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1

Introduction

over the course of the later Middle Ages, from the eleventh to the fifteenth 
centuries, the villagers of Egypt, Palestine, and Greater Syria turned Arab. This 
does not mean they began to speak Arabic, a linguistic change that had mostly 
taken place already by the end of the ninth century, three centuries after the Arab 
Conquest. Rather, men and women of Middle Eastern villages came to see them-
selves as members of village clans and as descendants of tribal migrations from 
the Arabian Peninsula. They adopted manners of speech and dress they consid-
ered distinctly Arab, told each other epic stories about the great Arab heroes of 
pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arabia, and began eating with a new type of pot-
tery utensils. They revolted against the government and the tax collectors under 
the banner of Arab solidarity, and they fought neighboring villagers in the name 
of multi-clan tribal confederacies such as Qays and Yaman. This was a transfor-
mation not limited to rural elites or to marginal areas on the edge of the desert. 
In Upper and Lower Egypt, in Palestine, Transjordan, and the Beqaa, Muslim 
villagers invariably came to view themselves as members of clans and confedera-
cies that harked back to the Arabian Peninsula and to the dawn of the Islam. 
This formation of Arab village clans throughout Egypt and Greater Syria was the 
most important development in the history of the Middle Eastern countryside 
in the Islamic period, and the process left its mark on what we recognize as Arab 
and Bedouin cultures and identities today.

The shift toward Arab village clans began by the late tenth or early eleventh 
century and took about two centuries to complete. Our first evidence of this 
change comes from villages of southern Fayyum in Middle Egypt, where docu-
ments dated 1015 to 1070 show the swift rise of new village elites who carried Arab 
clan names and acted as official protectors of Christian Coptic villages and mon-
asteries. This local phenomenon in the Fayyum coincided with the sudden 
emergence of Arab dynasties in cities of the Jazīra, Palestine, and Greater Syria, 
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most of them lasting until the 1060s. This early phase of Arab village elites 
and Arab dynasties ended with the major economic and agricultural crisis of the 
late eleventh century, which led to mass desertion of village sites in the 1060s 
and 1070s.

During the twelfth century, Arab identities took root further down village 
societies, with Arab village clans coalescing around the nuclei of the Arab elites 
who emerged in the eleventh century. The most visible expression of this filter-
ing down of Arab identities is the appearance of the term ʿurbān, a novel and 
nonclassical derivative of the name ʿarab. The ʿurbān was the collective name for 
the armed elements of the now widespread Arab village clans, and they became 
the dominant force in the Egyptian countryside during the late Fatimid period. 
In twelfth-century Palestine, held at that time by the crusader Latin Kingdom, 
we do not find ʿurbān but rather a new class of poor and mobile Muslim peas-
antry called beduini. From 1150 onward, Latin charters refer to the recruitment 
of beduini for work on rural estates, and they even provide a detailed account 
of a named clan of these beduini inhabiting a village near Nablus.

By the end of the twelfth century, following the demise of both the Fatimid 
empire and the Latin Kingdom, Arab clans had been formed in most villages of 
Egypt, Palestine, and Greater Syria. This is borne out by fiscal, administrative, 
and legal sources from the Ayyubid (1187–1250) and Mamluk (1250–1517) eras. In 
al-Nābulusī’s cadastral survey of the Fayyum, composed in the 1240s, nearly all 
villages and hamlets were identified with either an Arab or a Berber clan, usually 
one clan per village. A set of documents from the Islamic court of Jerusalem dated 
to the first decade of the fourteenth century similarly shows Arab clans inhabit-
ing all the Muslim-majority Palestinian villages represented in the sample. In both 
Ayyubid Fayyum and Mamluk Palestine, the village clans were led by a new class 
of headmen, who acted as co-guarantors for the payment of the collective land-
tax and were responsible for law and order in their own villages and in the sur-
rounding area. Beyond these two well-documented examples, further evidence 
of the spread of Arab villages clans comes from a series of genealogical treatises 
composed by Mamluk-era bureaucrats, who mapped clans and tribal confedera-
cies throughout the agricultural regions of Egypt and Greater Syria, with the 
authors explicitly identifying Arab clansmen as sedentary villagers. In fact, from 
the thirteenth century onward, whenever administrative and legal sources allow 
us to zoom in on a Muslim-majority village with any level of detail, we find it 
inhabited by an Arab clan.

Arab village clans were not merely administrative rubrics imposed from above. 
Rather, these identities were enthusiastically endorsed by members of village 
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communities. Biographical dictionaries from the twelfth century onward con-
tain dozens of notices for rural scholars who boasted of Arab lineages. Shihāb 
al-Dīn Aḥmad al-Qalqashandī, the well-known Mamluk bureaucrat who was 
born in 1355 in the village of Qalqashanda (present-day Qarqashanda) in al-
Qalyūbiyya, proudly recounts that his native village was solely inhabited by the 
Banū Badr clan of the Fazāra confederacy. The autobiography composed by the 
jurist and theologian Burhān al-Dīn al-Biqāʿī, born 1406, states that the inhabit-
ants of his native village of Khirbat Rūḥā in the Beqaa belonged to the Banū Ḥasan 
clan and claimed descent from the Prophet’s Companion Saʿd b. Abī Waqqāṣ.

The localized village clans formed wider territorial confederacies, and these 
became a vehicle for political and military mobilization. Throughout the Fatimid, 
Ayyubid, and Mamluk eras, confederacies of village clans were part of provincial 
administration and were expected to contribute a set number of cavalry for royal 
campaigns. These tribal confederacies then came to be the backbone of a series 
of major Arab uprisings in Upper Egypt, beginning with the rebellion of the Sharīf 
Ḥiṣn al-Dīn Ibn Thaʿlab in the 1250s and culminating with al-Aḥdab’s rebellion of 
the 1350s. Multivillage confederacies could also be used for the violent resolution 
of disputes among the peasantry. In fourteenth-century Syria and Transjordan, 
rural people, partly nomadic but mostly sedentary, organized themselves into 
Qays and Yaman coalitions that regularly fought each other over land and re-
sources. By the end of the fourteenth century, the Qays and Yaman came to ally 
themselves with opposing factions of the Mamluk ruling elite.

