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nineteenth century, a time when most Arab lands had been under

Ottoman rule for three hundred years, since the sixteenth century.
The waning Ottoman Empire had started to lose control over some of its
territories to breakaway nationalist movements: Greece in the early 1820s
and the Balkans in the 1870s. It had suffered military defeats at the hands
ol one of its major rivals, Russia, in consecutive battles in 1806-1812, 1828
1829, 1853-1856, and 1877-1878. It was also facing growing financial and
economic difficulties. For many Ottoman officials, economic, administra-
iive, technological, and even political modernization had become neces-

The modern Arab debates on culture date back roughly to the mid-

sary for the empire’s survival. The extent and modality of the needed
changes gave rise to a wide range of discussions and the formation of vari-
ous political currents advocating reform. The mounting challenges of the
empire also invited a growing intervention by European powers who were
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eager to benefit from the weakening Ottoman state. These trends resulted
in the 1839-1876 Tanzimat reforms, a set of new laws that were to transform
Ottoman subjects into equal citizens, irrespective of their religious and
ethnic affiliation. It led to the establishment of a modern constitution and
to the creation of a representative parliament in which Arab delegates
were included. Provisions were also made to guarantee commercial privi-
leges for Europeans. The principles of the reforms were declared in 1839
and 1856 in official statements known as the Giilhane decree and the Hatt-
i-Humayun, respectively. These Tanzimat reforms were met with resis-
tance by the sultans, who did not want to see their power being restricted
by a fundamental law, as well as by the military and administrative classes,
which had likewise much to lose. The new laws were eventually passed, but
the Constitution was suspended in 1876 by Sultan Abdulhamid (ruled
1876-1909) soon after it was established, then reinstituted by the revolu-
tionary Young Turks in 1908, and then suspended again in 1912.!

The empire’s cosmopolitan center was not the only site of such momen-
tous transformations. Their echoes and effects reached regional centers
such as Tunis and Cairo. These places had to deal with their own local
needs for change as well as with growing European interventions: the Na-
poleonic invasion of Egypt (1798-1801), the French colonial occupation of
Algeria (1830-1962), the imposition of a French Protectorate over Tunis
(1881-1956) and Morocco (1912-1956), and the British occupation of Egypt
(1882-1952). Since then, the constant political players in most Arab lands
have been the diverse local populations with their communal politics; the
local rulers, sometimes foreigners imposed upon the people by outside
forces; the regional power brokers; and the international interventionist
powers. The actors working for change have constantly had to play these
players against one another in making their way through a complex land-
scape of conflicting interests and agendas.?

Over the course of the nineteenth century, Cairo developed into a cen-
ter of Arab modernization and eventually became the seat of what was to
be called the Arab Renaissance, or the Nahda. Muhammad Ali Pasha, of
Albanian origin, ruled Egypt for the Ottoman sultan from 1805 to 1849.}
He was eager to modernize and strengthen Egypt, primarily the army and
the administration, in order to maximize his autonomy vis-a-vis the Otto-
man state. He initiated a number of economic projects and sent groups of
young men to study abroad, mainly to Paris, creating a stimulating circu-
lation of new ideas that eventually gave rise to unprecedented intellectual
debates and movements. All these socioeconomic, administrative, military,
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pulitieal, and cultural factors on the local, regional, and external levels

siribiited to the intensification of cultural and intellectual activities in
e lant decades of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the
tentleth century. This intensification was expressed in literary and media

peidiictions, educational reforms, an important translation movement,
il toimation of intellectual salons and political secret societies, and the
A velapment of protonationalist and protofeminist movements.* The mar-
giis ol freedom that Cairo enjoyed compared to other places in the empire,
which came under the growing censorship of the Ottoman ruler, facili-
tateil the proliferation of these activities. The fall of the Ottoman Empire in
il altermath of World War I pushed Arabs to redefine themselves outside
ul the Ottoman parameters and to articulate post-Ottoman visions for
ilieinolves, Pan-Arab, pan-Islamic, and more regional (Syrian, Lebanese,
atil 4o on) projects were elaborated and debated. The British and the French
s divided the area into spheres of influence among themselves, how-
vvet, and imposed mandates on a fragmented Arab homeland. It took these
wewly created Arab entities a couple of decades to achieve at least formal
tulependence. In the meantime, the struggle in Palestine was raging, and
the founding of the state of Israel in 1948 was to become one of the most,
il it the most, significant events of the century, engendering a whole
st ol political, military, socioeconomic, cultural, and human problems—
4ll ol which remain unsolved to our day. In sum, the Ottoman reform

jinjects, the post-Ottoman political struggles, and the colonial encounters
with Burope stimulated a range of debates within and about Arab societies
iliit came to be known as the Nahda debates.

[lie consecutive defeats by Israel (1948, 1956, 1967) were followed by
millitary coups in Egypt (1952), Iraq (1958), Syria (1963), and Libya (1969),
with promises of a more successful vindication of national and Arab rights.
(hese promises became the convenient pretext for the development of mil-
lurized and police states that repressed their populations without achiev-
lip any significant victory against Israel. These states prevented the demo-
itallc processes of intranational, political, ethnic, and religious conflict
iesolution. They disenfranchised people and suspended political life by
porpetuating emergency laws. They cracked down on all forms of indepen-
ilent and oppositional voices, be they secular or religious. They monopo-
lized power and put in place an elaborate system of corruption. They insti-
fited harsh censorship, repressing freedom of thought and freedom of
ipeech that eventually led to a deterioration of the whole educational sys-
tem, It is against these repressive regimes that popular movements in recent
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years have tried to revolt, demanding the cessation of emergency laws, the
reinstitution of civil rights, and the reform of the state in Egypt, Syria, Mo-
rocco, and elsewhere. But these reform movements, like those of the preinde-
pendence period, have to navigate through the multiple agendas of regional
and international forces that continue to influence the Arab world.

Despite these adverse and oppressive conditions and under the impact
of the shock of the 1967 defeat, a critical intellectual movement emerged in
the few remaining pockets of freedom. Some of its leaders, such as Moroc-
can historian Abdallah Laroui, called this movement the “second Nahda.”
The movement’s efforts consisted of radicalizing critique and reexamining
the past endeavors for enlightenment and liberation. The circumstances
of this second Nahda were obviously more somber than those of the first: it
was clouded by a century of disillusionments, disappointments, humilia-
tions, and defeats; it had a narrower margin of freedom owing to the more
established systems of state repression and rising religious oppression; it
had to deal with a greater cultural defensiveness that developed in reaction
to the growing aggressions and defeats; and, finally, it had to face a despair
that the first Nahda had not known. The gap between the two periods and
moods is perceived to be so large that many post-1967 critics wonder where
the legacy of the first Nahda went and why its hopeful promises and liberal
impulses were aborted. In fact, reclaiming that legacy and understanding
the reasons for the discontinuity with it became one of the central preoc-
cupations of the second Nahda.

