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Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

Location of major ethnic groups within the Mddle
East

Characteristics of Berber, Fellahin, Druze, Bedoui n,
Kurd, Armeni an, and Nubi an et hnic groups

Fi ghting reputation of Druze

Long-1lasting and soci ety-perneating influence of
Bedouin culture within the M ddl e East

D fferences between Mroccan, Yeneni, and Marsh
Ar abs

Background for the current Kurdish crisis
| npact of displacenent upon Nubi an peopl es

ldentify
Ber ber
Monogany
Fellahin, Nle Delta
Druze, Sword of Syria
Bedoui n, bl ood noney
Am r
Mar sh Ar abs
Kur di sh peopl es
Armeni ans, Anatolia
Nubi an peopl es
Realize

Crowded conditions of Nile River Valley

Di stinctive Druze beliefs

Position of poets w thin Bedouin society
Leadership practices within Bedouin culture
Persian Gulf society debt to Bedouin heritage
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|. Berbers
The term Berber (BEHR-behr) derives from anci ent
Greek descriptions of North African peoples. It is not
a termused by traditional peoples thenselves. |In many

North African countries, personal choice dictates
whet her a person identifies with Berber or Arab
comuni ties.

Berbers, who often live in
nmount ai nous regi ons, nmaintain
traditions which predate the Arab
conquest of their region. (See
“Peopl es of the Mddle East,”
Nat i onal Geographi c Soci ety Map,
Washi ngton, Jul 1972, text by
Ri chard Furno and Alice Hall.)

Il. Egyptian Fellahin

Fel l ahin (fel-uh-HEEN, peasants). These peasant of
the Nile valley work the land. Traditionally the rise
and fall of the Nile determned their |ivelihood. Now,
di kes and irrigation channels transport water for their
crops. (See “Peoples of the Mddle East” [PME].)
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These | andl ess villagers/farners constitute up to
40 percent of Egypt’s rural popul ation. Today, nost
Fellahin live in the Delta and Upper Egypt regions. The
peasants support their famlies by

sharecropping | and for absentee | andowners.

wor king as | aborers for |arger peasant owners.
providing village services--carpentry, herding,
mai nt enance.

mgrating to cities and other Arab countries,
searching for short- and | ong-term enpl oynent.

l1l. Druze

Druze (drooz). This religious/ethnic community
i ncorporates elenents of traditional belief and
Christianity along with Muslimpractice. Founded in
1017 A.D. in Egypt, oppressed by Shia majorities, the
Druze sought refuge in the nountains of Syria and
Lebanon.

This nmystery encased religion
is located in the nountai nous
vil |l ages of Lebanon, Syria and
| srael. Devout nen, who wear the
t ar boosh (tahr-BOOSH, headgear),
are the ones able to interpret the
scri ptures.

Druze fighters are known for their tenacity of
spirit, warrior skill, and fierce |loyalties.
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V. Bedouin

These nonadi ¢ herdspeople live in the desert
regions of the Mddle East. Mst profess Islam yet
may hold to non-Mislimpractice.

Though sone i nforned
estimates of Bedoui n popul ation
are as low as 2 percent, still
their overall historical and
cul tural influence remains
strong.

Bedouin live from Mrocco to Iran. Currently,
they may work as oil drillers, truck drivers and
farmers, in addition to those follow ng a nonadic
past oral existence.

In his book entitled The Last Nonad, author,
expl orer and Arabist WIfred Thesi ger describes his
af fection for the Bedouin, based upon his many years of
travel throughout the Arabian Peninsul a:

“l shall always renmenber how often
| was hunbled by ny illiterate
conpani ons, who possessed in so nuch
greater neasure generosity, courage,
endur ance, patience, good tenper and
light-hearted gallantry. Anobng no
ot her people have | felt the same sense
of personal inferiority... (pp. 60,
297, 299.)
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The follow ng narrative, adapted fromDr. Kam |
Said, is instructive concerning Bedouin Arab history.

Bedouins live in tents made of canel or goat hair,
nmoving fromplace to place to | ook for pasture and
water for their animals. Dates, mlk, and canmel flesh
are their major foods. Historically, raids were caused
by lack of food, water, and pasture or to uphold honor.

Duties of [clan] | eaders include: care for the
poor, w dows and orphans; hospitality to strangers and
wanderers; paynents of blood money (revenge when famly
honor was disgraced) to nmaintain order; and |eading the
group into battle. Leaders were el ected, based upon
seniority, personal qualities, and ability/w sdom

Mobility prevented the
devel opnent of soci al
organi zations, political
institutions and | egal systens.

