineteenth century returned captivated by the novel political ideas they encountered in Paris and London. The Egyptian cleric Rifa’a al-Tahtawi translated all seventy-four articles of the French Charter of 1814 into Arabic upon his return from Paris in 1831. Living under the autocratic rule of Egyptian governor Muhammad ’Ali, Tahtawi marveled at the constraints the French constitution imposed on its king and the protections it extended to its citizens. Tunisian reformer Khayr al-Din al-Tunisi, inspired by Tahtawi’s writings, advocated for a constitution to contain the arbitrary rule of the Tunisian governors. Perhaps uncoincidentally, the first two Arab states to introduce constitutions – Tunisia in 1861 and Egypt in 1882 – were the first to undergo Arab Spring revolutions.

The next wave of constitutional reform coincided with the introduction of European colonial rule in the aftermath of World War I. The Egyptian Constitution of 1923, the Iraqi Constitution of 1925, the Lebanese Constitution of 1926, and the Syrian Charter of 1930 each expressed the Arab struggle for independence from European colonial powers on the basis of legitimate government and the rule of law. While these constitutions endowed Arab states with elected multiparty legislatures, the colonial authorities did their utmost to undermine Arab sovereignty. Liberal constitutional government became compromised as an extension of European colonial rule.

The rejection of Arab liberalism followed defeat in the 1948 Palestine War, when the Israeli army trounced the Arab states to secure 78 percent of Mandate Palestine for the new Jewish state. The lack of military preparedness alienated patriotic officers from their kings and presidents, and defeat at the hands of the armed forces of the new state of Israel, dismissed in Arab propaganda as mere ‘Jewish gangs,’ undermined citizen confidence in the newly independent governments of the Arab nations. The Arab world entered a new revolutionary age with military coups in Syria (1949), Egypt (1952), Iraq (1958), Yemen (1962), and Libya (1969) that brought decisive men of action to power at the head of technocratic governments. Intensely nationalist, and Arab nationalist, the military regimes promised a new age of social justice, economic development, military strength, and independence from outside influence. The new military rulers demanded only total obedience from their citizens in return. It was a social contract of sorts, and for over half a century Arab citizens willingly suspended their efforts to constrain autocratic rule in return for governments that promised to provide for their needs.

By the start of the twentieth-first century, the old Arab social contract was broken. By 2000, all but the oil rich states had proved incapable of living up to their promises. Increasingly only a narrow band of friends and family of the region’s rulers benefited from any economic opportunities. The level of inequality between rich and poor rose alarmingly. Rather than address their citizens’ legitimate grievances, Arab states responded to growing discontent by becoming ever more repressive. Worse, these repressive regimes actively sought to preserve their families’ control over politics by dynastic succession, as aging presidents groomed their sons to follow them into office. Not only was the Arab social contract broken, but these failing regimes threatened to perpetuate themselves.

In 2011, the Arab peoples rose up in popular movements seeking to reimpose checks on their rulers. ‘The people should not fear their government,’ read a placard in Cairo’s central Tahrir Square. ‘Governments should fear their people.’ For one brief moment, the Arab Spring revolutions succeeded in making Arab rulers fear their citizens. Unfortunately, the moment did not last, as revolution gave way to counter revolution and strongmen returned to power – except in Tunisia, where the movement first erupted with the fateful confrontation between Fayda Hamdy and Mohamed Bouazizi in December 2010. It is too early to know if the fragile constitutional order that has since emerged in that country will prove a harbinger of a future Arab social order or the unique success story of the Arab Spring.

It would be wrong to emphasize the tensions in Arab history to the detriment of all that makes the Arab world so fascinating. As a lifelong student of the Middle East, I was drawn to Arab history because it is so rich and diverse. Following my childhood in Beirut and Cairo, I took my interests in the Middle East to university in the United States, where I studied Arabic and Turkish so that I could read the primary sources of Arab history. Perusing court records and chronicles, archival documents and manuscripts, diaries and memoirs, I was equally struck by the familiar and the exotic in Arab history.

So much of what the Arab world has undergone in the past five centuries is common to human experience around the globe. Nationalism, imperialism, revolution, industrialization, rural-urban migration, the struggle for women’s rights – all the great themes of human history in the modern age have played out in the Arab world. Yet much distinguishes the Arabs: the shape of their cities, their music and poetry, their special position as the chosen people of Islam (the Qur’an stresses no fewer than ten times that God bestowed his final revelation on humankind in Arabic), and their notion of a national community stretching from Morocco through Arabia.

