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MIRROR OF THE ARAB WORLD
LEBANON IN CONFLICT


AUTHOR’S NOTE

When one is writing about as vast a subject as the Arab world in a slim volume, it is necessary to explain the scope and focus. The Arab world can be defined in different ways. In its broadest sense, it reaches from Iraq on the Persian Gulf to Morocco on the Atlantic Ocean and splits between the maghrib, the Arab west, and the mashriq, the Arab east. The mashriq, composed of the states of Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait, constitutes the cultural and political core of the Arab world. These countries are joined by the fragile political entity known as the Palestinian Authority, which most Palestinians regard as the seed of their own independent state.
The primary purpose of this book is to help the nonspecialist reader learn how to think about the Arab world as it confronts the West with a range of challenges, from political and social instability in a region vital to the global economy, to the security of people living within the borders of Western nations. Ironically it is Lebanon, the most uncommon of Arab states, that provides a case study of the Arab world, for three reasons: Lebanon shares many of the characteristics found in all Arab societies and states; the Lebanese have run the gamut of national experience, from the conflicts of family and group to civil war to near destruction at the hands of domestic and foreign forces, to the practice of politics through Islam in its Shia form; and Lebanon is the most transparent of all Arab states.
By examining the Lebanese experience, I intend to lead the reader into the Arab world to glimpse its complexities, frustrations, and virtues.
A note about language: The transliteration of Arabic to English is problematic at best. There is no standard system recognized for either academic or general audiences. Since no method of transliteration is without critics, I have chosen to use the simplified forms of Arabic words, names, and locations commonly used by newspapers and periodicals in the United States. The diacritical marks, glottal stops, and consonant sounds unique to Arabic, as well as marks for long vowels, have been omitted. However, transliterations in quotations from other writers have not been changed. This is a choice of style, not the dictate of either Arabic or English.
A final note, about references: The bibliography contains only significant articles and books. Common periodicals and newspapers from which quotes are drawn are not listed.
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INTRODUCTION

The soft pinks and muted oranges of a perfect sunset washed over the ancient stones of Byblos, twenty-two miles up the Mediterranean coast from Beirut. The fishing boats had returned hours earlier with the day’s catch. The nets had dried and now lay coiled on the low seawall that curved along the tight little harbor. Beyond the quay, on a promontory just to the west, two classical columns built by the Romans faced the sea, anchored in the same place where they had stood for centuries. To the east, the aged stone streets originally laid by the Phoenicians as early as 1200 BC surrounded the walls of a Crusader castle built in the twelfth century AD. At the instant the sun sank into the sea on this evening in early July 2006, one sensed a moment of perfect tranquility.
On July 12 the serenity ended. Hezbollah, a militant Islamic group that was born during the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, sent its commandoes into a sixteen-acre sliver of land at the junction of Lebanon, Syria, and Israel. Rejecting Israel’s occupation of Lebanese-claimed land, Hezbollah militiamen killed three Israeli soldiers and whisked two more into captivity.* The ransom for the two captured Israelis was the release of an undetermined number of Lebanese prisoners held within Israel.
Refusing to negotiate and determined to destroy Hezbollah’s weapons and infrastructure, the Israeli government of Ehud Olmert sent high-performance aircraft equipped with state-of-the-art technology and precision-guided missiles north over Lebanon. As destruction rained down on its strongholds in the southern neighborhoods of Beirut and the towns of south Lebanon, Hezbollah struck back by firing low-tech and inaccurate Katyusha rockets and the far more advanced and destructive Iranian-made Farj 3 and Farj 5 missiles into northern Israel. Although Israel suffered its own casualties and physical destruction, Lebanon took the brunt of the conflict. For thirty-four days, Israel ran thousands of sorties over Lebanon that ripped apart civilian life, destroyed major bridges and roads, wiped out electrical grids and water stations, reduced neighborhoods to ruin, displaced over a million people, and threatened the very survival of the Lebanese state. As images of rubble and despair flickered across millions of television screens throughout the Arab world, angry demonstrators took to the streets of cities and towns to denounce Israel and its American patron. For the United States and the larger West, the crisis in Lebanon mushroomed into a crisis in the Arab world. Combined with problems arising from Western dependence on Arab oil; rising discontent among the lower classes within countries ruled by pro-Western elites; alternative, non-Western power brokers; the American debacle in Iraq; and the militancy within Islam, the war in Lebanon in the summer of 2006 signaled the death of a long era. Unlike in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the West can no longer tame the Arab world to respond to Western needs and desires.

