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ABSTRACT

This thesis represents an attempt to examine, through selected 

materials, the reactions of Arab scholars to the problem of Western 

modernity upon the Arabic-speaking world. This impact was, of course, 

not uniform in every area of this world, or in every sphere of its  

activities. This thesis Is concerned primarily with political reactions 

and only secondarily with others, religious, social or cultural.

From the firs t half of the nineteenth century, Arab scholars were 

faced with a situation sim ilar to that faced by their predecessors in the 

period from the ninth to the twelfth centuries. At that time the cultural 

influences that they confronted wen diffuse, from Greece, from Persia 

and from India, and they arrived in a comparatively leisurely manner. 

Now they were concentrated, and the means by which they arrived were 

abrupt; confrontation was direct, with Westerners who appeared in the 

name of m ilitary intervention, or missionary or commercial activity.

From that time onwards, there was hardly a thinker of note, in any 

field of intellectual activity, who had not received a Western-orientated 

education, without the influence of western culture, which brought with 

i t  a distaste for traditional institutions, it  is d ifficu lt for the historian 

to see from what quarter the impetus for the revival of intellectual 

inquiry, and consequent desire for political reform, might have come.
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This scarcely requires substantiation, when we take into 

consideration the fact that these countries ‘were for the most part 

subject to the stultifying rule of the Ottoman Empire. In what wau 

should the tide of this Western influence be responded to? This was the 

question that constituted the basis of the theories formulated by the 

scholars.

The thesis is divided into an Introduction and seven chapters, as 

follows:

•  Introduction: The Study and its Method.

•  Chapter One: Europe and the Beginning of the Arab Awakening.

•  Chapter Two: The Dawn of the Reformation in Modern Arab Thought.

(Rita4 ah al-TahtawT).

•  Chapter Three: The End of an Era or a Crisis of Empire.

(Khayral-Din al-Tunisi).

•  Chapter Four Earlier Lebanese !ntellectuals.(al-Shidyaq, al-Bustam,

(al-Khayyat, and Nawfal Newfal al-Tarabulusf).

•  Chapter Five: The Theologian's Last Defence and the Secularist's

Illusion. (Jamal al-Dfn al-Afghant, *Abduh, Antun, 

Ya cqub Sannift

•  Chapter Six: From Ottomanism to Arabism. fAbd al-Rahman al-

Kawakibi).

•  Chapter Seven: Later Lebanese Intellectuals. (al-Shumayyil and

cAz"uri).
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Throughout the thesis, an attempt has been made to arrive at a 

correct estimate of the achievements of the scholars of the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. They have had a profound and lasting 

effect on the recent history of the region.
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Introduction

The Study and its Method

One may wonder about the advantages to be derived from a study of 

the philosophical works of Arab scholars of the nineteenth century, 

when the contemporary scene abounds with others who may be more 

relevant to us. It would be less than accurate to say that because of 

their period, the Arab scholars under discussion should hold our interest 

solely on historical grounds. On the contrary, although many of their 

ideas have become obsolete or no longer pertinent to the present day, 

they, nevertheless, collectively represent the basis of 311 modern Arab 

thought. Indeed, it  was the work of these scholars that changed the 

character of Arab thinking and led their countrymen into the modern 

world. The work of these pioneers is s till read today in the Arab world, 

Just as in the West Descartes, Kant, Machiavelli, Rousseau and Hegel 

s t il l form the backbone of the Western philosophical tradition.

Thus, this period stands out in the perspective of Arab history as a 

period of transition from the regional isolation of the pre-1798 era to 

the assimilation of European values that began in the nineteenth century. 

A reassessment the corpus of the work of these scholars may well prove 

significant for some of the problems of our present time which affect 

both Arabs and westerners.

The principal reason for the importance of this period in the history 

of both East and West was the great politico-social transition brought 

about primarily as a result of the French Revolution. The rate at this 

transition occurred differed widely in the various societies, largely
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because of their divergent historical experiences.

The Arab scholars of the nineteenth century were quick to 

appreciated the significance for their countries of events of the last 

years of the previous century. They realized that, although one of the 

principal results of European involvement in the Near East was to be 3 

commercial disadvantage to them, this might, nevertheless, be 

accompanied by both social and political change which could prove 

advantageous. Of the ideas that entered the Arab world, at this time, 

the most important in terms of philosophical and political influence was 

Constitutionalism, which was alien to the prevailing Islamic ideology of- 

the day. But as Constitutionalism developed in the Arab world, it 

assumed characteristics quite different from its original western form.

it  quickly becomes apparent that, throughout the nineteenth- 

century, Constitutionalism was the subject that produced the most 

conflicting interpretations and the bitterest of polemics among the 

representatives of the various trends of Arab thought. This study w ill 

endeavour to explore the reaction of reformist scholars in the Islamic- 

Arab culture exposed to the impact of European thought on this and 

associated topics.

Western impact on Arab culture was not in fact a new phenomenon 

at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Exchanges between the West 

and the Arab world had taken place through various channels of 

communication from earlier times. 1 As early as the f if th  century, 

Nestorius, the Monophysite Patriarch of Constantinople, with most of his 

followers, fled to Syria and settled in that country, beyond the reach of 

Orthodox ecclesiastical oppression; there they founded their own 

schools.2 Not only were theological texts translated from Greek into 

Syriac by these flonophysites, but also important works on philosophy
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and logic.^ Their Interest In the works of Plato, Aristotle and others lay 

primarily in utilizing the Greek classical tradition in order to enhance 

their own theological stance, by developing classical techniques of 

discourse and the associated discipline of logic. In many instances, 

these Christian scholars viewed some of the classical works, 

particularly those of Plato and Aristotle, as being divinely inspired, 

representing the thoughts of the precursors of Christ. In addition, the 

newly acquired knowledge and discipline of the classical philosophical 

tradition strengthened the hand of these migrant scholars in their many 

disputations against their religious opponents and also broadened their 

own philosophical horizon.

A certain dramatic event took place in 529 A.D.the consequences of 

which were not to be fu lly fe lt until the tenth century. The secular 

teaching of the philosophers of Athens so offended the Christian ethics 

of the Emperor Justinian that he closed their school and forced them to 

seek refuge in Syria and Mesopotamia.4 These migrant Greek 

philosophers living in Syria and Mesopotamia along with their Christian 

Syriac speaking counterparts were allowed total freedom in expressing 

their ideas, although these ideas were often in conflict with the 

indigenous religions.

So, it  came about that the seeds of Western thought began to 

influence Arab culture.5 Syriac speaking Christian scholars - most of 

them Nestorians - were brought to the court of the Caliph in Baghdad to 

translate into Arabic the works of the Greek doctors and philosophers, 

most importantly Plato, Aristotle and his commentators, Hippocrates 

and Galen.6 in addition, they performed the , • . linguistic feat

of translating into Arabic various important works of the great Indian 

mathematicians and astronomers.7



The Abbasid caliph al-Ma'mun, a notable patron of scholarship and 

research ruling between 813 and 337, is remembered for having 

supported the doctrines of the Mu^tazilah and having established bait 

ai-hikmah in Baghdad, in 822. This institution played a fundamental 

role in disseminating the cultures of Greece, Rome, india, and Persia 

throughout the Arab world.®

The preservation of this Greek legacy in Arabic manuscripts with 

their accompanying valuable Arabic critica l commentaries and 

observations, proved, later, to be the basis of inspiration for such great 

European thinkers as Roger Bacon (1214-1292) and Thomas Aquinas 

( 1225- 1274)9 The acquaintance of these eminent European thinkers 

with the heritage of Greece was essentially made by reading Latin 

translations of the Arabic versions of the classical works which had 

come to Europe through the Moorish conquest of Spain. 10

A peak of intellectual and cultural exchange between Arabs and 

Europeans was to take place during the reign of Alphonso VII (1104- 

1 157) known as Alfonso The Emperor, king of Leon and Castile 

between 1126 andl 157. He proclaimed himself "King of the two Faiths" 

and Christian scholars flocked to Spain to benefit from the knowledge of 

the East. Among these were Gerard of Cremona (111 4-87), Robert the 

Englishman and Michael the Scot ( 1175-1235).11

From the outset, classical Greek thought presented no difficu lties 

to the Arab mind. Indeed, the Arab scholars welcomed this valued and 

enriching source, and gradually assimilated its ideas and incorporated 

them within the framework of their own culture. The primary result of 

the spread of classical Greek culture through the Syriac language into 

the Arab world produced a new dimension which led to the growth of a 

native Arab School of Philosophers, from the tenth century.

The firs t of these was al-Kindf (796-873), a native of al-Basra.
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Besides being known as the "Philosopher of the Arabs" he was the f irs t 

to assimilate Aristotelian and Neoplatonist thought into Arabic culture 

and to write on astronomy and music. He was followed by al-Farabi 

(d.950), of Turkish origin, known to the medieval scholastics as 

Avennasar or Alfarabius, who gained a high reputation as "The Second 

Teacher", Aristotle being "The First Teacher". al-Farabi's theory of 

prophethood provided the f irs t chapter in the history of islamic-Arab 

secular thought, it  seems that there is no room within this theory for 

miracles and, more importantly, religion itse lf is placed in a position 

inferior to philosophy.

Perhaps the best known Arab philosophers were Ibn Sfna, known to 

the West as Avicenna (980-1037), who produced two encyclopaedias: 

KitSb ah sh ifa9 (Book of Recovery), a philosophical compendium, and 

al-Qanun f f  ahtW b (Canon of Medicine), a work that dominated European 

medical thought from the late 12th to the 17th century, 12 and ibn Rushd 

(Averroes),15 born in Cordoba, of a family of prominent qadfs. He was 

known for his philosophical commentaries on Aristotelian writings, 

which had an important influence on medieval Christian scholasticism 

and became a major source for understanding the work of the Greek 

philosopher during the 13th and 14th centuries. Reaction to Averroes' 

view seems to be so apparent that it  did not take his critics long to 

point out its radical implication, although their arguments bear 

evidences of Averreoism. Averroes "is more important in Christian than 

in Muhammedan philosophy, in the latter he was a dead end; in the 

former, a beginning."14 Albert the Great: "who was the leading 

Aristotelian among the philosophers of the time" 15 published a treatise 

"Contra Averroistas" and Aquinas wrote in 1269 a "Tractatus de Unitate 

Intellectus Contra Averroistas". Furthermore, Averroes composed a
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medical book entitled al-KuM yat ft-a l-U bb  (Compendium of Medicine), 

which was an exposition of Greek medical writing and or the works of 

Avicenna In addition to these major works he also gave the well known 

reply to the philosopher al-Ghazali's attack on such matters as the 

pretensions of rationalism in matters of divine law, the theory of 

causality and the eternity of the world: "The Incoherence of The 

Philosophers", Averroes' response is entitled Tahafut a l-ta tia fu t (The 

Incoherence of the incoherence), in which he aimed at affirming the 

adequacy of natural reason in all domains of intellectual investigation, 

emphasizing that the denial of causality, which is implied in al- 

Ghazali's writings, leads to the denial of mind itself* which, in Averroes' 

opinion, the existence of God Himself can be proved.

It was a tragedy is that the Arabs themselves had lost sight of 

their cultural heritage: they had forgotten that many liberal concepts 

existed in Arab philosophy prior to the writings of Khayr al-Din, al- 

Bustani and others. The reading of the works of Avicenna, al-Farabi, 

Averroes and other great thinkers of the past gradually ceased 

altogether in the Arab world, due to conservative sultans, who 

considered such works as secular and blasphemous. The great creative 

period of Arab culture and philosophy had disappeared completely with 

the establishment of the Ottoman Empire, which kept the greater part of 

the Arabs in isolation, to a degree that varied from province to province 

and from period to period, from the fifteenth century until 1921. In 

1453 both Baghdad and Damascus had ceased to be seen as the capital 

cities of the Islamic world and were replaced by Constantinople. By the 

middle of the fifteenth century, the Arabs, who had previously lost their 

m ilitary power16 to the Persians and the Seljuq Turks, now found 

themselves devoid of any political power under the Ottomans.
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The beginning of the nineteenth century, however, saw the end of 

the total Isolation of the Ottoman empire. European m ilitary, political 

and trading activities brought the Arabs once more into contact with

Western culture. Inevitably, this state of affairs led to a natural

conflict in the Arab mind as to whether it was possible to adopt some 

Western ideas, yet s t ill retain traditional Islamic values. This dilemma 

resulted in a crisis unprecedented in Arab history. The conventional 

Arab ideology and the accepted structure of the social hierarchy began 

to be challenged by political ideas of democracy, liberty, and the

concepts of equal civ il rights, the pursuit of which was the common

preoccupation of Western political thought. This was at f irs t 

principally due to the effects of the French Expedition to Egypt and the 

Levant and later on to that of the influence of Christian missionary work 

and of the travels of many Arab thinkers to the West

in the history of Arab political thought, it  is not always possible to 

make a distinction between one period and another. All “historic 

compartmentalisation” may be considered to be imperfect. However, to 

the student of Arab culture, the employment of ,,compartmentalisation’, 

is essential as a tool for a proper comprehension of the subject and 

allows at least an attempt at such distinctions to be made.

In order to approach our study of this aspect of Islamic-Arab 

culture in the nineteenth century, it  is important, f irs t of all, to give a 

critical appraisal of the Ottoman administration and its policies. In the 

late nineteenth century the Ottoman Sultan"Abd al-Hamfd II, for purely 

political reasons, recreated the tit le  of Caliph, which had been 

suppressed under his predecessors, and appropriated this office for 

himself.

This study w ill focus on the socio-historical and political life in



Arab countries during the period in which the Arab community came into 

contact (and frequently into conflict) with the European world, which 

was different in nature from its own and had developed along quite 

different lines. It is extremely d ifficu lt for any modern scholar to make 

a relevant observation on the development of any significant theories of 

political reform during the period prior to the "Arab Awakening" a h  

Yaqzah, This is due to the lack of material and research relating to this 

period.

The retardation of the philosophical and cultural expression of the 

subjugated Arab provinces of the Ottoman empire (which had already 

experienced the restrictions of the Mamluk rule) is clear to any scholar 

of the present or previous generations. However, this obvious barrier to 

the development of native Arab thought was, ironically, hardly touched 

upon by even the most eminent of the Arab thinkers discussed in this 

thesis. To some extent their failure is excusable, as any critica l 

observation of the sultanate would have constituted an attack on their 

own faith which was bound up, however conventionally, with the 

Caliphate. Obviously, it  would also have been imprudent for these Arab 

scholars openly to oppose the Ottomans, as many of them were 

courtiers of the sultans. The court scholars or their provincial 

counterparts would have jeopardised their lives had they spoken out.

Nevertheless, interest in political reform can be occasionally found 

as scattered references in the writings of scholars prior to the "Arab 

Awakening". The reformer al-Tahtawl (1801 -73) seems to have been the 

firs t thinker to utilise Ibn Khaldun's Muqaddimah 17 on the advice of the 

French Orientalist Sylvestre de Sacy, as a starting-point for his own 

ideas on reform,

al-TahtawTs reason for choosing Ibn Khaldun's principles was 

simply the fact that this fourteenth century Tunisian statesman,
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historian, and ju ris t, was the f irs t thinker in Arab culture to make a 

rational and philosophical critique of authority and to show how it was 

essentially associated with the social structure of particular 

communities.

It Is convenient to begin with a mention of ibn Khaldun's theory of 

ahw dzie (constraint), because this is a fundamental concept for our 

study. Ibn Khaldun showed that the authority of a ruler, even one from a 

basic tribal society, depended entirely on the social order and structure 

of his community/society to maintain his continuance in power.

This "arrangement" between ruler and tribes or subjects, was 

essentially an expression of the consent by even the most primitive of 

tribal groups to some kind of social order. Ibn Khaldun demonstrated 

that these essential social structures of "basic" government evolved 

prior to the influence of Islamic religious principles.

In this respect, and in others, some modern Eastern scholars 

consider Ibn Khaldun to be a precursor of Auguste Comte, the founder of 

sociology. Ibn Khaldun showed that the Caliphs had failed to apply 

certain aspects of the Islamic code with regard to the structure of 

society. That is to say, the Prophet Muhammad was strongly against 

"tribalism", but the caliphs, according to Ibn Khaldun, made no attempt 

whatsoever to stamp it  out. Tribalism, in effect, suited their purpose 

and allowed them to manipulate the various tribes in order to obtain and 

retain the caliphate.

Accepting the situation as it  is, he proceeds to demonstrate that 

the failure of the caliphs to knit the tribes together and maintain the 

teaching of the Prophet had resulted in a break-up of social order, and 

the gradual disintegration of consultative rule saw the formation and 

emergence of different Islamic sects. Thus, by many nineteenth century
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Arab scholars who embraced the teachings of ibn Khaldun, the Ottoman 

rule was regarded not as part of any 'natural' social arrangement 

dependent upon and involving the consent of the tribe/state but as an 

alien Imposition dissociated from the continuing tradition of Arab 

society.

This thesis w ill attempt to present a basic analysis of the work of 

the Arab reformers of the nineteenth century and the way in which their 

writings, influenced by European thought, affected the development of 

their own culture.

It Is also proposed to raise the question as to whether the theories 

propounded by the "Reformers" are relevant to the Arabs of today and 

whether such theories could be developed and utilized to provide a basis 

on which to build new concepts that might prove beneficial to the non- 

Arab world as well.

It may be pointed out that most classic Arab scholars did not 

concern themselves with political questions in quite the same way as 

their nineteenth-century counterparts, with the exception of Ibn 

Khaldun18 and to some degree, of al-nawardT (d. 1058).19 The work of 

these two scholars indicates a turn in the tide of the thinking 

concerning the relationship between rulers and their subject peoples.

Although their writings contained certain views and concepts that 

were inappropriate in different historical contexts, the teachings of 

these two thinkers were adopted by nineteenth-century Arab 

intellectuals as the foundation of their own political theory. While Ibn 

Khaldun, who viewed matters in terms of tribal politics, emphasized 

that political power was derived directly from ties of blood and family 

and that usually the strongest family or clan dominated, al-Mawardf, on 

the other hand, regarded the deposing of a caliph as theoretically



11

justifiable, provided that the new leader applied Islamic law to his new 

regime. In fact, like al-Ghazalf, al-Mawardf states that he is describing 

not what ought to be done but what offers the best chance of 

maintaining the Islamic Sharl*ah.

The nineteenth-century political thinkers with whose theories ! 

deal are: al-Tahtawl, al-Shidyaq, Khayr al-DTn al Tunis!, Muhammad 

"Abduh, Butrus al-BustanT, Shibll al-Shumayyil, and ‘Abd al-Rahman al- 

Kawakibf, because, if not all in the firs t rank, they were the most 

influential in the sphere of practice. They illustrate the different 

trends of political thought: Conservative, Liberal and even Socialist. In 

addition, this thesis includes an appreciation of the edicts and reforms 

(known collectively as Tanzlmat) issued by some of the Ottoman 

Sultans and their major ministers such as the Grand Vizier Mustafa 

Rashid Pasha, which aimed to improve, to a certain extent,20 the general 

condition of their subjects such as the Jewish and Christian 

communities which, during Turkish rule, were called "Millets".

al-TahtawT, Khayr al-DTn, and al-Shidyaq all held officia l 

governmental positions, and it  was partly through this practical 

experience that each acquired a sound understanding of the realities of 

the position of the Arabs in the world of their day. They shared another 

factor, which they had in common also with cAbduh and al-Shumayyil. 

Their work was greatly influenced by the knowledge and new 

perspectives that they gained as a result of their European travels, and 

they all employed these in an attempt to improve Arab society.

Most of the Arab thinkers were fully, conscious of the d ifficu lt task 

they had in hand in achieving three common principal objectives:

1 -To liberate Islamic thinking from its worst dogmatic features 

and to rediscover the Arab cultural identity as the key that would open 

the door to political freedom and social justice for the Arab people;
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2-To revive the tradition of the Golden Age of Islam and put an end 

to the traditional inertia, induced by religious dogmatism;

3-To outline in their writing an approach appropriate to the 

complex demands of modernization.

Such were the various issues which occupied the minds of the 

nineteenth-century Arab political and social thinkers. In subsequent 

chapters, an analysis is proposed of the ways in which they approached 

the achievement of their objectives; this analysis w ill endeavour to 

trace certain specific problems which confronted them and the valuable 

contributions that they made.

A choice of scholars and concepts had to be made, and this choice 

was bound to be arbitrary in some respects. ! have not included in the 

scope of this thesis, for reasons which w ill become obvious, any 

discussion of other nineteenth-century scholars who, from some points 

of view, are important in their own right, whereas ideas have been 

discussed at some length which from other points of view, might not 

have deserved such complete treatment.

It should be noted that Ottoman reform of the m ilitary, in fact, 

opened up the way for the West (notably Western Europe) ultimately to 

incorporate the Arab territories into their colonial empires or spheres 

of influence. Western intervention, during the in itia l stages,21 was 

limited to commercial agreements and political concessions yielded by 

the Ottomans; it  was later to spread throughout the Empire and reach a 

climax with Napoleon's Expedition to Egypt, in the summer of 1798. The 

French Expedition is usually regarded as being the most significant 

event for the subsequent emergence of reformist movements within 

Arab culture. One of the principal factors in the attraction that western 

political philosophy had for many educated Arabs was the fact that the
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Turks had failed to instil in their heterogeneous subjects a sense of 

adherence to Ottomanism itself.

Quite rapidly after the Arabs' f irs t exposure to these influences, 

two schools of Arab thought were to emerge: 'Traditionalism' and 

"Modernism". It is not entirely correct to refer to this as a divergence 

of views into two completely opposite schools of thought. There is 

evidence to show that both schools evolved from the same social and 

historical background, and at no period were they totally divorced. 

Major political and social writers from both schools showed in their 

writing both tendencies, although to varying degrees. Obviously, this 

corresponded to differences of temperament and individual inclinations. 

The paramount impetus behind both these schools was the belief in the 

concept of personal freedom and social justice, which had reached its 

highest point in Western thought at that time. However, on the whole, 

the writers of the Traditional School’ adapted the new intellectual 

framework to the expression of orthodox Islamic thought, maintaining 

the authority of the Qur’an against the erosive influence of the west. 

Their work, was primarily religious and apologetic rather than 

philosophical.

The second group, who had either resided in Europe or studied in 

missionary schools or colleges, abandoned the s tric t beliefs of their 

predecessors and progressed beyond the premises of religious principles. 

Whereas Traditionalism was a movement with much support, as might be 

expected, among the majority of the population, Modernism was confined 

to a very few intellectuals. They began gradually to incorporate Western 

ideas into what was to become the Modernist School of Arab thought. 

According to them, the principles laid down by Islam did not conflict 

with the liberal culture of the West. A fundamental institution of
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Islamic government was that of ah !a l-h a ll w a-al-*aqd , an intellectual 

elite, who represented the views of the people and whom, in theory, the 

Caliph consulted in matters of government. The Modernists were apt to 

claim that a h la l-h a ll wa-ah*aqd  were the equivalent of a nineteenth- 

century European parliament. However, it  was, in fact, not a 

representative body of people, but simply an advisory group for the ruler, 

it  may also be said that the activities and rivalries of 'Modernists’ and 

'Traditionalists' led naturally to lively debates as to the best method of 

reforming Arab society. One example of this is the polemic between 

*Abduh (1849-1905) of the Traditionalist School and Farah Antun (1874- 

1922) of the Modernist School.

No particular attitude to either school has been adopted in this 

thesis, but more attention has been given to the Modernist than to the 

Traditionalist. The primary sources for this study have been, as far as 

possible, the actual writings of the figures concerned; however, the 

secondary literature on the subject has also been of great importance. 

The following three objectives have been pursued in this thesis:

1- To examine the background of the Arab Awakening, during the 

period of the decline of central Ottoman control of the Arab provinces, 

the growth of nationalism among the inhabitants of these provinces, and 

the conflicts that arose between this nationalism and Western 

influences.

2-To analyse the influence of the earlier writers of the Arab 

Awakening upon the formulation of later thinking. This analysis w ill 

involve an attempt to discover, where possible, the relations between 

their ideas and the extent to which they were influenced by Western 

ideas.

3-To estimate how effective these various writers were in altering
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the climate of Arab moral and political thought
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Chapter One

EUROPE AND THE BEGINNING OF THE ARAB AWAKENING.

A considerable amount has been written about the effect of the 

invasion of Egypt, which took place at the close of the eighteenth 

century (1798-1801), by a French expeditionary force. This brief 

m ilitary intrusion, which marked the firs t large-scale attack by a 

European country on an Arab province of the Ottoman Empire, marks a 

turning point in the modern diplomatic history of the Arab world. 1

With the exceptions of Morocco, which remained a separate 

Sultanate, and Nejd in the Arabian Peninsula, which retained a form of 

independence under its own Amirs, the whole Arab world had been, in 

effect, incorporated into the Ottoman Empire.

The "Expedition" disclosed to the Arabs, for the firs t time, the 

m ilitary weakness and political incompetence of the Ottoman Empire, 

although this weakness had already been demonstrated in Austria with 

the concessions of January 26,1699 at Karlowitz2 and on July 12, 1700 

at Constantinople.3 These tra its were later to be summed up by Czar 

Nicholas, in the well known remark that Turkey was the sick man of 

Europe.4

The French invasion was the firs t important external stimulus to 

shake the cultural structure of the Arab provinces, since the Ottoman 

conquest of Syria by Sultan Selfm I, at the beginning of the sixteenth 

century (1516)5 The Expedition ended the centuries of isolation of 

Egypt and drew it inexorably into the arena of world power politics.
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New Interests in Arab Thought.

Prior to the nineteenth century there had been more than one 

channel for the dissemination of Western culture, largely through the 

Information provided by Arab travellers, and the interaction between 

European Christian pilgrims and diplomats, and the Arabs. Nevertheless, 

such influences tended to be sporadic and of limited effect, and it 

cannot be said that this in itia l contact was responsible for The Arab 

Awakening. Arab authorities agree that it  was the period 1798-1801 

that f irs t demonstrated to the Arab peoples the European capacity for 

political expansion and their ability to influence other countries 

culturally and politically.

The shock of the total defeat of the Mamluk army6 by the French7 

was all the more painful because both moderate and extremist Arab 

thinkers alike had, for centuries, regarded themselves as the makers of 

history and the most superior of nations. These conceptions were 

explicitly drawn from the Qur’ an: "Ye are the best of people, evolved for 

mankind11.8 Arab thinkers throughout the medieval time often allude to 

this ideal view of the Arab world. By doing so, they, to some extent, 

unwittingly aided the Ottomans in the continued isolation of their Arab 

readers from the various developments taking place in the West.9

It may be said, however, that Islamic politics was too much 

concerned with expounding religiously-based ideal concepts and rarely 

attempted to provide any answers to the many problems of government 

that regularly aroseJ0 Islamic law was not very specific about the 

relationship between a ruler and his subjects; it  did, however, speak 

about a form of "Mutual Consultation" between the ruler and 

representatives of his subjects known as ah} ahhaff wa-aHaqd. The 

only qualification of these representatives is their piety, which is, of
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course, highly subjective.

Abfl Hamid al-Ghazflll ( 1058- H I D , 11 who Is the supreme authority 

for most Muslim theologians, and who in his writings, combined 

Aristotelian logic with Orthodoxy, together with a strong vein of 

mysticism, took advantage of the flex ib ility  of Islamic law to develop 

his own political theory which largely endorsed the concepts of the 

Qur'an, but s t ill supported the concept of power and authority as 

traditionally held by the rulers. al-Ghazall then set about the task of 

reforming the old order and making the relationship between the ruler 

and subject a focal point of discussion in order to create a better 

understanding by the people of their own basic rights as contained in the 

sharl*ah .

It may be said that although al-GhazSU had taken a considerable 

step for his time, with regard to the idea of some kind of reform in the 

relationship between ruler and subject, he was, nevertheless, a victim 

of his own constricted cultural background and failed to provide an 

adequate answer to the particular problem of achieving a more 

democratic system of government.12

It has been urged against al-Ghazalf that he obstructed the progress 

of Arab thought by his teachings. For eight hundred years the general 

outline of political Ideology as set forth by him remained the Orthodox 

view. The result was that despotic rulers, with the assistance of most 

of the*ulama*, continued to hold power.

Thus, the traditional system continued to prevail until the period 

after the seizure of power in Egypt by Napoleon, when the form of 

government began to alter and Western culture gradually began to seep 

into Egyptian society.
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The Napoleonic Expedition and its After-Effects on the Arab world;

After having been defeated by Napoleon in the Battle of the 

Pyramids, the feudal Mamluk Beys fled to Upper Egypt. Napoleon busied 

himself in devising various means of organizing the administration of 

his newly occupied territory. In carrying out this task, he received 

assistance from various distinguished scholars and men of science who 

had accompanied the Expedition and who established the "Institute Of 

Egypt" on 22 August 1798. Of these the best remembered is Champollion 

(1790-1832), who deciphered the Egyptian hieroglyphs on the Rosetta 

Stone.13

During Napoleon's occupation of Egypt, Cairo was governed by 

"council" officia ls chosen by Napoleon, and thus, for the firs t time, it  

experienced a modest and limited taste of democracy:

Sixteen m ilitary d istricts were organized, each 
with a general as m ilitary governor. Every governor was 
supposed to be assisted by a council or divan of seven 
and to have a company of Janissaries for police duties.
A Coptic tax collector and French financial agent 
completed his civil staff. In Cairo itse lf there was a 
divan of nine religious dignitaries under the presidency 
of Shaikh Sharqawy. This council was assisted by three 
French secretaries drawn from the French merchant 
community of Cairo who had the necessary command of 
Arabic, as well as by the representative of the 
Commander in Chief. Its duties included the 
organization of supplies, the supervision of markets 
and the functions of the police, but all initiative and

control remained in French hands.'4

For centuries, politics in the Arab world had been bound up with 

Islamic religious teachings, which influenced all aspects of secular life.
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Napoleon tried to exploit this, in order to change the medieval system of 

feudal government used by the Mamluks, by giving out that he had become 

a Muslim and claiming the authority of the Ottoman Sultan. This, of 

course, was not accepted by Sultan Seltm 111 who issued a ferman in 

Arabic, which was distributed in Syria, Egypt and Arabia, denouncing 

Napoleon's claims.15 Such events made the Egyptians gradually aware of 

their great and ancient past and of their own cultural heritage, which, in 

turn, contributed to the awakening of the spirit of embryonic 

nationalism within the minds of the educated.

Practically every aspect of Napoleon's brief rule of Egypt was recorded 

and analysed in great detail by three eminent scholars and historians. 

The firs t was cAbd al-Rahman al-Jabarti (d. 1822),18 a native of Cairo, 

whose record is entitled zA ja  3 ib ahathar f f  ah ta ra jfm  wa ahakhbar, 

which is s t ill popular. The second was NiqfllSi al-Turk (1763-1828),17 a 

native of Lebanon, who was resident in Cairo during the entire period and 

recorded its events in his Dhikr tamaUuk jum hur al-Faransawiyyah 

ca la  aJ-aqt3r al-M isriyyah w a-al-b ilad ai-Shamiyyah. The third 

chronicler was the Lebanese w rite r Haydar al-Shihabi (d. 1835),18 whose 

work provides a graphic insight into the background and events of the 

French expedition. These writings are interesting because they are the 

most important source for our knowledge of the reaction of early modern 

Arab scholars. In his discussion of the firs t French proclamation to the 

Egyptian people, al-Jabarti comments:

their statement 'On behalf of the French Republic, 
etc.' that is, this proclamation is sent from their 
Republic, that means their body politic, because they 
have no chief or sultan with whom they ail agree, like 
others, whose function is to speak on their behalf. For
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when they rebelled against their sultan six years ago 
and killed him, the people agreed unanimously that 
there was not to be a single ruler but that their state, 
territories, laws, and administration of their affairs, 
should be in the hands of the intelligent and wise men 
among them. They appointed persons chosen by them 
and made them heads of the army, and below them 
generals and commanders of thousands, two hundreds, 
and tens, administrators and advisers, on condition that 
they were all to be equal and none superior to any other 
in view of the equality of creation and nature. They 
made this the foundation and basis of their system.
This is the meaning of their statement 'based upon the 
foundation of liberty and equality'. Their term ' liberty' 
means that they are not slaves like the Mamluks. ^

Whereas European influences passed into the Arab provinces principally 

through Egypt, this was not the only channel for their reception. At 

about the same time, or slightly later, in Lebanon and Tunisia, channels 

opened up for contact with the West through the employment of European 

expert advisers. In Lebanon an influx of Christian missionaries and the 

development of their schools opened a further door to European cultural 

contact. They introduced the printing-press for the publication of their 

books and periodicals in the Arabic language, causing a fresh flow of 

new concepts which helped the intellectuals of this province to make 

their appearance and then, for a long time, play a dominant role within 

the Arabic-speaking world.

Prior to Napoleon's Egyptian Expedition, printing in the Arabic 

language had been carried out by a group of Lebanese Christians on a very 

limited scale. Their publications essentially comprised religious books 

and pamphlets designed to cater for the needs of the Maronite 

community. The firs t printing-press in the Ottoman Empire had been set
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up in Constantinople by a ferman issued in 1727, which ratified a 

petition submitted by a prominent Turkish scholar (of Hungarian origin), 

Ibrahim Muteferrika (1705-1745),2^ to the Sultan and Sadrazam (Grand 

Vizier). The new publishing venture was established in business two 

years later. It is remembered for having published various books on 

language, history, geography, and the natural and physical sciences. It 

was not until some time later that books on religious subjects were

permitted, "by 1742, when it was closed, it  had printed seventeen books,

including a description of France by Turkish ambassador sent there in 

1721." (Lewis, p. 33.) Printing on a large scale was introduced to the 

Arab world by Napoleon during his occupation of Egypt:

The Maronite translators attached to the college were
also taken to Egypt for work in the printing department
of the army of occupation...The most important names

mentioned are Ilyas Fathallah and Yusuf Musabiki 21

However, his use of the printing-press was confined solely to 

administrative purposes, such as the printing of proclamations, issuing 

of warrants, and the publication of propaganda pamphlets.

It cannot be claimed that the printing-press confiscated 
by Bonaparte from the College of the Propaganda in Rome 
and placed under the directorship of J.J. Marcel published 
anything that could affect Egyptian culture 

advantageously.22

Furthermore, after the disastrous naval defeat of the French fleet at 

Aboukir Bay (1798) which le ft the French army cut off from France, 

Napoleon was forced to evacuate his forces from Egypt. On their 

departure, the French took with them all their equipment including the
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printing presses.

The Influence of the West on the Concept of Democracy in the Arabic 

Speaking World:

The French occupation of Egypt was not without its influence on the 

lives of the inhabitants of other countries, i.e Lebanon and Palestine, 

Before the Napoleonic Expedition, the administration of all the Arab 

"states" was based upon the sharp ah in which sovereignty was derived 

from the Qur'an, and exerted by a ruler chosen by the *u/ama* for his 

ability.

Until the early nineteenth century the idea of nationalism, in the 

Western sense, had been unknown to the inhabitants of Egypt and the 

Near East, both Christians and Muslims, who were conditioned mentally 

to look upon themselves as subjects of the Ottoman Sultan and not as 

members of a nation which embraced all the Arab people23 This is 

clearly shown by the incident which took place during Nelson's pursuit of 

the French:

On Sunday, the 19th of the holy month of Ramadan 
of this year (1213/1798) letters arrived [in Cairo] by 
the hand of messengers from the seaport of Alexandria.
Their content was that on Thurday, the 8th of that 
month, ten English ships had arrived at the port and had 
halted offshore within sight of the townspeople, and 
after a short time fifteen other ships arrived. The 
people of the port waited to see what they wanted and 
a small boat came inshore in which were ten persons.
They landed and met the notables of the city and the 
chief (Ra'is) holding authority from the ruler, al-5ayyid 
Muhammad Karim...They were asked concerning their 
purpose and they replied that they were Englishmen and 
that they had come seeking for Frenchmen who had set 
forth with a very large force bound for an unknown
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destination. "We do not know," they said, what is their 
purpose and we fear that they may attack you and you 
w ill be unable to defend yourselves against them and 
prevent them from landing.

al-Sayyid Muhammad Karim did not accept this 
statement and suspected that it  was a trap. He replied 
to them harshly. To which the envoys of the English 
replied: "We shall wait in our ships at sea and watch 
the port. We shall ask nothing from you but help with 
water and provisions, for which we shall pay. " But this 
was refused to them with the answer: " These are the 
lands of the sultan and neither the French nor any other

have any business here.2^

From Colonies to Statehood.

Even after Napoleon le ft Egypt and the Levant, there remained 

sufficient residual influence to affect intellectual life  in these 

countries, not only in a realization that there were other nations which 

were as civilized as they were and that al-Faranj were clearly not 

the barbarians that they were supposed to be, but also in an altering 

attitude towards Ottomanism. However, any changes in the outlook of 

the intelligentsia were only gradual and far from universal. The more 

radical naturally rnet considerable opposition from adherents of the 

older views, but an idea of a secular culture, liberal principles and 

sentiments of nationalism began to emerge.

Such developments eventually gave rise to a sense of rebelliousness 

against the Sublime Porte and its local representatives, indeed a whole 

group of scholars came to devote their entire literary output to the 

exposure and confrontation of the prevailing institutions. Although the 

Ottoman rule was to continue, in one way or another, for another period, 

no longer could the minds of their subjects be easily controlled, and a
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gradually growing awareness of individual worth and national identity 

began to form in the hearts of their subjects.

It should be emphasised that the departure of the French in 1801 

marked the end of only a brief interruption of a period of four hundred 

years in which Ottoman dominance had held complete power. The 

Ottoman Empire, despite the few reforms it introduced such as the 

crushing of the Janissaries in 1826 and the proclamation of the K hatti 

S harif (Noble Rescript) of 1839 and the K hatti Humayun (Imperial 

Rescript) of 1856,25 was in fact, a petrified medieval society in its 

manner of government. In the eighteenth century a number of Turkish 

Sultans began to take a passing interest in the idea of reform 26 An 

in itia l attempt was carried out by Selfm III (1789-1807) who was the 

firs t to introduce several new liberal decrees. For this early brave 

attempt to make some efforts towards liberalism, SelTm III paid w ith 

his l i fe 27

Seven years after Napoleon's invasion of Egypt, Muhammad cAli, an

Albanian adventurer, succeeded in becoming Viceroy of Egypt (1805-48).

In alliance with the c u ia m a and in particular €Umar Mukram,28 he was

able to expel Khorshfd, the Turkish ruler, from Egypt and take his place.

The firs t years of his reign were spent in consolidating his rule and in

diplomatic manoeuvers which strengthened his position, and he really

did not become the ruler until 181 1, when he defeated the Mamluks. Now

he was able to undertake more ambitious projects. He helped the

Ottoman Sultan Mahmtid II (1808-39) to defeat the Wahhabfs (1811-18),
*  /

and he embarked upon campaigns in the Morea in Greece (1824-27) and in 

Syria (1831-1840). A report by Palmerston recognises his ambitions:

His real design is to establish an Arabian kingdom,
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including all countries of which Arabic is the language.
There might be no harm in such a thing in itself; but as 
it  would necessarily imply the dismemberment of 
Turkey, we could not agree to it. Besides Turkey is as 
good an occupier of the road to India as an active 

Arabian sovereign would be.29

With regard to his relations with Europe, Muhammad CA1T opened up 

contacts with several Western countries, to which he sent many 

Egyptian students of various “races".'*0 Thereby, he aimed at

conciliating the European Powers, and successfully attracted trade and 

capital.^

A printing press was established in Cairo by both Egyptian and 

Lebanese experts at the express order of Muhammad cAli. The 

development of printing was the most significant contribution that the 

West made to the Arab world at this time. Literate Arabs now had 

access to the works of various prominent writers, both Arab and 

European. The firs t Arabic newspaper in Egypt was established in 1828. 

It was entitled ahW aqP /* al-M isnyyah (Egyptian Events^2 and 

played an essential role in promoting educational and political ideas.

The growing power of Muhammad cAH's new Arab state, which 

signified a surge of nationalism, and the increasing m ilitary power of 

Ibrahim Pasha, his son, began to alarm the European powers. Western 

hostility began to be felt, raising doubts and fears in the minds of the 

Arab people. Certain Arab factions, such as the Wahhabi and MahdTst 

movements questioned the wisdom of following the new Western 

orientated style of some Arab rulers.

Within the space of a few years, during the rule of Muhammad CA)T 

in Egypt, al-Amfr Bashir al-5hihabi (ruled 1804-1840) in Lebanon, and
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Ahmad Bey III (ruled 1837-1855) in Tunisia, Arab intellectuals saw the 

need to adopt many of new Ideas from the West. These they took both 

from the French and later from other European countries such as Russia 

and Prussia who were developed Interests In the area.

About this time the concept of separate national states within the 

Arab world was f irs t propounded, by a number of Lebanese Christian 

thinkers. These Christian thinkers were more ready to accept Western 

ideas, in particular the concept of the national state, owing to their 

continuous link w ith Rome over many years and also because they were 

victims of a strong sense of inferiority as a minority within the 

Ottoman Empire. Their Muslim counterparts, on the other hand, were 

confused, as their religion bound them in allegiance to the political 

authority.

The ordinary Arab people, and even some scholars of this period, 

were not always fully aware of the political forces that had, over many 

years, slowly undermined the caliphate's claim to religious justification 

for its autocratic alien rule, based on a distortion of Islamic law.

However, nationalism as the political expression of the identity of 

the Arabs and as a means of emancipation from non-Arab domination, 

became a prominent phenomenon during the second half of the nineteenth 

century, as Ottoman power declined. H.A.R. Gibb comments:

Confronted with the penetrating and pervasive 
power of these Western influences, the Muslim was 
unable to ignore them ; but to relate them to the bases 
of his own life  and thought called for an effort of 
comprehension and adjustment which he was not yet 
ready to undertake. Yet without the effort, the outcome 
could only be conflict and confusion, both external and 
internal, and made more confusing by the conflicting 
ideas and purposes within the Western forces
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themselves. To distinguish the effect from the cause, 
the secondary and superficial from the essential, the 
instrument from the motive, the false from the true-all 
this was a task for which even his Western advisers, 
when he sought their assistance, were too often 
inadequate and unreliable guides.

On the religious plane, two ways of meeting the 
challenge of the West presented themselves. One was to 
start from the basic principles of Islam and to restate 
themselves in the light of the contemporary situation.
The other was to start from a selected Western 
philosophy and to attempt to integrate Muslim doctrine 
with it. Both ways have been followed, but out of the 
great variety of conflicting interpretations and cross­
currents only a few of the more outstanding can be 
dealt with here.33

However, Westernization began to be accepted slowly during 

Muhammad cAli's reign, when reforms were introduced in the Egyptian 

army with the appointment of French officers who taught Western 

m ilitary techniques, and also in the educational system, where secular 

subjects partly replaced the traditional ones .34

The period known as aJ-Yaqzah represents a major turning 

point in the history of the development of Arab culture and the beginning 

of a slow progress towards the adoption of a new social perspective and 

a gradual acceptance of some Western ideas regarding the political 

structure of the state. This change may be considered as a radical 

departure by Arab thinkers from the views held by their predecessors, 

who had hitherto considered all things Western to be essentially anti- 

Islamic, retrograde and culturally barbaric.

The greater part of the traditional legal and social structure slowly 

began to deteriorate and its adherents were unable to maintain the old
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o rd e r .B u t  the new breed of liberal Arab thinkers were as yet unable 

to devise an effective means of leading the Arab people out of the 

quagmire of autocracy and into the fertile  fields of a new equitable 

liberal social order

It cannot be said that any kind of democratic system, as understood 

today, replaced the old regime. One always has to remember that 

politics and foreign affairs had been the sole prerogative of the 

governing Ottoman administration for four hundred years. So the very 

concept of any direct involvement in government by the citizens of any 

state, even of those with enlightened rulers such as Muhammad CA1T, was 

d ifficu lt to grasp.

The foreign influences, therefore, raised intellectual and moral 

problems which were insoluble within the context of the contemporary 

political situation.^7 These problems were to beset the minds of many 

great Arab thinkers for generations to come. One of the immediate 

effect was the creation of a breach between Islamic theology and 

politics. From that time, it  was possible for the Arab thinker to treat 

politics as a science and a separate, independent subject from that of 

theology. The jurlst-theologians of the traditional school could no 

longer so easily obstruct the gathering impetus of the reforming 

movements on the grounds that their ideas were in breach of Islamic 

law.

Arab society, during the past four centuries, had lacked any 

effective central power. It was torn apart by rival warring princes, and 

weakened by the Ottoman administration. The Ottoman officials and 

feudal princes had no real interest In the welfare of their subjects. 

Their primary task seemed to be the self-promoting business of 

collecting inflated taxes, to gain favour with the sultan to whom they
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were obliged to pay annual tribute, and the suppression of any protest or 

revolt against their regime.

Despite the work of such early pioneer thinkers as al-TahtawT, 

Khayr al-DTn, al-ShTdyaq, and al-Bustam in achieving a certain progress 

in the fields of education and political enlightenment, the basis of 

government of all the Arab provinces, nevertheless, remained in reality 

autocratic rule.

The application of western ideas was, in many ways, also inhibited 

by the fact that the political roots of many of these Western orientated 

concepts were in itia lly  born out of conditions arising from the context 

of a particular system of values as a result of the Industrial Revolution 

which had taken place in Europe. As the economy of Egypt and other 

Arab countries was based essentially on an agrarian system, actual 

reform was extremely d ifficu lt to Implement, even if  desired. From 

various historical notices it appears that the term ''reform" had several 

senses for both Turkish and Arab reformers88 within the Ottoman 

Empire. Indeed, as there were some Turkish scholars who had very 

sim ilar views to their Arab counterparts, this helped to keep the infant 

reforming movement alive.

The firs t active nationalist movement within the Ottoman Empire 

was, paradoxically, to appear in Turkey itself, with the nationalist 

activities of the Turan Movement, which developed at the outset of the 

twentieth century into the m ilitant "Young Turks" society, and later 

changed its name to the Committee of Union and Progress.8^ However, in 

becoming an established power in the Middle East, this movement 

became committed to the status quo, thereby losing its reformist image 

among the other subjects of the Ottoman provinces.^ Nevertheless, 

this movement was, indirectly, to inspire feelings of national identity 

within the various Arab provinces. A number of Turkish leaders and
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reformers like Ibrahim Shinasl (1826-71), who founded in 1860 the f irs t 

unofficial Turkish newspaper, Namik Kemal (1840-88), and'Abd-al-Haqq 

Hamid,41 went on to demand reform primarily of the degenerate social 

and educational system. They also wished to reform and revitalise 

Turkish m ilitary and technological power in an attempt to stem the 

advance of the negative influences of European ideas which came side by 

side with European commercial adventurism and m ilitary intrusions. 

The same ideas were also expressed by several Arab scholars.

To the student of modern Arab philosophy, it  is Interesting to see 

how Islamic traditionalists attempted to combat these Western 

influences, and how they tried to reconcile their own beliefs with the 

foreign influences without compromising the national identity of their 

people and their own culture.42

The reaction to Western influences amongst Arab intellectuals and 

political leaders took several different forms.43 But even in the 

fundamental Islamic form (Wahhabi in the Arabian Peninsula, Mahdist in 

the Sudan and Sannusiyyah in North Africa) the reaction was directed not 

only against the West but also against Turkish domination and the local 

Amirs and Beys, who were only concerned with enlarging their domains 

and increasing the prestige of their own families. Neither the Turks nor 

the local potentates provided their subjects with any prospect of 

leading a reasonably secure and settled life 44 This was largely due to 

the fact that the in itia l attempts to improve the m ilitary strength of 

these provinces and alter their economy had to be subsidized by raising 

more and more taxes from the peasants who themselves were dependent 

on a badly administered agrarian system. As a result, the local princes 

increasingly approached Western banks for loans, leading to the failure 

of attempted reform and a loss of independence from Western control.
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Thus, in the absence of adequate administration, the role of the 

Turkish governors in all the provinces had been reduced to that of 

figureheads and they lived in constant fear of a revolt by their own 

subjects or even their own garrisons. This left the door open for foreign 

powers to meddle unabated in the local affairs of the Ottoman provinces. 

An example can be found in the conflicts between the princes of the 

Druzes and the flaronltes in Lebanon in 1855 and i860, which were 

instigated by foreign forces rather than by those local figureheads.

The *u lam a\ whose pronouncements had great influence on the 

people and carried some weight with the rulers, occasionally intervened 

to have unpopular measures rescinded. However, they did not generally 

set themselves in direct opposition to the rulers who were often their 

patrons.

One should always keep in mind that the idea of an independent Pan- 

Arab nation, free from the domination of both the Ottomans and Europe, 

ultimately arose from the political and social reaction to Napoleon’s 

Expedition. Thus, it is not surprising that the firs t signs of this 

reaction should appears in Egypt with the 'Urabi Revolt of 1881-82.

Even allowing for this supposition to be not entirely valid, it  can 

s t ill be said that the idea of independence resulted as a reaction to the 

French Expedition, it demonstrated to the Arab people the remarkable 

European capacity for political expansion and played a prominent role in 

forming nationalist impulses in the literate sector of the Egyptian 

people, as also those of the other Arab countries, although on a smaller 

scale.

Another essential role was played by leading literary and 

scientific periodicals such as al-M uqtataf and ai-H ilaJ which were 

edited by Lebanese intellectuals. From the outset, these periodicals may
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be seen as a preliminary attempt to present some aspects of Western 

culture and to portray a scientific image of the West to the Arab reader 

in a plain and intelligible style.
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C H A P T E R  TWO

The Dawn of the Reformation in Modern Arab Thought.

R if?  ah al-Tahtawf (1801 -75 )1

The pioneering work of the Arab thinker, al-TahtawT has been 

highly regarded throughout the Arab world from the mid-nineteenth- 

century onwards. In his influential book Takb/fs ah fb n z r7 ta/kbls Bans 

(The Extraction of Gold from a Review of Paris), al-TahtawT as one of
*  •  P

the firs t students in Paris, and as an Islamic theologian, regarded 

himself as the theoretician of a new kind of scholarship:

Especially, since from early times to the present, there 
has not appeared in the Arabic language, to my 
knowledge, any work about either the history of Paris, 
the throne of the French kingdom, or a mention of its

conditions and the circumstances of its inhabitants.2

Fortunately for the future of modern political literature in the 

Arabic- speaking world, he soon induced the f irs t in a chain of reactions. 

He was much interested in recording several striking features of his 

experiences in Paris for his fellow-countrymen and presenting them in 

such a subtle manner as to form an important introduction to the nature 

of European political institutions and inspire the beginning of intense 

interest in what one might call "the modernist movement."
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As to his place in the intellectual development of his own country, 

al-TahtawT reawakened Arab Islamic thought, which had lain dormant to 

the point where it  meant lit t le  more than a series of practices to be 

observed, and:

It is to be doubted whether many of the kuttad masters, 
called ffk fs  t could venture to discuss the meaning of the 
sacred words, the function of the H ki was merely to

perform a task handed down to him by tradition ^

Also writers on Islamic topics often devoted more attention to 

form than to content, and:

The Beys...had neither the leisure nor the means to offer 

patronage to any extent.4

Within this context, his discourse, so far as it  forms part of the 

heritage of Arab culture, is that of the firs t to address the problem of 

socio-political backwardness. Arab culture, which had produced Ibn 

Sfna, al-Farabl, and Ibn Rushd, in medieval times, had become 

contaminated, in the process of time, and was deprived of a proper 

interchange of cultural influences. For al-Tahtawi, one of the reasons 

for the regression is that:

In the time of the caliphs, we were more perfect 
than the other lands, because the caliphs used to 
appoint learned men and masters of the arts.^

He goes on to present some rather novel arguments to show that 

there Is no rational basis for believing that the institutions that have
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been effective in the past w ill s t il l be so in the future. This belief is 

a reflection of dated custom. The approach outlined by him as being 

appropriate, unlike that of the WahhabTs, lay not in a return to the 

early Islamic society, but in the reconciliation of Islamic values 

with those Western ones which tend towards humanity and 

rationality:

To the extent that masses in Egypt and elsewhere, 
because of their ignorance, criticised him (Muhammad

cAli] severely for accepting, welcoming and caring for 
Europeans. They [The masses] did not realize that he, may 
6od protect him, was doing so because of their [the 
Europeans] humanity and knowledge, not for being 

Christians. There was a need for them.6

it is true that al-TahtawTs views were not as novel as they have 

seemed to some modern historians. They neither represented a beginning 

nor an end of the era of modernism. The edicts and proclamations issued 

by Napoleon contained elements of the French liberal culture. Indeed, 

al-TahtawTs views may be regarded as a manifestation of continuing 

Western influences even after the withdrawal of Napoleon's army, al- 

TahtawT, however, was perhaps unique in his ability to present new 

ideas at the opportune time, and his position within the modernist 

movement is therefore easier to place. There were, in fact, stirrings 

towards reform within the circles of the Egyptian ruling class. It was 

with the enlightened reign of Muhammad ‘All 3nd his grandson Khedive 

lsmacTl (1863-79) that a more favorable political climate came to be 

established which gave these stirrings practical expression and 

facilitated al-JahtawTs efforts in teaching and disseminating new ideas
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through his translation of Western books and his other activities.

As mentioned above, Muhammad cAli had arrived in Egypt with the 

Turkish and British armies to eject the French.7 On the retreat of the 

French, by a series of clever manipulations of Egypt's religious leaders 

and teachers he managed, with the permission of the Sublime Porte, to 

get himself appointed ruler of Egypt.6 But this move was mere 

diplomatic expediency. His real fascination was not with the old 

Islamic order or with some idealistic scheme for the re-instatement of 

Ottoman power, he was rather seeking self-aggrandisement through the 

adoption of the ideas and institutions of the “ejected" French.

It can hardly be said that he based his schemes of reform upon 

principles of liberalism. To Muhammad cAli, everything became 

subordinate to the priority given to building an Egyptian army, in doing 

so, he put an end to the power of the Mamluk domination, which would 

have pushed Egypt back into the thraldom of a continuing tyranny.