Bound by a common identity grounded in language and history, the Arabs are all the more fascinating for their diversity. They are at once one people and many peoples. As the traveler moves across North Africa from Morocco to Egypt, the dialect, calligraphy, landscape, architecture, and cuisine, as well as the forms of government and types of economic activity, transform kaleidoscopically. If the traveler continues through the Sinai Peninsula into the Fertile Crescent, similar differences arise between Palestine and Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, and Iraq. Moving south from Iraq to the Gulf states, the Arab world shows the influences of nearby Iran. Oman and Yemen reflect the influences of East Africa and South Asia. All these peoples have distinct histories, but all see themselves bound by a common Arab history.

In writing this book, I have tried to do justice to the diversity of Arab history by balancing the experiences of North Africa, Egypt and the Fertile Crescent, and the Arabian Peninsula. At the same time, I have tried to show the linkages between the histories of these regions – for example, how French rule in Morocco influenced French rule in Syria, and how rebellion against French rule in Morocco influenced rebellion against French rule in Syria. Inevitably, some countries take up more than their fair share of the narrative, and others are woefully neglected, which I regret.

I have drawn on a wide range of Arab sources, using eyewitness accounts of those who lived through the tumultuous years of Arab history: chroniclers in the earlier periods give way to a wide range of intellectuals, journalists, politicians, poets, and novelists, men and women famous and infamous. It has seemed only natural to me to privilege Arab sources in writing a history of the Arabs, much as one might privilege Russian sources to write a history of the Russians. The authoritative foreigners – statesmen, diplomats, missionaries, and travelers – have valuable insights to share on Arab history. But I believe Western readers would view Arab history differently were they to see it through the eyes of Arab men and women who described the times through which they lived.





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


1

From Cairo to Istanbul

The hot summer sun beat down upon al-Ashraf Qansuh al-Ghawri, forty-ninth sultan of the Mamluk dynasty, as he reviewed his troops for battle. Since the founding of the dynasty in 1250, the Mamluks had ruled over the oldest and most powerful Islamic state of its day. The Cairo-based empire spanned Egypt, Syria, and Arabia. Qansuh, a man in his seventies, had ruled the empire for fifteen years. He was now in Marj Dabiq, a field outside the Syrian city of Aleppo, at the northernmost limits of his empire, to confront the greatest danger the Mamluks had ever faced. He would fail, and his failure would set in motion the demise of his empire, paving the way for the conquest of the Arab lands by the Ottoman Turks. The date was August 24, 1516.

Qansuh wore a light turban to protect his head from the burning sun of the Syrian desert. He wore a regal blue mantle over his shoulders, on which he rested a battle axe, as he rode his Arabian charger to review his forces. When a Mamluk sultan went to war, he personally led the troops in battle and took most of his government with him. It was as if an American president took half his cabinet, leaders of both houses of Congress, Supreme Court justices, and a synod of bishops and rabbis, all dressed for battle alongside the officers and soldiers.

The commanders of the Mamluk army and the four chief justices stood beneath the sultan’s red banner. To their right stood the spiritual head of the empire, the caliph al-Mutawakkil III, under his own banner. He too was dressed in a light turban and mantle, with a battle axe resting on his shoulder. Qansuh was surrounded by forty descendants of the Prophet Muhammad, who wore copies of the Qur’an enveloped in yellow silk cases wrapped around their heads. The descendents were joined by the leaders of the mystical Sufi orders under green, red, and black banners.

[image: Image]

Qansuh and his retinue would have been impressed and reassured by the spectacle of 20,000 Mamluk soldiers massed in the plains around them. The Mamluks – the word in Arabic means ‘one possessed’ or ‘slave’ – were a caste of elite slave soldiers. Young men were brought from Christian lands in the Eurasian steppe and the Caucasus to Cairo, where they were converted to Islam and trained in the martial arts. Separated from their families and homelands, they owed their total loyalty to their masters – both those who physically owned them and those who taught them. Trained to the highest standard in warfare and indoctrinated into total devotion to religion and state, the mature Mamluk was then given his freedom and entered the ranks of the ruling elite. They were the ultimate warriors in hand-to-hand combat and had overpowered the greatest armies of the Middle Ages: in 1249 the Mamluks defeated the Crusader army of the French king Louis IX, in 1260 they drove the Mongol hordes out of Arab lands, and in 1291 they expelled the last of the Crusaders from Islamic lands.