THE ARAB WORLD is a region woven together by language and culture. It begins on the Nile River south of Cairo where a single-sail falucca dragging a frayed fishing net glides in near silence under a brilliant sun. It ends nearly two thousand miles to the east in the wake of a high-backed dhow weighted with cargo that slips past the sixteenth-century stone battlements of Muscat to enter the Gulf of Oman en route to the Persian Gulf. Two boats constructed in centuries-old designs visually create the western and eastern boundaries of the Arab world. From north to south, that world extends from the southern boundary of Turkey to the unbroken sands of Saudi Arabia’s Rub al-Khali. In all, the Arab world encompasses eleven countries and an estimated 171 million people united by the commonalities of language and culture.* Although linked to oil in the Western mind, the importance of the region exceeds the vast and vital petroleum reserves of the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf. It is the bridge of land that connects Europe, Asia, and Africa. It is warehouse to arsenals of weapons that in less than half a century have evolved from rifles to tanks to missiles to nuclear bombs. Over the same period, events in the area, like jagged pieces of glass in a kaleidoscope, have tumbled, paused, and reordered in dizzying sequence. Red, green, blue, and yellow translating into passions, interests, ambitions, and fears build ever-new designs. And with increasing rapidity and menace, they transfix a West looking at the complex, multifaceted patterns through the lens of its own, often disruptive, interests.
The forces that drive the Arab world layer one upon the other. They are cultural. They are religious. They are historical. They are economic. They are neatly reasoned and they are wildly illogical. Thus perceptions and realities fall over each other, making ever stronger the inescapable link that the age of globalization has forged between the Arabs and the West. It was not always so.

THE WEST BECAME isolated from the Arab world in the fifth century AD after the final dissolution of the western part of the Roman Empire. Tumbling into the isolation of the Dark Ages, Europe was absent in the seventh century when Islam delivered Arab culture to the Fertile Crescent, which arcs from the Tigris River to the Nile. While Charlemagne and his lords were learning to write their names, Arab scholars of the Islamic Empire studied Aristotle, algebra, and anatomy. After breaking out of isolation and ignorance during the Crusades, Europe retreated once again when the search for the Holy Grail and unholy territory failed. But the Europeans returned to Europe bearing the learning of the Arabs that laid the foundation of the Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution.
Yet in the early nineteenth century, God-fearing Christians, sitting in hard, straight-backed pews and clutching their well-worn Bibles, still defined the Arab world through the oft-told story of young David confronting the hulking Goliath. If the conscious mind of a Westerner ever engaged an Arab, the image was that of a fanatic, uncivilized “Mohammedan.” It was this basic attitude that led most to concur with the judgment of the British scholar Sir William Muir that “the sword of Muhammad, and the Kor’an are the most stubborn enemies of Civilization, Liberty, and the Truth which the world has yet known.”*
By the middle of the nineteenth century, a few widely scattered Christian groups began to dispatch emissaries to the Arab world for the purpose of revitalizing the gospel for the Christian churches of Europe. Before the century closed, small contingents of European tourists followed the archeologists and the Bible scholars into the Arab east. They were joined by a few Americans who crept out of the cocoon of North America to join their wealthy European cousins on the Grand Tour. They came home with brassware and fat leather ottomans but almost no comprehension of Arab history and culture or Arab resentments and anxieties.
In what was an age of innocence, naiveté about the Arabs mattered little. But in the prelude to World War I, the relationship between the West and the world of the Arabs shifted as the new ships of war sliding out of the docks of Glasgow, Devonport, and Bremen required oil rather than coal. And horseless carriages propelled by gasoline revolutionized transportation. For Europe, the fuel for both lay under the sands and marshes surrounding the Persian Gulf. Thus, at the close of World War I, victorious Britain and France colonized much of the Arab world. It was not until the end of World War II that the United States replaced exhausted Britain and France as the major power in the Arab east.
Over the years since, America has been called to the Arab world to protect the Zionist dream; roused to halt the perceived march of communism into the heart of Islam and of the Soviet Union into the Middle East’s oil fields; lured into Lebanon in the naive belief that order could be imposed on a multilayered civil war; coaxed to keep the oil flowing out of the Persian Gulf during the Iran-Iraq War; stirred to intervene against Saddam Hussein’s ambition and naked aggression in Kuwait; challenged by deadly messengers of politicized Islam; and befooled by the belief that an Arab country would bow before overwhelming military power and the promise of democracy as defined by Western terms.
Gone is the time when the Arab world was so far away from everyday Western life that it existed only in old stereopticon photos and travel articles written by those who plied obscure back roads far removed from the realities that plagued Arab life. But the world of the Arabs is no longer a mysterious, romanticized region lying somewhere between Europe and Asia. It is here. It is now. And it is difficult.

FOR CENTURIES THE Arabs have sat on the invasion routes from west to east and east to west. Almost all of the countries in which they live are little more than contrived states whose borders were drawn at the end of World War I to meet the needs and desires of European powers. Universally their societies are segmented into family, tribe, ethnicity, religion, and sect. Wedded to group, the individual Arab is reluctant to invest his or her identity or security in the state. All are impacted by the creation of Israel in 1948, which left the bitter legacy of the displaced Palestinians. None of these countries have developed institutions of state strong enough to resolve the internal struggles that pit family against family, tribe against tribe, region against region, religion against religion, sect against sect, or ideology against ideology. Nor are they strong enough to confront threats from sparring foreign powers who often fight proxy wars on the territory of weak Arab states. All Arab societies face the demands of modernization and struggle with the power of tradition. And none has seriously addressed the inequitable distribution of political and economic power. As a result, those on the bottom rungs of the social ladder who once sought equality through various renditions of Western socialism now channel their demands through a politicized Islam that promises social justice to the disenfranchised and an idealized past to the alienated. In a few of these Arab countries, the demand for social justice feeds the centuries-old antagonisms between the orthodox Sunnis and the deviating Shia. Whether these Arab societies reside in Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, the sheikhdoms of the Persian Gulf, or the Palestinian territories, they are all engaged in a process crucial to their very survival—the transformation of fragile states into authentic nations capable of achieving political stability and economic progress. Until Iraq took a share of the title in 2003, the most tormented of all Arab countries was Lebanon.