It was into this period of politico-historical change in Egypt that 

al-tahtawi was born. The year of his birth, 1801, coincided with the 

'withdrawal of the French occupation forces from Egypt, so that he had 

no direct contact with French rule. However, European ideas came to his 

knowledge through his mentor and friend, al-Shaykh fiasan al-cAttar 

(1766-1833),9 a courtier of Muhammad cAli.

al-^ahtawi received the traditional type of education of a youth of 

his social class. He studied the Qur 3an and then entered al-Azhar in 

1817, when only sixteen. There he studied "religious sciences" for eight 

years and spent the last two years as a teacher in this venerable 

institution, which at that time was the only school of higher education 

in Egypt.10 Of all the teachers of al-tahtSwi, the greatest, to whom he
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owed much of his early intellectual success, was Shaykh aM Attar who 

was, in 1824, instrumental in providing an opportunity for him to serve 

Muhammad cAli's recently formed army as an imam.

Hasan al-cAttar had originally fled Cairo for Upper Egypt, with the 

advent of Napoleon's invasion. However, he was able to establish 

contact with, and be influenced by, the various scientists who 

accompanied the French Expedition soon after Napoleon adopted a policy 

of open dialogue with the shaykhs of Cairo, it  was these scientists who 

showed him around the various departments of the Institut d'Egypte, 

which they had established. In turn, al-cAttar gave them lessons in 

Arabic and provided these uninvited guests11 with an insight into the 

culture and customs of his own country. Later he was to write an 

excellent Arabic grammar insha* aH A tta r, which was to be used in 

teaching for many years, through many reprints in Cairo and in Bombay. 

a!-cAttar later visited several other Islamic countries, and taught in 

various centres of learning.

On his return to Cairo, he was given the post of editor of ah 

WaqS't* ahtttsrtyyah and then that of shaykh to the Azhar Mosque. It 

was through holding this la tter important position that a l-eAU§r was 

able to defend the progressive educational policies of Muhammad CAU 

against the attacks mounted by reactionary Islamic traditionalists. 

Amongst his friends was the famous historian, his compatriot al- 

Jabarti, to whom he provided help to formulate

The grammarian aspects of tiazkar, [Fktzhir ah 
JdQdfs thDhahat Dawiat ahFaransfs] for we read in 
the introduction to tiazhar that al-Jabarti incorporates
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incorporates a l-cA ttar‘s prose and poetry into his 
chronicles, when they fit. In addition, the work 
Mazhar, received its  name jo intly from the two. The

outstanding roll of al-cAttar as grammarian is also 
corroborated by the fact that an early owner of MS fla z  
Cam. emphasized al-Jabartrs expertise in literature 
and in the arts of astronomy and calendar while Hasan 
al-'A ttar is described as the most prominent scholar of

philology and grammar in Egypt.12

al-‘Attar, in effect, owes his position in modern Arab history to 

this association with al-Tahtawl, who was enabled by the help and 

companionship provided by this liberal reformer and teacher to develop a 

new outlook on the traditional teaching orthodoxy.

About the time (1824) when al-Tahtaw! was appointed Imam , a 

group of European instructors and scholars arrived in Egypt,15 from 

whom he gained first-hand knowledge of the West. Amongst these 

Westerners was Colonel Joseph Seve (1787-1860),14 who was to adopt 

Islam and to alter his name to Sulayman Pasha.15 After organizing the 

new Egyptian army along Western lines, Colonel Seve then led them in 

conjunction with Ibrahim Pasha in several campaigns against the 

Ottoman rule in Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, having previously 

supported it  in Greece and the Arabian Peninsula.

Another important development that took place In al-TahtawTs 

youth was the establishment of the Bulaq Printing Press in 1822. This 

allowed for the publication of books in Arabic and Turkish on both 

religious and secular matters. As already mentioned in chapter one, the 

firs t Arabic press was Introduced into Egypt by Napoleon. However, 

there had been a Hebrew press as far back as the sixteenth century.15



46

al-TahtawT quickly became aware of the importance of the press as a 

vehicle for popular education, in order to bring the Egyptians into touch 

with the larger community of active societies.

The post he took up as an imam in the Egyptian army, which was 

aided by men of another faith and race, le ft its  mark on the young 

thinker concerning discipline and organization:

Consider the arrangement of the m ilitary forces: it  is one 
of the best that His Excellency has achieved, and the best 
things deserve to be recorded. It is d ifficu lt, for those 
who have not visited European countries or not 
participated in battle, to realise the significance of this

m ilitary system.17

The crucial stage in the development of his intellectual career, 

however, may be said to have occurred between 1326 and 1830, when, 

along with three other imams ^  he was chosen by Muhammad cAlf, 

through the personal recommendation of Shaykh al-cAttar, to lead the 

f irs t mission to France as its spiritual leader. The purpose of this 

mission was to study European m ilitary science, agriculture, 

engineering, administration and medicine.19 In spite of the fact that ai- 

Tahtawf was sent on the mission with the specific function of 

performing the duties of imSm for this group, such was the nature of 

his alert and inquiring mind that he became totally enraptured by this 

new culture. He was later allowed to join the group as a student and 

take the same lessons as his younger compatriots.

It is fortunate for posterity that his position of imam allowed him 

sufficient time to write his notable memoirs of his experiences in
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France in Takhfis. None of the other members of the mission made any 

particular written observations on their sojourn, which makes al- 

TahtawTs work all the more important for the understanding of the 

feelings of an Arab of that time confronted with an alien culture. This 

view, however, is opposed by Mustafa in The Hekekyan Papers, in which 

he says that the Armenian Hekekyan's memoirs came firs t, and that al- 

Tahtawl was not "the only student, sent by Muhammad eAlT to Europe, 

who recorded his years of residence abroad,"20 However, al-TahtawTs 

memoirs are s till highly valued by historians.

al-TahtawT was also fortunate in establishing friendly contact with 

several French Orientalists and men of letters. The most important of 

these contacts, after M. Jomard, (Edme Francois Jomard), who acted as 

master to the Egyptian mission, were Caussin de Perceval (1759-1835) 

and Sylvestre de Sacy (1758-1838), about whom al-TahtawT spoke with 

respect, indicating his importance as a scholar on a number of pages in 

al-TakhJTs'.

In Paris, I met one of the most famous Frenchmen called 
Baron Sylvester de Sacy, who knows Oriental languages, 
especially Arabic and Persian. De Sacy is a member of a 
number of societies that contain French scientists and 
others. His translations are widespread in Paris and have

become very well known in the Arabic langua ge 21

The latter's historical standing largely rests on the fact that he 

was the firs t European scholar to translate the writings of the 

fourteenth-century Arab philosopher, Ibn Khaldun. Sylvestre de Sacy had 

been part of the retinue of the French expedition to Egypt, and he 

mastered the Arabic language and subsequently translated many Arab
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works into French. He became a w ell- known figure among intellectuals 

in the Arabic-speaking world. His contemporary, al-Khayyat, the 

Lebanese scholar, describes him as

The best oriental scholar of modern times in Europe; he 
could not converse for a minute in Arabic, though he 
understood that language as well as any native
Arabian 22

The impact of al-TahtawTs stimulating sojourn in France was to 

convince him that much of the existing body of traditional institutions 

had lit t le  relevance to the new social conditions and problems 

confronting Egypt. His chief preoccupation, therefore, was to consider 

what changes needed to be made in Egyptian socio-political assumptions 

and in prevailing methods of inquiry, in order to Implement his newly- 

acquired views in a manner compatible with Egypt’s needs. But he soon 

realised that before any serious work could be done in this direction, it  

would be essential to establish a bridge across which the Egyptians 

might receive the necessary intellectual stimulus for their stagnating 

institutions, to bring about the process of intellectual growth. There 

were two ways in which he tried to achieve this end. His firs t approach 

was simple indeed: a pro lific out-pouring of writings, mostly translated 

into Arabic from works such as those of Depping: Moeurs et Usage des 

Nations and Malte-Brun: Precis de la Geoaraphie Universelle. This 

' '/a c tiv ity  to occupy him up to the last years of his life.

The second was how to overcome the inevitable reaction among his 

own countrymen to the adoption of views which advocated the 

integration of many Western institutions, and how to invite them to
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examine their socio-political institutions, as a necessary process 

toward rationality and freedom. However, the purpose of both ways was 

designed not only to transform Western institutions, as it  would seem at 

firs t glance, but to go beyond this so as to provide his Arab readership 

with an image of the West based upon modern realities, in place of the 

stereotypes derived from the Frankish crusades of the 12th and 13th 

centuries.

In general, France permits freedom of worship to all 
religions, so that there is nothing to prevent a Muslim 
from building a mosque or a Jew from building a 

synagogue 23

To find a positive basis for political reform was for al-Tahtawl a 

task not of playful utterances, but of rigorous intellectual concern in 

practical problems which could not be resolved within traditional 

institutions. His powers of explanation and justification of the process 

of reform were exceptional in this respect. No man of his society was 

better fitted  to remould his fellow-men's thinking and enlighten their 

minds so as to enable them to cope with a competitive future.

The experience of cultural shock in France was such that he had to 

review his entire outlook on life. He had left behind him a closed Islamic 

world, to a large extent unaware of the development and progress of the 

West. Recounting his early reaction to French culture, al-Tahtawl 

confessed that his experience was not one of entering a world of 

barbarism, but rather one of being exposed to a democratic and 

progressive society in the process of development. At the outset, he 

deemed, as he himself put it, that there was nothing that the West could
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give to the Arab world and nothing “to be learned outside a!-A zhar"^A 

in other words, he le ft behind him an oriental feudal despotism to see 

for the firs t time a country with a constitution which was reasonably 

democratic and liberal. He realized that the principle of equality before 

the law which he saw in ''non-Muslim" France, was

One of the clearest proofs of the attainment of a 
high degree of justice among them and of their 
advancement in the civilized arts. That which they call 
freedom and strive to attain, is the same as that which 
we call justice and equity, and this is because the 
meaning of the rule of freedom is the establishment of

equality before the la w /5

As a Muslim, al-TahtawT held that the concept of such freedom was 

enshrined within the basic tenets of Islam. He was aware, however, that 

this freedom had been gradually eroded, f irs t by the Mamluks then, 

later, by the Ottoman rulers:

It seemed to me after reflecting on French culture and 
their political life  that they are more similar to Arabs 
than Turks and other races. The French are like Arabs 
with respect to their ideas of honour, liberty, and

pride.26

Accordingly, the absence of this concept, for al-Tahtawl, must not 

be taken to mean the absence of any democracy in the legacy of Islamic- 

Arabic civilization, but:

What they call ahhurriyah and desire thereof is the
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very same thing called by us a h cad! w a-ahinsaf (justice) 
because the meaning of ahhukm b i ahhurriyah is the 
establishing of equality before the law so that the judge does 

not wrong anyone ; rather, it is the laws which judge,27

The impact on his wondering mind of the experience of French 

culture, which embodied such freedoms within its very constitution, 

resulted in a full realization of exactly to what extent basic freedom 

within a!-sharT*2h had been lost under the autocratic rulers of the last 

several centuries 28 His primary response to this French experience 

was a growing awareness of the political d ifficu lties confronting the 

Arab world at the time. al-TahtawTs interests soon became fixed in the 

area of social and political philosophy. As a matter of fact, he is not 

primarily concerned with making an independent contribution to 

political theory but rather with attempting to come to a better 

understanding of how Western political institutions worked in their 

society. Much insight into this is to be found in various passages of his 

works, which reflect not the logical detachment of a philosopher, but 

the passion of a rebellious theologian. In French politics he saw the 

culminating work of the modern era, the final political statement and 

the end of the long quest for democracy. Many passages in al-M anahij 

and a!-f1urshid seem to lend themselves to this view. For example :

In all fairness one cannot deny that the countries of 
Europe are now at the peak of proficiency in the 
philosophical sciences and the practice of them. Such 
countries as England, France and Austria have produced 
philosophers who have surpassed such predecessors as 
Aristotle, Plato, Hippocrates and the like and have 
achieved absolute mastery of mathematics, physics,
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theology and metaphysics.29

He explicitly states that in his works he is solely interested in 

those problems and issues which are potentially useful fo r arriving at a 

better understanding of how reform of political institutions may be 

initiated. Indeed, his sympathies lay with political and social reform, 

which decade after decade widened the disparity between him and the 

conservative sector of the 'Ufama*, but he chose to avoid any particular 

political stance, and while suggesting political solutions, a suspension 

of judgment on them was the only prudent attitude to adopt.

The French are one of those groups whose approval or 
disapproval is governed by reason. What I mean is that 
they deny the supernormal, and they consider that there 
is no possibility of violating the natural processes, and 
that religions came into being only in order to guide man 
towards good and away from its opposite. They also 
believe that the progress of a country and the advance of 
people in culture and humanity may substitute for 
religious beliefs and that in civilized kingdoms political 
matters operate like religious-legal matters. Among the 
adverse beliefs of the French is that the intellects of 
their philosophers and naturalists are greater and keener 

than those of the prophets 30

al-TahtawTs writing itself gives several clues to his reading and 

Interests. He can move with ease from the achievements of the 

Pharaohs to the traditions of Islamic thought; from Mu ctazilite polemics 

to Ibn Rushd's rationality; from Ibn Khaldun's political and social
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concepts to Montesquieu's constitutionalism; the latter he considers as 

the Ibn Khaldun of Europe. He can bring to his Egyptian audience such 

concepts as w ill serve best his political purpose. The appearance of 

ahTakhlTs indicates that the incursion of European thought into Arab 

culture was accomplished not in a purely external fashion, but out of an 

internal need. In fact, al-TahtawT regards European political 

institutions as a necessary instrument with which to restore the 

cultural, moral, and religious values which in his opinion are missing 

from the legacy of the last centuries of Arab history. Accordingly, his 

object is to get society to turn round and face in the future a new 

scientific age of critical challenge and opportunity.

ai-TakhJTs has a great deal to say about political issues and other 

related subjects: "In Egypt, these sciences are either on the wane or 

completely lost" 31 This idea recurs in many different forms. But he 

does not take any of these political issues as his point of departure. 

Despite its being an important work, it  does not require a profound 

inspection to find out that it is more of a narrative than a systematic 

analysis. There is major attention given to the description of 

institutions and customs of the French. Although the work is full of 

somewhat tedious digressions and diversions, it  provides us with a 

lively description of French life in the nineteenth century. For example:

One of the characteristics of the French is their 
avid curiosity for everything that is new and their love 
of change and variety in all things and especially in the 
matter of dress. This is never fixed with them and no 
fashion or adornment has remained with them until 
now. This does not mean that they change their dress 
entirely; it  means that they vary it. Thus, for example,
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they would not stop wearing a hat and replace it by a 
turban, but they sometimes wear a hat of one kind and 
then after a while replace it with a hat of another kind, 
either in shape, color or the like 32

The principal importance, however, of ahTakhlfs, was as a source

on which he drew for a more significant work, Mariahij ahalbab a h

Misriyyah fT  m abahij ahadab a h c asriyyah (The Paths of Egyptian

Hearts in the Joys of the Contemporary Arts), which he wrote towards

the end of his life  (1869) and th irty-five years after ai-TakiiU s. But

although al-M ariahij is al-TahtawTs main work, which marked his

forward journey from a simple approach to a highly individualistic

exposition of modernist inclination, and as such, more concerned with

explaining and justifying than al-TakhJTs, the political implications of

the two books are almost exactly the same. There are other writings in

which al-Tahtawl develops special themes, but this study w ill be

principally confined to these two books. In considering ahTakb/Ts, it  is

worthwhile referring to some pertinent quotations touching on the

structure of the state and the freedom of its people. He particularly

attributes France's progress to the establishment of constitutional

Institutions and the ideas inherited from liberal nineteenth-century

France. In the course of his numerous explorations of these institutions,

al-Tahtawl discusses the elements of which constitutionalism is 
•  *

composed:

We have stated that Paris is the Capital of the 
French; there the French monarch and his family reside.
The French monarch is of the Bourbon family since he 
cannot be from any other family. The French monarchy
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is an hereditary one. The place where the monarch lives 
is called the Tuilerles [pronunciation given] and 
generally the French refer to their Diwan [Cabinet] as 
the Tuileries Cabinet ... that is, the Diwan of the 
monarch. The real seat of power in the direction of 
French affairs is the king, but secondary power resides 
in the Upper House, which is the Diwan a i-B ir 
[Chambre des Pairs]...and the Chamber of Deputies (63)
...The duty of the Upper House is the renewal of laws 
which have expired and the maintenance of the existing 
laws ...This assembly is convened by the king for a 
specified period during the year, to correspond with the 
session of the Chamber of Deputies ...The duty of the 
chamber of the Deputies is the examination of laws, 
policies and orders of the government and its 
management of the country's affairs. It also discusses 
the budget of the state, its revenues and expenditures, 
and opposes measures which it does not deem wise. It 
also defends the rights of the people, so that no
injustice or transgression can take place. This 
assembly is composed of many men who are elected to 
office by the people. There are 428 deputies... From this 
it  is apparent that the French monarch is not an
absolute ruler who can do what he wishes. French 
policy is written law so that the ruler can remain king 
only if  he acts in accordance with what is prescribed in 
the laws which have met with the acceptance of the 

members of the various assemblies 33

In this particular passage, which al-Tahtawl evidently considers to 

be the most important and original in the book, a comprehensive model 

for political reform is described. He is at pains to point out that the 

laws of France assure the citizen the right to freedom of thought

without fear of political repercussions. To inspire the Arab world to
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follow a similar democratic path, he painstakingly translated the entire 

French constitution into Arabic.

al-Tahtaw! was proud and egocentric, aware of the power of his 

skills as an original thinker. He boasted in al-TakhlTs of his importance 

as a scholar, and of his contribution to Arab culture in translating the 

French constitution and describing European society, as opening a 

window to reveal a culture different from his own.

Nevertheless, he became a victim of his own social position 

because, as a government official, he had to suppress some of the 

criticisms and conclusions he would otherwise have published, lim iting 

his full development as a radical thinker, in al-Takhlfs his description 

of French freedom, political tolerance and the liveliness of French 

thought had the obvious aim of attacking the Egyptian system by holding 

up the French model as an ideal to be followed:

Most of the theoretical sciences are well known to them 
(the French] but they have some philosophical beliefs 
which are, according to other people, outside the law of 
the Intellect. An instance of this is the science of 
astronomy, in which they are the best qualified people, 
due to their knowledge of its secrets and methods, which 
were invented a long time ago. However, they 
misrepresent these beliefs and reinforce them, so that 
one might think that they were true and authentic. It is 
known that the knowledge of the secrets of machines is a 
strong factor for manufacturing. However, in the field of 
philosophy, they are misled in different ways which are 
in opposition to all the divine Books and are supported by 

proofs not easy to refute. ^4

However, he was a cautious character, who had no wish to shock his
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readers. He sensed correctly, in my view, that to hold up the French as a 

model would merely antagonize the Egyptian reader, and offend his 

patron, whose position was grounded in an authoritarian system. It 

would not have been surprising if al-Tahtawl had exaggerated the merits 

and virtues of France in order to further his interest in political reform 

in the Egyptian community. "If Islam had not been succoured by the 

decree of God ... then nothing would have compared to their [The French] 

power, numbers, wealth, and excellence”.55 Despite their achievements, 

they "have not been guided to the straight path, and they have not 

followed the course of salvation at all." 55

He was also wise enough to moderate his adulation of European 

society by including certain ironical references to the quirks of the 

French:

Parisian women enjoy luxuriating in their wealth and 
beauty while men are their slaves and they sacrifice

their luxury to their beloved ones 57

The most general characteristic of its [Paris] people is 
the smile that is offered to foreigners and the respect 
that is shown to them, even if  of a different religion.
This is because the majority of the inhabitants of this 
city are Christian only in name; they do not follow their 

religion and are not defensive about it.5®

it may be said that his observations on the character of the French 

are not altogether accurate. His statement that the French people were 

not religious was contradicted by Sylvestre de Sacy, who, as a Christian, 

defended his faith against what he perceived as upstart Muslims, in a
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letter to him. In this letter he points out that most of the French are 

devout Christians,39 and that al-TahtawYs experiences were limited 

because his entire v is it was spent in Paris.

It appears that Sylvestre de Sacy here failed to read between the 

lines and did not see the significance of al-TahtawTs strategy. Such a 

view was not an integral part of his discourse; it  was a concession to 

his Muslim readership. In fact, his intention in criticising the faith of 

the French is deliberate subterfuge on his part, to show, as in various 

passages in his work, that his defence of new institutions does not 

necessarily mean that he supports the propagation of Christianity. His 

socio-political objective is to make available certain French 

institutions to the Egyptian audience. In his effort to achieve this goal, 

he was forced of necessity to make a concession to the Muslim reader 

and gain his favourable attention by implicit criticism of the rationalist 

tendencies of the French.

Certain features of French society of that time were indeed 

recorded with considerable accuracy by al-TahtawT. In particular, he 

noted that the French people, once they reached maturity, adopted a 

political attitude, and adhered to it  fervently.40 This consistency was 

due to the fact that the French, having made their political choice, did 

not feel in any way threatened by the elected government of the day. In 

ahTakhlfc, he is never tired of demonstrating the superiority of the 

West in the spheres of politics and administration. And here it is 

important to appreciate his commentary, which he wrote, as a 

theologian, on this sensitive topic:

It may be said that if the taxes were managed in Islamic
lands as is the case in these lands, then the situation
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would be better... During my stay in Paris I did not hear 
anyone complain of being affected by these taxes because 
they are taken In such a way that they do not harm the 
individual, and at the same time they benefit their 
treasury; in particular, the possessors of money are

protected from persecution and corruption.4 ̂

Perhaps al-TahtawTs most important contribution to the reform of Arab 

culture lay in his ability to draw comparisons and make analogies 

between traditional Arab values and contemporary European institutions. 

Prior to his writing, there was no distinction commonly made between 

the word *a iim  used to refer to scientists and men of secular learning

andcalim  used to mean 'religious scholar’. He gave Arab culture a new

and fru itfu l start by dealing with these definitions in terms of 

rationality:

Do not be under the illusion that the French culama* are

priests, for priests are the cuiama* of religion only.
There may be some priests who are scientists as well

as culama* (in the firs t sense). But those to whom the

appellation o f culama5 is applied (there) are those who 
possess expertise in the intellectual disciplines. The

expertise of the <c ulama* in the various branches of the 
Christian sharl'ah is negligible; if  anyone is described in

France as being an *<?///??, this does not imply that he is
expert in his religion, but rather that he is an expert in
some other discipline. You w ill (soon) discover what a 
superiority these Christians possess in such disciplines 
over all others, and you w ill thus understand why our

country is devoid of many of them.42
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al-Tahtawl was able to see the political fortunes of Egypt as part of a 

wider movement of change. So he was able to envisage his involvement in 

the theatre, public spectacles, the salon, and other typically urban 

cultural Institutions which had no counterpart In the Arabic speaking 

countries, as part of the general dissolution of the medieval structures of 

thought and society, a dissolution of which his own work was a symptom. 

In doing so, he fe lt an a ffin ity  with a novel concept which Montesquieu 

had introduced in his book Considerations sur les Causes de la Grandeur 

des Romalns et de leur Decadence, that the fundamental changes in the 

character of a nation and its law-making and fortunes can be explained by 

geographical factors like climate and soil. It was this concept in 

Montesquieu's work that incited him to translate it. The implication that 

a community derives its sense of identity from factors imposed on it  by 

the geographic limitations of its specific location was seen by al- 

Tahtawl to have particular relevance to Egypt and its people. 

Montesquieu's view that the rise of nation states is founded on such 

intangible elements as the spirit of the nation and love of country also 

appealed to al-TahtawT:

The m/Ha is in political usage like the j/'n s , the 
community of men who reside In the same land, speak 
the same language, have the same character and 
uniform customs, and are generally subject to the same 
law and the same state, They are called aha IT y

ra c iyya , jin s , and abria* ahw atan !...

The wisdom of God has required that the 
inhabitants of a country should always be united in 
language, in being in the care of the same king, and in
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subjection to the same legal code and the same 
political system. This Is something that Indicates that 
God disposed them to cooperate with one another 
simply for the good of their country, and that their 
relationship to one another should be that of members 
of the same family. One community must not split into 
numerous factions with different views, because of the 
quarrels, envy and hatred that result from this, and the 

consequent lack of aspiration for the country. 44

While it  should be recognized that al-Tahtawl is indebted to 

Montesquieu and Rousseau, it  would be incorrect to assume that he 

directly borrowed from them without revision. It was in this sp irit 

that al-Tahtawl proceeded to reformulate such concepts as ummah and 

watan\ this in turn opened the way to broadening the horizon of these 

concepts. al-TahtawT held that such concepts were already existing 

within Arab consciousness and were in fact, political virtues, which 

could be utilized. It was, indeed, ironic that it  was de Sacy and his 

circle who introduced al-Tahtawf to his own cultural heritage4^ py 

making him aware of the discoveries of the firs t Egyptian archaeological 

expedition. This exposure to the culture of Ancient Egypt was to delight 

al-TahtawT and provide a fresh stimulus for his thinking about the 

formation of a new national identity for Egypt. This concept is the theme 

developed in ai-M ariahij. This latter work is theoretical in character. 

Here al-Tahtawl analyses the significance of his French experience and 

proves himself an active observer with a remarkable capacity for 

mastering the essential facts; he also demonstrates an ability to 

present these in a clear prose style, based on French literary models. 

ahManahij is, in essence, a remarkable attempt to meet what he calls



62

the needs of Egypt:46 what is required for national fulfillment. Here he 

is faced with a d ifficu lt task. It is plain in ahManahij that he was 

well aware of the concept of nationalism, simply from the radical 

conclusion in which he differentiated this concept from that of 

“brotherhood of fa ith "47 Similarly, he emphasised the need to create "a 

public spirit" by teaching good citizenship to both schoolboys and 

schoolgirls, and the need to foster public opinion as an instrument of 

pressure against the excesses of rulers, as necessary parts of the 

solution to political problems. These views are remarkable, not only for 

the insight he displays in his combining the merits of the traditional and 

more modern outlooks, but also for the many individual observations 

they contain.

An aspect of al-TahtawTs insight into Western culture may be 

illustrated by his attempt to keep Westernism in morals and politics 

while discarding it  for faith. His new appeal to reason was not confined 

to science but to other matters too. He asserts that the development of 

political justice towards a complete democratic system owes litt le  or 

nothing to Christian teaching and was derived entirely from the post­

revolutionary constitution. The observation that his compatriot Copts 

were unclean and unlike urbanized European Christians46 was made to 

illustrate the point, that European civilization was not founded on the 

teachings of Christianity, but rather on constitutionalism, namely the 

development of political systems which demand more accountability on 

the part of the governors. The superiority of European civilization was 

more linked to the idea of accountability than the observance of 

Christian values. Consequently, in his view, the importation of Western 

institutions would not result in the religious dominance of the Copts or
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in the Muslims being converted to Christianity;

Know that Parisians are distinguished from many other 
Christians by their sharpness of intellect, their 
acuteness of understanding and their application of their 
minds to d ifficu lt problems. They are quite unlike 
Christian Copts, who tend by nature towards ignorance 

and stupidity.49

Thus, the argument tries to establish that there can never be adequate 

rational evidence for condemning the process of importation of certain 

Western values. There is an implication in al-Takhlfs that political 

factors play a more important role in shaping the character of a society 

than its religious beliefs. He maintained that a society could improve 

conditions for its citizens only by political means, not by blindly 

adhering to and depending on comfort derived from religious teachings, 

whether Islamic or Christian.

The main objection to the study of politics in former 
times was the persistence of government leaders in their 
attitude; that politics was one of the secrets of 
monarchies. It ought not to be studied by other than 
heads of state and the guardians of government 
departments. Moreover politics as a term seemed also to 
signify cunning and deception, as well as manipulative 
authority, which was unfitted for any but despotic 
regimes. Nowadays all policies of monarchy are based on 
justice, integrity and sincerity on which truth is built, 
as a radiant light. Truth cannot be founded save on 
sincerity of word and deed, and proper relationships 
between the shepherd and his flock (...) We know that the 
king who esteems his subjects favours their 
advancement in the royal hierarchy, so as to consult
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their views.5^

We cannot doubt that this is really the spirit of modern political 

philosophy. "Their legal system is not derived from the divine Books but 

is rather derived from other sources, mostly political, completely 

different-from the religious laws."51 It is with this view, together 

with constitutionalism, that he approached the topic of nationalism, al- 

TahtawT is sometimes credited by later scholars as having been the firs t 

Arab thinker to become aware of his national identity, and so to merit 

consideration as the "father of Arab nationalism". Nationalistic is 

undoubtedly the right term for his general attitude. But it does not, for 

instance, distinguish him sharply enough from al-Bustant It is easy to 

see how this view of him came to be adopted, if  one considers his many 

watamyyah poems, inspired by French models, in which he glorified the 

Egyptian army and praised the qualities of its soldiers. But the problem 

is more deeply rooted than has yet been suggested. Some of his writings 

have been often misunderstood. His own concept of nationalism was 

never fully developed and the concept of "the fatherland" was not one 

that embraced all the peoples of the Arabic speaking countries within a 

single unified political identity. It only aimed at calling the attention 

of his countrymen to the need for change within Egypt. This is 

illustrated by his repeated references to the achievements of the 

Pharaohs.5^ On the particular point of national identity, al-Tahtawl is 

careful to wrap the clothing of his nationalist sentiment around the body 

of traditional Islamic teaching. Here he takes his stand; here he sets 

down what we must call his fundamental value-judgement, from which 

he never moves. In this manner, he subtly puts forward the theory that
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modernization on Western lines should be introduced, where this process 

of modernization does not conflict with orthodox Islamic teaching.

As a firs t step, a series of translations of important Western books 

covering such subjects as history, geography and m ilitary matters were 

made. Most of these were translated from French at the command of 

Muhammad cAli, and later through the encouragement of Isma *il, into 

Arabic and Turkish by al-Tahtawl and his assistants, who translated in 

all some 2000 books and pamphlets. al-Tahtawl not only translated but 

interpreted and extensively annotated Arab-islamic literature and has 

le ft many important treatises on the various branches of knowledge. His 

disciple S. Majdi gives a lis t of seventeen books, to which the reader 

may be r e f e r r e d . 5 3  Among other things, they include his contribution to 

the development of Egyptian journalism, and his coinage of Arabic terms 

for many Western political concepts. This was done through his work 

for the journal ahWaqa* h  ahm isnyyah and the magazine Rawdat ah  

Madaris (The 6arden of the Schools) established 1870 54 The purpose 

of these translations was not only to transmit Western cultural 

concepts but also to compile a new lucid Arabic terminology. For both of 

these reasons al-Tahtawfs writing on political institutions has a 

special appeal to those who wish to know at what point the various 

political and related terms were coined.

From a literary point of view it should be noted that in passing 

from al-JabartTs works to al-TahtawTs-although they are separated by 

only thirty years- we step clearly over a threshold from a traditional 

style of prose, which had its roots in the previous centuries, into the 

new world of one who had come to realize that such a style was not 

adequate for his purposes, even though he could never break away
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entirely from the restrictions of a /S a jc In the same spirit as that 

which moved al-cAttar in his !nstfa \ al-Tahtawl also was moving 

towards introducing a new spirit of expression into Arab culture in 

order to create an audience to whom the language of reform could be 

addressed. There is litt le  question that his essays helped create an 

atmosphere of acceptability for the incursion of Western influence; they 

were written in a lucid style based on the classical language along with 

the selective employment of elements of the vocabulary of eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century French Institutions, which he had acquired from 

his extensive reading, it Is not an accident that al-Tahtawl has been 

described by some historians as the firs t Arab essayist, although there 

are many historians and authors who consider al-Shidyaq the one who 

deserves this title . His efforts in educational scholarship were given 

due recognition when in 1844 he was commended by Muhammad ‘ AIT, who 

promoted him to the rank of Qa* im-maqam and to that of A m ir A/ay 

two years later.

It can be said that he saw that the principal task in the journey 

towards reform was to sweep away the errors that the Arabs had 

themselves made in the past and then to seek a gradual assimilation of 

Western ideas whenever they proved positively beneficial. In particular, 

"These rational practical sciences" al-Tahtawl wrote "which sound as if  

they are foreigners, are in fact Islamic sciences translated by 

foreigners into their languages from Arabic t e x ts ' ' ^  Furthermore, al- 

TahtawT was never to allow himself to promote "Westernism" to such an
t •

extent that it  might encourage the idea of revolution as a means of 

political change, in spite of his knowledge of, and admiration for, the
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authors who Inspired the French revolution, such as Voltaire, Rousseau, 

and Montesquieu, and his witnessing the Revolution of 1830, he was s t ill 

in many ways part of the medieval system.56

It may be said that al-TahtawTs admiration for the philosophers of the 

French Revolution and the concepts of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity 

was counterbalanced by a total rejection on his part of the idea of an 

actual revolution in Egypt. Within this general background it  seems that 

there is room for at least two different interpretations and that with 

much uncertainly he moves from one to another. This was due largely 

to his own mental attitude, which was s till bound up with the 

traditional idea of a "dual” structured society: cultural leaders and the 

masses. The historian of the Egyptian national movement, cAbd ah 

Rahman al-Rafi ci, commented on the modernism of al-JahtawTs ideas
•  } *  4

If you ponder these remarks and consider their 
meaning, remembering that they were written in 1830, 
that is, a hundred years ago, you w ill find that they 
have the stamp of contemporary constitutional 
principles and that they are in harmony with the spirit

of freedom and democracy.57

al-TahtawTs major interest lay in the quest for the formation of a 

just government rather than in any attempt to devise a political solution 

of his own. It w ill be recalled that, to the Arab mind of that time, a l- 

Sharl* ah was fully adequate as a legal system. Thus, the very idea of 

including laws which were based upon foreign, non-islamic models, was 

seen to be a direct attack on Islam itself. This is why al-TahtawT, and 

Khayr al-Din, attempted to show that all their ideas, in the final 

analysis, derived, from the legacy of Islamic-Arabic culture. Hence, they
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had to adapt traditional Islamic writings, and, by subtly incorporating

aspects of !bn Khaldun’s and al-Mawardl's political theories, attempted

to negotiate the d ifficu lt transitional phase from feudal agrarianism to

liberal modernism. They had to do so, in such a way as not to be accused

of importing alien concepts into Islamic ideology. Such an approach was

carried out in the full light of their own newly-gained knowledge of

Western philosophical traditions.

al-TahtawT undertakes a general discussion of the nature of the » » v

French constitution and of its applicability to concrete situations and 

problems. He attaches much importance to a distinction between a h  

Malakiyyah (Absolute Monarchy) and al-Hurriyyah (Constitutional 

Monarchy):

Those who incline to the latter do so in the sense 
that they hold that one should only consider the laws, 
the king being only the executor of the decisions 
according to the laws , thus he is but an instrument.58

Thus, it  is clear to you that the King of France does not 
have absolute power, and that the French administration 
is a constitutional law, whereby the ruler is the King, on 
condition that he acts in accordance with the provisions 
of the laws on which the members of the assemblies

have agreed. 5 -

In two of his books ahMurshfd al-amfn fi-ahbanat wa-ahbanfn (1874),

and ahRasui ahamfn fhahbanat wa-ahbanfn (1875),80 al-TahtawT
•  •

maintained that Western-style models should be the essential 

foundations for the new educational curriculum to be introduced into
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Egypt.61 It would be impossible, he believed, if  these recommendations 

were ignored, for the Egyptian Arab to gain access to the various 

branches of knowledge readily available to Europeans. He maintained 

that the Arabs would gradually become intellectually sterile if  they did 

not pursue this course:

Without the astronomy [i.e., science] of the people 
of Paris, their wisdom, their accomplishments, their 
good administration, and their concern with the 
interests of their land, their city would be nothing at 
a ll.J f Egypt took care, and the tools of civilization 
were applied copiously there, then it would be the

sultan of cities and the chief country of the world.62

It was certaintly al-TahtawT s purpose in ai-Takhifs to find a 

middle ground between the tradititionlism of Egypt and the modernism 

of the West. His efforts in this field must be appreciated against the 

culture of the period, in which there was litt le  attempt to verify 

knowledge handed down by tradition.

It is taken for granted amongst us that the palm tree is 
not found save in Muslim lands. In response it  is claimed 
that when America was discovered, there they found 
palm trees, which were not transplanted from our 
countries. Contrast this with the words of the venerable 
Qazwini in his book "The Wonders of Creation and the 
Marvels of Phenomena" the gist of which is: The palm: is 
a blessed miraculous tree; among its marvels that it

does not grow outside Islamic countries.6^

Here in this explanation of the origin of the palm tree we meet a
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distinctive feature of al-Tahtawl's discussion. It is a clear example of 

the disparity between the traditional ideology of the Arab prerogative 

and the realities of the age which brought doubt concerning the validity 

of this Ideology. His apparent success in correlating such phenomena 

induced him, as a logical consequence of it, to move towards criticising 

ai-A zhar. Although the times were far different, ai-A zhar, in his 

view, continued to be dominated by methods of a previous era. He 

criticized its teachers for abandoning the teaching of secular subjects 

which had once flourished there, and he emphasized that without their 

re-introduction, it could not act as a suitable institute for teaching the 

new European- style methods of government and science.5 4  He 

demonstrated that in ancient times Greece and Egypt had exchanged 

ideas with considerable profit for both, and he claimed that the time 

was now ripe for Egypt to exchange ideas with European countries. He 

gives a number of examples to illustrate his idea, citing the historical 

example of the Pharaoh Psammek 1, who brought Greek merchants and 

scholars to live in Egypt, where their assimilation into Egyptian society 

was encouraged, under the Pharaoh's direct protection.55

As with al-BustanT, so with al-TahtawT: the reconciliation of 

traditional values with Western institutions leads along the path to the 

eventual emancipation of the Arab woman. Such remarks, taken in 

isolation, might be thought to imply that al-TahtawT came suddenly to a 

radical stance. But this would undoubtedly be a misreading. It is 

important to relate the remarks that he makes in his last book to the 

context of the last period of his life.

With the liberal ruler, Khedive Ismael, on one side and with the 

enlightened minister, Mubarak, on the other, combined with his own
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genius for education and liberation, he could see the way towards a new

movement regarding the status of women in Arab society, especially

regarding the education of young females: "Girls must be educated as

much as boys and on the same footing", ^6

Khedive Isma ci i's progressive liberalism made the last years of a l-

TahtawTs life pleasant. He had the opportunity to express his new ideas 
•  *

in a cultural climate that was refreshingly receptive to innovations:

I was verbally authorised by D'fwan ahmadaris [The 
Ministry of Education] to write a book on the literature 
and pedogagy suitable for teaching both males and 
females.J called this "The trustworthy guide for girls

and boys. 67

al-TahtawT himself appreciated Isma eTl’s reforms; saying, when 

the latter established in 1866 the new parliament M ajlisahnuw wad\

if  he had achieved nothing else than to have induced 
the people to elect intelligent representatives for 
themselves to consult concerning their vital interests, 
this would have been sufficient however, glory and 
fe lic ity  for him. For he became the ruler of a nation 
which enjoyed free expression of opinion in 
consultation regarding administrative matters which 

required reform for the public good 68

Thus, it  is not enough to show that the strength of his w ill to 

commit himself to such a dramatic suggestion as the education of 

women is compatible with the possibility that his views had undergone a 

further development in the last few years of his life. It can be shown
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that such views coincided with those of the then ruler who had already 

taken the dramatic innovative step of establishing two schools for 

girls-the f irs t of their kind in Egypt, of which the firs t was opened in 

1873,69 ten years after the establishing of al-BustanTs ai-iladrasah 

af-wataniyyah in Beirut. Isma ci l ’s interest in reform had shown itse lf 

in the appointment of ai-Tahtawi to the committee directing all the 

various schools that he had recently established. During his career as 

director, al-TahtawT gave priority to writing on methods of education. In 

1870, he was appointed to the post of chief editor of a bi-monthly 

review Rawdat ahm adaris founded, earlier in that year, by the 

reformer CA1T Mubarak, the Director of the Diwan a l m adaris. This 

educational journal was published with the primary purpose of 

encouraging students to write on a variety of topics of their own 

choice.70 The wide range in choice of subject also demonstrates the 

liberty of this period:

Contrary to much received opinion in the West, Egyptian

educationists like Tahtawi and cAli Mubarak were well 
aware, long before the British occupation, of the need 
to awaken intelligence and to reduce the place of 
memory in Egyptian education. It was unfortunate that 
their efforts to develop a kind of modern education 
fitted to Egypt's needs were interrupted by the 
financial stringency of the 1880s and thereafter 
superseded by Lord Cromer's preference for practical 
and technical, over literary and speculative studies, as 

more suitable for subject races.

It is not accurate to call al-TahtawT's work modernist, as some
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historians have done, for even ahMariahij contains a good number of 

views which do not fail under the heading of modernism. Moreover, even 

though the commentaries on patriotism and certain other concepts like 

the education of women can be called modern concepts, it would be a 

mistake to suppose that all his writings dealt with modern views. A 

quick look at the classical subject matter of (Niriayat a l-lja z  r'TsJrat 

sakin ahH ifaz) (The End of summary in the Biography of a Resident of 

al-Hijaz); and ( ai-Kawakih ai-nayyirat fJ  layalf afrah a i-A z iz  ah  

muqmirat). (The Bright Stars in the Moonlit Nights of the joys of al- 

'Aziz.) w ill illustrate this. In sum, al-TahtawTs importance as a thinker 

lies in his educational work and particularly in being among the f irs t 

Arab thinkers to formulate the embryonic concept of the emancipation of 

the Arab woman. His views on this subject are found clearly delineated 

in scattered references in ahMariahij and ai-Murshid.

As we have already mentioned, while considering the writings of 

al-TahtawT and other nineteenth century Arab scholars, one must take 

into account the fact that their writings cannot readily be placed into 

simple categories like ’’progressive" and "traditional". All their works 

contain both progressive elements derived from Western sources and 

also many of the old concepts which s till reflected traditional attitudes 

associated with Islamic Orthodoxy.

These conflicting elements are to be discovered throughout the 

work of al-TahtawT and his contemporaries and are also to be found in
9 •

the writing of subsequent generations of Arab scholars. Therefore, one 

is not surprised to find whenever al-TahtawT wrote or published work, 

that its message was soon echoed among his contemporary Arab 

thinkers, whether modernist or traditionalist. For example, there is
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reference to al-Tahtawl’s work Q a& idahm afaktifr fTgharlb *aw~a* fcf 

a haw  a* iZ wa-ahawakhJr (1833) and TakhiJs in the work of such 

eminent nineteenth century figures as the Lebanese thinkers, Nawfal72

and al-Shidyaq.7^

Modern educational theory does not, in effect, differ substantially 

from that of al-TahtawT whose conception of education was centred on 

the development of the individual rather than on the preservation and 

continuation of a tradition. The nature of the developmental process may 

be directed towards a single, educational goal, such as promoting the 

maintaince of good physical health, or it  may be as varied and complex 

as the nexus of family duties and "love of country". First of all, it  is 

necessary to emphasize the fact that this conception was the beginning 

of one of the phases in a long fight between the modem Arab intellectual 

school and its more traditionalist opponents.

The essence of his position on education was the need to instil in 

the minds of the Egyptian people an ideal vision of the perfect society 

achieved through the above mentioned concept hubh ahw atan , which al- 

Tahtawl explains as follows:

The love of watan is part of faith. It is the nature of 
the freeborn to yearn for their watans (birthplaces); a 
man always loves his birthplace; his place of origin is 
familiar and desirable; that place where you live 
claims the respect due to a birthplace, just as your 
mother may claim her due for having sustained you ...
Even though Cairo has bestowed her benefits on me and 
raised me above my peers in knowledge ...and 1 cherish 
it greatly, having received its benefits and lived forty 
years in it, I s t ill yearn for my particular watan, am 
always on the lookout for happy news of it, and w ill not
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hold anything equal to Tahta.74

Further emphasised by him is the basic right of the people to 

freedom, which together with love of country constitutes the basis upon 

which the perfect society should be established. It is true that In many 

instances this view is an amalgam of some of I bn Khaldun's ideas on 

doctrine of a h * asabiyyah, but that ought not to blind us to the 

essential fact that the concept of hubb ahwatan is given a completely 

new meaning. No longer is the individual required passively to accept 

authority but he is exhorted to perform an active role in building a new 

civilized society. No longer is the burden of social duty and 

responsibility placed on the Ummah (The Community of Believers) but it  

is spread over ail members of the community, whether Muslim or not.

Patriotism, in its modern form was thus introduced into the minds 

of Arab readers for the firs t time. From then onwards, the concept of the 

mother country became the focus for the various members of the nation, 

who came to perceive unity through a feeling of national identity. It is 

through an appeal to this feeling that they were exhorted to perform 

their duties.

The significance of this w ill become more apparent when treating 

al-TahtawTs theories on the duties of the citizen towards his country. 

Considering his ideas about the state and society, the exposition of his 

central concern was not an easy task, owing to the restrictions imposed 

by his social position. However, he solved that part of this dilemma by 

putting his finger on the crisis which confronts the despotic ruler, 

referring to the example of the Prophet and his Companions and by 

repeating their teaching on political reform within the framework of
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Islamic thought.

Again it may be said that despite the Paris experience which 

moulded his political ideas, he cannot be classified as a typical 

nineteenth century liberal thinker. Whilst he derives many of his ideas 

from liberal French culture, his views on the State follow the 

conventional Islamic form, where the ruler assumes full and absolute 

authority, but in so doing must always remain within the guidelines of 

the Shari*ah and have respect for the opinions of the *u!ama* :"The 

heirs of the prophets and the bearers of the Shari* ah whose rank in the 

Ummah is that of the prophets among Banu tsra* / /"  75

Through his witnessing of the Revolution of 1830, when the people 

of France deposed Charles X and chose Louis Philippe, and through his 

extensive reading and direct experience of France, the concept of a 

government in the hands of the people was familiar to him. indeed a 

lengthy description of this Revolution is given in his work ah  

Takhlls, 76 It is quite consistent with his ideas to suppose that, to him, 

the idea of revolution was neither appropriate nor of use in solving the 

particular problems which beset the Egypt of his time. Examining the 

result of this revolution, he states that Louis Philippe was called "The 

King of the French" rather than by the former tit le  "King of France", and 

in his correspondence, omitted the phrase "by the grace of God", in order 

to "please the people who claimed that he was made king by the w ill of 

the nation rather than because of any special privilege which God 

bestowed on his family to the exclusion of his subjects' influence." But, 

for al-TahtawT the expressions "King of France" and "King of the French" 

are equal: "For to become king by the choice of his subjects does not 

contradict the fact that this originated m God's grace." 77
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We may put al-IahtawTs problem and his proposed solution into 

modern terms by saying that he could see that any attempt at revolution 

in Egypt under an autocrat, in the absence of effectively oriented 

political awareness, would be fitnah  and would be suppressed out of 

hand. However, al-Tahtawl did not ignore the problem altogether; he gave 

it only a litt le  consideration. His only hope for instituting any political 

change would be by firs t making an effective attempt to persuade the 

ruling class to utilize its powers to benefit all classes. In other words, 

he believed the only way to put an end to the state of political 

backwardness was better achieved from above, namely by the ruling 

elite. He s till hopes that the Egyptian autocratic system might be 

reformed as a direct function of its own tradition.

ahhurrfyah ai-rrracfaniyyah (civil liberty) is the 
common right of the inhabitants of a city. It is as 
though the social order, which is made up of the 
inhabitants of the state, cooperated and shared the 
responsibility for the realization of their rights; and 
that every individual guarantees to the rest his help in 
any action which is not contrary to the law, rebuking 
those who oppose anyone's exercising his freedom as 
long as he does not transgress the lim its of the law. 
al-hurriyah al-siyasiyyah (political liberty); that is, 
al-dawliyyah (International), is the state’s guarantee 
to every one of its inhabitants for his legal possessions 
and his exercising his natural freedom without 
trangressing any part thereof. Thus, it is allowed for 
everyone to administer his property within the bounds 
of legal dispositions. It is as though the government 
therewith ensured a person's happiness as long as he

avoided harming his fellow man.
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Thus, al-Tahtawl acquiesces in the accepted view of authority as 

being vested in the ruler. However, he often avoids explicit statements 

that would classify him as belonging to one school or another. What he 

does is to bring these traditional elements together, and to adapt them 

to meet the needs of a particular situation, in such a way that the 

limitations placed upon a ruler's power can be assimilated by Islamic 

moral norms.

Nonetheless, it  is not quite accurate to say that al-TahtawTs 

thinking is purely medieval, since his political theories comprise a 

revision of the works of al-Mawardf as seen in the light of nontesquleu. 

It was Montesquieu who made the distinction between the "three 

powers" of a constitutional monarchy and their use as a constraint upon 

the monarch's exercise of absolute power. al-TahtawT took over some of 

the emphases on these powers as his own. Thus, by emphasizing the 

importance of the Shari* ah , he was advocating the use of its authority 

in order to place a similar constraint upon the power of Egypt's rulers.

The use of fiction as a literary form in medieval political writings 

was a common one to avoid the wrath of a despotic ruler, for example,

Ibn al-Muqaffae’s KafNa waDfm nah^^ This method, although within a 

different historical framework, was applied by al-TahtawT, in his 

translation of Fenelon's novel "Les Aventures de Telemaque" under the 

tit le  Mawaqi* ahaflak f f  waq~a* i*  TaJTmak, (1867) during his four 

year stay in the Sudan.80 This stay was seen as an Interruption of his 

enjoyment of the patronage of the family of Muhammad cAlf. It was 

alleged by some of al-TahtawTs biographers that he translated this 

work in order to serve the purpose of expressing his views on political
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reform without having to provoke his ruler, ‘Abbas I (ruled between 1848 

and 1854). Indeed there is a good deal of obscurity about his stay in the 

Sudan, and he seems to have been forced to depart, or at least forbidden 

to work in Cairo. We know no details of the disputes in which he became 

involved. However, we are told by P.J. Vatikiotis that 'Abbas I

was generally reactionary and despotic. He had no 
interest, or desire, to continue the reform and other 
works of his illustrious predecessor, as he was 
suspicious of not only the many Europeans already In the 
service of his grandfather, but also the few Egyptians in 
government service who had been trained in the modern

schools opened by Muhammad cAli, and in the educational 
missions to Europe. His policy amounted to a deliberate 

arrest of the process of modern change.91

When we read the reminiscences of his Sudanese experience, the 

reader's immediate impression is that it was an unhappy one compared 

with his French experience. Here, as he expressed It, is nothing that 

deserves adoption, and the tone of his writing during this period is 

depressive, as of one lamenting over his misfortune as if  to pay the 

price for a political situation:

Although the period of my stay in that country was 
designed to deprive the country of my services, Divine 
dispensation ordained that my absence should not be in 
vain, because during my stay there, I occupied my mind 
with the translation of Les Adventures de Telemaaue. 

which was destined to be later published in Beirut.9^

However, it seems that the reasons behind al-TahtawTs Sudanese
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stay go beyond individual jealousies, which cAmerah believes to be one 

of the motives behind Mubarak's attitude towards him. in his book "Taha 

Husayn", Cachia, in turn, argues that al-TahtawTs stay was part of a 

general crisis in Egyptian politics. Cachia presents his viewpoint as 

follows:

This decline in Muhammad cA11*s m ilitary fortunes meant 
his loss of interest in all the reforms which he had 
introduced for no other purpose than m ilitary 
aggrandisement Most of his schools were closed down, 
and the work of retrenchment was continued by his 
successor 'Abbas !, in whose reign not a single offic ia lly

commissioned translation was published.^

In 1855 when SaMd Pasha ascended the throne, it  was natural 

for this Viceroy, whose "tutors were Europeans and particularly 

Frenchmen, and he is said to have acquired a great fondness for 

Europeans in general",^4 to turn to al-Tahtawi and bring him 

back to Cairo.

Much of the most influential part of al-TahtawTs politics was 

concerned with arguing against political despotism, and attempting to 

inculcate a feeling for political reform. His developing concern with 

politics culminated in his argument for the limitations to be placed on a 

hypothetical ruler in an ideal society. He conformed to the 

traditionalists’ Islamic idea of the division of society into ’orders'’, 

each having a particular function and status, so as to provide a more 

familiar political model to his Arab audience.

However, this distinction could not bear the weight that he sought
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to put upon it. He did not absolutely defend the traditional view, but he 

specifically defended a modified form of it, demanded in the modern era, 

in both religion and politics. "One of the characteristics of the King, is 

that he is the Caliph of God on earth and his accountability is only to his 

God."85 However, we must not be misled by al-TahtawTs deference to 

his ruler-patrons. Fortunately, it does not much affect his main line of 

argument; it is important to realise that it is incidental to his main 

concern. His preoccupation is with the nature of political justice. al- 

Tahtawl, in this respect, was not a philosopher but rather a scholar of
•  9

eclectic culture. Adhering to the traditional view, he enumerated the 

merits of a social structure around the "four orders". These were: the 

rulers; scholars and custodians of religion and law and the professional 

classes; the m ilitary forces, and finally, men of agriculture, commerce 

and industry.86 Each of the four orders of the society, in al-TahtawTs 

view, has its proper function with regard to the structure of 

government.

Nevertheless, there is sufficient material in his "classification" to 

make it  possible to identify the essentials of his attitude towards 

political reform.87 al-TahtawTs aim here was to show that the Islamic 

faith rests on a rational foundation and that the adoption of Western 

political institutions does not necessarily lead to a view of the world 

which excludes ahS hafi'ah  either im plicitly or explicitly. The Second 

Order - the culanfa5 is given a particularly strong position in his 

hypothetical ideal state. They, he maintained, should be respected and 

honoured: "for he who respects them respects God and His messenger". 88 

They should be respected especially by the ruler, who is urged to treat 

them as his legally appointed assistants in the arduous task of



82

government as a necessary criterion for the legality of the state. As a 

matter of fact, his theory about the role of the * ulama* in society was a 

product which derived its inspiration from his French experience, and 

developed in a Egyptian context. The theory was born of the insight of a 

man who knew exceptionally well how to use this combination to the 

best advantage of his country in an age of rapid national expansion. 

However, it  was more with practical than with theoretical progress that 

he was concerned. The delegation of more power to the Second order is a 

step towards solving the problem of autocracy, but s till leaves the two 

lower orders out of consideration.

This concept of al-Tahtawl cannot be said to go all the way towards 

solving between 'ulama' and the foreign ruler. Somehow, however, al- 

TahtawT misses the fact that there are deeper conflicts than the 

conflict between the ruler and the needs of his subjects. However, he 

does not go into the question of foreign intervention as a whole, as 

Khayr al-DIn does, although he tells us about the French reaction to their 

government's occupation of Algeria.89 in other words, he was not 

seeking to destroy directly belief in the prevailing Islamic ideology, or 

sacrifice activity to an ideal world which would take him away from his 

fellows' realization, but rather to show how political justice might be 

acquired by a new intellectual process. Throughout his discussion of 

political questions emphasis on the role of * ulama* is maintained. 