The Mamluk army was a magnificent sight. Its warriors wore silk robes of brilliant colors, their helmets and armor were of the highest craftsmanship, and their weapons were made of hardened steel inlaid with gold. The show of finery was part of an ethos of chivalry and a mark of confidence of men who expected to carry the day.

Facing the Mamluks across the battlefield were the seasoned veterans of the Ottoman sultan. The Ottoman Empire had emerged at the end of the thirteenth century as a minor Turkish Muslim principality engaged in holy war against the Christian Byzantine Empire in Anatolia (the Asian lands of modern Turkey). Over the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Ottomans had integrated the other Turkish principalities and conquered Byzantine territory in both Anatolia and the Balkans. In 1453 the seventh Ottoman sultan, Mehmed II, succeeded where all previous Muslim attempts had failed when he seized Constantinople and completed the conquest of the Byzantine Empire. Henceforth Mehmed II would be known as ‘the Conqueror.’ Constantinople, renamed Istanbul, became the Ottoman capital. Mehmed II’s successors proved no less ambitious in expanding the territorial reach of their empire. On this day in 1516, Qansuh was about to engage in battle with the ninth Ottoman sultan, Selim I (r. 1512–1520), nicknamed ‘the Grim.’

Paradoxically, Qansuh had hoped to avoid going to war by making a show of strength on his northern frontier. The Ottomans were engaged in hostilities with the Persian Safavid Empire. Ruling in what is now modern Iran, the Safavids spoke Turkish like the Ottomans and were probably of Kurdish ethnic origins. Their charismatic leader, Shah Ismail (r. 1501–1524), had decreed Shiite Islam the official religion of his state, which put him on an ideological collision course with the Sunni Ottoman Empire.1 The Ottomans and Safavids had fought over Eastern Anatolia in 1514–1515, and the Ottomans had emerged victorious. The Safavids urgently sought an alliance with the Mamluks to contain the Ottoman threat. Qansuh had no particular sympathy for the Safavids, but he wanted to preserve the balance of power in the region and hoped that a strong Mamluk military presence in northern Syria would confine Ottoman ambitions to Anatolia, leaving Persia to the Safavids and the Arab world to the Mamluks. Instead, the Mamluk deployment posed a strategic threat to the Ottoman flank. Rather than run the risk of a two-front war, the Ottoman sultan suspended hostilities with the Safavids to deal with the Mamluks.

The Mamluks fielded a great army, but the Ottoman force was greater by far. Its disciplined ranks of cavalry and infantry outnumbered the Mamluks by as much as three to one. Contemporary chroniclers estimated Selim’s army to number 60,000 men in all. The Ottomans also enjoyed a significant technological advantage over their adversaries. Whereas the Mamluks were an old-fashioned army that placed much emphasis on individual swordsmanship, the Ottomans fielded a modern gunpowder infantry armed with muskets. The Mamluks upheld medieval military values while the Ottomans represented the modern face of sixteenth-century warfare. Battle-hardened soldiers with extensive combat experience, the Ottomans were more interested in the spoils of victory than in gaining personal honor through hand-to-hand combat.

As the two armies engaged in battle at Marj Dabiq, Ottoman firearms decimated the ranks of the Mamluk knights. The Mamluk right wing crumbled under the Ottoman offensive, and the left wing took flight. The commander of the left wing was the governor of the city of Aleppo, a Mamluk named Khair Bey who, it transpired, had been in league with the Ottomans before the battle and had transferred his allegiance to Selim the Grim. Khair Bey’s treachery delivered victory to the Ottomans shortly after the start of battle.

The Mamluk sultan, Qansuh al-Ghawri, watched in horror as his army collapsed around him. The dust on the battlefield was so thick that the two armies could hardly see each other. Qansuh turned to his religious advisors and urged them to pray for a victory he no longer believed his soldiers could deliver. One of the Mamluk commanders, recognizing the hopelessness of the situation, took down the sultan’s banner, folded it, and turned to Qansuh, saying: ‘Our master the Sultan, the Ottomans have defeated us. Save yourself and take refuge in Aleppo.’ As the truth of his officer’s words sunk in, the sultan suffered a stroke that left him half paralyzed. When he tried to mount his horse, Qansuh fell and died on the spot. Abandoned by his fleeing retinue, the sultan’s body was never recovered. It was as though the earth had opened and swallowed the fallen Mamluk’s body whole.