LEBANON WANDERS DOWN 125 miles of the scenic coastline of the eastern Mediterranean. Its undulating shoreline cradles cities and towns built around wide bays and nestled in narrow inlets framed by the Lebanon Mountains. To the east, the rugged topography flattens out in the fertile red and black fields of the Bekaa Valley before climbing again in the anti-Lebanon mountains that front the western border of Syria. A country comprising only four thousand square miles, Lebanon has for centuries served as the gateway between the European West and the Arab East.
Lebanon is unique to the Arab world for two reasons: its large Christian population and its cosmopolitanism. At one time, Christians comprised perhaps just over fifty percent of the country’s population. Their presence was a critical factor in the construction of the Lebanese state. Their influence shaped its history and culture. And their fears of marginalization played a major role in charting the course that led to the civil war of 1975–1990. Although the numbers of Christians have been greatly reduced by war and emigration, the “Christian question” still eats at the foundation of a state that has declared itself Arab.
Within the Christian community, large blocks of Lebanese vehemently deny Lebanon’s Arab culture. For generations, they have carefully devised histories that nurture the myth that Lebanon’s Christians are descendants of the ancient Phoenicians. Others passionately claim they are Greeks by blood. Others simply describe themselves as “Lebanese Christian,” a term that implies non-Arab bloodlines and the Arabic they speak as “Lebanese.” Expanding on the same theme, most Christians, regardless of sect, assert that Lebanon is part of the Arab world only by geography. By history and culture, it belongs to the West.
But it is not only Christians who draw a distinction between Lebanon and the rest of the Arab Middle East. Almost all Lebanese, regardless of religion, possess a strong pride in Lebanon and feel a sense of superiority over the peoples of the rest of the Arab world. There is both a superficial and a deeper truth to this claim. The polished Beirut entrepreneur and the rough Saudi Bedouin, the intellectual of Tripoli and the illiterate peasant of Luxor, the Christian priest of northern Lebanon and the Shia cleric of southern Iraq are vastly different. And the states within which they live are different. There is a sophistication and worldliness among the Lebanese that distinguishes Lebanon from the countries of the Arab hinterland.
The aim of this book is not to argue whether Lebanon is or is not an Arab country. Nor is it to recount the history of Lebanon. Nor is it to picture Lebanon as a replication of the Arab world. Rather its purpose is to observe through the lens of Lebanon many of the dynamics at work in all Arab states. It is those dynamics that are feeding the turmoil from Iraq to Palestine that is undercutting the stability of a region vital to the West.
Despite its unique characteristics, Lebanon provides a case study for the Arab world because it is, and has always been, the most open Arab society. Although it carries a shadowy history played out in a closed political system, it is home to a democratic tradition, no matter how imperfect, which makes it the most transparent country in the Arab world. On a deeper level, the endemic problems of Lebanon are the same as those of other Arab countries. But only Lebanon has experienced the wide range of circumstances resulting from a fragmented society; externally imposed borders; a hollow state housing weak institutions; the origin and effects of the Palestinian question; civil war; the absence of a common identity that is essential to turning a fragile state into a viable nation; the recycling of old grievances into new patterns of conflict; resistance to societal and political change; the rise of Shia political power; meddling foreigners; militant Islam as a political ideology; and the escalating rivalry between Sunnis and Shia, currently adding a new dimension to the already fragmented Arab world.
Thus Lebanon, a small, tortured country at the gate of the Arab east, can help Westerners learn how to think about the Arab world. Part of the process involves an understanding of the challenges the Arabs pose to themselves. Equally important is a comprehension of Arab fears and hostilities that rise out of experience and threats the West poses to them. The reader is undertaking an exercise in learning and perception that is crucial because the stakes are enormous, for the Arab world and the West are standing at the very precipice of a tragic conflict that could prove catastrophic for both.