Asserting that more legitimate power should go to the native *ulama* 

was an attempt to take some of the power out of the hands of the 

"foreign" rulers of Egypt.

Thus, it was only by cleverly utilizing Islam as the common binding 

factor and by advocating greater power for t ulama* > that ai-TahtawT
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could make oDlique allusions to nationalistic sentiment, although he 

knew that only a few of them honestly represented the views of the 

people and spoke for them in matters of reform. The fact remains that 

behind this his intention to reduce the influence of non-Egyptian 

elements in matters of government.

We cannot go so far as to accuse al-Tahtawl of failing to steer his 

countrymen towards accepting the concept of involving the populace in 

the running of their country. He was fully aware that he would be 

preaching to deaf ears if  he even attempted to raise the new political 

philosophy with the non-political leaders of the various Egyptian 

institutions. Though these leaders had experienced a certain liberalizing 

influence under French occupation and Muhammad <Alf, they were, 

nevertheless, constrained in their thinking and politics. These leaders, 

being the only representatives of the community at the time, were, in 

fact, disciples and exponents of autocratism, so he saw no point in 

travelling the stony path of attempting to to preach views which would 

not be acceptable to them. One always has to consider these restrictive 

forces, in viewing his work. This may be said to reflect the thinking of 

one who was primarily pragmatic, and also an ambitious scholar who, 

firs t of all, wished to maintain a position of prominence and 

acceptability in society as a theologian.
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CHAPTER THREE

The.End of an Era or a Crisis of Empire.

Khayr ai-Dfn al-TunisI (1810-1899).

in Tunisia, Khayr ai-Dfn1 was the principal instigator of political reform. 

His close relationships with a number of Beys of that country allowed 

him to observe and to gain an insight into their policies and procedures. 

Politically, he witnessed the beginning and end of the reign of Ahmad 

Bey III, (1837-1855), in addition to the reign of Bey al-SSdlq (1859-82), 

which saw the birth of the Tunisian Constitution, in itse lf the firs t 

attempt at constitutional government in any Islamic country. Special 

consideration must be given to the achievements of Ahmad Bey III.

As a young man, prior to his being appointed Bey, Afimad had been 

strongly influenced by his tutor the WazTr Mustafa Sahib al-Tabic, who 

had generally supervised his education. Mustafa, in turn, had been 

influenced by the works of I bn Khaldun and the essential concepts to be 

found in the Muqaddimah.

The reign of the ambitious Ahmad Bey may be said to have been one in 

which reformists were directly encouraged and brought into relation 

with the liberalism of the West. This judgement requires a word of 

explanation. Ahmad Bey's administrative work was characterized by an 

attempt to carry out an active programme of reform designed to 

establish Tunisia as a really independent country in the new world 

created by technological developments, not only In government but also 

in matters cultural and intellectual as well. He limited himself to 

m ilitary and political realities rather than to the superficialities of
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power, as the Sublime Port had ceased to be ‘the shield of Islam’ and 

seemed to be approaching its  end. The success of Aftmad Bey’s m ilitary 

reforms, owing to his great abilities and enormous energy, was to give 

him the confidence and inspiration for a further ambitious scheme, 

namely, the industrialization of Tunisia. This plan was necessary as a 

corollary to the continued success of his in itia l reforms. Although he 

was already a ruler with almost absolute power, Aftmad Bey understood 

the necessity of the establishment of an independent state, and 

therefore gave much attention to the achievement of such a scheme. He 

reacted in his own way to the influence of the West and his scheme was 

designed as a series of measures to furnish his newly reorganized army 

with modem weapons. These attempts show the width of his 

acquaintance with contemporary politics and his appreciation of its  

implications. He realized that any state that could not equip its own 

army would lack an essential element in its  structure and would only 

remain a client state. What is far more important was that i f  Tunisia 

was not self-sufficient in its  own m ilitary supplies i t  would be a prey 

to European intervention and political manipulation, with no adequate 

defence. As a result, various industrial concerns were established 

during his reign, such as a powder m ill, a cannon foundry, a tannery, and 

clothing factories for making uniforms. Another great advance was 

made; Aftmad Bey also saw the navy as important, and he constituted a 

port at Porto Forina and bought twelve vessels from Europe,2 thus 

establishing himself as the leading power in North Africa.

But his achievement in establishing a school, The Ecole Polytechnique, in 

1836 was of more fundamental and far-reaching importance. The Ecole 

was placed under the direction of an Italian officer who taught m ilitary 

techniques, engineering and other administrative skills appropriate to
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the government's requirements. Ahmad Bey carefully chose thinkers, 

scholars, and reformers of liberal persuasion to teach there. Teachers 

of history, geography, mathematics, and artillery were brought over 

especially from Italy, Britain, and France5 The principal name we meet 

is the progressive Shaykh Mahmud Qabadu,4 who was at this time 

appointed professor of Arabic and religious education in this new school. 

Such was his enthusiasm for Western Institutions that Ahmad Bey in 

1842 approached the French government for assistance to

modernize his army. A French m ilitary mission was duly established in 

Tunis in 1842. Khayr al-DTn, for a time, was trained at this mission 

under its head Lieutenant-Colonel Campenon, who later became 

Gambetta's minister of w ar5

According to the Egyptian Ahmad Amfn in Zuc am p a l-is lah  f7 a l-*a s r 

ahhadlth (Leaders of Reform in the Modern Era), the liberal Ottoman 

Sultan Mahmud 11 actively encouraged French influence in Tunisfa.

All these reforms took place in an era when Tunisia was going through a 

period of political strife. Its Inhabitants were, at that time, in 

considerable fear that the occupation of neighbouring Algeria in 1830 by 

the French would lead to a direct attack on their own country. Thus, the 

policy of seeking help from the French meant indirectly to ally Tunisia 

to a country that could in different circumstances be its enemy.

At this time, the Ottoman Empire itself was in disarray, with riots and 

plots taking place in Greece, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and the Arabian 

Peninsula. The Ottoman Sultan Mahmud 11 was himself prepared to make 

changes towards a relatively more liberal system of administration. 

With full knowledge of the risks involved, he threw the full weight of 

his personality and powers against inept and intransigent 

administrators, whose reactionary behavior prevented the development
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of a more tolerant and enlightened attitude towards reform and the 

acceptance of new Western ideas, which were arriving in the wake of 

colonial expansionism and empire building.

It was in such an atmosphere of change and exposure to European 

influences that Khayr al-Din acquired his interest in liberalism. It may 

be said that the importance of Ahmad Bey lies in the fact that without 

his policy of improving his country and introducing Western ideas and 

techniques, the work of the reformer Khayr al Dfn would have been 

impossible.

FROM 1BN KHALPQN TO KHAYR AL-D1N:

Khayr al-Din started life  as a slave in the household of TahsTn Bey, 

NaqibahAshraf and KadhAskar of Anatolia, in Constantinople between 

1825 and 1830, and was purchased by Ahmad Bey in 1840. However, 

despite his undistinguished birth and alien origin, his political and 

social efforts constitute an essential part of the historical and 

nationalist movement, of nineteenth-century Tunisia.^ Khayr al-Dfn 

studied at the Bey's palace and at the Ecole Poly technique, specialising 

in the study of the Arabic ianguage and Islamic cUlOm (Religious 

Sciences), together with modern m ilitary sciences. His studies also 

included the Turkish and French languages. His knowledge of French was 

so accurate that, at a later date, he himself supervised the translation 

of his principal book into that language.

Through patronage of the Bey, he was able eventually to achieve the 

highest rank in the Tunisian army as fa rlq  (general de division) in 

18447 The Bey was quick to recognize the talents of the young Khayr 

al-Din. In 1853 he sent him to Paris to obtain the extradition of the 

disgraced Tunisian financial minister Mahmud b. cAyyad the former 

farmer-general of taxes in Tunis, who had fled to Paris with a fortune
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stolen from the Tunisian exchequer. Upon his return to Tunis in 1857, 

Khayr al-Dfn's public services were given special recognition when he 

was made Minister of Marine.®

At a quite early stage of his intellectual development as a thinker, and 

as a part of the retinue of the Tunisian government, Khayr al- DTn was 

able to perceive an overall view of the danger that was threatening the 

fabric of the Ottoman Empire, which had become increasingly subject to 

events rather than the instigator of them:

"The Ottoman dynasty began to decline and show deficiencies 
when it  became negligent in carrying out the royal interests in

accordance with requirements of the sharc and the governmental 
regulations. The practice of selecting the best officials for the 
important administrative posts disappeared.Many of the officials 
conducted themselves according to personal interests and not by 
considering the interests of the state or its subjects. 
Eventually there entered into the Janissaries those who 
corrupted their excellent discipline and disrupted their 
obedience. Finally the Janissaries began to interfere in affairs 
of state which were of no concern to them. They upset the peace 
of the inhabitants with their various kinds of oppression, 
although previously they had been a model of obedience just as 
they had been a model of bravery on the field of battle. From the 
combination of these and similar affairs, unrest grew in the 
kingdom and governors of distant provinces seized this 
opportunity to abstain from following the orders of the state.
They gave free rein to their own aims and appetites, and many of 
the dhim m i-s resorted to foreign protection, for if man's hope 
of protection for himself, his honor and his wealth through the 
laws of his country are cut off, it  is natural for him to seek 
protection from whomever he sees as abie to grant it. He may 
well seek ways making it possible for his protector to dominate 
the entire country, especially if  there exist between him and the 
dynasty no unity of race or religion. These disadvantages
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growing out of the actions of governors bound by neither a 
religious nor a political restriction made it easy for foreigners 
to interfere in the empire's affairs and to corrupt its policy in a 
way suitable to their aims. Eventually civil wars broke out in 
various parts of the empire with a great loss of life and 

property, and resulting in the secession of important provinces ^

Thus, the real task confronting Khayr al-Din, was to bring Tunisia into 

the modern world by liberalizing its social and political order by 

incorporating new Western ideas and a political approach which would 

make it strong, lead it into its rightful position in the modern world and 

protect it from the encroachment of the West. For the sake of clarity it 

w ill be better if we ignore the exact chronological sequence of events 

affecting Tunisia and its neighbors and attempt to trace only the main 

lines along which the various ideas of Khayr al-Din were to develop 

within the context of the troubled period in which he lived.

Like, his contemporaries, al-Tahtawl and al-Shidyaq, but to an even 

higher degree, Khayr al-DTn was not only a philosopher but also a 

statesman who realized that the value of his theories would depend 

largely upon the extent of their application. His whole officia l career 

was devoted to the furtherance of political reform, and the posts which 

he occupied were for him a kind of platform from which to preach his 

discourse to the public. His achievement included not only his part in 

the conduct of diplomacy, but also that in the establishment of ah  

Madrasah ahSadiqiyyah (the Sadiqi school) where European languages 

(French, and Italian) as well as Turkish, and modern subjects were 

taught, along with Arabic language and Islamic education. His reputation 

continued to grow, as he was also responsible for the reorganization of 

J$m i*ahZaytunah's system of education, as well as the establishment 

of the famous al-Abdaliyyah Library and the establishment of a public
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norary on European lines, to wmcn he donated i jo o  books, some 

historians stressed that the liberal measures which were introduced 

during the reigns of Bey Muhammad (1855-59) and Bey Muhammad al- 

sadlq were in fact due to Khayr al-Din’s influence.

Because of these liberal measures further reforms became possible 

under the reign of Bey Muhammad. A form of constitution known as cA/)d 

ah  Amdn Cpacte fundamental), which was established in 1857, ensured 

security of the person to all and equality in taxation and before the law. 

*Ahd ah  Aman} which was an important step forward in the journey 

towards a complete political reform, has not been given its full 

significance by Arab historians. It may be considered a precursor to the 

great social and political reforms of Bey al-Sadiq. It was during the 

reign of the latter that the" Constitution", the firs t formal constitution 

in any Muslim country, was granted, in January 1861. This Constitution 

set up a Grand Council of sixty members and Khayr al-DTn became its 

president which had been inspired largely by his own efforts. The 

Constitution laid down that the Bey and his ministers were responsible 

to the Grand Council whose approval was necessary for new laws to be 

enacted, old laws changed or expenditure increased. For some time all 

went well between the Bey and his prime minister However, the 

influence of the partisans of traditional regime proved too strong when 

Bey al-SSdiq tampered with the Council, an act which led to the 

resignation of Khayr al-DTn in 1862 "after a disagreement about whether 

ministers should be responsible to the Bey or Supreme Council."

Khayr al-DTn was so disappointed with this failure that he found it 

prudent to withdraw from public life. At this point his personal 

intervention in Tunisia politics - with a few exceptional missions - 

ceased. The next seven years spent in many European capitals exposed
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him to much new material which in turn resulted in his Aqwam a h  

masaJik f l  macn 'fa t ahwal ahmamalik (The Straightest Road for 

Knowledge of the Conditions of States) (1867).

But politics was so deeply a part of the man that by 1873 he was back to 

political work firs tly  in Tunisia and finally in Constantinople.

Although he was convinced that it  was too late to come up with what 

might have been a final answer to the question of the political future of 

Tunisia and the fate of the Ottoman Empire itse lf as a political and 

m ilitary force, the search for an answer would not be a search in vain 

amid the strategic policies of European powers. Khayr al-DTn viewed the 

political future as an open question on which views might differ. But, on 

the other hand, such a search would serve, as he himself might think, to 

open the eyes of his countrymen to a number of basic questions relating 

to the fate of their country.

These Europeans are not content with obstructing the 
implementation of these laws by their own refusal. Some 
of them even turn the subjects of certain Islamic kingdoms 
against accepting the tanzfmat which their rulers wish to 
establish. They proclaim to them,' These tanzfmat are not 
appropriate for your situation and it  is preferable for you to 
return to your previous condition/ although such advice is in 
conflict with the political principles of their own 
countries. Some say, ‘ The liberty which has been granted to 
you from your state w ill not be sufficient to protect your 
rights/ whereas the truth is that it is more than has been 
granted the subjects of their own countries. For this reason 
we are forced to believe that they have no motive except 
the aim of perpetuating confusion in the Islamic countries 
in order to thwart successful reform. In general, the policy 
of European states in our provinces is contradictory. There 
are those who show their good w ill to certain Muslim states 
by supporting them in making appropriate reorganizations,
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and there are those who obstruct these plans in these same 
provinces while exerting themselves in giving the same 
type of helpful advice in other Muslim provinces, all 

according to the differences of their aims.  ̂ ^

He was faced, not so much with the problem of absolute rule, but with 

the administrative machinery that maintained and fostered it, and his 

own reaction was to identify some aspects of the Islamic-Arabic 

political heritage and, with some adjustment, weld them to certain 

Western institutions, so giving them some rationality of form. The 

introduction of such an approach, however, was not without its 

problems. This might have been a severe check to the influence and 

authority of the theocratic establishment, and it  is hardly surprising, 

then, that the approach of Khayr al-DTn came under condemnation from 

various theological bodies. Turning to more central Issues in political 

philosophy, he plausibly claims that:

There is no reason to reject or ignore something which is 
correct and demonstrable simply because it  comes from 
others, especially if we had formerly possessed it  and it 
had been taken from us. On the contrary, there is an 
obligation to restore it and put it  to use. Anyone devoted 
to his religion should not be deterred from imitating the 
commendable actions related to worldly interests of one 
religiously misguided. This is what the French have done.
By ceaselessly emulating what they deem good in the work 
of others they have attained the sound organization of 
their affairs in this world to be witnessed by all. The 
discriminating c ritic  must s ift out the truth by a probing 
examination of the thing concerned whether it  be word or 
deed. If he finds it to be correct he should accept and 
adopt it  whether or not its originator be from among the 
faithful, it  is not according to the man that truth is
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known. Rather, it is by truth that man is known. Wisdom 
is the goal of the believer. He is to take it wherever he 
finds i t . 12

Khayr al-DTn argues, however, that the Vlama9 would find it d ifficu lt to 

acknowledge this last point for fear of seeming to concede too much to 

their intellectual opponents.

Some Philosophical implications of Khavr al-Din's Views:

The essential core of his message was that the Arab world must reform 

and then re-unite under a revitalized and re-organized Ottoman empire, 

if  his new experiences had thus generated in him a sense of Tunisia’s 

external peril, what then were the measures which, in Khayr al-Din's 

view, Tunisia needed to take, beyond equipping the army with Western 

weapons? Before discussing this question, we need, however, to look at 

the other exigencies to which his pragmatic faculties responded. For 

Khayr al-DTn, the question of reform is inseparable from the 

precondition, that the Arabs must rid themselves of complacent 

political and social Illusions which had proved to be great an obstacle to 

their acceptance of the new institutions, in his view, these 

characteristics were leading them to an impending doom, if  they were 

not rejected and assiduously replaced with a new philosophy pertinent 

to the modern world but s till faithful to Islam. What lends Khayr al- 

DTn's writings their Intellectual power is his persistent attack upon a 

limited number of problems that occupied him throughout his 

intellectual career. He realised that the process of political reform was 

itse lf in crisis, a process which had begun in Tunisia long before him, a 

history of challenges, emergencies, and attempted fresh starts. As time 

went on, it became increasingly evident that the crisis affected not this
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or that social aspect but the process of reform Itself. The premise of 

his principal argument is that there was nothing to be gained by ignoring 

the m ilitary superiority of Europe and that the right attitude was that, 

i f  the Arabs wished to escape from this position, they must have the 

courage to pass through it. The precondition of sound work in this 

direction was the ability and readiness to discover what assumptions 

this attitude involved:

I have heard a certain leading European say, in 
substance,"The torrent of European civilization is 
overflowing the world. Nothing can face it  without being 
destroyed by the strength of its unceasing current.
Therefore kingdoms neighboring Europe are in danger from 
this current unless they Imitate it  and follow the same 
course of secular tanzfm at. This can save them from

drowning. ^

Khayr al-DTn suggested that any d ifficu lty in accepting this proposition 

would be more a failure of political immaturity rather than one of 

understanding the specific terms of the proposition. Even those who 

were politically aware cultural conditioning had made slow to accept 

the innovative ideas that were necessary for coping with the political 

future.

Khayr al-DTn, although a great admirer of the West, did not wish it  to be 

overvalued. Thus, the situation with which he was faced in his effort to 

apply political reform was a complex one. in fact, he was here caught 

between two tendencies, which ought to have been complementary, 

whereas they were actually opposed to one another. Islamic traditional 

ideology on the one hand, and European political institutions on the 

other, represent rival ways of thinking. Khayr al-DTn was, nevertheless,
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prophetically aware of the impending clash of cultures that would take 

place, with the imminent danger of Western colonialization, which was 

born directly out of an imperialist need for ever expanding trade and a 

desire for greater power. In reaching this conclusion, he followed Ibn 

Khaldun's thesis that it was beneficial to society that political 

activities should be regulated by political laws rather than religious 

tradition. Furthermore, he added: "secular organization is a firm

foundation for supporting the religious system."14 Perhaps no name 

recurs more frequently in Khayr al-Din's writings than that of Ibn 

Khaldun. The achievements for which Khayr al-DTn is principally 

remembered is that he developed Ibn Khaldun’s concept maintaining 

that, now that the age of the Prophet was past, as was the age of 

Revelation, to constrain a ruler, therefore, it  was necessary to create 

secular and political laws.

His entire political theory hinged upon this particular important 

revolutionary concept, in the fu ll knowledge that it was only through the 

acceptance of constitutionalism that all other reforming concepts could 

be gradually introduced into the Islamic-Arab culture. He maintained 

that if  this did not take place, Arab society would revert to disorder and 

tyranny and even the practice of religion would be at risk. All these 

varied interests found a place in Khayr al-DTn's prolific mind and were 

the basis of his small but excellent book entitled Aqwam , in the hope 

that such written proof of his experience and capacity would induce 

those in power to give him public employment, as it  was, this book 

guaranteed his position in the front rank of the Tunisian nationalist 

movement.15

This work, in the Arabic original, or in the French16 and Turkish 

translations,17 particularly the introduction, is worthy of closer 

attention, it is true to say that it  met with some success inside Tunisia
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and abroad, but also met with much opposition.

Although Khayr al-DTn did not write much, he anticipated many of the 

concepts that were later to become the focus of future political 

literature. The importance of his writings lies not only in the subject 

matter, which is probably the most important work in its field to have 

appeared during that period, but also in the fact that it laid down the 

shape of a theory of political reform for many later Arab thinkers. 

These writings cover a broad range of issues concerning the relations 

between the ruler and the ruled, taking into account the fact that:

...Just as the administration of sharlca t rulings 
depends on knowledge of the texts, it  depends also upon 
knowledge of the circumstances surrounding the

revelation of these texts. 18

With Khayr al-Din we return to the mainstream of Arabic cultural 

tradition in political philosophy, in fact, Khayr al-Din is a true 

successor of Averroes whose political theory, as embodied in K/tab fa s / 

al-maqa/ w a-taqrlr ma oayn sharl* ah wa-ahntkmah mfn a l-itt/s a / 

(The book of the decision (or distinction) of the discourse, and 

determination of what connection there is between religion and 

philosophy), This work has been neglected for centuries. A passage of 

Aqwam bears a striking resemblance to the well-known opening pages 

of Fas/ ahm aqa/, which states the same principles in the same order. 

For Averroes:

It is d ifficu lt, or impossible, for anyone to determine by 
himself, in itia lly, all his requirements in intellectual 
analogy, just as it is d ifficu lt for anyone to deduce all 
his requirements in legal analogy, in fact knowledge of
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Intellectual analogy is even more difficu lt. If foreigners 
have pursued these subjects, It Is obvious that we must 
seek help, for what we intend to do, from what has been 
said by our precursors in this matter, whether or not 
those peoples shared our faith. The instrument by means 
of which we acquire sound instruction Is not to be judged 
for its soundness by whether or not it belonged to one 
who shared our religion, when it fu lfils  all the other 

conditions for soundness,1 -

It is obvious, from reading his work, that Khayr al-Din set himself other 

goals than those that he professed; his entire philosophy was simple and 

unchanging, designed not only to protect Tunisia but also the Ottoman 

empire itself at a time when the Empire was becoming a prey to the 

avaricious expansionist aspirations of m ilitary minds in London, Paris, 

S t Petersburg, Berlin, and Vienna.

Moreover, Khayr al-DTn was not turned from his rebellious course. His 

approach was to observe the events around him and study their e ffe c t:

if  we consider the many ways which have been created in 
these times to bring men and ideas closer together, we w ill 
not hesitate to visualize the world as a single, united 
country peopled by various nations who surely need each 
other .The general benefit to be derived from the experience 
of each nation, even when it is pursuing its own personal 
interests, suffices to make it sought after by the rest of 

mankind.20

Khayr al-DTn asserted the importance of a written constitution, which 

he found in his study of history and its effect on the development of 

social institutions:

Actually, i f  we reflect on the situation of those critical
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Muslims and the European actions they approve of, we find them 
refusing to accept tanzfmat and its results while not avoiding 
other things which harm them. We see them vying with each 
other in clothing, home furnishings and such everyday needs 
just as in weapons and all m ilitary requirements. The truth is 
that all of these things are European products. There is no 
hiding the disgrace and the deficiencies in economic
development and public policy which overtake the umma as a 
result. The disgrace is our needing outsiders for most
necessities, indicating the backwardness of the umma in
skills. The shortcoming in economic development is the failure 
to use our country's industries to process the goods we have 
produced, for this should be a major source of gain.
Corroboration of this statement is in seeing, for example, our 
shepherd, or silk farmer or cotton farmer, defying fatigue for 
the entire year, sell the produce of his labor to the European for 
a cheap price, and then in a short time buy it back, after it  has 

been processed, at a price several times higher. 21

Constitutionalism, in the Western sense of the term, might well form 

part of this historical process, but since it owed its characteristics to 

European history, it  nevertheless remained in Khayr al-DTn's pragmatic 

view, an important framework which might be borrowed and transferred 

into Ottomanism. in fact, this was peculiar task of the nineteenth 

century Ottoman world. Khayr al-DTn did not merely proclaim the value 

of these tanzfm at, but he also put it into a wider context, believing his 

peculiar mission to be the laying of foundations for this policy :

However, we would add, in condescending to those who are 
displeased, that the purpose of the tanzfmat is not 
restricted to deciding individual lawsuits in the impartial 
manner to be hoped for.There are other interests. Among 
the most important is a general ordering of policy which 
would restrain the hands of the governors from tyranny.
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Now how Important Is the harm of delay In Isolated legal 
actions compared with the harm coming from these 
governors having unrestricted freedom of action over 
persons, their honor and their wealth? 22

When re-examined in this light, his philosophical system is seen as a 

framework within which room was found for a great deal of 

constitutional observations and penetrating interpretation, almost as if, 

In writing Aqwshi , he had le ft certain blank pages on which the 

twentieth century might set out its political history without disturbing 

the coherence of his book. Khayr al-Din 's professional knowledge of 

history and his experience of the international political arena 

undoubtedly provided him with the material on which he based his 

theories of political reform.

Khayr al-Din believed in the unlimited possibilities of scientific 

progress, as well as in an historical continuity towards a goal other 

than and opposed to the "Cyclical Theory "of ibn Khaldun. This theory 

visualised history as something already established as a series of 

cycles where ail things come round to their firs t beginnings. The 

divergence by Khayr al-DTn from certain views held by Ibn Khaldun, 

particularly the theory that "aggressiveness and oppression are in the 

animal nature of man", can be seen to be expressed in his idea that, 

under a constitutional system of government based on European models, 

men were not liable to become tyrants but would behave in an orderly 

and just manner.

in the light of this view Khayr al-Din modified his theory of a single 

ruler holding power who would crush any potential tyrants. As this 

expression may not convey a very clear idea to the mind of the reader, it  

w ill be well to explain it a little . From his own experiences in Europe,
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he maintained that the power of a ruler ought to be, as we have already 

noted, limited and restrained by secular laws.

Khayr al-DTn pointed out, on several occasions, in his work Aquam that, 

under the rule of political laws there could be continuous beneficial 

development and progress for any Arab society which embraced 

scientific knowledge and social reform. As a statesman who was well 

read in Western culture, he viewed the world in an entirely different 

manner from Ibn Khaldun. He had the ability to put forward the concept 

of the world "as a single, united country peopled by various nations."23 

In comparison, ibn Khaldun who lived in the fourteenth century, 

considered that the world comprised only seven provinces, each of which 

had its own characteristics.

Khayr al-DTn's intentions were more pragmatic than idealistic, in that he 

based his reasoning on the existing political order, both within the 

Ottoman Empire and in Europe, rather than in trying to realize an ideal 

social and political order based on traditional teaching. At no point w ill 

the informed reader find himself at a loss for lack of evidence, 

elucidation or clarity. He was fully aware of his dependence on European 

non-islamic sources, and raised questions which ran counter to the 

prevailing modes of life and thought, but he remained unshaken in his 

belief that:

it is not to be imagined that Europe's peoples arrived at 
their present state because of a marked fe rt ility  or 
temperateness of Us regions, for similar or even better 
conditions are found in other parts of the world. Nor is 
it  due to the influence of their Christian religion.
Although it does urge the enforcement of justice and 
equality before the law, Christianity does not interfere 
in political behavior, because it is founded on the 
concept of retirement from the world and asceticism.
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Even Jesus, upon him be peace, forbade his disciples from 
opposing the kings of this world in what relates to 
politics saying that he did not have dominion over this 
world, for the authority of his holy law was over the 
spirits and not the bodies. Also, the imperfections 
existing in the provinces of the Pope, leader of the 
Christian religion, because of his unwillingness to 
imitate the political ordering recognized in the rest of 
the European kingdoms is a clear sign of what we have

mentioned.2^

This kind of political pragmatism has attracted favorable criticism 

from such modern writers as Carl Brown, Ibrahim Abu-Lughod and 

others. Khayr al-Din learned from Ibn Khaldun "that oppression 

foreshadows the ruin of civilization"25, whatever its previous 

condition, and also the idea of restricting the power of a ruler by 

"rational law" 25 as ahw azic, (Restraint), as a means of preventing 

tyranny. But any discussion of the relationship between the fourteenth 

century scholar and the nineteenth century statesman requires a closer 

analysis.

It would be a mistake to think that this path was the only one along 

which Khayr al-DTn tried to progress. The revival of Khaldunic doctrine 

was no longer possible, as the change in the policy of the Ottoman 

Empire brought with it  new questions and conflicts which crossed the 

boundary of traditional political theory, with its religious bias, into a 

kind of political administration. Whenever it  was possible to do so, 

Khayr al- Din reinterpreted the traditional political institutions by 

adding subtle adjustments which steered the reader towards a Western 

type of democracy. This is the Arab Renaissance aspect of Khayr al- 

Din's thought.
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Unlike Muhammad ‘ Abduh, Khayr al-Din put more emphasis on political 

reform than on moral and educational reform. Using linguistic subtleties 

and attributing his radical ideas to some Western scholar or other, Khayr 

al-Dfn managed to get his message across to his countrymen under the 

very eyes of the Ottoman ruler and the fundamentalist scholars who 

would have brought an early end to his activities if  they had known the 

true significance of his political discourse. He was always ready, 

therefore, to take infinite pains with what he wrote.

Seen in this context, Khayr al-Din made some prudent concessions to the 

accepted opinions of his time. It is in this light that one can understand 

his resolutions. Khayr al-Din, as we have mentioned, relied heavily on 

ibn Khaldun. From him, he borrowed the concept of the need for a special 

person, an ultimate restrainer known as al-w Zzf* who was the 

Important instrument tn maintaining social order and the pursuit of 

justice: A religious appeal without %sabfyyah cannot succeed: "Sod 

never sends a prophet except with protectors from among his people" 

(chapter iii, sec. 6; Rothenthal, p. 322.). So that al-w azi* was seen to 

act as the constraint upon excessive power by whoever would speak out 

to protect the interest of the weak, ibn Khaldun explained that the ideal 

type of person to perform the role of ahw azi* must therefore be one 

who could dominate men and exercise power and authority over them, so 

that not one of them would be able to attack another.

Five hundred years later, Khayr al-Din had consciously to alter and give 

the concept a new sense. He argued that political laws might serve as a 

restraint but they alone would not solve all the difficulties inherent 

within the political structure of the Ottoman world. Thus, human nature 

being what It is, we cannot abandon the idea of the w 3zi*a i-w 5zi* 

(Counter-Restrainer or Restrainer of the Restrainer), because if  the
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person exercising this restraint were left to do as he pleased and ruled 

as he saw fit ,  af-w azi* would become equivalent to a tyrant, “for the 

needs of the community would be neglected". Therefore, it  was 

essential that this restraint should have his restraint in order to check 

him, This sounds at f irs t like an echo of !bn Khaldun's concept, but Khayr 

al-Din's teaching is independent of and very different from ibn Khaldun's. 

He even went so far as to pretend that this wSzl* ahw azt* existed in 

the West in the parliamentary system. Although the British Parliament 

indeed acted as a restraining force on the monarch, and various other 

European parliaments had similar powers, they were far removed from 

the true nature of wazf* a !-w azfc. Why did Khayr al-Din cling to this 

peculiar concept? In his new use of the term, w Szi*al-w Szi* Khayr al- 

Din several times explained the sense he meant to give the word, and it  

was not easy to make all his explanations consistent in meaning. 

However, his re-definition of w a zf'a l-w a z i4' was impelled by the need 

to solve political problems concerning the nature and extent of 

legitimate political power, which indeed did act as a stimulus for those 

who dreamt of a democratic future for the Arabic- speaking world. 

Although Khayr al-DTn did not formally believe in the concept that 

"aggressiveness and oppression are in the animal nature of man", he 

pretended to accept it  so as to emphasize the need for wazi* ahw azi*. 

The evidence for this restraining force in Arab society would, he hoped, 

lead eventually to the acceptance of a parliamentary system and the 

accountability of the ruler to it.

Since the Shari*ah is the restraint upon mankind, the concept of 

w Szi*ahw azi* was in effect a limitation of the Shari*ah when 

applied to a politically defined society - the nation state. By relating 

the al-w azi* to the concept of parliamentary democracy, Khayr al-Din
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was able to have this new eclectic concept accepted by traditionalists 

as well as by secularists. Thus, the presentation of his political 

discourse as being compatible with - but not subordinate to - Islamic 

theology lends to Khayr al-DTn's philosophy a greater practical 

character, leaving considerable room for manoeuvre.

Examination of Khavr al-Dfn’s Theory :

Khayr al-Din’s originality lay primarily in the way in which he put the 

Islamic philosophical inheritance to use in his apologetic work. His 

thinking upon many of the concepts shows care and flex ib ility  in method 

and leaves the reader with a profound respect for the thinker. To 

understand this non-radical approach, we must grasp Khayr al-Din's 

theory of state, which is the most exciting idea he developed. According 

to him, the state, its rulers, ministers and government must all be 

subject to ih tisab  (accountability). However, this brought with it  a 

number of other arguments designed to show that the idea of ihtisab  is 

not an incoherent idea but a truly clear and distinct idea. All these 

arguments depend on a single premise: the Qura'nic injunction ai-am r 

bi-a l-m a* rO f wa-ai-nahy can ai-munkar (Commanding good and 

Forbidding Evil). The ultimate point of Khayr al-DTn's theory of the 

wdzi* was that ihtisab  should be assigned to ahi a i-h a ii w a -a ie aob 

That is to say, he believed that these persons must share the power of 

the ruler, be consulted by ministers of the state and be responsible to 

them and subject to the laws which they keep in their charge. According 

to Khayr al-Din, this had been the aim and purpose of all the reformers 

in the course of Islamic history. All agreed on the ultimate end and 

purpose, but differed on the means by which it was to be obtained, 

in Islamic political theory, these persons had, in the capacity of ahi a i- 

h a ii wa-ai caqb, the power to elect or depose the caliph if he abused
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his powers. In practice, however, ahi a l-h a li-w a -a h * aqd were neither 

elected nor shared power, and they failed to be a directive force on any 

large scale. All of these concepts (w azi*, wazi* ahw azi*} ih tisa b , 

and ah! ahhall-w a-aH aqd) are explained in various places and then 

drawn together into a comprehensive view and finally identified with 

various political institutions operating in the Europe of his day. 

Furthermore, these concepts served Khayr al-DTn's polemics and allowed 

him to raise questions about the nature of Consultative Government. 

Khayr al-Din believed that history supports his contention. His example 

is the course of the Arab and Western countries. By using purely Islamic 

terms, Khayr al-Din managed to convey the history of the European 

parliamentary system in his book Aquam. Nothing of importance 

connected with the subject appears to have escaped his survey, and a 

sim ilar line of argument is employed in his review of Islamic history. 

We read that the freedom of the press in Europe was part of the power of 

ih tisd b , as it  exposed corruption, defended the weak and allowed for the 

expression of public opinion :

The Europeans have established councils and have given 
freedom to the printing presses. In the Islamic umma 
the kings fear those who resist evil just as the kings of 
Europe fear the councils and the opinions of the masses 
that proceed from them and from the freedom of the 
press . The aim of the two [i.e., European and Musiim] is 
the same _ to demand an accounting from the state in 
order that its conduct may be upright, even if  the roads

leading to this end may differ.27

For Khayr al-Din, the question of constitutional rule is itself a Islamic 

question, and in many passages in Aqwam he faces the question with this 

view in one hand and his historical knowledge in the other. He insists on
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this comparative approach at any price, borrows ideas from naqJ 

(tradition), and builds up a rational system, while abandoning the 

orthodox interpretation of some aspects of ah sh a rra h . Thus, the 

revered second caliph cUmar b. al-KhattSb is quoted as uttering the 

famous epigram, "If I go astray, believers, set me right "and being 

answered by one of the Muslims: "By God, cUmar, we w ill set you right 

with the edges of our swords". But it  should also be apparent from this 

study that the reforms that Khayr al-Din advocated were limited in 

nature because the very pragmatism that enabled the Tunisian statesman 

to see the need for new politics also prompted him to make compromises 

with the existing administrative processes which were In the long run 

inconsistent with his aims. He separated politics from theology, and 

based political considerations upon observation and experience. But the 

fundamental weakness of Khayr al-DTn's philosophical approach is that he 

sought to eliminate absolute rule and to achieve a reconciliation of ruler 

and ruled through a theory which on reflection can be seen to be biased in 

favour of traditional views at the expense of new political concepts. It 

is true that he assimilated the new concepts into traditional political 

theory but, at the same time, his theory more often provoked his audience 

towards adopting the new concepts than persuading them to accept 

traditional ones.

There seems no real place in his system for the concept of representative 

government. It is a question which troubled Khayr al-Din himself, as 

appears from a number of passages of his book. However, the 

circumstances that Khayr al-DTn is prepared to describe as constituting 

the granting of political freedom vary considerably from case to case 

"This is because the conditions of kingdoms vary according to the aims of 

their subjects."28 Thus, his political theory is further strained when he
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argues that in granting people unlimited freedom of political expression, 

disorder would result. This opinion is in conflict with his own 

admissions, for he himself stated that to defend this point, he would nave 

to argue that some subjects in the Ottoman Empire lacked allegiance to 

their government. !n this respect, he agrees with what has been a 

dominant tradition in islamic political theory but in detail the questions 

which he raises are of a kind hardly faced by scholars in the Arabic 

speaking world:

This is due to their being constantly subject to 
corruption by foreigners who plant in their chests the 
seeds of 'protection' for purposes which cannot be hidden.
It is possible that the establishment of liberty in the 
way demanded above, before giving consideration to 
those obstacles would merely facilitate these ulterior 
aims. Among the requisites of this liberty is the 
equality of subjects In all political rights, and this 
includes access to the highest state positions. However, 
among the important preconditions for granting this 
freedom is the agreement among all of the subjects 
concerning the interest of the kingdom and the 
strengthening of the state's authority (...) Moreover, the 
subjects of the Ottoman state are divided Into various 
races, and they have different religions, languages, and 
customs. Most of them do not know Turkish which is the 
state language, and do not even know each other's 
languages. Thus, negotiations among them would be 
d ifficu lt if  an assembly were organized from among all 
of their various sects. Nor would it be easy to grant 
liberty to some to the exclusion of others as that would

create disorder.29

This seems to our mind, to be the weakest link in an impressively long 

and weighty chain of his reasoning. The Ottoman bias in Khayr al-Dfn's
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thinking now comes to the fore. His imperialistic advocacy of 

Ottomanism as the key element gained him as many foes as friends, both 

in the Arabic- speaking world and abroad.

He suggested, however, that it was possible to think of improvements to 

the way things are arranged without criticizing the existing condition:

Any activity for this purpose so that conditions are 
improved and a great victory achieved in the domain of 
progress is contingent upon the unity and organization of 
a group from within the umma who are in harmony - 
those learned in the shari'a and those knowledgeable in 
politics and the interests of the umma and well- 
informed both in domestic and foreign affairs and in the 
origins both of harms and benefits. This group would 
cooperate to the benefit of umma’ by furthering its 
interests and warding off its corruptions so that all 
would act as a single person (...) Thus, the politicians 
discern the public interest and the sources of harm while

the c ulama* assure that the action taken in accordance 
with the public interest is in agreement with the

principles of the snarlca (...) if one of the cuiama' 
chooses seclusion and keeping his distance from the 
political leaders, he closes upon himself the doors 
leading to knowledge of these circumstances and he

opens the doors to the oppression of governors.^0

He is criticized by many later thinkers for having taken a weak stance on 

this aspect of freedom. However, he did not misunderstand his sources, 

but in view of his purpose to connect Western institutions with 

selective traditional matters he allowed himself to be somewhat 

tendentious in pursuing this purpose. For instance, the Qur'anic 

injunction of ordering the good and forbidding the evil, was generally
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held to be a fa rd k ifaya  (an obligation that only a sufficient number of 

Muslims can fu lf il ) rather than a fard  4ayn (personal obligation). 

Khayr al-Din may be criticized further in that his ideas concerning the 

sharing of power and accountability to the law are, in the long run, not 

compatible with traditional Islamic theory and practice. He argues, 

however, that if Islamic-Arabic political theory has no corresponding 

word for Chamber of Deputies, the absence of this word must not be

taken to mean the absence of the essence of democracy in the Islamic-

Arabic legal system:

Since the granting of liberty in this sense to all the 
people is most likely to cause a divergence of views and 
result in confusion, the people instead elect from among 
those possessing knowledge and virtue a group called by 
the Europeans the Chamber of General Deputies. We call 
them those qualified to loosen and bind, even though this 
group is not elected by the people. This is because the 
avoidance of the reprehensible in our shari'a is in the
category of those responsibilities which can be
delegated. If some members of the community assume 
the responsibility then the obligation is removed from 
the rest of the community. When such a group is so 
designated this responsibility becomes a stric tly

prescribed obligation upon them. 31

it must be obvious to any one familiar with this kind of reasoning that 

these terms are capable of a great variety of interpretations and may be 

easily interchanged with one another by a careless thinker.

The belief in the necessity of Mashwarah (The Taking of Counsel) was 

constantly hovering before him as one of the most important rules of the 

Qur'an, The concept of Shura was based on the Quranic injunction to 

the Prophet to take counsel with his followers. Guided by this concept,
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Khayr al-Din proceeds to justify  the need for restricting the power of 

the ruler. Using rationalist arguments, he supports his belief in this 

important aspect of Islamic law. His merit in the history of political 

literature lies in his method for classification of problems; he placed 

them in their proper order, one subordinate to another, in modern 

language. He argued that:

It is never permissible that the affairs of the kingdom 
should be given over to a single man with both her 
happiness and difficu lties in his hands, even if  he be the 
most perfect of men, the most balanced in intelligence,

the widest in knowledge.'52

Khayr al-Din, with his immense knowledge, has a multitude of 

illustrations at his finger tips at every turn of his argument Thus, 

demonstrating that mashwara was made a sunnah (A Prophetic 

Custom) by God, which bound all rulers to follow this sunnah, even the 

infallible Prophet Muhammad himself, he goes on to draw a number of 

corollaries from the implications of this sunnah. He thus went very far 

towards solving one of the most d ifficu lt of political tasks. He assumed 

that consultation with the monarch, and the sharing of general policies 

and conduct with him, was recommended in the Qur'an. He takes this 

concept one stage further in accepting the fact that conceivably, certain 

monarchs could justly rule using the aid of a wise minister and without 

ah/ ahha// wa-a/ *aqd\

Nor do we deny the possibility of finding among kings one 
who conducts himself properly in the kingdom without 
consulting those qualified to loosen and bind and is 
moved by the love of justice to seek the aid of an 
informed loyal minister to advise him in complicated
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matters of public in te rest.^

This, of course, Khayr al-Din considered as a rarity because there is no 

guarantee that a monarch is right all the time. He then proceeded to 

expose nature of monarchs and classified them into three different 

types, from which he tried to distance his own theory, py saying that a 

monarch is just in so far as he submits to ih tisa b . Ministers of state 

according to Khayr al-Din also f i t  into this classification.

In the firs t type of monarch "A king might possess complete knowledge, 

love what would benefit the country, and be capable of implementing the 

public interests through discriminating supervision.1* This, however, 

does not settle the matter. The second type “might possess complete 

knowledge but have personal aims or appetites that would prevent him 

from carrying out the general public interests." This answer is s till not 

decisive. In the third category "he might be both lacking in knowledge 

and deficient in executive a b i l i t y . " ^  m the case of the latter Khayr al-

Din broadens his argument, quoting the words of the philosopher John

Stuart Mill to support his case: “the English nation reached its highest 

peak during the reign of George III who was mad". This flowering of the 

English culture was due largely to the fact that his power was shared by 

“those qualified to loosen and bind, to whom the ministers were 

responsible." ^5

This Khayr al-DTn used as an example of ah I  ahha if w a-ai *aqd The 

sharing of power, Khayr al-DTn goes on to show, does not, in any way, 

diminish the power of the ruler. Quoting al-Mawardf on the subject:

This is an illusion which can be dispelled by reading al- 
Mawardl’s Ordinances o r Government. He has said in 
explaining the delegate vizierate, "This occurs when the
imam chooses a vizier to whom he delegates authority
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to administer affairs as he sees f i t  and to implement 
them in accordance with his own independent judgment.
The authority of this tyoe of vizierate is not restricted, 
for God all-High has related the speech of His prophet 
Moses upon him be peace, 'Appoint for me a helper [wazir] 
from among my people, my brother Aaron, increase my

strength with him and cause him to share my task.^6

Again using al-MawardT as his source, he maintains that if the precedent 

of consultation had been established in prophecy, then " it is even more 

permissible for the fm am ate: ^  He condemns as disastrous error the 

belief that by sharing power with the wazfr ah ta fw fq  the authority of 

the ruler would in any way be diminished: "it would be better to share 

power with ah I  ahhai/  wa-aHaqd" because "a plurality of opinions is 

closer to the seat of verity". The writings and sayings of the the mystic 

IbnahA rab i, are used by him to justify  and support his case. Imam AIT, 

the cousin of the Prophet and the fourth caliph, the theologian al- 

GhazzalT, andMu^awiya, the firs t of the Umayyyad Caliphs, are also used 

as examples in the exposition and clarification of his argument. Such 

analysis and quotations provide an indication that Khayr al-DTn was 

more than a statesman, and there is indeed much in his book to show 

that he was weil versed in the legacy of Islam. It is clear that there is a 

large element of a rtific ia lity  in this argument.

in fact, these quotations were an attempt to bolster up his discourse. 

From the foregoing, it is abundantly clear, that Khayr al-Din’s main 

concern was to discover an equivalent to Western political institutions 

within the framework of traditional Islamic political theory. Thus, his 

theory provides a daring stimulus to philosophical inquiry. However, he 

makes no attempt to present an account of the duties of ahl a h ha ll wa- 

a/^'aqd which w ill represent them as more capable of fu lfilling  the role
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he assigns to them.

Khayr al-Dln's attempt to persuade his coreligionists to adopt European 

models in the formation of new political institutions was primarily an 

attempt to release Islamic society from a political state of 

backwardness, Many of his views were expressed with such lucidity 

that when they are read today they seem to De so alive and pertinent to 

our own time that they could have been uttered by a contemporary 

statesman or philosopher. Through his writings, and his important 

administrative work, at the m ilitary school of Ahmed Bey and also as 

the minister of Marine in 1856, president of the Grand Council in 1860, 

minister of finance in 1873, and finally when appointed by Sultan fAbdu1 

Hamid as the Sadrazam (Prime Minister of the Empire) in 

Constantinople in 1878-9, he subtly introduced many reforms based on 

the influence of the West gained from his own direct experience.

Like the works of his contemporaries, Khayr al-Dln's book Aqwam often 

contains references to the political concepts of ahwatan (country), 

masJahat ahwatan (the country's interest) and mahaOOat ahwatan 

(love of country), which were strong motive powers in the stagnant 

conditions of the time. Nevertheless, Khayr al-Din's own views on 

government, rulers and holders of political power were ambivalent. The 

reason behind his hesitation has to be seen within the framework of the 

historical context of the Tunisia of his time.

The combination of selectivity and vagueness to be found in his writing 

presents an obstacle to the modern reader who is attempting to acquire 

a thorough comprehension of his work and of his true attitude towards 

Western institutions. Khayr al-Din knew well that if  his theory 

concerning constitutionalism was adopted, the consequence would be a 

radical change in Arab thinking, which, in turn, would result in a desire
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to be rid of absolute rule.

As a modern thinker of his time, Khayr al-Din was an enthusiastic 

follower of tanzlm at, the policy for reform, which was Introduced, 

during

the period when Sultan Suleyman ibn Sultan Sellm at the 
beginning of tenth century [1495-1591 A.D.] established 
his beneficial qariurt in order to extirpate the means by 
which defects befall kingdoms. In doing this he sought 
the help of the active Vtama and the wisest statesmen 
(...) Sultan Mahmud sustituded the Nizami army for the 
Janissaries and suppressed the provincial princes, the 
so-called eferebey-s, thus stopping the oppressions 
created by these two groups. In !255[1839 A.D.] Sultan 
'Abd al-Majid gave precision to governance based on the 
shari'a by means of the Tanzlmat ahkhayriyya which 
with the assistance of the statesmen and the active

c ulama remain the basis of the state's administration

This passage, like many others, shows the pragmatic tendency of some 

parts of his philosophy. Khayr al-DTn fought almost single-handed 

against the conservatism of nineteenth century Tunisia in particular, 

and the Ottoman Empire in general. Hence It was not t i l l  our time that 

his works would be commonly read with a sympathetic understanding. As 

we read his works, we find that he had the whole of Islamic political 

history in his mind. There is no doubt that he contributed a whole new 

chapter to the history of early Arab modern political philosophy. This 

can be seen in Acjwam, "A Mes Enfants: Memoires de ma Vie Privee et 

Politique" which he wrote in French, between 1885 and 1886, and "Mon 

Programme", which is the French version of a memorandum that he 

presented to SultanfAbd al-Harrud on November 30, 1882.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ariler Lebanese intellectuals.

The most important intellectuals to emerge from the multi-cultural 

society of nineteenth century Lebanon were Ahmad Paris al-Shidyaq 

(1801-87)1, the writer, satirist and political journalist, and Butrus 

al-Bustanl (1819-83)2 the eminent lexicographer, savant and 

journalist The philosophical approach of both these thinkers 

represents a personal search for a spiritual and intellectual 

understanding of their own lives and that of their fellow Arabs within 

the context of the troubled divisions of their own homeland and the 

growing political and m ilitary involvement of certain Western Powers.

It w ill be shown that their philosophical conclusions were inspired 

by the liberal ideas of Western thought as a direct result of Western 

involvement In the Lebanon. This, however, does not explain the rise of 

a cosmopolitan culture centred in Beirut, even taking into account the 

political and educational influence of American and European 

missionaries. But I must again remind the reader that the dynamic 

activism of these early scholars may perhaps be better accounted for 

in terms of the necessities imposed upon them by their own divided 

environment than by their Western orientation.

In the case of al-Shidyaq, his extensive travels resulted in his 

producing the majority of his work outside his native country. The 

Western influence is seen also in the life  and work of Butrus al- 

Bustanf, who for most of his life  was connected with the American 

Christian Missions.

Before any discussion of the life  and work of these important
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Lebanese philosophers, it  is pertinent to digress somewhat and 

examine, in brief, the historical background of the Lebanon and the 

various historical events which formed the character and culture of 

the people themselves.

THE BACKGROUND TO CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT IN 
THE LEBANON.

One fact is generally accepted, that the Lebanon had an open and 

reasonably tolerant society which developed the ability to cope with 

various changing circumstances. This capacity for adaptation to 

change constitutes a fundamental characteristic inherent in the 

cultural development of the Lebanon. Diversity, based on a number of 

differing sects and faiths has given it characteristics not shared 

with other countries in the Middle East. Because of the diverse nature 

of Its society, it  has valued the principles of liberalism and tolerance 

as perhaps the only way of maintaining its integrity and social 

cohesion. It is said that the crusaders received, during the 12th and 

13th centuries, support from the Maronites, and there were revolts 

against the Mamluks during their period of domination in the 

following two centuries. We could point out that the motive dictating 

their actions was, in the last analysis, the need to maintain their 

independence. Even under the Ottomans, who Invaded in 1516-17 and 

held nominal control until 1918, local families, such as the Ma'n and 

Shihab, succeeded in keeping considerable autonomy.

in a more recent historical context, during the firs t decades of the 

nineteenth century in 1831, Lebanon, as an Ottoman province, had to 

face a m ilitary invasion. This time it was that of the army of ibrahTm 

Pasha, the eldest son of Muhammad ‘All of Egypt. The army of IbrahTm
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Pasha was able to penetrate into the very heart of Lebanon and to hold 

all the main strategic points, as far south as Palestine, He was 

assisted in this expedition by a redoubtable ally, the Amir Bashir 

ShihabT, who as reward, for his brave endeavors, was allowed to 

remain in Lebanon as the titu la r ruler over the areas which had been 

seized.

This invasion may be seen as an attempt by IbrahTm Pasha's father 

to compensate for his recent naval losses in Greece and also as the 

price for assisting the Ottoman Sultan in the suppression of the 

Wahhabi Movement in Arabia.3 Muhammad *Alf had strong economic 

reasons for going into Lebanon and Syria. He needed wood for his 

naval dockyard and hoped to find coal for his industrial schemes.

Muhammad CA1I had started meddling in Lebanese politics when he 

Intervened in 1822 to secure the Sultan's pardon for'Abd allah Pasha 

of SI don and the Arnfr Bashir of Mount Lebanon who had been involved 

in fighting with the Pashas of Aleppo and Damascus.

in Egypt, fifteen years prior to these events, Muhammad *A1I had 

carried out a similar policy of subjugation and seizure of the wealth 

of the state, with considerable success. However, the attempt by his 

son to repeat this policy in the Lebanon met with a different outcome.

During his nine years governorship, IbrahTm Pasha attempted to 

adopt a policy Identical with that which his father had carried out in 

Egypt, by exploiting the resources of the country. This he did by 

raising taxes to about three times their existing level and 

monopolizing trade in silk and soap, which comprised the main 

commercial wealth of Lebanon. The economic burden of these levies 

was borne with fortitude by the Lebanese people. But when ibrahTm 

Pasha attempted the forced disarmament of the Druze4 and the 

imposition of general m ilitary conscription throughout Lebanon and 

Syria, the Druze revolted violently.

In comparison with the social structure of the Lebanon, Egyptian
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society may be considered to have been at that time relatively

homogeneous. The majority of the people of Egypt were Sunni Muslim

whilst the remainder comprised Coptic Christians and Jews.

Whereas, in the Lebanon, the mutual misunderstanding and the 

ambivalent attitudes among its different groups, among other things 

as a result of European intervention, were the main factors that 

served to undermine the internal unity of the country, allowing 

Ibrahim Pasha's invasion to meet with no serious resistance except by 

semi-regular soldiers which composed the Ottoman garrison.

The region which had, previously, constituted Turkish Lebanon was 

then further politically divided by the policies of France and Britain 

who had, in the meantime, intervened under different pretexts. 

Britain, on the one hand, supported the Druze in their fierce

resistance against IbrahTm Pa~sha, whilst France on the other 

intervened in order to protect the Maronite Christians and allied 

themselves with Ibrahim Pasha without any reference to Lebanese 

interests. The Russians also continued to favor the Greek Orthodox.