Late medieval Arab identity was expressed by a novel set of cultural markers: 
Arab speech, Arab dress, and Arab historical memory. From the twelfth century 
onward, Arab speech was identified by the /g/ vocalization of the letter qāf, a 
feature still retained in many dialects known today as “Bedouin.” This distinctive 
vocalization is not attested as a distinctive marker of Arab identity in the Umayyad 
or Abbasid periods, and the cultural significance attached to it from the twelfth 
century onward coincided with the spread of the Arab village clans. Another novel 
cultural marker was Arab headgear; from the twelfth century onward, one dressed 
like an Arab by tucking the loose ends of the turban under the beard or chin or 
drawing them over the face and mouth as lithām face-veil. This manner of tying 
the turban under one’s chin was uniformly used to identify Arab types in book 
illustrations of this period. Finally, Arab history and Arab values found their ex-
pression in the new genre of popular epics (siyar), most famously those of 
ʿAntar, Banū Hilāl and Dhāt al-Himma. The earliest of the genre, Sīrat ʿAntar, is 
first attested in twelfth-century Iraq, but it became extremely popular in Ayyu-
bid and Mamluk Egypt and Syria, carried by popular storytellers who frequented 
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both town and village. It is in this period that the heroic deeds of these Arab 
pre-Islamic or early Islamic heroes became a staple of village culture, so much 
so that the Mamluk bureaucrat al-Qalqashandī drew on his intimate knowledge 
of the ʿAntar epic to augment the status of his own village clan. Like the cultural 
significance attached to the Arab pronunciation of qāf and to the Arab headgear, 
popular epics dealing with Arab history appeared around the twelfth century as 
means of expressing and consolidating the new Arab identities of peasant 
communities.

The depth of the transformation of Middle Eastern villages is tangibly dem-
onstrated by the material remains found in archaeological excavations and sur-
veys. Starting from the 1100s, handmade geometrically painted wares appeared 
in great numbers in villages of Greater Syria and Palestine. This process acceler-
ated in the thirteenth century, so that distinctly decorated handmade wares 
dominate nearly all village assemblages of Greater Syria and Palestine in the Ayyu-
bid and Mamluk periods, and they became the main tableware of villagers for 
the rest of the Middle Ages. These handmade wares, known as HMGP, unexpect-
edly supplanted a long tradition of fine-bodied, wheel-thrown wares found in 
the same villages throughout the early Islamic and pre-Islamic periods. This shift 
in pottery went under the radar of the narrative sources and is known to us only 
from the archaeological record of excavations in Greater Syria. Archaeology of 
Mamluk-era village sites in Egypt is practically nonexistent, but extensive finds 
of brittle and coarse wares from Mamluk Cairo suggest the possibility of similar 
ceramic shifts in the Egyptian countryside. Given the absence of any textual refer-
ence, we do not know that Syrian HMGP wares were viewed as “Arab.” Nonethe-
less, the dramatic shift in rural pottery in Greater Syria is concrete evidence of 
the break between the earlier Islamic centuries and the late medieval period. The 
material culture of village societies was fundamentally transformed in the space 
of a couple of centuries, precisely coinciding with formation of Arab village clans.

The shift to Arab village clans in late medieval Egypt and Syria was driven by 
two main factors. First, following mass rural conversions to Islam in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, Muslim villagers adopted Arab identity and the prestige 
associated with it to enhance their social status. A wide range of documentary, 
narrative, and material evidence shows that the agricultural countryside of Egypt 
and Syria remained mostly Christian—and non-Arab—at least until 1000 CE. 
Coptic names dominate in the abundant papyri that have come to us from Ab-
basid and early Fatimid Middle Egypt, and churches and monasteries were still 
very common in the countryside of tenth-century Palestine. Muslims became a 
majority in the Egyptian countryside only by the end of the twelfth century, as 
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shown by quantitative analysis of demographic datasets from the time of the Arab 
Conquest up to the middle of the nineteenth century.1 Greater Syria witnessed 
similar processes of Islamization following the defeat of the Latin Kingdom of 
Jerusalem in 1187. Claiming Arab lineage was a byproduct of this momentous rural 
conversion to Islam. As Tamer el-Leithy has shown for late medieval Egypt, new 
Coptic converts were subject to suspicion by existing Muslim elites and were 
therefore forced to erase the traces of their conversion.2 For peasants of Egypt and 
Syria, a claim to Arab lineage concealed the recent Christian past of their com-
munities and replaced it with the merits accorded to the Arabs by the Islamic 
tradition: the nation of the Prophet and the native speakers of the language of 
revelation.

Peasants also used claims to Arab lineage as means of distinguishing them-
selves from the urban-based Turkic military elites who dominated Egypt and 
Syria since the middle of the thirteenth century. By 1260, following their victory 
over the Mongol army in ʿAyn Jalut in Palestine, the mamlūk military corps uni-
fied Egypt and Syria under the reign of Sultan Baybars, the founder the Mamluk 
sultanate. The ruling elite of the Mamluk sultanate was mostly composed of for-
mer military slaves recruited in Central Asia and the Caucasus, and contemporary 
Arab authors called the regime the “Dynasty of the Turks.” Fifteenth-century ob-
servers, both European and local, reported that the Arabs of the countryside saw 
themselves as superior in lineage and in Islam to the Turkish-speaking elites of 
former military slaves who ruled over them. They also reported that this sense of 
Arab superiority mobilized and justified the earlier major rural rebellions that 
rocked Upper Egypt between 1250 and 1350. Peasant use of Arab lineage as a claim 
for status was therefore not restricted to the new converts, but it possessed cur-
rency long after the rural landscape has been comprehensively Islamized.

The second major reason for the spread of village clans was the twelfth-century 
introduction of the iqṭāʿ landholding regime, which transformed the peasantry 
from landowners into tenants. In earlier Islamic centuries, private ownership of 
land was common, as is attested by many preserved Egyptian land-sale documents 
up to the middle of the eleventh century.3 By the beginning of the twelfth century, 
however, more and more land fell under the iqṭāʿ regime, whereby the state as-
serted ownership over arable land and then awarded military officers rights to 
collect taxes from the villages assigned to them, rights known as iqṭāʿ grants. The 
use of iqṭāʿ grants in Egypt and Syria began under the later Fatimids but was then 
extended and systematized by Saladin, and it became the hallmark feature of the 
political economy of the Ayyubid and Mamluk sultanates, at least until the end of 
the fourteenth century. With the consolidation of the iqṭāʿ system, the peasantry 
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of Egypt and Syria were transformed into tenants, known as fallāḥūn, who culti-
vated state-owned lands under collective leases. The collective annual leases were 
contracted by groups of headmen, who acted as co-guarantors for the cultivation 
of the land and the payment of taxation.4 In response to this dramatic change of 
the landholding regime, peasants formed pervasive clan structures, coalescing 
around the village headmen and ensuring that access to tenancy rights was open 
only to members of the community. Deprived of any long-term right over the 
arable lands they were cultivating, and always at risk of being uprooted at the end 
of their leases, peasants came to be defined not by the land they cultivated but by 
the lineage to which they belonged.