As a result, blood ties substituted for |aw and
loyalty to the tribal group becanme uppernost. The
spread of Islamended nuch of the Bedouin cl anni shness
and reduced the tribal raiding so conmon in desert
ar eas.
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Bedoui ns practice endurance,
self-reliance and a heal thy personal
pride. Traditional values of
manl i ness, courage, loyalty and
generosity are held in high regard.

Poets receive nmuch respect, being considered w se
gui des, orators, historians, and representatives of the
tribe.

The foll owm ng observations apply to the Bedouin
specifically within the Arabian Peninsula. These
concepts are helpful in painting a picture of the
background for many custons within M ddl e Eastern
countries.

“The gulf states have not granted citizenship
freely for two reasons: first, they are
reluctant to share wealth with recent arrivals;
second, the [clannish] nature of gulf society
does not admt new nenbers easily. A [clan]
usually traces its lineage to a particular

[ naned] ancestor.”

“Hi storically, the [clannish] nature of society
has occasi oned petty warfare in the gulf...In
Arabia, it was inpossible to survive in the
desert alone, and so fam|lies banded together
to find water and nove their flocks to new
grazing lands. Once they established the
necessary resources through collective effort,

t hey guarded them jeal ously and refused to
share themw th outsiders.”
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“The enphasis on the group [prevented] the rise
of a strong |eader. Accordingly, [clan]

| eadership is often described as ‘the first
anong equal s,” suggesting a collective

| eadership in which one anong a nunber of

| eaders is recogni zed as the nost

aut horitative.

Thi s principal |eader
must continue to consult
with his | esser
col | eagues and so rul es
by consensus.”

“An extension of this pattern of |eadership is
the concept of leading famlies within the
[cl an] .

Al though [clans] tend to discourage inherited
authority, traditions of |eadership are
nevert hel ess passed down, and [clans] expect
that certain famlies will furnish themwth
| eaders generation after generation.”

“The existence of these ruling famlies is
per haps the nost obvious manifestation of Arab
[ cl anni shness] in gulf society in 1993.

Anot her manifestation is the collective
manner in which these famlies rule. |In nost
of these states, the position of amr [ah-
MEEHR: commander, ruler, prince] is not passed
fromfather to son but rotates anong different
parallel patrilineal |ines.

Thi s makes the appoi ntment of the next amr
an open issue and sonmething on which the entire
famly nust agree.”
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“The way that government officials are
appointed reflects the inportance of [clan]
connections. Menbers of the ruling famly are
accomodated first, followed by famlies and
tribes wth whomthe rul ers have been
traditionally allied.”

“[d an] cohesiveness is also reflected in the
efforts of the gulf states to restrict
citizenship. The gulf has al ways been
relatively cosnopolitan...The trenmendous i nfl ux
since 1940 has caused the naturally restrictive
nature of [clannish] society to reassert itself
to prevent a further dilution of tribal
identities.” (Country Study, pp. 37-39).

Distinctly Arab ethnic groups, related to the
Bedoui n, include the follow ng:

1. Moroccan Arab In the 7th
century, small bands of
warriors conquered the south
Medi t erranean coast. Absorbing
the Berbers, they invaded
Spai n.

Moroccan Arabs of today are a conposition of many
of these earlier groups.

2. Yemeni Arab These farmers of Yenen raise grains,
fruits, coffee and a mld narcotic (qgat) on slopes of
t he sout hwest Arabi an Peni nsul a.

202



Unit 9: Selected Middle East Ethnic Groups

3. Marsh Arab These peopl es, inhabiting the regions
of the Tigris and Euphrates river valleys northwest of
Kuwai t, are known for their historical canoes, reed
shelters, and woven mats. Historically, staples of
rice and fish provided their |ivelihood.

V. Kurds
Kur di sh peoples maintain a dignified pride in
their warrior heritage. After World War |, the prom se

of Kurdish nationhood was prom nent. However, TurKkey,
Syria, Ilraqg and Iran received portions of their native
| ands, leading to the current unrest felt even today.

The Kurdi sh | anguage is
t heir nost distinguishing
characteristic.

Concerning the current Operation Provide Confort,
the foll owm ng background is hel pful:

“The maj or consequence of the Persian GQulf War
fromthe standpoint of Turkish security was the
uprising of the Kurds in northern Iraq and the exodus
of Kurds toward Turkish territory to escape Saddam
Husayn’s brutal suppression of the rebellion. Turkey
was decidedly reluctant to accept the Kurds as
refugees, considering thema potential destabilizing
factor in its struggle with donestic Kurdish
di ssi dent s.
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As an alternative, Turkey supported the UN
approved Operation Provide Confort, which distributed
relief and set up a safe haven in northern |Iraq whose
security was guaranteed by a coalition force of 2,000
soldiers fromfive countries.

