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Preface
Toward the middle of the tenth century, an Arab geographer and cosmographer from the great city of Baghdad wrote an account of the known world in which he included a few words about some of the strange, wild people beyond the northwest frontier of civilization—that is to say, of the Islamic empire of the caliphs. Of the northernmost of these peoples, he observed, “Their bodies are large, their natures gross, their manners harsh, their understanding dull and their tongues heavy. Their color is so excessively white that it passes from white to blue. . . . Those of them who are farthest to the north are the most subject to stupidity, grossness and brutishness.”
In 1798 an Ottoman secretary of state wrote a memorandum to inform the Imperial Council about the recent troubles in Paris. He began his description of the events which, in the West, came to be known as the French Revolution: “The conflagration of sedition and wickedness that broke out a few years ago in France, scattering sparks and shooting flames of mischief and tumult in all directions, had been conceived many years previously in the minds of certain accursed heretics. . . . The known and famous atheists Voltaire and Rousseau, and other materialists like them, had printed and published various works, consisting . . . of the removal and abolition of all religion, and of allusions to the sweetness of equality and republicanism, all expressed in easily intelligible words and phrases, in the form of mockery, in the language of the common people.”
During the nine and a half centuries that intervened between these two reports, the level of information about Europe among Middle Eastern visitors and observers had improved considerably. The basic attitudes of contempt and certitude, however, remained substantially unchanged. Much the same may be said about Western attitudes toward the Middle East. Though in general rather better informed, medieval and early modern Western observers of the Middle East, including travelers, show a similar self-satisfied ignorance in their discussions of the places they visited and the peoples they met.
The rise and spread of Islam brought the Middle East into contact—and sometimes into collision—with other regions and cultures: in the east with India and China, in the south with Africa, in the west and north with Christendom. The last of these, seen by Islam as its only serious rival both as world faith and world power, gave rise to the most sustained and most traumatic of these encounters. It began with the advent of Islam in the seventh century and the irruption of the Muslim Arabs into Palestine, Syria, Egypt and North Africa, all until then part of the Christian world. Three major areas of European Christendom were for a while lost to Islam: the two peninsulas at the southwestern and southeastern corners of Europe, Iberia and Anatolia, and the vast plains of Russia. The first was conquered and ruled by Arabs and Moors, the second by Turks, the third by Islamized Tatars. The loss of Anatolia proved permanent. The attempt by the Crusaders to reconquer the Holy Land failed. But in both Russia and the Iberian Peninsula, the Christian inhabitants were in time able to defeat and expel their Muslim rulers, and, in the flush of victory, even pursued them whence they had come—from Russia to Asia, from Spain and Portugal to Africa and beyond. The reconquest grew into conquest and began the great expansion of Europe, from both east and west, which in time brought most of Asia and Africa into the European orbit.
The relationship between the Middle East and the West has not been limited to war and its consequences—fear and mistrust, resentment and hatred, and a readiness to invent and believe the most absurd of calumnies. As well as fighters and preachers, there were others who looked at the people beyond their religious frontier with sometimes puzzled, sometimes eager curiosity. By turns amused and bewildered, they reflected in their books and in their letters home a range of envy, respect, hostility and—very rarely—admiration.
With the expansion of commerce during and after the crusades, European diplomats began to establish permanent missions in the coastal cities of the Ottoman Empire. Trained to observe and ready to comment on their hosts, their colleagues and (with deep mistrust) their interpreters, diplomats traveling in both directions provide some of the best accounts we have of the habits and customs of those with whom they were sent to negotiate. Merchants in the Middle East, as elsewhere, discussed commodities, prices and their competitors. European Christian merchants defied papal and national bans to sell arms to Saladin fighting the Crusaders and, centuries later, to the Turks advancing toward the heart of Europe. Constructive engagement has a long history.
European travelers in the East discovered such delights as coffee and polygamy. An Italian pilgrim in fourteenth-century Alexandria describes his joyous discovery of the banana; an Egyptian sheikh in nineteenth-century Paris describes the French postal system and observes how it is used, among other purposes, for assignations. Inevitably, there are more negative comments—on the position of women, the punishment of crime, the conduct of war.
Much has been written of late about Western misperceptions, through negligence and prejudice, arrogance and insensitivity, and sheer lack of interest. Some have gone so far as to argue that Western views of the Middle East are largely the result of such attitudes and that misperception has frequently been aggravated by willful misrepresentation, serving a Western desire to dominate and exploit. Certainly, there is no lack of ignorance and prejudice in what Westerners, through the centuries, have written about the Middle East. But the same is true about much of what Middle Easterners have written about the West, in the phases of both their advance and their retreat.
Some territorial definition may be useful. The term Middle East has never been precisely demarcated and extends, for some purposes, as far west as Morocco. Broadly speaking, it applies to the countries of southwest Asia and northeast Africa, with vague and ill-defined extensions at both ends—from Iran into Central Asia and beyond to the borders of China; from Egypt into Africa, westward to the Atlantic and southward up the Nile as far as the Islamic faith and the Arabic language predominate.
The words “Europe” and “West,” in common use in Europe and the West, were not in the past used in the Islamic Middle East, where “West” meant their own west, North Africa and for a while Sicily and Spain. The term “Europe” occurs very infrequently, in a few translations of Greek geographical works. These regions and their inhabitants were usually designated either by religious terms—infidels, pagans, Christians—or by ethnic terms—Greeks and Romans in the adjoining Mediterranean lands, Slavs and Franks in eastern and western Europe.
For a long time, the peoples of Europe used similar designations, referring to their southern and eastern neighbors by religious terms, as infidels or Mohammedans, or by ethnic terms, as Moors, Saracens, Turks and Tatars. The terms “Near East” and “Middle East” came into general use at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Clearly, they reflect a view of the world from a Western vantage point—more specifically, from Western Europe, then rapidly extending its rule, and to an even greater extent its influence, in the rest of the Old World.
In Greco-Roman antiquity and medieval Christendom, the region which we now call the Near and Middle East was simply the East, with no need for more precise identification. It was known by a series of names, all meaning “sunrise”—the Greek anatoleê (whence Anatolia), the Latin oriens, the Italian levante, and their derivatives. In Greek and later in Latin writings, these names often carried with them a suggestion of something exotic and barbaric, sometimes also effete and luxurious. At most times the East was seen in Europe as hostile and dangerous, the dark hinterland from which came the invading armies of the great kings of Persia and their many successors. The last of these, the Ottoman Turks, confronted Europe with what came to be known as “the Eastern question” in its two phases: first the menace of the Ottoman advance, second the problems posed by the Ottoman retreat.
When a new and more distant Orient was perceived, the old and familiar East—Anatolia, the Levant—seemed much nearer. It was the new awareness of a remote and unknown Far East that led Europeans to rename the countries around the eastern Mediterranean the Near East, and those immediately beyond them the Middle East.
It is easy to understand how these terms came into European usage. It is more difficult to understand why they still remain in common use at the present time, when European domination of the East has decisively ended and Europe itself—apart from the Greenwich meridian—is no longer the principal point from which the world is viewed.
The Middle East, along with China and India, is one of the three most ancient regions of civilizations in the world. Yet it differs significantly from the other two in its pattern of diversity and discontinuity. This diversity goes back to remote antiquity and surely owes much to the geographical configuration and situation of the region. Its division into valleys separated by high mountains and cultivated plains separated by vast and impassable deserts encouraged cultural polycentrism. It was the meeting place of the very different peoples and cultures of Asia, Africa and, in the later stages, of Europe, all of which helped to produce a region of striking contrasts.
From the earliest times we see not one but several centers of civilization: in the river valleys of Egypt and Mesopotamia, on the high plateaus of Iran and Anatolia, in the mountain ranges that go from north to south, from Taurus to Sinai, and on their slopes, facing westward to the coastal plain and the Mediterranean, eastward to the desert and to Asia. These were inhabited by different peoples who spoke different and often unrelated languages, wrote in different scripts, worshiped different gods and created different, sometimes contrasting, societies and polities. Relations between them developed in antiquity from minimal to hostile.
