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Note on Transliteration

The articles in this volume represent diverse specializations within the
broader fields of Middle Eastern history and Islamic studies. Each spe-
cialization has its own transliteration conventions, which impacts orthog-
raphy, especially when it comes to languages such as Arabic and Turkish
(e.g., Jamal vs. Cemal). For the sake of simplicity, we have opted for unifor-
mity across all the papers, which in some cases has meant diverging from
the strict conventions of some subfields.

Many terms have already achieved acceptance in the English language. In
such cases - be that for proper names or place names (e.g.,, Muhammad,
Beirut, Mecca, Qur’an, etc.) - we have adopted their Anglophone orthog-
raphy. Otherwise, we have chosen the most common form. We have also
opted not to use any transliteration marks since these too vary according
to the subfield.

Finally, we have rendered all dates according to the AD calendar.

The Editors



Kamal Salibi: A Life in Books

Abdul Rahim Abu Husayn

talent and the irresistible urge to enlighten those around them

through their meticulously researched, elegantly written, and yet
accessible books and articles. It is clear that Kamal Salibi belongs to this
latter group. His vast archive of knowledge, research, and life experiences
gave him ample material which he shared liberally with audiences in the
form of stories and anecdotes communicated by a master storyteller.
In fact, and in his usual disarming self-deprecating humor, he often
referred to himself as “a storyteller of a historian.” For all the pride with
which he viewed his scholarship, he rarely touted himself, preferring to
maintain his low-key modesty and to consistently downplay his scholarly
contributions, even when these were universally acclaimed. At times, he
was a historian in spite of himself. When Der Spiegel requested a brief
biography in preparation for the release of his book, The Bible Came from
Arabia, he responded with a lengthy biographical essay that traced his
lineage through that of the nation, to the sure chagrin of his editor.

The story of the writing of The Bible Came from Arabia as well as the
many other books he wrote before and after is worth telling for what it
may inform us about Salibi’s practice as a historian. Kamal Salibi recounts
in his memoire how he became interested in the history of Arabia, and
briefly mentions how he came to write his other books. I will begin with
the circumstances of the writing of this particular book because I was an
eyewitness to the writing and the negotiating leading to its publication.
The actual writing of the book The Bible Came from Arabia commenced
during the long months of the summer of 1982, when West Beirut was
under Israeli siege and subject to daily heavy bombardment that, on
some days, came simultaneously from the air, sea, and land. Kamal Salibi’s

S ome historians are made, but the best ones are born with both
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apartment in Ras Beirut on the western edge of the American University
of Beirut’s (AUB) campus had, in the course of that summer, become a
Mecca for Western journalists who were covering the ongoing war. They
would come and ask questions about the war and its background, and
would often stay on for a drink and whatever dinner Salibi was having.
One night when [ happened to be there, the correspondent of Der Spiegel,
a man by the name of Volkhard Windfuhr, was visiting. After Mr. Windfuhr
had asked all his questions on the current situation, the conversation
somehow turned to biblical scholarship. Salibi, who knew his Bible well,
was then wrestling with the ideas that he had begun to develop and
which later appeared in his subsequent books on the Bible. Mr. Windfuhr
appeared to be genuinely interested and requested that Salibi write an
autobiographical piece including a brief account of his research and
conclusions regarding the geography of the Old Testament. It was the
intention of Mr. Windfuhr to write an article on the subject for Der Spiegel.
He would subsequently return to visit Salibi on many occasions to discuss
further details.

A few weeks later, Salibi received a tentative offer from Der Spiegel
to publish his findings if and when the scholarly veracity of such findings
could be established. It was then that Salibi started to actively plan the
writing phase. At the time, [ was trying to finish my doctoral dissertation
under Salibi’s supervision. The Israeli war on Lebanon and the siege on
West Beirut that quickly followed in early June interrupted my work,
which was near completion, and left me despondent. Salibi, whom I
saw daily that summer, said nothing for about a week. Finally he asked
about my plans for the summer. When | responded that given the current
situation, I was unable to think of plans, he calmly and seriously said,
“Doing nothing is not the right response; you can go and fight if you are
so inclined, otherwise you should sit down and finish your dissertation.”
With no stomach or qualifications for fighting, as Salibi well knew, I felt
morally compelled to resume work on my dissertation. For the rest of
that summer, Salibi - driven by the thrill of discovery for his Bible project
and perhaps also the need to encourage me to do my work, as well as the
need to escape the madhouse that West Beirut had become - took his
books, as did I, and we established ourselves in his office on the fourth
floor of College Hall at AUB. His office had a long table in the middle, and
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we sat at opposite ends, each absorbed in his own work. His office was
the only room on the floor with an air-conditioning unit at the time, and
AUB, with its own generators, was one of the few places with an almost
continuous power supply. In the years that followed until College Hall was
blown up in November 1991, the faculty of the History Department at
AUB dubbed Salibi’s office “Heaven.” By early September we had finished
our respective assignments. I sat for my oral exam on September 13. One
day later; President-elect Bashir Gemayel was assassinated and the Israeli
tanks rolled into Western Beirut after perpetrating or, at least facilitating,
the massacres in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps. At this time, Salibi
too had finished a first draft of The Bible Came from Arabia.