Incirlik (een-JEHR-| eek) served as the base for a
rapi d depl oynent of air forces to enforce a no-fly zone
in the region. The Iraqi governnment’s |oss of control
over lraqi Kurdistan and elections in the area in My
1992 produced what was in effect an autononous Kurdi sh
government. Al though Turkey permtted the lifeline to
the Iragi Kurdish enclave to originate on its
territory, the Turks feared what they saw as the
energing outlines of an independent Kurdish state in
Iraq. For this reason, Turkey resisted any
international action that could lead to Iraqg’ s
di smenber ment and t hus endanger the regional status
quo.” (Turkey, A Country Study, p. 316.)

VI. Armenian

These peoples flourished
around Mount Ararat (AR-uh-rat) in
eastern Turkey. In A D. 301, they
becane the first kingdomto adopt
Christianity. Their mastery of
trade and maintaining a distinct
ethnic identity--though subjugated
by many invaders--is noteworthy.

“I'n 1915 the O toman governnent ordered al
Armeni ans deported fromeastern Anatolia (AN uh- TOH
| ee-uh) [Asia Mnor--nmuch of present day Turkey, the
bri dge connecting the M ddl e East and Europe]; at |east
600, 000 of the Arnenians, who nunbered up to 2 mllion,
died during a forced march southward during the w nter
of 1915-16. Arnenians believe--and Turks deny--that
t he catastrophe that befell their community was the
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result of atrocities commtted by Turkish soldiers
foll ow ng government directives. Arnenians outside
Turkey refer to the deaths of 1915-16 as an instance of
genoci de, and over the years various Arnenian political
groups have sought to avenge the tragedy by carrying
out terrorist attacks against Turkish di plomats and

of ficials abroad.

... The Arnenians...are intensely attached to their
Christian faith and their identity as Arneni ans rather
than Turks. |In addition, they have relatives in the
Armeni an Di aspora throughout the world.” (Turkey: A
Country Study, p. 104.)

VIl. Nubian

The Nubi an ( NOO bee- uhn)
Val | ey, a geographically and
politically isolated valley in
Sout hern Egypt and Nort hern Sudan,
is the traditional honme of these
African peopl es.

Construction of the Amman H gh Dam destroyed parts
of Nubi a, causing the Egyptian governnent to resettle
nost of these peoples. Governnent-built, cenent-block
construction homes proved unsatisfactory. This
di ssatisfaction with the resettlenments | ed many Nubi ans
to mgrate to the urban areas of Cairo, Luxor, and
Khart oum
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Vocabulary List: Selected Middle
East Ethnic Groups

Amir (uh- MEEHR) Commander, ruler, prince in the Arabian
Peni nsul a

Anatolia (AN- uh- TOH | ee-uh) Asia M nor--nuch of present day
Turkey...the bridge connecting the Mddl e East and Europe

Armenian Some of the Mddle East’s earliest Christian peopl es.
During WVI, this ethnic group experienced nmass genoci de.
The effects of this treatnent continue today.

Bedouin (BED oo-in) Traditional peoples of the deserts and
pastures of the M ddl e East

Berbers Traditional North African peoples. Presently, nenbers
of this ethnic group inhabit nmountain regions or urban
centers. Berbers trace their lineage to tine before the
Arab conquest.

Blood money Revenge taken out on a person, clan or group when
famly honor is disgraced

Druze (drooz) Ethnic minority living in Lebanon, Syria, and
Israel. Their belief incorporates elenments of nmysticism
Islam Christianity, and traditional belief. Known as
serious, tenacious fighters.

Fellahin (fel -uh-HEEN) Peasant class inhabiting Egypt

Kurd Speaking a distinct |anguage, these peopl es occupy
traditional homelands in Turkey, Syria, lraq, and Iran.

Marsh Arab Peoples who inhabit the river regions of southern
I raq

Monogamy Practice of marriage to only one w fe or husband

Nile Delta Region in northern Egypt where the Nile River fans
out to formwell irrigated, rich farm and
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Nubian (NOO bee-uhn) Traditional African peoples who inhabited
The Aswan dam destroyed their

the upper Nile valley.
ancestral honme. Now many Nubians live in Cairo, Luxor, and
Khart oum

because

Sword of Syria Name given to Druze nilitia personnel
of their excellence in mlitary concerns
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Review Quiz: Selected Middle East Ethnic

1.
freely i
A
B
2.
A
B.
C
3.
prince)
A
B.
C
4.
A
B.
C
5. __
whet her
A
B.
C

Groups

Part 1--Multiple Choice Fiil in the

blank with the letter of the correct answer.

One of the reasons Gulf states do not grant citizenship
S

the clannish nature of traditional Qulf society does not
admt new nenbers easily.

the traditional isolation of these states from comerce
and transportation ventures.