The discontinuity of Middle Eastern history was the result of consecutive phases of conquest and conversion—the one bringing a restructuring of power and authority, the other a reorientation of religion and culture. There were four major phases, beginning with the Hellenization of much of the region after the conquests of Alexander the Great, and continuing with the extension of Roman imperial authority to all of the lands of the eastern Mediterranean. Hellenization and Romanization prepared the ground for two great waves of religious conversion, first to Christianity and then to Islam.
All four processes have left their mark on the present-day Middle East. Of the four, the last is undoubtedly the most comprehensive, the most profound and the most enduring, and gave the peoples of the Middle East the only shared perceived identity they have ever known. To this day, the term “Islam” is used as the equivalent of both “Christianity” and “Christendom,” to designate both a religion and a civilization. The cumulative effect of these four cataclysmic changes was to obliterate the religions, the cultures, the languages and, to a large extent, even the nations of the ancient Middle East and to replace them with a new faith, a new political system and a new set of languages and loyalties.
Since the advent of Islam and the Arab conquests in the seventh century, there have been three major languages in the region: Arabic, Persian and Turkish. Some other languages survive. Kurdish and Berber are both spoken by numerous peoples, though neither has evolved a standard written language or literature. Older literary languages still in use are Hebrew, Armenian and Georgian, while others survive in a vestigial form as spoken dialects in a few remote villages, or as the scriptural and liturgical languages of minority religions. The other ancient languages of the region—Sumerian and Elamite, Assyrian and Babylonian, Egyptian, Hittite and Old Persian, together with the literatures written in those languages—were lost, literally buried and forgotten until modern times, when they were exhumed, deciphered and interpreted, mostly by Western Orientalists, and restored to the historical self-awareness of the remote descendants of those who had created them.
Some civilizations, including a few that might be seen as very advanced, have regarded history as unimportant, preferring to live only in the present. Others have attached great, at times even religious, significance to the past—that is, of course, their own past—and have devoted great effort to creating, preserving, and interpreting a record of events.
Their purposes were varied, and the presentation, even the selection, of events varied accordingly. The ancient kings were at great pains to provide written, publicly displayed narratives of their victories and achievements for the edification of their subjects, their rivals and posterity; their modern successors use modern media for the same purpose. But the three major Middle Eastern religions saw history in a different light and created a historiography of universal significance. In the historical books of the Old Testament, history is the record of the working out of God’s purpose for mankind, and this required a level of honesty rarely equaled in other historiography. King David, the founder of the royal house of Judah and the greatest of Jewish heroes, is depicted with brutal frankness: his weaknesses, his pettinesses, his sins both great and small. And the rest of the kings and leaders of the Jews, present as well as past, fare no better at the hands of Jewish historians.
Much the same spirit inspired the classical historians of Islam, who saw their task as a sacred trust. The Sunna, the practice and usage of the past and more particularly (though not exclusively) of the Prophet and his companions, was accepted as a source of binding law; it was therefore a religious duty to preserve an accurate record of that past. An immensely rich and varied historical literature attests the fulfillment of that duty.
Though the early religious motivation no longer applied, concern with history and with historical accuracy remained, and every Muslim society, however remote or undeveloped, produced and preserved some kind of historiography. The three major historical literatures of the Muslim Middle East provide a remarkably full record.
Their concern was with what they saw as meaningful history, that of God’s community, i.e., themselves. As is the common way of mankind, until very recently they showed little or no interest in what were, for them, the meaningless gyrations of infidel barbarians. Some examples of this perception are given in the pages that follow.
The greater part of what follows consists of excerpts from a wide range of Middle Eastern writings, as well as letters, documents and books from outside the region. Books on history and travel have obviously formed a major source of information. I have also drawn on memoirs and works of literature in the narrower sense of that term. A poem is as much a document of a people’s history as a letter or a treaty.
The evidence thus assembled is arranged by topic, by source and by period. There are sections on travel and diplomacy, government and war, commerce, women, arts and letters, food and drink, wit and wisdom. Humor is at once the most universal and the most parochial of human expresssions. The Middle East has its own rich tradition, with a marked predilection for the short, sharp anecdote and the pungent aphorism. Despite, or rather because of, its importance, there is no separate section on religion. In Middle Eastern perception, shared by the various communities of the region, religion is not a part or compartment of life, separated or separable from the rest; it rules and suffuses the whole of life and thus appears in all sections. I have drawn to some extent on the scriptures of the three main Middle Eastern religions, the Old and New Testaments and the Qur’[image: image]n, and also on what Muslims call [image: image]ad[image: image]th, the actions and sayings attributed by Muslim tradition to the Prophet Muhammad. These traditions were transmitted orally for generations before being committed to writing and brought together in major collections. They are numbered in the hundreds of thousands, and their authenticity was critically examined, almost from the beginning, by Muslim religious scholars, who developed a set of standards by which they assessed the reliability of traditions and classified them on a scale ranging from sound through good to weak and defective.
Middle Easterners, for millennia, have devoted much effort to foretelling the future, in the form of prophecy, apocalypse and, latterly, simple prediction. The volume concludes with a selection of such predictions, ranging from the strikingly accurate to the egregiously wrong.
The selection, as in any anthology, is inevitably personal, reflecting the reading, interests and tastes of the compiler. I have, however, tried to make this something more than purely personal choice. As a child of one civilization trying to present a portrait of another, I thought it wise to begin with a display of prejudices and stereotypes—ours about them, theirs about each other and their neighbors. As a counterbalance, a sampling of Middle Eastern views of the West follows, and then a discussion of loanwords of Middle Eastern origin. The remainder deals with some major aspects of public and private life as perceived or exemplified both inside and outside the region. There is some discussion of antiquity and of the present day, but most of the excerpts relate to the period between the advent of Islam and the coming of modernity.
Interaction between Islam and the West is a major theme, but I have also tried to illustrate, more briefly, relations between the Islamic world and its other neighbors and, more important, relations between the different regions, peoples and social groups within the region. Much of the material is translated from Middle Eastern languages. Where suitable translations exist and were available, I have used them and cited the name of the translator. For the rest, I have made my own translations and cited the originals. Dating the excerpts has at times proved something of a problem, especially with premodern texts. In general, the excerpts are headed with the known or estimated date at which they were written. An exception was made for accounts of major military events, which carry the dates of their occurrence.
At the end of the book I have added three appendixes which I hope may help the reader. The first is an explanation of the structure of Middle Eastern personal names and the transcription of Middle Eastern systems of writing, both markedly different from those customary in the modern West. The second and third consist of a listing of the authors cited, with brief biographical notes, and a bibliography of the works from which the citations are taken. I have not thought it necessary to list well-known Western literary figures such as Shakespeare, Dickens, Milton, etc. I have, however, included a few, such as Mark Twain, Herman Melville and W. M. Thackeray, who traveled in the Middle East and left some written account of their adventures and impressions.
There remains the pleasant task of thanking those who have helped in various ways in the preparation and production of this book: my editor, Joy de Menil, whose combination of a sharp mind and gentle manner, of vision and vigilance, have made this a much better book than it would otherwise have been; my daughter, Melanie Carr, who found, chose and arranged the illustrations; my former research assistants, Michael Doran and Michael Reynolds, for help of various kinds in the collection and preparation of the material; Nancy Pressman Levy, of Firestone Library, for invaluable help in tracking down some of my sources; and finally, my assistants Annamarie Cerminaro and Robin Pettinato, for the skill and care with which they handled the many versions of this book, from first draft to final copy.
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PART I
A Bundle of Prejudices
I am, in plainer words, a bundle of prejudices—made up of likings and dislikings.
—CHARLES LAMB
[image: image]
Jonah about to be thrown into the sea by fellow passengers of diverse origins, including some in European dress. Iran, late seventeenth century. 