Despite this discontinuity, many of the first Nahda themes reappeared
in the second one. Their persistence preoccupied contemporary thinkers.
Some found in this continuity of themes an additional reason for despair,
seeing it as a sign of intellectual stagnation and a manifestation of an inca-
pacity for cumulative learning, whereas others tried to understand the
reasons for this persistence. Given this double concern with the continuity
and discontinuity between the two Nahdas, it is important here to state
briefly the first Nahda’s major themes—briefly because a full rendering of
the complex set of phenomena and trends is impossible here. Albert Hou-
rani’s Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939, still remains the main
reference on the subject.’

The major first Nahda figures had basically five main preoccupations:

1. The rise and fall of civilizations. Much of the Nahda writings turned
around the causes of the rise and fall of civilizations, based on a compara-
tive awareness of European and local Egyptian-Arab-Muslim realities
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£ the time, The intensifying contacts with Europe during the nineteenth
“itiiry shaped a certain perception of this continent that accompanied
silysen of the region. This perception changed as the type of contact
lisiiged, especially when European powers became colonial occupiers. On
the whole, Nahda thinkers were eager to grasp the secrets of progress, to
siilerstand what lay behind Europe’s advancement and superiority in the
lipe ol adopting it to their own societies. For some, the interest was more
ficsised on acquiring the means of power from Europe in order to use it
Apaingt s colonial expansion. There was also the need to define oneself
V1 vin this spreading culture and vis-a-vis the modernity that it brought
with it How was one to define Egyptian, Arab, or Muslim culture with re-
st to Buropean culture? Were they related? Could one find some com-
s orlgins, facets, constituents to them? Or were they incommensurable?
the various answers emphasized political justice, science, religion, and
peiiiler In different ways.

I Political justice. For a majority of Nahda thinkers, political justice
Wi the basis of European advancement and the primary condition for the
\tab Renaissance. The rule of law and the accountability of rulers were
Wi as necessary requirements for development. Criticism of despotism
Wi o Nahda leitmotiv. Justice had always been a central notion in classical
Islamic political thought. What is notable here is that it is identified as the
ruinerstone of progress in the perception of European civilization.

i, Science. Some regarded science as another cornerstone of European
siperiority. Some looked at it as a constitutive element of modern culture,
tational thinking, and a new worldview. Others considered it mainly as an
istrumental key to power that led to the production of technology and
srategic know-how. The call for education was another dominant theme of
the Nahda. The Arab press that was created and developed during this ep-
och disseminated nonreligious and modern knowledge, scientific discov-
eries, and world news. New schools were opened, and old ones were reor-
ganized. Translations into Arabic were made, and students were sent
ibroad to acquire European training.

4. Religion. Religion was a major Nahda concern for many reasons. Com-
parisons with Europe raised questions about the link between religion and
progress and about the difference in the links between Christianity-progress
and Islam-progress. Was Christianity more conducive to progress, explain-
ing, the development of European civilization? Or was Europe’s success due
1o the marginalization of religion? How did Christianity and Islam compare
with respect to modernity?
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5. Gender. Finally, gender behavior was a significant part of the com-
parative cultural evaluation and a domain in which the gaze of the colonial
European Other played an important role. According to the colonial dis-
course, Islamic cultures were inferior to European culture and in need of
colonial improvement because they advocated discriminatory treatment of
women and tolerated male homosexuality. Feminist doctrines and conser-
vative sexual ideas were used to justify colonial interference. Nahda think-
ers, both men and women, had to react to these judgments and to define
their positions regarding these questions. Modernity, feminism, sexual mores,
colonialism, and civilizational worth were thus intricately entangled.

The first and most famous account of modern European civilization
from this comparative perspective was Rifaa Rafi al-Tahtawi’s (1801-1873)
Paris diary. Published in Cairo in Arabic (Takhlis al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz)
in 1834, it was quickly translated into Turkish to serve as a didactic intro-
duction to European modernity.® It became the landmark publication of
the early-nineteenth-century Nahda. Its author, a Sheikh trained at al-
Azhar,” had been sent to Paris to supervise a group of students between
1826 and 1831. Al-Tahtawi wrote down his observations and experiences of
the French capital and upon his return founded a school of languages,
from which he launched an important movement of translation. He subse-
quently wrote a number of books promoting modern education for girls
and boys alike and urging the clergy to integrate secular modern disci-
plines in the training of its members.® His Paris diary, recently translated
into English,’ shows a wide interest in the life of the Parisians, ranging
from the social and cultural to the economic and political. It presents nei-
ther an unbiased nor an unapologetic view of Paris, but rather a relatively
candid and uninhibited perception of a foreign culture.'® The author seeks
to grasp the secrets of that city’s progress in the hope of adopting them for
his homeland, which, in his opinion, clearly lagged behind on many levels.
Most of the time he is fascinated by what he sees, without feeling. threat-
ened in his Islamic-Egyptian identity. He does present justifications here
and there for seeking principles of progress in a non-Muslim country and
in nonreligious achievements. He asserts that his faith encourages Mus-
lims to seek knowledge and wisdom wherever they can be found, that this
European civilization is not totally foreign to Muslims because it is based
on Islamic sciences imported into Europe in the Middle Ages, and that the
achievements to be learned from were the product of human effort and
not the product of Christianity per se—justifications that have become
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tundard arguments in defense of foreign borrowing since then. However,

ai the whole, his tone is not defensive, and his general attitude is not judg-
imental, Al-Tahtawi writes with great curiosity about a wide range of as-
pocts of Parisian life—social mores and customs, gender roles, the archi-
(ecture and interior design of houses, the nature of indoor and outdoor
entertainments; he describes shops, restaurants, coffee houses, ballrooms,
theaters, and museums; he talks about the transportation system, the mail
wivice, and taxes; he reports on hospitals, schools, and universities; he
speales about the press, economic institutions, and factories; and he gives a
iletalled account of the 1830 Paris uprising.

