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In evaluating literacy in the northwestern Arabian Peninsula during late antiquity, I draw on two primary pools of evidence, one epigraphic and one literary. The inscriptions from Hegra, Dedan, and al-Jawf demonstrate evidence of formal and informal literacy, while the letters, histories, and hagiographies surrounding Syrian and Arabian Christianity during Late Antiquity indicate some of the forces that encouraged, and discouraged, specific kinds of literacy. Taken together, these two streams of evidence attest changes in literacy during late antiquity that reflect the broader shifts in culture in the Arabian Peninsula.
Inscriptions
In addition to the famous archaeological evidence in Petra, Nabataean inscriptions have been found in the Sinai, in Hegra (modern Mada’in Saleh), Dumat al-Jandal, and elsewhere[footnoteRef:2]. The inscriptions in Hegra and Dûmat al-Jandal bear upon the question of literacy in the northwestern Arabian Peninsula since they record the presence of a powerful literate culture in the region far from the more densely populated networks of cities and villages in Egypt and the Levant[footnoteRef:3].  [2: See the survey in Macdonald, 2003; Macdonald, 2018a; The Khalili Research Centre, The University of Oxford, 2018.]  [3:  Powell, 2010, para. 3] 

Nehme notes that the inscriptions at Dumat al-Jandal that do bear dates were inscribed early in the era of Provincia Arabia, that is, probably in the second century AD[footnoteRef:4]. The majority of the tomb inscriptions at Hegra belong to the same time period, although the chronology for most inscriptions in Arabia is tenuous due to the lack of an established chronology into which inscriptions can be placed[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  Nehmé, 2017]  [5:  Powell, 2010, para. 13; Macdonald, 2015b, p. 2; for undated inscriptions, see for instance the collection discussed by Nehmé, 2017] 

In Hegra, the epigraphic evidence consists of more than thirty affirmations of ownership on tombs, copies of official records kept in parchment. Nehme notes the comparatively higher quantity and lower quality of tomb inscriptions at Hegra vis-à-vis Petra, and observes that Hegra had a ‘provincial’ feel, as if residents felt compelled to consume their Nabataean culture more conspicuously even though they were less refined[footnoteRef:6]. The Hegra inscriptions demonstrate that people living far from the perceived center of their culture may embrace the ways of this culture while adapting them to suit their circumstances.  [6:  Quoted in Powell, 2010, para. 12] 

The tomb inscriptions at Hegra are placed high on the rock face at too great a distance to be read easily by casual passers-by[footnoteRef:7], and the tombs themselves were used by the minority of the population that could afford them[footnoteRef:8]. Many Nabataean-script inscriptions are of a much less formal nature, however. The graffiti found at Dumat al-Jandal, around Hegra, on the routes between these two sites, and in the Sinai seems to be inscribed by non-elites or at least a middle class; some examples were left by nomads and soldiers[footnoteRef:9], which suggests that a form of literacy was common among non-elites. [7:  Macdonald, 2003, p. 43]  [8:  Pierre Le Hir, 2010]  [9:  Macdonald, 2003, pp. 44, 48] 

The Nabataeans’ civilization created norms of literacy that affected the tribes and peoples around them. Macdonald notes that nomads in the Sinai adopted Nabataean as their primary language of writing; Macdonald identifies Nabataean as the highest-status Semitic language of the region extending from southern Syria to the land north of Himyar[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  Macdonald, 2003, p. 48] 

The inscriptions at Hegra and Dûmat al-Jandal, then, testify to certain types of public square literacy practiced in northwestern Arabia by the settled civilizations and the nomadic peoples with whom they interacted. On the other hand, these inscriptions demonstrate literacy in narrow linguistic domains: they focus on formal declarations of property rights and on signatures invoking the blessings of the gods.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Macdonald, 2003, pp. 43–44; Nehmé, 2017] 

Although most of the evidence of Nabataean script is considered pre-fifth century, Macdonald makes the case that writing continued in this script after this, but on materials other than stone[footnoteRef:12]. This means that the evidence of literary activity during the fifth and sixth centuries is largely lost to us. However, Macdonald points to the inscriptions at Jabal Umm Jadhayidh, some of which show a transition from Nabataean to Arabic script, as evidence that the language continued to be written and developed throughout late antiquity[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Macdonald, 2008c, p. 24]  [13:  Macdonald, 2008c, p. 24] 