IbrahTm Pasha who, for the nine year period of occupation, was in 

H itti's phrase, a thorn in the side of the Ottoman Empire, had, 

indirectly, caused a political situation which in the long term, had a 

far greater effect on the future history of the Lebanon than his own 

m ilitary incursion. It may be said that the European involvement 

really began at this time. This period in Lebanese history has been 

the subject of much published research.5 There Is no need at this 

point to elaborate further on the subject.

Such then were the tensions with their far-reaching implications 

which led to the eventual expulsion of Ibrahfm Pasha from Lebanon. 

Unwittingly, by invading the Lebanon, he had stirred up a hornet's nest 

and had aroused the wrath of the Great Powers, and what had seemed 

to him to be an easy way of securing power and wealth proved in the
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end to be a disaster for his army. In order to prevent what was, in 

effect., the establishment of an Egyptian colony for Muhammad cAlf 

with the consequent threat to European interests, an allied fleet 

arrived at Beirut on August 14th 1840. in addition to the British 

fleet of 21 vessels there were 6 Austrian ships and 24 Turkish 

transports.

The withdrawal of Ibrahim Pasha's Egyptian army left a power 

vacuum into which was drawn the militancy and aggression of the 

Druzes who, in 1860, committed a series of outrages in which a large 

numbers of Christian Haronites were massacred.

These events led to the armed intervention by the five principal 

European Powers, chiefly by France, in an attempt to restore order. 

These Great Powers, who for different reasons, were watching the 

situation as it developed, exercised diplomatic pressure on the 

Ottoman administration to form an agreement called the Organic 

Regulation, which established an autonomous government in Mount 

Lebanon in 1861, even though the Ottoman government had already 

restored order.

This "autonomous regime" was administered by a Maronite 

Christian, who had been approved by the Five Powers and held the post 

of M utasarnf (Governor) directly responsible to the Sublime Porte 

and assisted by an elected administrative council representing the 

various religious communities, and gendarmerie recruited locally. 

This meant the removal of the former Turkish ruler, who had been 

approved by the Sublime Porte.6

This established an equilibrium between the interests of the 

notable Druze and Maronite families, as an attempt to smooth over the 

varying conflicting interests of these feudal families which had 

radically altered after the departure of the Egyptians. Among other 

important provisions or the organic Regulation were the declaration 

of equality before the law and the formal abolition of feudal
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privileges.7 This, in turn, created a balance in which all the factors 

concerning the political stability of Lebanon were dependent on the 

involvement of the interested European Powers.

Contrary to a view widely held, Lebanon in the nineteenth century 

did not enjoy a position of political isolation from Great Power 

interference, but was subject to a process of fragmentation by 

international rivalry. Any change m Lebanese politics, therefore, 

could not be brought about by the w ill of her own people, as they were 

not in a position to be masters of their own destiny and had not yet 

developed the concept of nationalism, a concept which was not 

properly to establish itse lf until the end of nineteenth century. Being 

a small country it was, and s till is, dependent upon and influenced by 

both international and regional political events and power shifts.

In Lebanese history, the best known statesman was al-AmTr Fakhr 

al-DTn al-Ma'hf N, who was prince of Lebanon, during Ottoman rule, 

and reigned, between 1590 and 1635,® over an area from Antioch in 

Syria to Safad in Palestine. Fakhr al-Din almost succeeded in 

creating an Independent state, organizing a regular army and 

establishing close relations with the Medici Dukes of Tuscany. It 

seems that his relationship with these Dukes was combined with a 

secret m ilitary agreement against the Ottomans. In 1613 the Port 

compelled him to take refuge in Florence in the court of his ally 

Cosimo II.

Fakhr al-DTn benefited from the experience of having lived in Italy 

for five years between 1613 and 1618,9 when he was eventually able 

to return. However, he was defeated and deposed in 1635 by the 

Ottomans, who executed him. His reign was prosperous, and to some 

extent, encouraged good relations with European countries (Florence, 

Venice, and France) in the area of trade which flourished at Beirut and 

Sidon. Agriculture was also encouraged, in particular the culture of 

olives and silk, and he promoted the adoption of certain Western
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ideas in relation to education and social change through:

invited engineers, architects, irrigation and agricultural 
experts from Tuscany...of more enduring value was the 
permitting of European Catholic missions to settle in the

land and carry on their educational and religious workJ0

al-Amir Bashir ai-ShihapT n (ruled 1804-1840) (Zaydan, 

fiashaM r, pp. 58-70.) an ally of IbrahTm Pasha is also remembered, as 

having brought about some positive beneficial changes to Lebanon. He 

encouraged good relations with several European countries and 

promoted trade with them. He also, through this European influence, 

introduced some minor social improvements and promoted European 

education. He also encouraged medical sciences by sending a number 

of Lebanese students in 1837 to the firs t medical school in the 

modern Arab world, ahOasr ah 'ayni founded in Cairo by Bashir's 

friend, Muhammad cAli (Bashir's exile in Egypt was between 1821- 

1822), a school run on Western lines.' ]

In an attempt to appease the Maronites, al-AmTr Bashir adopted 

Christianity. Owing to his patronage and his religious toleration, 

many scholars and men of letters were encouraged to pursue their 

intellectual interests. The most distinguished was the famous 

Lebanese scholar Shaykh NasTf ai-Yazijf (1800-1371 )J2  renowned 

for his book Majma^ ahbahrayn (Confluence of the Two Seas). al- 

Yazijf promoted a remarkable renaissance in the field of literature.

Under IbrahTm Pasha's rule, French Jesuits were allowed to return 

to Beirut in 1831 and encouraged to establish several schools in the 

Lebanon. When the Jesuits landed in Lebanon in 1831, there were 

three of them: the Italian Father Ricadona, the French Father Planchet, 

and the German Brother Hans from Hanover The best known of these 

educational establishments founded was their Universite de St Joseph 

in Beirut, created in 1875.
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Even in the area of education, there is evidence of foreign 

rivalries. The American Presbyterian Mission, which arrived in Beirut 

in July 1823, and brought the 6ospe1 back to its birthplace, 

established a printing press some eleven years later. This was done 

under the direction of the scholar Pliny Fisk, who had been dispatched 

by the American Board of Commissions for Foreign Missions to Beirut 

in 1823. Their work culminated in 1866 with the foundation of the 

famous institute the Syrian Protestant College, which became in 

1920^ the world famous the American University of Beirut. The 

alteration of the University's name does not seem at firs t to be of any 

particular significance. But it is quite possible that the alteration of 

the name intended to characterise it as an institution in which the 

teaching of secular subjects and the adoption of a secular trend were 

to be the guiding rules of study rather than what had been the case 

before. The University was to become the intellectual centre of the 

Lebanon and remains so until the present day. Among its f irs t 

graduates was ShiblT Shumayyil (1860-1917),

it  soon became apparent to the Lebanese people that active 

competition existed between the Jesuit Missionaries and the newly- 

arrived American PresbyterianMission. Neither the American, French 

nor British governments had a unified policy towards the 

missionaries' activities; nor did they have a good relationship at firs t 

with the missionary institutions in their own countries. Disputes 

between the French government and the Jesuits at the outset of their 

ventures is exemplified in many memoranda in the archives of the 

French government. The missions in itia lly  aimed to establish schools 

and so instill their own culture in the young in order to create an 

intelligentsia of their own choosing.

Some time after the Crusades, the Maronite Christians became 

Catholic and united to the Pope In Rome, while retaining their own
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liturgy. A Maronite seminary had been established in Rome in 1584 by 

Pope Gregory XI!!, which was later to produce many famous native 

Lebanese theologians, historians and writers, like istlfanus al- 

DuwayhT (1629-1704), the author of Tarlkh af-azm inah (The History 

of the Epochs), and Yusuf Sam4an al-Sam^nT (1687-1768), who 

represented the Pope at the Maronite synod held at Luwayzah, 

Lebanon, in 1736, the synod which sealed the union between the 

national church of Lebanon and the papal see.

This historical connection with the Church of Rome and the 

Jesuits, and at an earlier date, the capitulations granted by Ottoman 

Sultan Sulayman the Magnificent (ruled between 1520 and 1566) to 

Francis I (1494-1547) in 1535, supplemented by later privileges and 

concessions, allowed the French to maintain and strengthen their 

political involvement in the area throughout the nineteenth century.

It is a delicate task to summarize what Lebanon owes to 

missionary activity. Before this activity, books had played no great 

part in the development, dissemination, and transmission of culture 

from generation to generation. Now thanks to it  they became most 

important. The American missionaries seem to have had a rather 

more liberal policy than their French counterparts. This is reflected 

in the publications of the French Jesuits, who, because they printed 

their scholarly works in French or Latin, had litt le  influence, whilst 

the American Presbyterian Mission adopted a policy designed to be 

popular. It promoted the publication of their various works including 

school-text books using Arabic, in the firs t year of its establishment, 

the American University of Beirut, contained sixteen students from 

Beirut, twelve from Mount Lebanon and one from Tripoli, while its 

teaching staff numbered three with Arab dress who taught in Arabic.

it is noteworthy that the Jesuits began their teaching in Arabic
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and Italian, the former because It was the native tongue of the 

inhabitants, and latter because It was the language of the 

missionaries. But some changes in their relations led in 1848 to tne 

adoption of French as a teaching medium in their schools and to apply 

a curriculum similar to that In France.

A quotation from Daniel Bliss, president of The American 

University of Beirut, at the opening ceremoy, makes this clear:

A man white, black or yellow; Christian, Jew, 
Mohammedan or heathen, may enter and enjoy all the 
advantages of this institution for three, four or eight 
years; and go out believing in one God, or in no God. But It 
w ill be impossible for anyone to continue with us long 
without knowina what we believe to be the truth and our

•V

reasons for that belief.14

Despite differences concerning educational policy and curriculum, 

there were many points of agreement between the Americans and the 

French. The American Presbyterian Mission Included men of action 

rather than of contemplation. Through the works of Cornelius Van Dyck 

(1818-1895), among others, various problems and topics were tackled 

on an entirely new scale; in a scientific manner and on the basis of 

rationality.15 Among The most important of his works are a h tljr 'S t 

ahw acff'ah , (The Clear Mirror) a manual of general geography. (Beirut, 

1871); Elements of algebra. (Beirut, 1853); and ahNaQSh f f  a h h a ja r, 

a treatise on natural science consisting of 5 parts. (Part 1. Natural 

Philosophy. II. Chemistry. III. Physics. IV. Physical Geography. V. 

Geology), (Beirut, 1886-7). Their missionary and educational work was 

to play a part in the Arab Awakening which took place at a slightly 

later date.
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and education, the American influence attained an intellectual position 

of such prominence that it can in no way be regarded as a mere by­

product of the intellectual life  of the Lebanon, it gave additional 

impetus to the firs t nationalist aspirations in the country, which 

accelerated the passion of revolt against the Ottomans. The Lebanese 

scholar Edward Ativah, in his work The Arabs wrote :

But the Arab revival, though largely launched by 
Western agencies, did not derive its inspiration solely or 
mainly from the West. The Arabs had, in their own 
language and past culture, a great and stimulating 
heritage on which to draw for the revivification of their 
faculties, the restoration of their self-respect vis-a-vis 
both the Turks and the Europeans, and, above all, the 
recapture of their sense of identity as Arabs. It was in 
this field that the Americans rendered their greatest 
service to the Arab peoples. They helped the Arabs to 
rediscover their past by laying the greatest emphasis on 
the revival of classical Arabic and its adaptation to 
modern needs, and on the printing and dissemination of

Arabic books.56

The factors and forces which have woven the pattern of this new 

intellectual venture were numerous and varied. Among them was that 

both American and French missionaries used their medical clinics not 

only to provide medical services but also to gain access to certain 

sectors of the population to proselytise them, especially the womenfolk, 

whose freedom to go out was restrained by social custom.17

The European and American missions, in the Lebanon and many other 

parts of the world which came under European influence, did, whether or 

not by intention, manage to give their respective governments, through
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true to say that the principal motivation of the missionary groups' 

educational policy was a religious one, in that their influence was firs t 

fe lt among the Greek Orthodox, from whose converts was organized in 

1848 an independent church al-Kamsah ahfnjiJiyah a h  Suriyah (The 

Syrian Evangelical Church), as well as from Maronite communities. But 

for the most part they were not sympathetically received, largely as a 

result of the efforts of the Maronite patriarch, it  is recorded that the 

latter reacted strongjy to their activities and issued two manifestos, 

firs t in 1824 and again in 1829, ordering members of the Maronite 

community to avoid all contact with them, whether religious or 

temporal.

But, in the long run, the missionary schools were set up as an 

alternative rather than as a complement to indigenous educational 

practice. Thus, Protestant and Catholic missionaries further fragmented 

the Syrian religious mosaic by fostering splinter sects. This educative 

process created a serious problem for the development of a specific 

Lebanese national identity, in that the class formed in association with 

the "new culture" was drawn largely from one faith, namely Christian, 

which resulted in a new political dimension within Lebanese society. 

This may be too general a statement for strict accuracy, but it  helps us 

to understand roughly what happened in the Lebanon.

French merchants found it natural to select as local assistants 

people who were not only Christians but also sympathetic to the Catholic 

faith; traders thus joined missionaries in providing a powerful incentive 

for Orthodox individuals to break away from their community and enter 

the growing Greek. Catholic Church. When Lebanon returned to Ottoman 

rule in 1840, many Muslim artisans and merchants were ruined by the 

very trade with Europe which enriched their Christian neighbours.
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Muslims were falling behind the Christians in education, for the Ottoman 

administration was slow to extend modern schooling methods to its 

province. This was to have tragic consequences and is of such 

importance that It is worthwhile seeing how it came about.

Missionary education prepared this sector of the Lebanese 

population for leadership and was designed to f i t  people into a world 

different from the one in which they were born. The peculiar teaching of 

the missionaries does not enter directly into our scope, but some of Its 

influence was destined to exercise an incalculable role in the formation 

of modern Lebanese thought. Between 1871 and 1883, for example, 

sixty-two doctors graduated from the American University of Beirut, 

most of them Christians from Mount Lebanon, among them, one Muslim 

and three Druzes. P, H itti states :

The emphasis in missionary work gradually shifted 
to education In all its aspects: liberal, scientific, 
professional and technological. It was soon realized by 
the people that education of Western style enhanced 
personal prestige and increased the earning power of the 
recipient. It opened up new avenues of work at home and 
abroad hitherto unknown. French and American schools 
flourished throughout the land. Normally an infiltrating 
culture hits firs t the city folk and among them the upper 
or middle class. The country folk gets it  second-hand, 
filtered and adapted. But in this case such picturesque 
Christian villages as Suq al-Gharb, al-Shuwayr and 'Ayn 
Waraqah offered special attraction with welcome relief

from the summer heat in cities.1 ®

This missionary activity was not confined to the Americans and 

French:
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The other evangelical agencies at work In Beirut are 
as follows: The Deaconesses’ Institute, conducted by the 
Sisters from Kaiserswerth, Germany, containing an 
orphanage with 200 pupils, and a boarding-school for 
higher education; the British Syrian schools, 
superintended by Mrs. Mentor Mott, which comprise a 
training-school for teachers, six day-schools, and a 
school for the blind, in all of which are taught about 1,
000 scholars. The Established Church of Scotland 
conducts a boys’ and a girls ’ school for Jewish children, 
and Miss Taylor, of Scotland, conducts a school for 
Moslem and Druze g ir ls J9

The British Rev. William Fulton, in turn, wrote, in 1907, inspired by 

missionary experience in India, the following:

The continuance of the cleavage of East and West is due 
as much to the Western mode of approach as to the 
apathy of the East. The prime fault of the Western is his 
attempt to Europeanise the Asiatic. This is a false end.
Not that Christianity is offered, but that i t  is offered in 
the form of the West; after its  ideas have passed through 
the personality of the West. And the curse of the 
missionary system is the desire to make the converts not

only Christians but English.20

Beginning of Critical Secular Thinking
However, in considering the progress of Western expansion in the 

various Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire and the role played by the 

missionary establishments, particularly in the field of education, it  

remains a fact beyond contention that Lebanon was to benefit the most,

Again, i t  should be emphasised that the policy of using the Arabic 

language both spoken and printed for educational purposes by Protestant 

missionaries led to a gradual renaissance in the literary arts and
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towards the creation of a sense of national identity, particularly 

amongst the educated and literate section of the community. This new 

intelligentsia soon found something else to do, for it  was set on a new 

venture of freedom and human dignity.

The result of this process had, in many ways, a less than beneficial 

effect on the government under the control of IbrahTm Pasha as he had 

no means of defending his position against the various factions. The 

Maromtes, the Russian and Greek Orthodox, the Sunni, 3hi*a and Druze 

Muslim sects, all, in some way, resisted his occupation and each was 

soon supported by one of the Great Powers, Russia, Great Britain, or 

France.

The concept of nationalism was not as yet crystallized with the 

Lebanese, who were more inclined towards the expression of religious 

and factional loyalty than towards a unified national identity. This 

phenomenon became, as we have pointed out, apparent only after the 

arrival of foreign missionaries (American, British, and Italian), who 

deliberately fostered divergent ends among the Lebanese groups for 

their own interests. The Lebanese who were only gradually to become

aware of this kind of political manipulation adopted at least the

posture of a national unity:

The poor Jews and Christians of Damascus revived on 
seeing the yoke removed; and, to the honour of Ibrahim 
Pasha's government, it must be recorded, that, in a few 
days after our arrival, he ordered, with equal liberality 
and justice, that Jews and Christians should be placed in 
all respects on an equal footing with Moslems, being
permitted to ride in and about the city, and to wear
white turbans. This act of justice is entirely due to the 
government of Mehemet Ali, under his son Ibrahim; and it 
is amazing to me that it was either not known or not
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appreciated in England and other parts of Europe, perhaps 
from ignorance of the value of those privileges in the 
East, or of the existence of a dif f erent system under the 
former dynasty.—

The tolerant policy followed by Ibrahim Pasha in allowing these 

Western influences into the country resulted, paradoxically, in a 

powerful impetus in an increasing sense of national feeling, among his 

Lebanese subjects, such a strength as was unknown in Lebanese 

history. This was, among other things, to lead indirectly to his 

downfall.

It was the Lebanese rebel Tanyus Shahln (1815-1895), a former 

blacksmith, who gave the national feeling its  socio-political 

foundation, in 1858 Tanyus Shahln.22 led a number of Lebanese 

peasants into open revolt, the third "ammfyya This Shahln Revolt was 

primarily directed against the peasant-master system, and as such 

was designed to overthrow the existing feudal system as the order of 

the day. Shahln directly challenged the authority of the feudal princes. 

At the outset of the revolt in 1859 the insurgents turned on the 

wealthy family of the Khawazin, drove them out, and seized their 

property. Tanyus set up a short-lived peasant republic in Kisarwan, 

with himself at its head. The liberal character of the Shahln Movement 

has been recognized by many Arab and orientalist scholars, one of 

whom, Bernard Lewis, writes :

A more definite expression of liberation ideas occurs 
in an account of the revolt of the Maronites of Kisrawan 
in 1858-9, led by Tanyus ShahTne; he is said to have 
aimed at "republican government" {hukuma jum hunyya), 
probably meaning some form of representative
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government. 23

Later, in P.M. Holt's words, this "popular movement for peasant

e m a n c i p a t i o n " , 24 was suppressed by Da’ud Pasha, ruler of Lebanon 

(1861-8). Significant also in this regard is that the area which was 

liberated by Taniyus ShahTn was not Involved in the sectarian conflict 

between his co-religionist Maronites and the Druzes, This gives an 

idea of the standard which politics had attained in Lebanon at that 

time. The armed compaign raised by Shahin was continued by Yusuf 

Karam (1823-1889)25 who lost three successive revolts against the 

Ottomans. After the failure of Karam’s f irs t uprising, he was banished 

to Constantinople, and on the defeat of his second abortive rebellion he 

was exiled further away, in Algeria. He was so popular w ith most 

sections of his country, that the Ottoman authority had its hands tied, 

when it  came to punishing him. On the failure of his third and final 

revolt he was banished even further afield, this time to France. Karam 

wished to make Lebanon independent of Ottoman rule and place it  under 

the leadership of the Algerian prince fAbd al-Qadir al-Jaza’ irf, then an 

exile in Syria. The choice of leader may well have arisen in part on 

account of the protection afforded by the prince to a number of 

Maronite Christians fleeing from Druze persecution during the events 

of 1860, and also because of the experience which he had gained 

through his contacts with a few liberal Ottomans and several 

enlightened Europeans, whom he met in his time in exile. Karam’s 

suggestion, as M. Khadouri remarks, brought the concept of secularism 

nearer to Lebanese consciousness, and to that of the other provinces of 

the Fertile Crescent, than it had ever been before26 During his third 

exile, Karam moved around Europe seeking to return to Lebanon, but 

died in Italy in 1889.
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By virtue of their contacts w ith European and American 

missionaries, Lebanese Christians were more amenable to modern 

ideas than their Muslim compatriots. The majority of the Muslim 

community were reluctant, for religious reasons, to send their children 

to the new missionary schools which taught a culture alien to their 

own:

The Moslems have even so far run counter to their old 
traditions and practices as to open schools for girls, lest 
their Fatimas and Zobeids should learn in our schools too

many verses of the Bible and too many Gospel hymns.27

in this manner, whatever the content of missionary education was, 

one thing remains dear: that the better educated Christians later 

became the natural endorsers of European capitalism and were to 

devote considerable attention to international affairs and to the 

concept of a secular society. Their Western education had made It 

possible for them to attain positions in the administration under the 

Ottomans and later under the French Mandate.

It is relevant here to refer, briefly, to the works of the 

Lebanese scholar Nawfal Nawfal al-Tarabuisf (1812-1887),28 m 

particular, to his article on ''Syria under Mehemet A lt''20 This work 

has special importance-^0 because it recorded the effects of Ibrahim 

Pasha's expedition to Lebanon. Nawfal was himself to suffer when his 

father was hanged by Ibrahim Pasha on a false accusation. However, 

when his innocence was discovered, Ibrahim Pasha tried to make 

amends.

The value of Nawfal's writing is twofold. First, his testimony is 

contemporary and derived from a non-Muslim, Secondly, the manner in
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which he presents his material is as significant as the content itself, 

in his organization of it  Nawfal was among those who set the tone for 

the Arab Renaissance. Besides his own worxs,^ Nawfal also made a 

translation of the Ottoman constitution into Arabic. He is remembered 

as being deputy of his home city, Tripoli, in the f irs t Ottoman 

parliament, which was abolished by Sultan /\bd al- Hamid II in 1876.

Almost no-one appears to have taken notice of the progressive and 

enlightened work of the Lebanese scholar As^ad al-Khayyat (Assaad 

Kayat). al-Khayyat was born in Beirut where he grew up. As a young 

man he came in contact with British missionaries for whom he acted 

as a translator. Indeed it was through his contact w ith them that he 

had the opportunity to v is it England on three occasions, on the third of 

which he became a lecturer on social reform for one of these societies, 

in Birmingham. As a result of these v is its  al-Khayyat stimulated 

interest in his country, and on his return helped to establish the f irs t 

primary school in 1840 for boys and giris in Beirut. This interest in 

Lebanon was strengthened even further when al-Khayyat became a 

naturalised British citizen in 1846 after a third v is it to England.

There he had extensive tours and major contacts w ith British 

missionaries whom he encouraged to pay more attention to the 

educational needs of his country, it  is clear that the peak of his career 

came after the completion of his medical studies in London where he 

had been sent to qualify at St. George's Hospital and Chelsea 

D ispensary,w hen he was appointed Her Majesty's Consul at Jaffa. 

Khayyat's activities, in fact reflected the outlook of the early 

Renaissance of Lebanon, with its zest for knowledge and its 

impatience w ith the accumulation of narrow rules and restrictions 

which former ages had imposed upon human activities, in this respect 

he anticipated al-Bustani, in whom Lebanese rationalism reached its
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highest point.

al-Khayyat was, in fact, the f irs t native of that country to publish, 

in precise and fluent English, an accurate record of his v is it to several 

European countries.

Now, having arrived at Beyrout, after a year’s 
absence and wanderings, ! must recapitulate the various 

countries I had visited—Egypt, Spain, England, France, 
Belgium, Prussia, Bavaria, Austria, Hungary, 
Transylvania, Wallachia, Moldavia, and Turkey; and I may 
boast of being the greatest Syrian traveller in modern 
times, as f have to include Arabia, Isak (sic) [Iraq],
Greece, and Italy 33

To the Lebanese and other Arabs who had experienced social 

degradation at the hands of the Turks, a further indignity, as related in 

al-Khayyat's book, was that that he and fellow Lebanese were referred 

to as Turks by the English:

I employed the time entertaining the parties with 
accounts of Syria, and was astonished at the ignorance of 
most people respecting my country. Some asked me if  we 
wore shoes and stockings,- if  we lived in tents, - i f  we 
ate rice,- i f  we had poultry, if  we were all Turks. Many

knew not the geographical situation of Syria34

It seems that this geographical ignorance was not only confined to 

Englishmen, for, as Dr George Tacmah tells us in al-Nughtan'bun aZ- 

Arati n Amrfka aZ-5Z)amalfyyah (The Arab immigrants in North 

America), where he recounts his experiences as a diplomat in America, 

the American Immigration Department, between 1869-1898, showed 

the same lack of discrimination by not only referring to the Lebanese
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Cypriots, lumping them all together under this grossly misleading 

heading.^5 P. K. H itti, writing a number of years before, Ta’mah notes 

the same fact.36

al-Khayyat's activities were all directed at giving his country what 

it  lacked in educational Institutions. He is also remembered as the 

f irs t Lebanese scholar to succeed In establishing in his own country a 

new type of school not only non-denominational but also non-sectarian 

and outside the old classical tradition:

My firs t step was to establish a school, which was no sooner 
opened, than it  was filled, f had twenty-five boys, ana seven 
girls. The word of God was taught them, as well as plain 
reading and writing, with arithmetic. Among the scholars was a 
lit t le  Druze princess, and some Mohammedan boys. It was a free 
school, and if 1 had possessed the means 1 might have had a 
hundred boys..,! employed a pious, but rather humbly educated 
clergyman, to go and teach young ladies in their own houses; for, 
according to custom and law, they cannot go out after they 
cease to be children. The priests and medical men are the only 
people admitted into the inner houses. ! was determined to 
effect the emancipation of the ladies, that they should be 
allowed to join the gentlemen in society, and I resolved that my

own family should set the example.^?

He is also recognised now as a pioneer propagandist in the field of 

education for females, their social advancement and gradual 

emancipation:

The excursions I made through the country, and the 
intercourse l had with the natives, satisfied me that great 
improvements are in progress. The th irst for education is 
astonishing: the breaking down of prejudices, and their
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consequently resolved to sacrifice a few years in the cause, 

and my chief aim was to promote female education

al-Khayyat went on to explain the obstacles which might arise 

applying his plan of female education:

There are two classes of people who can begin the 
instruction of females in their apartments, ecclesiastics and 
medical men. The former, how ignorant soever they may be, are 
highly respected, - their hands are kissed, they take the highest 

’ seats, and are called abuna, or ‘our father;'1 and the latter are 
greatly exalted, though they may be no better than quacks. I 
sought out the most enlightened men in the country, and tried to 
induce them to teach the females in their respective 
apartments; and the result was very gratifying. Many who would 
not listen to any argument in favour of a woman being taught to 
read, were not prepared to contend the point with a minister of 
religion. The great barrier that had hitherto excluded that sex 
from society and mental cultivation was rapidly giving way, and 
a few able, courageous men were alone required to hasten its 

fa ll.39

He was one of the firs t to advocate the removal of the veil:

After this speech, some looked pleased, some 
perplexed, but all remained standing, for no place had 
been pointed out for the ladies to take off their veils. ! 
continued, "Brethren, now I have shown you my treasure, 
w ill you not let me see what you have hidden under those 
veils? Friends, this barbarous custom of excluding from 
society our mothers, daughters, wives, and sisters, was 
forced upon us in the seventh century." 1 proceeded to 
give them a short outline of the history of our country, as 
connected with this system of seclusion. No sooner had I 
finished, than some of my guests told their wives to take
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o ff their veils, and the word was hardly pronounced when 
the ladles threw them aside. The great wall of ages was 

pulled down

There is no real evidence to show that al-Khayyat converted to 

Protestantism, although he himself had largely Protestant leanings in 

some of his views. This is evident in his own statement:

This was a most favourable opportunity for 
interesting these two prelates in the cause of education, i 
gave them a detailed account of England and the 
Protestant Christians; and I tried to impress them with a

conviction of the sincerity of Protestant Missionaries.^

On another occasion he returned to this affa ir and explained that:

This Church has been called the Eastern; but it  might, in 
consequence of her protesting against the errors of the Church 
of Rome, be designated Protestant in the true meaning of the 

word. 42

He continued:

In consequence of these efforts on the part of the 
Protestants, the Jesuits became very active, forming 
colleges, visiting the sick, and doing all in their power to 
extend their creed. On the other hand I was resolved to 
exert all my influence to prevent them from gaining 
access to our people, which brought upon me their 
vengeance, and the anger of their adherents. A Roman 
Catholic, half Englishman and half Levantine, but of 
considerable influence, took a particular dislike to me, 
and it w ill soon appear how he shewed it.
I fe lt now more than ever the necessity for well- 
educated men of our community taking the lead in 
schools and elsewhere, to make a stand against the
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efforts of the Jesuits, and that young men thus employed 
ought to possess great abilities and superior education, 
to be able to contend with the Romanists. I therefore 
sent to England, firs t, .Abdallah Azar; second, Antonino 
Ameuny; third, my own pupils Abdallah Araman... that 
those who had promised to educate such a number of 
Syrians, would now come forward. Other Syrians, 
encouraged by my example, went to England also for
improvement.4^

Along with Nawfal's, al-Khayyat's work represents a fascinating 

record of events and personalities of the formative years of European 

political and educational penetration into Lebanon, during and after the 

Egyptian Expedition. "What was the object of this war?" al-Khayyat wrote:

It was to drive Ibrahim Pasha out of Syria, it was to 
drive out the best government the country had had for 
many years. Syria was wretchedly governed before his 
time, and it  was he who gave liberty to Christians and 
Jews. He entered Syria with a great army in 1831, and 
was welcomed by the whole Syrian population of all 
sects. He wisely secured the cooperation of the Emir 
Bashir, the best governor that ever ruled the people of 
Lebanon and the mountainous district...For two years 
Ibrahim imposed no new taxes; he was satisfied with the 
custom-house duties. He gained the love of the people by 
making all equal in the sight of the law, Mohammedan, 
Christian, Jew, Druse, Metwali ( Mutawali: nickname for 
Lebanese Shi'i), Anzeir [Nusayri or ‘Alawi] ...He 
established in every town a divan or council to decide all 
public matters; these divans were composed of all sects 
equally, and were subject to his approval of their

decisions 44

al-Khayyat now emerges as more important than any other Arab w rite r
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of this historical period. In his work, we find the firs t positive reaction 

of a contemporary Arab thinker to Western influences :

With all the disadvantages of climate., and dearness of 
living, a man in no part of the world can enjoy greater 
liberty and comfort than in England; and, taking it 
altogether, It Is Indeed a most happy country, the 
constitution is divine! the institutions are glorious! and 
the poorest British peasant has more Independence than a 
prince in many other countries. This, however, was not 
the case in Britain five hundred years ago; quite the 
reverse, it  came by degrees, with the increase of light 
and knowledge; and the same means employed in behalf of 
Syria might in time produce the same results there.
These reflections frequently occupied my mind, and made

me long to work for the good of my own people.45

In Malta, on his way to London, al-Khayyat met his compatriot al- 

Shidyaq:

Through Divine protection, we arrived at Malta, and, 
after performing quarantine during fifteen days, I went to 
Valetta, to the lodgings which had been engaged for me by my 
learned friend, the Arabian poet of the age, Mr. Faces [sic] 
Shediak, of Lebanon, now in the service of the Church 
Missionary Society, under the aoie head of mission, the Rev.
Mr. Shilllntz... This good man knew a great deal concerning 
me from the American missionaries at Beyrout... i opened my 
heart to him on the subject of promoting female education in 
the East, and the absolute importance of native agency; also 
on the duty of Christians in the West to maintain love and

charity towards the ancient oppressed Eastern Christians.45

Although both scholars had similar tendencies and although both of 

them were linked with European missionaries, their relationship was
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very transient, and did not go beyond a seemingly superficial level al- 

Khayyats references to al-Shidyaq are brief and cursory, it was 

natural that this snould be so because of the large gap of orientation 

separating them. ai-Khayyat's main interests were essentially of a 

political nature, as he was interested in political status. He was 

naturalized and granted British citizenship, in fact, he was even 

appointed as their consul in Jaffa. al-Shidyaq, on the other hand, left 

Europe, not because he had failed to secure wealth but as a matter of 

principle. His long-held ambition was to obtain a post at Cambridge. 

His failure to do so, caused largely by the institution's refusal to 

recruit non- British people, prompted his departure to Constantinople.

al-Khayyat visited England in an effort to convince missions to 

establish schools m Lebanon and help in the teaching of Lebanese 

clergymen. At a later date, we read in the periodical ahJirian , about 

the student mission which was sent to England on al-Khayyat’s 

in itiative, and which had, as its particular objective, the study of 

Western medical technique and practice. The secret of his success 

was, among other things, the coincidence of his strong ambition with 

the transition in the Lebanon from the feudal system to a state of 

bourgeois dependence on the West.

The Lebanese intelligentsia were also to play a significant role in 

influencing the process of modernization in Egypt. The dynamic 

activism of these scholars led to an Egyptian revival of Arabic as a 

cultural language47  ̂ by means of the periodicals and newspapers which 

they established in Cairo and Alexandria.

Many of their published works upheld the supremacy of reason, the 

principles of religious freedom and the separation of church and state, 

and rejected the authority of traditional institutions. This "extreme" 

position was perhaps not entirely approved of by the community but
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there was widespread sympathy for such views.48 "Since for a whole 

generation they provided almost the only popular readlng-matter in 

Arabic, they gave the Lebanese an influence over the Arabic-readlng 

public, great although short-lived."49

In the field of politics, there were various developments worthy of 

discussion. The conflict of the new order with the old taking place in 

Lebanon at that time, was, on the whole, sim ilar to events that took 

place in Egypt under Muhammad eAlf and in Constantinople under Sultan 

Mahmud 11.

However, in the case of the Lebanon these events were on a smaller 

scale. To take a very simple example: during the attempt to subdue the 

Rastialiks and subjugate all their local chieftains to his authority, 

Ibrahim Pasha had to use considerable force in order to introduce his 

reforms. He succeeded, for a short period, In breaking the dominant 

power of the Maromtes and also temporarily disarmed the Druze. The 

latter task was accomplished only with extreme d ifficu lty, for 

enshrined In the traditions of the Druze was the basic right of any 

individual to bear arms to protect himself, his family and his beliefs. 

The Lebanese people were not naturally disposed to live peaceably 

under the "usurper", except for those who had opted to become his 

feudal vassals. What they wanted was to manage their own affairs In 

their own country.

The conquest of Lebanon and Syria did not bring to Ibrahim Pasha the 

results for which he had hoped. The Egyptian administration failed to 

achieve any cohesion within the country, and because of this, could not 

be expected to last any length of time. Thus, his ambition to establish 

an empire in the East came to nothing in a way sim ilar to that of 

Napoleon th irty years earlier.
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Foreign power involvement in the Lebanon also proved too much for 

him and under the weight of their interventionalist m ilitary pressure, 

he despairingly made the excuse that he had, for various reasons, to 

return to Egypt. On the 20th May he was allowed to evacuate his 

forces.

What is often forgotten is that Ibrahim Pasha's nine years rule of 

Lebanon was not altogether a negative experience for the people of 

that province. This period may be said to have been regressive from a 

political and nationalist viewpoint, but it  proved to be very rich in 

literature and philosophy. For the f irs t time, too, in their modern 

history, the Lebanese saw that their Turkish rulers could be defeated 

In battle. If their power could be easily contested by an Egyptian 

army, then, Lebanese national resistance to Ottoman rule had become a 

realizable political ambition.

The foreign intervention became the subject of acute political 

controversy among Lebanese groups; since foreign political and 

diplomatic influence had been clearly established, the best possible 

recourse lay in increased co-operation between the conflicting groups. 

It had become obvious that some basis for national unity must be 

found if the Lebanon was to be saved, and that a way out of the 

Impasse could only be found by adopting a non-sectarian approach.

After the massacres of Lebanon and Syria in 1860, the Christian 

thinkers and, to some extent, their Muslim counterparts had to search 

for an end to continuous inter-denominational conflict.

The awakening of national consciousness in such thinkers as al- 

Shidyaq and Butrus al-BustanT served to establish their position in 

modern Lebanese social and political philosophy, and since al-Shidyaq 

rose to prominence before al-BustanT, it  would seem appropriate to
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begin our discussion on Lebanese thought during the nineteenth 

century w ith him.

Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq (1801-1887)

Early Years:
Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq was born in 1801 at Ashqut in Jebel 

Kasarwan. His family held various offic ia l posts in the service of the 

notables of the centre and south of Lebanon and provided leaders for 

the Maronite community. He received an excellent schooling at the 

Maronite seminary of *4yn Waraqah an educational institute in the al- 

Hadath d is tric t of Beirut, where his parents moved in 1809.

At an early age he showed signs of a literary talent which was later 

to earn him distinction, as a w rite r and poet. When only ten years of 

age, he was composing quite mature poems and had an intense interest 

in lexicography and the indexing of old Arabic words which were not 

generally in use or were of archaic provenance. This studious 

endeavour had its benefits, as it  allowed al-Shidyaq to have a 

command of language superior to most of the thinkers discussed in 

this thesis. This ability is clearly seen in his later books : ahSaq 

■a/a a /sa q  f l  ma huwa al-Faryaq *an ay/am washuhur wa-a *wam f l  

tjjm  ahArah wa-ah% /am  = La vie et les aventures de Fariac: relation 

de ses voyages, avec ses observations critiques sur les Arabes et sur 

les autres peuples._ Paris, 1855.“, and af-Jasus %fa't-qamus (The Spy 

on The Qamus).

To understand the development of al-Shidyaq, one has to consider him 

in the context of his relationship with his four brothers. It is,
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therefore, necessary to digress a li t t le  and discuss these other 

talented members of the al-Shidyaq family.

Tannus, the eldest brother, was a prominent historian, and his work 

Akbbar a l-a '/an  f l  jabaJLubrian (Annals of the Notables of Lebanon), 

is known and respected by modern scholars as an essential source of 

Lebanese history. In his evaluation of this historian, Salibi wrote:

The lay tradition In Maronite historiography, started by 
Duwayhi and developed by 'Aynturini and Shihab, received 
its f irs t mature expression m the work of Tannus al- 
Shidyaq, the f irs t Maronite (and Lebanese) historian to 
deal w ith Mount Lebanon as a unit. His history, Akhblar 
ai-ayan fT  JabaI Lubrian, is not a a chronicle, although 
its  historical sections are related in chronological order: 
it  is a systematic survey of the component parts of 
feudal Lebanon.
Shidyaq was neither an ecclesiastic nor feudal lord. His 
ancestors and his kinsmen had been clerks and household 
tutors in the service of Lebanese feudal families since 
the early seventeenth century. Apart from some private 
tutoring and a year's stay at the college of 'Ayn Waraqa, 
the well-known Maronite college of his day, Shidyaq was 
self-taught. He entered the clerical service of the 
Shihabs as early as 1810, when he was scarcely sixteen, 
and continued to serve various members of the family as 
clerk or household tutor for many years, while earning an

additional living as a merchant.^

The second brother, Mansur became a prominent adviser on commercial 

and financial matters to various elite members of the Lebanese 

community. Ascad, the third brother, born in 1798, was a gifted 

scholar and poet in his own right who worked as a teacher of Arabic 

and Syriac to a group of American Missionary scholars. In support of
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this we can quote his contemporary As'ad Khayyat to the effect that

I wished to add the English language to my other 
acquirements. The Rev. Pliny Fisk, who lived with my 
dear and excellent friend, the Rev. William Goodell, 
kindly undertook to teach me; and so eager was I, that i 
often got to their house before they were up. I remember, 
the f irs t English sentence ! ever heard was from nr.
Goodell, when he knocked at Mr. Fisk's door, and said,
"Assaad is come !" Mr. Fisk, on beginning to teach me, 
discovered that ! knew nothing of my own grammar, the 
Arabic. This brought the good well-known Assand (sic)
[Asa’d] Shediak to the acquaintance of the

missionaries.51

As’ad also, possibly, acted as a translator of Evangelistic pamphlets 

and brochures. According to Hourani, Faris and As'ad were among the 

prominent writers who helped the famous Lebanese historian Haydar 

al-ShihabT in producing material and drafts of his authoritative work 

Lubnan f f  "ahdahuman? ahShihabtyyfn 52 Through the influence of 

the American Mission As’ad embraced Protestantism in 1820. Ghalib, 

the fourth brother, travelled to Egypt in 1827 and served there on the 

financial sta ff in the court of Muhammad ‘A ll for one year, then 

returned to Lebanon to spend the remainder of his life  in various 

administrative posts.

Two of the brothers, Tannus and As‘ad, were strongly to influence the 

development of Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq.

The al-Shidyaq family, as we have noted above, held prominent

positions in the Lebanon, principally with the Shihab Princes. About

1820-21 an unfortunate accident occurred when Tannus and Mansur 

were accused of assaulting two members of the retinue of the Amir
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Bashfr al-Shihab. The family, then, had to flee Beirut for a short 

time. Later, the al-Shidyaq family was to suffer the severe shock of 

seeing As'ad being imprisoned,50 ov the Maronite Patriarch Yusuf 

Hubaysh, when he rebel lea against ms Catholic upbringing ana became 

a Protestant in 1825.54 At that time, embracina Protestantism was 

not merely an act of religious emancipation, but also an act of social 

emancipation. As ad, died in prison in 1830 at the age of th irty-tw o 

years, as a result of this persecution 55

As'ad esh-Shidiaq, a b rillian t young Maronite scholar, 
who had been secretary to the patriarch, gave instruction 
in Syriac and Arabic to Mr. King, author of the locally 
famous " Farewell Letters," which gave his reasons for 
antagonizing the errors of Rome. Shidiaq not only 
polished the Arabic of these letters, but ended by 
accepting the views therein advocated. By the command 
of the patriarch, in the year 1826 he was imprisoned in 
the desolate monastery of Qannubin, which hides in the 
deep gorge of the Qadisha. There he was chained, 
tortured and beaten. The peasants were encouraged to 
v is it his cell, to spit in his face, to call him vile names.
Once he was assisted to escape, but he was recaptured 

and finally died amid the f ilth  of his prison.56

it  is not without reason that he is named by Butrus al-Bustani and 

Colonel Churchill "The Martyr"5? The death of his beloved brother and 

mentor affected the sensitive mind of Faris and represented a 

turning-point in his life.

He too sought solace and refuge in religion, and like his brother As'ad, 

he worked with the American mission and embraced Protestantism. 

The adoption of Protestantism was a means of being able to enjoy the 

freer atmosphere of reformed Christianity, and the change of religion
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made by Faris and his brother must be understood In this sense and no 

other. He Is said to have shown great enthusiasm for the new 

doctrine, it is his honesty and courage which force him to make plain 

what most people try to hide. He seems at one time to have been in 

real personal danger from the hostility of the Patriarch’s men. Both 

temperament and training had unfitted him for any other career than 

that of a scholar. Thus, In 1825, he was delighted to accept an offer 

by the American mission of Beirut to travel to Egypt In order to 

further his Arabic linguistic abilities. (1825-1834).

In this troubled background, Paris al-Shidyaq le ft Lebanon for ever, 

and started a life  of wandering, in Europe, North Africa and 

Constantinople, which was not to end until his death, taking with him 

tragic memories of his native land. In Egypt, he continued a serious 

study of the Arabic language under the tutelage of Nasr allah al- 

Tarabulusf (1770-1840) and Shihab al-DTn al-nalikT (1803-1857). To 

help to pay for his keep, he gave lessons In Arabic grammar to children 

of wealthy migrant Lebanese families resident in Cairo.

It may be said that more than all the Arab thinkers discussed in the 

thesis, al-Shidyaq had a special love and appreciation of his native 

tongue. Although we have no direct reference to substantiate this, it  

may be presumed with a degree of certainty that he took great delight 

in examining the works and commentaries of the ancient Arab authors 

found in book form or in manuscript in the great libraries of Cairo.

His linguistic talents were soon generally recognised and he was 

offered the post of senior editor with the journal ahWacfaT ah  

tftsnyyaf) which was directly sponsored and financed by Muhammad 

7\ii, This journal, as we have noted in the chapter on al-TahtawI, was 

the firs t newspaper in the Arab world.



Thus, al-Shidyaq added the skills of the journalist to that of the 

academic. His experiences in Egypt as teacher and journalist were to 

prove invaluable, and gave him the confidence and ability to establish 

the firs t Arabic newspaper in Constantinople.

Soon after his arrival in Egypt, he married a Syrian lady whose family 

was resident In Egypt. He had two sons by her, Fa'iz "qui devait mourlr 

a Londres.” 55 and S a l i m .59  Later as a mature man, SalTm was to 

follow in his father’s footsteps59 and become an editor of some 

repute of the newspaper ahJawa’fb which was published in Istanbul 

under the direction of his father.

The formative period of the development of al-Shidyaq as thinker 

began in 1834 when the American Mission offered him a senior 

editorial post in Malta, where they had an Arabic press. It was here 

(1834-1848) that he came into fu ller contact with European cultural 

influences which began to extend the range of his vision from the 

Arabic-speaking world.

He assisted an Arab Greek Orthodox priest from Jerusalem f isa Butrus 

in the production of several evangelizing publications issued by the 

American Mission

They were supervised by Christopher Schlienz, Jowett's 
German assistant, recruited from Basle Seminary, and Samuel 
Gobat, a French-speaking Swiss from the same institution.
The Arabic books that were issued fall into two categories: 
those intended for use by native pupils under missionary 
influence, and those designed for literate adults to read on 

their own or to discuss with a missionary or a catechist.^

al-Shidyaq was also to produce several books of his own. Amongst 

these the best known are: Kashf ahmukhabba* ‘an funun Urubba and
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ahMuhawarah ai-unsiyyah ft ahiughtayn ahAraotyyah wa-ah 

wglfziyyah .

His most important experience of European culture may oe said to have 

really started when at the age of forty-seven, as a now mature and 

internationally respected scholar he was invited in 1848 by "The 

Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge", in London to 

revise the Arabic translation of the P entateuch  which had originally 

been carried out by the English Orientalist Sam uel Lee (1783- 

1852)62

a I-Shidyaq completed this task with the collaboration of Lee himself; 

the f irs t edition of the New Testament was printed in 1851, and the 

whole Bible in 1857 it was later found that the translators had 

followed the English Authorised Version, errors and all, which, along 

with an clumsy style, hindered any widespread use of the version. He 

spent the next ten years in London, Cambridge and Oxford. He also 

spent much time during those years in Paris, where, in 1854, like his 

contemporary ai-TahtawT, he was to record, in detail, his impressions 

of Europe and his personal experiences there, which s t ill interest and 

amuse the modern reader.

It is d ifficu lt to pass judgement concerning to what extent al-Shidyaq 

was influenced by his collaborator in translating the bible, Doctor Lee. 

The reason behind this d ifficu lty  can be seen in the following:

The above mentioned person gained a great reputation 
among Englishmen for his knowledge of Oriental 
languages, in his early years, he worked as a carpenter. 
However, once he had passed thirty, he devoted himself 
to study and acquired considerable knowledge, although 

he did not master the languages that he attempted. ^3

Then I travelled to Royston and from there to the village of



Barley, which lay three miles distant from it; i reached it at i i  
o'clock at night, i proceeded to Or Lee's house and found him 
already preparing for bed. He said to me that the Society had 
written to him telling of my coming and that I should go to stay 
at the village inn.
i stayed there overnight, and in the morning he wrote to the 
Society to te ll them that he had arranged proper and 
comfortable accomodation for me. They thanked him for doing

so. 64

in addition to this, al-Shidyaq tells that

Doctor Lee taught Arabic at Cambridge but could not 

properly speak even one sentence of it. 65

Professor Hall, in tracing the history of the Arabic translation of the 

Bible, in a number of articles, says

Between 1840 and 1850, Fares es-Shidiak and Professor 
Lee, under the auspices of the Church Propagation 
Society, made a version of the Scriptures in Arabic, in 
this the mistakes of King James's English version are 
copied. It seems that Shidiak translated from the 
English and Prof. Lee was supposed to reduce it  to 
agreement w ith the Hebrew. This version never came 
into use. It was printed between 1851 and 1857 at

London.^6

He was quite a resolute character and refused to abandon his native 

costume or to remove his distinctive tarboosh. He must have 

presented a flamboyant and colourful figure as he promenaded the 

streets of Victorian London and the boulevards of the Paris of the 

Second Empire .6?
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By now a British subject, he had hopes of being offered one of the two 

Chairs of Arabic at Cambridge University. But in 1854 they went to 

Henry Griffin Williams and Theodore Preston

They do not employ foreigners in these colleges; they 
allow them only to give private tuition to individuals.
They neither understand properly themselves nor do they 
permit others to give proper in s tru c tio n .^

al-Shidyaq strongly criticised the habit of the English academic 

writers of having their publisher lis t their social status, literary and 

academic merits on the covers of their books. al-Shidyaq found this 

habit very offensive and considered it to be essentially an English 

failing:

It is a characteristic inherent in the English to be 
anxious for fame and renown amongst their peers for any 
cause, but especially in matters of learning. If one 
amongst them should know some words of Arabic or of 
Persian or Turkish, for example, then he would insert, 
when writing a book in his own language, everything he 
knows of the foreign tongues, to give the impression that 
he is indeed a linguist regardless of whether he writes 
the words correctly or not. And the title-page of his 
book is embellished by grand-sounding titles, and it is 
stated that he is a member of such and such a society, 
that he has abridged such and such a book, that he Is the 
author of such and such a pamphlet, that he is the 
preacher of such and such a tabernacle, and so on...And if 
you were to squeeze his book completely, you could not

water one thirsty question. ^

To be objective, one should remember that the Arab w rite r of this 

period is not renowned for modesty. Indeed, when one considers Arab
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the name Ahmad as his own.

However, fate was now to De Kinder to him. Whilst in Paris, he had, in 

1353, during the Russo-Turkish war, also written an epic poem of 130 

couplets, which eulogized the Sultan ‘Abd ai-MajTd and the justice of 

his cause. Such was his fame that the Ottoman Sultan invited him to 

Constantinople (1857) and there al-Shidyaq launched an Arabic 

newspaper, a l-Ja w a 'lb  in 1861, which was to continue with 

considerable success until 1884. The essays which occupied the 

pages of this influential periodical were of varying degrees of 

seriousness, and covered a large range of topics; its f irs t priority, 

however, was political, in particular the publication of the offic ia l 

decrees of the Ottoman Empire, and it  was concerned with Ottoman 

policy in general, together w ith social criticism, manners and 

philosophy. This gained al-Shidyaq and his newspaper wide 

recognition among Arab scholars and Orientalists alike.

It must be repeated that as a subject of the Ottoman Empire, al- 

Shidyaq, even though he was born a Maronite Christian and later 

became a Protestant, had been surrounded all his life  with the Islamic 

Arab cultural legacy of which he was proud and to which he was 

sympathetic There was also, we may add, his psychological 

sensitivity towards the Christian clergy whom he blamed, rightly or 

not, for his brother's death. Thus, It was natural for him to veer 

towards Constantinople as a cultural centre, despite his willingness 

to imbibe fresh ideas from European society. He died in 

Constantinople after three years (1887), with the dying wish that he 

should be burled in Lebanon.

In understanding the work of al-Shidyaq, some mention should be made 

of the effect of the influence of various European writers on his



intellectual and philosophical development. The broadening of his 

mind was due to his own openness towards the culture of the European 

countries that he was to v is i t :

Anyone who has known Europe also knows that there is 
really no difference between us and Europeans; neither in 
the power of reason, nor in the power of understanding, 
nor in the power of intelligence ... nor in any other

natural a ttr ib u te /2

it may reasonably be assumed that the firs t, and possibly the most 

constructive influence on al-Shidyaq, apart from his family, was that 

of his adviser and companion, the English scholar J. N i c h o l s o n , with 

whom he worked closely on the translation of the Pentateuch in 1848. 

ai-Shidyaq's relationship with Nicholson was close and he had a 

continuing and rewarding correspondence with him. Through the 

influence of this person and possibly others in the Society, al-Shidyaq 

was introduced to the world of European literature and was able to 

gain a greater insignt into Western culture. His extensive reading of 

English and French literature obviously had a great effect on him, and 

he proceeded to form his own philosophy regarding the improvement of 

the Arab world.

It appears that his favourite writers were Byron, Swift, Goldsmith, 

and Sterne, whose works he studied avidly during his stay in London. 

These authors he mentions repeatedly in his own w ritings /'4 During

his later Paris soiourn, he came into contact with the works of theJ

contemplative poet Lamartine, with whom he afterwards became 

acquainted. He was also fascinated by the accounts of Chateaubriand's 

Travels in America, which appeared in Paris in 1827/5 The works of 

Francois Rabelais (1490-1553), the French humorist, also influenced



him greatly; so much so, that his own, later, writings were criticized 

as following too closely the Rabelaisian style.76 

It may be said that the London Period represented al-Shidyaq's true 

starting-point for the formation of his own individual view of the 

Arab world. It was in London that he came into contact with that new 

phenomenon the "Christian Socialist". al-Shidyaq, now a Protestant 

Christian, was greatly influenced by the Protestants' democratic and 

humanitarian approach to Christianity. The Influence of these 

“Christian Socialists" led him to consider the validity of applying 

democratic principles to the Arab people for their own betterment.