Thus, like the term fallāḥ itself, Arab village clans were born out of the iqṭāʿ 
regime. The fallāḥūn and the Arab village clans were two facets of the same social 
and legal framework of landless tenancy. The term fallāḥ indicated the fiscal status 
of all tenant cultivators who were due to pay land-tax. It appears in administra-
tive and fiscal contexts and refers to the collective of cultivators in a given village 
under the leadership of headmen, whether Muslim or Christian, Arab or non-
Arab. The term indicated submission and the burden of taxation. But once a Mus-
lim fallāḥ rode a horse, carried arms and dressed like an Arab, he became part 
of the ʿurbān; conversely, captive Arab rebels were identified as fallāḥūn of in-
dividual holders of iqṭāʿ. The ʿurbān are regularly presented as the champions and 
defenders of the fallāḥūn, and the two groups are often mentioned together. Not 
every fallāḥ was a member of the armed ʿurbān, but any Muslim fallāḥ could be-
come one. And practically all grain-producing Muslim fallāḥ cultivators appear 
to have turned Arab, through the clans formed around their village headmen and 
through their claims to Arab lineage. Being a fallāḥ was at this time devoid of 
cultural significance; the near absence of representations of fallāḥūn in late me-
dieval Arabic literature is remarkable, and the term is also missing from medi-
eval European accounts. In late medieval literary representations, the fallāḥ was 
overshadowed by his Arab identity, empowered by clan-based social organization 
and by the cultural currency of Arab-ness.

The pervasive formation of Arab village clans was a result of the major religious, 
economic, and political changes that took place around the twelfth century: mass 
rural conversion, domination by Turkic military elites, and the consolidation of 
the iqṭāʿ landholding regime. It is unlikely, on other hand, that the omnipresence 
of Arab village clans in Egypt and Syria was down to the settling down of nomadic 
tribal groups. A full-scale population replacement, by which nomadic groups 
pushed out the existing non-Arab and mostly Christian peasantry, is neither plau-
sible nor backed by sufficient textual and material evidence. Admittedly, there 
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are narrative reports of mass movements of tribal groups during the tenth and 
eleventh centuries, and there is archaeological evidence for settlement expansion 
in Egypt and Syria during the thirteenth century. But most village sites through-
out Egypt and Greater Syria remained in the same locations as they had been in 
previous centuries, and village names have also remained largely unchanged. 
Only a minority of villages took on names of the Arab clans who inhabited them, 
and that usually occurred only by the fourteenth century. Moreover, the pre-
liminary results of pioneering ancient DNA analysis have yet to pick up any 
significant changes in the ethnic composition of Egypt and Syria in the medieval 
period.5 Rather, the assumption that Arab village clans emerged from the migra-
tion and settling down of nomads is based on a dogmatic association of tribes 
and clans with nomadic societies, as well as on the stories villagers were telling 
about themselves. As peasant communities reordered themselves as Arab clans, 
a memory of migration became a constituent component of their identity; 
claims to Arab lineage required an origin story of settlement on the site of the 
current village.6

A Feudal Economy

The society of the late medieval Middle East was agrarian, and its economy was 
primarily based on the extraction of surplus from subsistence cultivators. In that, 
it was one variant of a world system of feudal economies that characterized me-
dieval societies from Britain to China, as recently described by Chris Wickham.7 
Moreover, the consolidation of the iqṭāʿ landholding regime in the twelfth century 
meant a shift away from the centralized state taxation that characterized the Ab-
basid empire in the earlier Islamic centuries. The central conflict that permeated 
rural society in late medieval Egypt and Syria revolved around the extraction of 
agricultural surplus by lords—i.e., officers of the military ruling elite—who were 
awarded the rights to collect taxes and rents from the villages assigned to them. 
As in all feudal economies, lords needed to justify their rights to take that surplus 
through moral and legal claims that presupposed some form of shared values 
with the peasantry, and this always required some collaboration from local vil-
lage elites. A feudal economy, in the sense ascribed to it by Wickham, serves here 
the fundamental analytical framework for explaining the rise of Arab village 
clans in late medieval Egypt and Syria.

This broad model needs to be adjusted to the specific historical and geograph
ical conditions of the Middle East. Under the iqṭāʿ regime, military officers were 
assigned rights of tax collection from villages, but they did not reside locally and 
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were not usually involved in the provision of justice and public order in the coun-
tryside. As a result, villagers were required to develop their own modes of inter-
nal political organization and customary legal systems to regulate most aspects 
of communal life. Moreover, the loose control of lords over the villages assigned 
to them, compounded with the relative scarcity of water in Middle Eastern 
contexts, meant that rural groups constantly competed for limited resources. 
While this was true elsewhere, and nowhere were peasants ever free of internal 
conflict,8 the relative absence of direct intervention by either state or lords led to 
structural and endemic violence among Egyptian and Syrian cultivators, as 
reported by nearly all late medieval observers.

Village clans emerged in this context of vertical struggle against extraction by 
lords, as well as horizontal competition against other rural groups, both seden-
tary and nomadic. Clans provided internal political organization in the absence 
of state presence, protection against other rural groups, and a platform for 
resistance against taxation. Village clans are known from extensive ethnographic 
fieldwork from Morocco to the Arabian Peninsula.9 A particularly rich example 
comes from ethnographic studies of the peasantry of modern Yemen, where most 
of the settled villagers self-identify as members of village clans and regional tribal 
confederacies. In Yemen, the village clan involves protection of shared territory, 
mobilization of labor for communal projects, and adherence to shared mecha-
nisms of conflict resolution and to a set of cultural values. Village clans are bound 
together by cooperative activities, proximity, and selective kinship, which assimi-
lates daily life relations into affective bonds. There is ample evidence that Yemen 
has been dominated by such tribal structures for over a millennium. The idiom 
of common descent fulfills essential social functions among the settled peasantry 
and is not a remnant of some distant migration.10

Ayyubid and Mamluk clans and tribal confederacies were also administrative 
categories, borne out of the interaction of state and rural societies and in response 
to the need of lords for local collaboration. In Morton Fried’s conceptualization, 
tribal confederacies—“secondary tribes”—emerge as tools of provincial admin-
istration and control but often transmute into a nexus of resistance.11 This is es-
pecially true of regional, multi-clan confederacies, which are often a product of 
contact with state power.12 In a well-documented study of Ottoman Transjordan 
in the late nineteenth century, Nora Barakat demonstrated that the officially ap-
pointed headmen actively employed and maintained the tribe as a power field 
through which to contest taxation and resource distribution; it was through their 
position that the tribe became a foundational category of rural administration.13 
In the Ayyubid and Mamluk contexts, the key figures in this process were the 
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village headmen appointed by local iqṭāʿ holders and the leaders of the territorial 
confederacies who were routinely selected by the state bureaucracy. Clans and 
tribes were thus embedded in the administration of the countryside. As in other 
historical contexts, late medieval Egypt and Syria territorial confederacies were 
bound with the Fatimid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk states, whether as provincial 
troops, tax-collecting elites, or the platforms for armed uprisings.