Among the things that impress him most are the general valorization of
lnowledge beyond the confines of religion as well as the spread of literacy,
even among women. He is amazed by the passion for learning, whether

through newspapers, journals, books, or traveling. He appreciates people’s
enicouragement of change, innovation, and creativity, as well as their alle-
jlance to their country. He notes the use of human reason as the ultimate
ctiterion of judgment as well as the general attitude of religious tolerance.
lor al-Tahtawi, however, what constitutes the solid foundation of civiliza-
tlonal progress in Paris is political justice—that is, a system of government
that is not arbitrary, but determined by a fundamental law that clearly sets
the rights and duties of both the ruler and the ruled. He translates the
I'rench Constitution article by article, for even though, as he says, its con-
tents do not come from revelation or the sacred tradition, they contain
viluable human wisdom. He emphasizes the importance of holding the
itiler accountable through representative bodies that decide on the laws of
governance. Certainly, al-Tahtawi does not advocate the adoption of the
I'rench Constitution in Egypt, nor does he promote liberal democracy. His
boss, Muhammad Ali, whom he praises for his support of learning and
modernization, would not tolerate such proposals. But al-Tahtawi does
emphatically assert that the abuse of power by and the ignorance of politi-
il and religious rulers are among the major causes of civilizational de-
cline. Political justice is, for him, the necessary condition for subjects’
well-being, for prosperity, and for the advancement of knowledge—in sum,
the necessary condition for progress. He prefaces his translation of the
I'rench Constitution with the following statement: “We should like to in-
clude this book—even though most of what is in it cannot be found in the
ook of the Almighty God, nor in the sunna of the Prophet—May God
bless him and grant him salvation!—so that you may see how their intel-
lect has decided that justice (‘adl) and equity (insaf’) are the causes for the
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civilization of kingdoms, the well-being of subjects, and how rulers and
their subjects were led by this, to the extent that their country has pros-
pered, their knowledge increased, their wealth accumulated and their
hearts satisfied.”"!

The centrality of political accountability, the rule of law, and the impor-
tance of political representation in Nahda thought is not acknowledged
enough, yet these principles are among its leitmotivs. Indeed, the critique of
despotism in general and in connection with questions of culture malaise in
particular permeates much of the Nahda writings. This political critique
runs throughout twentieth-century Arab thought, but at times it is over-
shadowed by a culturalist bent and becomes dominated by an obsessive
concern with cultural authenticity, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, for a
number of reasons that I explore later. This bent has given both contempo-
rary Arabs and others the prevailing and false impression that Arab think-
ers have always been predominantly preoccupied with the cultural and reli-
gious aspects of their civilizational and societal problems. The fact is that
the critique of political despotism has been a consistent object of grievance
in modern Arab thought, and a political understanding of cultural crises
has persisted across generations of thinkers. The proposed remedies have
differed from one thinker to another, ranging from religious repentance
and piety to theocracy, populist nationalism, liberal or socialist national-
ism, and full-fledged democracy. Al-Tahtawi’s rendering of the secret of
European civilizational progress is among the first expressions of this po-
litical critique. Subsequent landmark works that formulated this critique
most pointedly are, as we will see, Abdel Rahman al-Kawakibi’s descrip-
tion of the facets and effects of political despotism drawn from his experi-
ence with the Hamidian Ottoman rule toward the end of the nineteenth
century, Saadallah Wannous’s denunciation of the Syrian Baathist despotic
regime since the late 1960s, and more recently the growing prison litera-
ture across the Arab world, reflecting on the dictatorships that govern so
many of its states.?

According to al-Tahtawi, the principles on which European progress
was based had their equivalents in Islamic culture: justice was a core value
of Islam, French patriotism corresponded to Islamic solidarity, and reason
used in Western science was applied even in the most traditional of Islamic
disciplines—jurisprudence. He was clearly concerned with pushing for
these principles, while giving them an indigenous character and even a
universal character. He seems to have believed in the possible adoption of
these principles in the near future; he must have considered change and
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improvement to be possibilities within reach. The equivalences he estab-
lished were conceptually and epistemologically questionable, to say the
least, but the purpose behind them was clear and hopeful. Some late-
twentieth-century critics found the lack of conceptual and epistemological
sharpness to be one of the causes of this first Nahda’s failure. I examine
their claims later on.

The France that al-Tahtawi experienced in Paris became, together with
[iritain, an occupying power in the Arab region in the second half of the
nineteenth century. This momentous change obviously impacted Arab
perceptions of Europe, which was no longer seen primarily as the seat of
civilizational progress, but as a concrete military, political, economic, so-
cial, and cultural threat. Its civilizational advantage continued to be ac-
linowledged, but it was now perceived as a power advantage in a dangerous
conflict. The search for the secrets of progress was transformed into a
search for the means of power. Henceforth, the concern with power and
the power struggle as well as with the perception of Europe as a threaten-
ing force would overshadow Arab reflections on culture, politics, and the
West. There would be the technological Europe, the cultural Europe, and
the political Europe: the first to be imitated for instrumental reasons, the
second to be rejected for identity-preservation reasons, and the third to
be resisted for sovereignty reasons. For some, such a differentiation misses
the essential link between these facets, especially the first two—namely,
the cognitive and the wider cultural, humanistic, and democratic facets—
all the dialectics of Enlightenment and modernity notwithstanding. For
them, the differentiation thwarts a truly empowering modernization and
consequently perpetuates the status of backwardness and dependency. A
coherent and constructive perception of the West through the complex
prism of all these considerations obviously becomes increasingly difficult.

The weight of the European interferences was already present in the
thought of Khaireddin al-Tunisi (1822-1890), the Tunisian politician and
reformer born a generation after al-Tahtawi. With a similar exposure to
luropean civilization during a stay in Paris, al-Tunisi, like al-Tahtawi, was
convinced that the principles of progress and prosperity were freedom and
fustice, and, also like him, he tried to convince his compatriots that these
principles were not Christian per se, but the modern equivalent of those
found in the spirit of the shari‘a, the Islamic canon law. He articulated his
ideas in a book he published in Tunis in 1867-1868, Aqwam al-Masalik fi
Ma'rifat Ahwal al-Mamalik (The Straightest Path in Knowing the States of
I{ingdoms), and later reissued in Constantinople. In it, he refers to al-Tahtawi’s
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Parisian diary.’* More than al-Tahtawi, al-Tunisi was actively involved in
politics: he became minister and prime minister in Tunis and later grand
vizier in Istanbul. In his political career, he tried to apply the principle of
justice in both Tunis and Istanbul mainly by strengthening the ministers’
power to limit the ruler’s power—an effort that the rulers in question re-
sented and defeated. At the end of his career, he was discouraged and disil-
lusioned, realizing that reform and modernization necessitated willing
rulers and understanding populations. He also realized that countries such
as Tunis, which were the target of European (French, British, and Italian)
ambitions, on the one hand, and of the Ottoman Empire’s hegemonic influ-
ences, on the other, had a very difficult if not impossible balancing effort to
make in order to survive and undertake the much-needed reforms, espe-
cially in the midst of severe financial problems. Such international, re-
gional, and local constraints unfortunately still challenge reform endeav-
ors in the region today.