Introduction
In our time and place, negative generalizations about ethnic, racial or religious groups are taboo. The only permitted victims are those groups that are currently or were recently dominant in a society. These are regarded as fair game and are sometimes even willing to accept such hostile comments as a reluctant tribute to their present or previous dominance.
It was not always so—indeed, it is still not so in many parts of the world and in some layers of society. In the past, the practice of stereotyping was almost universal, and it seems to have been a common human habit to define and dismiss the Other in terms of some real and exaggerated or imagined characteristic. Otherness is, of course, variously defined—by creed or sect, by race or tribe or nationality, by caste or class or profession, by country or region or neighborhood.
The Middle East, a region of extraordinary ethnic, racial and cultural diversity, has produced—and inspired—a rich crop of stereotypes. Already in antiquity, the Greeks and Romans were moved to surprise or derision by the strange ways of the Jews, who, contrary to the norms of the civilized world, worshiped a single, invisible God and rested from their labors on every seventh day. For the Roman satirist Juvenal, they “worship nothing but the clouds . . . and give up every seventh day to idleness.” Seneca comments that “by introducing one day of rest in every seven [the Jews] lose in idleness almost a seventh of their life.” Cicero, in a glancing blow, dismissed “Jews and Syrians [as] nations born for servitude.” And the poet Horace, in a famous line, expressed his hate for what he called “Persian luxuries.”
What follows is a selection of stereotypes, perceptions and misperceptions, some from outside, some from inside the region. The first group comes from the late Roman and Byzantine Empires and expresses their views of their eastern and southern neighbors. Notable among them is the Byzantine emperor Constantine X, who in his manual of kingcraft, written for his son, discusses the Muslims at some length and offers an unfamiliar (and wholly false) explanation of the familiar Muslim war cry “Allahu Akbar,” God is greater. This is followed by a group of medieval texts translated from Arabic and Persian, beginning with a selection of sayings attributed by tradition to the Prophet. Many, perhaps even most, of these traditions are apocryphal, but they illustrate some attitudes not of the founder of Islam but of the second and third centuries of the Islamic era, when most of them came into circulation. These and the following texts show how the different peoples of the region regarded themselves and one another. The third and last section derives from the West and illustrates the changing view of the Islamic world and its peoples as seen from Christendom. It includes such religious figures as Martin Luther and John Wesley; poets and writers such as William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe, John Milton and Lord Byron; philosophers and wits such as David Hume and Voltaire; voices from the New World such as George Washington and Alexander Hamilton; and finally travelers, diplomats and adventurers who actually visited the region and met some of its people.
We live in an age when ethnic generalizations of any kind are tantamount to blasphemy—or rather have supplanted blasphemy as the ultimate unspeakable offense, in the most literal sense of that word. Some of these relics from earlier ages, expressing sentiments that would be equally unacceptable in academic and polite society, may shock the modern reader. But they deserve attention as preserving a faithful record of the opinions and prejudices of those ages and of the ideas and emotions that inspired them and thus helped to shape the actions of those who held them.
Most of these generalizations are negative, though a few reflect positive stereotypes. Both kinds are equally unreliable as guides to Middle Eastern peoples and cultures.