Becoming Arab combines Fried’s model of bureaucratic tribes with Frederik 
Barth’s social constructionist approach, where awareness of common ancestry 
is a consequence of shared interests, not their cause. In this model, genealogy 
belongs to a derivative category of “cultural stuff ”—together with language, food, 
and dress—developed in order to maintain the boundaries of the group against 
outsiders.14 As ethnography demonstrated, village clan genealogies were not a 
record of actual historical events: “A society that appears to be constrained by 
the past . . . ​is in fact generating the very genealogy through which it explains the 
present.”15 This approach has been widely applied to modern Middle Eastern kin-
ship groups, where genealogy is malleable and routinely manipulated.16 In Is-
lamic societies, Arab ancestry has a special value, and a claim for Arab ancestry 
is a common mechanism of integration by many ethnic groups in the con
temporary Islamic world, from Africa to Southeast Asia.17

Historians of medieval Islam have extended this insight into a critical reading 
of genealogical literature. In his Roots of Arabic Genealogy, Zoltán Szombathy 
argued that the genealogical tradition was a product of the early Islamic period 
and served as a skeleton onto which all later manufactured family pedigrees could 
easily be attached.18 In Imagining the Arabs, Peter Webb contended that books 
of genealogy, such as the foundational genealogical text by Ibn al-Kalbī (d. 
204/819), were vehicles to produce an Arab collective identity among the urban 
elites of the Abbasid empire. According to Webb, these genealogical texts imagined 
a pre-Islamic Arab ethnic nation that had never existed.19 Webb’s analysis is fo-
cused on literary texts and offers a top-down model of ethnogenesis. Becoming 
Arab, on the other hand, examines the elaboration of an Arab identity at the vil-
lage level—from the bottom up—when groups of peasants were not creating a 
new ethnic group but rather negotiating their way into an existing one.

The clearest example of the power of Arabic genealogical science to generate 
new identities is that of the Berbers of Islamic North Africa. As pointed out by 
Ramzi Rouighi in his Inventing the Berbers, “No one was a Berber in northwest 
Africa before the seventh century.”20 It was only after the Arab-Muslim conquest 
that Arabic authors imposed the category Berber to collectively describe the cul-
turally and linguistically diverse populations that the conquerors found in North 
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Africa. This was, without doubt, an external imposition of a collective identity 
on a population that did not have one before the conquest. However, it was then 
quickly adopted by these subordinate groups as a mark of pride and distinction, 
and attached to claims of lineage. Genealogical chains that traced the origins of 
the Berbers to the Ḥimyarī Arabs of Yemen emerged within two centuries of the 
conquest.21 Thus, the genealogical literature was not a record of any real migra-
tion from Yemen to North Africa, but rather a tool to cement the creation of a 
new Berber identity within a shared world of Islamic values.

In the late medieval Middle East, village clans chose lineage claims that most 
suited local conditions and social hierarchies—claims that made sense to them 
and which were constructed out of the building blocks of historical memory. As 
expected, many villagers opted to claim descent from the Prophetic line, and the 
more successful acquired the status of ashrāf. Others had to settle for less vener-
able lineages, from those of Companions of the Prophet or simply those of 
well-known pre-Islamic Arab tribes. The hierarchical relations between rural 
groups were projected back onto a pre-Islamic or early Islamic past and were usu-
ally expressed through chains of patronage that went back to the formative days 
of Islam. In western and Upper Egypt, on the other hand, some rural groups chose 
to claim Berber lineage. There is no evidence that any of these groups spoke a 
Berber language, but they may have opted for a Berber identity because of the 
prestige North African Berber groups acquired under Fatimid rule in the tenth 
and eleventh centuries. In Syria, non-Arabic speakers attached themselves to non-
Arab Kurdish and Turcoman genealogies, even if some Turkish-speaking groups 
could also claim Arab descent. Boris James’s study of Kurdish groups during the 
Mamluk period parallels many of the findings of Becoming Arab: Kurdish clans-
men were sedentary cultivators yet were also seen as rebellious and prone to 
infighting; Kurdish tribal organization was reinforced by state bureaucracy; and 
the Kurdish genealogical tree evolved to reflect a set of group identities and so-
cial hierarchies.22

Becoming Arab proceeds from the framework of a feudal economy based on 
the extraction of surplus from subsistence cultivators, combined here with social 
constructionist and bureaucratic models of clan and tribe formation. The insights 
of Barth and Fried allow us to imagine the appointment of headmen as embed-
ding the village clans in state administration, thus creating a nucleus for internal 
political organization and a platform for resistance. The solidarity of the village 
clan was reinforced by an appeal to common ancestry and by the adoption of 
shared cultural markers of dialect, dress, material culture, and popular epics. Mus-
lim, Arabic-speaking villagers developed lineage claims and cultural markers 
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that drew on broader Islamic tradition and distant pre-Islamic and early Islamic 
history, using the language of Islam to cement internal cohesion, compete against 
rival rural groups over limited resources, enhance their social status, and resist 
taxation.

The Desert and the Sown

In focusing on the extraction of agricultural surplus, Becoming Arab departs from 
previous scholarship on the history of Arab rural groups in late medieval Egypt 
and Greater Syria, where the main analytical framework is that of conflict between 
sedentary villagers and nomadic groups. Moreover, current scholarship’s use of 
the term Bedouin, which in the modern period primarily designates tent-dwelling 
communities, imputes the Arab clansmen with a nomadic identity that is not pre
sent in the medieval sources. It relies on a dichotomy of badw and ḥaḍar adapted 
from Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1405), as refracted through articulations of Bedouin iden-
tity in the colonial and modern periods. When historians did acknowledge the 
spread of Arab clans throughout the late medieval countryside, this phenome-
non is usually explained through the prism of opposition between farmers and 
nomads.

The prevailing assumption in modern scholarship is that Arab clans were pas-
toralists who migrated from the Arabian Peninsula and were distinct from the 
local peasants of Egypt and Greater Syria. In an influential article, Jean-Claude 
Garcin explained the evident mass peasant participation in Arab uprisings as a 
temporary alliance of two distinct groups, the politically active Bedouin and the 
docile and passive farmers.23 Stuart Borsch explained the increased visibility of 
Arab groups in the fifteenth century through nomadic usurpation of good agri-
cultural land.24 Sarah Büssow-Schmitz’s monograph on the “Bedouin” of the 
Mamluks in fourteenth-century Egypt offers a comprehensive survey of the nar-
rative sources and devotes much space to the variety of economic activities of 
Arab groups.25 The evident prevalence of Arab farmers is still explained away 
through a recent settlement of nomads who adapted a “semi-sedentary” lifestyle.26 
Usāma Jumayl’s study of the economic activities of Arab tribes in Mamluk Egypt 
demonstrates that the Arabs of late medieval Egypt lived in settled communities 
integral to a wider economy and society, specifically highlighting their engage-
ment in agriculture. This conclusion notwithstanding, Jumayl still asserts that 
the Arab tribes were a distinct ethnic group and argues that the Arabs had be-
come acculturated to sedentary life and gradually lost their disdain for agricul-
tural labor.27 An alternative view of acculturation, offered by Frank Stewart in his 
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broad survey of premodern Arab tribes, is that village communities adapted the 
social organization and cultural values of the surrounding, politically dominant 
nomads. In Stewart’s interpretation Arab identity is no longer biologically deter-
mined, but it still arose from an interaction between the desert and the sown.28

