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Islam is often identified as the religion of Arabs, and the Arabs are commonly assumed to be Muslims.  Although this chapter will focus on Arab Islamic societies, it is important to recognize that the Arab-Islam equivalence is not total. It is misleading historically and geographically—especially from a global perspective. It is true that under the leadership of  the Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century (610-32), under the guidance of a generation of Arab leaders (caliphs) who followed him, known as the Rightly Guided ones (632-61), and then under the dominance of the Umayyad Kingdom of Syria (661-750),  Islam was predominantly a religion of Arabs in Arab lands.  Nonetheless, in the seventh and eighth centuries, Islamic rulers were pursuing global ambitions, marching westward across North Africa to the Iberian Peninsula and eastward to Iran and Central Asia. Increasingly, the lands and peoples under Muslim rule were not Arab. Today, the majority of Muslims live east of Karachi, Pakistan—far from Arab lands. For all that, the Arabs and the Arabic language have played an enormously important role in Islamic societies. At the same time, Islam has transformed Arabic society, a fact that becomes apparent when one considers pre-Islamic and non-Muslim Arab religions. 

Prior to the rise of Islam, many Arab tribes in the Arabian peninsula worshipped a plurality of local gods and astral deities, reflecting ancient religious ideas and practices common in the Near East since the Sumerians and Babylonians in the third and second millennia BCE.   Others in Arabia, Syria and Iraq were Nestorian, Monophysite or Orthodox Christians, reflecting the growth and sectarian differentiation of Christian monotheism during the age of the great Eastern church councils, from the fourth to the sixth centuries.  
Muslim scripture, the Qur’an, incorporated this plurality of religious ideas and practices into its own global vision of religion, in which the Qur’an was the final revelation of God to humankind and Muhammad was the ‘Seal of the Prophets’ sent to humankind, from Adam to Jesus and including several Arabian prophets.   Christians, Jews, other sects, and later Zoroastrians were regarded as People of the Book or scriptuaries, and thus accorded protection and minimal control when they fell under Islamic rule.  Polytheists constituted  the most serious threat to the oneness and unity of God, Allah, and thus they could be forced into conversion, expulsion, or even death—at least in theory.   In modern times, non-Muslim Arab minorities, predominantly Christians, have shared a common language, culture and political fortunes with Arab Muslims.  

Thus Islam evolved as a global religion following the Arab Muslim conquests of large parts of North Africa and West Asia in the seventh and eighth centuries.  This enabled the Arabic language, as the medium of scripture, worship, theological, and juristic discourse to attain global importance well beyond the ethnic and geographic borders of Arab society.
  Situating Arab Muslims 


Arabs are usually defined as a cluster of groups or nations that share a common language and territory. People speaking Arabic inhabit a contiguous area which extends from the Atlantic coast of Mauritania and Morocco in the west to the shores of the Arabian Gulf in the east, from the shores of the Mediterranean and the slopes of the Anatolian plateau in the north to the Indian Ocean and the Sahara desert in the south. Approximately 180,000,000 people live in this immense area. Arabs are the majority ethnic population in fifteen nations.  Most of the Arab region is desert and consequently has very low population densities, though there are striking concentrations of people in some of the cities and river valleys. The major economic resources of the area are oil and agriculture; the major economic activities, at least until modern times, were farming, herding and trading.

This broad band is marked by considerable geographical, social and cultural diversity. Arab society has traditionally been viewed as a trinity of Bedouins, peasants, and urban dwellers, who live together in some kind of symbiosis. Detailed studies have tended to stress the differences between these categories of people, differences which the social and economic politics of Arab and foreign regimes have long tended to exacerbate. The area is divided into some twenty different states ranging from the city‑states of the Gulf (Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait) through the agrarian states of the Maghreb (North Africa) and the Fertile Crescent to the overpopulated Nile valley state of Egypt. Many of these states have long individual histories. Egypt has its Pharaonic past; Tunisia follows on Carthage; Morocco goes back at least to Roman times in North Africa; and Iraq has roots in Sumeria, Babylonia and Assyria. Other states are recent creations with arbitrary boundaries resulting from the colonial period, such as the desert states of Mauritania, Libya, Saudi Arabia and Jordan. At present the different regimes are divided between republics, some military in origin, and various kinds of monarchies. The diversity of the population of many of these states reflects the ebb and flow of empires, and the refugees of the past-‑thus the concentration of Berber speakers in the Maghreb, the inclusion of Nuer, Dinka, Azande and others in the Sudan, and the combination of Christians and Druze in Lebanon.