Ancient Prejudices
On Levantine Immigrants in Rome
The Syrian Orontes has long since poured into the Tiber, bringing with it its lingo and its manners, its flutes and its slanting harp-strings; bringing too the timbrels of the breed, and the trulls, who are bidden to ply their trade at the Circus.
Some who have a father who reveres the Sabbath, worship nothing but the clouds, and the divinity of the heavens, and see no difference between eating swine’s flesh, from which their father abstained and that of man . . . for all of which the father was to blame, who gave up every seventh day to idleness, keeping it apart from the concerns of life.
—Juvenal (translated by G. G. Ramsey)
India . . . lies far to the East . . . beyond the learned Egyptians, beyond the superstitious Jews and the merchants of Nabataea, beyond the children of Arsaces in their long flowing robes, the Ituraeans to whom earth gives but scanty harvest, and the Arabs, whose perfumes are their wealth.
—Lucius Apuleius (translated by H. E. Butler)
Why do the Massagetae eat their fathers and the Jews circumcise themselves and the Persians preserve their nobility by begetting children of their mothers?
—Sallustius Neoplatonicus (translated by A. D. Nock)
The Saracens . . . whom we never found desirable either as friends or as enemies, ranging up and down the country, in a brief space of time laid waste whatever they could find, like rapacious kites which, whenever they have caught sight of any prey from on high, seize it with a swift swoop, and directly they have seized it make off. . . .
. . . a number of Egyptians, a contentious race of men, by custom always delighting in intricate litigation, and especially eager for excessive indemnification if they had paid anything to a collector of debts, either for the purpose of being relieved of the debt, or any rate, to bring in what was demanded of them more conveniently by postponing it; or eager to charge wealthy men with extortion and threaten them with court proceedings. All these, crowding together and chattering like jays, unseasonably interrupted the emperor himself, as well as the praetorian prefects, demanding after almost seventy years moneys that they declared they had paid, justly or otherwise, to many individuals.
—Ammianus Marcellinus (translated by John C. Rolfe)