This emphasis on the conflict between nomads and villagers is compounded 
by the obfuscation of terminology. When historians writing in European lan-
guages discuss the Arab clans and tribes of late medieval Egypt and Syria, they 
invariably choose to speak of the subjects of their inquiry as “Bedouin,” even 
though the term badw is only irregularly used in late medieval Arabic narrative 
and documentary sources.29 In these medieval sources, the badw rarely appear 
on their own; rather, they are often coupled with ḥaḍar (or ḥāḍira), or sometimes 
with the fallāḥūn tenants, to form an idiomatic compound designating the entire 
population of a certain region. Individual badw men and women are common 
in love poetry or romantic tales, less so in chronicles. When a person was named 
al-Badawī, as in the case of the famous thirteenth-century Sufi saint of the delta 
town of Tanta, it was a way of highlighting his outsider status and cultural iden-
tity, not to indicate he was a nomad. And in Arabic documentary sources the term 
badw is almost entirely absent.

When using the term Bedouin to describe the rural Arabs of the medieval 
Middle East, modern historians evoke Ibn Khaldūn’s dichotomy of badw and 
ḥaḍar to project a conflict between the desert and the sown as their main frame-
work of analysis. Ibn Khaldūn’s cyclical philosophy of history assumes an eternal 
struggle between the badw, who possess a strong group solidarity produced by 
life in the harsh conditions of the desert, and the ḥaḍar, the urban elites accus-
tomed to a life of luxury. Yet Ibn Khaldūn himself used the term badw in ways 
that go beyond the modern sense of Bedouin as tent-dwelling nomads. At the 
beginning of the Muqaddima, he defines the badw as all rural people who live 
either by tilling the land or by animal husbandry. This is reflected in recent trans-
lations of Ibn Khaldūn, where bādiya is rendered as “rural” while ḥaḍāra is 
rendered as areas under state control.”30 For Ibn Khaldūn, the peasants were part 
of the badw, not of the ḥaḍar. This was also true of the Ayyubid tax collector al-
Nābulusī, for whom the badw-ḥaḍar dichotomy captured not the competition 
between the desert and the sown, but the distinction between grain-producing 
rural communities and the orchardists, merchants, and officials of market vil-
lages and towns.31

Moreover, Ibn Khaldūn eschewed a biological, ethnic definition of Arab iden-
tity and was perceptively aware of the malleability of genealogy, which he viewed 
as reflecting claims to status and as a means of cementing group solidarity.32 He 
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emphasized dynamic elements of identity, where subjugated or weak groups imi-
tate the elites in dress, language, and social custom to acquire higher social sta-
tus.33 His attitude to the Banū Hilāl epic shows his appreciation for the social 
power of myths: the historian Ibn Khaldūn denies the events described in the 
epic, but as a social observer he comments on the importance of the epic for creat-
ing a collective identity and group solidarity among the Banū Hilāl. Moreover, 
Ibn Khaldūn argues that the Arabs of his own time have turned non-Arab (al-arab 
al-mustaʿjama) as they lost the purity of the Arabic language.34 Nor were they the 
descendants of the Arabs who took part in the original conquests, as the descen-
dants of these tribes all but disappeared.35 Many of them lived the life of sedentary 
farmers, such as the Berber tribes in the western delta,36 the Banū Hilāl and Banū 
Kilāb in Upper Egypt,37 and the mercantile Banū Jaʿfar between Qūṣ and Aswan.38 
Ibn Khaldūn perceived a lack of continuity between pre-Islamic Arabs and the 
Arabs of his own time—in genealogy, language, and lifestyle. This Khaldunian 
rupture between the Arabs of his own time and the Arabs of old undermines any 
ethnic definition of Arab identity or its simple association with pastoralism.

The distinction between mobile Bedouin and sedentary fallāḥūn is not a 
medieval distinction—it is not found in Ibn Khaldūn or in the medieval docu-
mentary and narrative sources. Rather, it is a product of Ottoman and colonial 
administrative practices. As shown by Nora Barakat, Ottoman administration 
created a bifurcation between the inhabitants of villages (ahālī), as in the province 
of Nablus in Palestine, and the “tent-dwelling” clans of the Balqa in Transjordan, 
who were also called ʿarab and invariably belonged to a clan (ʿāshira). As we know 
from Ottoman court records, the tent dwellers of the Balqa cultivated land as well 
as livestock, moving seasonally to the lower lands of the Jordan Valley. In court, 
the Balqa clansmen were not identified by their village of residence, only by their 
tribal unit. This dichotomy between sedentary village ahālī and the tent-dwelling 
Arab clansmen was a late Ottoman administrative practice connected with 
attempts to force “unruly” tent dwellers to settle down.39 It built on a longer Ot-
toman tradition, probably, of distinguishing settled village communities from 
ethnically defined communities of Arabs, Kurds, and Turcomans, as already evi-
denced in the sixteenth-century cadastral surveys of Greater Syria.40

The Ottoman distinctions between sedentary villagers and mobile “Arabs” 
must have reflected some realities on the ground. Nonetheless, these Ottoman 
distinctions are not known to us from medieval, pre-Ottoman administrations. 
There is no evidence that Fatimid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk bureaucrats formally 
divided the rural population into the categories of peasants and nomads, even 
if some commented that only a minority of Arabs had a nomadic lifestyle. We 
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also have no evidence that such distinctions between nomads and peasants were 
as significant to Arab rural groups as they are today. The same was true of me-
dieval Kurdistan. As Boris James recently argued, the modern caste-like distinc-
tion between a tribal armed Kurdish elite (ʿashiret) and a subject nontribal 
Kurdish peasantry (guran), as known from modern ethnography, is not found 
in medieval narrative sources. James concluded that medieval peasants were not 
excluded from membership in Kurdish tribes.41

While the Ottomans distinguished Arab clansmen from the rest of the rural 
population, the full elaboration of a “Bedouin” identity is the product of colonial 
and nationalist practices, as European explorers and ethnographers insisted on 
describing the Bedouin as a race of foreign conquerors, separate and isolated from 
the settled peasantry.42 In the racial classifications that dominated nineteenth-
century social sciences, the Bedouin were not just another race, but a unique race 
singled out for their avoidance of any intermarriage with other groups, and there-
fore of pure lineage. This over-racialization of the Bedouin led to intense interest 
in collecting “Bedouin” skulls and, in the twentieth century, in collecting “Bed-
ouin” blood.43 Another colonial legacy is the view of the Bedouin as the “barbar-
ians at the gate” and the destroyers of agriculture. In her study of French scientific 
knowledge produced during the colonial era, Diana K. Davis demonstrated the 
way French authors consistently depicted nomadic societies as destructive races 
opposed to state power and civilization.44 Colonial administrators, followed by 
postcolonial nation-states, drew on Ibn Khaldūn to develop a view of the Bedouin 
as remnants of pre-Islamic ignorance and a threat to progress and modernity.45 It 
is important that our historical inquiry of the Arab rural groups is free from such 
racialized assumptions. The Arab clans at the heart of this book were not a biologi-
cal race, nor were they inherently opposed to economic prosperity.