It may be said that al-Shidyaq was not a typical religious theologian _ 

such as Muhammad cAbduh, the Egyptian reformer of a later period, 

who w ill be discussed in a subsequent chapter.. He was not blinded by 

dogma but, remained an Individual thinker:

It is possible to say that the Established Church is one of 
the Diwans of the state. The t it le  Rector of the village 
is much more important than the t it le  Officer of the 
v illage ... it  is more suitable to call him the Chief of the 
town ... One finds that he has the best.-house, servants, 
carriages with a private driver ... and when he ascends 
the pulpit to preach, he advises the poor people to be

ascetic and avoid the temptations of life .77

it is surprising to find Houram, whose authoritative work on Arab 

thought is usually acute, giving an opinion such as "He [al-Shidyaq] 

wrote a description of England and France, less perceptive than that of 

Tahtawl"7® He fa ils to discern the factors which make al-Shidyaq's 

work superior to that of his contemporaries. Unlike al-TahtawTs 

preoccupied vision, al-Shidyaq's is more extensive and includes more
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than one dimension. Not only do his views benefit from his experience 

of France, which country is the only European source of formation of 

al-TahtawTs vision, but he also goes beyond the simple comparison 

between Arab and French cultures. He makes his comparisons, as one 

of his main objects, between Arab culture and both French, Maltese, 

Scottish, and English, on the one hand, and between the cultures of 

these European countries themselves, on the other hand. This is a 

sufficient indication of the scope of his thought, a fact which refutes 

Hourani's conclusion.

Throughout his life  he was a seeker of philosophical truth, as a guide 

to his personal life  and to the development of his own philosophical 

views, along with his fiery attacks on religious institutions. Even 

though born a Christian, as an Arab philosopher, he had sim ilar views 

to nineteenth-century Muslim Arab philosophers with regard to 

upholding Ottomanism. "They [The Ottomans]" says W ilfrid Scawen 

Blunt, in his book The Future of Islam :

were aided in this [to explain the Hanefite dogma of the 
Caliphate] by a powerful instrument, then firs t employed 
in Turkey, the press. A newspaper in Arabic called the 
Jawaib was subsidized at Constantinople under the 
direction of one Achmet [Ahmad] Faris, a convert to 
Islam and man of great literary ability and knowledge of 
Arabic, who already had views on the subject of the 

Caliphate. 79

"al-Shidyaq" wrote Hisham Sharabi:

Came close to forming an idea of Ottoman nationalism 
based on administrative reform and on the brotherhood of 
all subjects within the Ottoman Empire regardless of 

religion or ethnic origin.80
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This can be readily seen in his pioneering approach to the concept of 

the rights of subjects under the Ottoman Turks, He aiso believed that 

the development of any culture could not take place without, firs t, 

promoting the formation of an awareness of national identity amongst 

the peoples of the Arab world. The Arabs had f irs t to oe made fu lly 

aware of their own race, the riant to their lanauaqe and a national
w' -J

homeland. al-Shidyaq believed that religion by itself, Christianity or 

Islam, was not sufficient to provide for the political and social needs 

of any people.

it may be said, in conclusion, that the works of al-Shidyaq essentially 

comprise a detailed description and commentary on the social and 

educational structure of England and France and lengthy descriptions 

of the various cities and villages he visited during his European 

travels. They are unlike the works of al-Jahtawl and Khayr al-Dfn, in 

that he made no attempt to comment on the political systems of the 

countries he visited. The type of “European association" which these 

writers held in high esteem comprised those private organizations 

which were popular in Europe during the second half of the 

nineteenth-century, and dealt primarily with welfare, medical, and 

philanthropic activity.

There can be no doubt that his European experiences were the spring­

board for the formation of the intellectual and cultural maturity 

which enabled him to develop his own individual reforming ideas for 

the Arab world. The European capacity to organize most aspects of 

the business, social and educational life  of the community caused 

amazement among Arab thinkers, who referred to this as the "success 

of European culture" The European accomplishments were seen by 

them as the foundation of a progressive society, They could not see,
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however, that this society was essentially secular, free from any 

influence or interference hy religious institutions. This was perhaps 

not entirely the case in the United Kingdom, where al-Shidyaq may 

have seen the considerable involvement by the Church of England and 

particularly by non-conformist Christians in areas of education and 

charity.

He became increasingly aware of the responsibility accepted by the 

European states in the organization of these aspects of society. 

However, like al-Tahtawl and Khayr al-DTn, he failed to perceive that 

the real success of the Europeans in these fields was due largely to 

the fact that such institutions were essentially secular and were not 

directly controlled by any of the Christian churches. The failure of 

Arab scholars to make a distinction between Western systems of 

Justice, social and commercial organizations and religious influences 

was common in the nineteenth century. This can largely be explained 

by the fact that visiting Arab scholars of the period pre-1801 were 

mentally restricted by the structures of Islamic teaching and the a ll- 

embracing law of the Shan‘ah covering even/ aspect of a Muslim's 

life: social, cultural, educational and spiritual, in the minds of the 

Arabs all these aspects of society were inseparable from the state.

The development of European thought, on the other hand, incorporated 

in its framework Greek philosophy and the Roman legacy along with 

the teaching of the more radical thinkers of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. In particular, the influence of contemporary 

French and German philosophers had generally promoted a more 

secular approach to the organization of social, political and economic 

life. The ability of Europeans to organize for public and private ends, 

as we have seen, was considered by al-Shidyaq and other Arab
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travellers as the touchstone of the success of European culture. 

al-Shidyaq and his contemporary like-minded thinkers went to great 

trouble to make available detailed descriptions of these European 

institutions, but limited their discussion to an abstract interpretation 

of the social and political aspects of the subject, it  becomes 

abundantly clear on reading the work of al-Shidyaq that he failed to 

realize that the actual functioning of the social systems he examined 

was related to, and indeed owed its existence to, the fact that some 

form of constitutional government existed within the societies he 

discussed, it  may be said also that his idealistic proposal that the 

Arab world should adopt sim ilar social, administrative and welfare 

systems and be consequently rewarded with the material and social 

benefit of these was inapplicable. He failed to realize that the 

employment of such Western systems in the Arab world could have 

came about only after a total revolution of the Arab social order and 

the establishment of some kind of elected constitutional government, 

whether in the guise of Ottomanism or some other form.

Although, al-Shidyaq was enthusiastic about all things European, he 

nevertheless found that an immense gulf existed between himself and 

the Christians he met in Europe. He was accepted but as a foreigner, 

rather than as a fellow Christian. He had expected to be treated as an 

equal and as a Christian by those who had the same faith as himself. 

However, he had a different cultural background. This had a 

depressingly negative effect on him, which was reflected in his 

preference fo r Constantinople to Europe. He was aware of himself as 

a foreigner but nevertheless always praised all the positive features 

of European culture which might be beneficial to the Arab world.

Dr Lee, taught Arabic at Cambridge...and In my estimation
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there is no one as well known as him regarding Oriental 
languages. It was his employment at Cambridge which 
motivated me to come to this country. Accordingly, when 
the Society asked the governor of Malta, via the minister 
of foreign affairs, to collect me; i thought my stay would

have been in that city. [Cambridge],

Although he was always conscious of the gulf between East and West, 

he constantly urged his fellow countrymen, in his writings, to v is it 

Europe. Although no clear-cut written evidence exists on his 

contacts w ith European scholars during his stay In England, we have 

reason to believe that he imbibed some of the current influences of 

British philosophy and particularly that of the political influences of 

the activities of the Christian socialist movement. 

al-5hidyaq‘s method of subtly Introducing Western ideas into the Arab 

world made him include in his travel books very detailed descriptions 

of European life, and express critica lly  caustic comments on Arab 

counterparts. In this respect, he was 3 pioneer, for both al-TahtawT 

and Khayr al-Din very rarely ventured into this field, their time being 

almost wholly taken up with the more direct emphasis of political 

reform. The class structure of European life, religion, trades and 

professions, economic power, mercantile and m ilitary 

accomplishments, and the manner and customs of the people were all 

examined in great detail by al-Shidyaq:

These people [the English] can be divided into five 
classes. The f irs t class includes the princes, ministers, 
the nobility, others in very high positions, and the 
Bishops. The second class includes the notables (A'yan) 
who live on income derived from their properties rather 
from their professions; they do not possess high titles.



The third class includes scholars, jurists, lawyers, 
priests, and industrialists. The fourth class includes 
small businessmen, professional writers.Jn the f ifth  
class are to be found the craftsmen and laborers, 
followed by the peasants. These constitute the greatest

majority of the people.^

in this approach, al-Shidyaq may be said to have been closer to the 

styie that was to be adopted by ai-Kawaklbi - some th irty years later. 

It should be noted that al-Shidyaq was the f irs t modern Arab scholar 

to w rite about his Western experiences as a means of introducing the 

concept of social and political reform. He was more responsive to 

Western culture than al-Tahtawl the Muslim, for example. His 

Christianity gave him a more open- minded approach when dealing 

with the absorption and later, with critica l observations of, European 

life. His experiences were ail direct, and he saw with his own eyes 

what he was later to describe in his books.

The principal and most important difference between al-Shidyaq and 

al-KawakibT is that al-Shidyaq's approach, based on his direct 

experience, has s t ill a fresh sparkle in its style. On the other hand, 

al-Kawakibi, who formed the basis of his pnilosophy by reading 

translations of the works of European writers, philosophers and 

scholars, lacked this full exposure to European culture; he never 

travelled to the West nor aid he ever master any European language. 

Khayr al-DTn and al-Tahtawl were both versed in French. Although he 

had a mastery of spoken French, Khayr al-Din never translated any 

French work into Arabic. al-Tahtawl, however, who had a limited 

ability in spoken French, nevertheless made some good written 

translations from French into Arabic, with some attempt to explain 

concepts not known to the Arabs.



al-Shidyaq was the f irs t Arab scholar to compile two excellent 

Eng 11 sh-Arab i c text-books. These books are entitled: al-Muhawarat 

aJ-unsiyyah, Arabic and English grammatical exercises and fam iliar 

dialogues (Malta, 1840), and "A Practical Grammar of the Arabic 

Language: With interlinear reading lessons, dialogues and vocabulary", 

(London 1856). The latter went into three editions within a short 

period, and may be considered as an important linguistic landmark in 

the development of European and Arabic cultural interchange. As 

Henry G. W illia m s , Professor of Arabic in the University of 

Cambridge, wrote, in his introduction to the "Practical Grammar":

The lit t le  Arabic Grammar by Paris El-Shidlac has met 
with considerable success, the whole of the former 
edition having been for some time exhausted. It has been 
well received, both In Egypt and Syria, and found useful, 
as well by travellers in those parts, as by others whose 
business has led them to seek a temporary home In the 
East... While the book is primarily intended to supply the 
want of such as do not contemplate any extensive 
progress in the language, it  is also hoped that it  w ill 
furnish a solid foundation to those who wish to refer to a

larger treatise on Arabic Grammar30

It is interesting to note that al-Shidyaq introduces many colloquial 

expressions as well as academic Arabic. This was, no doubt, done for 

the purpose of making English easier for less educated Arabs and of 

promoting the language as part of his drive towards reform. Among 

the terms which al-Shidyaq used two have survived to the present day: 

hafilah\ meaning bus,3"4 arid ja rfo a n , meaning newspaper33 al- 

Shidyaq, in short, was not only a brilliant and unerringly exciting 

w riter but also an innovative linguist, introducing, for the firs t time,
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c e r ta in  key te rm s , shaping, se le c t in g ,  and above a l l ,  r e v i t a l i z in g  

language in i t s  very substance.

The Beginning of Secularism in the Fertile Crescent.

al-f1u*allim Butrus al-Bustan! f 1819-1885)

!n al-Bustanl's time, Lebanon found itse lf involved in a circle of 

Western diplomacy and commerce. As already stated, this was largely 

due to increasing Western influence, which became a significant force 

following the withdrawal of Ibrahim Pasha's troops. The period of 

Egyptian occupation provided the security necessary for a dramatic 

increase in Lebanese trade with Europe:

European merchants had been active in the coastal 
towns since the Crusades or earlier, but it  was the 
Egyptians who opened the interior of Syria to European 
trade, and it  was ibrahim Pasha who broke the resistance 
of the Damascenes to accepting a resident British 

Consul 88

In addition, w ith the advent of the Christian missions, Lebanon was 

given new possibilities and new directions. A surge of intellectual 

activity was then stirring the Lebanese atmosphere, and it  was much 

more powerful than Its size would indicate:

a European air of business runs throughout, and when the 
traveller takes Into consideration the many natives he 
w ill meet who speak his tongue fluently he begins to feel 
himself at home, and almost regrets that his search for 
Orientalism has been in vain, and that Bayroot is only a 
second edition of his native place (...) Those who knew



Bayroot twenty years oack and the condition of its 
inhabitants then, w ill acknowledge the midnight and

midday difference between 1835 and 1855.®/

There had been some earlier attempts at the reform of commerce, 

such as Amir Fakhr al-DTn's in the seventeenth century. But this 

European-based commercial activity differed fundamentally from 

previous efforts in this direction. As Beirut became cosmopolitan in 

character, w ith Greeks, Italians, and other Europeans, as well as its

Levantine population, it  was natural that this new condition should

leave its mark on contemporary Lebanese thinking:

Its [Beirut] shops and stores are well provided from the 
factories of Europe and America. The produce of the 
indies he [The Visitor] finds in almost every street.
Suspended on a rope from the verandahs of the various
shops, he w ill see exposed for sale New England drills, 
Manchester greys, Scotch Zebras, French silks, Swiss 
handkerchiefs...and all bearing the stamps of the various 

factories where they are manufactured.®®

al-Bustan! came from an influential Christian family in Dubayyah 

well-known for maintaining its traditions of religious learning and 

culture.39 Early in his life, al-Bustan! showed much promise of his 

later prominence and, at one time, was expected to be a priest. 

Antonius tells us that "the monks selected him for a scholarship at the 

Maronite College in Rome". He was w illing to go, but his recently 

widowed mother "wept at the thought of her son being sent so far and 

entreated him to stay".90 Occasionally he was sent by the bishop of 

Tyre and Sidon on missions to other parts of the Lebanon.91 But 

Duba yyah soon became too small for the ambitous sp irit of al-Bustan!.



in the year 1340 something happened which provided him, now a man of 

twenty-one, w ith the greatest opportunity of his career. He went to 

Beirut, where he attracted the attention and friendship of men like the 

American EH Smith (1810-1857), and Cornelius Van Dyck*2 The 

latter, a doctor newly arrived in Lebanon to join the Mission, was to 

remain the lifelong friend of al-Bustanl al-BustanTs arrival in Beirut 

also coincided in date with the exile of the Amir Bashir I! to Malta and 

the withdrawal of the Egyptian troops. The poet Nasif al-Yazijl, whose 

livelihood had depended on Amir Bashir n, was compelled to move with 

his linguist son Ibrahim to Beirut to seek other employment in the 

American mission. At this time, he also became one of al-BustanTs 

intimates. This situation led to a period of concentrated diplomatic 

and intellectual activity probably unparalleled in Beirut's modern 

history which no doubt Influenced al-BustanTs decision in moving 

there. He seems to nave taken fu ll advantage of the intellectual 

opportunities Beirut offered.

A few general points may be noted in regard to al-BustanTs views 

before he established himself as a thinker, it must be mentioned that 

he was from the very start a competent scholar, and rapidly acquired 

all the education that Lebanon could offer at that time. He was well 

trained in the classical disciplines of theology, logic, and philosophy, 

and had mastered the Italian, Syriac and Latin languages: these were 

studied alongside Arabic at cAyn Waraqah, the monastic college, where 

he studied, between 1830 and 1840. His future interests in 

intellectual matters and his capacity for intellectual pursuits 

presumably stem from this period, in addition, he found time to learn 

English which enabled him to secure contacts f irs tly  with the British 

Army as translator in 1840, and later with the Protestant mission as



translator and teacher, He had not yet shown any serious Interest in 

politics. It seems that he received certain cultural benefits from the 

missionaries, in particular, "on being asked to help Ell Smith in the 

work of translating the Bible, he applied himself to learning Hebrew, 

Aramaic and Greek, In addition to perfecting his knowledge of Syriac 

and Latin".93 There can be no doubt that al-BustanTs knowledge of 

these languages, and his fam iliarity with medieval theology and 

philosophical disciplines, equipped him to handle competently the 

complexities of translation. H.H Jessup, in his memoirs, Fifty-Three 

Years in Syria, describes the preparation behind the translation by the 

three scholars Involved:

First Mr. Bistany made a translation into Arabic from the 
Hebrew or Greek w ith the aid of Syriac. Then Sheikh Nasif 
[Nasif al-Yaziji], who knew no language but Arabic, rewrote 
what had been translated, carefully s ifting out all foreign 
idioms. Then Dr. Smith revised Sheikh Nasif s manuscript by 
himself, and made his own corrections and emendations. 
Then he and Sheikh Nasif went over the work in company, 
and Dr. Smith was careful not to let the meaning be

sacrif led for a question of Arabic grammar or rhetoric.94 

The Encyclopaedia of Missions, on the other hand, states:

The method pursued by Dr. Smith was to have Mr. 
Bistani make a translation from the Hebrew and Syriac in 
the Old Testament, and from the Greek and Syriac In the 

New Testament.95

Jessup took an active part in every aspect of the work of the Mission, 

He covers this in great detail and provides us with an Invaluable 

source for the period. There is the added importance of the fact that
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he supplies pen portraits of the various individuals working for the 

Mission at that time. He gives descriptions of the personalities., 

premises and educational work of the Mission. Of even greater value 

is ms work, as an accomplished photographer and his book contains 

several splendid photographs which better than any words illustrate 

the atmosphere of those times.

The Decisive Years

al-BustanTs early translations, such as Ki'taO al-oab ahm aftlih f f  

a*rnai a r-fu h ^ , of an (unknown) English work by Ell Smith, and his 

translation of Bunvan’s Pilgrim's Progress, under the t it le  of Siyahat 

tla s lh f, and his translation of D’Aublgne’s History of Redemption 

under the t it le  of Tarlkh al-F ida*} were theological, but, as we shall 

see, he quickly altered direction, in favour of specifically political 

writing. His real abilities rapidly asserted themselves, in 1846, 

while helping the American missionaries to establish their 

institution, the "Abayyah School, he started his in itia l work on 

textbooks on grammar and arithmetic.97 In 1848, the American 

Consulate employed him as an interpreter, a post he held until 1862.

in spite of his own earliest intellectual interests, which had made 

him thoroughly fam iliar w ith the Western tradition, al-Bustar.f was 

perhaps the f irs t Arab scholar to raise the concept of secularism and 

nationalism into the intellectual debate. During the events of this 

period, al-Sustanl was uncertain as to which career to pursue; various 

avenues opened out before him: missionary work, diplomacy, and 

journalism.

it is true that he helped the American missionaries of Beirut, in 

particular, EH Smith, with the firs t translation of the Bible Into



modern Arabic. He also helped with other activities such as his 

participation w ith Cornelius Van Dyck in establishing m 1846, ‘Abayya 

School, and taught there for two years, it appears that the reason why 

Van Dyck was sent to Lebanon was to replace Smith as the latter was 

dying from cancer, as it  was traditionally reported. But the question 

was much more complex. In fact, the f irs t parts of the New Testament 

which Smith translated into Arabic did not comply with the 

requirements of the Bible Society in New York, since Smith:

adopted no known text of the Greek, but selected from 
Tischendorf Lacnmann, Tregelles, and Alford, as he 
thought fit .  He had gone on far with the New Testament 
before Alford was published, and he stopped until he 
could go back and compare what he had done with
A lfo rd .

Professor i. Hall uncovered the reason for the burning of the firs t 

translation draft supervised by Smith and the initiation of a new 

translation directed by Van Dyck with the collaboration of the same 

translators who participated in Smith's translation, along with a 

graduate of al-Azhar, Shaykh Yusuf al-AsTr (1815-1890).

Van Dyck's appointment as a translator was actually instrumental 

in the development of modern Arab thougnt: it  benefited from his 

various activities such as the writing of text-books, the editing and 

publishing of ibn Tufayl's and Avicenna's works, and last but not least, 

the compilation of a comprehensive lis t of all publications in Arabic 

during the nineteenth century up to his own time.

al-Bustanfs period with the mission provided an additional avenue 

along which to continue his exploration of Western culture. Later, and 

after his conversion to Protestantism, al-Bustarii did not relinquish
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his nationalist asp ira t io n s . His Christianity hard ly  affected his 

literary accomplishments, since he never allowed it to conflict with 

his Lebanese nationalism, a position which he was not afraid to defend. 

Such a position is illustrated by his use of many Qur'anic terms and 

expressions, unexpected from non-Muslims,00 and by his adoption of 

attitudes which disappointed the Missionaries:

I long ago cherished the hope that Butrus Bistani 
would enter the ministry. Before your v is it I had begun to 
give him instruction in theology, and when immediately 
after that...he refused to be considered as a candidate, I 
s t ill urged him to continue the study, hoping he might

change his mind.100

al-BustanTs career as a recognised author began in 1847 with the 

establishment of the f irs t Arabic Cultural Society, "The Society of 

Arts and Sciences'. This Society comprised fourteen members 

including al-Bustarii and Nasif al-YazijT as well as a number of 

American missionaries, such as Dr. Henry de Forest, Dr. C. Van Dyck, 

and one Englishman, Colonel (Charles Henry) Churchill.101 All 

participated in its administration. al-Bustanl acted as its General 

Secretary and recorded the minutes of the meetings. He soon became 

recognized as the leading sp irit of the group. Apart from keeping the 

minutes, in the last year of the society's existence (1852), he 

benefited future scholars by having the minutes published. Now began 

the most fru itfu l period of his intellectual life. The major aim of this 

society, the creation of a body of modern Arabic literature, was stated 

in 1844 in the periodical Z.D.M.G. in a report about the formation and 

activities of this society written by Eli Smith.10^ The society was in 

existence for five years, during which time 53 meetings were held, and
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a library on various topics was established. One of the most important 

functions of the Society was consultation with European orientalist 

societies, and it had an immediate and striking success in the Lebanon. 

Among Its published works is al-Yazijfs criticism  of De Sacy's work 

on al-HarTrfs Maqamat (The Assemblies of Hariri) (1054-1121). al- 

Yaziji’s criticism  was f irs t published in Arabic and then translated 

into French. Finally it  was translated into Latin by the Orientalist A.F. 

flehren under the t it le  Eptsto/a C r/t/ca Nasm ahYazfgi Berytensis ad 

De Sacyum. 103

Another important work by a l-Y a z iji" ahflaqaman ah^Aqlqr/yahr 

was also published by the society, and later appeared in the periodical 

Z D ftG . Judged in retrospect by the influence of its achievements, the 

Society appears to be the f irs t of many great literary societies of the 

Arabic speaking world and the model for the "Oriental Society" which 

operated between 1850 and 1852 under the direction of a French 

Jesuit, Father de Prunieres (1820-1872), and later under his 

successors, Dr Ibrahim Najjar and Shaykh Ilyas Dahdah.

al-BustanTs vision did not stop with this in itia l step, however, in 

1857 along with al-Yazijf, he was Influential In planning al-UarrZfyyah 

a h cl!m iyah ahSurfyya (The Syrian Scientific Society), its 

composition was broad, and included Christians, Muslims, and Druzes. 

His outlook now became almost exclusively secular. Lebanon, at that 

time, was the battlefield of two major conflicts which le ft its 

inhabitants lit t le  time for the cultivation of the mind. Firstly there 

was the social conflict between the peasants and their feudal princes 

on the one hand, and the Maronites and the Druzes on the other; and 

secondly there was the Ideological conflict between Ottomanism and 

Westernism. This circumstance was to determine the character of the
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suppose that it was during this time that his attention was drawn 

more and more to political subjects, ana the formation of the iaea of a 

secuiar country. We may a iso suppose that curing these years he, along 

with Nasif ana his son ibranfm ai-Yaziji, carried his vision of 

nationalism to a point far beyond that to which any other Arab scholar 

of that period attained, in 1859 he edited Tannus al-Shidyaq’s' Akhbar 

al-a'yan f f  Jaba! Lubnan, , and in 1868 the society launched a monthly 

periodical under the name Majmuca l u/um .

These societies prepared al-Bustam for a second maior phase in his*

thinking. More and more he found his own way, his own philosophy, 

himseif. During the events of 1860, he proved able to rise above 

hatreds and passions. More than any other man of his time he was a 

Lebanese nationalist in the widest sense. This outlook, which 

permeated his short-lived periodical NafTr Suriyyah (1860-61), the 

firs t unofficial political journal ever published in the country, is for 

many critics, the most satisfying of any of his writings on 

nationalism. It represents a small item in the lis t of al-BustanTs 

writings, but it is not insignificant. In the pages of N a flr Suriyyah he 

stressed the freedom of the individual, and political equality, 

displaying optim istic faith in the potency of human intelligence and 

reason. Through this periodical, a l- Bustanl established his reputation 

as both a nationalist and as a secularist scholar within the Arabic­

speaking countries. What he offers his readers is not a series of 

dogmatic pronouncements on man, but a sincere and thoughtful 

examination of all the evidence he can bring to bear on the subject. 

The appearance of the journal, with its leading articles, did more than 

anything to consoliaate al-BustanTs secularism as a recognized school 

of thought. The objectives of the N affr were ambitious, ai-Bustam
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"sectarian". This fact, is of considerable historical importance, for 

thus al-Bustarii f irs t came to evince a lively concern with the problem 

of sectarianism. He rnaoe clear, as it  had never been made clear 

before, the distinctive character of secularism. Such writers as al- 

Shumayyil, Antun, and Haddaa owe mucn to ms concept of secularism, 

it  is essential, al-Bustanl pointed out, that

A barrier should be placed between the 
Leadership, that is to say, the Spiritual Authority, and 
the Administration, that is to say, the Civil Authority.
This is because the Leadership is concerned, intrinsically 
and naturally, with stable internal matters that do not 
alter with the alteration of times or conditions. The 
Administration, on the other hand, is concerned with 
unstable external matters, subject to alteration and 
amendment according to place, time and conditions. They 
are mutually opposed and contradictory, and thus the 
reconciliation of the two in one person is d ifficu lt, or 
virtually impossible. Thus, it  is inevitable that a 
mingling of these two Authorities, differentiated by 
nature and opposed in their concerns and their issues, 
shouid cause obvious disruption and evident damage to 
both secular and religious ordinances; so that we do not 
exaggerate when we say that it  would render impossible

the existence, life  and growth of civilization.lu4

Apart from political studies and studies in local history, he also 

occupied himself in the translation of Robinson Crusoe.10^ His 

translation, begun a short time after the infamous events of 1860, 

deserves some mention. This work has important implications. His 

choice of this kind of literary writing at that point in time tends to
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corroborate and enhance what we have already mentioned about the 

nationalistic character of his thinking, in other words, al-Bustan! was 

not one who sat in his ivory tower and meditated on things. His 

writings during all periods show signs of his attempts to find some 

common ground with contemporary political and intellectual 

movements. He declares in his introduction to his translation that his 

purpose is to encourage his students, in particular female students, to 

develop a love of literature in order to broaden their horizon. 

Nevertheless, without denying the importance of this aspect of his 

teaching, mentioned above, this was only one aspect of his goal. If we 

link this proposal with its socio-political background, we come 

undoubtedly to the general conclusion on the basis of the information 

before u s , '^  that his translation reveals that his programme was 

designed to serve as a framework, a set of guide-lines within which the 

problems of the Lebanon and other parts of the Fertile Crescent could be 

studied. Under the prevailing conditions, al-Bustan! took the view that 

political salvation through foreign intervention was unrealistic and that 

one could only depend, like Defoe's eponymous hero, on one's own 

resources.

By any standard, the high point in the progress of his secularism was 

reached with the foundation of his school al-Madrasat) al-W atanfyyah, 

which operated continuously between 1363 and 1875, for the purpose of 

grouping together the children of the country without religious 

segregation, a I-Madrasah ai-W ataniyyah conflicted with traditional 

teaching and fundamentally challenged the dominant sectarian schooling 

of the period. Thus it  encouraged secular schooling on more objective 

terms than had been the case before with any other kind of teaching. 

This school played an essential role in supplying the very' f irs t groups of
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students to the newly established Syrian Protestant College. The role 

played by al-Madrasah al-W atanfyyah has hitherto been largely ignored 

by previous writers, and when mentioned, It has not been given the 

importance that it  deserves. Whenever it  was mentioned, it  came to the 

recording of v is its of various Turkish notables and diplomats, the 

awarding of a medal to Bustahi and the donation of a sum of money to 

him by the Ottoman Sultan,

He was always supremely confident In his own ability and the rightness 

of everything he did in 1870, he undertook the publication of his two 

periodicals: firs tly , af-Jtnan published for sixteen years

between 1870 and 1886, a political, literary, and scientific journal, it 

began with a statement that has since become as famous as it  was then 

prophetic: "Love of fatherland is part of faith". Many articles were 

written by well known Arab scholars of the period and by a number of 

teachers and students of his school. There were also a number of 

translations from Italian and French by his relative the scholar Sa'fd 

The second periodical was ai-Jsnnan in 1871; these two were followed 

by the third ahJunayna, which he co-edited with his cousin the famous 

scholar Sulaiman. al-Junayna was the f irs t attempt made in the 

Arabic- speaking world to produce a daily newspaper, and was also the 

f irs t to concern Itse lf with financial and commercial affairs.

One may conclude that this provides some evidence in support of the 

assertion that Christian missionary activity established the emergence 

of a new class system based upon religious differences within Lebanese 

society:

Thus then the westerners have a large measure of 
civilization, and, taken as a whole, are at a higher level 
of civilization than are the easterners, and consequently 
than are innaoitants of these lands which have in past
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centre of taste and brilliance. When everything 
unfamiliar becomes splendid and everything new becomes 
exciting, when the age becomes western and western 
customs and taste fake on greater authority than those 
that the easterners possess, and inevitably dominate 
them, it  is to be feared that most of the people of our 
land, who are among the most amenaole of men to 
im itation and the most gifted for it, may be satisfied 
with im itating what western civilization they can, their 
customs, clothes and modes, under the illusion that this 
would oe enough to attach them to the ranks of the 
civilized and set them on set them on a higher level than 
their fellow countrymen. They have failed to realize that 
this only makes them strangers in the eyes of their 
compatriots and despised as imitators or as assumers of 
customs or wearers of clothes to which they are not 
entitled in the eyes of the foreigners. Although we 
believe that any acauisition of benefits from any 
direction or nation is something laudable and acceptable 
in the eyes of any intelligent person, that most of the 
benefits of civilization come to us from the West, and 
that many of the Deooles of Europe merit complete 
respect, we cannot absolutely and blindly accept that 
everything that comes to us from there is beneficial in 
itse lf and consonant with the success of the easterners 
and the climate of their lands, one of the greatest 
influences on a man, particularly m this respect, in fact, 
we know that those who accept avidly everything that 
comes to them from the territories of the westerners, 
without close investigation, sound criticism  and 
selection of only the greatest things that w ill bring them 
progress and instruction, equivalent to those of the 
westerners, only too often abase themselves, grasp the 
false dirham together with the sound dinar and patch 
worn-out clothes with new cloth. Such is the case with 
individuals, it  is also clear that those who disparage 
everything simply because it is western, and approve of
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into a damaging extremism.

One of the outstanding characteristics of his writings, whether on 

literary scholarship or on his other interests was his pride in his 

Phoenician and Arabic heritage. At that time, he regarded his 

missionary pursuits as essential to the modernisation of his country 

and as providing a means of contributing to something of lasting 

importance to its development. Even if one considers that his attitude 

in forming a native churcn was antagonistic rather than diplomatic 

towards his relationship with American missionaries, it  may be said 

that this division was made by him solely with the intention of 

benefiting his own countrymen. However, it does suggest that behind 

ail this was his prime objective of encouraging nationalism and the 

development of the control of domestic policy-making by Lebanese. It 

was the time at whicn Lebanon at large became aware of a challenge to 

its traditions and of growing unease about the future.

it. may seem strange that one of the greatest scholars of nineteenth 

century Lebanon has had to wait so long for full recognition. The 

reasons for this are not far to seek: judgements on the works of al- 

Bust^nT often stem from distorted sources wnich provide biased and 

sinister accounts ana this nas made it until very recently almost 

impossible to gain reliable information about him. This was due to the 

peculiar political condition of Lebanon, in which all successive 

governments and their ideologists deliberately ignored any expression 

of nationalism and sim ilar feelings to be founa in al-Bustanfs writing.

It was with a certain self-centered trepidation that they perceived 

that the outcome of secular tendencies would be likely to lead to the 

questioning of the assumption of Christian Maronite superiority over
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other communities within Lebanese society, in other words, a divided 

society was one that could be ruled by playing alternately on the rears 

of either of the communities, as the situation required. On the other 

hand, the Muslim Lebanese intellectuals, and with them the scholars of 

other Arab countries, such as the Palestinian ai-Tfbawf - but with 

different criteria and objectives in mind - under pressure of this 

o ffic ia l corruption of Lebanese policy and in reaction against it, found 

themselves in a defensive situation and were forced to concentrate 

only on commentaries on the works of Muslim scholars and ignore their 

Christian counterparts such as al-8ustanl In order to see him as the 

f irs t secularist we shall have to rely on history, for there is no other 

way of proving or disproving that he had not been completely 

traditionalist before the arrival of American Missionaries, and did not 

become completely Westernized immediately after that. We are not 

without hope that the emphasis here placed upon al-Sustanl's 

nationalism may help correct the one-sided interpretation which 

portrays al-Bustan! as a subordinate missionary, and to check the habit 

of treating this distinguished scholar as a mere propagandist. We shall 

select for this purpose two of Tibawi's articles, one of them written 

in English, entitled "The American Missionaries in Beirut and Butrus 

al-Bustan'N08 and the other in Arabic ahMu'sWm Butrus ah  

Busisn! ^  We shall also examine the work of L F. Harik: "Politics and 

Change in a Traditional Society: Lebanon, 1711-1845",110 because, to 

our mind, these two historians typify the two opposing attitudes.

it is a good practice to compare one scholar with another or one 

movement w ith another, it is misleading to make a comparison 

between a scholar and a movement, even more so when these are 

differentiated by country and period. al-Tibawi would seem to have
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Bustan! with that of an unspecified movement allegedly in existence in 

Aleppo, in the hope of deposing al-Bustahl from his position at the 

head of secularist philosophy. His tenuous evidence for this assertion 

is based only upon hearsay.

Harlk., although a Christian, finds the ideas of his coreligionist al- 

Bustan! w ith regard to non-religious and non-sectarian Lebanese 

nationalism abhorrent. He clearly believes In the superiority of the 

Maronite Christians within Lebanese society. This he often expresses 

in his work, the above mentioned. Such is the depth of his prejudice 

against Lebanese nationalism that, although he covers many aspects of 

Lebanese history in the minutest detail, he never once makes any 

reference to al-Sustanl. Another example of his prejudice is to be 

found in his commentaries on the achievements of the rebellious Yusuf 

Karam. Harlk discusses only Karam's activities with his 

coreligionists, while deliberately editing out any reference to Karam's 

nationalist views.

We have to begin by admitting that al-8ustanT, despite his 

originality as a thinker, perhaps accepted his role as mediator between 

the American missionaries and his fellow country-men in the hope of 

maintaining the existing state of affairs until the situation became 

stable. This explanation finds its  justification in the fact that such 

American missionaries were protected by priviledge.

Viewed from this angle, al-Bustanfs view is sim ilar to Khayr al- 

DTn’s. Both scholars accepted the necessity for maintaining support for 

the Ottoman Empire as a means of resisting the negative aspects of 

Western influences and possible colonial expansion within the Arab 

world. Although neither were convinced by the validity of the Empire
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as It stood, they saw no alternative. The primary emphasis of al- 

Bustanl, therefore, was as much philosophical as political. As the 

political situation became more strained, ms own point of view 

became more distinct, and in the nope of remedying the situation, he 

encouraged the ruler to undertake a series of administrative reforms, 

such as appointing trained offic ia ls to replace the corrupt and 

incompetent bureaucrats who maintained their positions solely through 

special privilege.

This secular outlook can be seen particularly in al-BustanTs appeal 

to the inhabitants of the Fertile Crescent only, and not to the rest of 

the peoples of the Ottoman Empire :

0 sons of the fatherland, among the things that we 
think to be essential m these days for the civilization of 
the sons of our fatherland, the inhabitants of Syria, are 
two that we have mentioned many times in our previous 
patriotic writings. One of them is the existence of 
harmony between their individuals and their classes, and 
in particular social harmony, the existence or non­
existence of which depends more on the power, energy 
and w ill of those in charge of affairs than it does on the 
varied desires and aims of the inhabitants. As for the 
d ifficu lty  or perhaps impossibility of religious harmony, 
after what has happened, and with the death that we can 
see overcoming the religions of the fatherland, this 
cannot be doubted and should surprise no one.

The second thing is love of fatherland and preferring 
its interests to personal interests, whether individual or 
sectarian. As long as the sons of our fatherland do not 
feel that the fatherland is their fatherland and the 
country is their country, they cannot be expected to 
demonstrate love of the fatherland or concern for its 
general interests. Rather they w ill be always divided, 
with each of them seeking what he imagines to be most 
advantageous to himself or to his class. It is a



157

commonplace that every house or kingdom divided 

against itse lf inevitably ends up in ruinsJ 11

With such views as his defence of the interest of the nation as a 

whole and not mereley one of its religious communities, and with his 

pride as an individual belonging to the people of this area, al-Bustarii 

was naturally attracted to the works of older Arab scholars, whose 

writings he began to study.112

This kind of political literature represents his pioneering efforts 

and his contribution to the Arab intellectual awakening.

Following from what has just been said, when we try 
to improve a nation it  is the education of women that is 
the firs t rung of the ladder and the door that must f irs t 
and foremost be opened. We must begin this from their 
childhood. Those who leave women on one side and 
proceed to educate only boys and youths are like those 
who have one foot on the ground and the other in the 
clouds. Whenever they build a monk's cell, you find that 
their women demolish a tower, and whenever they raise 
them [their male children] a step, you find that their 
women lower them several steps.

The famous Bonaparte said that what you built in a 
hundred years a woman w ill destroy in one year. All of 
this has been proved by experiece, and anyone who doubts 
it  can see and consider for himself. Perhaps what ! have 
said is enough for an in tro duction  to a subject like this, 
which has not been broached by the pens of the 
inhabitants of the country who have preceded me. The 
nub of it  is that, it  is necessary to educate women, 
seeing that she who rocks the cradle with her right hand

is the one who moves the world with her arm. 11 ^

However, the most significant aspect of his writing is found in his many
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observations on various Western values which had been adopted by many 

Lebanese people of that time. The upper class in particular, who had in 

their midst many Westernized dilettantes, was a target for his 

criticism , particularly those who copied all things Western. However, in 

condemning this, al-3ustanl did not mean that genuinely nationalist 

concepts must be expressed without any reference to the particular 

historical circumstances of different cultural contexts. His criticism 

demonstrated that the response to Western influence by Lebanese society 

had begun long before the arrival of the American Mission in 1826.

This important aspect of al-Bustanls writings has been disregarded 

by many modern scholars. They have failed to note the fu ll

implications of al-BustanTs views concerning the early impact of 

Western culture. In a striking passage al-SustanT warned his 

countrymen to beware of assuming that all Europeans were like the 

lower class representatives who had brought their vices to Lebanon or 

like the highly cultivated upper class Europeans whom he had met in 

Beirut Neither group, he held, was typical of European society. 114 

This point w ill become clearer as we examine his attitudes :

It is well known that the number and power of the 
presses have greatly increased in this generation, but 
many of them have been sectarian and devoted to printing 
religious books. Some of them have failed to give the 
public proof of their existence, in this very town there 
are five or six presses from which issued varied books 
and paper, and there is no doubt that if these presses 
were to devote themselves properly and solicitously to 
printing what would certainly benefit the public in 
general, in terms of literature and civilization, they 
would, in a short time, enrich the sons of the Arabs with

books and libraries.115
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This brief statement is the fundamental outline of al-Bustanl’s 

disappointed attitude towards the West. He was keenly conscious of 

the free hand and power that the foreigners were enjoying in Lebanon 

and was particularly resentful of the fact that the Lebanese, not only 

the officia ls, but also ordinary citizens, had come excessively to admire 

foreigners and uncritically to adopt their manners. The essential 

characteristics of this period are summarized In al-BustanT’s own 

words:

Therefore we have had no alternative but to s it down 
and lament for this unfortunate country, which has 
become the victim  of opposing aims and individual 
interests, and In which the number of lovers of the 

fatherland has decreased. ■ ^

From there he went on to discuss several problems to which al- 

Bustanl devoted special attention such as the emancipation of women. 

His contributions to the education of women were particularly 

influential. His major work on this topic Ta cI//n  a l-n isa *  which 

dealt in some depth w ith the condition of Arab women, appeared in

It is, in general, of the nature of pagan or barbarian 
nations, m every age ana place, to depreciate the status 
of women and to despise them utterly for them.
It is a law and principle of their religions that a woman 
must submit to the bondage of servitude for the whole of 
her life: under the domination of her parents before 
marriage, and under the authority of her husband after it; 
after the death of her husband, the poor woman is obliged 
to show obedience to the fru it of her womb themselves.
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No one is concerned to teach her anything useful., whether 
she comes from a rich and Important family or a humDle 
one. They claim that knowledge w ill cause her to become 
a widow or to suffer some other calamity, to the extent 
that, among the many millions in maia, you w ill not find 
twenty of this sex that are fam iliar with the various 
branches of knowledge to be found in this kingdom. !n 
the eyes of Indians, their status is that of serving maids 
or slave girls used for arduous work. The difference 
between them and chattels and cattle In the possession 
of their menfolk, is small and hardly noticeable. A 
woman may win only a very' small part of her husband’s 
heart; this is not iarae enouan for the love that ouant to 
exist in the heart a husband for his wife, who has the 
right to occupy it  completely, it is clear what confusion 
in the organization within the life  of the family and the 
upbringing of house and families this w ill cause ... Even 
if the women in this country enjoy a pleasanter condition 
and a higher status than those in pagan countries, they 
s till have not attained the desirable level of knowledge 
and culture that the success of the country and the 
progress of the inhabitants, it is as though they occupied 
a middle position between the barbarians of the world 
and the civilized nations. They are civilized in relation 
to the women of India, but in comparison w ith the women 
of Europe they s t il l have some way to g o . 1 ^

al-Bustam’s patriotism was strong enough In any case to modify 

his concepts of things desired. !t w ill be worthwhile to look Into 

some of the details:

For the shaping of them [women] in moulds of 
education and civilization ana the colouring of them with 
the laws and that social organization demands w ill 
crown this world of ours with crowns of good fortune 
and success, w ill adorn its neck with the necklaces of
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happiness. Leaving them to dwell in the darkness of 
ignorance and abandoning them to the mercy of nature 
and the care of instinct w ill lessen the standing of 
mankind and bequeath it  shame and degradation. In 
addition, it  w ill reduce woman herself to the level of the 
dumb, unintelligent beasts. It is surprising that we
should see many of sons of this age, even in civilized
places, neglect this sex, unwilling to elevate it from its 
savage condition to a condition befitting those who 
might share with them the intellctual faculties and 
assist them in improving the conditions of the public and

the country.119

The primary aim of al-Bustani's politics in its relation to his 

philosophy as a whole is that there should be equal toleration for all 

religious beliefs and equal political opportunities for all subjects of 

the Ottoman Empire. He believed that this was necessary, for

otherwise the nation would not only be a weak nation but also a nation 

which would lapse into moral and social degradation. This is to say 

that the nationalist tendency continuously manifests itse lf in al- 

BustanT's activity. He finds himself, under its  pressure, resolving the 

problem of education, by moving from a religious system of education 

to a secular system. Accordingly, for him, breaking off his engagement 

w ith the American mission was a decisive step in implementing his 

nationalist views, a position from which he never afterwards departed. 

According to Spencer Lavan - a specialist in the study of al-Bustanl:

Al-Bustam's purpose was to break the .domination of 
American missionaries on .Lebanese Protestantism', 
which he saw as a form of colonialism in disguise. 120

it Is significant that even in the early phase of his thought, the move
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their meeting at *Abayyah in 1847 under the chairmanship of al- 

BustanT himself. The significant result of this meeting was the 

presentation of a petition to the missionaries' headquarters in 

America suggesting that the name of their proposed church should be 

“The Evangelical Church of Beirut". But the Americans, although 

recognizing them, refused their request for financial support;

If our brother Butrus has ever had the thought of 
getting an independent support from this country, he 
should relinquish it  altogether. None [in America] who 
regard the true welfare of religion in Syria w ill 
countenance any cause that tends to divide the strength 
and impair the peace of the mission and its

operations.121

S till earlier, at the age of twenty-six, we encounter an attitude 

unparalleled in any contemporary scholar. In his fetter to Eli Smith, 

al-BustanT declares that "the Christians were this time the 

aggressors, since the Druzes had from the-beginning no design to fight". 

It is important to remember this in discussing the implications and 

consequences of al-BustanTs political theory.

With al-Bustanl, we are here faced with another example of an 

ambiguous relationship between an Arab Christian scholar and the 

West. As we have seen in the case of al-Shidyaq, who le ft France and 

England after his disappointment at-Cambridge to settle in 

Constantinople, al-BustanT distanced himself from the influence of the 

American Presbyterian missionaries in order to establish a 

distinctively Lebanese Protestant church.

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the individual careers of al-
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Bustanl and al-Shtdyaq should follow a parallel course, since both 

scholars were Lebanese, receiving their schooling at the same college 

'Ayn Waraqah and were in close contact w ith Western scholarship, even 

although al-Bustam's knowledge was not gained at f irs t hand like that 

of al-Shidyaq. Through their own experience, they came to realize the 

differences between their own and Western cultures. Both wanted to 

be themselves and not lose their identity. But they are parts of a 

serious attempt to deal w ith a crucial problem, the problem of

providing a reasoned justification for nationalist appeal.

al-Bustam's writings are a part of the nineteenth-century’s effort 

to find a foundation for nationalizing the culture of his country,

through something more than the simple appeal to a religious

commitment.122 He did not rely upon vague poetfcaMmages to 

proclaim the profound unity of all his compatriots, but he elaborated 

and fully confirmed it by s tric tly  rational procedures. By so doing, he 

earned himself the t it le  a l-t-lu *a ///m , a t it le  reserved only for great 

figures such as Jesus and Aristotle. The firs t sign of this nationalist 

movement may be seen in his asserting independence of American 

missionary activities and then in his establishing a-nat-ional Lebanese 

Protestant church. In his large dictionary, Muhlt a l-m uhlt published 

in 1870, "Which is for the Arabic language what Webster's or 

Worcester's dictionary is for tfte English"1̂  he shows himself

conversant enough with the importance of how much the introduction 

of fresh Arabic expressions adds to the strength of the process of 

cultural reform.

The high point of his fame and activity however, properly dates 

from his compilation of an encyclopedia of modern Arab culture which 

proved to be one of the most significant of his achievements. It
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represents a transition from his academic work at the ‘Abayyah school, 

dominated as it was by American missionaries' teaching, to the full 

expression of his nationalist aspiration with the founding of his 

school. Furthermore, he embarked on a pioneering -project to compile 

the f irs t comprehensive Arabic Encyclopedia, Da* ira t a h m a 'a rif. 

Sadly, he did not live to complete this project. The f irs t volume 

appeared in 1876 and only six volumes were completed. The epic of 

secularism in the Fertile Crescent would be incomplete if  these 

efforts were ignored, since they played an integral part in the creation 

of Arab nationalism.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Theologian's Last Defence and the Secularist's Illusion.

Muhammad {Abduh: ( 1849-1905)  ̂ The reformer Muhammad 

cAbduh was born in 1849 at the Egyptian village of Mahallat Nasr near 

Tanta in the Nile Delta. Before discussing his works and his place in 

modern Arab thought, it is necessary to shed some light on the period 

in which he lived by considering aspects of the social and political 

structure of the Egypt of his day.

A great deal is known about cAbduh from the writings of his 

contemporary, but partisan, Arabic biographer Rashid Rida (1865- 

1935), the editor of ^Abduh's QuMn-Commentary and of the reformist 

journal al-M anar. In addition to the salient facts, these writings give 

us invaluable insights into Abduh's character.

The most significant ruler of Egypt during the rise to prominence of 

Muhammad rAbduh was the Khedive isma'fl (1863-79), who actively 

encouraged and fostered the development of progressive ideas and 

social innovations. There can be no doubt that the radical attitude of 

the Khedive was partly due to the fact that he was both the second son 

of Ibrahim Pasha and grandson of Muhammad cAlf, and that he lived in 

times when ideas from the west were to some extent becoming 

accepted.2 Such was the liberal atmosphere during the rule of lsma’11 

that by the mid-nineteenth century there was progress achieved^ in 

the area of education, which was no longer to be organized for totally 

m ilitary purposes: "Between 1865 and 1875, 63 per cent of the
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graduates of civilian schools were absorbed in the army.4 As a 

consequence, a Ministry of Education was established along with two 

schools for girls in 1873 for the f irs t time in Egypt.

It has often been claimed that after "a period of fifteen years' 

stagnation" under cAbbas HilmI (1848-54) and Muhammad SaHd (1854- 

63),^ lsmacn resumed the sending of educational missions abroad."

This negative view concerning Muhammad Sac IdJ s reign has gone 

unquestioned by a number of writers. It is neither fa ir nor adequate to 

dismiss his rule as characterised by stagnation even if  he did not send 

any missions at all. The extent of stagnation, or lack of it, must be 

measured against his various achievements in the field of political, 

cultural, social and agrarian reform.

In 1856, Sac Id Pasha created a kind of counsultative council. This 

council, though without any real political influence, constituted the 

blueprint for a much more sophisticated process of power-sharing that 

was introduced at a later stage. In this regard, two outstanding 

achievements must be mentioned to Sa* id Pasha's credit. He made a 

bold attempt to abolish the trade in negro slaves and, for the f irs t 

time, made it  possible for the fellahin to attain the rank of officer in 

the army6

To return to our original dicussion about achievements, IsthaMTs reign 

which witnessed, among other things, the foundation of a national 

library, a museum and the encouragement of journalism.7 In his search 

for something new for modernizing Egypt, IsmaTl achieved great 

improvements in the area of transport and communications, especially 

in the railway system, which had been established in 1851: 910 miles 

of track were laid, 500 bridges built and 500 miles of telegraph lines 

connected. The postal service was reorganised as a public concern;
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this helped to secure Egypt's admission to the Universal Postal Union 

in 1874.8 In industry, there was a radical change when Western 

manufacturing methods began to be introduced. Nevertheless, w ith 

regard to the m ilitary aspects of his reform, the opinions of historians 

are disparate.

The reign of IsmaTl also saw in 1866 the firs t attempt in Egypt to 

establish a constitutional monarchy, with the formation of M ajlis  

Shura al-Nuwwab (Chamber of Deputies), modelled on the French 

Chamber of Deputies. It consisted of seventy-five members, chosen by 

indirect election; of these only five represented the great cities of 

Cairo and Alexandria while the remainder were village chiefs elected 

for a term of three years.

Isma'il's personality was an important factor in this process. He 

tended to be forgiving where his predecessors were cruel. Such an 

attitude was greatly aided by the fact that he was sent to France as 

part of a particular mission which was called the Ba* that ahan ja t 

(The Mission of the Sons), which included, in addition to the sons of 

high officials, two of Muhammad <Ali's own sons, Husain Bey and Halim 

Bey, and two of his grandsons, Ahmad Bey and IsmaTl himeself. Since 

these were the relatives of the Viceroy, this mission was placed under 

"the supreme directorship of the French Minister of War and all the 

teachers were Frenchmen. In addition, they were allowed to v is it 

"Cherbourg, Compiegne and Fountainebleau and other towns...public 

buildings and institutions."^ !smalil is also remembered as having 

made the often quoted prophetic statement that "Egypt is part of 

Europe".^ In this atmosphere of relative intellectual freedom, Egypt 

was able to attract the main Arab thinkers of the time, and play host 

to a remarkable group of writers in search of new opportunities; it  

soon became, because of its size, among other reasons, as important an
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intellectual centre as Lebanon within the Arabic-speaking world.

There was a less practical side to IsmaTl’s character. For Safran, 

"While his great predecessor [Muhammad 'A li] had built only arsenals 

and factories, Isma'il built operas, palaces."51 In the f irs t instance, 

with the assistance of the British Ambassador in Constantinople, he 

was able to obtain a Ferman which gave him the t it le  of Khedive,12 

instead of Pasha. In 1866 he purchased from the Sultan the right of 

succession for his eldest son (and sim ilarly for the latteMs heirs) to 

the Egyptian throne, instead of his brother, who as the eldest male of 

the line should have succeeded according to the Ottoman law applied to 

Egypt by the Treaty of London. These actions served to hide the actual 

situation. The modernisation of Egypt had its price.5'5 It is estimated 

that this innovation cost him an increase in the annual tribute from 

400,000 to 750,000 Turkish pounds.54 This money was raised from 

bankers in France and Britain. The work of digging the canal, which had 

begun on April 25th. 1859, "kept 20,000 Egyptians busy continuously 

under threat of the courbash (The Whip)."55 

Ismael started his reign with an economic advance, as a result of the 

American Civil War which lasted from 1861 to 1865 and which, 

because of the damage it inflicted on the American cotton trade, 

brought Egypt a great boom.56 The value of Egyptian exports in cotton 

rose from £4 millions to £ 14 millions per year.

As soon as the civil war ended, the American economy steadily 

recovered and the boom in Egypt collapsed.57 This new condition did 

not destroy the Egyptian community, but it made it part of a 

widespread European system, in this regard, Adams comments that 

"The Khedive IsmaTl had been introducing European Ideas into the 

country more rapidly than they could be assimilated."5 8 However, this



206

period also saw the awakening of new interest in intellectual matters 

and the rise of new political forces; it  was to be expected that 

Egyptian nationalism would find expression jn intellectual revival. 

Thus, Ismael’s reign was to end dramatically w ith serious economic 

decline, culminating in the international control of Egypt's finances, on 

one hand, and on the other, the development of an international urban 

culture as a result of his "open door policy" towards the West 

In June 1879 "The Khedive received the following; The French and 

English Governments are agreed -to advise Your Highness o ffic ia lly  to 

abdicate and to leave Egypt." As a result of the actual deposition of 

Khedive Isma'i 1 by the Ottoman sultan, under the pressure of the 

European powers and-the appointment of ismahl's son, Tawffq, as 

Khedive in 1879, Egypt came under British rule in 1882, and Arab 

intellectuals,-not w illing to live and work under the repression of the 

Ottoman authorities, flocked to Egypt to pursue their scholarly 

activities in a tolerant climate. Most of these migrant intellectuals 

were Western-educated Lebanese and with intellectual skills, so that 

they contributed substantially to their new homeland, in particular to 

developments in journalism,20 the theatre and the Fine Arts. All this 

served to acquaint Egyptians with liberal and scientific French and 

British currents of thought and consequently to accelerate the process 

of their awakening.