Chapter 1
A COLLECTION OF TRIBES
Whether…religion, class or culture—the more one loved one’s own, the more one was entitled to hate the other.
—PETER GAY,

The Cultivation of Hatred


The Nejd is a waterless ocean. For centuries, this central core of the Arabian Peninsula was nothing but a seemingly endless wasteland occasionally broken by a cluster of date palms and a few mud-walled structures that huddled around a source of precious water. Beyond these oases, open-fronted tents woven of goat hair floated randomly in isolation on the lunar landscape of the barren desert. Within each of them, father, sons and brothers, mother, daughters-in-law, and cousins lived within tight boundaries of kinship drawn by precise bloodlines. This was Bedouin society, rooted in a fierce pride that comes from an extraordinary ability to survive on the hellish desert. Still a potent part of the culture and politics of Saudi Arabia, the Bedouin lived by a deeply ingrained code of personal honor, the dictates of vengeance, the obligation of hospitality, and the near-sacred dedication to family. It is the Bedouin who was the original Arab and it is the Bedouin who remains the true Arab.
The Arab world began to take form in the seventh century AD when the Prophet Muhammad, according to Islamic history, received the word of God and revealed it to the people of Mecca, located in what is now western Saudi Arabia. Speaking to those left out of the merchant elite of Mecca, Islam incorporated Bedouin values.
After the Prophet’s death in 632, Muslim warriors garbed in tattered clothes, mounted on camels, and armed with nothing but primitive weapons, took Islam beyond the Arabian Peninsula. In the Fertile Crescent they met a far more advanced people who over the centuries had absorbed pieces of the Sumerian culture of Mesopotamia and the skills of ancient Egypt; had incorporated aspects of Persian learning at the time of Cyrus the Great and embraced elements of Hellenism delivered by the great Alexander; and had lived under the Romans and accepted inclusion in Christian Byzantium. In a feat remarkable by any standard, the painfully poor, illiterate warriors of the desert had by 750 imposed their faith, their language, and many of the values and traditions of the Bedouin on these far more advanced and worldly people.
With most of the Fertile Crescent’s older religions discredited, the Arab Muslim armies seldom converted by the sword. Riding behind the green banner of the Prophet, they thundered toward a town. Halting at the perimeter, they sounded a horn to summon the people to Islam. And then they waited. In the stillness, doors flew open and new converts flocked out to surrender to Allah.* Jews and Christians—as monotheists protected by Koranic injunction—kept their religion by paying tribute. Thus it was never religion—but language—that laid the foundation of the Arab world. By the eleventh century, Arabic as a cultural vehicle had completely supplanted such old and distinguished languages as Coptic, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin. Through language, peoples of different regions, different histories, and different ethnic roots became Arabs. As a result, “the Babylonians, the Assyrians, the Phoenicians [who] were…are no more. The Arabs were and remain.”*
Whereas language has proved the great unifier of the Arabs, the concept of family, so central to Bedouin life, has proved the most divisive force in the Arab world. The centrality and exclusivity of family that developed out of multiple sources and cultural traditions were present in the Fertile Crescent before the Bedouins arrived. But it is the Bedouin who most clearly exemplify the power that family holds over individual Arabs.
Although wealth and urbanization have swept most of the nomads of Saudi Arabia off the desert, Bedouin attitudes toward blood kin still persist. The well-to-do descendants of the Bedouin who have settled in Riyadh, Jeddah, and the other sprawling metropolises live as extended families inside the stucco walls of a housing compound that re-creates the sense of exclusiveness once provided by a knot of tents pitched on the vastness of the desert. Those without significant resources live in neighborhoods or apartment houses where units of the family reside in close proximity to each other. Those forced by employment in a modern economy to reside in a different town consume hours of cell phone time connecting with parents, brothers, sisters, and cousins, and frequently travel back to where the family lives, to remain tightly merged in the kinship group where the individual finds his or her primary source of identity and security.
The overwhelming need for security led the Bedouin of centuries ago to gather in patrilineal families locked in steadfast fidelity and absolute obligation to one another. In the brutal, open desert where survival depended on numbers and cohesion, each tent represented a family, each encampment constituted a clan, and several clans linked together through descent from a common ancestor became a tribe. Within these protective walls of kinship, father and son, brother and brother, cousin and cousin searched for pasture, camped together, married first cousins to first cousins, and defended each other and their collective honor. Within the group, cohesion held because overpowering cultural and social pressures instilled within each individual the supreme and unquestioned value of life—the commitment to family solidarity and the assumption of mutual responsibility. In these family units in which every person knew every other person, in which all were related by blood, or at least by a fiction of common descent, the imperative of the collective good of the family passed from generation to generation. Near-absolute necessity guaranteed enforcement.
Expulsion from the family descended on anyone who broke the near-sacred code of kinship. The disgraced individual not only became an outlaw against whom the hand of every family member was turned but also wandered as a lost soul in a society that required every person to be attached to his or her kinship group. In the dire reality of loss of support and protection of the family, each individual, in both emotional and practical terms, surrendered his or her identity to the family. And like the rest of the family, these individuals distrusted and largely disliked those outside the boundaries of kinship.
The definition of family in Arab culture is not nuclear or even extended. The concept of ahl (kin) means a first cousin is like a brother and a distant cousin is an integral part of the total family, regardless of gaps in wealth, education, and social status. This potent sense of family has cast societies into an amalgam of primordial allegiances governed by the most Arab of all utterances: “My brother and I against my cousin, my cousin and I against the alien.”