Ultimately, this book is about sedentary villagers, not nomads. There were 
certainly nomadic Arab groups in late medieval Egypt and Syria, and the leader-
ship of the nomadic Arab tribes of the Syrian desert has already received a good 
amount of scholarly attention.46 But the countryside of late medieval Egypt and 
Syria was dotted with several thousand village communities of cultivators—surely 
the majority of the population and the mainstay of the economy—whose history 
has yet to be told. As elsewhere in the medieval world, these villages relied for 
their subsistence on a mixed economy of cereals and livestock, including herds 
of small cattle, poultry, riding animals for transport, and oxen for ploughing. A 
few groups practiced semi-sedentary cultivation with seasonal migration, but this 
was the case only in a few marginal environments. We need to resist the temptation 
to see a nomad hiding behind every sheep, or even a camel. The documentary 
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and administrative records emanating from these village communities revolve 
around their relations with state bureaucrats and military lords and show little 
trace of interaction with mobile communities of pastoralists. The dichotomy of 
the desert and the sown, the Bedouin and the fallāḥ, is not only a misleading 
projection of modern identities, but it fails to capture the key features of the 
available historical evidence.

Centering Documentary and Material Sources

A fresh history of the Arabs of the late medieval Middle East requires a novel ap-
proach to the historical sources at our disposal. Previous scholarship relied al-
most exclusively on Mamluk-era chronicles written in Cairo and Damascus; 
among these chroniclers, al-Maqrīzī in particular stands out for his interest in 
the Arab tribes, and his narrative of the rebellions and insubordination of Egyp-
tian Arabs against the Mamluk state is so rich and unique as to overshadow all 
other sources.47 Yet, ultimately, for all his brilliance, al-Maqrīzī was a member 
of the Cairene urban elite writing for other members of this elite, removed in 
space and often in time from the rural societies that he described.48 The same 
is also true of the rich accounts of late medieval European pilgrims, who passed 
through rural landscapes but only encountered the menacing armed elements 
of rural societies, without direct experience of village life. Al-Maqrīzī, the 
European travelers, and other chroniclers are indispensable, but they should come 
at the end of the conversation, after the sources that offer a truly rural perspec-
tive have taken center stage.

Becoming Arab moves from the bottom up, and therefore foregrounds docu-
mentary, administrative, and material sources that more closely emanate from 
the countryside. First in importance are the documents found in rural contexts. 
Even if state archives were lost, the documentary trail at our disposal is very rich.49 
For Islamic Egypt we have thousands of extant documents, of which hundreds 
have been published. They contain dozens of references to Arab groups, either 
as the object of state administration and policing, or as expressions of self-identity. 
A major portion of the relevant documents comes from sites of eleventh-century 
Fayyumi villages abandoned in the environmental and political crisis of 1068–
74.50 These are complemented by a sparser trail of Egyptian rural documents in 
the following centuries and occasional rural correspondence of Jewish merchants 
represented in the Cairo Geniza. A second major documentary corpus is that of 
the Monastery of St. Catherine in Sinai. It contains over a thousand decrees, peti-
tions, and legal documents from the late Fatimid, Ayyubid, and Mamluk 
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periods. Most of the edited documents deal with the triangular relations between 
the monks of St. Catherine, state authorities in Cairo (or their local representa-
tives), and local armed groups, mostly Arab clansmen.51 For Palestine, the crusader 
charters preserved by the Hospitaller Order of St. John contain a surprising 
number of references to people called beduini. For the fourteenth century, the 
Haram al-Sharif collection from the qāḍī court of Jerusalem consists of about a 
thousand deeds, including a subset of twenty-seven documents, all dating from 
the 1300s, concerned with villages endowed for the benefit of the Haram al-
Sharif in Jerusalem or the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron.52

We also have at our disposal a wide range of administrative, genealogical, and 
literary texts that deal with the Arabs of the Egyptian and Syrian countrysides, 
some of them composed in the countryside or by men with rural roots. This 
corpus is utilized here much more than in earlier scholarship. It includes fiscal 
registers such as al-Nābulusī’s thirteenth-century Villages of the Fayyum and the 
genealogical treatises of the bureaucrats al-Ḥamdānī, al-Umarī (d. 749/1349) and 
al-Qalqashandī. Biographical dictionaries are a huge mine of information con-
cerning men born in the countryside and their careers and families. Those 
produced by provincial men, such as al-Ṭāliʿ al-Saʿīd by al-Udfūwī (d. 748/1347) or 
the chronicle of Ibn Ḥijjī (d. 816/1413), hold particular interest. Works of philology 
sometimes talk about “Arab” pronunciation, and the illustrations of the maqāmāt 
show representations of “Arab” men identified by their attire. The earliest manu-
scripts of Sīrat ʿAntar, dating to the fifteenth century, are our best evidence of the 
dissemination and popular reception of epic narratives of Arab origins.

Beyond texts, Becoming Arab also seeks to integrate extensive fieldwork con-
ducted in Ayyubid and Mamluk rural sites of Greater Syria with significant pro
gress taking place since the 1990s in Palestine-Israel, Jordan, and Syria (up to 
the civil war).53 The most extensive excavations of Mamluk-era villages were 
undertaken in Jordan, with work led by Bethany Walker at Tall Hisban allowing 
reconstruction of local architecture and material culture. The mixed economy 
of these village communities is now far better understood, aided by archaeobo-
tanical analysis for the crops grown and bone analysis for animal husbandry. The 
increase in the number of excavations also led to a refinement of ceramic chro-
nology.54 Most relevant to the topic of this book, the sudden visibility of hand-
made geometrically painted wares in Ayyubid and Mamluk village contexts was 
brought to the attention of historians by Jeremy Johns in the 1990s.55 The rural 
landscape has changed in other ways, too: dozens of abandoned sites were reoc-
cupied by repurposing the existing ruins, while Christian monuments were 
transformed into Islamic shrines. While the archaeological record is far from 
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complete and many results remain unpublished, excavations have already 
shown us a rural society that was turned upside down within a couple of cen-
turies. The material culture tells a narrative of dynamic transformation that is 
completely missing from the chronicles and is therefore not reflected in current 
historiography of the late medieval countryside.