A Byzantine Misapprehension (Tenth Century)
And they pray, moreover, to the star of Aphrodite, which they call Koubar, and in their supplication cry out: “Alla wa Koubar,” that is, “God and Aphrodite.” For they call God “Alla,” and “wa” they use for the conjunction “and,” and they call the star “Koubar,” and so they say “Alla wa Koubar.”
—Constantine Porphyrogenitus (translated by R. J. H. Jenkins)

Sayings Attributed to the Prophet
Love the Arabs and desire their survival, for their survival is a light in Islam, and their passing is a darkness in Islam.
Those who revile the Arabs are polytheists.
Love the Arabs for three reasons: because I am an Arab, because the Qur’[image: image]n is in Arabic and because the inhabitants of Paradise speak Arabic.
If the Arabs are humbled, Islam is humbled.
If God intends something gentle, he reveals it to the ministering angels in courtly Persian; if He intends something severe, He reveals it in clarion Arabic.
The people with the greatest share in Islam are the Persians.
If faith were hung on the Pleiades, the Arabs would not reach it, but the men of Persia would.
Who speaks Persian gains in love and loses in manhood.
The ruin of the Arabs will come when the sons of the daughters of Persia grow up.
May God curse both lots of foreigners, the Persians and the Byzantines [R[image: image]m].
Leave the Ethiopians alone as long as they leave you alone, and keep away from the Turks as long as they keep away from you.
Arabs are the equals of Arabs [in marriageability], and non-Arabs are the equals of non-Arabs, except for weavers and cuppers.
Do not marry women for their beauty, which may destroy them, nor for their money, which may corrupt them, but for religion. A slit-nosed black slave woman, if pious, is preferable.

On National Character: Some Medieval Judgments
A Persian View of the World (Sixth Century?)
[Iran] is the navel [of the world], because our land lies in the midst of other lands and our people are the most noble and illustrious of beings. The horsemanship of the Turk, the intellect of India, and the craftsmanship and art of Greece; God (blessed be His realm) has endowed our people with all these, more richly than they are found in the other nations separately. He has withheld from them the ceremonies of religion and the serving of kings which He gave to us. And He made our appearance and our colouring and our hair according to a just mean, without blackness prevailing or yellowness or ruddiness; and the hair of our beards and heads neither too curly like the Negro’s, nor quite straight like the Turk’s.
—The Letter of Tansar (translated by Mary Boyce)

An Iraqi View (Early Tenth Century)
A man of discernment said: The people of Iraq have sound minds, commendable passions, balanced natures, and high proficiency in every art, together with well-proportioned limbs, well-compounded humors, and a pale brown color, which is the most apt and proper color. They are the ones who are done to a turn in the womb. They do not come out with something between blond, buff, blanched, and leprous coloring, such as the infants dropped from the wombs of the women of the Slavs and others of similar light complexion; nor are they overdone in the womb until they are burned, so that the child comes out something between black, murky, malodorous, stinking, and crinkly-haired, with uneven limbs, deficient minds, and depraved passions, such as the Zanj, the Ethiopians, and other blacks who resemble them. The Iraqis are neither half-baked dough nor burned crust but between the two.
—Ibn al-Faq[image: image]h

View from Jerusalem (Late Tenth Century)
The most elegant country is Iraq. It is the one which most lightens the heart and sharpens the mind and in which the soul is most at ease and thought is most refined, if means suffice. . . .
The country where the people and the merchants are smartest and where there is most vice is Persia.
The fiercest in heat and drought and with the most palm trees is Arabia.
The richest in blessings, righteous people, holy men, and holy places is Syria.
The richest in worshipers, Qur’[image: image]n-readers, wealth, trade, special features, and corn is Egypt. . . .
The country with the most uncouth, doltish, and dishonest people, the most numerous cities, and the vastest territories is North Africa.
—Al-Muqaddas[image: image]

Another Arab View (Late Tenth Century)
The Chinese are people of furnishings and handicrafts, with neither thought nor reflection. The Turks are wild beasts for the fray. The Indians are people of fantasy, of legerdemain and conjuring and tricks. The Africans are feckless cattle.
The Persians have statecraft, civility, rules, and etiquette; the Byzantines have science and wisdom; the Indians have thought and reflection and nimbleness and magic and perseverance; the Turks have courage and impetuosity; the Zanj have patience and toil and merriment; the Arabs are intrepid, hospitable, loyal, gallant, generous, protective, eloquent, and cogent.
These qualities are not found in every individual of these nations but are widespread among them. Some, however, may be bereft of all these qualities or even marked by their opposite. Thus there are Persians who are ignorant of statecraft, lacking in civility—ruffians and rabble; there are Arabs who are cowardly, boorish, fickle, miserly, and tongue-tied; and likewise with the Indians, the Byzantines, and the others. And so, if the people of merit and excellence among the Byzantines are compared with those among the Persians, they meet on the Straight Path and differ only in the dimensions of merit and extent of excellence; and this does not distinguish but unites them. Likewise, if the flawed and vicious of one nation are compared with the flawed and base of another, they meet on one track; and they differ only in the merits and defects. . . . It is clear that all nations have their share of merits and defects, by both innate compulsion and intellectual choice. The rest is mere argument among people, according to their places of origin, their inherited customs, and their aroused passions.
—Ab[image: image][image: image]ayy[image: image]n al-Taw[image: image][image: image]d[image: image]