The fact that Arabic was a developed script during the early Islamic period, appropriate as a prestige language for writing the Qu’ran, leads Macdonald to argue that it had been widely used in the centuries leading up to the Hijra[footnoteRef:14]. The early Arabic inscription at Dumat al-Jandal[footnoteRef:15], as well as the Arabic influenced inscriptions at Jabal Umm Jadhayidh, provide evidence for this continued practice of writing. [14:  Macdonald, 2008c, p. 24]  [15:  Nehmé, 2017, DaJ144PAr1] 

Conversely, although inscriptions in stone by their nature demonstrate literacy in narrow domains, their testimony of legal and religious practice makes them relevant in tracking the effects of Christian activity in the region. Christians in the latter part of late antiquity tended to identify strongly with the Roman state[footnoteRef:16], and obviously resisted pagan practice[footnoteRef:17].  [16:  Fisher et al., 2015, chap. chap. 6]  [17:  Theodoret, Life of Symeon, 13, cited in Fisher et al., 2017, p. 297] 

Just to the south of Hegra lies the oasis of Dadan (al-Ula). Many Dadanitic inscriptions have been found here[footnoteRef:18], although because they were likely left prior to the Nabataean control of the area I do not consider them central to my research[footnoteRef:19]. Along with the occasional Minaic, Greek, and Latin inscriptions in the area, however, they do suggest motives for the development of literate societies, as local tribes interacted with traders and merchants from South Arabia and the Mediterranean[footnoteRef:20]. [18:  See the corpus at Macdonald, 2018d; Macdonald, 2003, p. 44]  [19:  Macdonald, 2003, p. 51]  [20:  Macdonald, 2003, p. 49; Powell, 2010, para. 2] 

Literature
Beginning at its birth in Palestine, Christianity was planted in ‘Arabia’[footnoteRef:21], though the nature and extent of Arabian Christianity in the first century is a matter of no consensus[footnoteRef:22]. Between the first and sixth centuries, Arabia had seen a range of Christian activity by monks and Christian missionaries[footnoteRef:23]. The Romans administered the Syria and the northwestern Peninsula through Christian Arab tribes, some or many of the inhabitants of Petra had become Christian[footnoteRef:24], and monasteries had been established in the Sinai and throughout the various areas sometimes called ‘Arabia’[footnoteRef:25].  [21:  Acts 2:8-11, Galatians 1:17]  [22:  Awad, 2012, pp. 34–36]  [23:  See the survey in Fisher et al., 2017]  [24:  Bikai, 2002, p. 271]  [25:  Syria and the Peninsula: Hoyland, 2009, pp. 117–18; Mesopotamia: Segal, 1984, p. 90; Sinai: Ammonius, Nilus, and Caner, 2010, pp. 17–39] 

Arab Christians had their own bishops to represent them at ecclesiastical councils[footnoteRef:26], and the Christian communities of Arabia engaged in the controversies of the day; Epiphanius of Salamis devoted to chapters of his heresiology to errors that had cropped up in Arabia[footnoteRef:27]. In the first of these sections, Epiphanius copies a letter he had sent to the churches of Arabia in which he laments the corruption of ‘the seemliest writers’[footnoteRef:28]. Epiphanius expected the churches in Arabia to ground their faith in what was established in the sacred text, and to express doctrine in writing. However, the location of the communities to which Epiphanius wrote is unclear, since in his geographies he conceived of Arabia very broadly, a series of regions extending from Western Syria to Yemen[footnoteRef:29]. [26:  Fisher et al., 2017, p. 286]  [27:  Epiphanius of Salamis, Panarion 78-79]  [28:  Epiphanius, Panarion 78.2.5, 78.7.1]  [29:  Epiphanius, Panarion 2.2.8-9, 4.1.8] 