As the dust of battle settled, the full horror of the carnage became apparent. ‘It was a time to turn an infant’s hair white, and to melt iron in its fury,’ the Mamluk chronicler Ibn Iyas reflected. The battlefield was littered with dead and dying men and horses whose groans were cut short by the victorious Ottomans in their eagerness to rob their fallen adversaries. They left behind ‘headless bodies, and faces covered with dust and grown hideous’ to be devoured by crows and wild dogs.2 It was an unprecedented defeat for the Mamluks, and a blow from which their empire would never recover.

Victory at Marj Dabiq left the Ottomans masters of Syria. Selim the Grim entered Aleppo unopposed and went on to occupy Damascus without a fight. News of the defeat reached Cairo on September 14, some three weeks after the battle. The surviving Mamluk commanders gathered in Cairo to elect a new sultan. They chose Qansuh’s deputy, al-Ashraf Tumanbay, as his successor. Tumanbay was to be the last Mamluk sultan, his reign lasting only three and a half months.

Selim the Grim wrote Tumanbay from Damascus, offering him two options: to surrender, and rule over Egypt as a vassal of the Ottomans, or to resist and face total annihilation. Tumanbay wept with terror when he read Selim’s letter, for surrender was not an option. Fear began to grip the Mamluk sultan’s soldiers and subjects alike. In a bid to preserve discipline, Tumanbay issued a proclamation forbidding the sale of wine, beer, or hashish, under penalty of death. However, the chroniclers claim, the anxious inhabitants of Cairo paid no attention to his orders and sought relief from the imminent threat of invasion in drugs and alcohol.3 When news reached Cairo of the conquest of the coastal town of Gaza, where the Ottomans had put to death 1,000 townspeople, the smell of fear swept through the city. In January 1517, the Ottoman army entered Egypt, heading for the Mamluk capital.

When Selim reached the northern outskirts of Cairo on January 22, Tumanbay’s soldiers showed little enthusiasm for the fight. Many troops had failed to report for duty. Town criers were sent through the streets of Cairo threatening to hang any deserters before their own front doors. By such means Tumanbay assembled all the soldiers he could muster – a force of some 20,000 horsemen, infantry, and Bedouin irregulars. Learning from the experience of Marj Dabiq, Tumanbay dispensed with the chivalric prohibition on firearms and armed a large number of his soldiers with muskets. He also lined up 100 wagons bearing light cannon to confront the attackers. The men and women of Cairo came to the battlefield to cheer on the army and to offer prayers for their success. Unpaid, lacking in confidence, and largely unreliable, the Mamluk army approached the day of battle as a group of men fighting for their own survival rather than victory.

The battle took place on January 23, 1517, ‘a tremendous engagement,’ wrote Ibn Iyas, ‘the mere mention of which is enough to strike terror into the hearts of men and its horrors to unhinge their reason.’ The drums beat for battle, and the Mamluk cavalry mounted their horses and set off across the field. They ran into a much larger Ottoman force that ‘came on like locusts.’ Ibn Iyas claimed that the ensuing battle was yet worse than the earlier defeat at Marj Dabiq, the Turks ‘coming up from every direction like clouds,’ the ‘noise of their musketry deafening, and their attack furious.’ Within one hour the Mamluk defenders had suffered heavy casualties and were in full retreat. Tumanbay fought on longer than most of his commanders before he too retreated from the battle, vowing to fight again another day.4

The victorious Ottoman troops stormed Cairo and pillaged the city for three days. The helpless civilian population, left to the mercy of the invading army, could do nothing but watch as their homes and possessions were plundered. The only refuge against the violence of the Ottoman soldiers was the Ottoman sultan himself, and the people of Cairo bent over backward to honor their new master. The Friday prayers in mosques, which had traditionally been recited in the name of the Mamluk sultan, were now delivered in Sultan Selim’s honor, one of the traditional means of acknowledging sovereignty. ‘God save the Sultan,’ the preachers intoned, ‘son of the Sultan, King of the two continents and the two seas; conqueror of the two armies, Sultan of the two Iraqs, servant of the two sacred cities, the victorious King Selim Shah. O Lord of both worlds, grant that he may ever be victorious.’ Selim the Grim responded to Cairo’s submission and instructed his ministers to announce a public pardon and the restoration of security.