ANYONE WHO HAS lived within Arab culture realizes that the tight cohesion of the family results from more than the dictates of conformity and the fear of exclusion. Arab families derive a deep contentment in simply being in each other’s company. Most often living in close proximity to each other, relatives come and go in each other’s living space as if doors do not exist. In this easy movement between households, cousins essentially grow up like brothers and sisters. Preferred marriages are those arranged within the kinship group. And by common acceptance, everyone’s business is everyone else’s business. Consequently hour by hour, day by day, year by year, members of a family tend the dense strands that hold them together in triumph and adversity. Nepotism in business and the awarding of government jobs is a given. In times of unemployment, business failure, personal crisis, or old age, the family comes to the rescue of the individual. In starkly practical terms, the most unenviable position for any Arab is to be the oldest son in the family. He becomes the patriarch when his father retires or dies. As such, he inherits the responsibility for his unmarried, divorced, or widowed sisters. He pays the tuition and school fees for his younger siblings. And he is held responsible for solving the problems of anyone who falls into the category of his family. The reward is that if he becomes disabled physically or financially, his family takes care of him.
Thus, throughout the Arab world “the family is the alpha and omega of the whole system;…the indissoluble atom of society which assigns and assures to each of its members his place, his function, his very reason for existence and, to a certain degree, his existence itself.”*
Although societies within the various countries of the Arab world are not replications of each other in that group dynamics within each differ in both particulars and intensity, all Arab societies are in some degree tribal. Tribes are most commonly defined by ties of kinship that can wrap thousands of people together in one bundle. Or tribe is created by the wedding of interests and the embracing of an identity that is not necessarily determined by bloodlines. Or vast and not so vast families can coalesce into clans descended from different bloodlines. These clans coagulate into regional groupings or religious sects or sometimes pseudo-political parties that compete for power in the political process. These are not interest groups. Rather they are self-contained units in which the central function is to protect one’s little world from outside encroachment. As such, they are the great deterrent to political stability and economic development in Arab countries in which few perceive themselves as first and foremost citizens of a nation-state, the organizational unit on which the international community currently operates.
In terms of the contemporary Arab world, the largest tribe in the metaphorical sense is housed in Islam. Within it there are subtribes composed of the orthodox and the dissenters. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, the sectarian split between the orthodox Sunnis and the dissenting Shia is the most poisonous divide among the Arabs from Iraq in the east to Lebanon in the west.* Knowledge of the origins of each of these sects, their differing theologies, their attitudes toward authority, their differing definitions of the nation-state, and their means of pursuing political power is essential to understanding the mounting tensions within Islam that are threatening to rip the world of the Arabs apart.