Bedoui n cl an | eadershi p can best be described as
first anong equals collectivity.
rigid authoritariani sm
denocrati c.

In Gulf states, the position of amr (commander, ruler,
is passed directly fromfather to el dest son.
rotates within the father’s imediate famly.
is voted upon by all inhabitants of a given country.

In Gul f states, governnment officials
conme first fromthe ruling famlies
conme froma broad cross section of all society.

conme fromthe ulama solely.

In many North African countries, di ctates
a person identifies wwth the Berber or Arab community.

state decree
religious hierarchy
per sonal choice
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6. In what M ddl e East country do we find the fellahin?
A. Libya
B. Mauritania
C. Egypt

7. Due to Shia oppression, Druze adherents |eft Egypt,

their country of origin, and sought refuge in the nountains of

A. Af ghani st an.
B. Syria and Lebanon.
C. Tuni sia and Morocco.

8. Wt hin Bedouin culture, blood noney indicates the

necessity to

A. pay debts with freshly sl aughtered goats.
B. uphold famly honor when it is disgraced.
C. dip swords in blood prior to battle.

9. recei ve nmuch respect in Bedouin culture,
bei ng consi dered w se guides, orators, historians, and
representatives of the tribe.

A. Muisi ci ans

B. Artists
C. Poets
10. After the Persian Gulf war, the United Nations approved

Operation Provide Confort to distribute relief and to establish a
safe haven in northern Iraq for

A. Arneni ans.
B. Kurds.
C. Sufi warriors.

1. During the winter of 1915-16, at |east 600, 000
died during a forced march in Turkey.
A. Kurds
B. Arneni ans
C. Berbers
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12. As a result of dissatisfaction over resettl enent

practice in southern Egypt, many Nubians mgrated to

A. Cairo, Luxor, and Khartoum
B. Al exandri a.
C. sout hern Sudan.

A\ Part 2--True/False Piace aT or an Fin
K { t he bl ank provi ded.
14\
1. Al traditional North African peoples identify

t hensel ves as Ber bers.

2. Ber ber custons often include remants of those which
predate the seventh century Arab conquest.

3. Druze religious practice includes el enents of
traditional belief, Christianity, and Islam

4. Many Druze practitioners believe in reincarnation.

5 Due to their small overall nenbers (2 percent of the
total Mddle East population), the cultural inpact of
t he Bedouin is insignificant.

6. Today, Bedouin personnel work as oil drillers, truck
drivers, and farnmers as well as being desert dwellers.

7. Hi storically, Bedouin | eaders were el ected based upon
their famly ties al one.

8. Bedoui n nmobility enabl ed devel opnent of strong social,
political, and legal institutions.

9. Bedouin clan | eaders consult with their |esser
col | eagues and rul e by consensus.

10. Bedoui n cl ans do expect specific famlies to provide
| eaders from generation to generation.
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1. The Persian @Qulf region has been relatively
cosnopolitan throughout its history.

12. After the Gulf War, Turkey readily wel comed escapi ng
I ragi Kurds as refugees.

13. The Kurds were given hope of nationhood (Kurdistan) by
Allies just after WN.

14. Wthin Turkey, Arnmenians readily adopt Islam and
Turki sh cul ture.

Part 3--Matching watch the fol I owing
ethnic groups with their Mddl e East

| ocation. Place the correct letter in the
bl ank provi ded.

1. Kur ds A. North Africa

2. Druze B. Egypt

3. Ber ber s C. Lebanon, Syria, |srael

4. Fel | ahin D. Scattered from Mdrocco to Iran

5 Ar meni ans E. Southern Iraq (Fertile Crescent)

6. Nubi ans F. Turkey, Syria, Ilraq, Iran

7. Mar sh Ar abs G Historically around M. Ararat,
and t hroughout Anatolia...now

8. Bedoui n scattered in the Mddle East and
wor | d.

H.  Sout hern Egypt and Northern
Sudan
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Sources Used in Selected Middle
East Ethnic Groups
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Post graduat e School, Monterey, California, Jul 1984).
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Resources for Further Study
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Geographic, Aug 92), pp. 32-62.

Jehl , Dougl as, “At Baghdad Airport, Proof Life Can Go On in a
Vacuum ” (New York Tines, 20 Dec 96).

Jehl, Douglas, “Rival Kurds Can’t Decide W' s Loyal,” (New York
Tines, 7 Sep 96), p. A4.

Jehl , Dougl as, “The Wnner Says He’'d Play H s Baghdad Card
Again,” (New York Tines, 10 Sep 96), p. A6.
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e
e

a5

@
O
)

“Make your fat he proud.”
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