Sultan Selim waited nearly two weeks after defeating the Mamluk army to enter the city of Cairo. This was the first chance most of Cairo’s residents had to scrutinize their new master. Ibn Iyas gives a graphic portrait of the Ottoman conqueror:


As the Sultan passed through the city he was cheered by all the populace. He was described as having a fair complexion, a clean-shaven chin, and large nose and eyes, as being short in stature, and wearing a small turban. He showed levity and restlessness, turning his head from side to side as he rode along. He was said to be about forty years of age. He had not the dignity of former Sultans. He was of an evil disposition, blood-thirsty, violent-tempered, and intolerant of being answered.5



Selim did not rest easily in Cairo while the Mamluk sultan was still at large. So long as Tumanbay lived, the Ottomans knew that his partisans would plot his restoration. Only a very public death would dash those hopes forever. Selim the Grim was given the opportunity in April 1517, when the fugitive Tumanbay was betrayed by Bedouin tribesmen and handed over to the Ottomans. Selim forced Tumanbay to march through the center of Cairo to dispel any doubt that he was in fact the deposed Mamluk sultan. Tumanbay’s procession ended at Bab Zuwayla, one of the main gates of the walled city of Cairo, where he was taken by his executioners and hanged before the horrified crowd. The hanging rope broke – some say it broke twice – as if reflecting divine reluctance to permit regicide. ‘Once he surrendered his soul, a loud cry went up from the crowd,’ the chronicler recorded, capturing the sense of public shock and horror at this unprecedented spectacle. ‘Never in the past have we witnessed such an event as the hanging of a sultan of Egypt at Bab Zuwayla, never!’6

For Sultan Selim, the death of Tumanbay was cause for celebration. With the termination of the Mamluk dynasty, Selim completed his conquest of their empire and the transfer of all their wealth, lands, and glory to his own dynasty. He could now return to Istanbul having added Syria, Egypt, and the Arabian province of the Hijaz to the Ottoman Empire. The Hijaz carried particular importance as the birthplace of Islam. It was here, in the city of Mecca, that Muslims believe God first revealed the Qur’an to the Prophet Muhammad, and it was in nearby Medina that the Prophet established the first Muslim community. Selim now added the religious legitimacy of being Servant and Protector of the Two Holy Places of Mecca and Medina to the sultan’s imperial title. These gains confirmed Selim as sultan of the greatest Islamic empire in the world.

Before leaving Cairo, Selim asked to see one of the famous Egyptian shadow plays, a puppet theater performed with silhouette figures before a lit screen. He sat in private to enjoy the spectacle. The puppet master made a model of Bab Zuwayla and a figure of Sultan Tumanbay at the moment of his hanging. When the cord broke twice, the Ottoman sultan ‘found the spectacle very funny. He gave the artist 200 dinars and a velour cloak of honour. “When we leave for Istanbul, come with us so that my son can see this,” Selim told him.’7 His son, Süleyman, would succeed to the Ottoman throne three years later and inherit all Selim had conquered from the Mamluks.

The Ottoman conquest of the Mamluk Empire was a major turning point in Arab history. The fateful clash of arms between Mamluk swordsmen and Ottoman riflemen marked the end of the medieval era and the beginning of the modern age in the Arab world. The Ottoman conquest also meant that for the first time since the rise of Islam, the Arab world was ruled from a non-Arab capital. The Umayyads, Islam’s first dynasty, ruled their rapidly expanding empire from Damascus between AD 661 and 750. The Abbasid caliphate (750–1258) ruled the greatest Muslim empire of its day from Baghdad. Cairo, founded in 969, served as capital to no less than four dynasties before the advent of the Mamluks in 1250. From 1517 onward, the Arabs would negotiate their place in the world through rules set in foreign capitals, a political reality that would prove one of the defining features of modern Arab history.

That said, the shift from Mamluk to Ottoman rule had proved easier than many had initially feared at the time of Selim the Grim’s bloody conquests. The Arabs had been ruled by Turkish-speaking foreigners since the thirteenth century, and the Ottomans were in many ways similar to the Mamluks. Elites in both empires came from Christian slave origins. Both empires were bureaucratic states that observed religious law and protected Islamic domains from foreign threats with strong armies. Moreover, it was too early to speak of a distinct Arab identity that would object to ‘foreign’ rule. Before the age of nationalism, identity was linked to either one’s tribe or town of origin. If Arabs thought in terms of a broader identity, it was more likely to be based on religion than ethnicity. For the majority of Arabs, who were Sunni Muslims, the Ottomans were perfectly acceptable rulers. The fact that the administrative center had moved from Arab lands to Istanbul, a city straddling the continents of Europe and Asia, seems not to have been problematic to people at the time.