The transformations in the perception of the West become even more
pronounced in the writings of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897), another
influential figure of the first Nahda, but of the latter half of the nineteenth
century. He moved between India, Afghanistan, Istanbul, Cairo, Paris, and
London, and worked as a thinker and political activist for the mobilization
against the growing European imperialism.!4 For him, this resistance re-
quired power instruments on the one hand and solidarity among people on
the other. The source of the first was science, and the foundation of the sec-
ond was Islam. Hence, science was to be adopted no matter where it hap-
pened to be developed at the time, especially because, according to him, it
was a universal good that had no cultural and national specificity. The Mus-
lims had developed science in the past, and the Europeans were its leaders at
the present. Moreover, Muslims had in the past creatively employed the prin-
ciple upon which it was based, rationality, and simply needed to reactivate it
in themselves. As to solidarity, no stronger bond than that of religion could
provide a solid base for it. Al-Afghani did admit in his writings that the two
requirements, science and religion, could work in contradictory ways—that
Islam, like all religions, would inevitably impede the freedom of thought so
necessary for science. He stated this reservation in his famous exchange with
the French Orientalist Ernest Renan, who claimed that Islam was inherently
inimical to rational and scientific thought. Al-Afghani retorted by saying
that all religions, including Christianity, were inimical to free thinking.!®

Al-Afghani was not much of a systematic intellectual, and conceptual
coherence was not his priority. His aim was to mobilize and empower his
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lislim contemporaries against European imperialism. He was critical of

tuslim political and religious leaders. For him, good leaders were those
who were willing to be guided by his visions. Unfortunately, none of those
hie approached in the many countries where he stayed were ready to be
persinded or submit to his will. However, he did become vastly influential
atiil inspired a number of thinkers who became prominent in their own
tighit, nmong them the Islamic modernist Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905).

Whereas al-Tahtawi had sought to introduce some basic principles of
mdernity and civilizational progress into a relatively unshaken Islamic
Fiyptian world, Abduh strove to secure a place for Islam in that rapidly
¢hanging world. For this purpose, it was imperative to reconsider the out-
e aspects of Islamic theology and jurisprudence, and so to reopen the
door for new doctrinal and legal interpretations that were more in tune
with changing realities and demands. It is he who formulated most clearly
the famous “conciliatory” or “middle” path of Islam: the path that concili-
aten the basic tenets of Islamic faith and jurisprudence with the fundamen-
tul principles of modernity—reason, science, and civilizational progress.!¢
A\hiduh claimed that Islam, more than any other religion and certainly
mure than Christianity, was akin to modernity because it naturally incor-
purated reason, justice, equality, and freedom in its creed. In fact, he went
i furas to claim that modern Europe was Muslim in its modernity with-
il realizing it.

[he "middle” path Abduh advocated was a constructive alternative to
the blind imitation of a rigid and outmoded Islamic tradition as well as to
the blind imitation of European civilization. He admired the achievements
ul Furopean modernity, but he did not believe they could be transplanted
fhito Islamic Egyptian society. In legal matters, people needed laws based
uti their own tradition, a tradition that needed reform and that contained in
{tself the principles of that reform. Among the principles he recalled were
the Islamic medieval distinction between the fixed dogmas of the Islamic
vived and the contingent aspects of practical applications, which needed to
b adapted to ever-changing realities, and the idea of the general welfare of
the community of believers according to which rules and sometimes doc-
trines could and needed to be adjusted. In the early centuries of Islam,
lnowledgeable and wise scholars had constantly undertaken such adapta-
tions. However, this trend had slowed down and disappeared with time
duie to the general civilizational decline. The causes of this decline, accord-
i to Abduh, went back to ignorant and corrupt ulemas who had been
tieither willing nor capable of enlightening the people and to the despotic
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Ottoman rulers who had encouraged and exploited the slavish acceptance
of authority.

Against this obscurantist leadership, Abduh actively militated for a re-
form of the clergy, especially of its education. In 1899, he became mufti, or
head of the religious-legal system, of Egypt. In this position, he was able to
introduce some changes in the Azhar program and to unify, systematize,
and modernize the religious law to some extent. Politically, he leaned to-
ward a form of constitutional monarchy, and at times he favored the idea of
a just despot who would lead the country into rapid necessary reforms. He
was critical of the British occupation, but at the same time wary of Egyp-
tians’ unpreparedness to govern themselves, believing that a gradual
emancipation through education and reform would be more secure. He
was in general against arbitrary rule and thought that people should hold
rulers accountable:

There is still another matter of which I have been an advocate. People
in general are blind to it and far from understanding it, although it is
the pillar of their social life, and weakness and humiliation would not
have come upon them had they not neglected it. This is, the distinction
between the obedience which the people owe the government, and the
just dealing which the government owes the people. I was one of those
who called the Egyptian nation to know their rights vis-a-vis their
ruler, although this nation has never had an idea of it for more than
twenty centuries. We summoned it to believe that the ruler, even it if
owes him obedience, is still human, liable to err and to be overcome by
passion, and nothing can divert him from error or resist the domina-
tion of his passions except the advice of the people in word and deed.”?

Muhammad Abduh remains a towering figure of the first Arab Nahda,
associated with the middle-path strategy, premised on the possibility of
combining Islam with modernity, but without distorting either of the two
terms in any significant way. For many, this solution was ideal in that it
promised the best of both traditions: it opened the way for the much-
needed modernization of Islam and allowed for a critical appropriation of
modernity not based on blind and superficial imitation. For some, how-
ever, this conciliation that conveniently shunned clear positions and
avoided painful choices could not but twist each of the conciliation terms.
In the final analysis, according to them, it failed to address the real and dif-
ficult questions of the lived present reality. Many critics during the second
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Nihda would consider this prevailing middle strategy to be one of the
mujor causes behind the first Nahda’s failure, as discussed in chapter s.