Egypt also attracted Orientalists such as Wilfred Blunt (1840-1922)21 

who discussed his ideas with his circle of Arab friends, and proposed 

the radical plan of a revived Arab caliphate to replace Turkish ru le22 

According to Sylvia Haim, this scheme was to inspire al-Kawakibi to 

form his political vision, as w ill be shown in a later chapter.

There were periods in the -life of rAbduh where he was under the
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tutorship of various people. As a boy, (in 1862) he detested the stric t 

regime under which he received from his education the shaykh of the 

AhmadT Mosque in the provincial city of Tanta. Both the form of 

teaching and its  approach was based on a sterile medieval tradition 

which he deemed unattractive, tedious, and laborious:

Because of the harmful character of method of 
instruction; for the teachers were accustomed to use 
technical terms of grammar or jurisprudence which we 
did not understand, nor did they take any pains to explain 

their meaning to those who did not know it.23

Because of his father's Insistence that he should continue his 

education at the AhmadT Mosque, "Abduh ran away from home and 

settled under the protective wing of his granduncle Shaykh Darwish 

Khi-dr. According to his own account, it  was Shaykh Kh/dr who firs t 

opened his eyes to the foolishness of his position, and in'Abduh's 

words:

You saw me soaring in spirit in a different world from 
that which I had known. The way which had seemed to 
me straitened had widened out before me. The life  of 
this world which had appeared great to me, had become 
small, and the acquirement of knowledge and the 
yearning of the soul towards God which had been small in 
my eyes had become great; and all my anxieties had been 
dispersed and there remained but one anxiety, namely, 
that 1 should become perfect in knowledge, perfect in 

discipline of the soul.24

Unlike other Sufis of the time, Shaykh Khfdr did not give himself 

completely up to a life  of asceticism. ‘‘Abduh, was not slow to learn
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from his uncle’s example, which enabled him to steer through many 

difficulties. After spending only two weeks under the supervision of 

his uncle, who had created a new motivation in him and changed his 

attitude towards learning, cAbduh returned to his father, resuming his 

studies under the shaykhs of the village. In 1866 he le ft Tanta for 

Cairo, where he completed the course of study at the Azhar.

For four years he followed the studies prescribed by the 
university and attended lectures with more or less 
regularity. He had not the patience to continue to s it 
under teachers whom he did not understand or from 
whose le.ctures he was not receiving benefit; so he 
absented himself from those lectures or sat reading from 
some book which he had brought with him. Meantime, he 
was searching eagerly through the books of the Azhar for

information on subjects which were not being taught 25

Throughout his teens, "Abduh showed an inclination towards Sufism, 

but It seems that he was turned away by his uncle, with whom he had 

some infrequent contacts, from the traditional ascesticism into a new 

Islamic outlook.

I had found no leader to guide me in that towards which 
my soul was inclined, except that shaikh who had in a 
few days delivered me from the prison of ignorance into 
the open spaces of knowledge, and from the bonds of 
blind acceptance of authoritative belief ( takh'd) into the

liberty of the mystic union with God.26

The question arises as to what extent this description of <rAbduh‘s early 

life  is true. When one takes into account that he married at the age of 

sixteen, the view that he adopted sufism in early youth must be 

brought into question. However, it  is true to say that a general
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disposition towards sufism was part of life  in Egypt at that time. In 

any case, he underwent some changes in his views, particularly when 

he met Jamal al-DTn al-Afgtiani (1839-97),27 who was described as 

Hakim ahSharq (The Sage of the East). cAbduh was fascinated by al- 

Afghanl; he revolutionised the young man’s outlook on life, and 

completed his separation from ascesticism.

The tradition of the itinerant scholar survived from medieval times 

until the early twentieth century. We find this tradition s t ill in 

existence when cAbduh joined al-AfghanTs scholarly circle. Likewise, 

at a later date, Rashid Rida le ft Tripoli (Lebanon) for Cairo as a 

disciple of *Abduh, who himself became Ustadh and Imam . 

al-AfghanTs writings are, for the most part, occasional pieces rather 

than systematic treatises. Of the several books written by him, the 

most important to Arabs was al-Radd *2/3 ahdahrfyyTn (Refutation of 

the M aterialists)28 He also wrote a few articles 29 defending 

freedom and attacking despotism. However, Jamal al-DTn was better 

known for his ability as a public speaker; he travelled all his life, 

lecturing extensively, and living in many countries: Egypt, the Sudan, 

Persia, Turkey, France, Russia, America, India, and England. But his 

influence was-mostly fe lt in Egypt, where he twice resided: for forty 

days in 1869 en route from Bombay to Istanbul, and then on his return 

in 1871 for a period of eight years. It was said that he had the ability 

to silence his adversaries and critics not only by the eloquence of his 

argument but also by an extraordinary force of character. In ‘Abduh’s 

words:

I have been endowed by you with a wisdom which 
enables me to change inclinations, impart rationality to 
reason, overcome great obstacles, and control the
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innermost thoughts of men. I have been given by you a 
w ill so powerful as to move the immovable, deal blows 
to the greatest of obstacles, and remain firm  in the right

(haqq') until truth (haqq) Is satisfied.30

Further testimony comes from another contemporary French writer, 

Ernest Renan who had engaged in debate with him. He paid tribute to 

Afghani's talent in the following manner:

The freedom of his thought, his noble and loyal character 
made me believe during our conversation that I had 
before me, brought to life  again, one of my old 
acquaintances, Avicenna, Averroes, another of these 
great infidels who represented during five centuries the

tradition of the human sp irit.31

Not only is it  for these skills that he is remembered, but also for the 

impact of his teaching, which inspired a large number of thinkers, 

Christians and Jews, as well as Muslims, many of whom, in later years, 

became famous scholars of independent position such as the Egyptian 

Jewish w rite r Yacqub Sannue 32 (1839-) and the Syrian Christian Adlb 

Ishaq (1856-85)33 ft is interesting and relevant to note that a l- 

Afghani's influence in Egypt indirectly inspired the formation of the 

f irs t national party al-H izb ahw atani by Mustafa Kamil (1874- 

J908.)34

cAbduh soon began to develop as a thinker of some importance in his 

own right, and gradually, due to the influence of al-Afgtiani, drew away 

from the constraint of the s tric t religious approach to pragmatic 

reasoning35 Under the tutorship of al-Afghani’, he pursued a serious 

study of philosophy, largely from unedited manuscripts. He also 

immersed himself in other subjects, including mathematics and
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politics. The teaching of Islamic philosophy at this time had lost its 

true purpose and had degenerated into a negation of its original pure 

form. The only subject-matter used in the teaching of logic and the 

Islamic rationalist theology known as V //7 7  al-kalam  was taken from 

medieval commentaries.

It may be said that by virtue of al-AfghanTs explanations and 

commentaries, fAbduh and a number of Arab scholars were able to come 

to terms with the problems of philosophy. But it would not be right to 

avoid raising the question as to whether al-AfghanTs teachings were 

really revolutionary from a secular point of view. From a number of 

sources, we are informed that he depended for his commentaries, as 

one would expect from such a prominent Shi'i scholar, on Ibn Sina’s 

ahfsharat wa al-tanbihat, and on the need to open the door of /jtih a d . 

We may quote Rowlatt's summary of al-AfghanTs teaching:

This renaissance, he fe lt, could not be carried through 
without political revolution, and political revolution, 
given the circumstances of the day, might not succeed 
without political assassination. The flow of thoughts 

and events might include the flow of blood.^6

Whether or not al-AfghanTs political belief included such an idea of 

assassination, it  seems a salient element in his political activity 

which deserves further consideration. His revolutionary attitude can 

be considered more appropriately in the context of resistance to 

authority; this has always been represented in Shfi’ consciousness 

vis-a vis Sunni domination, which is viewed as an illegal usurpation 

of the Imam's authority. An example supporting this view can be 

found in the fact that al-Afgham himself was implicated in the 

murder of Nasir al-Din Shah, by providing the source material which
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motivated the assassin, one of al-AfghanTs disciples .3?

However, it  is fa ir to mention that Shaykh Hasan al-Tawll also 

lectured on logic and philosophy at the al-Azhar slightly before a l- 

AfghanTs arrival, but his lectures do not seem to have been as popular 

as those of al-Afgharil, owing to his less illustrious style of 

lecturing. al-Afgham drew his disciples' attention to the need for 

the study of classic Arab philosophy by consulting original texts 

rather than depending on sterile commentaries, the method prevalent 

in the teaching of al-Azhar.

Thus, s t il l another world was opened before the gaze of 

Muhammad 'Abduh, that of Western scientific thought and 

achievement. This was to be scarcely a less decisive 

influence in his life  than was the independent attitude of 

thought towards the ancient authorities which Jamal 

exemplified in his teaching 39

The impact of al-AfghanT upon the young man's mind can be shown in 

the latter's five articles published in al-Ahram. Depending on these 

articles, we may claim that ‘Abduh was enduring the stirring of a new 

intellectual vision. This stirring is clearly presented in his fourth 

article entitled "Speculative Theology and the Demand for the 

Contemporary Sciences" in which he criticises the Vlama* who were 

busying themselves with what

was perhaps more suitable for a time long past whose 
records are closed...We must study the affairs of 
neighbouring religions and states to learn the reason for 
their advancement. And when we have learned it, we
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past and prepare for what is coming.40

It may be said that this period counted greatly in 'Abduh's intellectual 

development, and that during it  he began his career as an author, 

writing his f irs t work in 1874 entitled R isa la t a i-w a 'rid a t (Treatise 

on Mystical Inspiration). This work, which is the major source for the 

knowledge of €Abduh's ideas in this period, was considered by many 

authorties, such as Horten and Goldziher, as the starting point of a 

new philosophical trend, which 'Abduh, in fact, did not pursue 

fu rthe r41 Rfsd/at a i-w arida t shows marked traces of pantheism; 

this reflects the strength the impact of al-Afgham on him. Moreover, 

a number of historians42 attribute to ‘Abduh another book entitled 

Risalah f f  wahdat af-w ujud  (Treatise on the Unity of Existence). If 

this is true, it  would have followed, as the t it le  suggests, the path of 

R isalat ahwaridat. However, at a later date, while he was engaging 

in polemic with Hanatoux, he condemns such philosophical elements as 

being an essential reason for the backwardness of Muslims and an 

alien body of teaching which can be traced back -to-Persia and India.4'5 

Nevertheless, the impact of al-AfghanTs untraditional views on 

'Abduh’s thinking had gone beyond the theoretical level to extend to a 

practical one. A clear demonstration of this is his joining Kawkah 

ahsharq , the Masonic Lodge of the Eastern Star, which was affiliated 

to the Order in England. About al-AfghanTs connection with this 

Society, Safwat, in tracing the role of Freemasonry in "Freemasonry in 

the Arab World", wrote:

His joining [al-Afghani] occasioned considerable surprise 
and raised many specu!ations...and he rose rapidly in its
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ranks, being elected chairman only three years later.44

As result of this confusion which surrounded al-Afgham's life, it  is 

not surprising to find a diatribe against him, Tahrlr ahUmam min 

kalb a I-cAjam  (The Liberation of Nations from the Persian Dog)45 

from the hand of an Azhari shaykh.

Between 1874 and 1882 ‘Abduh's ideas developed rapidly. To help 

expand the process of educational reform, he personally introduced 

new texts in theology, which were based on Mu'tazilite teaching, and 

new methods of study, which were to incur the wrath of 'Ulaysh, an 

adherent of the Maliki madhhab and the most conservative among the 

shaykhs of al-Azhar, to the extent that he physically assaulted 

cAbduh. The reaction against his approach did not end here but 

extended to the prejudiced attitude of the board of examiners during 

his oral .examination for obtaining the newly founded diploma a h  

cA1imiyyah.

Where an opportunity seemed to offer itself, *Abduh regularly 

undertook piecemeal social reform, to the course of the next few 

years, after obtaining the diploma45 in 1877, he embarked on a new 

career, lecturing on theology, logic and ethics at al-Azhar47 to 

1878, he was appointed teacher of history at the Dar al-ulum  (The 

House of Sciences), the firs t higher training college in Egypt outside 

al-Azhar, established by ‘A ll Pasha Mubarak (1823-93), 45 (author of 

a l-K h ita t ahtaw fiq iyyah ai-jadfdah)?®  to introduce traditional al- 

Azhar-type teachers to the new methods and fields of study in order 

to become judges or teachers in government schools. Here his course 

was based on Ibn Khaldun's Prolegomena and through it *Abduh managed 

further to diffuse the influence of his ideas along with his lectures.
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Accordingly, the claims that all Arab reformers in the nineteenth 

century began their new departure with Ibn Khaldun's social and 

political concepts, seems true, not just in the case of reformers such 

as al-Tahtawl and Khayr al-Din, as we have shown above, but also with 

cAbduh. About this a ffin ity  between ^Abduh and ibn Khaldun, Adams 

comments:

Not only was the teaching of this work a new departure 
in Egypt, but the method of teaching it  was also unheard 
of hitherto. The young professor took the ideas of the 
great historian on the causes of the rise and fa ll of 
nations, the principles of civilization and the 
organization of human society, and made them a point of 
departure for adding ideas of his own on political and 
social affairs, drawn from modern works, and applied the 
whole in a practical manner to the case of his own

country. 50

The lectures which were delivered in Dar aJ-ulum  and in his house 

Included Mlskawayh’s work on ethics and the Arabic translation of 

Guizot’s History of Civilization in Europe.51 

Early in the reign of the Khedive TawfTq, "Abduh turned to journalism 

and was appointed as one of editors of state-controlled publications, 

including the offic ia l journal aI-WaQ3>ra }-N isriyya h . It seemed that 

cAbduh had, at last, found his true field of interest.

So insistent was the editor upon higher literary
standards in o ffic ia l reports that those responsible for 
writing them were obliged, many of them, to attend night 
schools which were opened for the purpose of training 
writers and journalists, in which Muhammad ’Abduh 

himself volunteered to give instruction.^2
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Under his editorship, which began In 1880, this journal developed and 

became a pulpit for liberal views. He showed, over a period of eighteen 

months, In th irty -s ix  articles, a departure from his earlier s u fi 

tendencies towards a new and rationalistic outlook. In a move which 

reminds us of what had been established earlier in Lebanon by al- 

Bustani, his efforts led to the establishing of a Superior Council to the 

Department of Education. 53

By this time, he had developed a humanist attitude,54 evident in his 

treatment of religion as complementary or even subordinate in the 

overall structure of his rational and pragmatic thinking 55 

It was his power of reasoning, which led him to the same conclusion 

reached a generation earlier by al-BustanT and Khayr al-DTn regarding 

the superficiality of the understanding of European institutions. He 

reached this from a moral viewpoint, not from the economic or 

political one adopted by these two scholars. About this phenomenon, 

he wrote:

It is not simply a matter of acquiring a smattering of 
European sciences or of imitating Europeans in their 
manner of life, for, in the majority of instances where 
such views of education have been held, the result has 
been the imitation of Europeans in their customs, 
buildings, dress, furniture, and expensive luxuries; and 
this has led to the creation of a spirit which ignores the 
straight path of true glory and personal honour. But the 
up lift of the nation can only be accomplished by 
following the path for up lift of individuals. Customs 
must be changed gradually, beginning with the simplest 
changes. The reform of the character, ideas and actions 
of the people is the most important duty of the nation.
Without this no reform is possible. But this is a long 
process which requires time, the firs t step of which is
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the improvement of education.56

‘Abduh Is considered by several Arab historians of nationalistic 

persuasion as having been instrumental in contributing through his 

writing to the IJrabT Rebellion (1881-1882). In order properly to 

understand his role in this rebellion, it  is necessary to consider the 

events of the time. In the Egyptian army the native Arab was quite 

openly discriminated against w ith regard to the opportunity of gaining 

any promoted post. These were reserved for Turko-Circassian 

o ffice rs57 This bias culminated in a rebellion which was led by an 

army officer Ahmad c’UrabT, together with two other officers, 'All 

FahmT and cAbd al-'Al HilmT, under the slogan "Egypt for the 

Egyptians"58

One example of such a bias has been pointed out by most of the modern 

Arab historians, along with Blunt, from whom we may derive the most 

credible information, to the effect that:

Sa’Td Pasha, the then Viceroy, had a scheme for training 
the sons of village sheykhs as officers... Thus, at the age 
of fourteen he [iirabi] was taken for a soldier...he was 
pushed on through the lower ranks of the army, and at the 
early age of seventeen became lieutenant, captain at 
eighteen, major at nineteen, and Caimakam, lieutenant- 
colonel, at twenty. This rapid and unexampled 
advancement in the case of a fellah was due in part to 
the protection of the French general under whom he was 
serving, Suliman Pasha el Franzawi, but s t il l more to the 
fevour shown by the Viceroy...It was during this close 
intercourse with the Viceroy that he acquired his firs t 
political ideas, which were those of equality as between 
class and class, and of the respect due to the fellah as 
the preponderating element in Egyptian nationality. It is 
this particular advocacy of fellah rights which
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distinguished Arabi from the other reformers of his 

day.59

\)rab l eventually became the Khedive Sard's A.D.C. However, after the 

latter's death, he remained in the same rank for seventeen years, 

without promotion50 and was given only subordinate duties to perform 

in the transport service and semi-civilian posts, a fact that inevitably 

produced a feeling of in feriority in the minds of the native officers. 

About this case, however, an important point may be raised. It is 

possible that prevailing circumstances determined the moment at 

which the ‘Urabi Rebellion broke out, but they were certainly not the 

only cause.51 In other words, this Rebellion was only partially related 

to maladministration by Khedive Tawfiq who, at one time:

had come under Jemal-ed-din's potent influence, and 
through him was in close communication with the 
reformers, and had given them repeated pledges that if  
ever came to the Khedivial throne he would govern on 
s tric tly  constitutional lines...The new Khedive, 
however...was not long in changing his opinion, and a 
month had hardly elapsed before he had forgotten his 

promises and betrayed his friends 5^

While his maladministration was a fact; "he consented firs t to his 

Minister Sharif's suggestion that he should issue a decree granting a 

Constitution and then at the instance of the Councils refused to sign 

it", 55 it  is equally true that this Uprising can be traced back through 

centuries to the oppressive Mamluk period prior to the equally 

oppressive rule of the Ottoman Turks. For the Egyptian people, in 

Ismael's words-
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Must lean on something and follow some one...and it  is 
not surprising in the circumstances that the Egyptians

clung to him ['UrabU"64

For a lit t le  while things looked promising. In his uprising, ‘ UrabT was 

partly successful, in that he gained power on a temporary basis and 

ostensibly achieved some of his aims by forcing the Khedive Tawfiq 

into making certain changes. In a few months, the situation became 

strained. In a diplomatic move to preserve his own authority, the 

Khedive Tawfiq catered for ‘UrabTs need for power f irs tly  by his 

promotion to the rank of colonel then to Under-Secretary of War and 

finally by persuading him to accept the post of Minister of War. This 

o ffice ‘ Uratff held on two occasions,65 being reoppointed on a change of 

cabinet.

When the Rebellion had abated and control was re-established, by 

British intervention, in 1882, the Khedive had IJrabT and his associates 

arrested and tried for "subversion." 'Abduh was also, at this time, 

arrested and charged with aiding and abetting the Revolt - not a new 

charge in the history of political thought - by writing certain articles 

which had appeared in the journals ahAhram  and al-Waqa* /'* a h  

M fsriyyah66 This charge was not based on any accurate 

interpretation of his* writings and activity, a fact emphasised by most 

of his biographers:

If, during the latter stages of the 4 Arab i movement, he 
was actively identified with the revolutionists, it  was 
because, as has been said, he was drawn by force of 
circumstances into acceptance of methods which he did 

not approve.67
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‘Abduh always clearly stated that he abhorred any form of violent 

revolutionary change:

This divergence of view is evident in the account of a 
discussion which Muhammad 'Abduh had with 'Arabi Pasha 
and others of the m ilitary party in the house of Talbah 
Pasha. ’Arabi and his followers were of one mind that . 
constitutional government was, without question, the 
best form of government for a country, and that the time 
for a change to that kind of government had come in 
Egypt. 'Abduh opposed this view. He maintained that a 
beginning must be made in educating the people so that 
men would be raised up who could perform the duties of 
representative government w ith intelligence and 
firmness... It would not be the part of wisdom to give the

people what they are not prepared for. 68

This, moreover, was not the only charge brought against him. He was 

also accused of having dared to issue a fatw a  in which he 

demonstrated the illegality of Khedive Tawflq's reign, and to sign a 

petition “which was approved by Mahmud Sami Pasha and fArabi Pasha, 

and sent by Mr, Blunt"69 to William Ewart Gladstone in 1881, and 

which was published in The Times, about discrimination against the 

promotion of native Egyptians in the Egyptian army.70 In addition to 

this, he was accused of having contacts with the radical English w riter 

and poet W ilfrid Blunt, who "had never been ashamed to call the ’rebel' 

^Arabi his friend", and who was the supporter of many nationalist 

causes, in order to agitate for the overthrow of the administration. 

With him I discussed [Blunt wrote]

with the help of Mohammed Khalil, who knew a lit t le  French 
and helped on my insufficient Arabic, most of those 
questions I had already debated with his disciple, and
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between them I obtained before leaving Cairo a knowledge 
really large of the opinions of their liberal school of Moslem 
thought, their fears for the present, and their hopes for the 
future. These 1 afterwards embodied in a book published at 
the end of the year under the t it le  of "The Future of Islam". 
Sheykh Mohammed Abdu was strong on the point that what 
was needed for the Mohammedan body politic was not merely 
reforms but a true religious reformations. On the question of 
the Caliphate he looked at that time, in common with most 
enlightened Moslems, to its reconstitution on a more 
spiritual basis. He explained to me how a more legitimate 
excercise of its  authority might be made to give a new 
impulse to intellectual progress, and how lit t le  those who 
for centuries had held the t it le  had deserved the spiritual 
headship of believers. The House of Othman for two hundred 
years had cared almost nothing for religion, and beyond the 

right of the sword had no claim any longer to allegiance.71

For these "crimes" he was given a short prison sentence, but he also 

received the heavier penalty of being exiled from his native land to 

Beirut and Paris for three years and three months 72 

‘Abduh's exile abroad opened up a new phase of his life  and thought. He 

stayed briefly in Beirut, then joined his spiritual master, Jamal al-DTn 

in Paris. There, for the firs t time, he came face-to-face with The 

Other’, European civilisation. Along with Jamal al-DTn, he founded a 

semi-religious, semi-political weekly paper aHUrwah ahwuthga 

(The Firm Link), of which eighteen issues appeared between 13 March 

and 17 October 1884.73 Its aims were to promote a unifying Pan- 

islamic message, in order to defend Eastern countries against the 

inroads of Western imperialism and attack the internal despotism of 

their rulers. Moreover, it  examined and discussed the weakness and 

the causes of decline which had made it possible for Egypt and other 

Muslim countries such as Tunisia, Algeria and India to fa ll under
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understanding of the Islamic faith which would not come into conflict 

w ith the needs of the times.

While in Paris, ‘Abduh was to have many discussions on the validity of 

Islam and Arab independence. He also paid a v is it to England in 1884 to 

engage in dialogue with several leading figures _ with the assistance 

of his friend W ilfrid Blunt _ regarding the policy of his newspaper and 

to gain their support for Egypt in its struggle against the British rule. 

Lord Randolph Churchill (1849-1895) and the Minister of War, Lord 

Hartington (1833-1908),74 were amongst the notables he visited. 

‘AbdulYs knowledge of controversial articles published, before his 

arrival, by al-AfghanT in a number of periodicals in France must be 

considered in any study of ‘Abduh’s Intellectual background. These 

were not without unorthodox views on Islam. This began to be realized 

as a result of the meeting between him and the Lebanese scholar Khalil 

Ghanim. Through this friendship al-Afghani was able to make some 

impression on French intellectual circles, f irs t through ahB astr, the 

Lebanese newspaper, which along with aHUrwah ahwuthqS , strove to 

create a civilized image of Eastern societies for a French audience, 

then in La Justice . What is more important is that Ghanim himself 

introduced al-AfghanT to Renan.

The Mahdist movement in Sudan prompted al-Afghani to write a series 

of articles in L 'intransigeant about ideas dear to him, the concept of 

Mahdism in Islam, and the role expected of the mahdf in reforming 

society.75 At that time ‘Abduh, and to lesser degree AfghanT, looked on 

the Mahdist movement as an important event which might provide hope 

for their pan-lslamism.

The journal al-Urwah aJ-wuthqa was not a success largely because it
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was not of general Interest to Europeans and also because It was 

banned from the outset by the Turkish authorities throughout the 

Ottoman Empire and by the British in India. This eventually led to the 

closure of the paper and the silencing of a liberalizing voice.

Following the collapse of the paper, 'Abduh found himself attracted to 

the countries which were experiencing French culture. This attraction 

was due to his own experience of France. He firs t went to Tunisia 

where he attracted a large number of followers and friends and had a 

pioneering influence on the Tunisian reform movement. Then he 

returned to Beirut where, for a period of three years, he held the post

of lecturer at the Sunanivvah School.76 The material used in
\  *  %%

lecturing on theology at this institution provided the basis of his 

famous book Risa/at a l-ta w h ld , twelve years later. During this stay 

in Beirut, he happened to discover a neglected but important treatise 

on logic by al-Sawl entitled " Sharh k ifab  a /-8asa 'ir a /- Nusayriyyah 

f l  ‘f/m  ahM antiq \ which he later edited, for the f irs t time, with 

scholarly annotations. 77

Much more could be said with reference to cAbduh’s influence both on 

the theoretical and on the practical levels. In his v isits London and 

Tunisia, and during his prolonged sojourn in Paris and Beirut, contacts 

with local intellectuals served to bring to his consciousness new 

social and political dimensions, consolidating his vision on the 

internal problems of the Ottoman Empire and opening his mind to a 

number of new possibilities concerning the peculiar relationship 

between Europe and the respective Arab provinces. He is remembered 

for his remarkable vision, through which he sought to bring together 

the great religions of Lebanon. He was instrumental in forming a 

society in Beirut which embraced a number of persons of different
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nationalities and religious affilia tions such as the English Reverend 

Isaac Taylor and the Persian Mirza Bakir.78 The alms of this society 

were to promote this unique attempt at rapprochement between Jews, 

Christians and Muslims, in order that they might come to believe that 

they could establish a new civilization.79

However, the possibility of the implementation of such radical ideas 

was not the sort of view that the Ottomans and British wished to 

foster. With regard to the British and French, both saw 'Abduh's 

activities in Lebanon, w ith his ideas of religious unity amongst the 

various native religious groups of that province, as an attempt to 

consolidate nationalistic feelings which, in turn, would inevitably put 

an end to foreign Interference. The very presence of British, French 

and Russian councillors in Lebanon at that time was justified by the 

fact that they were protecting the various minority religious groups 

i.e. Christian Maronites, Druzes and Jews. Thus, if  'Abduh's initiative 

was to ever become universally acceptable, it  would make the need to 

have any foreign presence en Lebanese soil totally redundant, as there 

would be no necessity to protect any of the minorities. Thus, 

indirectly, the major powers actually supported tyranny and denied the 

very people whom they were so enthusiastic to protect the right to any 

national freedom.

'Abduh's failure to achieve the unification of the various religious 

groups, his main idealistic objective in Lebanon, did not prevent him 

from making a later attempt to introduce sim ilar progressive reforms. 

While he was in exile, The Earl of Cromer, the counsul-general and high 

commissioner, and the real ruler of Egypt between 1883 and 1907, was 

very much in favour of a free press. Cromer himself was a competent 

scholar and in some of his writings made a contribution to the study of
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the Islamic problems of his day.80 Houranl lis ts  Cromer as among the 

founders of the modernist movement in Egypt. Likewise, Brown relates 

that:

Shaykh Muhammad Bayram V, of the famous Tunisian 
Bayram family...was a close disciple of Khayr al-Din and 
worked with him in several capacities during his years 
as chief m inister After the establishment of the French 
protectorate in Tunisia, Muhammad Bayram V moved to 
Cairo where he became a good friend of Lord Cromer.81

The restoration of order after the *UrabT Rebellion, seemed to offer 

‘‘Abduh an opportunity. At the demand of *Abduh's friends, Cromer 

intervened with Khedive Tawfiq on his behalf8^ This appeal was 

subsequently granted, provided that he did not again involve himself in 

politics. On his return from his exile in Beirut and Paris, the period of 

his greatest reformist activity opened up. He seems to have learned 

quite well the.lessons of that period. His departure from the policy of 

his master Jamal al-DTn al-AfghanT took place when he came to 

tolerate the British rule of Egypt and its economic and financial 

reforms under the Earl of Cromer. This seems to contradict with what 

he declared in London in an interview with The Pall Mall Gazette:

We Egyptians of the Liberal party believed once in 
English liberalism and English sympathy; but we believe 
no longer...There is no Moslem in Egypt so oppressed as to 
wish for any more of your help. We ask only one thing of 
you, and that is that you leave us at once and forever.Jf 
England wanted to repair the wrong she has done to us, 
she would, as 1 have said, give us a f irs t proof of her

sincerity by ordering back her troops from Egypt. 88
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He was not, however, a self-contradictory opportunist when he did 

shift his ground; he was well aware that he was doing so, and he went 

to elaborate lengths to show that he had not really sacrificed his 

principles. He seems to have entertained a very high appreciation of 

the liberality of Cromer. Although the latter and ‘Abduh were far apart 

in their mode of thought and religious views, there was never an actual 

conflict between them. ‘Abduh's reformist view was modified to meet 

the requirements of his own new position. Such a modified view he 

considered the only way to save the identity of his country under 

colonial rule, on the assumption was that such rule must eventually 

end and sovereignty pass to the Egyptian people. The underlying 

argument was that political awareness grows in line with the process 

of education. He was not interested in ultimate principles of political 

philosophy but in concrete objectives to be accomplished through 

practical measures. Thus, he was forced to resort to the help of the 

new Kedive, Abbas II. By virtue of the latter's interference, fAbduh 

was able to establish “an Administration Committee for the 

Azhar...representing the four orthodox rites or schools of canon 

law.",84 previously no more than an object of faint hope.

^Abduh realised that the widely-spread misunderstanding of religious 

matters was the root-cause problem facing those seeking the 

reformation of Arab society. Without re-educating the Arab masses, 

he saw no way to reform Arab society. To achieve this, he believed the 

most effective means to be the alteration of the perspective of 

religious thought. He believed in internal reform in itia lly  through the 

spread of education and the elevation of public awareness of standards 

of social responsibility. He had great d ifficu lty  in convincing others 

that social and educational maturity was a necessary preliminary to 

political independence.
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The d ifficu lty  in any Muslim religious reform is the closeness between 

the spiritual, the temporal and, even more so, the political, which is 

inherent in the Islamic view of the world. All these facets of life  

were, and, in certain instances, are for some fundamentalists, bound 

entirely together under the one controlling power of Islam. Thus, 

Cromer’s statement, that to try reforming Islam would lead to 

something completely different from Islam, is perfectly justified.

In his emphasis on the need for abandoning ta q ild , without which, he 

thought, Muslims could not catch up with the changing conditions of 

life , ‘Abduh showed the influences of Aristotle and also ibn Rushd, 

!bn Siria and to a lesser degree, a number of key figures in European 

thought. From his assmption that: "the worst disease inflicted on the 

Muslim's resolve and intellect is domination by ignorant regimes.”, he 

turns the reader's attention 85 to the importance of rationalism as a 

means towards the ethical and social realization of life. Thanks to his 

masterly knowledge of ahshari*ah, he penetrated so deeply into the 

Egyptian mind that he achieved results sim ilar to those of Luther. 

'Abduh went a long way in helping to establish a modern view of 

education. He was a great admirer of Herbert Spencer whom he visited 

in England, and whose work on "Education" he translated from a French 

version into Arabic.86

He continuously reiterated the theory that one needs to liberate 

oneself from prejudices in order to be in a position to cultivate 

knowledge. Thus, knowledge becomes not a mere abstract good but a 

practical guide to a better life .87 His rationalistic approach, it  may 

be said, was the most significant aspect of his argument, which 

allowed him sufficient space to move towards the restoration of the 

concept of Ijtih a d  88 The Gates of ijtih a d , said cAbduh, are wide
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open to provide answers to all the questions arising in every condition 

of life, provided the reformer has always the public good in mind:

islarn turned aside the hearts of men from exclusive 
attachment to customs and practices of the fathers, 
which had been handed down from father to son. It 
attributed folly and levity to those who accept blindly 
the words of their predecessors. And it  called attention 
to the fact, that precedence in point of time is not one of 
the signs of knowledge, nor a mark of superiority of 
intellect or intelligence; but that the preceding 
generations and the later are on an equality so far as 
critica l acumen and natural abilities are concerned.
Indeed, the later generations have a knowledge of past 
circumstances, and a capacity to reflect upon them, and 
to profit by the effects of them in the world, which have 
survived until their times, that the fathers and 

forefathers who preceded them did not have.^9

He argued that, in the final analysis, our judgements must no longer be 

dependent on ancient commentaries, but must be the result of a 

personal pursuit of knowledge in the light of masJaha (public welfare 

or common weal). It was one of his central beliefs that w ith the help 

of reason, we can force our own path through the thickets of received 

opinions and illuminate even the holiest texts :

Religion is a general sense, the province of which is to 
discover means of happiness that are not clearly 
discernible to reason. But it  is reason which has the 
final authorty in the recognition of this sense, in 
directing its exercise in its appropriate sphere, and in 
accepting beliefs and rules of conduct which that sense

discovers for it. 90
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He argued, wherever the occasion arose, that Islam was essentially a 

rationalistic religion, which had liberated man from the authority of 

priesthood and had provided him with the knowledge of God, without 

any mediators, teaching him not to rely upon any intercession:

Every Muslim has to know God, must consult God's Book, 
and likewise His messanger, to truly know his sayings.
For this, no intermediary agent is required, nor precedent 
or antecedent. To realise this, one needs to develop 
faculties which make him qualified to understand such as 
the grammatical rules of the Arabic, its  literature and 
structure, along with the contemporary circumstances of

Arabs, in particular during the time of prophethood.^

His view of the history of religion was that Islam, by virtue of its 

rationalism, was the final stage of the development of all the religions 

of mankind of ail ages and that it  was suitable for all people at all 

states of cultural development.

He perhaps more than anyone else united the forces of religion w ith 

humanitarian reform and developed the idea of social service by 

religious institutions. He sought to stimulate this idea by establishing 

The Muslim Benevolent Society in 1892, with distinguished friends 

such as Sa* d Zaghlul, as part of his great plan to reform Egyptian 

society. As soon as this society was founded ‘Abduh was elected 

president of it.^2 The main purpose of the Society was to establish 

schools w ith the aim of providing education and moral and material aid 

to the poorer classes. On this, Adams comments:

Muhammad ‘Abduh had been impressed, during his travels 
in European countries, by the extent to which charitable 
institutions had been developed in those lands and the 
importance attached to public co-operation in practical
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benevolences. Here, he came to believe, was one of the
directions in which Muslim peoples might commendably

follow the lead of Christian nations.9-5

In this and other comments, it  seems that Adams's view of cAbduh was 

confined to his works, since he omitted to compare his ideas with 

those of other Egyptian and Arab scholars and to placce him properly 

w ithin the Egyptian intellectual movement. This is clear from his 

failing to mention al-Tahtawl, who was the firs t to refer to the 

importance of charitable institutions as a social phenomenon.

By the time of ‘"Abduh's death, seven of these schools had been 

established, w ith no less than seven hundred and sixty-six students. A 

very practical part of the course was that young people in the Society's 

schools were to be supplied, on leaving, with a small amount of capital 

and some preliminary career training 94

In 1899, he was appointed by Khedive 'Abbas M as Grand M u fti of 

Egypt, a post he held until his death in 1905. He took advantage of this 

position, as the highest religious authority in Egypt, to introduce an 

impressive number of religious, social and educational reforms. What 

is often regarded as his major reform is his Taqrlr f f  /s/a/? a l- 

Mahakim ahShaM iyvah (Report on the Reform of the SharT'ah 

Courts)9^ He believed in the need for a revival of religious values for 

the courts properly to exercise their legal and spiritual justice. With 

this in mind, he prepared a report on the state of the courts which 

showed that their disorganized state could not meet the 

responsibilities of an age in which Arab family affairs were being 

badly eroded by a lack of proper education in both spiritual and 

temporal matters.

He did this, by demonstrating that court judges were inadequately
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trained and that it  was v ita lly  necessary that they were given proper 

instruction in the Shari‘ah and its application. ‘Abduh's report was 

generally accepted and became the foundation stone of the reform of 

the judicial procedure particularly in Mahakim ahAhw ai a h  

Shakhsjyyah ^

cAbduh‘s concept of reform, based essentially on a radical change in the 

thinking of the people, contrasts with those of his predecessors, al- 

TahtawT and Khayr al-DTn, who concentrated primarily on the 

promulgation of ideas of a political nature, hinging upon the formation 

of a workable constitution and a remoulding of the laws in such a way 

that a truly just state would be established. The fact of matter is that 

he was undergoing a complete change of attitude towards the subject 

of reform: abandoning al-AfghanTs revolutionary ideas and reiterating 

his view of gradually introduced mass education for Islamic 

communities.

'Abduh cannot be considered as an enemy of Westernism merely 

because he criticised the teaching of Christianity. He held the view 

that periodic travel to Europe stimulated thought:

I never once went to Europe...that there was not renewed 
within me hope of the change of the present state of 
Muslims to something better...Whenever I returned to 
Europe and remained there a month or two, these hopes 
came back to me, and the attainment of that which I had 

been accounting impossible seemed easy to me.97

However, unlike al-TahtawTand Khayr al-DTn, he did not see much good 

coming from any reform being based on the teaching of Western radical 

thinkers only. His view was that for progress to take place reform
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should be based on concrete proposals rather than abstract ideals. 

Islamic teaching and law should be revitalized in such a way as to 

constitute a reformed system that would be more sympathetic to the 

Arabs, their spiritual beliefs and their aspirations for self 

determination.

Apart from being remembered for his important work in Egypt, rAbduh 

maintained a remarkably wide correspondence with several important 

European scholars who were facing sim ilar problems in reconciling 

intellectual freedom with traditional ideology. He argued that 

religious beliefs could be supported and defended by the weapons of 

logic and rational philosophy, and he maintained that it  was necessary 

to use such rational argument in order to defend Islam from the 

encroaching influences of negative Western materialistic philosophies. 

It is not appropriate to categorize or associate ‘Abduh with any 

particular school of thought, as a Mu'tazilite, pragmatic, or humanist, 

although, In some ways, he did share some of the beliefs of the 

Mu*tazilite School,'^8 the earliest school of Islamic-Arab philosophy 

(the Eighth Century): faith couid be attained by the use of reason. 

Religion and philosophy were compatible, and one should pursue a 

personal quest for knowledge and spiritual awareness by employing 

reason and logic wherever they might lead one.

There is general agreement among Muslims that in case 
of conflict between reason and what has been given as 
Tradition, the conclusions of reason are to be given
preference. 99

Despite the fact that some authors such as Cromer came to the 

conclusion that cAbduh was "an agnostic"J 90 this was not the case. 

The mystical divine revelation of God to the Prophet, In which he
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believed fully, could not be explained by rationalist philosophy. About 

this point Safran comments:

In order to avoid the thorny question of the relation 
between the absolute and divinity, he did not resort to an 
absolute natural-law principle, as the Mu'tazilah had
done. Instead, he took advantage of the Arabic terms for 
beautiful and ugly - hasan and qabih - which are
applicable in that language to the expression of value as 
well as aesthetical judgment, in order to evolve a
utilitarian theory of ethics based on common

aesthetics.1

He attempted to establish a philosophical system that might serve 

the Arab intelligentsia as a bulwark against the influx of what he 

conceived as the negative aspects of Western culture and their 

possible threat to Arab Islamic cultural values. It is obvious that 

cAbduh was facing what has been called the characteristic predicament 

of the nineteenth century, a situation in which it  was no longer 

possible to be estranged from Western influence, while s t ill believing 

that a religious commitment of one sort or another was essential. In 

his case, this culminated in R isaiat ahTawhTd (The Episle of 

U n i t y ) , 102 which is by common consent his principal work. R isaiat 

ahTawhTd comprises an accessible statement of his positive attitude 

towards theology. In it  he devotes several pages to the problem of free 

w ill and its  relation to dogma and reason. R isaiat ahTawhTd opens 

with an explanation of monotheistic theology.1 ^  Like the earlier 

Mu'tazilites, cAbduh studies the problems of the attributes of God, 

prophecy, and free-w ill. His style is ponderous and archaizing, as 

though he were delibertely imitating his predecessors.

It is to this period that a great many of his extant works belong,
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Macfaniyyah (1902) (Islam and Christianity in Relation to Science and 

Civilization) against the Lebanese author Farah Antun (1874-1922), 

the editor of al-Jam i'ah . His confrontation with Antun added a rich 

discursive dimension to his thinking. Before discussing Antun’s work 

and his quarrel w ith "Abduh, it  would be useful to make a brief 

reference to his biography and the periodical aI-Jam i*ah.

It may be asked why Antun has been placed in this chapter together 

with'Abduh, instead of being assigned a place in the chapter dealing 

with Lebanese scholars. The arrangement is justified, in that the name 

of Antun is inseparable, both historically and academically, from that 

o f ‘Abduh, because of their polemical discourse, corried on in a number 

of Cairo periodicals.

Antun, who was born in Tripoli (Lebanon) in 1874, belonged to a 

Christian family of which the prominent Lebanese scholar, Charles 

Malik, of the American University of Beirut, was also a member.104 

Antun completed his primary education in 1880, after which he was 

sent to a school attached to the Orthodox monastery at KiftTn, situated 

in the hills above Tripoli, where he stayed for three years. He was 

greatly privileged to be educated at KiftTn school, where he studied a 

variety of subjects such as natural sciences, mathematics, history, 

geography and the Muslim religious sciences, along with Arabic, 

Turkish, French, and English. 105

In addition to students from different religious there were Orthodox, 

Maronite and Protestant teachers as well as Muslims.

As early as the KiftTn days, Antun showed a great a ffin ity  for 

journalism, and he took an active part in producing the school's 

newspaper. During this time he also acquired some knowledge of the
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works of a number of liberal French authors for whom he had a 

particular liking and who were later to influence his own philosophical 

and intellectual development. Unfortunately, at the age of sixteen, his 

schooling came to an end due to some obscure disturbances within the 

school, which led to its closure :

The disturbances which finally ended in the closing of 
the school did not grow out of a clash between sects , 
the opposing sides in the incident belonged to the same 

sect.106

Antun was then urged by his father Ilyas, a lumber merchant, to learn 

the trade, w ith the view that he should eventually assume control of 

the family business himself, as city tradition dictated. After a short 

period learning the lumber trade, Antun, like many of his fellow 

countrymen, found that his real bent lay elsewhere. Thus, he decided 

against lumbering and determined to take up a literary career and 

follow up some of his intellectual interests. For several years, 

however, he worked as a schoolmaster at a I-Madrasah al-AhJiyyah in 

T ripoli.107 Here he established contact with the various literary 

circles in the city such as those of the historian Jurji Yannl and shaykh 

Rashfd Rida.

In 1899, he decided to v is it Egypt in order to find fresh ideas for 

journalism. In that country, his base for teaching and research, he 

made a valiant attempt to establish the radical journal al-Jam i'ah in 

which he developed his unorthodox views.

Appearing f irs t as a bi-monthly in Alexandria in 1899 under the t it le  

of ahjam f'ah aJ-Vthmaniyyah (The Ottoman Community), the 

periodical subsequently appeared irregularly, with the final issue
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being printed in Cairo in 1910.-08 Much space in ahJamf'ah was 

devoted to translations of foreign writers, primarily French.

Given on the one hand the lack of a large liberal readership and on the 

other the then high level of illiteracy in Egyptian society, al-Jam i£ah 

inevitably ended in financial difficulties. A number of other factors 

also combined to ensure the periodical's failure. Apparently, his 

political idealism landed him in a great deal of trouble owing to his 

pioneering anticlerical stance, which seemed at some considerable 

distance from the realities of nineteenth century Egyptian society. 

Like many other Lebanese who lived in Egypt, he adopted a secularist 

view, w ith democratic and liberal principles and a desire to promote in 

an active way any reform which would iead to equality between 

Christians and Muslims, within the framework of the Ottoman Empire. 

Antun was moved to w rite a defence of Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), at 

time of his excommunication by the Russian Synod, due to his attempt 

to rationalize Christianity through a series of works such as : "What 1 

Believe". "What then Must We Do?”. "The Kingdom of God is within You”. 

On another occasion, in the pages of his journal, Antun was also to 

take the side of Qasim AmTn (1865-1908),1 the Western-minded 

thinker, the author of two pioneer books TahrJr a]-mar*ah (the 

Liberation of Woman), and a!-Mar*ah ahjadfdah (The New Woman), in 

his argument against the ■‘reactionary" attitude of the Egyptian scholar 

Mustafa Kamil (1874-1908) on the matter of the emancipation of
w «

women.J ^

Although Amin's theory was not quite compatible w ith Antun's, the 

la tte r’s liberal sensibilities, which moved him to defend Qasim's 

stance, seemed to be a triumph for secularism over reactionary 

positions in Intellectual life. At firs t sight, Mustafa Kamil's 

seemingly reactionary attitude towards Qasim AmTn stands in uneasy
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relationship to his allegiance to modernism. However, this attitude 

can be understood, in that he was the leading figure in the Egyptian 

nationalist movement. It seems that the disagreement between the 

two scholars was more verbal than real, due to differing views as to 

the timing of the change in Egypt’s political life  within the prevailing 

political circumstances. On the one hand, Kamil (whose a l-L iw a *(The 

Banner) had editions in English and French), as the leader of the 

National Party, was endeavouring to raise more far-reaching questions, 

foe example, as to how Egyptian society could be rescued from foreign 

dominion and how the different groups and classes within its  society 

could be reconciled. AmTn, on the other hand, was interested in social 

change, particularly the emancipation of women, even within the then 

prevailing socio-political situation. Kamil, although his views 

accorded w ith Amin’s reformist views, was motivated, as a politician, 

by political considerations. One may assume that he realized that an 

issue such as the question of emancipation of women would produce 

controversy, and that the reaction would undermine the "unification" of 

the nation. This would not favour his political activities, and such an 

issue as this could wait until a period after the more important 

liberation of Egyptian society, as a whole, from British rule. Nuseibeh 

writes: "when he found that he could not obtain European help in the 

struggle for independence, he turned towards Turkey and the Pan- 

Islamic movement."111

Antun was allowed by the French philosopher Jules Simon (1814-96)

(1814-1896) to translate into Arabic some of his works including

some which dealt with the issue of women’s emancipation: (La Femme 
112au 19e Siecle.). It is significant that Antun’s subsequent defence of 

Qasim Amin’s ideas was indirectly related to Simon’s writings; both
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had much in common, especially regarding the question of women's 

emancipation.

In these matters and others, then, Antun showed himself to be as 

radical as his compatriot scholars Shibli al-Shummayil and Yacqub 

Sarruf (1852-1927), publisher of the influential periodical ah  

m uqtataf, which was primarily concerned with tackling and 

introducing new scientific topics. With these intellectuals, Arab 

thought ended one phase and embarked on a new one, and what appeared 

as ill-defined in the writings of the previous generation gave way to a 

new tendency following a distinctive approach in dealing with 

intellectual matters. In other words, with such thinkers, the student 

of Arab thought was able to classify the men of letters under the 

categories "progressive'’ or "traditionar.

The great event in this period of Antun's life  was that after the firs t 

failure of his periodical, he le ft for New York in 1906. There, after 

more than a year's silence, he struggled tirelessly to breathe new life  

into a new version of ahJamhah and to circulate it  amongst the Arab 

community in America. His American journal also failed to establish 

itself, possibly for financial reasons:

In New York Antun also published a daily newspaper, a h  
Jamr'ah ahYawmiyah, for about six months. When that 
venture failed, he followed it  up with a weekly, a h  
Jamf'ah ahUsbtfiyah, which lasted from 1907 until £
1909.113

He returned to Egypt after a year, encouraged by the revolution of 1908 

in Turkey, which placed "A Committee of Union and Progress" on the 

Turkish throne. His most substantial contribution to Arabic literature



239

was when, for the f irs t time, he translated Into Arabic some parts of 

the German philosopher F. Nietzsche (1844-1900)’s work Thus Spake 

Zarathustra. 1 ^4 He returned to journalism again f irs tly  with his 

periodical for one year and then with ahAhaJi A feature of Antun's 

philosophy is his attempt to convey the reformist message to as wide 

an audience as possible. Apart from his articles, his means was a 

series of novels attempting to describe the social and political 

conditions in Arab countries and the aspirations of the people. These 

were based on such works as Chateaubriand's Atala115 and Dumas's L i 

Fils du Peuole.118 Some of them were adapted for the theatre.1 ] 7 

This was his productive period. After this he made no important 

contributions to philosophical literature, except for a few 

translations. The reason for this was the lack of contemporary minds 

capable of understanding him and stimulating him to further research. 

Although basically didactic, his writing style was never weighty; his 

reading of Western writers helped him develop a clear, readable, and 

colourful prose.

The dialogue between *Abduh and Antun is important, they stand for 

two different points of view. Antun, who had already gained 

considerable prestige as a thinker, through his contemporary 

commentaries on the works of Ibn Rushd which appeared in ah  

Jam i'ah , was versed in modern philosophy and was particularly 

influenced by the works of the French philosopher and Orientalist 

Ernest Renan. He translated some of his books into Arabic: "Averroes 

et I’Averroisme" and "Vie de Jesus”.118

From Renan, Antun inherited a radical philosophical outlook which was 

tempered by his Christian beliefs. In Sharabi's words:

From the intellectual point of view probably the most
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westernized of the Christian intellectuals, he gave the 

most systematic presentation of Renan's Ideas.119

Antun's appreciation of Averroes, gave a rational approach to his work. 

He also had the ability and courage to re-assess the life  and works of 

Averroes and show that during certain periods of his life  he had been 

persecuted and his philosophical works suppressed by the Islamic 

conservatives and fundamentalist rulers:

Christianity seperates civ il authority from religious 
authority, and therefore make possible tolerance. On the 
other hand, one of Islam's tenets is that the ruler is both 
king and religious caliph, making it  d ifficu lt to be there

room for tolerance. ^ 0

He is not of course as explicitly concerned as *Abduh with the problem 

of the possibilty of reconciliation between Islamic and Western 

institutions.

Antun was largely indebted to Western radical philosophies, especially 

Eighteenth century French philosophy, for many of his views; he was 

thus able to shed new light on the importance of the philosophy of 

Averroes. fAbduh, on the other hand, a representative of the moderate 

views of the traditionalist school, strongly reacted against Antun’s 

commentaries on Averroes; he believed that these commentaries 

involved a number of incorrect statements about Islamic tolerance, 

especially Antun's claim that Christianity was more tolerant towards 

philosophers than Islam. The debate originally appeared serially in 

ai-Jam î ah, III (1902), and IV (1903), and in ahM arfar, V (1902- 

1903). Each party then gathered his articles into book form: Antun in 

/bn Rushd wa fa/safatuh (Alexandria, 1903), and‘Abduh in ah/s/am
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In these articles ‘Abduh engaged in erudite polemics with Antun, whose 

replies included extensive quotations from contemporary European and 

American thinkers. The historical significance of these articles lay in 

the fact that this was the f irs t occasion that such a theological 

polemic between Christian and Muslim Arab scholars had been 

published. More importantly it  was the f irs t occasion when two Arab 

scholars, one Christian the other Muslim, drew extensively on the 

concepts of various Western philosophers and historians to support and 

expand their arguments, and did not restrict themselves to Arab 

philosophical writings, Quranic verses, or the Prophet's Hadfth, as 

sources of inspiration:

All the tenets of my argument can be traced to the 
published works of Christian historians and 

philosophers.121

There is to be found within the text of the written "questions and 

answers" between the two much that is useful to our understanding of 

the development of Arab thought at this period.

Antun was among the pioneers who believed that philosophy could be 

exercised and developed in a purely secular manner without adherence 

to religious dogma. With great tact and mental agility, he contended 

that religion exercised a control over the minds of the people and that 

when misused by rulers, who incorporated religion into the framework 

of their own policies, it  could be used as a tool to further the aims of a 

tyrant. This both led to the destruction of the liberties of the people, 

and also greatly hindered their intellectual and philosophical 

development. All religions, not just Islam, but also Christianity,
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Judaism, and Buddhism, were classified as being obstacles to 

philosophical and moral advance when they were abused or 

misrepresented by rulers and employed for their own purposes. 

Despite this criticism, he did not deny the place of religion in society, 

nor cease to respect the great religions of the world, provided they 

were confined to their own spheres. He also saw the dangers of a 

religious state, and demonstrated that those who comprised the 

minority religious groups would become victims of oppression, or at 

best second-class citizens in their own country. His chief aim is to 

demonstrate that the safeguard of the nation’s interests lies 

fundamentally in keeping religion and politics apart. ^ 2  

The weakness of his argument with fAbduh is that he compares the 

Muslim rulers' attitude towards philosophers and education with 

European Christian rulers’ attitude towards the same issue, without 

taking into consideration the different historical context and social 

development in Europe and the Levant. Religion in European societies 

remains an imported institution and it is easier to separate it  from the 

state, whereas religion in the Arabic-speaking world is much more 

integral part of its fabric.

As a Mufti, fAbduh performed ail the functions of that office. He was 

also engaged in the publication of a series of articles which, providing 

a general defence of Muslims and their faith, comprised an analysis of, 

and commentary on, an article by the French historian and minister of 

Foreign Affairs, Gabriel Hanotaux (1853-1944), for a period an 

officia l in Tunisia, who was also an eminent scholar in his own right. 

Hanotaux’s article published In the journal de Paris in 1900,^3 ancj 

translated into Arabic and published by al-Mi/ayyad, "Confronting The 

Muslim Question", is an indirect attack on Islam, in this article, 

Hanotaux makes a comparison between Islamic and Christian teaching
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concerning their respective attitudes towards free-w ill. The 

conclusion which is drawn is that the difference between the two 

teachings is the result of their different sources. His discourse, 

however, goes beyond its logical conclusion to political and racial 

implications; in comparing and contrasting the two teachings Hanotaux 

claims - repeating Renan's thesis - that the source of this difference 

between the two can be traced back to a difference in race; Christian 

teaching was developed by the An/an race, whereas Islamic teaching 

stemmed from the Semitic race.124 Hanotaux considers Islam to have 

been valid from its peak period up to the nineteenth century, but 

irrelevant to the needs of people in modern times. His views, in 

effect, are expressed in such a way that they contain a hidden 

justification for French colonial rule in North Africa.