FOR ALMOST FIFTY years after the Prophet’s death, Islam would be as much of a monolith as it would ever be. Both those who delivered Islam and those who accepted it would come to be Sunnis, followers of “the path” or “the way” of the Prophet. In general terms, this meant embracing Muhammad’s original teachings unadorned by heavy cultural variations, intrusions of mysticism, or a hierarchical system of clerics. Because Muhammad taught that no one stands between the believer and God, spiritual life for Muslims was delineated by the five pillars of faith, and Muslim society was ruled by Islamic law derived from the Koran—the word of God—and by the Hadith—the sayings and actions of the Prophet as recorded by his companions. Together they constitute the Muslim scriptures.
The Sunnis are the lawyers of Islam. By the tenth century, the great religious scholars in Mecca and Medina, Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo had molded a whole body of Islamic law that detailed what obedience to God means in daily life. These rules of correct religious practice came to be called the Sharia, Islamic law that in principle covers every possible human contingency.* Making no distinction between the religious and the secular, Sharia constitutes an entire legal system. Under it, there is no room for grappling with the enigmas of theology or exploring the mists of mysticism. There is only the law.
Those who teach, interpret, and administer Sharia comprise the ulama, or “those who know.” Holding an important place in Muslim societies, the ulama, in theory, acts in the interests of the faithful. Preserving the sense of a divinely guided community, members of the ulama historically have pursued the ideal of holding themselves apart from government and society. Yet those of the ulama have always been called on to issue opinions that uphold religious law while at the same time sanctioning what might be called secular law that is essential to the administration of government. This has become increasingly tricky in the modern era as governments need religious sanction for decisions on issues that did not exist in seventh-century Arabia. Many of these issues involve technology, others economics. For example, in the 1970s the Egyptian government, with the agreement of at least some of the ulama, allowed alcohol to be sold in tourist hotels even though Sharia would seem to ban it. The reason: the state-owned breweries, wineries, and distilleries provided jobs for thousands of Egyptians who were producing a product targeted to non-Muslims.
Despite the tradition that members of the ulama declare independence from government, individual clerics often make quiet alliances with government. The most infamous of these contemporary alliances was the lavish support the government of Saudi Arabia gave to the blind cleric Sheikh Abdul Aziz ibn Baz. A major power in the religious establishment of the Wahhabi sect, the most conservative sect within orthodox Islam, Baz rendered rulings needed by the government, and the House of Saud endured his religious pronouncements on other matters, including his 1966 claim that the sun rotates around the earth that is “fixed down by mountains lest it shake.”*
It was the Prophet himself who established in Medina the model Islamic community that made no distinction between the spiritual and the secular. The first test of that unity of faith and leadership came with the death of the Prophet in 632. Although he made no claim to immortality, Muhammad died without leaving instructions as to who was to succeed him as the leader of the fledgling Islamic state or how that leader should be chosen. Since he left no male heir, the Prophet’s closest companions drew guidance from the rudimentary political structure of pre-Islamic Arabia—the tribe. Traditionally tribes selected their leaders from among themselves, choosing the man who by consensus commanded the most respect—the essential requirement for confirming authority and holding the allegiance of the tribe. Embracing this custom, those the Prophet left behind selected Abu Bakr, one of Muhammad’s first converts and by common consent the most respected man in the small Muslim community. Gathering around him, they clasped the hand of the first caliph—the commander of the faithful in carrying out God’s will—in the time-honored ceremony of bayah, or oath of loyalty.
In Abu Bakr’s two-year tenure (632–634), governance in the Islamic community remained tribal and patriarchal. It was with the second caliph, Umar (634–644), that Muhammad’s successors began to confront the problems associated with administering an empire that had rapidly expanded beyond all expectations. By the third caliph, Uthman (644–656), Islam’s theology could no longer contain the strains rising out of empire or the old family factionalism of the Arabian Peninsula.
Unlike Muhammad, who lived an austere life of self-denial, Islam’s leadership was living like an idle aristocracy on the booty of war. Yet the pleasure palaces, the wine, and the questionable sexual activities were only symptoms of the underlying stresses within the empire. The quest for personal power, prestige, and position among Islam’s leaders was eating at the vitals of a Muslim society theologically constructed on the concept of the equality of all believers. Questions of how to govern an empire, what its mission should be, how its leadership would be chosen, and how its resources would be distributed not only stoked the family and tribal divisions among the Arabs that predated Islam but also pulled in new groups and new ideas that competed against each other in the large, diverse empire. It all came together in a devastating series of civil wars that severed Islam.
Uthman, the mild-mannered and pious third caliph, was a member of the powerful Umayyad family, part of the aristocratic Quraysh tribe of Mecca. Although seventy years old when he ascended to the position of caliph, Uthman pushed forward the frontiers of Islam’s empire and secured its power. But he could not break the bonds of kinship. High office and the spoils of war went disproportionately to his Umayyad relatives. Thus, only a dozen years after Muhammad last preached the social, economic, and political equality of all believers, the leader of Islam had reverted to the old order of Arab society dictated by relationships of blood.
Far and wide across the empire, malcontents fed on stories and rumors about the growing power and wealth of Uthman’s family. In 656, dissenters laid siege to the caliph’s residence in Medina. At the end of several months, they stormed the house and seized the helpless caliph. With Abu Bakr’s son raising the first dagger, the insurgents hacked him to death, leaving Islam once more without a leader. Out of the anarchy that resulted, Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet and his closest male kin, emerged as caliph.
Distinguished by his part in the early conquests and esteemed for his piety, Ali was generally accepted across the empire. The exception was Syria, where an Umayyad still held on as governor.* Leaving Islam’s capital in Medina, Ali headed toward Kufah, a garrison town manned by Bedouin two hundred miles to the northwest, where men waited to go into combat for the man they regarded as the rightful caliph.
Although the caliph held off his enemies, elements in Kufah came to dislike Ali as much as the Umayyads. In 661 when he left his house to go to the mosque for the sunset prayers, an assassin hidden in a doorway on the narrow street came out of the shadows and drove a knife into the disputed caliph. According to tradition, the mortally wounded Ali whispered to his companions that he wished to be placed on a camel and laid to rest wherever it knelt. Najaf, now in Iraq, became his burial site.
Ali’s oldest son, Hassan, surrendered all claim to the title of caliph and retired to Medina. Yet the success of the Umayyads in wooing Ali’s heir into retirement failed to settle the issue of how the caliph should be chosen—through qualifications of leadership or by blood descent from the Prophet? The Umayyads stood behind Muawiyah, their claimant chosen by consensus in the family. But the followers of Ali rejected him on the grounds that Muawiyah possessed no authority because he was not related to the Prophet. It was in this context that Hussein, the second son of Ali and the grandson of the Prophet, placed himself at the head of an insurrection against Umayyad power. When warned that his meager numbers and simple weapons could not win against the Umayyads’ well-manned and well-armed forces, Hussein echoed Ali’s dedication to social justice for all Muslims: “He who sees an oppressive ruler violating the sanctions of God…and does not show zeal against him in word or deed, God would surely cause him to enter his abode in the fire.”*
The Umayyads, now led by Yazid, answered. On the second day of October 680, his troops met Hussein and his followers at Karbala. The site provided a perfect stage set for tragedy. On a flat, salty plain south of what is now Baghdad, Karbala is buffeted by wind that is either hot or cold. Dust and sand swirl over a landscape where a sense of desolation ignores the presence of buildings and human beings. In 680, Karbala was nothing but an empty desert—except for Hussein’s force of seventy-two, including women and children, and the Umayyad army, which numbered four thousand. In the ensuing battle on what is now known as the “Plain of Sorrow and Misfortune,” the Umayyads butchered Hussein along with the rest of his coterie.† His severed head went to Damascus, where Yazid slashed it across the mouth with his cane. In the appalled silence that followed, an old man raised his voice: “Alas that I should have lived to see this day. I who saw those lips kissed by the Prophet of God.”‡ Islam had ruptured into what would become its two great branches: the orthodox Sunnis and the breakaway Shia, the followers of Ali and Hussein.