Terminology: Arab and ʿUrbān, Clans and Tribes

As noted above, the term badw is rare in Arabic documentary and narrative 
sources concerning the late medieval countryside. Rather than badw, the term 
most often used to designate late medieval Arabs is ʿurbān, a neologism current 
from the twelfth century onward. The coining of a new term reflected the new 
meanings of Arab identity in this period. It was derived from the collective name 
ʿarab, but its use emphasized the evident difference between the Arabs of old and 
the present ones. As such, the term ʿurbān parallels the neologism turkmān (Tur-
coman), derived from the name turk around the same time and first attested in 
Anatolia.56 Initially, the ʿurbān were the Arab provincial troops in the service of 
the late Fatimids and the Ayyubids. In Mamluk Egypt, from the thirteenth century 
onward, the meaning of the term extended to include all Arab armed groups, 
especially Arab rebels against the Mamluk state. In Mamluk Syria, the officially 
mandated ʿurbān were distinct from the ʿashīr (sometimes ʿashāʾir or ʿushrān), a 
term that indicated armed villagers who were not considered part of the provin-
cial troops. The term ʿurbān is also commonly used in the Arab popular epics, 
denoting the collective might of the Arab tribes. These semantic distinctions are 
germane to the arguments of this book, and the use of the terms ʿurbān and 
ʿushrān will be indicated throughout.

While the term ʿurbān implied military power and political independence, the 
term ʿarab was used to indicate cultural and ethnic identity. Thus, village clans 
were ʿarab while the armed men they contributed to the state auxiliary forces were 
ʿurbān. Cultural identity was ʿarab, whether Arab dress (libās al-arab), Arab po-
etry (ʿalā ṭarīq al-arab), or distinctive Arab pronunciation (qāf al-Arab). Such 
cultural identity could also be expressed by the term badawī, which in the con-
text of dress and speech appears to be interchangeable with ʿarabī. Occasionally, 
the meanings of this ʿarab identity are spelled out. For al-Qalqashandī, for ex-
ample, the ʿarab were defined by their eloquent Arabic speech and by a lineage 
that went back to Arabian Peninsula. His genealogical treatise also included a 
section on the lore of the Battle Days of the Arabs in pre-Islamic times, the ayyām 
al-arab, incorporating historical memory as part of Arab identity.57 The word 
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ʿarab will be routinely translated in this book as “Arab” or “Arabs,” since the mod-
ern sense of Arab identity carries similar cultural, linguistic, and genealogical 
connotations.

The terms ʿarab and ʿurbān encompassed both sedentary and mobile groups. 
When medieval authors wished to single out Arab nomadic groups, they referred 
to bādiyat al-arab, translated here as “the Arabs of the steppe,” or utilized the 
Qur’anic term aʿrāb. Ibn Taymiyya, for example, explains that the aʿrāb are the 
steppe people among the Arabs, distinguished from sedentary or settled Arabs.58 
The terms aʿrāb and the singular aʿrābī are also relatively rare in late medieval 
documents and chronicles. In literature, the aʿrābī is the stock character for Arab 
cultural stereotypes: a source of deep wisdom and hospitality and a simple-
minded object of ridicule. As with ʿurbān, I will consistently indicate the use of 
the term aʿrāb and its derivatives.

The use of the term badw, with its complicated relationship to the modern 
Bedouin, will be indicated in transliteration alongside the translation as “Bed-
ouin.” As noted above, the Arabic badw is relatively rare in Arabic documentary 
sources and in the Arabic chronicles of the period. On the other hand, the term 
beduini appears quite often in medieval Latin accounts of the Middle East. Spe-
cifically, it is the term used by twelfth-century crusader-era Latin charters to 
refer to rural Arab clansmen employed as agricultural labor (see chapter 2). In 
Latin travel accounts and chronicles, the term beduini also appears quite often 
alongside the collective “Arabs,” indicating that for the European authors—unlike 
for the indigenous Arabic ones—the two terms were indeed interchangeable. In 
discussing Latin sources, the beduini will be regularly translated as “Bedouin,” 
since it seems that European authors intended to convey an image of a nomadic 
people and way of life. I will also use the term in reference to modern dialects 
that are conventionally named “Bedouin” by sociolinguists, and to other aspects 
of modern Bedouin identity.

Modern historians, my own earlier work included, also tend to add the labels 
“tribesmen” and “tribal” to their discussion of the Arabs of the medieval Middle 
East. But we must acknowledge that these are potentially misleading categories. 
The use of the category of “tribesmen” evokes associations of unlimited auton-
omy, cohesion, and primordial identity—qualities that late medieval peasants 
aspired to but did not necessarily possess. Current anthropological literature 
largely avoids the term tribe because of its association with social evolutionary 
theories and with European colonialism. In the context of early modern European 
expansion, the concept of tribe was used to describe “earlier” forms of human 
development and peoples considered “inferior” and therefore suitable as subjects 
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of colonial domination. David Sneath has further argued that even in the me-
dieval context of the Mongol empire, tribal units were merely administrative cat-
egories and that the term tribe distorts our understanding of Mongol society.59 
Pace Sneath, the term “tribe” should be banished from historical scholarship al-
together.60 But, as Najwa Adra argues in the context of Yemeni ethnography, 
avoidance of the term “tribe” has its own pitfalls, since members of rural com-
munities do speak about themselves as members of clans and tribes.61 Similarly, 
the villagers of late medieval Egypt and Greater Syria used the idiom of descent 
as a form of social organization and cultural capital and employed a range of terms 
to express these social realities. One should be careful not to superimpose mod-
ern articulations of tribal identities, but it would be disingenuous to avoid the 
vocabulary of clan and tribe altogether.

It is therefore astute to closely examine the terminology used by medieval Ara-
bic chroniclers, who employ the Qur’anic term qabīla—the closest term to the 
English “tribe”—to refer to large provincial confederacies, such as that of Sinbis 
and Lawātha, or the notional confederacies of Qays and Yaman. The narrative 
sources also use the collective qabāʾil al-urbān, “the tribes of the Arabs,” when 
they wanted to highlight the segmentation of Arab society. Most of the time, how-
ever, late medieval narrative and documentary sources flatten out the distinctions 
between tribes, clans, subclans, and all levels of descent groups. The kinship 
terms baṭn and fakhidh are the most common, and they are indiscriminately used 
both for village clans and for groupings of several village clans. Most commonly, 
social units of common descent are not placed in any hierarchical order and are 
simply called Banū X (Sons of X). When a group is called “the Sons of,” it is a 
generic designation that could mean any social group below the level of a territo-
rial confederacy.