The thoroughness of Christian conviction and practice, and the subscription to official dogma, that prevailed among the Arab tribes varied[footnoteRef:30], but Syriac and Greek ecclesiastical sources speak of large numbers of conversions[footnoteRef:31]. The Miaphysites[footnoteRef:32] were particularly energetic among the Arabs, multiplying churches even as imperial Chalcedonianism pushed them out of the center of the empire[footnoteRef:33].  [30:  Segal, 1984; Fisher et al., 2017, pp. 278–84]  [31:  For instance, see the overview of sources in Fisher et al., 2017, pp. 287–300]  [32:  A problematic term; see Fisher et al., 2017, p. 279. I shall use it throughout as other terms such as Monophysite may be worse.]  [33:  Segal, 1984, p. 121] 

This missionary impetus, expressed through ascetic practices, had implications for literacy in the places it touched. Hagiographies of Syrian, Sinaitic, and Palestinian monks tended to focus not on the monks’ community development, but on their personal ascetic practice[footnoteRef:34].  Even in these internally-focused accounts, however, the essential role of reading appears. For instance, the monk Marcianus was sustained by reading the sacred oracles[footnoteRef:35], Cosmas the Eunuch was distinguished by his sustained reading[footnoteRef:36], and Julian was said to have read by miraculous light during the night[footnoteRef:37]. However, this private piety spilled over into public influence. Marcianus relented from his solitude to found schools of monastic ‘philosophy’[footnoteRef:38]. Even without the development of formalized education, the Christian reliance on scriptures was communicated by example, as in the case of the conversion of Mary the prostitute through the reading of the Gospels[footnoteRef:39]. At other times, the monks were filled with civic concern and engaged in prophetic witness in the public square, as in the case of Aphrahat, a Persian Christian who settled in Antioch[footnoteRef:40]. Indeed, Ashkenazi has shown, that the impression given by the hagiographies of monks as solitary figures can be misleading[footnoteRef:41]. Ashkenazi distinguishes between the holy man and the monk, and suggests that most Palestinian monks played a vital role in their communities.  [34:  This is the overwhelming focus in Scythopolis and Binns, 1991; Ammonius, Nilus, and Caner, 2010; Moschus, 1992.]  [35:  Theodoret, Historia Religiosa, 3]  [36:  Moschus, Prat. Hist. 40.12]  [37:  Moschus, Prat. Hist. 51.2]  [38:  Theodoret, Historia Religiosa, 3]  [39:  Moschus, Prat. Spirit. 31. See also the conversion of Babylas and his concubines, Prat. Spirit. 32.]  [40:  Theodoret, Historia Religiosa, 8.8]  [41:  Jacob Ashkenazi, 2017, p. 8; Jakob Ashkenazi, 2014, pp. 1–2; see also Brown, 1971, though his analysis does not sufficiently account for monastic motivation.] 

Even granted that the monks participated in their local economies by contributing to, and drawing on, village life, the extent of their impact on literacy is unclear. Michael the Syrian has ‘King’ al-Ḥārith, the Arab Miaphysite champion, pointing out to his Chalcedonian opponent that ‘I am a barbarian who does not know how to speak [properly], and I am illiterate’[footnoteRef:42]. Perhaps Michael’s account simply employs the topos of Arab barbarism[footnoteRef:43] to shame Chalcedonians; even an illiterate barbarian could see through their corruption. His work is concerned with Syrian Orthodox lineage more than with the stories of the Arabs[footnoteRef:44].  [42:  Michael the Syrian, Chronicle (trans. Bedrosian), 102; Fisher et al., 2017, p. 317-18, where note a different translation.]  [43:  Fisher et al., 2017, p. 369]  [44:  Weltecke, 2009, p. 123; Debié, 2009, pp. 93–94] 

Conclusion
Whether real or imagined, al-Ḥārith’s professed illiteracy describes a world congruent with the testimony of the inscriptions in northwestern Arabia. Just as Nabataean religious structures had fallen into disuse during the early years of Roman government[footnoteRef:45], the ongoing activities of Christian monks and missionaries in Arabia discouraged the kinds of literate practices in which an elite like al-Ḥārith might have been competent. Meanwhile, the Christian networks were creating a new domain of religious literacy.  The literary culture of the region was changing. From long-established traditions that saw writing as a means of recording the social status of members of Arab societies, writing was now becoming a means of spiritual expression. The old uses of writing dwindled as the social structure that had given them meaning was replaced.  [45:  Charloux et al., 2016, p. 13; Powell, 2010, para. 17] 
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