TWO SHRINES IN IRAQ reign as the theological centers of Shia Islam: Ali’s at Najaf and Hussein’s at Karbala. To stand in the haram, the courtyard, at Najaf is to feel the passion of the Shia. It is always crowded with men and women wrapped in black who quietly contemplate this sacred spot. From time to time, the calm suddenly breaks when a group of men carrying a coffin bursts through the gates, separates the crowd, and enters the mosque. There they circle Ali’s tomb with their burden before erupting once more into the courtyard to load the coffin back on the top of a taxi for transport to the vast cemetery on the edge of Najaf, where every Shia yearns to be buried while awaiting the day of judgment and resurrection.
After Ali and Hussein met their tragic ends, the Shia continued to hold fast to the belief that only members of the Prophet’s family possessed special knowledge of religious matters that set them above all others. From this hereditary premise, an elitism developed in which one man came to be regarded as the source of religious truth. He was the Imam, the ultimate spiritual authority. In life, he was, in the eyes of believers, the repository of all truth and knowledge. Representing the importance of authority in Shia Islam, the Imam linked Allah with his people on earth. As the vice-regent of God, he interpreted His will and guided the faithful toward the completion of that will. With him there was salvation; without him there was only damnation. The first of the Imams was Ali; the second, Hussein; and the last in the line from Ali for the majority of Shia was the twelfth one, Muhammad al-Muntazar, who disappeared in the ninth century.
Among the Shia who define themselves as “twelvers,” al-Muntazar will return as the mahdi (the awaited one) to preside over a just society until the day of judgment.* Until then, a cleric in a precisely defined hierarchy determined by scholarship, piety, and the ability to collect a group of followers acts as the spiritual guide to those who accept his authority. Unlike the Sunnis, who place no intermediary between the believer and God and who look to their clerics as scholars, lawyers, and preachers, the individual Shia chooses a man within the clerical hierarchy to act as his or her conduit to God. Regarded both as an arbiter of good within society and as the passageway through which to petition God, the Shia religious leader commands more respect and obedience than the tribal leader. At the same time, Shia religious authorities have traditionally maintained a high theological wall between the spiritual and the secular that leaves politics to others. That was until Musa al Sadr in Lebanon in the 1960s, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in Persian Iran in the 1970s, and Hassan Nasrallah in Lebanon in the 1990s joined together the spiritual and the secular in the political arena.”*

THE SHIA HAVE never been alone in the camp of unorthodox Islam. The Arab world is pockmarked with Druze, Sufis, Alawites, and a smattering of obscure sects and practices. The Druze, long a significant player in the Levant, originated in the Ismaili sect, a group within Shiism known as the “seveners.” According to their theology, the line of succession of religious authority established by Ali extended only to the Seventh Imam, Ismail al Sadiq. In the eleventh century, a group within the Ismailis splintered from the main body in Egypt and trekked northward into the mountains of the Levant. There those now known as Druze developed an elaborate set of rituals and a pattern of life distinctive from that of other Muslims.†
While identifying themselves as part of Islam, the Druze reject some of its basic practices. They shun two of the five pillars of the Islamic faith honored by both Sunnis and Shia: the practices of praying five times a day and making the pilgrimage to Mecca. The reason comes out of Druze attitudes that consider a person to be in constant prayer and Mecca to be found within the individual, not in Saudi Arabia, the physical location of Islam’s holiest site. The Druze also adhere to their own scripture, which was codified into six volumes in the fifteenth century. Drawing heavily on mysticism, Druze believe in reincarnation from one life to the next, which they call “changing the shirt.” In what the Sunnis and Shia regard as perhaps their greatest heresy, the Druze claim Jethro, the father-in-law of Moses, as their chief prophet. Yet it is difficult to decipher just what the exact beliefs encompassed by Druze theology are, since secretiveness is one of the distinguishing characteristics of the faith.
The sect is divided into two distinct groups: the initiated and the uninitiated. The initiated—about ten percent of the community—can be seen in Druze communities scattered in the mountains of Israel, Syria, and Lebanon wearing a ruby-red fez banded with a wide strip of white cloth. They are the ones who hold the authority to pass knowledge of the faith to their sons and chosen men. The other ninety percent of the Druze, including all women, are the noninitiates. Although important members of the community as individuals who are expected to lead moral and upright lives, the noninitiates bear no responsibility for perpetuating the religion. In reality, what a Druze actually believes is less important than the role the faith fulfills in maintaining group cohesion. Ultimately, communal identification, not theology, has made it possible for the Druze to survive a thousand years of turbulent Levantine history. Legendary for their solidarity and ruthlessness in defense of their interests, the Druze over the centuries have proved themselves willing to enter any alliance with any ideology perceived as beneficial to the group in either the short term or the long term.