In light of the nomenclature of the medieval Arabic sources, I use here the term 
“clan” to describe the lineage-based social organization of Arab village commu-
nities, in which a cluster of households claimed descent from a common ances-
tor and assumed collective tenancy leases. Following the nomenclature of the 
administrative texts of the period, I use the term “clan” for individual village 
communities as well as for claims of common descent that united several 
adjacent villages; it broadly corresponds to the Arabic terms baṭn and fakhidh. 
The village clan, in the sense used in this book, is different from the elite Arab 
and Berber families or “houses” that assumed leadership roles in provincial 
administration, especially in the fifteenth century. The terms “ruling families,” 
“elite families,” and “houses” broadly correspond to the Arabic terms awlād and 
bayt. The ruling families discussed in this book usually held positions of 
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leadership over regional or provincial coalitions of clansmen; these broader 
coalitions are called here “confederacies.” The term “lineage” is used here to 
indicate a claim of ancestry and descent, equivalent to the Arabic nasab (so the 
term “lineage” is not used to indicate a kinship unit). I will reserve the term “tribe” 
to translations of the Arabic classical qabīla and its plural forms.

Chapter Outline

Becoming Arab proceeds chronologically from the Fatimid era to the Mamluk 
era, and from the documentary to the narrative. Part I, consisting of two chap-
ters, examines the emergence of Arab village elites and ʿurbān armed groups under 
the Fatimids and the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, during the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. Chapter 1 deals with the emergence of Arab village protectors in 
eleventh-century Fayyum against the backdrop of the rise of Arab dynasties in 
Syria and Palestine. Chapter 2 tracks the emergence of ʿurbān provincial troops 
in Egypt and Sinai in the twelfth century, alongside the appearance of the beduini 
mobile peasantry in Crusader Palestine. Part II presents the documentary 
and administrative evidence for the proliferation of Arab village clans in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries. Chapter 3 is focused on the Arab villages of 
al-Nābulusī’s thirteenth-century Fayyum, followed by chapter 4 on the Arab vil-
lages of fourteenth-century Palestine. Chapter 5 considers the genealogical trea-
tises composed by Mamluk administrators as well as the Arab identities expressed 
in Mamluk-era biographical dictionaries and autobiographies.

The second half of Becoming Arab is devoted to cultural and political mani-
festations of Arab clan identities. Part III looks at the historical development of 
Arab cultural makers. Chapter 6 is devoted to the emergence of distinctive Arab 
pronunciation and Arab dress, as well as the shift to handmade wares in Syrian 
and Palestinian villages. Chapter 7 focuses on the growing popularity of the Arab 
popular epics as reflected in narrative and literary sources from the twelfth 
century onward. Part IV then takes up the Arab village clans as historical actors. 
Chapter 8 highlights the salience of Qays and Yaman alliances during the 
fourteenth century and their increasing importance in the politics of Mamluk 
Syria. Chapter 9 shifts the discussion to Egypt and goes back to the thirteenth 
century. It offers a reinterpretation of the major Arab uprisings in Upper Egypt 
during the first century of Mamluk rule, from 1250 to the 1350s. Chapter 10 takes 
up the narrative of Egyptian Arab clans into the fifteenth century, when the pro-
vincial authority and tax collection were delegated to leading Arab houses, caus-
ing a rift between these elites and the peasantry.
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This book covers five centuries of the history of the countryside of Egypt and 
Greater Syria, from the beginning of the eleventh century up to the early sixteenth 
century. Caveats are unavoidable. Dictated by the availability of sources, the geo
graphical focus of this book is the agricultural provinces of Egypt and Palestine, 
with some excursions into Transjordan, the Hawran, and the Beqaa. Syria north 
of Damascus receives little attention, and neither do the mountain villages of 
present-day Lebanon, which have fortunately been the subject of a superb study 
by Wissam Halawi.62 Halawi’s work also sheds light on the emergence of rural 
customary law in the Druze context. It is likely that rural customary laws played 
an important role in the political and ideological cohesion of Arab village clans 
in Egypt and other parts of Greater Syria, but the evidence is limited, and a sus-
tained examination of Islamic legal sources was not feasible during the prepara-
tion of this monograph.63 Finally, this book ends with the Ottoman conquest of 
Egypt and Syria in 1517, which represented a major watershed both in terms of 
fiscal administration and in terms of rural identities. The trajectory of the Arab 
village clans under Ottoman rule and into the modern period goes beyond the 
scope of this book, but key features of Ottoman-era transformations are discussed 
in the book’s conclusion.

At its heart, this book tells the story of the late medieval Middle Eastern peas-
antry, the story of the social group that constituted an overwhelming majority 
of the population. Unlike previous histories of the Middle East that focused on 
cities or on nomads, this book views the villagers of Egypt and Syria as proactive 
agents who interacted with economic, political, and cultural changes in inven-
tive, dynamic, and sometimes ruthless ways. Their voices, this book hopes to 
show, were much more nuanced than that of the victim of oppression or of the 
Spartacus-type rebel. The rural Islam that emerged in this late medieval period 
was very much their own creation, a product of conversion and amalgamation 
of Muslim and non-Muslim traditions that had roots in pre-Islamic periods. This 
was a dialectical process of distinguishing rural Muslims from non-Muslims by 
setting cultural boundaries of dress, speech, and material culture.

This is a book about medieval history, and it should be read as such, with aca-
demic and temporal detachment. Nonetheless, most readers will inevitably 
make comparisons with Arab and Bedouin identities that are familiar to them 
from their own experience. These modern Arab and Bedouin identities, like the 
village clans of late medieval Islam, are ideological constructions. Tribes and clans 
are not primordial; in the Middle Eastern societies studied here, they come and 
go in response to interactions with bureaucratic states and to the needs of rural 
communities. The current constructions of the Bedouin and their place within 



22 I  n t roduc t ion

the wider Arab nation are especially elusive, and this book may help decipher 
some of the pre-history of the modern Bedouin. It unequivocally argues for up-
holding the rights of modern Bedouin communities over the lands they inhabit 
and cultivate. But, moving beyond those who see themselves today as Bedouin, 
this book seeks to offer a fresh historical perspective on what it means to be Arab: 
on the space Arabs (and those who claim Arab lineage) occupy within the wider 
Muslim world, on the fraught relationship between the people of the Arabian 
Peninsula and the Arabs of the surrounding lands, and on the centrality of Islam 
within the modern constructions of Arab national identities.
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Beqaa, 1, 3, 21, 113, 130, 133–34, 193, 197, 

203–6, 209–11
Berbers, 2, 9–10, 13, 19, 25, 27–28, 36, 39, 43, 
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