The colonial period of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries affected the various parts of the Arab world differently: At the beginning of the nineteenth century, most of the Arab world was under at least nominal domination by the Ottoman Turkish Muslim empire. The Ottomans tried to reinforce their hold in Iraq, Yemen and Libya during that century. The Maghreb, on Western Europe’s doorstep, fell under colonial domination by France fairly early (Algeria from 1830, Tunisia in 1881, Morocco by 1912) and Egypt was absorbed into the European economic and then political sphere at the same time as a result of its cotton potential and strategic location (British occupation in 1882). The Sudan escaped Egyptian domination under the Mahdi (1881) only to fall under Anglo‑Egyptian rule after 1898. But most of the Arabian peninsula never fell under direct European colonial rule, and the Fertile Crescent states of Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon all spent less than a generation under European rule after having remained under the Ottomans until the Allied victory in World War I. Palestine is a special case, for it has suffered from multiple spheres of control-‑after the Ottomans, the British held a mandate from 1920 to 1948, and then came Israeli rule. The cultural influence resulting from colonial expansion was either French or British (or both as in Egypt), with smaller areas experiencing Italian or Spanish influence. But many countries and the interior parts of most others were only marginally affected by such cultural influences.

For the purposes of this analysis, it is useful to think of the Arabs and their respective ‘sovereign states’ as one cultural area, that is, the Arab society. There are several reasons for such treatment.  First, Arab political regimes, on the normative prescriptive level, consider their states as parts of one nation. No Arab regime in any of the twenty sovereign states has dared formally to go against this proclaimed national self‑identification. None, in theory, equates its present legal status of a ‘sovereign state’ with that of a ‘sovereign nation‑state.’ Despite many practices to the contrary, the explicit or implicit assumption is that the present state of affairs, i.e., separation into several sovereign countries, is only ‘temporary’. The prescribed goal, in theory again, is for these separate Arab states ultimately to unite in one ‘nation‑state.’ This is not asserted today as much as it was in the 1950s and 60s, but neither has any leader or government gone the other way to negate the prescribed norm. The belief in one Arab Nation to which all Arabs belong is still nominally observed‑-though not always practiced‑-by most regimes at present.


Second, this belief in one Arab Nation is shared by most people in all countries, classes, and subgroupings of the area extending from Iraq to Morocco. In a recent attitudinal survey conducted in ten Arab countries (Kuwait, Qatar, Yemen, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, Egypt, Sudan, Tunisia, and Morocco),  about eighty percent of a cross section of the adult population identified themselves as Arabs, belonging to one Arab Nation. Of course, there were inter-country variations, but in no country did the percentage of people holding this belief fall below 60 percent (e.g., Lebanon, Morocco, and Sudan); it was about 90 percent in others (e.g., Yemen, Kuwait, and Jordan). Underlying this common belief is people’s perception of shared language, religion, way of life, and problems. Islam especially was considered crucial in forging the Arab Nation. The majority of those surveyed aspired to see the Arab countries united politically, although only a minority thought that would happen in the near future.



Third, it is because of both governmental and popular belief in being part of the same nation that several pan‑Arab organizations have been created to foster closer cooperation, if not outright integration. The League of Arab States was established in 1945, and some twenty specialized agencies have sprung up over the last four decades in nearly every field of human endeavor. Even countries that have been blessed with oil wealth have found it morally obligatory and politically expedient to set up individual and collective funds to extend aid for development in `poor sister states’. Many of these efforts fall short of what ‘ought to be’ in the views of ardent Arab nationalists. Nevertheless, they have given this region of the world an appearance of a unity of sorts, hardly matched in any other region of the Third World.  Such unity has particularly asserted itself in times of regional crisis (e.g.,Arab‑Israeli wars, the 1956 Suez Crisis, the resignation of Nasser in 1967 and his death in 1970).