THROUGHOUT THE ARAB world, the Sunnis, the Shia, and the Druze are divided into families which form clans that operate within sects. In their competition with each other, these sects assume some of the basic characteristics of tribes. There is no better example than Lebanon of how confessional computes to tribe. There, families, religions, and sects create a complex mosaic in which “every village, every patch, every bend in the road house[s] another family, another clan, another way of looking at the world.”*
Lebanon’s particular form of tribalism is portrayed in sculpture and architecture throughout the country. Atop a mountain rising to 1,950 feet behind the harbor at Jounieh, a northern suburb of Beirut, stands a twenty-ton bronze statue of the Virgin Mary, within sight of the ferry that crosses the eastern Mediterranean from Cyprus docks. Erected in the nineteenth century, it was christened the “Queen of Lebanon” by a group of Christians known as the Maronites. In central Beirut, the soaring minarets of the venerable al Omari mosque, originally built in the thirteenth century on the foundations of a Byzantine church, dominate what is the political and emotional heart of Lebanon. Farther south, a simple mosque of undistinguished architecture or history sits at the core of a small village populated by Shia. Like hundreds of other Shia mosques, its stucco walls support a squat dome set with a few blue and turquoise ceramic tiles. These churches and mosques, joined by the other churches and mosques occupying every neighborhood and village, are symbols of a tribalism that asserts itself through religion and sect—Christian versus Muslim, Sunni versus Shia.†
Christians reside within almost every Arab country. But only in Lebanon have the Christians claimed the numbers and influence to function as equals, or at times superiors, to the Muslims. The origins of that Christian power are deposited on the Mountain, Lebanon’s magnificent snow-covered roof. This stunningly beautiful area, which runs south and west from the northeast corner that abuts the Syrian border to the northern edge of Beirut, was once ruled by warrior societies whose leaders interacted in a feudal system exhibiting some of the characteristics of the twelfth- to seventeenth-century samurai of Japan. Some were Druze, others Shia, and still others adherents to the Maronite sect of Christianity.
The Maronites owe their name to Maron, a priest in the Eastern Orthodox Church of Syria during the fourth century. Dwelling in the wilderness between Antioch in present-day Turkey and Cyrrhus in Syria, Maron broke with his own order to found a group of ascetics. Shortly after his death, his followers, suffering persecution by the church of Antioch, picked up the relics of their saint and carried them into the mountains of Lebanon.
Although they initially found safe refuge, Maronite insecurities intensified in 517 when their Christian rivals slaughtered thirty-five hundred monks at the Qalat al Madiq monastery on the Orontes River. The survivors fled even deeper into the mountains, where they “[s]ettled…on the outskirts of the wild cedars, in hostile climate and barren nature.”* There they became a tribally based community within Eastern Christianity. Yet when the followers of Muhammad swept through the Fertile Crescent in the seventh century, carrying Islam to the east and to the west, the Maronites, like most people of the Levant, adopted the Arabic language, embraced most of the social mores enshrined in Arab culture, and slid into the Arab tribal system as a non-Muslim confessional.
Under the Islamic Empire that followed the Muslim conquest, the Maronites, along with other Christians, were accorded the status of dhimmi, or “people of the book.”† This designation ensured that they were left alone to farm their land and worship in their churches. Although the central authorities levied jizya, a special tax on non-Muslims, the Christians also escaped military duty. But the dhimmi system began to erode quickly, as early as 685 when new decrees appropriated existing churches for conversion to mosques; forbade Christian religious groups to recruit new members, even among non-Muslims; and punished apostasy by death. Between 847 and 861, the caliph, the spiritual and secular ruler of the Islamic Empire, went even further by decreeing that Christians and Jews affix wooden images of devils to the exterior of their houses; level the graves of their dead; wear belittling colored patches on their sleeves; and suffer the humiliation of riding only on mules. The Maronites who inhabited the rugged and isolated terrain of the Mountain escaped enforcement of most of these rules simply because their masters were men of the lowlands who abhorred snow and fielded no skills as mountain warriors. Thus the Maronites stayed ensconced among the cedars that still grow in the high mountains.
It was not until Pope Urban II in 1095 issued the call to the knights and peasants of Europe to reclaim “Jerusalem the Golden” from “an accursed race, wholly alienated from God” that the Maronites established contact with the Christians of Europe.* In 1097 when Norman crusaders, carrying wooden staffs topped with a crude cross, moved along the ancient coastal invasion route between Byblos and Batrun, jubilant Maronites streamed down from the Mountain to meet them. After generations of self-imposed isolation, the Maronites hailed the Europeans as heroes who had come to deliver them from the Muslim menace. But by 1302 the Crusaders were gone—victims of arrogance, greed, and the economic/cultural conflict between the European West and the Arab East. Yet some of the Crusaders had chosen to stay in the east. Constituting a frayed string to Europe, they pulled the Maronites toward Western Catholicism.
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