Another Persian View (Twelfth–Thirteenth Centuries)
Among the classes of nations, the Arabs are distinguished for their speech, their eloquence and their ingenuity, but they are also noted for harsh nature and powerful appetite. The Persians, on the other hand, are distinguished by intelligence, quickness, cleanliness and sagacity, albeit noted for cunning and greed. The Byzantines are distinguished for loyalty, trustworthiness, affection and competence, but noted for stinginess and meanness. Indians are distinguished for strength of feeling, and of intuition and understanding, but noted for conceit, malevolence, guile and a tendency to fabrication. The Turks are distinguished by courage, worthy service and fine appearance, but noted for treachery, hardness of heart and indelicacy.
—Na[image: image][image: image]r al-D[image: image]n [image: image][image: image]s[image: image] (translated by G. M. Wickens)

On Subjugation (Fourteenth Century)
[Injury has been done] to every nation which has been dominated by others and treated harshly. The same thing can be seen clearly in all those persons who are subject to the will of others and who do not enjoy full control of their lives. Consider, for instance, the Jews, whose characters owing to such treatment have degenerated so that they are renowned, in every age and climate, for their wickedness and slyness.
—Ibn Khald[image: image]n (translated by Charles Issawi)
The only people who accept slavery are the blacks, owing to their low degree of humanity and their proximity to the animal stage.
—Ibn Khald[image: image]n

A Consumer’s Guide to Servants  (Fifteenth-Century Iran) 
Again, the species of servants are three: 1st, The free by nature; 2nd, The menial by nature; 3rd, The menial by incontinence. Of these the first are to be treated like children, the second like cattle and beasts, and the third to be encaged for our pleasures, and employed as occasion requires. As to their species, considered nationally, Arab servants are noted for language, eloquence, and acuteness; but stigmatized for their troublesome dispositions and strong passions. Of these, again, the Abyssinians possess acknowledged integrity and steadiness of behaviour; but their haughtiness and intolerance of indignity is equally certain. Those of the Middle Asia have great good sense, conduct, good-humour, and discrimination; but as much trickery, knavery, and pretence. Romish ones are esteemed for integrity, probity, and exactness; but disapproved for parsimony and sordid feeling. Hindus are recommended by aptness of conjecture, and induction; but censured for spitefulness, conceit, and fraud. Turkish ones are remarkable for bravery, generosity, usefulness, and dashing exterior; but notorious for perfidy, hardness of heart, and unconcern for their employer’s safety.
—Jal[image: image]l al-D[image: image]n Dav[image: image]n[image: image] (translated by W. F. Thompson)


Some Western Prejudices
Literary Stereotypes
—in Aleppo once
Where a malignant and a turban’d Turk
Beat a Venetian and traduc’d the state
 I took by the throat the circumcised dog,
And smote him thus.
 
—Shakespeare, Othello
This is the English not the Turkish Court.
Not Amurath an Amurath succeeds
But Harry, Harry.
 
—Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part II
Wine lov’d I dearly, Dice, dearly; and in Woman,
 Out-paramour’d the Turk.
 
—Shakespeare, King Lear
What? Think you we are Turks, or infidels?
Or that we would, against the form of law,
Proceed thus rashly in the villain’s death?
 
—Shakespeare, Richard III
Well fare the Arabians who so richly pay
The thing they traffic for with wedge of gold.
 
—Christopher Marlowe, The Jew of Malta
Now Turks and Tartars shake their swords at thee,
 Meaning to mangle all thy provinces.
 
—Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great, Part I
If an Englishman, forgetting all laws, human, civil and religious, offend against life and liberty . . . he is no better than a Turk, a Saracen, a heathen.
—John Milton, The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates
To drink is a Christian diversion
Unknown to the Turk or the Persian
Let Mahometan fools
Live by heathenish rules
And be damned over tea-cups and coffee.
But let British lads sing
Crown a health to the king
And a fig for your sultan and sophy!
 
—William Congreve, The Way of the World
What above all distinguishes the Arabs from the peoples of the New World is that through the roughness of the former one can still see something of delicacy in their manners and customs: one feels that they were born in this East from which came all the arts, all the sciences, all the religions. . . . In a word, in the American, everything proclaims the savage who has not yet reached the level of civilization; in the Arab, everything shows the civilized man who has relapsed into savagery.
—Chateaubriand, Itineíraire de Paris à Jérusalem
’Tis said they use no better than a dog any
Poor woman, whom they purchase like a pad:
They have a number, though they ne’er exhibit ’em,
Four wives by law, and concubines “ad libitum.”
 
—Byron, Beppo
A Persian’s Heaven is easily made;
’Tis but black eyes and lemonade.
 
—Thomas Moore, Intercepted Letters
The turban’d Turk who scorns the world,
May strut with his whiskers curled,
Keep a hundred wives under lock and key, 
For no one else but himself to see,
Yet long may he pray with his al Koran,
Before he can love like an Irishman.
 