Fourth, the increased volume of human movement and interaction across state lines in the last thirty years has added a sociological dimension to both the pan‑Arab political norms and institutional arrangements. In the 1950s and 1960s, the bulk of interstate human movement was for study and tourism. In the 1970s and 1980s, most of such movement was for employment.

The above reasons, and others, justify looking at the Arab World as one cultural area or as one societal unit. In this respect, it stands socioculturally at a midpoint between, say, Europe and the United States, i.e., more culturally homogeneous than the former but less politically united than the latter. Thus, while almost no Italians or Frenchmen would identify themselves abroad as simply Europeans, Syrians or Saudis would readily describe themselves as Arabs. At the same time, few U.S. citizens would identify themselves abroad as Californians or New Yorkers, but many citizens of Arab countries would identify themselves as Egyptians, Yemenis, or Tunisians. In other words, there are concentric political‑cultural‑legal identities for most Arabs, all of them equally or nearly equally salient and readily used. The broader political‑cultural identity as an Arab is invoked when the person is outside the Arab World. The particularistic‑country‑legal identity (Syrian, Egyptian, Saudi, Iraqi, etc.) is used mostly within the Arab World itself, or when crossing sovereign state borders.

Treating the Arab World as one single cultural area or as one Arab society implies an emphasis on the broad cultural unifiers, e.g., language, religion, shared traditions, common history, and common aspirations. But there are as many cultural diversifiers. Thus within the common language there are different dialects; and within the common religion there are denominations and sects. Times of Arab strength and glory are those in which the unifiers dominate. Periods of weakness or decline are those in which the diversifiers are manipulated by indigenous or external forces to separate the Arabs. Much of Arab history can be viewed as an interplay between periods of unity and diversity. The great heroes in Arab history are those who stimulated the cultural unifiers, especially in times of external challenge (e.g., Saladin during the Crusades, and Gamal `Abd al-Nasser during the Suez Crisis at mid-twentieth century). Individual and group loyalties in such times are to Islam, the Arab Nation, or the Motherland. On the other hand, the bleak moments in Arab history are when the diversifiers get magnified out of proportion and appropriate the passions and behavior of individuals and groups to primordial and local loyalties, e.g., ethnicity, sect, and tribe. The concerted Arab action in the October War of 1973 was an example of invoking broad unifiers. The Civil War in Lebanon (L975‑1985), on the other hand, is an example of stimulating and manipulating narrower diversifiers.

Unity and diversity are two of the parameters of Arab Society. Another is the interplay between forces of continuity and forces of change, indigenous forces and external forces.  Some of these parameters are worth mentioning here. The first is by Abd al‑Aziz A1‑Duri, an eminent Iraqi historian, who has stressed the spiritual role of religion and common historical experience, the various moments in history when the ‘Arabness’ of the Arabs was cast into doubt and which caused the Arabs to re‑assert themselves (Al Duri 1987: 40-1). Samir Amin, an Egyptian scholar, has looked at the material role of trade and other economic activities in shaping Arab society. He argues that the Arab Nation corresponds to a pre‑colonial and pre‑capitalist social formation based on long‑distance trade, and that the unity of this nation has been challenged but also reinforced by the more recent experience of foreign colonial domination (Amin 1984). The anthropologist Leila Al‑Hamamsy recounts the emergence of a new form of Egyptian identity as the result of the intersection of several parameters and forces of change‑-economic, political, and cultural.  However, she is always keen to show how this uniqueness is a sub‑identity of a broader Arab Nation to which Egyptians belong. What Hamamsy says could be paralleled by similar socio‑historical investigations of such other particularistic sub-identities as Moroccans, Tunisians, Yemenis, and Iraqis (Hamamsy 1977).

It is clear that all these are approximations. They help us to raise and refine the issues, but the definitive answer is not yet forthcoming. It is theoretically possible to give objective answers to the perennial question “what is an Arab?” by relying on citizenship or language. Yet in the end it is the consciousness of the individuals that matters. Do people feel themselves to be Arab in the appropriate situations? Beyond that, there lies the construction of a society or a series of linked societies based on Arab consciousness.