Muhammad Abduh believed in and worked for modernization, but he
conceived of it within religious parameters. His project was one of Islamic
maodernization. Some of the thinkers who came under his influence, such
ii Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid (1872-1963), Qasim Amin (1865-1908), and Ali
\bdel Raziq (1888-1966), emphasized the modernization aspect of the
project and were eager to give increasing importance to secular human
experience. Others, such as Lebanese Islamic cleric and scholar Rashid
Itida (1865-1935), leaned more than Abduh on the sacred tradition and on
the early Islamic period as the model and inspiration for modernization
aind renewal '8

Among Abduh’s followers was the Lebanese diplomat, writer, and
translator Shakib Arslan (1869-1946). Arslan traveled widely in the West
(Furope, the Americas, and the former Soviet Union) and defended the
\rab cause as a delegate of the Syrian-Palestinian congress. At the League
il Nations, he advocated the termination of the French and British man-
dates over Syria and Palestine. He was also a close collaborator of Rashid
Itida, who had moved to Egypt to work for Abduh. Rida established a jour-
il called al-Manar and dedicated it to the cause of Islamic reform and
[slamic modernism. It is to this journal that an Islamic cleric from Java
forwarded the following question: “Why did the Muslims fall behind? And
why did others progress?”™ Arslan obliged the questioner with an essay
jutting his question in the title. The journal published the essay in 1930 as
the booklet Limadha Ta'akhkhara al-Muslimun wa Limadha Taqaddama
Ghayruhum? (Why Did Muslims Fall Behind and Why Did Others Prog-
rens?)™ It was widely distributed, and Muslims and Arabs received it with
jireat interest at the time even though the French colonial authorities in
Algeria banned it. Reprinted several times since then, it is still read and
ieferred to today in the Arab world.

In this booklet, Arslan starts by agreeing with the questioner regarding
Muslims’ miserable state of weakness and decline and sets out to search for
the causes of this downfall, comparing it on the one hand to earlier times
ol Islamic history and on the other to the prosperity and power of the mod-
¢rn Western (North American and European) and Japanese nations. For
liim, the factor that had propelled the Muslims into a glorious civilization
beyond the confines of the Arab Peninsula was, without doubt, Islam. It is
clear, then, that the explanation of their decline should start from the quality
ol contemporary Muslims’ commitment to their faith. But the elaboration of
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the explanation does not limit itself to an exhortation for religious revival
or to a reflection on the adaptability of Islam to modernity. On the con-
trary, it contains a strong rejection of all forms of Islamic exceptionalism.
Arslan clearly emphasizes that religion alone cannot be seen as the deter-
mining factor in the cultural rise and fall of any people: “I do not deny that
religion has a relation to civilization and power over it. But it cannot be
said that religion is always the final determinant of the tendencies of civili-
zation, because the power and influence of religion over nations sometimes
weakens, they slip out of its control. Degeneration then overtakes them
and disintegration creeps into their social fabric. Degeneration of the na-
tional character is the true cause of a nation’s decadence and religion can-
not be held responsible for it.”?! Christian, Buddhist, pagan, and Islamic
nations equally have known times of civilizational growth as well as times
of civilizational collapse. He corroborates this point with examples from
Greek, Roman, European, Japanese, and Arab histories.

This general trend proves for him that factors other than the religious—
namely, the political, the economic, and the moral—are at work in the rise
and fall of civilizations. It is on the moral civilizational virtues that he fo-
cuses his exhortation. The most important among them are self-confidence,
seriousness in thought, thoroughness in knowledge, resolution in commit-
ment, and readiness to sacrifice in the various domains of thought and ac-
tion. He sees in defeatism and despair the biggest dangers to cultural and
political empowerment. Thinking of foreign and in particular Western
superiority—based on superior knowledge, superior wealth, and superior
armament—as insuperable is doomed to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. For
him, this superiority comes from a deep commitment to knowledge and to
communal solidarity. Wealth, science, technology, and military power are
the outcomes of such a commitment, not its premises. This relationship
applies to all religious and national communities.

To blame Islam for Muslims’ cultural, material, and political poverty is
to misunderstand the nature of civilizational development and to misjudge
the nature of Western modernity, Arslan argues. The West, in his opinion,
is no less religious and no less attached to its traditions than the rest of the
world. He enumerates a long list of European and other peoples, including
the Zionists, who pride themselves on cultivating their traditions and cus-
toms. But curiously, he adds, it is the Muslims who are branded with the
accusation of being “traditionalists.” He then describes the Western pow-
ers’ zeal in converting conquered and colonized peoples to Christianity—a
zeal that is never characterized as fanatic, whereas Muslim piety constantly
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(. 50 instead of discussing the Muslim cultural malaise in terms of some
leped Islamic exceptionalism, he attacks the double standards with which
{slam is judged by others; and instead of calling for a defensive Islamic
cultural purity, advocated by Muslim conservatives, he calls for a moral
eimpowerment through resolve and serious striving. He criticizes the Mus-
liim conservatives who through their dogmatism transform Islam into a
lindrance to cultural progress. He also attacks the “superficial ultramod-
¢ri1s,” as he calls them, who advocate the total banning of religion from the
¢Ivilizational project, falsely assuming that the West has achieved progress
mainly by discarding religion. Rather than rejecting their religion, Arslan
siys, Muslims need to develop their will and their resolve in overcoming
thelr misery and to remember that their holy book professes those virtues.
Contrary to widespread prejudices, he adds, the Qur’an does not condone
{atalism and passivity. It exhorts Muslims to help themselves in improving
their worldly and spiritual situation in order to deserve God’s help and
hlessing. Arslan quotes numerous verses from the Qur’an to prove his
point. In the final analysis, the keys to this improvement, he says, are re-
solve and serious striving, loyalty and willingness to pay the necessary
price for the needed empowerment, as well as faith in one’s selfand in God.
[t I8 interesting to note that Arslan’s diagnosis of and remedy for the civili-
sational retardation were secular—that is, independent of religion in its
eusence. However, he did not advocate secularism. In fact, he had pan-
lalamist leanings.

A number of Arab Christians advocated more pronounced secularism.
Indeed, Christian Lebanese thinkers from the mid-nineteenth century
onward offered nonreligious, though not antireligious (but sometimes an-
{lclerical) and certainly not anti-Islamic, views of progress and identity.
Iheir early exposure to Western modernity through contacts with Europe
and through missionary schools and their Christian sociocultural back-
grounds gave them a specific position in this cultural problematic, one
with particular advantages and distinct inconveniences. Among the ad-
vantages were the greater familiarity with Western ideas and languages
and the greater ease in dealing with them, given the lesser need for reli-
glous defensiveness. Among the inconveniences for them were their mi-
nority status in a Muslim majority that set limits for possible critique and
their being neither Eastern Muslims nor Western Christians, but Eastern
Christians, aware of their native Christian identity and keen on their East-
ern allegiance that distinguished them from the Western missionaries and
the Western powers. Some of them translated their alienation from the
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majority into a strong identification with Europe and a total estrangement
from their own environment, whereas others denied all differences and
their minority situation. Obviously, theirs was (and still is) a sensitive loca-
tion, typical of all minorities.??