The Arab peoples seem to have been pragmatic rather than ideological in assessing the change from Mamluk to Ottoman rule. They were far more concerned about questions of law and order, and reasonable taxation, than what it meant for Arabs to be ruled by Turks. The Egyptian historian ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, writing in the early nineteenth century, captured this respect for early Ottoman rule:


At the outset of their reign, the Ottomans were among the best to rule the [Islamic] community since the Rightly-Guided Caliphs.8 They were the strongest defenders of religion and opposers of unbelievers, and for this reason their dominions expanded through the conquests which God gave to them and to their deputies. They controlled the best inhabited regions on earth. Kingdoms far and wide submitted to them. They did not neglect the state, but guarded its territory and its frontiers. They upheld the performance of Islamic rites and … honoured the religious leaders, supported the maintenance of the Two Holy Cities, Mecca and Medina, and upheld the rules and principles of justice by observing Islamic laws and practices. Their reign was secure; their sway endured; kings stood in awe of them; free men and slaves obeyed them.9



The villagers and townspeople of Syria did not mourn the passing of the Mamluk Empire. Ibn Iyas relates that the residents of Aleppo, who had suffered from overtaxation and arbitrary rule, barred the retreating Mamluks from entering the city and ‘treated them worse than the Ottomans had’ after their defeat in Marj Dabiq. When Selim the Grim entered the city of Aleppo, ‘the town was illuminated in celebration, candles lighted in the bazaars, voices were raised in prayer for him and the people rejoiced’ at their deliverance from their former Mamluk overlords.10 The people of Damascus were also unperturbed by the change in political masters, according to the Damascene chronicler Muhammad ibn Tulun (1475–1546). His account of the last years of Mamluk rule is replete with references to overtaxation, the greed of officials, the powerlessness of the central government, the unscrupulous ambition of the Mamluk amirs, the lack of security in the countryside, and the economic woes that resulted from such maladministration.11 By comparison, Ibn Tulun had favorable things to say about Ottoman rule, which brought law and order and regular taxation to the province of Damascus.

The fall of the Mamluks probably changed the Ottoman Empire more dramatically than it affected the Arab world. The Ottoman heartlands were in the Balkans and Anatolia, and the capital – Istanbul – straddled the European and Asian provinces of the empire. The Arab lands were far from the Ottoman center, and the Arab peoples were a novel addition to the heterogeneous population of the empire. The Arabs were themselves a diverse people, their common Arabic language divided into dialects that grew mutually incomprehensible as one moved from the Arabian Peninsula through the Fertile Crescent to North Africa. Whereas most Arabs were (and are) Sunni Muslims like the Ottoman Turks, there were sizable minority communities of splinter Muslim sects, Christian communities, and Jews. There was also tremendous cultural diversity across the Arab world, with distinct cuisine, architecture, and musical traditions in different Arab regions. History too had divided the Arab peoples, as different regions had been ruled by separate dynasties over the Islamic centuries. The integration of the Arab lands fundamentally changed the geographic reach and the culture and demography of the Ottoman Empire.

The Ottomans faced a real challenge to devise viable administrative structures for their new Arab possessions. The Arabs entered the Ottoman Empire at a time of rapid expansion in Persia, the Black Sea region, and the Balkans. The territorial reach of the empire expanded much faster than the government’s ability to train and post qualified administrators for these new acquisitions. Only those regions closest to the Ottoman heartlands – like the northern Syrian city of Aleppo – came under standard Ottoman rule. The farther one traveled from Anatolia, the more the Ottomans sought to preserve the preexisting political order to ensure the smoothest transition to their rule. Pragmatists rather than ideologues, the Ottomans were more interested in preserving law and order and collecting regular taxes from their new possessions than imposing their own ways on the Arabs. As a result, Ottoman rule in the Arab provinces was marked by great diversity and extensive autonomy in the early years after the conquest.

The first challenge facing the Ottomans in Syria and Egypt was to shape a loyal government from Mamluk administrators. Only the Mamluks had the knowledge and experience to rule Syria and Egypt on the Ottomans’ behalf. Yet the Ottomans could not count on the loyalty of the Mamluks. The first decade of Ottoman rule was marked by a number of violent rebellions as key Mamluks sought to break from the Ottoman Empire and restore Mamluk rule in Syria and Egypt.