—Jane Austen, “The Irishman”
The Turks have passed that way. All is ruin and mourning.
—Victor Hugo, Les Orientales
It’s over, and can’t be helped, and that’s one consolation, as they always say in Turkey, ven they cuts the wrong man’s head off.
—Sam Weller, in Charles Dickens, The Pickwick Papers
The unspeakable Turk.
—Thomas Carlyle, letter to G. Howard
The people of this region in the Bible were just as they are now—ignorant, depraved, superstitious, dirty, lousy, thieving vagabonds.
—Mark Twain, Notebooks and Journals
The much-maligned Orient, I am confident, has not been maligned near enough; for the good reason that none of us can tell the amount of horrible sensuality practised there.
—William Makepeace Thackeray, Eastern Sketches
WARWICK: I am a soldier, not a churchman. As a pilgrim I saw something of the Mahometans. They were not as ill-bred as I had been led to believe. In some respects their conduct compared favorably with ours.
CAUCHON (displeased): I have noticed this before. Men go to the East to convert the infidels. And the infidels pervert them. The Crusader comes back more than half a Saracen.
—George Bernard Shaw, Saint Joan

Some Religious Prejudices
Antichrist is the Pope and the Turk together. A beast full of life must have a body and soul. The spirit or soul of Antichrist is the Pope, his flesh or body the Turk.
For the Last Judgment draws nigh, and the angels prepare themselves for the combat and to strike down Turk and Pope into the bottomless pit.
The Turks are the people of the wrath of God.
—Martin Luther, Table-Talk
Jews, Turks, Infidels, and Hereticks.
—The Book of Common Prayer, Good Friday, Third Collect
. . . as absolutely void of virtue as any Jew, Turk or heathen that ever lived.
—John Wesley, Diary

And Some Political Judgments
The Maxims of the Turkish Polity (1667)
If (Reader) the superstition, vanity, and ill foundation of the Mahometan Religion seem fabulous, as a Dream, or the fancies of a distracted and wild Brain, thank God that thou wert born a Christian, and within the Pale of an Holy and an Orthodox Church. If the Tyranny, Oppression, and Cruelty of that State, wherein Reason stands in no competition with the pride and lust of an unreasonable Minister, seem strange to thy Liberty and Happiness, thank God that thou art born in a Country the most free and just in all the World; and a Subject to the most Indulgent, the most Gracious of all the Princes of the Universe; That thy Wife, thy Children, and the fruits of thy Labour can be called thine own, and be protected by the valiant Arm of thy fortunate King: And thus learn to know and prize thy own Freedom, by comparison with Foreign Servitude, that thou mayst ever bless God and thy King, and make thy Happiness breed thy Content, without degenerating into Wantonness, or desire of Revolution. Farewell.
—Sir Paul Rycaut
Greeks and Turks (1741)
The integrity, gravity and bravery of the Turks form an exact contrast to the deceit, levity and cowardice of the modern Greeks.
—David Hume
A View from America (1774)
Are not all these things self evident proofs of a fixed and uniform plan to tax us? If we want further proofs, do not all the debates in the House of Commons serve to confirm this? And has not General Gage’s conduct since his arrival (in stopping the address of his Council, and publishing a proclamation more becoming a Turkish bashaw, than an English governor, declaring it treason to associate in any manner by which the commerce of Great Britain is to be affected), exhibited an unexampled testimony of the most despotic system of tyranny that ever was practised in a free government?
—George Washington
A Model of Despotism and Voluptuousness (1787–88)
Here the writers against the Constitution seem to have taken pains to signalize their talent of misrepresentation. Calculating upon the aversion of the people to monarchy, they have endeavored to enlist all their jealousies and apprehensions in opposition to the intended President of the United States; not merely as the embryo, but as the full-grown progeny of that detested parent. To establish the pretended affinity, they have not scrupled to draw resources even from the regions of fiction. The authorities of a magistrate, in a few instances greater, in some instances less, than those of a governor of New York, have been magnified into more than royal prerogatives. He has been decorated with attributes superior in dignity and splendor to those of a king of Great Britain. He has been shown to us with the diadem sparkling on his brow and the imperial purple flowing in his train. He has been seated on a throne surrounded with minions and mistresses, giving audience to the envoys of foreign potentates in all the supercilious pomp of majesty. The images of Asiatic despotism and voluptuousness have scarcely been wanting to crown an exaggerated scene. We have been almost taught to tremble at the terrific visages of murdering janizaries, and to blush at the unveiled mysteries of a future seraglio.
—Alexander Hamilton
On Democracy (1835)
Muhammad brought down from heaven and placed in the Qur’[image: image]n not only religious doctrines but also political maxims, civil and criminal laws, and scientific theories. The Gospels, in contrast, speak only of the general relations between man and God and among men. Apart from this, they offer no teaching and impose no belief. This alone, among a thousand other reasons, suffices to show that the first of these two religions could not long dominate in times of enlightenment and of democracy, while the second is destined to prevail in these as in all other periods.
—Alexis de Tocqueville
Pirates and Bourgeois (1848)
The conquest of Algeria has already forced the Beys of Tunis and Tripoli, and even the Emperor of Morocco, to enter upon the road of civilisation. They were obliged to find other employment for their people than piracy, and other means of filling their exchequer than tributes paid to them by the smaller states of Europe. And if we may regret that the liberty of the Bedouins of the desert has been destroyed, we must not forget that these same Bedouins were a nation of robbers,—whose principal means of living consisted of making excursions either upon each other, or upon the settled villagers, taking what they found, slaughtering all those who resisted, and selling the remaining prisoners as slaves. All these nations of free barbarians look very proud, noble and glorious at a distance, but only come near them and you will find that they, as well as the more civilised nations, are ruled by the lust of gain, and only employ ruder and more cruel means. And after all, the modern bourgeois, with civilisation, industry, order, and at least relative enlightenment following him, is preferable to the feudal lord or to the marauding robber, with the barbarian state of society to which they belong.
—Friedrich Engels