*Abduh's sincerity and profound spirituality as reflected in his 

writings cannot be questioned. Although his answers to Hanotaux's 

ideas are of a different type from those given by Antun, they are of 

significance, in that he states that, at one stage or another, every 

society develops in its own way as a direct result of religious thought 

and practice. He holds that it  is possible for Islam to dispense with 

the many useless accretions and erroneous creeds that have dominated 

it  for so long and thus to be revitalized by utilizing its own heritage:

For to attempt reform by means of a culture or 
philosophy that is not religious in character, would 
require the erection of a new structure, for which 
neither materials nor workmen are available. If the 
religion of Muslims can work these ends and has their

confidence, why seek for other means? 125

He also accuses Hanotaux of having misunderstood Islam and Arab
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history and its important role in the cultural development of the 

Muslim-Arab peoples and other peoples as well. This role can be 

clearly seen when one considers the richness of the Arab legacy in 

various branches of knowledge.

The present culture of Europe did not come from the 
original Aryan settlers; and as for the Greeks, whom M. 
Hanotaux called the teachers of Europe, they derived 
their civilization from contact with Semitic nations (...)
The Truth is that all nations borrow from one another 
according to need, and the western Aryan has borrowed 
from the eastern Semitic more than the depressed East 
is taking to-day from the independent West. This is, then,

no question of civilization but only one of religion.128

This eclectic way of thinking made his adaptation to "alien" ways of 

life  a feasibility. Because he had deeply rooted ties to his education, 

he would hardly have voluntarily turned his back on Islam, for he never 

ceased to occupy himself w ith Islamic teaching, as his literary 

remains bear witness. Prior to his time as Mufti, fatw as had become 

lit t le  more than a rubber stamp. A fatwa, in any of the cases which 

had been brought to the attention of the Mufti, had been pre-decided by 

government offic ia ls such as the Minister of Justice.127 On becoming 

Mufti, 'Abduh decided to reverse this process. He insisted on weighing 

up all the evidence relating to each case before pronouncing his 

fa tw as. Request from individuals for a deliverance on any subjects 

were generally ignored; he opened its doors to individual appeals for 

decisions.128

This attempt to re-introduce the traditional system of adjudication as 

he understood it  is indicative of his moral rectitude and strength of
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character and offered a developed vision of ijtitia d  in its relation to 

contemporary social life. Such a positive effort to develop a new 

vision is found mainly in three of the fatw as which he gave: he 

attempted to strike a balance between Islamic laws and other 

religious and cultural influences, in this way, he demonstrated that 

the eating of meat prepared by devout Christians in the Transvaal 

would not lead Muslims to abandon their faith. Likewise, he 

demonstrated that the wearing Christian European forms of dress such 

as hats would not involve any apostasy, in the third, he declares it 

likewise lawful for Muslims to deposit their money in the Postal 

Savings Banks where it  would draw interest. In so doing, he performed 

a valuable task. His courage made possible a further development. He 

is remembered for attempting to bridge the gap between Muslims and 

Christians; he is also remembered for seeking to bring together Sunni 

Muslims of all rites by presenting a body of fatw as containing 

everything essential for the Islamic faith, on which the differing 

schools could agree.129

In the course of his analysis of fAbduh's ideas, Safran evaluates highly 

the radical implications of ‘Abduh’s exegesis of surah IV, verse 62 of 

the Qur'an: "0 ye who believe, obey God and obey the apostle and those 

among you invested with a u t h o r i t y . . . " .  ^ 0  The radical character of 

'Abduh‘s exegesis was not a wholly unprecedented one. It is quite clear 

that Safran had not read al-Kawakibfs writings, which include the 

latter s exegesis of the same verse.

Literature was another field of great interest for rAbduh. As he 

approached the end of his career, in the same spirit of reform, he 

pointed out that one of his primary concerns was the reform of the 

teaching of the Arabic language. It seems that this was due to his own 

poor experience while learning Arabic during his childhood, as



246

mentioned earlier.

Later he used to say that the study of Arabic books 
according to the Azhar method had done injury to his 
intellect and his reason, and that for a number of years 
he had tried to sweep his mind clean of the influence of 

such methods but had never entirely succeeded.131

He maintained that raising the standard of knowledge of the Arabic 

language was essential for a proper understanding of the teaching of 

the Qur'an and for maintaining the true Sunnah of the Prophet.

He writes fine prose, both in the introductions to his textual editions 

of, and his commentaries on, a number of classical Arabic literary 

works such as Maqamat Badf̂ al-Zaman al-Hamadhanl, 1 32 and indeed 

in his commentary entitled Tafsfr a!-Qur'an al-H aklm - ^ 3  jn the 

latter, he also presents an model expression of modernist views on the 

interpretation of the Qur'an during the late nineteenth century.

It was only after his active life  was over that lAbduh’s real career 

began. When he died in 1905 he was world famous and the centre of a 

growing literature, and of controversies in periodicals, newspapers, 

and treatises.

While his discourse failed to provide any basis for a comprehensive 

political scheme, consideration of some of his general conclusions 

inspired some later advocates of rational faith. He considered that the 

faults of the present state of affairs, regardless of whether the form 

of goverment was democratic, aristocratic or tyrannical, could not be 

remedied by mere great political actions. No improvement was 

possible unless the individual himself was also conserned with the 

development of moral and educational values.
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As for the question of ru ler and ruled, I have le ft  it  to 

the disposal of fa te  and to the hand of God to manage, for 

1 have learned that th is is a fru it  that needs planting and 

many years of growth before it  can be collected. It  is 

this planting that needs care and attention at the 

present, and God is our help .1 3 4

However, by a strange irony of fate , ‘Abduh actually became the leading 

mind of a movement which, in the end, brought about a permanent 

rupture between religion and politics and e ffec tive ly  destroyed the old 

theocratic system of Islam ic ideology; this movement is represented 

in the w ritings  of his disciples *A!f *Abd al-R aziq and L u tff  al-5ayyid. 

There was no chance for cAbduh to escape the consequences of 

secularism, once he began to promulgate the belie f that reason was 

compatible w ith  religion.

There are two further figures of this period who deserve to be 

mentioned; considerations of space, however, preclude detailed  

discussion of the ir careers.

Yacgub Sannu*

All studies about Yacqub Sannuc point out that his career started w ith  

the poem in which, encouraged by his father, he praised one of 

Khedivial fam ily , Ahmad Pasha Yagan, grandson of Muhammad cA lfJ 3 5  

This poem was read by young Sannu*in Ahmad Pasha's presence. Ahmad 

was so impressed by the th irteen-year-o ld  boy's precocity that he 

decided to send him to study in Livorno, at his own expense.

The three years which Sannuc spent in Ita ly  (between 1852 and 

1855)136 established his interests, particularly in journalism  and the 

theatre. 137 a  short tim e a fte r his return, he lost both his father and 

his benefactor and was compelled to support h im self f i n a n c i a l l y .  1 3 8
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His knowledge of several languages and sciences139 maCje ^  possible 

for him to teach the children of certain Egyptian dignitaries, including 

members of the Viceroy's own family. In 1863, he obtained a post as a 

member of the staff of the Polytechnic School. 140 

His major achievements were the founding of several cultural 

societies. In addition to the satirical periodical Abu Naddarah (Father 

of Spectacles), established in 1877, he published a number of other 

periodicals.141 He is also remembered for having established an Arab 

theatre in 1870, twenty-two years after the firs t one was established 

by the Lebanese scholar, Marun ai-Naaqash, whose name stands f irs t 

among the introducers of drama and theatre into the Arabic speaking 

world. At some time al-Naqqash presented Moliere's L 'Avare in 

Beirut before a number of notables and consuls. Two years later in the 

same city he presented a drama of his own composition on Harun al- 

RashTcl. Encouraged by his in itia l success he built a theatre next to his 

own house, the f irs t in the Arab world.

Sannifmay be considered the f irs t Egyptian to offer Arab culture to 

the West. He translated many Arabic poems into Italian and published 

numerous articles in English on Arabic and Islamic literature. He 

wrote three plays in Italian about the customs of his country which 

were performed with considerable success in Ita ly.14^

For Egypt, Abu Naddarah was a phenomenon with no precedent. This 

was because it  used colloquial Arabic and introduced a number of 

satirical cartoons for the f irs t time. Indeed this was the firs t 

humorous paper in Arabic.143

After his exile to Paris, his periodical was to reappear in Paris under a 

new title : La C lartnette (1880), Le F lu tiste  (1881), L? Charmeur  

(1881),144 In fact, Sanriu4 managed to produde his newspaper while 

also making a living from lectures and contributions to the French
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press. His articles appeared in papers like Le Temps. Le M atin . 

Figaro and other equally important journals.

In Paris Sannu* acquired some degree of importance as a literary figure 

and succeeded in attracting literary and philosophical contributions 

for his journal both from his Arab acquaintances such as ‘Abduh and cAbd 

Ullah NadTm and a number of remarkable Frenchmen, including figures 

like Jules Simon.

His satirical essays and cartoons reveal a keen sense of identity with 

the poor and exploited, and they do not spare the Khedive IsmaTl,145 

whom he described as “pharaoh" and "the local street thug", attacking 

his methods of government in a satirical and allegorical manner.

Adlb 1 shag J 46 who was influenced by al-AfghanT, was the founder of 

periodical called M isr. This periodical later, in Paris, changed its 

name to ai-Q ahirah. It dealt largely with political and philosophical 

issues and Ishaq was encouraged "by the leaders of the National Party 

to continue the publication".147 He also founded a newspaper a i- 

Tijarah (Commerce) in 1878, in collaboration with SalTm Naqqash 

(d. 188-4), a pioneer of the Arabic speaking theatre and author of M isr 

/ /  a i-M isriyyin  (Egypt for the Egyptians) in which he recorded in nine 

volumes what he had witnessed during the "Ufabl Rebellion".] 45 a h  

Tijarah dealt at f irs t with commercial matters but its later 

involvement in politics led to its shutdown and thatjof M isr as well.
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CHAPTER SIX

From Ottoman ism to Arabism.

'a m  al-Rahman al-Kawakibl ( 1849-) 903)

From the time of the early thinkers, al-Tahtawl, Khayr al-Ofn, and 

al-Shidyaq, down to the time of al-Kawakibf,1 we note the growing 

up of a number of concepts imported from Europe, such as "political 

liberty" and "nationalism". These played an essential role 1n 

directing the course of a new Arab philosophy. The movement of this 

philosophy has often been represented as a break with tradition, and 

a move into a more sceptical and analytical approach, breaking with 

tradition, undoubtedly, facilitated the spread of these concepts. 

Prior to this period, Arab thinkers had been constrained by the need 

to f i t  all historical events into a rigid Islamic context. Although 

there were interm ittent periods of religious revival after this, such 

as the Wahhabi movement, the traditional ideology could no longer 

perform its function. Ottomanism became hopelessly entangled in 

its own cobwebs. The only power which might conceivably have 

restored Ottomanism, namely resurgent Islamism, ebbed away. The 

new Arab philosophy stirred a wave of doubts as to the Sultan's 

rights, on which Ottomanism was based and once doubt or dissent 

appeared, it  was hard to stop them. The general ferment extended 

itse lf to morals and even to the fundamental questions of society 

itself. The second half of the nineteenth century, the period in 

which the youth of al-Kawakibi was spent, and under the influences 

of which he was led to speculation, continued the earlier reaction in



a somewhat different form. We fa il to understand the true reaction 

to Western institutions unless we take into account the m ultip lic ity 

of religious groups within this region. Such institutions stimulated 

an interest in nationalism instead of in the apologetic religious 

appeals by means of which these groups could maintain themselves 

only w ith difficu lty. It is not easy to understand the politics of this 

period without recognizing the background of religious diversity 

which played an indispensable part in the growth of secular 

attitudes and in the development of political awareness throughout 

the region. We discover in the reaction to Western thought not only 

the roots of al-Kawakibi's Arabism but also those of regional 

secularism in its most general form. Enthusiasm for European 

culture in the Fertile Crescent was perhaps displayed more in the 

hope of finding the secret of political freedom that out of eagerness 

for the culture itself. The introduction of Western ideas provided a 

vehicle for the elaboration and expression of a new political vision, 

which demanded a drastic revision of traditional values. Views that 

were once uncritically held could no longer be part of the new socio­

intellectual order. Instead, a new faith in the value and worth of 

individuals as individuals arose and with it developed consciousness 

of democracy. This, however raises the problem of whether at such 

times Westernism is not just to be contemplated but to be seized 

and acted on. The atmosphere of the second half of the nineteenth 

century seems to have generated a kind of revolutionary illusion 

through which neither its friends nor its enemies could see the 

situation clearly. The political literature of the day was therefore 

polemical rather than philosophical. It constituted a vigorous 

protest against political and social abuses of ail sorts, and was 

written to s tir  up the masses rather than to satisfy the criteria of a
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dispassionate scholarship. This state of affairs was bound to 

determine the approach of scholars of the period in the Fertile 

Crescent to socio-political questions. In fact, al-Kawakibi’s life  and 

thought exemplify a move in this direction. European thought opened 

up new paths, was not uncritically accepted by Arab thinkers, but 

with a good deal of modification, owing to the specific problems of 

their own environment. The motives underlying its acceptance were 

various, and not always explicitly avowed. Westernism, in the 

writings of al-Tahtawi and Khayr al-DTn was a powerJ:hat could be 

harnessed to create political and constitutional institutions in their 

respective countries. al-KawakibTs period was that of 

disappointment in Europe’s overseas empires. While s t il l 

recognising that Western political institutions were the most 

developed, al-Kawakibi denied that there was democracy in these 

empires. Thus, the difference between the earlier and the later 

reactions to Western influence cannot be attributed to purely 

intellectual considerations; the historical dimension is also a factor 

in this.

With his traditional religious education, al-Kawakibf should have 

believed that perfection belonged to another world, not to this. His 

sensitive spirit needed ail its intellectual equanimity and strength to 

raise itse lf above its  background. But these qualities he "never lacked. 

ai-KawakibT, like many contemporary liberal Arabs intellectually 

ahead of their society, was forced, when he came to what appeared to 

be a dead end in his mission, to break the shell that housed him and to 

flee from the reactionary rule of Sultan ‘Abd a 1-Hamid. This took 

place in 1898 when he le ft his home town of Aleppo and sought 

refuge in Cairo, where he was to achieve eminence as a w rite r and 

scholar, like many other scholars of Fertile Crescent. There he was



2b 1

to die four years later. The trend of his interests was manifest from 

the start. His reaction to certain events in his life  show at once the 

character of the man and of the times in which he lived, and the 

d ifficu lties peculiar to the position of an original thinker in those 

days. During al-Kawakibfs early career he acted as a legal agent or 

mediator in the handling of various petitions that were presented to 

the authorities of Aleppo. Rashid Rida describes how "al-Kawakibi 

held his own private court in a building between his house and the 

government house which he called ahMarkez (The Office), and to 

which people went for arbitration, rather than to government 

courts."^ This gained al-Kawakibi the t it le  of Abu ai-du ^atay (The 

Father of the Weak).^ But Rida's description contradicts al- 

Maghrabi’s, who, after a trip  to Aleppo tracing al-KawakibTs impact 

there, denied that al-Kawakib! enjoyed any fame and said that he was 

hardly known by his neighbours.4

The logical progress along the path to which al-Kawakibi set 

himself brought him into open confrontation with the governors of 

his country. He edited the offic ia l paper of Aleppo, a l-F u ra t 

(Euphrates), both Arabic and Turkish sections, in 1875.5 In 1878 al- 

Kawakibf, in collaboration with Hashim a l-cAttar, published a l- 

Shahba' (a sobiquat for Aleppo), the firs t private weekly newspaper 

in Arabic printed in Syria.5

This venture, however, lasted only a short time (15 issues), owing 

to the fact that his writings were deemed to be offensive to the waft 

of Aleppo, Kamil Pa'sha. The closing down of ahShahba' was a 

challenge to al-Kawakibf. And since the sense of criticism  in his 

mind did not rest, he refused to yield his ground. A short time later 

(1879), he published a second newspaper under the t it le  of ah  

1‘tidal, (Moderation). It was Jamil Pasha, the wan of Aleppo who



closed down the press in 1879. Moreover, the waft lost no 

opportunity in persecuting al-Kawakibi. On one occasion, in 1886, he 

exploited an assassination attempt by an Armenian lawyer against 

mm, and imprisoned al-Kaw'akibl for a snort term, alleging al- 

Kawakibi's complicity. However, what was far more harmful later 

for al-Kawakibi, was that he was not le ft to himself. The upshot 

came when ‘A rif Pasha "forged a document which he attributed to al- 

Kawakibi" and claimed that there was "a plan for handing over the 

Waiayat of Haiab to a Foreign Power." al-Kawakibi's property was 

confiscated, he was tried and sentenced briefly, but after an appeal, 

heard in a Lebanese court, he was found innocent7 On this Tapiero 

comments

son amour des reformes, de la liberte de parole et de 
pensee, devait lui creer vers la fin de sa vie beaucoup de 
difficultes. Le gouvernement se proposa meme de 
l ’arreter et de le depouiller de ses biens. C’est alors qu'il

quitta Alep et se mit a voyager8

al-Kaw'akibf was a master of Turkish and Persian, and, in fact, he 

continued to supplement his education from whatever source he could 

for the rest of his life. More than any of his contemporaries, he was 

fully aware of the failure of Ottomanism as a political system. He 

was the f irs t Arab scholar to tackle the question seriously and his 

work in this field started a new movement in Arab politics. al- 

Kawakibi knew, of course, the work of al-Tahtawl and he was 

acquainted with the works of Khayr al-Din. His inspiration, however, 

did not come only from these two scholars. He himself demonstrated 

that politics in the Arab provinces could involve Arabism without 

contradicting the principles of Islam. How this was possible, al-
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Kawakibts books Tab*' i ‘ ah?st?bd* d wa mas an  ‘ a/- /s t/  *bad (The 

Characteristics of Tyranny and the Crimes of Oppression)., and Umm 

ahqur* (Mother of Villages) sought to explain, setting forth the 

causes of the corruption of Ottomanism and the opportunity the 

present time provided for the development of a new political 

movement.

At least one of these books, which were drafted before his arrival 

in Egypt, touched on the foundations of the problem of tyranny and its 

nature and why non-Arab rulers of Arab countries were able to 

maintain their authority in such an extraordinary way for over four 

hundred years. al-Kawakibf returns to this analysis time and again, 

his argument always supported by historical evidences.

Almost all of al-Kawakibi’s discussions concerning political and 

social questions were subordinate in one way or another to his 

obsessive interest in tyranny. Hence it  was natural for him to meet 

with backlash from the fundamentalists such as Abu al-Huda al- 

SayySdi^ (1849-1909), fAbd al-Hamfd's astrologer and the most 

influential figure in his court, in his attempt to preserve Islamic 

Orthodox teaching, al-Sayyadi was in a position to erect obstacles to 

the spread of liberal notions. At a later date, al-Kawakibf had to use 

pseudonyms such as: al-Sayyid a l-F u ra tl and al-Rahhala K. 10 These 

manifesto-like books are no less significant than Khayr al-Din's 

Aqwam or al-Bustanfs Naflr. ai-KawakibT set out a plan of 

reconstruction for a whole political edifice. When Taba y  f was 

published under the pseudonym af-Rahhala K , Jurji Zaydan referred 

to it  as unique in political literature.11

In essence, these books deal with political theory, but to the 

modem reader they possess a charged florid style with its own 

particular charm. They are designed for popular appeal rather than
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the presentation of an argument based upon systematic reasoning; 

al-Kawakibf succeeds in transforming politics into a kind of 

literature. The treatment of existing social conditions is sensational 

rather than logical and reflects a deep desire to reform and 

revolutionize these conditions by creating a political awareness 

among Arabs. The aim he set himself was to ascertain the origin, 

extent, and lim its of government in general, w ith specific reference 

to the effect of Ottomanism and its policies on modern Muslim 

society. His study explores the rise of tyrants, and he provides 

examples of the characteristics of despots from different periods, 

and outlines their destructive effect on society. These were the 

topics w ith which he was preoccupied in his Umm ahqura , in which 

he applies his theories, as presented generally in T a b P ic, 

specifically to Arab topics. The essentially practical character of 

Umm aJ-qur2 is evidenced by his frequent recourse to practical 

illustrations, and his singularly apt use of them to explain these 

theories.

It is noticeable that both al-Tahtawl and Khayr al-DTn are 

confident that the progress of Arab thought w ill develop along the 

lines of Europeans models. Both writers are convinced that the 

European method w ill prove to be a much better basis on which to 

form a political framework capable of sustaining the Ottoman 

Empire, comprised as it  is of the various heterogeneous groups. They 

hold that such groups w ill be much more likely to benefit from 

constitutional government than from the imposition of an arbitrary 

authority. As government officials, both Khayr al-Ofn and al-Tahtawl 

hold that reform w ill be best achieved through edicts promulgated by 

rulers rather than through the actual participation of the populace. 

The consequence of their partially developed views is not, in effect,
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to strengthen progress towards reform but rather to cause the 

development of a new form of tyranny which w ill exercise its power 

behind the screen of an apparent liberalism.

Although the beliefs of Khayr al-DTn, al-Snidyyaq, and al-Tahtawi, 

tend towards liberalism, since they hold positions in the Court, they 

cling to certain conservative views, largely in the interest of se lf- 

preservation, and in the belief that the time is not yet ripe for the 

wholehearted acceptance of their views. Thus, in effect, they lack 

the courage to implement their theories, and to achieve any kind of 

comprehensive reform. It is only with al-Kawakibi that a thinker 

arises not bound by the restrictions of being a courtier, a position 

which gives wings to his thoughts and enables him to speak out 

fearlessly against the injustice of Turkish rule.

al-Kawakibi's approach is different from that of Khayr al-Din and 

al-Tahtawl. Nevertheless, they have certain features in common; for 

example, they all believe in the reform of some of the more 

restrictive aspects of religion, and in the accountability of 

government, as the very core of reform. When we turn to al- 

Kawakibfs account of the distinction between a just and an unjust 

government, we discover the strength of the influence exercised upon 

his thinking by Western liberalism, although he never visited Europe, 

and his arguments do not accord with any particular set of European 

concepts. He holds progressive views in favour of removing the 

worst aspects of certain practices that had crept into Arabic culture 

and customs through the corrupt misapplication of Quranic law and 

teachings, a result of the "confusion and weakness which had 

encompassed all the Muslims".12

His work, therefore, may be summarized as comprising two 

studies which are mutual related in a logical edifice. In Taba’i '  he
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severely criticizes Islamic government in his own time identifying 

eight aspects of istibdad  (authority) to be treated successively 

under their individual headings. This discussion establishes the 

basis for general reflections on the political backwardness of the 

Ottoman Empire. Umm ahqun  covers, with some important 

modifications, the same ground as the firs t, and is designed mainly 

to give a critica l analysis of the causes of this backwardness of the 

masses, ascribing their "failings" to blind adherence to a faith 

"corrupted" to serve the needs of political stability.

al-Kawakibi openly preaches, and he defends his theories against 

those who attempt to obstruct any reform, clinging to the status quo 

in order to maintain their own privileged positions. Throughout his 

arguments, he seems to believe that political justice requires 

political reform and that the ' ulam*' themselves, almost by 

definition, lack the capacity to ensure it. It is here that most of his 

criticisms find their place. The next main point in his argument is 

to ask what role the *ulam j*ars supposed to play in the community. 

As his theory of reform depends upon the liberalization of an 

established tyranny, he recognizes that such a process w ill be both 

long and d ifficu lt. He argues that tyranny is not only confined to the 

abuse of political power, but extends into every aspect of cultural 

life, so that control of the religious, educational, and economic life  

of a community is essential to its maintenance and continuity. It is 

from this point of view that he looks at the various manifestations 

of established authority. In his position as a theologian, he 

fearlessly attacks his fellow-religious leaders "the turbaned who are 

more harmful to religion than the devils" ^  who support any type of 

unjust and arbitrary authority.

In fact, the caliph’s autocracy, in whatever form it  may express
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Itself, does not make the caliph a lawgiver. Islamic law is expressed 

through the consent of the community and not the w ill of the caliph. 

But in fact Islamic law never ceases to be the victim of violation, 

and it  is never d ifficu lt for the authority of the state to be upheld by 

the hand of the law through a legal interpretation from the 

theologians, in which they are but sen/ants of the rule. It is natural 

that this development should have disastrous effects upon Islam 

itself, producing a fe rtile  field for the development of fanaticism 

and hypocrisy in its institutions. Any relaxation of authority, such as 

an extension of the tolerance shown to those of other religions, is 

likely to provoke fitn a h . The \ilam a9 combine political manipulation 

w ith religious teaching and dispense justice in conformity with the 

stern tenets of Ottoman policy. Under such conditions community 

life  is tense and stifling, and cultural contacts which might ease the 

situation do not exist. It is easier to follow the course of a l- 

KawakibVs criticism  of the theologians in this context.

Emphatically al-Kawakibf rejects the view that backwardness can 

be ascribed to outside forces. He finds the causes of breakdown in 

the corruption of the shaykhs and imams who, over the centuries, 

have tolerated their rulers' use of royal titles  and certain holy names 

which were normally only attributed to God.

The powerful feeling of the absolute monarchy of God 
is one of the most pervasive elements of Islam, and it  
contributed towards making the caliphate into an

absolute rule.14

In this manner, the unfortunate populace was seduced by corrupt, 

self-seeking religious leaders into believing that any opposition to 

their blasphemous edifice would be an attack on Islam and an affront



to God himself. In Islam, for example, there are ninety-nine names 

reserved to the Creator. According to al-Kawakibf, the Turkish 

sultans used these names in order to impress their subjects. By this 

means they used religion as a political tool of oppression.

While al-KawakibTs theories may not particularly revolutionary 

to the modern reader, they, nevertheless, remain important stepping 

stones in the slow progress towards a liberated Arab culture.

al-Kawakibf regards the period under the Turkish rule, between 

the end of the Golden Age of the Arab caliphate and the beginning of 

the modern epoch, as a time of social inequality and tyranny that was 

opposed to any progress and caused the estrangement of the Arabs 

from their cultural heritage, in af-TabS 7 * ',  he gives an idealized 

picture of early Islamic Arab society at its highest stage of social 

development. He then proceeds to demonstrate how this heritage has 

been slowly eroded over the years by foreign usurpers so that only a 

shadow of the old Arab culture remains.

It is true that the despotism of some the Ottoman Sultans 

contributed to the decay of Arab culture, but the seeds of dissolution 

and the germs of decay were present even at the beginning of the 

'Abbasid era.

Underlying all of al-Kawakibi's theories is his fundamental belief 

that, by returning to a pure and uncontaminated form of Islam "a 

straight, firm, correct, well-founded religion which is not surpassed, 

and not approached by any other religion in wisdom, in order, and in 

solidity of structure”, there w ill be, as a natural consequence, an 

eventual revival and acceptance of basic Islamic justice for all. 

This, in turn, w ill open the minds of the people to the necessity for 

making further improvements of a liberal type that w ill benefit Arab 

society as a whole. He maintains that this can only take place after
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the removal of the usurping power and the re-establishment of an 

Islamic government which is based essentially on the ideal models 

associated with the Golden Age. His theories of reform are based on 

the premise that Turkish rule w ill be ended and be replaced by a Pan- 

Islamic confederation., including Turkey., and that its leadership 

should be drawn from the Arabs. Thus, the ideal vision that he holds 

for the future is based on a consultative government in which the 

Caliphate is returned by the Turks to the legitimate custodians, the 

Arabs, who w ill be truly representative of Islam. The Arabs, w ill 

then rule all other Muslims in a just state. Even when he goes beyond 

this concept, he returns to it repeatedly; he adds to it, but never 

deserts it. The r i f t  between Arabism and Ottomanism had long been 

hidden, but events now demanded a choice.

Pursuing the problem further, and like other reformers of this 

period, influenced by Western political tradition, al-Kawakibf 

believes in constitutional monarchy as the best form of government, 

"the mean between the two extremes, despotism and republicanism." 

In this model, religious leaders, who also speak for the people, work 

on an equal basis with the ruler to achieve ordered government, al- 

Kawakib! compares this form of "Consultative Government" to the 

Western parliamentary system of the nineteenth century. This is the 

same sort of argument as we have encountered in al-Tahtawi and 

Khayr al-Dfn.

In his written analysis of the structure of the ideal consultative 

government for the Arabs, al-Kawakibf examines every aspect in 

minute detail to ensure that his theories w ill be workable in every 

conceivable situation. He examines in detail various types of 

government but is fu lly aware that even a constitutional government 

may operate in such a way that it  may abuse its  authority and create
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situations of in jus tice :

the forms of despotic government are varied, but this 
is not the place to discuss them in detail. !t suffices to 
state here that the quality of despotism applies not only 
to the government of the single despot who had seized 
power by force and usurpation, but includes also the 
government of a limited and legitimate ruler by 
hereditary succession or by election, in cases where such 
a ruler is not heid accountable. The term despotism 
applies also to the government of the group even though 
that group was elected to office, because the mere fact 
of deliberation preceding a decision does not make a 
decision any the less despotic. It may modify it  
somewhat, but it  may also be more tyrannical and more

injurious than the tyranny of a lone despot15

To prevent any possible abuse of authority in the future, he made 

one of his principal objectives the fostering of public spirited 

political awareness to such an extent that it  could be used as an 

instrument of pressure by the people against any misuse of power. He 

defines tyranny as "the acts of individuals or collectivities relating 

to the rights of others without fear of responsibility or respect for 

laws, human or divine." 16

His writings contains material of many different kinds related to 

politics. Sylvia Haim, whose contributions to al-Kawakibi 

scholarship are numerous and renowned, holds a rather negative view 

of him and has questioned both his importance as a philosopher and 

the originality of his ideas. Haim maintains that al-Kawakibi 

liberally plagiarized large sections of the work Della Tirannide by 

the Italian philosopher Vittorio A lfieri (1749-1803), which was 

published in Italy in 1800, and also from the pro-Arab scholar, 

traveller, and poet W ilfrid Scawen Blunt17 as well as from the
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nineteenth century French socialist philosopher Charles Fourier 

(1772-1837), This claim has served Sylvia Halm as the principal 

subject for a number of treatises,18 in particular her Ph.D thesis.1̂

Around this assertion has arisen one of the most Interesting 

disputes among modern Arab and orientalist historians and critics 

alike. Although it  is undeniable that Haim has worked extensively on 

al-Kawakibi, it  is d ifficu lt to agree with her statement about al- 

Kawaklbfs plagiarism. There is no strong evidence for this claim 

except perhaps in the writings of the Egyptian writer, Ahmad Amfn, 

the source used by Haim.

Nevertheless, i f  this was the case it  must have presented many 

d ifficu lties to al-Kawakibi, as he knew neither English nor Italian. 

Haim maintains that he acquired his knowledge of these writers by 

possibly listening to translations of passages of these works by way 

of a Consul or other foreign dignitary capable of making a basic 

verbal translation.

Sylvia Haim also accuses al-Kawakibi of plagiarising Fourier's 

theories on the role and status of women in society. For Fourier, 

women constitute an economic burden on men, whose extent varies 

among bedouin, rural and urban societies. While such an account may 

be based on fact, it  is important to note, however, that If al- 

Kawakibf’s theories in this regard are perceived to lack originality, 

then so were Fourier's. His theories had been produced centuries 

earlier by Plato and Averroes. As an indication of just how 

complicated this claim is supposed to be 1 give below a quotation 

from Averroes' Commentary on Plato's Republic on the position of 

women, Averroes w ro te :

Yet, in these states the ability of women is not
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known, only because they are being taken for procreation 
alone therein, they are therefore placed at the service of 
their husbands and [relegated] to the position of 
procreation, for rearing and [breast] feeding. But this 
undoes their [other] activities. Because women in these 
states are not being fitted  for any of the human virtues 
it often happens that they resemble plants. That they are 
a burden upon the men in these states is one of the 
reasons for the poverty of these states. For, they are 
found in them in twice the number of men while at the 
same time they do not support any (or: carry on most) of 
the necessary [essential] activities, except for a few, 
which they undertake mostly at a time when they are 
obliged to make up their want of funds, like spinning and

weaving. All this is self-evident.20

On this theory, Erwin Rosenthal has commented:

It is the more surprising that this realistic criticism  
of the position of women in Islam and its bad effect on 
the economic health of the nation should have gone 
unnoticed, together w ith his repeated critica l remarks 
about the contemporary Muslim state as a whole and of

its  prominent classes 21

A reasonable hypothesis, by B. Lewis, holds that al-Kawakibi's 

work was Influenced by:

Abdullah Jevdet’s Turkish translation of Vittorio 
A lfie ri's  Della Tirannide. Entitled simply Ist/bddd

(Despotism), it  was f irs t printed in Geneva in 1898 22

In relation to al-Kawakibfs concept of a return to a form of 

government based on the re-instatement of an Arab caliph and the
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revival of a just system of consultative government, it  seems quite 

likely that the Idea of returning to the basic justice and order of the 

Golden Age of Islam, which was a natural Ideal, was not have been 

unique to himself. Indeed, it  may be said that many Arab 

intellectuals of his day must have wished nostalgically for such a 

situation to occur.

Norbert Tapiero, who read al-KawakibTs works, says li t t le  of his 

sources, but suggests that al-Kawakibi may have learned from the 

principles which were formerly laid down in Montesquieu's L‘ Esprit 

des LQ.1S:

Si 1‘on peut penser que ce sont les circonstances 
polltiques et les epreuves subies a Alep dans 1’excercice 
de fonctions variees et importantes, qui ont conduit A l- 
Kawakibi a ecrire cet ouvrage [ Taba'i* ], il est une autre 
source que Von doit signaler et que l'on sent tout le long 

du livre: c'est L'Esprit des Lois de Montesquieu 2-

al-Kaw'aklbi's concept of the ideal state was, therefore, founded 

on a consciousness of his own Islamic heritage and a knowledge of 

Western ideas. His famous contemporary, the scholar W ilfrid Blunt, 

an advocate of the Arabs and of Islamic culture, also saw this Golden 

Age as the core from which the Arab world had developed, had come 

to fruition and had then subsequently declined. He saw, like al- 

KawaklbT, that it  was only by returning to the ideals of this period 

that Arab culture and society could be revitalized and reborn.

Turkish rule was seen by al-Kawakibf as a rather lengthy 

interruption In the national evolution of the Arab people. But this 

interruption was of a complex kind and even al-Kawakibi himself 

needed several pages of close argument to persuade his Arab audience 

that this was in fact what his theory was all about. Here again, he
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claims, history bears out and reinforces his contentions. He 

conceives the ideal types of governments in history as being those 

experienced during the Second Roman Republic and the period of the 

First Four Caliphs.

His concept of the "just state" is one in which the executive is 

accountable to the legislature, which in turn is accountable to the 

people, and in which a person is secure:

In his life, possessions and property, in his physical 
and mental enjoyments; assured of his personal, 
intellectual and religious freedoms, as though he were 
alone in the world w ith no one to stand in his way; 
assured of his power to do what is beneficial to his 
ummah (Nation); confident in his uprightness of the 
judiciary; confident that he w ill have the honour - as is 
prescribed by the law - to come to the defence of the 
nation by shedding his blood. All these freedoms are 
secured for the individual in civilised nations by his 
government which watches over him and supplies all his 
needs. In a state where these conditions are fu lfilled, the 
individual lives in the world the life  promised to him in 
paradise by religion, as though he were eternal in his

nation and Fatherland.24

As al-Kawakibf conceives it, loyalty to a watan is never a 

mere tribal emotion, it  is social. The European idealization of the 

nation in which its subjects would devote all their energies and even 

their life  blood to it  in a time of crisis - that is, the feeling for the 

fatherland, became transposed by him into the concept of the watan. 

He is thus in the same d ifficu lty  as al-Tantawi and Khayr al-OTn were 

when he formulates his concept of fatherland.

Arabic culture was originally created by nomadic tribesmen. 

These had conquered the greater part of the known world and were
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forced, for the firs t time, to come to terms with the indigenous 

cultures of the conquered peoples, such as the Persians and the 

Greeks, They devised a political system inspired by elements from 

those indigenous cultures. It was such a fusion of cultures that was 

responsible for the creation of Islam's specific character and 

identity, extending beyond the lim its of a desert environment with 

its  simple culture. The concept of loyalty to the family, to the tribe 

and to Islam was, of course, already firm ly embodied in the minds of 

the Arab people. Thus, it  was a task for al-Kaw"akibi to promote his 

Western based idea of “nation" as a truly original Arabic expression 

and a unifying national force: "a man established governments to 

serve him. However, despotism changed that and made the subjects 

servants of the rulers", "despotism used the power of people which is 

the power of the government against their interests."

Thus, al-Kawakibi combined all these foreign ideas into a new 

synthesis in which the concepts of ummah and watan became a part 

of the political discipline:

The most beneficial stage reached by mankind was 
that in which organized government was established as a 
dam against despotism... and by setting no power and 
influence above the power of the law ... and in investing 
the legislative power in the hands of the " umma" ...and 
the " umma* w ill not agree on an error ...and by making 
the " umma" vigilant in supervising the course of its

government.25

Like many others both before and after him, al-Kawakibfs thesis 

emphasises the role of the people themselves in a manner sim ilar to 

the views held by contemporary European thinkers:



2 / b

An umma is the sum of the Individuals with a 
common ancestry or watan, language or religion, just as 
a building Is a collection of stones. When one member of 
the umma progresses or degenerates, the to ta lity  of that 
umma win be affected, just as a flea, standing on the 
side of a great ship, w ill weigh it down and make it  lean 
sideways, although the movement cannot be fe lt by the 

senses 26

al-Kawakibl believes aiso that politics is defined as "the wise 

administration of public affairs". It therefore follows that the prime 

study of politics concerns tyranny, i.e. the w ilfu l and arbitrary 

conduct of public affairs without fear of retribution or punishment. 

The unjust state and the behaviour of tyrants were, as we have 

stated, a subject to which al-Kawakibf devotes much of his literary 

effort. The main purpose of his opposition to despotic government is 

not merely to show that such a situation can occur, for al-Afgtiani 

and his disciples and followers have already claimed to demonstrate 

this, but also to show that this phenomenon can be realised, and that 

what supports a tyranny is not a divine ordinance but merely a 

handful of human exploiters, who, consequently, may be reasonably 

disposed of. He considers that government may become tyrannical if  

not bound by any revealed law or tradition or the w ill of the people. 

He also goes on to show that whatever its type - whether a 

democracy or a monarchy, limited or absolute - government can only 

be excluded from the class of the tyrannical when it is under 

meticulous supervision and uncompromising control. Every 

government, no matter how just, becomes tyrannical when the nation 

is not vigilant.

Undoubtedly, he succeeds, by his comparisons and contrasts, in 

making various types of government illuminate each other. He
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demonstrates that it  is the poiicy of tyrants to keep the people 

ignorant, as their education and enlightenment would lead them to 

desire freedom and a better life. Once they are enlightened, he 

wrote, "they w ill realize that freedom is better than life" and "they 

w ill understand that it  means that no one besides God deserves 

obedience or respect; and that once the subjects of tyrants 

understand this, they w ill act accordingly, and w ill no longer be 

subservient; they w ill give their worship and obedience only where 

they think they are due. He demonstrates that All tyrants are not 

merely as scandalously wealthy, but also that they ban the 

knowledge that makes social life  civilized. They fear the sciences, 

as science itse lf is outside their power and authority, and scientists 

have greater knowledge than they do themselves, and thus constitute 

a threat.

According to him, although the tyrant fears "science in itself" 

because it  has "greater power and authority than anything else, and a 

tyrant must be afraid of all who have more knowledge than himself", 

nevertheless, he adds: "the tyrant is not afraid of all sciences" ; he 

only fears those which broaden the mind and teach man his basic 

rights and give him the knowledge and means to demand and defend 

these. For him, the sciences which the tyrant fears are, for example:

Mental philosophy, the study of the rights of nations, 

politics, history and rhetoric. 27

But he does not fear

the theological sciences because he believes that they 
do not l i f t  the veil of ignorance but are only a pastime

for those who are enthusiastic for science. 28
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It is clear then that there is a constant battle between tyranny 

and science, a battle where both sides aim at drawing the mass of 

the people to their cause, because, if these are ignorant, they are 

afraid, and if they are afraid, they give in. Contrariwise, once they 

have learnt, they w ill speak, and once they have spoken, they w ill act

The tyrant, according to al-Kawakibi, is in great fear of any 

theologian who gains eminence among the masses; he uses every 

means to attract the theologians to his side, in order to corrupt them 

and use their work to bolster his own tyrannical regime. Like Abduh, 

al-Kawakibi finds it  d ifficu lt to keep silent on what appears to him 

only hypocrisy. Like his contemporary thinkers in the West, he 

demonstrates that beneath the authority of a tyrant there stand 

certain lesser authorities, who seek power and false honours. But 

between the two kinds of authority there lies this fundamental 

difference; that whereas the authority of a tyrant is absolute, under 

which all other authorities exist to serve it, that of the 4ulama-' on 

the other hand, is a dependent authority, and may easily be withdrawn 

or taken from them. These people are outwardly free and wealthy but 

they are, in fact, just as much slaves to the power of tyrants as the 

masses. They are used by him in order to further his own tyrannical 

schemes. Merchants, bankers and landowners who maintain 

considerable wealth by supporting tyrants are, of course, other 

pillars on which they build their edifice of violence, hatred, fear and 

suppression. It is all of these that al-Kawakibf feels he must 

struggle against.

The masses he considers as "the food on which the tyrant lives; 

they are his livelihood and his power." At the same time, they 

constitute a continual danger:
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But the fear of the tyrant lest his subjects should avenge 
themselves is undoubtedly greater than their fear of his 
might His fear results from knowledge and theirs from 
ignorance. He fears just retribution and death, and they 
only their helplessness and the loss of a few mouthfuls 
of food and the motherland which they w ill quickly learn
to replace.29

The culmination of al-Kawakibl's Umm al-Qura comprises the 

exposition of his theories on a reformed and revitalized Arab 

caliphate. This book shows that already he was confident of having 

prepared the ground sufficiently to apply the principles embodied in 

a l-T a bS 'i*' He discusses at great length points introduced in a h  

Taba*\\ elaborating them and drawing out their particular 

implications, indeed, his Umm ahgurS  comprises a fascinating 

dialogue based on a hypothetical secret society. So realistic is his 

description of the workings of this body (which had many suggestions 

for the improvement of Arab society) that some of his critics 

believed it actually to exist.

Having refuted the principle of Ottomanism, as he supposes, he 

gives us his own principle. The process of Arabising, in his opinion, 

is a condition for any reformist scheme in the Ottoman Empire.

So that even the Ottoman Renaissance, in all its  
branches, was anticipated in Egypt and borrowed from 
there. In fact, as informed persons know, Egypt preceded 
the Sublime Ottoman state by some steps in the field of 
civilization only because she was thrust by the hands of

the late Muhammed 'A ll and Ibrahim...30

Denying that Ottomanism and arbitrary authority can ever be 

justified politically, al-Kawakibi claims that the Arabs are well
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suited to the purpose of forming a new Islamic society. By contrast, 

the Ottoman Sultans, despite their obvious power, do not possess the 

essential qualities held Dy the Arabs:

They have often supported Islam only for the sake of 
power, and it  is impossible for them to prefer Islam to 
power because of the situation of their empire. Their 
kingdom is made up of different countries, professing 
different religions, divided into numerous sects, and 
their ministers are drawn from these different 
nationalities. The most that can be expected of the 
Ottomans is, then, that they should support the 
movement of Islamic union; more than that they are not 

f i t  to do.^

al-Kawaklbl has no illusions about this view: "religion is one 

thing, and sovereignty another, and the sultan is not the whole of the 

s ta te d 2 in such statement he shows himself to be close to the 

sp irit of late nineteenth century thinking, and also an astute 

observer of the liberalism of the West.

Any summary of the argument is bound to be misleading, but the 

heart of the matter is this: the caliph is to be chosen from among the 

Quraysh and installed at Mecca, rather than Constantinople. A 

Council of Consultation is to be established as a special body with 

the power to supervise the appointment of the Caliph and to act as 

his advisers. The caliph's authority, however, is to be restricted to 

the Hljaz; he has no power to interfere in the political or 

administrative affairs of the sultanates and emirates that owe him 

allegiace. His influence is limited to approving the appointment of 

the sultans and emirs.

The central theme now clearly emerges. The Calph’s position is
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regarded essentially as that of a spiritual figurehead, or in C. Ernest 

Dawn's words:

Not as a successor to the historical caliphate, but as a 
means of facilitating the reform of islam and the 

formation of the great Pan-islamic federation.^

The caliph Is not to employ a standing army; his name is to be 

mentioned in the Khutbah before those of the other rulers, but it  is 

not to appear on coins. This last is to prevent any suggestion that his 

powers are like those of a temporal leader. Two or three thousand 

soldiers, drawn from all the emirates, are to constitute a guard to 

protect the Hijaz, and both this army and its generals are required to 

take orders only from the Council. An additional General Islamic 

Council is to be formed with the Caliph as its head, consisting of 

more than 100 members nominated by the various emirates and 

sultanates. Its function is to act mainly on matters relating to 

religious policy. The Caliph is to be elected every three years whilst 

the Council itse lf is to meet every year for two months at Mecca or 

Ta'if, prior to the the H a jj season.

If this Council were concerned exclusively with the supervision of 

religious practices, even though it is independent of the Caliph, it 

would be of comparatively lit t le  Importance. However, it  is to be 

concerned also with the political side of the Ummah. Its powers are 

to be extended to consider the effect of current events on the life  of 

the Ummah and to adapt Islamic legislation in order to take account 

of this. This is to be done by means of ijtih S d , the gates of which, 

in al-Kawakibfs view are not closed, whatever may be the orthodox 

view.



He goes so far as to encourage a thinking obedience to a just 

government - even i f  it is not Islamic - and actively to discourage 

blind obedience to anyone, even someone as just and wise as cUmar b, 

al-Khattab 34

al-KawakibVs concept of the constitution of nis Ummah owes 

something to Western ideas as represented by the federations of 

Germany and America; it  owes more, however, to the treatise by 

W ilfrid Blunt, The Future of Islam:

At the present day nobody with any instruction doubts 
that Abd el Hamid and his house might be legally 
displaced by the f irs t successful rival, and that the only 
right of Constantinople to lead Islam is the right of the 
sword. As long as the Ottoman Empire is maintained and 
no counter Caliph appears, so long w ill the Sultan be the 
acknowledged head of religion ; but not a day longer. The 
Caliphate, for one alien as Abd el Hamid is to Koreysh, 
must be constantly maintained in arms, and on the firs t 
substantial success of a new pretender his present 
following would fa ll off from him without compunction, 
transferring to this last their loyalty on precisely the 
same ground on which Abd el Hamid now receives it. Abd 
el Hamid would then be legitimately deposed and 
disappear, for it  is unlikely that he would find any such 
protector in his adversity as the legitimate Caliphs 
found in theirs six hundred years ago. So fully is this 
state of things recognized by the Ulema, that I found the 
opinion last year to be nearly universal that Abd el Hamid 
was destined to be the last Caliph of the House of 
Othman.35

Thus, in this period of the awakening of the Arabs to the need for 

a just form of government, the essential model found was, in fact, a 

revision of Western ideas and values.

At firs t, it  seems clear, al-Kawakibi was concerned exclusively
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on this and acknoledged that there was a place in his scheme for non- 

Arab Muslims as well., even for his old enemies, the Ottoman Turks. 

Furthermore, he took account of the characteristics of these non- 

Arab peoples and assigned to them functions appropriate to these 

characteristics. The Turks he sees as diplomats, the Egyptians as 

administrators, the Afghans and the North Africans as soldiers.

He claims that the non-Arab Muslims w ill accept Arab suzerainty 

for religious reasons. It is for these reasons, too, that the Caliph's 

capital should be Mecca. The other advantage of having the capital 

there is that it  is remote. For any intending usurper it would be 

d ifficu lt to enter the Arabian Peninsula; he would be almost 

impossible to manoeuvre an army there, as it  would be severely 

restricted by the desert. The soldiers of such an army would lack 

enthusiasm for a venture such as this, which would produce lit t le  

booty, owing to the poverty of the local terrain.

al-Kawakibi was fully aware that, although poor, the people of the 

Arabian Peninsula were custodians of a pure Arab-Islamic heritage, 

since they were the f irs t converts to Islam, had the greatest 

knowledge of the nadfths and possessed a devoted loyalty to the 

Prophet. He also claims that the bedouins represent the purest and 

richest expression in Arabic language and literature amongst all of 

the (then) 100 millions that speak the language of the Qufan.

Thus, al-Kawakibf concludes that only the Arabs of the Arabian 

Peninsula can effect a union of all Muslims, including these whose 

native tongue is not Arabic. It is only through such a ’'confederation", 

in which all Muslim peoples are represented, that any reforms can be 

attempted. The poverty and m ilitary weakness of the Arab people at 

that time made him realize that political stability could only be
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achieved and maintained by the spiritual unification of all Muslim 

peoples through a great religious and cultural renaissance; the 

bedouin were seen as "the sole medium for religious unification".

al-Kawakibi undoubtedly believed that the European movement 

towards emancipation through science and technology, as represented 

by the Great Powers, was more dynamic than anything to be found 

within the hide-bound traditionalism of the Arab provinces. But the 

the European Imperial Powers such as England, Russia and France 

were advised by him to consider that Muslims can never be converted 

to Christianity and certainly not in an age when Christians were 

abandoning their own faith.36 No such conversion should be 

attempted, out of a misplaced fear of Islamic fanaticism, associated 

with the adventurism of Blrb^rypirates. "The Christians", he argues, 

"did not make progress in the arts and sciences until the advent of 

Protestantism, which is sim ilar to true Islam'1.37 European 

statesmen were advised to consider the trustworthiness of the Arab 

people, to acquaint themselves with the teachings of the Qur'an and 

to pay no heed to the rantings of fanatics.

With considerable lucidity, he proceeds to explain to the 

Europeans the various true meanings of the concept of Jihad , which 

evoked horrific visions of fear and strife  in their minds. His 

approach is not to moralize this concept but to analyze it  from the 

standpoint of the function it  played in the political system. He warns 

the Western and the Arab world alike of a truth which they have 

ignored. He points out that the concept of Jihad had a wider meaning 

originally than is recognized by the modern Western world. To 

support this view, he produces three pieces of evidence.

With regard to the concept of Jihad , two verses in the Qur'an :

" fa-sda* bim d tu *n ? a r"^  (Obey what you are commanded) and " wa
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idolaters only, and not to "People of the Sook", who were given full 

tolerance under Muslim rule. al-Kaw~akibf states - something 

extremely rare in a theologian of those days - that none of the 

culam P  would restric t the concept of jihad to fighting non-Muslims. 

They consider it  also to apply to the daily battle of every man to 

maintain his life  and family. Jihad gradually became applied to war 

and conquest during the Crusades40 which were initiated by 

Christians.

He maintains that i f  Europeans examined history they would see 

that for seven centuries the Arabs made no war in the name of Jihad . 

Attacks on North African vessels or Christian merchantmen were the 

work of pirates beyond the control of the state just as European 

pirates were wont to operate elsewhere beyond the control of the 

authority of the countries from which they had emanated. "The best 

proof" al-Kawakibi adds "that Islam is not intolerant, and that Arabs 

understand the meaning of the Qu^an and submit to its religious 

commands, is the fact that they have taken no part in the Armenian 

massacres." As for "Turks, who claim the authority of religion, they 

are only moved by political ambitions, and try to make people submit 

to their rule, and to frighten Europe, by invoking the caliphate and 

Muslim public opinion." 41

Not all Arab writers and orientalists who have dealt w ith the 

work of al-Kawakibf have realized the fu ll significance of his 

writing relating to the concept of Jihad . They have been content to 

regard him as the precursor of Arab nationalism commenting only 

upon his definition of the Arab nation:

0 people 11 mean all you non-Muslims who speak Arabic.



I ask you to forget malevolence and hatred and what your 
fathers and grandfathers reaped. What this has already 
done at the hands of agitators is enough. 1 have more 
respect for you than to think that you w ill not be guided 
by the means of unity, since you are the firs t of the 
enlightenment ones. Behold the nations of Austria and 
America have been guided by knowledge to different 
paths and firm  principles of national secular unity, 
racial rather than religious harmony, political rather 
than administrative cohesion. So why do we not follow 
one of these paths or something like it? and why do our 
intellectuals not tell those foreigners and aliens who 
s tir  up hatred: leave us alone and we w ill manage our 
own affairs. We w ill speak fusha' together, we w ill be 
like brothers and share each other's joys and sorrows.
Let us take care of our secular life  and leave religions to 
rule in the hereafter only. Let us unite w ith the same 
motto: long live the nation, long live the country, long

life  to us, free, and s tro n g .^

They fa il to realize the true message that al-Kawakibi was 

attempting to convey through his explanation of the concept of 

Jihad , which is of no less significance than his definition of the 

Arab nation. We see how he cleverly distinguishes the Arab people 

from the Berber pirates of North Africa who abused the Jihad  in 

order to jus tify  their piracy against Christian merchantmen. He 

demonstrates that, in doing so, they distorted and abused beyond 

recognition the justice and purity of this great Islamic concept, and 

not only in the eyes of the Western Christian world In other words, 

what he wants to emphasise is that these unholy Berber pirates who 

ravaged the North African coast were not Arabs but a separate race 

who were linked only by religion and not culture. Again, he raises 

the same point, but this time with another non-Arab Muslim people:
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The yardstick of the nature of a nation's relationship to 
slavery or freedom can be found in an investigation of its 
language, and whether it  contains only a few expression
of exaltation, like Arabic or many expressions of 

humility like Persian, ^

It may be mentioned, in passing, that al-Kawakibi’s contempt for 

religious leaders and his hatred of Turkish rule sometimes so colored 

and warped his judgement that he was incapable of objective thought 

when Arabism was concerned .. At times, his distortions of historical 

events are appalling:

This Sultan Muhammad, the Conqueror, the best of the 
Ottoman Dynasty, put the realm before religion. He 
secretly made an agreement w ith Ferdinand the Spanish 
king of Aragon and his w ife Isabella, to support them in 
destroying the rule of the Banu al-Ahmar, the last of the 

Arab states in Spain.