For the first few years after the conquest of the Mamluk Empire, the Ottomans left the institutions of the former state more or less intact, under Mamluk amirs, or ‘commanders.’ They divided the former Mamluk domains into three provinces based around the cities of Aleppo, Damascus, and Cairo. Aleppo was the first to come under the full instruments of Ottoman rule. An Ottoman governor was appointed over the province, which was closely integrated into the political and economic life of the Ottoman Empire. Though the populace could not have known it then, the Ottoman conquest would initiate a real golden age in Aleppo lasting through the eighteenth century, in which the city would emerge as one of the great centers of the overland trade between Asia and the Mediterranean. Though it lay some 50 miles from the coast, Aleppo attracted the offices of the Dutch, British, and French Levant companies and became one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the Arab world.12 When William Shakespeare had the first witch in Macbeth say of a sailor’s wife ‘Her husband’s to Aleppo gone, master o’ the Tiger’ (act I, scene 3), his audiences in the Globe knew of where she spoke.

Sultan Selim chose Mamluks to serve as his governors in Damascus and Cairo. The two men he appointed could not have been more different. He named Janbirdi al-Ghazali as his governor in Damascus. Janbirdi had been a Mamluk governor in Syria and had fought valiantly against the Ottomans at Marj Dabiq. He led the Mamluk attack on Selim’s forces in Gaza, where he was wounded. He retreated to Cairo with the remainder of his army to stand by Tumanbay in the defense of Cairo. Clearly Selim respected the integrity and loyalty Janbirdi had shown to his Mamluk sovereigns and hoped to turn that sense of loyalty to his new Ottoman master. In February 1518 Selim invested Janbirdi with all of the functions exercised by the former Mamluk governors of Damascus, in return for an annual tribute of 230,000 dinars.13 There were clear risks in transferring so much power to one person without checks or balances on his authority.

In Cairo, Selim chose Khair Bey, the former Mamluk governor of Aleppo. Khair Bey had corresponded with Selim before the battle of Marj Dabiq and transferred his loyalty to the Ottoman sultan. It was Khair Bey who broke ranks in the Battle of Marj Dabiq and left the field to the Ottomans. He was later arrested by Tumanbay and placed in prison in Cairo. Selim released Khair Bey when he captured Cairo, and then honored the former governor of Aleppo for his services. However, Selim never forgot that Khair Bey had betrayed his former Mamluk sovereign and, according to Ibn Iyas, used to pun on his name, calling him ‘Khain Bey,’ or ‘Sir Traitor.’14

For so long as Sultan Selim lived, these administrative arrangements held without challenge. In October 1520, news spread of Selim’s death and the ascension of the young prince Süleyman to the Ottoman throne. Some Mamluks believed they had given their allegiance to Sultan Selim as their conqueror rather than to his dynasty as a whole. With the Ottoman succession, the new Sultan Süleyman faced a number of revolts in his Arab provinces.

The first Mamluk revolt broke out in Damascus. Janbirdi al-Ghazali sought to restore the Mamluk Empire and declared himself sultan, taking the regal name al-Malik al-Ashraf (‘the most noble king’). He donned the clothes and light turban of a Mamluk and banned the people of Damascus from wearing Ottoman fashions. He forbade preachers in the mosques from reciting the Friday prayers in Sultan Süleyman’s name. And he set about purging Ottoman soldiers and officials from Syria. The towns of Tripoli, Homs, and Hama rallied to his cause. He raised an army and set out to seize Aleppo from the Ottomans.15

The people of Aleppo remained faithful to the Ottoman sultanate. They mourned the death of Selim and recited the Friday prayers in Süleyman’s name. When the governor learned of the approach of the rebel army, he set about strengthening Aleppo’s defenses. In December, Janbirdi’s force laid siege to the city. The rebels fired cannons at the gates of Aleppo and sent burning arrows flying over the city walls, but the defenders repaired the damage and kept Janbirdi’s forces at bay. The Damascenes maintained the siege for fifteen days before withdrawing. Some 200 residents of Aleppo had been killed in the course of the siege, as well as a number of soldiers.16

As Janbirdi watched his rebellion falter, he returned to Damascus to consolidate his position and rally his forces. In February 1521, he set out to fight an Ottoman army on the outskirts of Damascus. His army was quickly routed, and Janbirdi was killed in battle. Panic swept Damascus. In supporting Janbirdi’s futile bid to secede from the Ottoman Empire and to reestablish Mamluk rule, the Damascenes had forfeited the benefits of a peaceful submission to Ottoman rule.