The early pioneers such as Nasif al-Yaziji (1800-1871), Ahmed Faris al-
Shidyaq (1804-1887), and Butrus al-Bustani (1819-1883) advocated a vision of
identity based on the Arabic literary heritage and common Arab history, as
well as a solidarity around this identity across religious divisions, albeit
within the Ottoman boundaries. They made significant contributions to
the modernization of the Arabic language through translation (especially
of the Bible under the auspices of the American missionaries) and creative
writing, and to the compilation of modern knowledge, for instance through
the Bustani encyclopaedia.?® In 1870, al-Bustani founded al-Jinan, a peri-
odical in which he advocated political justice as the basis for prosperity
and civilizational progress. He insisted that political participation was
necessary for good government, that politics had to be separated from reli-
gion and the judiciary from the executive, that taxation had to be properly
assessed, and that education had to be compulsory. Al-Jinan was shut down
in 1886 with the increasing Ottoman censorship. At about this same time,
most of the emerging Arabic press relocated to Cairo, where the margin of
freedom was larger. Among the most important periodicals were al-Ahram,
al-Muqtataf, al-Hilal, al-Jami‘a, al-Jawa'ib, al-Mugattam, al-Jarida, and al-
Fatah, the first women’s journal in the Arab world, founded by Syrian Hind
Nawfal (1860-1920) in 1892 in Cairo. This next generation, including think-
ers such as Francis Marrash (1836-1873), Shibli Shumayyil (1850-1917), Jurji
Zaydan (1861-1914), and Farah Antun (1874-1922) played a leading role in es-
tablishing an Arab press, including both political newspapers and literary
and scientific periodicals. Through this press and through their books,
they disseminated modern knowledge and modern ideas in a refreshed
Arabic. These thinkers” emphasis was on science, freedom, and political
justice. They all criticized despotism. Shummayil introduced the ideas of
Darwin as well as the ideas of socialism. He attacked theocracies of all
sorts and rejected despotism. Antun argued for separating religion from
politics and believed that modern society was to be based on science, not
religion. This position led to a heated controversy with Muhammad Ab-
duh, who regarded it as an attack on Islam.?* There was clearly a limit to
which Christian thinkers could express themselves without risking misun-
derstanding and suspicion on the part of the Muslim majority. But Muslim
thinkers, too, were attacked when the ideas they propounded displeased
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the majority’s beliefs: for example, Qasim Amin’s protofeminist views and
vl Abdel Razig’s secular political theory.?

Amin’s Tahrir al-Mara (The Liberation of Women) (1899) and Al-Mara
il-fadida (‘The New Woman) (1900) are among the major publications of
the first Nahda.* The first book gave rise to an important controversy and
was attacked in conservative quarters, including the Azhar.?” The second
hinok came in response to these attacks and confirmed even more strongly
the first book’s theses. Amin was a prominent judge in Cairo, trained in
Calro and Montpellier (France). His social and professional standing lent
i slgnificant weight to his statements. In his writings, he pushed further
al-Tahtawi and Abduh’s progressive stands regarding the education and
iights of women.?®

A comparative awareness dominates Amin’s thought: he sees, on the one
liand, the backward, unhappy state of Egyptian society and, on the other,
the advanced and happy state of European societies. He finds it important
{0 Identify with intellectual honesty the causes of each state and to work for
(he improvement of his own society by learning from others’ successful
experiences and by relying on historical evidence. The woman and family
(uestions are for him at the core of the societal and civilizational problems,
und they are, he admits, delicate and difficult questions that need to be ad-
dressed courageously. For him, it is obvious that women’s situation in his
suclety needs to be improved by allowing them to have more physical mo-
Lility and social contact, secluding them less, protecting them better with
iarriage and divorce laws, and giving them access to education. In The
Liberation of Women, he says that his purpose is not to imitate the West
Lilindly or to oppose shari‘a, but to militate for the progress and happiness
ol his people. Although wanting to preserve the social structure of Egyp-
tlun society, he sees the need to address its negative aspects, and the op-
pression of women for him is certainly one of those aspects. Interestingly,
lie relates this oppression to the government’s political oppression: politi-
cal despotism creates, according to him, a whole system of injustice in
which the strong oppress the weak, whether in the state, the society, or the
fumily. Women are deliberately maintained in a state of weakness by being
deprived of education, social contact, and active life. Contrary to the pre-
villing belief, he says, their weakness is not “natural,” but the consequence
ol all those forms of deprivation, which produce ignorant mothers, inept
tompanions to husbands, unhealthy families, and hence ailing societies.
Ihe prevailing belief stems from old and well-entrenched customs and mores
that are based on habit and ignorance. Yet even running a household requires
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a certain know-how, he adds. Some form of education is necessary, even if
limited only to elementary education.

In addition to these rather instrumentalist justifications, Amin states
that women should be able to have an understanding of their own and a
will of their own, and that for this purpose freedom and education are in-
dispensable. They are also indispensable for women’s mental and physical
well-being. For him, the liberation of women is good for the family and for
the nation, but it is also good for them as persons: it is life affirming. It en-
hances life and happiness (Europe, for him, is the evidence of this asser-
tion), provided women are prepared for it through a wide education that is
not limited to book learning. Contrary to what many believe, he affirms,
their education and liberation will not jeopardize their chastity, for free-
dom is the basis of virtue, responsibility, and self-respect. Rather, it is des-
potism, whether in the state or in the family, that corrupts morals and de-
stroys virtue. Moreover, he thinks that real chastity should be more internal
and autonomous than external and heteronomous, forced upon women by
the control of their movement and clothing. Besides, it should also be
men’s burden and involve their own behavior and inner virtue. Hence,
strict veiling and seclusion cannot be the right measures for ensuring vir-
tue and chastity in society.

Like most thinkers of the Nahda, Amin needed to account for the
causes of decline in his society, manifested in this case in the oppression of
women, and to explain the causes of progress in Europe. Islam is clearly
not the cause of decline for him, although he sees decline spreading
throughout the Muslim lands in different ways. On the contrary, he thinks
that Islam recognizes women as having rights and being equal to men.
Moreover, it never justifies conformism and traditionalism. It offers an
important impulse toward progress and civilization. Human customs and
mores, ignorance and despotism, thwarted this impulse and dragged Is-
lamic societies into a state of backwardness and traditionalism. European
societies, in contrast, offer a credible model of success that challenges and
threatens Eastern societies. This challenge and threat have to be met with
the determination to change and improve Eastern societies in the direction
of that success, instead of sinking deeper into weakness and passively suf-
fering the Europeans’ judgmental gaze.