We gain further, i f  somewhat confusing, information 

concerning his views on the governing of his Arab nation from a 

rather more accurate reflection on history:

Disparity in character between rulers and subjects is 
a matter of great importance, as becomes clear to anyone 
who examines the histories of nations. It is apparent 
that the greatest and most successful kings and 
conquering leaders, like the two Alexanders [?], ‘Umar,
Salah al-Din, (may 6od be satisfied with them), Chingiz 
[Khan], al-Fatih, the German Sharlakan [Charlemagne],
Peter the Great, and Bonaparte, only succeeded in their 
magnificent affairs due to their own sound resolve in 
complete accord w ith the manners and customs of their 
subjects and their armies, Thus, they were the real 
heads for the bodies, not like the head of a camel on the
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body of an ox or vice versa. Only this accord makes the 
nation consider its  ruler as its head, and sacrifice itse lf 
to protect him and to maintain its independence. 
Otherwise, a nation w ill never succeed, as the wise al- 
MutanaDbi said: People are led by their kings; how can

Arabs succeed if  their kings are non-Arabs?. 45

The Lebanese scholar George Antonius has shed further light on 

the debt that the Arab world owes to al-Kaw'akibi as a pioneer of the 

concept of Pan-Arabism. As a scholar, he was primarily concerned 

w ith that part of the Arab world known as the Fertile Crescent. He 

found that al-Kawakibf had ably presented a feasible plan for Arab 

unity and political development which could be used in that region. 

Such was his enthusiasm for al-Kawakibi’s teachings that he 

considered:

The doctrines preached by Kawakebi contributed, as 
was inevitable, to the gradual transference of the 
leadership in the Arab movement to Moslem hands. Far 
from being inspired by prejudice, his campaign was on 
the contrary a plea against sectarian dissension; and his 
writings contain passages in which he pleads for 
equality between the creeds for the sake of national 

solidarity, w ith fervour and unmistakable sincerity.46

Another Lebanese scholar Khairallah T. Khairallah, (1880-1930) in 

his book entitled Te Probleme du Levant”47 has described the various 

secret societies of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire and 

demonstrated how they were to influence the writings of scholars 

and “revolutionary thinkers”. al-Kawakibf is considered by the 

progressively minded Khairallah as one of the founding fathers of 

Arab nationalism, on the basis of his Western orientated philosophy.
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This hinged on the promise that the secular and religious aspects of 

life  should be considered on separate bases. As Khairallah points 

out:

Al-Kaouakebi realisa la creation d*un comite secret, 
dont il avait esquisse 1e dessin dans Om-ol-Cora, et I'on 
peut dire que cette association fut comme L'Alma Parens 
de toutes celles qui se sont constituees pour servir la

cause Arabe 48

The teaching of al-Kawakib! may have been of the greatest 

interest to the Arabic speaking world; on the other hand, Sylvia Haim 

states " it must be stressed that these ideas are not of his own 

invention, but are a foreign importation". In emphasising this claim, 

Haim makes several comparisons between al-KawakibT and Blunt and 

reaches this conclusion : "All these desirable results are claimed by 

al-KawakibT to follow from the programme he sketches in Umm ah  

qur3> The mode of election of this spiritual caliph is the same in 

both writers." Haim goes beyond this point " Umm ahqura is in debt 

not only to Blunt, but to other European ideas such as those of the 

Freemasons."49 Haim, may, in turn, be criticised. Even allowing for 

some lack of originality on the part of al-KawakibT, it  may be said 

that his original manner in adapting, modifying, and extending these 

Western influences resulted in a refreshingly vibrant Arab philosophy 

which. In turn, may be said to be Arab thought. His very efforts to 

demonstrate a substantial sim ilarity between socialism and both 

Islamic and Christian doctrines are a proof of his Arab character.

On the question of resistance to despotism, al-Kawakfbf occupies 

a somewhat ambiguous position. In one place, he presents a fiery 

polemic against tyranny and tyrants, in another place, he lays down 

that "despotism must not be fought with violence. It must be fought
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gradually and with gentleness.", which is nearly the position of the 

school of al-GhazalT and al-Mawardf and within its  rules and 

philosophical tradition. And thus, in the way in which his proposed 

"revolution" may be achieved, he belongs rather to the intellectual 

conservative reaction. He avoids, as far as possible, the appearance 

of an innovator, while being so in the truest sense of the word. When 

he attacks an old dogma it  is not by a daring march to face it, but 

rather by a quiet process of sapping the foundations. He disposes 

also of traditional principles not by direct attack and by replacing 

them with new proofs and reasoning, but by calmly ignoring them. 

Thus he reaches the conclusion that:

We can scarcely find two neighbouring regions or two 
d istricts within one region or two villages within one 
d is tric t or two houses within one village, the Inhabitants 
of one of which are Muslims and those of the other non- 
Muslims, but that we find that the Muslims are less 
active and organized than their neighbours in all vital 

matters, whether private or public.50

al-KawakibT cannot, intellectually, concede the idea of 3n actual 

physical revolution against Ottoman rule, holding that the concept of 

reform that he strives to fu lf i l l is not the result of a priori 

conceptions, nor can he countenance a m ilitary coup d'etat. What 

must be done instead is to work on the reform of religious and social 

institutions. He enlarges on this theme, pointing out that:

The nation, the majority of whose members do not 
feel tyranny, does not deserve freedom, the nation which 
has been struck with vileness and poverty to the extent 
that its members have become like animals or worse, 
does not ask for freedom. It might avenge itse lf on the
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person, not in order to get rid of tyranny. This w ill not 
benefit such a nation at ail, but w ill replace one disease 
by another, which is like exchanging constipation for a 
headache. Or it  might fight the tyrant by another tyrant, 
should it  succeed, the new leader w ill wash his hand in 
the water of tyranny, and it w ill not benefit anyone, but 
it  w ill be an exchange of a chronic disease for an acute 
one. Such a nation might perhaps attain freedom by 
chance, but it  w ill again not benefit from it, and this 
freedom w ill soon turn into an unsettled form of tyranny 
which is worse s till,  as a setback after a convalescence 

is worse than the original malady 51

Of course, his stand-point is influenced by the Western political and 

philosophical tradition, and also by his contacts w ith the circle of 

‘Abduh; when he speaks against tyranny, in effect, he subconsciously 

lays the foundations of a socio-political change which can only be 

achieved through revolution. To many Arab writers of his day, the 

idea of comparing political conditions with states of health or 

disease was quite common, even al-Afghani following this tradition: 

"Muslim society is sick and its salvation lies in Islam". "Every Muslim 

is sick, and his only remedy is in the QuKan."5^ in al-Kawakibl's 

hands this metaphor is pursued and developed with vigor and lucidity.

On an abbreviated scale, the following may be taken as an example 

of his style of argument. From the assumption that every disease has 

a cure, if no immediate remedy can be found, one has to continue by 

experimenting until such times as a suitable cure is discovered. The 

cure, in this case, namely the introduction of his ideal polity, w ill be 

new and untried. Political institutions, in themthelves, are neither 

good nor bad. They are neutral and can never be adequately expressed 

in fixed formulae, because politics itself is part of the stream of
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history. It may be well used or il l used, depending on the motives - 

and the skill - of those who use it. But, like wealth, it  carries with 

it  great temptations, and great opportunities for misuse -  so great 

that the experience of mankind has concluded that human nature is 

too fra il to be entrusted with uncontrolled power. That is why so 

much of the political thinking of the past has been directed towards 

discovering how to piace checks on power without interfering with 

its efficient use. Thus, if  tyranny is indeed a disease, the only 

remedy is to experiment w ith alternatives until it  is removed 

painlessly.

al-KawakibT is obsessed with the concept of a peaceful transition 

to a more democratic governmental system for the Arabs. To this 

end, he again and again addresses the matter in his writings. He 

places repeated emphasis on the "cure'' and the durability and 

incorruptibility of his alternative system. His great fear is that the 

removal of a tyrant w ill not of itse lf make alternative authority less 

tyrannical. It is well known that in this life  a tyrant can often 

simply be replaced by a weak system of government which, in turn, 

leads to the assumption of control by another tyrant, often worse 

than the previous one was.

The history of one tyrant's replacing another in Islam is almost 

as old as that of Islamic rule itself. This process went on without 

any major popular protest. The idea of the right of active resistance 

against an unjust caliph was never clearly defined by any Islamic 

doctrine. The issue remained ambiguous. al-Kawakibf is, of course, 

aware of this situation and must have considered it  carefully before 

settling on his basic principles in matter. He deplores the fact that 

obedience and submission to a ruler have, over the centuries, become 

a habit. The rules that men obey may often enchrine great wisdom,



290

but they no longer know why they obey them. He advocates the 

questioning of this habit by the people and encourages them to give 

expression to their natural desires, for it  is this expression that 

provides the only real means of political and social change. In this 

respect, he distances himself considerably from al-TahtawT and 

Khayr al-DTn.

During her discussion on ai-Kawakibfs alleged plagiarism, Haim 

raises an interesting point regarding al-Kawakibi's praise of the 

bedouin and his view of them as the pure Arab race. Whereas all 

Arab scholars see the bedouin as "rough'4 and failing to practise the 

tenets of Islam, he subscribes to the rather romantic view of them 

put forward by Blunt, To Haim, this serves as proof of al-KawakibT's 

plagiarism. However, this may be, it  illustrates an essential aspect 

of al-KawakibT's Arab nationalism, in that he seeks to distinguish a 

pre-Ottoman Arab culture, personified by the bedouin, from a culture 

dominated by "foreign" values. Perhaps the influence of Rousseau's 

"return to nature" may be such here.

al-Kawakib! saw modern governments as elected bodies, commanding 

the loyalty of free reasonable men, as long as they enacted just 

legislation, and, at the same time, accountable to them. His 

writings sum up centuries-old discontent with traditional 

institutions. Unfortunately al-KawakibT himself contributes to this 

confusion, for his own formulations are at times ambiguous and 

unclear. Commentators on al-KawakibT are often confused as to his 

attitude to Arabism, nationalism and Ottomanism. His argument for 

the concept of Arabism is manifested through a scathing critique of 

Ottomanism, rather than through a systematic analysis of the 

concept as such. For him, it  was easier to define Arabism in terms 

of the ideas it opposed than in terms of the ideas it supported.
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Sharabi appears to recognize this:

...His anti-Ottomanism derived from his opposition to 
Hamidian tyranny, and his position was based on Islamic 
revival. Though classified as a secularist, Kawaklbi was 
somewhat vague about the problem of separating church 
and state, as he was about his political conception of
Arabism.53

al-KawakibTs real interest, however, was not in the negative task 

of refuting Ottomanism, but in the positive one of replacing it  by a 

sound political theory of his own. His theory is not altogether easy 

to follow. He seems to be obsessed with the desire to win for it  a

place equal to that already accorded to older and better-established

political theories. His writings, in their organization of already 

existing material, and in their offering of numerous original 

suggestions, prove themselves a distinct contribution to the new 

Arab political vision. An interesting example is to be found in his 

differentiation between m ajd [honour] and tam ajjud  [the receipt of 

honours!

al-Tam ajjud , a characteristic of despotic 
administrations, takes a practical form in the 
appointment of such as courtiers and governors, and a
virtual form in the conferring of titles  such as Duke and
Baron and those addressed as Rabb ah  Yzzab and Rabb 
ai-Saw fah , or those awarded medals or those presented 
with neck-chains. ai-Tam ajjud  is inherent in despotic 
administrations. This is because a free government, 
which represents the feelings of the nation, totally 
rejects the upsetting of the balance of equality among 
individuals, except for real distinction. It promotes the 
individual only in a symbolic way, while he is engaged in 
its service (...) In the same way, God raises some people
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above others, in degrees of love rather than of rights 54

In spite of his concept of the state's being entirely idealistic and 

essentially unrealizable, a number of his political ideas have since 

borne fru it. His strength in manipulating words and concepts is at 

times his weakness. Fascinated by the structure he is building, he 

has a tendency to strain or modify facts so as to make them f i t  into a 

particular niche in his system. His impulse towards rhetoric often 

leads him also into extravagant forms of expression where the 

subject requireds quietness and precision, for example, his 

statement: "w ith the exception of America, liberty has not reached 

its  target”.55 s0 keen is al-Kawakibfs sense of the importance of 

guarding against any of impositions on man, that he rejects even the 

respect fe lt for religion.

He also has the distinction of being the f irs t Arab w rite r 

transcend the lim itation of locality; the audience of his predecessors 

was limited to the region from which they came. He was the firs t to 

achieve a receptive audience throughout the entire Arabic speaking 

world. There is, indeed, scarcely a later Arab thinker on Arab 

nationalism who is not either directly indebted to al-KawakibT, or 

who does not find himself anticipated in some of his ideas and views.

Some of the views expressed in al-KawakibT's writing reflect the 

confusion of his time. An example can be found in his severe 

condemnation of the m ilitary institution as one of the central causes 

of the nation's deterioration,56 while, on the other hand, declaring 

that if  he had an army he would remove the authority of Sultan Abd 

al-Hamid within a few h o u r s

It is said that his attitude towards the Sultan 4Abd al-Hamid II 

and his court was so openly hostile that the Sultan's agents broke
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he was about to publish. One of them was called Saha* i f  Quraysh 

(The Pages of Quraysh) and the other was called a h cAzamah lih  

A llah  (Greatness is God's). Furthermore, certain historians believe 

that al-Kawakibi was poisoned at the hands of agents acting on the 

orders of the Sultan 58

Not a shred of evidence exists to substantiate the claim that he 

was poisoned. This dramatic version of his death can be viewed only 

as a reflection of the general psychological state of the Arab masses 

at the beginning of the twentieth century. During this period, 

rumours of poisoning as a result of the conspiracy of despots were 

likely to be accepted by the common people as factual. There are 

many recorded instances of mass hysteria throughout the Arab world 

during the latter part of the nineteenth century. In order to pander 

the appetite of the general populace for sensation, a number of 

writers presented aspects of the biographies of famous individuals in 

an appropriate manner. The untimely end of al-Kawakibi was 

presented by some of his biographers not being due to natural causes 

but to poison. Sudden death does not necessarily imply a conspiracy 

to murder or anything of that nature, and indeed another case may be 

cited, that of ai-Afghanl, whose death was also alleged to be the 

result of poison However, we know, from the work of various 

reliable historians of the period that al-Afghanl suffered from 

cancer of the jaw for a considerable time and that he had undergone 

three surgical operations in an attempt to remove the fatal tumour. 

What is the purpose in poisoning someone already dying of cancer? 

This false story may have been encouraged or even created by anti- 

Ottoman historians and the myth surrounding al-Kawakibf’s death 

may have been meant to arouse the anger of the masses against the
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supposed murderers. On the other hand, it would have appealed to the 

fantasy of the masses that national leaders and reformers should die 

at the hands of despots and not In their beds. Evidence against the 

conspiracy is provided by the letter that al-Kawakibf himself wrote 

to his son promising that he wouid ask Abu al-Huda al-Sayyadf, 

Sultan *Abd al-Hamfd's adviser, to act as an mediator in his son's 

ambition to enroll for medical studies In Constantinople.^ This 

seems an odd symptom of the alleged hostility between al-KawakibT 

and al-SayyadT.

al-Kawakibi’s political vision was not however, entirely novel. In 

Lebanon, several years earlier, Butrus al-Bustam's thinking had 

proceeded in a sim ilar direction, and his fellow countryman, Najib 

al-AzurT, began to develop ideas which ran parallel to those of al- 

Kawaklbl in a number of ways. This is only to say that al-Kawakibi, 

al-Bustanl, and aFAzurT all participated in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century revolt against the simpler, perhaps too simple, 

world of Fakhr al-Din, *Abd al-Wahhab, and Muhammad cA \i What their 

contribution was, is a question has been addressed in the previous 

chapters; clearly al-Kawakibi carried his theoretical analysis much 

further than any other Arab writer.

in fact, after his f irs t brillian t definition of the concept of Arab 

nationalism, al-Kawakibl did not adhere closely to the implications 

of this definition; in fact, he returned to conservatism, and, by so 

doing, provided problems for subsequent scholars. The interest in 

Arabism which he had awakened, however, survived and spread and 

could no longer be ignored.
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CHAPTER SEVEN.

Later Lebanese Intellectuals

Shibll al-Shumayyil (1860-1917) was born in Kafr Shima, a 

Lebanese town with a noteworthy intellectual tradition, the habitat of 

many great writers and poets such as the Bustam, Yazijf and Taqla. In 

an exposition of Shumayyil's early career, it  needs to be noted that his 

education and family fe ll w ithin a cultivated setting: both his brother 

and cousin held posts of great importance; his brother Amin (1828-97)J  

was a lawyer who founded in Egypt the firs t specialized law journal in 

the Arab speaking countries, called ai-Huquq, while in 1896 his cousin 

Rashid (1855-1928), founded a daily newspaper in Alexandria, called 

ahBashTr. The fame of Amin and RashTd has however been 

overshadowed by that of Shlbll.

al-Shumayyirs life  follows a similar pattern to that of other members 

of his family: he himself, in 1886, founded his own periodical a l-S h ifa>, 

a monthly medical journal which lasted for five years, and led a life  

quite as eventful as his brother and cousin. al-5humayyil was an early 

graduate of the medical school of the Syrian Protestant College (The 

American University of Beirut). At a later stage in his career, he took 

the degree of Doctor of Medicine In Paris before settling in Egypt. At the 

same time, while preparing the materials for his doctoral dissertation 

on "The Evolution of Animals and Mankind under the influence of Climate, 

Nutrition, and Culture", he was stimulated into philosophical enquiry 

concerning the validity of the idea of progress. Paris greatly interested
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him, and he proved a keen observer of the principles of the French 

Revolution, and of Hegelian philosophy, as his later works demonstrate:

"The French Revolution was the end of great revolutions 
concerning the separation of religious interests from 
secular ones."2

As a student of medicine in Paris, he became fam iliar with 

Darwinian literature from the original texts and soon became an 

enthusiastic student of this doctrine, which was to take a powerful hold 

on him. No Arab thinker living in nineteenth century France could fa il to 

be influenced by its  liberal culture. It would be surprising i f  some of 

these Arab scholars, given the opportunity of becoming aware of 

Rousseau's and Montesquieu’s country, had not reacted against their own 

culture in the same radical manner. al-Shumayyil’s reflections had a 

special appeal to those who wished to know more of the latest fashion 

in socialist and evolutionist theory. He raises an important point, 

subsequently dropped from all references dealing with his work; he 

argues that Darwinian doctrine does not actually imply that man has his 

origin among the primates.- This interpretation of Darwin's theory 

seems to have resulted from an effort by certain individuals and groups 

reacting against the liberal implications of evolutionary doctrine. 

Referring to these individuals and groups' criticism:

It Is a weapon forged by the opponents of this Doctrine, 

designed to discredit it.4

Perhaps al-Shumayyil's criticism  refers to such writings as al- 

AfghanTs ahRadd *a/a ahdahnyym , along with cAbduh's writings 

concerning the latter's claim that al-Qur’ an implied the principles of
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Darwinism. This defence of Darwin's theory was for him the logical step 

before setting out his own philosophy in any detail. As this latter 

depended, to a great extent, on principles that simplify things so as to 

make them comprehensible to ordinary people in the hope of making them 

give up mythological interpretation and adopt a more scientific approach 

to life.

With the advent of al-Shumayyil and some of his contemporary 

scholars such as Yaq'ub Sarruf and Farah Antun, the theologians ceased 

to monopolize the intellectual circles. He manifested an optim istic 

faith in science as the instrument towards human progress but unlike 

most of his contemporaries he claimed that "in some circumstances'1

violent revolution was necessary, because in no other 

way could poison be expelled from the system.5

But on the other hand, he was also convinced that

on the whole the only reforms which could succeed were 
those which sprang from a change in the general w ill and

aimed at the general good5

Depending on this view, and on others of a similar nature, he does not 

consider the products of the French Revolution as a final answer to 

the universal needs of various societies and countries. Rather he sees 

this fateful event as only the passage to something even more 

significant, as the French Revolution, in turn, was much more 

significant and radical than the Lutheran Reformation. Thus, he 

maintains, successive revolutions can only find their highest 

attainment through socialism:
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in my opinion, ir i t  had not oeen for the religious 
revolution which arose from the doctrine of Luther, one 
can only guess what level the intellectual decline in 
Europe would have reached. The Lutheran doctrine 
Imposed less doctrinal restraints than the other 
doctrines did If we were to investigate the reasons for 
the French Revolution, which projected the world 
forward generations into the arena of progress, one 
would have to say that it  was the Lutheran Revolution 
which was responsible for paving the way, through 
stimulating ideas, facilitating thought, examining 
philosophical principles, observing the physical universe 
and emancipation from the ancient teachings. The 
conclusive proof and decisive evidence is provided by the 
nation which embraced this doctrine, that is, the English 
nation, which among other European nations, rapidly 
advanced so as to reach a pre-eminent position in the 
world, s t ill held today, despite its d ifficu lt geographical 
position-contrary to the other European nations which

have been constrained by doctrinal adherence.7

Accordingly, in al-Shumayyi!*s new philosophical perspective, 

philosophy is a matter of judgement and he makes it  perfectly clear 

that he is no longer giving an account of that truth which can be 

demonstrated by logical reasoning - the questions about knowledge, 

history, and so forth, which had claimed to be more fundamental than 

those about Darwinism, w ill, according to al-Shumayy*, for their part, 

remain without foundation i f  the origin of knowledge, the origin of 

history, and so forth, is not to be questioned - but that for him 

empirical observation or experiment is the one and only mode of 

reality whose functioning provides the firs t principle and ultimate 

foundation from which all validity, certitude and value must in some
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way be derived:

The mind is not really free, but operates according to 
rules which are the source of its  motion. However, 
operating under these laws does not imply a restriction, 
except in its relation to the natural laws of the 
universe. It changes under the requirements of necessity 

and the result of this change is improvement/3

From this viewpoint, he goes on to define in a concrete and radical 

manner the knowledge that can be derived through reason, and dares 

to call in question not only this or that philosophical opinion, but the 

future of philosophy itse lf as a discipline, anticipating its  loss of 

its  own particular id en tity :

Even i f  philosophy s t ill has some meaning at this 
present point in time, it  eventually w ill become invalid.

The future w ill be for science but only applied science.^

Here we come to one of the central features in the thought of al- 

Shumayyil. He was just one of a handful of Arab scholars who combined 

the adoption of Darwinism with certain principles of Socialism. He did 

not hesitate to borrow freely from other writers, both Western and Arab 

to promote his ideas. al-ShumayyiTs position In Arab philosophical 

thought is similar, in many ways, to Kant’s in Western thought. Both 

were f irs t in the attempt to reconcile the conflict between rationalism 

and empiricism concerning the role of experience.

al-Shumayyil appears to be trying to complete an endeavour 

which he saw initiated in the writings of Darwin. However, he was not 

seeking what was wrong in the prevailing intellectual trends of his age,
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out rather striving to show how truth might be acquired by a new 

intellectual process:

Concern w ith metaphysics is a waste of time and 
without benefit, and one who occupies himself w ith 
knowledge of what is above him w ill suffer from what is

below him.10

It is not surprising, therefore, that al-Shumayyil had li t t le  interest in 

most of the general literature of his own culture which, in his view, had 

not really broken with the past. The ties to the past had to be broken, 

not simply loosend. Old ideas could not be refined; they must be 

discarded altogether:

Read a chapter of al-Ghazali's The Refutation of 
Philosophers and The Refutation of The Refutation by 
Averroes and te ll me what you understand. Then turn 
your attention to sterile dialectical discussions based on 
logical issues, and te ll me if  it is possible for this to 
emerge from sound minds. Then try i f  you can to read 
massive volumes on triv ia l matters relating to what is 
impossible or permissible or prohibited. And te ll me if

that differs from babbling. ] 1

Despite a strong a ffin ity  with such reformers as al-Bustani and Khayr 

al-Din, a!-Shumayyil had no specifically intellectual interest in them. 

S till, he provides extensive suggestions for how to read the Western 

philosophical tradition. He turned to a study of Greek philosophy and 

history, which appealed to his scientific turn of mind. Such an approach 

is characteristic of his work. No matter what subject he wrote about, 

he did not simply jump into it and indulge in expressing unsubstantiated
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views. Instead, using logical methods as a model he firs t of all 

composed a detailed history of the subject and then presented his case. 

He admits that Darwin's doctrine does not present a comprehensive 

system. He tried to stimulate interest in Darwin not by adapting him to 

make him relevant, but by showing that contemporary concerns are best 

understood in the permanent light of Darwin's teaching. He fe lt that 

some additional concepts were needed to complete Darwin's theory, and 

for al-Shumayyil, these are found in the works of Buchner and Haeckel. 

These could explain how Darwinism provided laws which answered the 

problem of the changing nature of the world and why such a viewpoint is 

relevant. The result is found in his Falsa fa t an-nushu* w a-ahirtiQ a* 

(The Philosophy of Evolution and Progress) published in Cairo, 1910, a 

work whose lofty philosophical tone brought its author (al-Shumayyil) 

warm praises from almost every liberal circle of the Arabic-speaking 

world. Drawing upon such works, he undertook the task of 

demonstrating the usefulness of his approach by applying it  to a 

specific field through his translation of Btichner's commentary on 

Darwin's work. We must, at the same time, not forget that the 

translation had a value of its own in Arabic, as al-Shumayyil not only 

translated it  but interpreted and extensively augmented the ideas 

contained in it in a series of scholarly annotations on the Darwinist 

school in general:

Stranger than what has already been said is that 
Darwin himself, although he was the founder of the 
theory of evolution, failed to draw from it  all the clear 
results that it  entailed.. This is either because he could 
not or would not do so, being so greatly influenced by the 
prevailing theories or because he was unwilling to 
defend himself from the opposition of the advocates of
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Creation by Species because of the d ifficu lty  of 
providing scientific proof for Spontanous Creation. 
However, the conclusions that Darwin did not draw or 
was unwilling to declare, were drawn by the followers of 
his theory immediately it  was disseminated, and was 

applied by them to the whole of nature.] 2

Early Arab thinkers, perhaps with the exception of Averroes 

and al-H#arri (973-1058), whom al-Shumayyil quotes so often in 

Faisafat J  3  a s  f a r  a s  we know, made no attempt to base their picture of 

the universe upon an materialist system, or to defend it  by materialistic 

argument:

When I began to disseminate the principles of this 
doctrine amongst us, and especially what has been built 
on it  since 1876, it  had neither followers nor literature 
in Arabic. Even in Europe itse lf the followers of this

doctrine could be counted on one's fingers. 14

Before writing F aisa fa t, al-Shumayyil had already attempted a 

large scale exposition of his doctrine, when he became a frequent 

contributor to the periodical al-Muqtataf. Later in 1886 he was to
T -----------V ------

establish his own periodical a l-S h ifa7. And even earlier when he was 

s t ill a student in the Syrian Protestant College he had shown an interest 

in this doctrine as a result of his reaction to one of his Instructors of 

natural sciences of this college, when the latter implied in his 

statements some element of Darwinism. In addition, he contributed a 

variety of important articles demonstrating his belief in the unification 

of force and matter, which appeared in the periodical a l-J iria n . 15 al- 

Shumayyil may be said to have been the product of more than one
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philosophical school. Nevertheless, the Darwinist spirit, which runs 

through all his writing, is quite apparent. It might be presumed that 

secularism received its systematic formulation in the modern Arab 

culture through its raising unrecognized problems in the field of 

ideology and politics in general.

There is no trace of religion in him:

If we compare peoples, nations and governments today in 
the inhabited world, we find wide disparities apropos 
these matters. We also find that wherever theological 
sciences and related theories have been disseminated, 
natural sciences declined and man degenerated and social

conditions worsened-and Vice versa.16

His whole conception of the intellectual and social life  of his 

time is based on objective and rational analysis of previous cultures and 

religions and their significance in the formation of the social order in 

various countries:

Paganism created masterpieces in the art of sculpture 
as its purpose was to set up statues of its  Gods, (t 
established great temples for them and placed in them 
these splendid idols. Christianity was skilled in the art 
of painting because it wanted to personify the events of 
its  religion and depict its  saints. It has le ft us

inimitable works of a rt.17

The trend of his argument could be considered radical 

revolutionary:

Religious teachings separate a man from the 
world to the extent that he is no longer fam iliar with it,
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although nothing actually separates him from it, even 
death. Cultural life  portrays him much beyond his reality, 
as it  imagines him and not as he is. Thus it increases his 
innate weakness and makes his life  dissimulation and 

hypocrisy.13

The concept of the elite and the masses, which prevailed 

throughout the Middle Ages of Islamic-Arabic culture, placed a barrier 

between the elite as the privileged class, and the masses as its 

supportive social structure. al-Shumayyil was at some pains to 

demonstrate that the constituent members of this supportive structure 

were not allowed to exercise their political rights and their only duty 

was to offer the appropriate symbols of submission before the ruler. 

This distinction between the elite and the masses was one of great 

Importance and an essential tradition in Arab culture, and perhaps 

deeper and longer lasting in its influence than has generally been 

realized, and we can trace it even in the works of Arab philosophers 

such as al-Farabf and A v e r r o e s . 1 9

With al-ShumayyiTs philosophy, we witness the emergence of a 

special interest in the concept of the elite and the masses, with the 

stress being placed on the importance of the political w ill of the 

masses as a criterion in determining the type of government. al- 

Shumayyil presented the problem of the Ruler and the Ruled in its 

sharpest and clearest form to Arab thinkers such as Salama Musa 

(1887-1958),23 and Niqula Haddad (1870-1954)2 1:

The Law should be received from the hands of men 
rather than from the hands of gods. This means that it  
should not be derived from the mouths of rulers and 
princes, but from the condition of paupers and beggars,
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so that it  is closer to humanity, that is, to the 
establishment of proper justice, than it  is to the 

gratification of selfish inclinations and objectives.^

But not content w ith this, he set himself the task of trying to show 

that:

By theocractic laws leaders are generally raised above 
the people; they arrogate to themselves privileges by 
which they render the obligations of that people very 
numerous, to the extent that it  struggles against 
austerity, and its rights very limited, to the extent that
it  has no self-respect 23

As we know, the fundamental division between the elite and the 

masses was to remain in existence and was not substantially to alter 

even on a theoretical level. Even in recent times, we meet with this 

state of affairs. al-KawakibT’s concept of the "masses" drew attention 

to the masses' potential importance, which he thought, would place the 

despotic rulers in permanent fear of them. However, he did not 

elaborate upon this point, and retained a largely traditional view.

Apart from Darwin's works and followers, H u x l e y , 24 H a e c k e l , 25 

S p e n c e r , 25 and above all Buchner,2? who remained decisive for the 

whole of al-Shumayyil’s thinking, Marx, Engels, and Hegel were 

intellectually determinative forces..

If we compare the East and the West at present, we see a 
great difference between them with respect to the 
advancement of industrialization and other sources of 
wealth, according to the principles prevailing in the laws 
of each. And if we compare the condition of Europe 
before the Lutheran Revolution and after, we shall
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realize that the Renaissance which took place in Europe 
in agriculture, navigation, industry, and commerce was 
caused only by that religious revolution which released 
the mind from some of its fetters and paved the way to 
that political revolution the benefits of which nobody, 
except a person blinded by the veil of his own se lf- 
interest, can deny. In this way, factories were 
established along w ith agricultural, commercial, and 
industrial firms. The wealth of the rising nations 
increased, and man’s resolve strengthened, despite his 

weakness. 28

In addition to his condemnation of "Absolutism" as a doctrine, he 

demonstrates that political history should no longer be merely a 

series of appreciative studies of rulers and their work, but should 

become a serious study of an explanation as to why

What benefited the Muslims at firs t, since it  
impelled them to practical living, was subsequently to 
harm them. It bound them to Islamic Law. While what 
damaged the Christians to start with, as it  beguiled them 
and diverted them from practical living, was in due 
course to benefit them. Because it  did not bind them to a 
specific code. Inevitably such laws alter along with 

humanity, in accordance with time and p l a c e . 2 -

He also gave great emphasis to the eventual sovereignty of the people. 

This le ftis t tendency is also seen in his belief that the eventual 

triumph would come in the wake of an increasing global enlightenment 

emanating from Europe, which only became strong and really civilized 

when the Reformation and the French Revolution broke the hold of 

religious leaders on society.
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In this respect al-Shumayyil stood as a rather lonely figure 

among his Arab fellow contemporaries, but his interest in the social and 

intellectual background of political development was shared by some 

important scholars of his generation, in general, however, al-Shumayyil, 

as a scientist, was in an advantageous position: he was able to apply his 

systematic knowledge to his society better than any of his 

contemporaries, such as Antun and ^bduh. This was due to the influence 

on his thought of Darwinism, blended with those of German radicalism 

and the French Enlightenment:

It is clear to me that psychology, namely the science of 
intellect or soul, is a branch of physiology that is the 
science of the functioning of the organs. Accordingly, it  
is necessary to consider the intellect just as we do the 
functions of the organs, as acting materially. Any of the 
laws of evolution that touches and influences matter 
influences the intellect itse lf, which is simply one of

the functions of the brain.30

In his understanding of the process of social life, his knowledge 

went beyond that of common experience and gave a new direction to Arab 

cultural tradition, it was no mere change of literary fashions and 

styles, but the proclamation of a new philosophy, challenging the jejune 

traditionalism of Arab culture of that time with a new conception of 

man and the world:

That a man may restore himself to the right path without 
the aid of religion is undoubtedly true. It may also be 
said that the condition of a nation is sound only when the 
force of religion is weak; and the standing of religion is 
strong only when the standing of the nation has
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declined31

If al-Shumayyil was dissatisfied with the type of society which 

prevailed during his time, his writing reveals his ceaseless pursuit of a 

wider knowledge in his quest to be able to influence and alter its  

institu tions:

Because the conditions of the present age, for example, 
d iffe r from those of the previous or the coming ages, it  
is an infringement of sacred rights to apply the laws of 
one age to another, when there can be no compatibility

between them, naturally, culturally or politically.32

He did not depend on any argument founded on current religious 

beliefs (whether Christian or Islamic) as a basis for a philosophy that 

would mould the intellectual development of a citizen in his ideal 

society of the future :

A man in most of his actions and thouahts is not 
the son of his instincts but the product of our upbringing 
of him from the cradle to the grave. If he was le ft to his 
instincts he would be, in his totality, much more 
advanced than he now is. But how can he advance himself 
i f  we through our upbringing proceed to suppress his 
individuality, f irs t as a child at home, then at school? 
and when it comes to involvement in social life, even i f  
he s t ill retains a vestige of individuality, our religious 
and literary books, imaginative and mythological 
narratives and social institutions w ill be guaranteed to 
suppress them. Accordingly, the natural man w ill totally 
vanish and nothing w ill remain but a man manufactured

contrary to nature 33
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al-Shumayyil claims that human reason can grasp the ultimate truth 

from which a rational metaphysics, ethics and political system, and 

even the human mind itself' could be derived. According to him, the 

principles of Darwinism are the only worthy gospel for mankind. He 

believes that through the development of this doctrine, one may attain, 

without any exception, knowledge of ultimate reality. He thinks that the 

theory of evolution proffers a comprehensive and consistent world view 

that can be applied to ethics, religion, art, politics, and education:

The natural sciences are the mother of the real sciences 
and must be the mother of all the human sciences. They 
should be given precedence over everything and should be 
introduced into the teaching of e v e r y t h i n g . T 4

Gradually, it  was realized by Arab scholars that the new philosophy 

expounded by al-Shumayyil conflicted with fundamental Christian, 

Muslim, and Jewish beliefs regarding man’s origin. The Arabic­

speaking world, through al-Shumayyil’s writings, was soon to become 

involved in this important debate, resulting in a definite contribution 

to Arab philosophy. Even those opposed to Darwinism had to turn their 

attention to the matter and publish a number of works condemning 

this intrusive philosophy. al-Shumayyil, the advocate of the new 

scientific approach, was in turn obliged to publish many replies to his 

critics. This advocacy was to stimulate further developments in his 

own thinking:

At the present time, it  [Darwinian Theory] is accepted in 
all its general principles and they [scientists] d iffer only 
on minor matters which as in every recognized science, 
are always subject to continuing clarification and



316

explanation. It is universal in its application in that it  
covers the material and spiritual, the natural [world] and 
that of artifacts, and the application of this doctrine to 
every problem whatever it  is, whether social or
scientific or philosophical, whether important or not, 

w ill yield the solution and the a n s w e r  35

In studying him as a w rite r of philosophy, one can see a constant 

theme: the strong desire to show how men have been shaped by their 

environment, and how to alter their social and political status by 

understanding and coming to terms with their own background. He 

adduces some evidence for this thesis by pointing out that

It is the governments of the Eastern countries that 
have contributed to the decay of character. The
difference between the governments of the West and 
those of the East is that the former are governed by their 
laws, the latter by their m o n a r c h s . 3 6

It is impossible to understand the political processes of the East, he 

thinks, without recognizing that important difference (and here many 

of his contemporaries agree w ith him).

He was no idealist, as we see from his description of the

constitutional reforms which were taking place in some of the

Eastern states in his days :

The laws have been modified in some of the monarchies 
of the East today, but their modification has been in 
form not in substance. The monarchs of the East are s t il l
above their laws.3?
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Here al-Shumayyil is undoubtedly hyperbolic, but his judgment 

contains an element of truth. His views on state and society show a 

profound understanding of the Hegelian concept of politics. 

Governments, according to him, express the differences existing 

between separate nations. The more a nation progresses along the 

path of civilization, the higher is its form of government. In trying to 

formulate an analytical basis for this view, he thinks:

There could be no agreement on the general good unless 
there was liberty, in particular liberty of thought. In a 
despotism, one member and his interests dominated the 
rest by force. Nor could there be a general w ill unless 
there was an underlying social unity, and this in its turn 
involved the separation of religion from political life. 
Religion was a factor of division: not religion itself, but 
the religious leaders sowed discord between men, and 
this kept societies weak. Nations grew stronger as 
religion grew weaker.38

al-Shumayyil also considers that historical evidence is lacking to 

sustain those who expect spontaneous reforms from governments. He 

takes the condition of the revolution of 1908 in Turkey as a clear 

indication that the real significance of revolution has been abused and 

distorted. His writings on social and intellectual matters show that 

he was facing certain nascent problems, which we s t ill meet with to­

day, in an enlarged form, in modern Arab culture. He clearly perceives 

the p itfa lls  surrounding all theories concerning constitutionalism. 

The Revolution of 1908, which al-Shumayyil at firs t welcomed, soon 

became a target for his criticism. However, it  did present a number 

of answers, in theory at least. For him, this scrutiny reveals that
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governments, regardless of time or place, are unlikely to submit to 

calls for reform. He questions, not without reason, whether the 

nations of Europe would have attained their present level of 

civilization simply through the efforts of their governments alone. 

All types of exclusive allegiance including religious exclusivity, he, 

rightly or wrongly, argues, are equally as dangerous to social 

solidarity, as they are d i v i s i v e . ^ 9  National fanaticism was as bad as 

religious fanaticism:

If religion did nothing more than restrict the freedom of 
thought, it  would be enough to be the cause of man's 

misery in his world. 40

By this argument, philosophy is a continuous process, although not 

necessarily lim ited to one place or one people. Knowledge, for him, 

cannot be confined to national boundaries :

it  is as though society could not undergo a complete 
reform that guaranteed the removal of all trace of those 
methods of instruction, unless both languages and 
nations were unified. 41

In fact, al-Shumayyil is serious about his new concept of an 

internationalism as opposed to a nationalism as the force which w ill 

ultimately determine the political destiny of mankind :

The obstacle which is destined to last longer than others 
is the obstacle to mutual understanding, that is 
language. But the natural sciences themselves, by making 
the world as though it were one city, in reducing the 
distances within it, w ill make the conflict very strong
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among the languages so as to do away w ith most of them, 
which have no noticeable relationship w ith these 
sciences, it seems that, today, only three languages w ill 
survive and that the conflict for survival w ill be 
confined to them in future. These are English, German,
and French 42

Hence the tendency towards nationalism, in al-Shumayyil’s view, is 

recognized as the disaster which destroys the civilized life  of man. 

Therefore, he thinks that if  this loyalty, which is limited to watan 

(fatherland) is abandoned in favour of the wstaniyya(patriotism) of 

the world, this would then create a new sense of collective social 

responsibility. He reminds the reader that there must be something 

solemn and serious about this affair. He concludes by stating :

The unification of nations and languages, the spreading 
of a true humanity, and the consideration of mankind as 
brothers, and the regarding of the world as one country 
can never be attained by means of this last science 
[theology], although it is one of its  ultimate 

objectives 43

By taking this position, al-Shumayyil stands in direct opposition to 

one of the most influential trends of his day. It is not d ifficu lt to 

appreciate how a comparative study of different cultures would tend 

to conflict with, and perhaps undermine, a single, unified culture 

defined by its  own traditions. And al-Shumayyil does not indicate 

how the transition from nationalism to internationalism would occur, 

or by what institutions it could be brought about, especially given 

that all the provinces of the Arabic- speaking world, in one form or 

another, are s t il l under Ottoman and European domination. He does not
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attempt any extended discussion of the nature of this 

internationalism. It is not w ithin the scope of this study to debate 

the problem of a national identity versus an international one in the 

writing of history. He worked to rid the Arab culture of all vestiges 

of medieval tradition and to introduce a Western philosophical 

approach. But what he has to say on the subject is very brief and not 

at all illuminating:

The advocacy of 'socialism' ( ish tira k iyya ) by 
ShiblT Shumayyil in the early years of the 
twentieth century might be seen as an exception- 
untll one discovers that Shumayyll's 'socialism' 
was devoid of economic content and referred only 
to state intervention and reform in education,

legal organization, the press, and other fields.4 4

The value of his writings certainly would have been much enhanced if 

he had attempted a rather more serious discussion of some of the 

more general and fundamental questions. His thinking equates itse lf 

w ith the concept that man develops by the very fact that his mind is 

disposed towards progressive thought and innovative action. 

However, there is nothing within the historical process which 

guarantees the successful achievement of any progressive policy. 

This can be exemplified and substantiated by making reference to the 

recent history of the Lebanon, al-Shumayyil's own country, ft also 

seems that al-Shumayyil's philosophy was, in this respect, premature. 

Its biggest error was its failure to appreciate the depth and 

complexity of the political problem of its period. We are, 

furthermore, again encouraged to assume that his years in France
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exposed him to Marxist literature. His philosophy was that political 

problems could be solved within a few decades by setting up a 

socialist system, binding all the various peoples together in ties of 

common brotherhood. Furthermore, what seems the strangest point 

within his system was the suggestion to abolish the School of Law 

and Law Courts in Egypt. The possible reason for this was that it  was 

not an international legal system. The flaw in this thinking is that it 

Ignored the fact that this problem was part of a much greater and 

deeper conflict between moral ideals and political realities. These 

conflicts existed in the varying political relationships that occurred 

between the Arabic- speaking countries and the West at his time, and 

later. In addition to this, there were the rivalries amongst the 

European powers themselves that divided many countries in the world 

3S the twentieth century progressed. It is quite true, as the 

historical experience of nations has proved, that in the absence of any 

national consciousness manifested In the geo-political unit, (the 

nation-state) there could only follow the incorporation of weak 

nation states into super-power blocs, and not, as he thought, 

development from the national condition towards a wider community. 

He appears then, to combine absolute materialism with absolute 

utopianism. However, it  is d ifficu lt to blame al-Shumayyil, who died 

before he could witness the answers to questions which he had 

raised, at the hands of powers themselves who at one time had 

represented, to him, the symbol of the liberation of his people. When 

liberal-minded thinkers such as himself and Adib Ishaq put their trust 

in Europe as a means of gaining emancipation from Turkish 

domination, in al-Kawakibfs words, it was not in order to exchange 

one colonizer for another. The conclusion to which we are led is that
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al-5humayyiJ, like al-Khayr ai-Din Derore mm and Antun ms 

contemporary, was drawn to philosophy not by the direct study of It, 

but as a result of certain questions which arose during his earlier 

studies of other subjects. Though al-Shumayyil does not provide a 

clear solution to the problem of nationalism, he does bring into focus 

one of the more important questions which w ill have to be answered 

in any complete portrayal of the progress of the Arabic-speaking 

countries. Along with Antun and Haddad he was a founding father of 

the Socialist School of Lebanese philosophical thought.

Najib^zurl (d. 1916)

Along w ith al-Kawakibi, w ith whom “the Moslems begin to 

participate in the leadership of the liberal movement.", 46 Xzurf was a 

pioneer of the concept of Arab nationalism. But, w ith *AzurTs 

discourse, the situation was strikingly different from that w ith a l- 

KawakibTs. Apart from the impact of the ideas contained in his book 

Le reveil de la nation arabe published in 1905, he is noted for having 

established a society, "La ligue de la patrie arabe", in Paris, and 

issued, with the assistance of Eugen Jung and "of certain French 

writers of note,"46 a monthly periodical, entitled L'indeoendance 

arabe. for the promotion of Arab nationalism in the Fertile Crescent 

and the Arabian Peninsula, excluding Egypt:" because the Egyptians do 

not belong to the Arab race; they are of the African Berber family". 47 

We may summarize our discussion of his writing by saying that 

rAzurT aimed to lead the inhabitants of the Fertile Crescent away from 

the Ottoman Empire into a separate state. He was well versed in 

European culture, in particular that of France, and expressed himself 

fluently in French, which was the language used for his periodical
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L'lndependance arabe 18 numbers of which appeared in Paris between 

April 1907 and Septmber 1908. After his graduation from the Ecole 

des Hautes Etudes of Paris, until 1904, XzurT held an important 

diplomatic post in the service of the Ottoman government under the 

governor of Palestine, Kiazim Bey, as an offic ia l in the provincial 

government of Jerusalem, before choosing to live in exile until his 

death in 1916 in Paris. He had been condemned to death in 1904 "for 

having le ft his job without permission and gone to Paris where he 

committed actions prejudicial to the existence of the state." in 

addition, he played an important role in several events of political 

importance, although there were doubts about his having received 

money from the French government. Along with al-Kawakibfs writing, 

ftzurTs works and activities were the inspiration for the development 

of Arab nationalism in the Levant.

However, %zurTs contribution to Arab culture was more significant 

than that of al-Kawakibi, in that his approach was based primarily on 

secular philosophy : "One of the principal causes of the fall of the vast 

empire of the Arabs was the centralization in a single hand of the civ il 

and the religious powers.” 48

The mode of government w ill be a constitutional 
sultanate based on the freedom of all religions and the 
equality of ail citizens before the law. It w ill respect 
the interests of Europe, all the concessions and all the 
privileges which had been granted to her up to now by the 
Turks. It w ill also respect the autonomy of the Lebanon, 
and the independence of the principalities of Yemen,

Nejd, and Iraq 49

^zurT, unlike his predecessors or contemporaries, thought that the 

transition to an independent state would not be gradual but would 

involve a revolution as a single measure in order to overthrow the
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Ottoman rule in the Fertile Crescent. As a theoretician, In the firs t 

place, and as member of a Christian minority without influence within 

the Ottoman Empire, he would more readily be able not only to call on 

the inhabitants of the Fertile Crescent to revolt against the Turkish 

overlordship, but also to go so far as to encourage all other subjects 

likewise to revolt. He visualized a separate but simultaneously 

confederal rebellion of each of the provinces, w ith Armenians and 

Kurds, while retaining their own distinctiveness, joining in to form 

one combined m ilitary unit, w ith the inhabitants of the Fertile 

Crescent. However, there is a certain inconsistency in'Azurfs thinking 

in that he did not hesitate to propose the idea that a member of the 

Khedivial family should be elected caliph over the new state which he 

wished to create.

However, the importance of %zur?s theoretical contribution was 

hindered by the fact that his writing was presented in French and not 

in the language of his people; therefore, it  did not answer the 

intellectual needs of the mass of people of his day. There was s till a 

long way to go before it  gained political force. About this point in 

time, Antonius points o u t:

Its main value [Azouri's campaign] in this history is that 
it  provides an example of the extent to which, as a result 
of foreign education, certain advocates of the Arab 

Revolt had strayed from the sources of its inspiration.^

Although he stimulated many minds, /\zurf did not generate an 

important and fru itfu l school of thought, unlike al-Bustant or al- 

Kawakibl or al-Shumayyil. It is true that the task which faced him- 

and other Christian scholars- was less d ifficu lt than that which 

confronted the Muslim al-Kawakibi, who was in danger of disgracing 

his religion by advocating secular reform, whereas Christians did not
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have the same immense burden that confronted and restricted freedom 

of expression. For^ztirf:

Islamic doctrine, as such, had li t t le  to do with 
Arab nationalism. The struggle was a matter between 
Arabs and Turks that could only be settled with the 
support of European powers. His appeal, although in a 
political and revolutionary framework, was much like al- 
Bustani’s, for it  was an appeal to Arabism and was not 
directly concerned with placing an interpretation on 

Islam and its meaning with regard to Arabism.51
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CONCLUSION

At the beginning of this thesis we examined several political and 

historical factors which brought Arab culture, face to face with Western 

influences at the close of the eighteenth century. Such an encounter 

brought about, consciously or unconsciously, tensions in the fabric of 

Arab culture as a whole. These tensions produced a variety of reactions 

among Arab intellectuals. The intellectuals under discussion, however, 

in general, perceived their mission as one of abandoning a host of 

obsolete institutions. They were in favour of a transition from the 

theological authoritarianism of the Middle Ages to the liberalism of 

Modem times. European institutions had become such a dynamic for 

change worldwide that their adoption had become in reality requisite for 

cultural survival for those countries in direct contact with them.

Most Arab and Western historians concede that nineteenth century 

colonialism was essentially based on the desire to increase both export 

trade and the import of cheaply priced goods from the Arab world to 

Europe, as has been shown by Khayr al-Din. The absence of any 

industrially-based economy in the Arab world, and the lack of reforming 

movements able to affect the fundamental elements of Islamic culture, 

need to be considered in making any comparison of its  development with 

that of the West. Western European countries were mostly heavily 

industrialized and had experienced several religious and cultural 

revivals, which combined to produce the political and moral atmosphere 

of European society during the nineteenth century.

Once the Arab world, or parts of it, had been in contact with the 

West, European political and commercial interests began to penetrate
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the fabric of Arab culture, and often sadly w ith an, eventually, negative 

effect.

At firs t, Arab scholars remained awe-struck before the masters of 

modem culture - the Europeans and the Americans. Their naive approach 

and friendly trust had begun to fade away by the second half of the 

nineteenth century. Through the influence of French culture, a number 

of Arab scholars were inspired to adopt a specifically European set of 

cultural values, and i t  was this that began to generate a series of 

cultural conflicts, either explicit or im plic it, depending upon the degree 

and type of contact with Europe.

The modernisation of the Arab World in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries proceeded alongside the development of its  

relationship w ith Europe. The "Arab discovery of the West", through 

European colonialism, Initiated what was regarded as a great era, which 

heralded increasing emphasis upon freedom and political justice. This 

was largely a result of the failure of prevailing Arab ideology to cope 

with change or to provide an alternative. This dilemma _ the choice 

between abandoning Arab culture for European culture or clinging to the 

former at the expense of the la tte r _ is reflected in the works of 

nineteenth century Arab thinkers: al-Tahtawi, for example, whose works, 

besides mirroring these conflicts, also suggest compromise solutions 

which were profoundly to affect Arab thought. These thinkers sought 

parallels and contrasts between European and Arab institutions, whether 

political, sociological or economic; and treated these as models for the 

re-interpretation and study of the past. Sometimes this was done 

directly, sometimes indirectly, in their reconsideration of classical 

Arabic texts and their researches into the history and political 

literature of the Middle Ages. Much of their political thinking was
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directed towards discovering how to place checks on power without 

interfering with its  effic ient use, how to keep the ruler in check under a 

constitution, without interfering with his in itiative. These d ifficu lties 

had faced rulers and their subjects from the beginning of organized 

political life , but they had greatly intensified in recent times. This 

intensification was due to two causes.

Firstly, the Arabic language became a vehicle for the irm mmwn  ef 

newly-introduced cultural values. Thus, the works of earlier scholars 

began to be re-understood in the period of the Awakening when sim ilar 

conditions resulted in a growing a ffin ity  between the men of the two 

different ages. The problem between cAbduh and Antun, for example, 

was a symptom of this state of affairs.

Admittedly, philosophy in the technical sense, and as now conceived, 

did not exist in the earlier period of Arab Awakening. It achieved its  

f irs t great success during the last two decades of the nineteenth 

century, and has come to fruition only during the last f i f ty  years. A 

further complication the modem thinkers faced was that of giving the 

"Christian" West a new image, so as to contrive that different 

institutions should be judged not by the identity of their founding but by 

their suitability for a given time and place. The rise of Western 

Orientalism coincided with the thrust of European expansion into the 

Orient; the contributions of Western scholars, missionaries, and men of 

enlightenment to Arabic culture are a fact well established and beyond 

contention.

Secondly, whatever Western ideas caught their fancy, Arab scholars 

wished to utilize traditional ideology and blend i t  w ith these in a subtle 

way, so that i t  would become acceptable to all members of the Muslim- 

Arab communities. Within the framework of their "campaign" of reform
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we have seen how various attempts, albeit slowly and hesitantly, at 

education and change, were made by these intellectuals as well as by a 

few enlightened rulers.

The nature of Arab thought, then, began to alter, slowly at f irs t, 

under these influences. By the end of the nineteenth century, i t  had 

entered a critica i formative stage, challenging the authority of tradition 

and assailing inherited beliefs. Although it  was not to be expected that 

Arab thought would alter completely overnight, through the pioneering 

work of these men, the stage was set for a period of change, and for the 

slow process of modernisation which is s t ill continuing.

All these scholars are part of our nineteenth-century legacy - our 

inheritance from an age which, more than any other, believed in ideas, 

and in change and reform through the power of ideas. The culture into 

which they were bom largely ignored social questions, and looked on 

intellectual revolution as a substitute for social and economic change. 

From the second half of the nineteenth century, Arab scholars set to 

work to defend and develop Arab culture by adapting Western traditions 

to their own.
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