The army that had just defeated Janbirdi’s forces now turned to sack the city of Damascus. According to Ibn Tulun over 3,000 people were killed, the town quarters and neighboring villages were plundered, and women and children were taken into captivity. Janbirdi’s head and the severed ears of 1,000 fallen soldiers were sent to Istanbul as trophies.17 Mamluk influence in Damascus was now at an end. Henceforth Damascus would be placed under an Ottoman governor appointed from Istanbul.

In Egypt, the Ottomans faced repeated challenges to their rule. Although Selim had questioned the integrity of his Mamluk governor in Cairo and called him ‘Sir Traitor,’ Khair Bey preserved the Ottoman order in Egypt until his death in 1522. It took the Ottoman authorities the better part of a year to name a new governor to replace him. Two provincial governors from Middle Egypt took advantage of the interregnum to launch a rebellion in May 1523, supported by a number of Mamluks and Bedouin leaders. The revolt was quelled swiftly by Ottoman troops in Egypt, with many of the Mamluk insurgents subsequently imprisoned or killed.

The next challenge came from the new Ottoman governor himself. Ahmad Pasha had aspired to be grand vezir, or prime minister of the Ottoman government. Frustrated by his appointment as a mere provincial governor in Egypt, Ahmad Pasha sought to satisfy his ambitions by establishing himself as an independent ruler in Egypt. Shortly after his arrival in September 1523, he began to disarm the Ottoman troops posted to Cairo and shipped many of the infantrymen back to Istanbul. He released the Mamluks and Bedouins that had been imprisoned for taking part in the previous year’s uprising. Ahmad Pasha then declared himself sultan and ordered his supporters to kill the remaining Ottoman troops in the Citadel. Like Janbirdi, Ahmad Pasha had Friday prayers recited and coins struck in his name. His rebellion, however, was short-lived. His opponents attacked him and forced him to retreat to the countryside, where he was captured and beheaded in March 1524. Istanbul dispatched a new governor to Cairo with clear instructions to bring Mamluk influence to an end and to draw Egypt more fully under the central government’s rule. Thereafter, Sultan Süleyman proved more than capable of commanding the loyalty of his Arab subjects, and no further rebellions threatened Ottoman rule for the rest of his reign.

Within a decade of Selim’s conquest, Egypt, Syria, and the Hijaz were firmly under Ottoman rule. Istanbul, the imperial capital, was home to both the decision takers and the law makers of the empire as a whole. At the top of the hierarchy was the sultan, an absolute monarch whose word was writ. He lived in the Topkapi Palace, behind great walls overlooking the imperial capital, the Straits of the Bosporus, and the Golden Horn. Downhill from the palace walls, behind an imposing set of gates, lay the offices of the grand vezir and his ministers. This center of government came to be known by its most distinctive feature – its gates. Referred to in Turkish as the Bab-i Ali, or ‘High Gate,’ the expression was rendered La Sublime Port in French and anglicized as the Sublime Porte, or just ‘the Porte’. These two institutions – the royal court and the Sublime Porte – set the new terms of government for the Arab provinces, as for the empire as a whole.

With Ottoman rule came new administrative practices. Ottoman provincial government in the sixteenth century was a form of feudalism in which military commanders were awarded territory by the central government. The post holder would oversee the administration of justice and tax collection from his lands. He would also maintain a certain number of cavalrymen from the revenues of his lands and



























































PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published in the United States of America by Basic Books 2009

First published in Great Britain by Allen Lane 2009

Published in Penguin Books 2010

Published with updates 2011, 2012, 2018

Copyright © Eugene Rogan, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2017

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover photograph © Bettmann/Corbis

ISBN: 978-0-718-19683-7


OPS/images/9780141986548_TheArabs_001_IMGX.jpg
ATLANTIC

OCEAN

Tangier 5 Ceuta
Melilla  Oran_

Tlemcen

ALGERIA

THE ARAB WORLD
IN THE OTTOMAN ERA,
1516-1830

ERDEL

Caspian
Sea

SIVAS
o

ean o o
Sea < . KARAMAN
[
) 5

G

KIBRIS
cypm‘ Tripol
Mount Let

len
Sea s \7

Rosetta Gaza g o
Persian

Gulf

. MisIR

EGYPT

Ras al-Khaima O

Arabian

Sea






OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
THIRD EDITION

EUGENE ROGAN

THE
ARABS

e T N

‘Engrossing ... vivid ... compulsively
readable ... an eloquent history
of Arab hopes and disappointments’

GUARDIAN






OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