Arabs and globalization

The Arabs, their language and culture, are a global phenomenon politically and religiously, and thus to a certain extent culturally. Oil has brought the Arabs into contact with the rest of the world, particularly since the 1970s.  Following upon the rest of the world’s thirst for the liquid gold beneath the sands of the Gulf states, many nations—in particular regimes in Western Europe and the former Soviet Union, and the United States—have frequently intervened in the political affairs of Arab nations since the end of colonialism in the mid twentieth century.  The Arab-Israeli Crisis has also fostered a global awareness of  the Arabs, particularly the Palestinians, since 1947.  Indeed, the Palestinians have been one of the largest Arab diasporas in search of political acceptance and economic opportunity. More recently, the Gulf War of 1991 brought international coalition military forces into Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Iraq.  The stationing of American troops in particular near the sacred precincts of Mecca and Medina during and after the Gulf War was strongly offensive to conservative, traditional-minded Muslims living mainly in Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states.  Known as Wahhabis after the eighteenth-century Puritanical reformer, Muhammad ibn `Abd al-Wahhab, the term Salafi is more broadly acceptable among those who have adopted this identity.  Growing Muslim anger over foreign, non-Muslim intervention in Muslim lands, such as the Soviet Union in Afghanistan in the 1980s and the American-led Gulf War with Iraq in 1991, drew Arabs especially into transnational Islamic resistance movements such as al-Qa’ida founded by `Abdallah `Azzam and led by Osama bin Ladin. September 11, 2001, was an important moment in the rise of the transnational Islamic and largely Arabic political movements that have fostered a global identity accepted by a small number of Muslims world wide who are prepared to use violence in pursuit of their ideological and political convictions. The appearance of Arabic-language cable television networks and web sites reaching Muslim (and non-Muslim) audiences around the world has added another global dimension to the Arabs, their religion, culture and politics.   

The global reach and significance of  Arab Islamic society, however, has a strong pre modern history, extending back to the seventh century.  The connection between Islam and Arabic language is stated in God’s voice: “We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an” (Q. 12:2, 17:82, 20:113, and other loci).  One understanding of the significance of the revelation to the Arabs in their own tongue is that even as other nations of antiquity received messengers and scriptures, so too did the Arabs. They now had their own prophet and scripture and could interact with Byzantine, Sassanian and other larger religious civilization beyond the level of trade.  The vehicle for carrying this new world vision in the Qur’anic idiom was the hajj,  the annual Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca that soon brought Muslims from across Asia and Africa into an intense Arabic religious and cultural experience at Mecca and Medina in Arabia.  Pilgrims would often stop at lesser shrines of saints, where the universal Arabic ritual performances blended with local cultural practices.  The hajj was also an occasion for stopping at the great teaching mosques and madrasas in North Africa, Central Asia, Iran and the Middle East. In all such places, the language of instruction about the Qur’an, the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad (hadith), Islamic law and theology was Arabic.  The dictation method by which Islamic knowledge was transmitted throughout the Muslim world combined both speaking and writing skills.  

Since the colonial period, the emphasis on maintaining a curriculum based on the religious sciences and the value placed on learning and writing about them in Arabic has come under intense pressure for educational reform, not just in Europe, the Americas, Africa and Asia, but in Arab states as well.  Fields such as science, technology, and modern medicine, have been imported into modern Islamic schools and universities, primarily in English.  During the postcolonial experience in the twentieth century of most Arab and other Muslim states, national governments assumed control over schools and infused them with curricula modeled on Europe, the Soviet Union, or the United States.  

The late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have seen a returning global Muslim awareness of the historic Arab and Arabic basis of Islamic identity.  This is perhaps the maturation of what some political scientists call a world system, bound loosely together in a larger imagined community by the elements discussed above.  That it constitutes a civilization destined to clash with America and the West is perhaps to place too much weight on the idea of a worldwide religious or cultural identity, facing off against all others.  The other is now deeply embedded in Arab society, even as the Arabs in both their religion and region now have a considerable  public awareness well beyond their ancestral lands. 
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