In The New Woman, Amin praises the success of the European model
more emphatically and criticizes the shortcomings of Islamic civilization
even more severely, even though he had defended the exact opposite view a
few years earlier in a polemical piece responding to the negative depiction
of Egyptians by the Duc d’Harcourt.?* In his new book, he says that it is
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iot the admission of inferiority that has harmed Islamic societies, but the
inferiority itself. To the claim that attempts at changing gender traditions
constitutes a foreign plot against Islamic societies, he responds that the
fireatest plot would be to leave them as they are. He strongly argues against
\dealizing the Islamic civilization of the past and against attributing to it
the character of unmatchable perfection. Perfection, he insists, lies in the
future, not in the past. It is surely not achievable in this world, not even by
the Europeans, but one ought to aspire to it by understanding the nature of
clvilizational rise and decline. It is true, he says, that Islam as a religion
inited the Arab tribes and provided the basis for a unified rule that even-
tually led to an important Islamic civilization. This rise was made possible
by the incorporation of numerous achievements of other civilizations, but
teligion remained the dominant factor in Islamic civilization because at
the time science had not been developed enough to prevail in it, as it has
in the European civilization.** Moreover, unlike Greek and Roman civili-
zations, this old Islamic civilization never knew real political representa-
tion. As to the views concerning women, they were transmitted to Islam by
the Arab warrior-tribal culture, based on war spoils and patriarchal values.
None of these aspects, he asserts, made this past civilization a model for
our future. Our common sense of general welfare should help us discern
those elements that we need to reject and those that we need to preserve. By
contrast, modern European civilization shows scientific and moral virtues,
for the two are related: morality benefits from cognitive progress. The claim
about the East’s moral superiority versus the West’s material superiority is a
poor compensatory pretence reinforced by a superficial knowledge of the
West. Finally, Amin emphasizes again the link between state and family
despotism. The same pretext given to justify the repression of political liber-
ties, he concludes, is given for the repression of women’s personal liberties
(leaving out for the time being a discussion of women’s public liberties)—
namely, the possibility that these liberties will be abused.

Two years after the publication of Amin’s books, a number of articles
on despotism and Arab reform appeared in the journal al-Manar and
other Egyptian periodicals, written by Syrian thinker Abdel Rahman al-
Kawakibi (1848-1902). The author collected them in two booklets that be-
came landmark publications of the Nahda: Umm al-Qura (literally “The
Mother of Villages,” which was one of the designations of Mecca) and
Tabai* al-Istibdad wa Masari® al-Isti‘bad (The Characteristics of Despo-
tism and the Deaths of Enslavement).’! Al-Kawakibi was a Syrian official
and journalist as well as a strong opponent of Sultan Abdulhamid, one of
the most tyrannical rulers of the Ottoman Empire. In the 1870s, he founded
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and edited a number of Arabic newspapers in Aleppo, his hometown, in
which he criticized oppression and called for reform and freedom. The
Ottoman authorities closed down his newspapers and arrested him. He
eventually left Aleppo, traveled through North Africa, Arabia, and India,
and settled in Cairo in 1898, where he frequented the circle of Muhammad
Abduh. He died there a few years later in 1902, allegedly poisoned by Otto-
man agents.

Like Amin, al-Kawakibi believed that pervasive despotism was the
main cause of decline, but unlike Amin he thought that the Arab compo-
nent of Islamic societies was the depository of an important potential of
reform. The Bedouin characteristics of pride, solidarity, and freedom were
for him solid defenses against despotism. Moreover, the special linguistic,
cultural, and historical association of Arabs with Islam conferred upon
them the natural responsibility of taking charge of its religious affairs,
which were in need of much reform in his opinion. For the Ottomans, he
contended, Islam was mainly a means for power. Their interest in it was
instrumental, so they could not be a nurturing force; under their leader-
ship Islam could not but become a stagnation factor leading to a general-
ized deterioration in matters of doctrine, jurisprudence, and practice. Po-
litical power, he thought, was to remain in the hands of the Ottomans, but
the caliphate as a primarily religious function with some limited local tem-
poral power had to be reclaimed by the Arabs, and its seat had to be relo-
cated to Mecca for a number of considerations: it was geographically at the
center of the Islamic world between Africa and the Far East, it was far from
foreign hegemony, it had a unique historical and symbolic significance,
and it was the home of an old Arab population.?? For al-Kawakibi, such a
caliphate would launch an Islamic renewal; it would also rekindle Arab
awareness of a special linguistic, cultural, and historical bond, a common
heritage, and a glorious past upon which a common and promising future
could be built. In this regard, he is considered to be one of the early propo-
nents of a pan-Arabism stemming from a pan-Islamism.? Different senses
of collective identity were already emerging among the different ethnic
and religious groups of the Ottoman Empire, but they gained importance
after its collapse as visions of alternative political entities based on alter-
native definitions of identities became urgent. Various definitions, from
the pan-Islamic to the pan-Arab and the more regional (Lebanese, Syrian,
Egyptian, etc.), competed to offer new national and political conceptions
of the region. Questions were raised about the compatibility and legiti-
macy of each definition. In response, theories were elaborated about the
history, the destiny, and the making of the region. Some were modeled after
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Furopean conceptions of nationalism and were affected by the experiences
al Huropean colonialism in the mandate period. At the time, Al-Kawakibi
did not advocate a full-fledged Arab nationalism that would imply a total
jwparation of the Arab lands from the Ottoman Empire. He wanted to af-
fitm an Arab specificity within the empire, characterized by the roles and
vitlues mentioned earlier. He believed that the actualization of those roles
and values would open the way to reform and progress in the East. The sine
ijun non for any move forward, however, was for him the abolishment of
degpotism.

Al-Kawakibi addresses his booklet to Easterners in general and to the
youth in particular so that they will understand the nature and effects of
despotism and before it is too late—that is, before despotism annihilates
the last remnants of vitality in them—mobilize their forces against it in-
stead of blaming fate, Islam, or others. The health that the East lacks, he
ileclares, is that of political freedom. He starts his introduction with the
¢autionary remark that his observations are not drawn from a particular
jjovernment or a particular ruler, but from the nature of the phenomenon
in general—probably to protect himself from direct reprisals.