Salibi, who believed that a historian needs a good pair of boots!
and who insisted on seeing and living the places he wrote about, later
arranged a three-week-long visit to Saudi Arabia, spending most of
his time travelling and walking in Asir. He came back more convinced
than ever of the validity of his findings regarding the land of the Old
Testament.

Mr. Windfuhr, meanwhile, had maintained contact with Salibi and
informed him that Der Spiegel was definitely interested in his work, but
wished to satisfy itself of the validity of Salibi’s linguistic analysis and
asked if he would accept to defend his research and hypothesis before
a panel composed of linguists and Biblical scholars. Salibi informed him
that he was ready to comply. A trip to Germany was arranged and the panel
was apparently satisfied. Thus was born The Bible Came from Arabia.

In a way, that book owes its writing and, even more so, its birth/
publication to the Lebanese Civil War and, more particularly, to one of its
many episodes: the Israeli siege of West Beirut. This was not an isolated
case. In fact, looking back, one realizes that much of Salibi’s scholarly
output was produced in the course of the long civil war. Prior to the war,
Salibi had published a number of articles on the history of medieval and
early modern Lebanon, as well as others occasioned by invitations to
conferences or other related scholarly events. His major book until then
was The Modern History of Lebanon, which was translated into Arabic
and, perhaps more than his numerous articles on medieval Lebanon,

1. Such a saying, not in these exact words, is attributed to historian Manning Clark.



10 KAMAL SALIBI: A LIFE IN BOOKS

launched Salibi as a historian of Lebanon first and foremost. Though Salibi
continued to regard himself as a student of medieval history, he came to
be nationally and internationally regarded as the premier historian of
Lebanon. This, according to Salibi, was not the result of a research agenda
set in motion, but a rather a chance accident. A few years after Salibi had
joined AUB's History Department and its library as the Arabic collection
bibliographer, his graduate school, SOAS, invited him back as a visiting
lecturer in the 1957-1958 academic year to help with the preparations
for a conference scheduled for June 1958 and dedicated to the theme of
“historical writing on the Middle East.” Salibi had written his dissertation
on Maronite historians of medieval Lebanon® and hence his knowledge
of the field was particularly relevant. The proceedings of this meeting
would be edited by B. Lewis and P. M. Holt and published under the title
of Historians of the Middle East. While Salibi was in London, the so-called
1958 revolution or civil war broke out in Lebanon. His PhD dissertation
supervisor, Bernard Lewis, was invited to speak at Chatham House on the
Lebanese crisis. According to Salibi, Lewis suggested that Salibi speak
in his place. Salibi, though aware that he also was not particularly well
informed, accepted and arranged his presentation around topics such
as the geographical and demographic and sectarian make-up of the
country, the political orientations of different groups, traditional versus
new leaderships, the system of government and its constitutional and
traditional bases, and so forth. At the conclusion of the lecture, Salibi
received an enthusiastic applause. According to him, “I was convinced
that my observations did not go one inch beyond the limits of common
knowledge. It came to me as a complete surprise that what I said about
Lebanese politics at Chatham House on that occasion had never been said
before. Without realizing it, and without the least intent on my part, I was
on my way to becoming a reluctant authority on the Lebanese system.”
Recognition of Salibi’s authority on Lebanese affairs was conferred by
no less than Major-General Edward Spears, the British minister to Syria
and Lebanon, who played a key role in dismantling the French Mandate
and securing for Lebanon its independence. While Salibi was still on the

2. The title of the dissertation was “Studies on the Traditional Historiography of the
Maronites on the Period 1100-1516."