Five British Views of the Arabs
1850
Why is there not national like individual progression? Does it not seem as if the greatest amount of progress would be secured by the same nation continuing to carry its own on, and profiting by its own experience? It cannot be a law that all nations shall fall after a certain number of years. God does not work in that sort of way: they must have broken some law of nature which has caused them to fall. But are all nations to sink in that way? As if national soil, like the soil of the earth, must lie fallow after a certain number of crops. And will England turn into Picts again, after a certain number of harvest years, as Egypt has turned into Arabs? Or will a nation find out at last the laws of God by which she may make a steady progression?
However that may be, I really think a traveler should consider the question, whether it is not less painful to him to travel in America, where there is no Past, an ugly and prosperous Present, but such a Future! or in the East, where there is such a past, no Present, and, for a Future, one can only hope for extinction!
—Florence Nightingale
1907
There is no nation of Arabs; the Syrian merchant is separated by a wider gulf from the Bedouin than he is from the Osmanli, the Syrian country is inhabited by Arabic speaking races all eager to be at each other’s throats, and only prevented from fulfilling their natural desires by the ragged half fed soldier who draws at rare intervals the Sultan’s pay. And this soldier, whether he be Kurd or Circassian or Arab from Damascus, is worth a good deal more than the hire he receives. Other armies may mutiny, but the Turkish army will stand true to the khalif; other armies may give way before suffering and privation and untended sickness, but that of the Sultan will go forward as long as it can stand, and fight as long as it has arms, and conquer as long as it has leaders. There is no more wonderful and pitiful sight than a Turkish regiment on the march; greybeards and half-fledged youths, ill-clad and often barefoot, pinched and worn—and indomitable. Let such as watch them salute them as they pass: in the days when war was an art rather than a science, of that stuff the conquerors of the world were made.
—Gertrude Bell
1912
The chief mental exercise of the Arab, they say, consists in thinking how to reduce his work to a minimum. Now this being precisely my own ideal of life, and a most rational one, I would prefer to put it thus: that of many kinds of simplification they practise only one—omission, which does not always pay. They are imaginative, but incredibly uninventive. How different from the wily Hindu or Chinaman, with his almost preternatural sagacity in small practical matters! Scorn of theories is one of their chief race-characteristics, and that is why they end in becoming stoics—stoics, that is, as the beasts are, who suffer without knowing why.
But I observe a defect in the eyes of all Arabs, namely, that they seem to be unable to utilize them as a means of conveying thoughts; they have no eye language, even among each other, and must express by words or by some gesture what other people can make clear with a glance. The best-looking youth or maiden has eyes which, beautiful as they are, might be those of a stuffed cow for all the expression they emit. They cannot even wink.
—Norman Douglas
1926
Semites had no half-tones in their register of vision. They were a people of primary colours, or rather of black and white, who saw the world always in contour. They were a dogmatic people, despising doubt, our modern crown of thorns. They did not understand our metaphysical difficulties, our introspective questionings. They knew only truth and untruth, belief and unbelief, without our hesitating retinue of finer shades. . . .
They were a people of spasms, of upheavals, of ideas, the race of the individual genius. Their movements were the more shocking by contrast with the quietude of every day, their great men greater by contrast with the humanity of their mob. Their convictions were by instinct, their activities intuitional. Their largest manufacture was of creeds: almost they were monopolists of revealed religions. Three of these efforts had endured among them: two of the three had also borne export (in modified forms) to non-Semitic peoples. Christianity, translated into the diverse spirits of Greek and Latin and Teutonic tongues, had conquered Europe and America. Islam in various transformations was subjecting Africa and parts of Asia. These were Semitic successes. Their failures they kept to themselves. The fringes of their deserts were strewn with broken faiths.
—T. E. Lawrence
1938
I give the Arab the highest marks, for he plays the right cards and plays them, moreover, with the most consummate skill, so that if there is such a thing as an Arab-Jew or an Arab-Assyrian or an Arab-Anything-Else problem the British officials on the spot are almost invariably pro-Arab to a marked and most disconcerting degree and continue as such long after retirement has come to stultify and warp their activities.
It is to the skilful application of the right sort of flattery that the Arab owes most of his adherents and by means of it has won to his cause Englishmen and women who are almost prepared to die for it, and this amuses the Arab intensely.
—C. S. Jarvis

And Some American Prejudices
Diplomatic (1887)
It is often very difficult to distinguish a Jew, an Armenian, a Turk or a Greek, one from the other. To do so you must be very observant. You want to know the man first. The genteel haughtiness of the Turk will soon enable you to tell that the man whom you are addressing has not the cunning subtleness of the Greek. His manner distinguishes him from the Armenian, Jew or Arab.
The Armenians are the sharpest people in the world. They are the Yankees of the Orient, with much additional acuteness. They are divided also; some, as will appear, lean to the Catholic faith, and some to their own Church; and both away from Greek Orthodoxy.
The Levantines—the descendants of the French, Italian, German and other settlers of European origin—are also among the shrewdest of people. They are a class by themselves, and mingle very little with the Greeks or the Armenians.
It is a mooted question as to which race is paramount for sharpness, or, as we call it, smartness. I will not attempt to debate that question. Certainly, the Turkish is not the one, although it is the ruling power. The Frank or the Levantine is not the one; nor the Greek, nor the Jew. It is a common saying, and likely
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