The question of government is, he says, the oldest and most important
problem of humanity. It entails a whole set of related questions such as,
What should be the functions of government? What should be the mecha-
flsms of controlling them? What should be the extent of governmental
(ntervention in religious, cultural, and educational matters? What role
should the government play in supporting learning? Should it have the
right to control people’s acts and ideas? Or do people have basic liberties
that the government should respect as long as they do not disturb the so-
clal order? What are personal rights, and what are public rights? Finally,
does governing mean possessing power and its benefits or being entrusted
with public interests? For al-Kawakibi, one thing is clear: good governance
ls indispensable for progress and prosperity—the same unambiguous con-
clusion that al-Tahtawi had reached more than half a century earlier and
that critical Arab thinkers a century after al-Kawakibi would reach after
the painful experiences of the despotic postcolonial Arab regimes.

Al-Kawakibi starts his reflections on despotism with some definitions
and moves on to discuss it in connection with religion, science, glory, wealth,
morality, education, and progress. Despotism, he says, is unaccountable,
unlimited, arbitrary, self-serving, and exclusive rule. It is served by the
coercive military power of the ruler and the incapacitating ignorance of
the ruled. Many, he adds, blame Islam for it. Their accusation is under-
standable given the corrupt behavior of many Muslims who project onto
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rulers the awe they are expected to have for God and hence find themselves
incapable and unwilling to hold their rulers accountable; it is also under-
standable given the Muslim rulers who have claimed to rule in the name of
God. Such abuses, according to him, have taken place in both the East and
the West. The Protestant Reformation was a revolt against them. It might
be believed, he adds, that reforming religion is easier than reforming
politics. The ancient Greeks and Romans, for instance, used polytheism
to legitimize political pluralism, but this allowed anyone to claim divine
attributes; moreover, polytheism, being wrong in principle, could not
serve as a real solution to the problem of power. In Christianity, the
clergy was given divine rights and attributes. Islam and the early rule of
the four Rightly Guided Caliphs established a just rule (al-Kawakibi, like
many others, obviously idealized this early period). Islam, he says, advo-
cated justice, equality, and a governance based on consultation. It denied
absolute authority over matters outside religion. But despotic rulers dis-
torted this message, and their tyranny emasculated the people’s faculty to
question the self and the Other, including the ruler; it damaged their
sense of right and wrong and killed all courage in them, which in turn
reinforced the rulers’ tyranny. Despotic rulers also suppressed the light
of knowledge, whether in science or in the holy book, especially the fact
that the latter teaches not to worship anyone but God. The Qur’an, says
al-Kawakibi, contains the fundamentals of the scientific knowledge later
gained by Western scientists, thus further validating the value of the sacred
book—a thesis that still has currency today, but that is also strongly con-
tested by many critical Arab thinkers. The people’s ignorance, he says, feeds
into their fear and submissiveness to the point that they find their enslave-
ment to be normal and even good. The same mechanisms apply to the lesser
despots, big and small clergymen, ignorant fathers, stupid husbands, and
heads of associations.

Despotism, for al-Kawakibi, is the source of all corruption: it corrupts
the mind, religion, education, science, and morals. It is the source of injus-
tice, humiliation, ignorance, poverty, unemployment, and ruin. Some
claim that despotism softens the character, teaches obedience, trains peo-
ple to have respect for leaders, diminishes depravity, and decreases crime.
In reality, he rejoins, people become “soft” as a result of losing their pride
rather than their brutality; they become obedient out of cowardice and
fear, not by choice; they become respectful of the strong out of hatred, not
out of love; depravity diminishes due to incapacity, not due to moral purity
or faith; and crime diminishes in the sense that it is hidden rather than
prevented. Morality, he asserts, requires freedom of thought and expres-
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ln, 'The wise have agreed that it is extremely difficult to cure nations of
iioral corruption. Prophets have tried to save nations from it by liberating
{helr minds from worshipping anyone other than God, by strengthening
thelr faith, by encouraging them to reown their will and to think and to act
{reely, and finally by introducing them to humane laws (a process that
sistinds much like that of the modern Enlightenment). Ancient wise men,
secording to him, followed the prophets in this path of liberation, from
iellglon to the liberation of the conscience and to reasonable education.
[lie Western modernizers opted for another path, moving out of the sphere
ul religion and into the sphere of natural education, believing that religion
and despotism were associated. But Easterners are different from Western-
ii4, who are inclined to be materialistic. Arab Muslims have shown that
lnowledge and religion can go together. What Easterners need is a religious
tenewal combined with a general reform, especially in education, which, he
uitys, prepares the mind for discernment, for sound reasoning and under-
standing, as well as for perseverance and good habit formation. The absence
ol such an education is the East’s greatest calamity, and it cannot be reme-
diedd under despotism. Sadly, this is exactly what present Arab thinkers
liave to say about the reality they find themselves in a hundred years after
il-IKawakibi. Their foremost concern is the destruction of education and
snclety caused by the despotic regimes of the postcolonial era.

In order to liberate the East from the calamity of despotism, al-Kawakibi
cills upon Muslims to heed their Prophet and their enlightening religion;
lie calls upon non-Muslim Arabs to step over the wounds and grievances
(hat they might have suffered at the hands of their Muslim brothers, to go
heyond religious and confessional divisions, and to let religion deal with
the afterlife but human brotherhood with this world; he even calls on
Westerners to help Easterners get rid of the shackles of enslavement. Resis-
tance to despotism, he thinks, should be gradual and gentle. An alternative
(0 despotic rule must be created, which requires long-term preparation
(hrough mass education that aims at reaching clarity of purpose rather than
a will to revenge. Otherwise, he says, the change will lead to replacing one
despotism with another. The co-opted clergy and the forces of terrorism,
money, and habituation are all powerful instruments of despotism that
cannot be challenged by an occasional outburst, but only by a gradual pop-
ular transformation. Interestingly, survivors of the late-twentieth-century
Arab tyrannies propound this same kind of resistance. For many of them,
the first necessary task is to reconstruct the nation’s social fabric and to re-
habilitate the basic human capacities with modest, piecemeal societal goals
rather than with the quick and frontal defiance of total revolutions.*
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The question of government was raised anew some two decades after
al-Kawakibi, this time in connection with the abolishment of the caliphate
by Kemal Atatiirk in 1924. This act gave rise to a heated discussion about
the necessity for the Arabs to reclaim the caliphate and relocate it to Arab
territory. Ali Abdel Raziq, an Egyptian thinker trained at the Azhar and
Oxford, entered the fray in 1925 with the book Al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm
(Islam and the Principles of Governing), in which he argues that Islam does
not advocate a specific form of government and that it is up to Muslims to
decide on the best form that will suit their needs in the present age, on the
basis of human experience in various parts of the world: “There is nothing
in religion which prohibits Muslims from rivalling other nations in all the
political and social sciences. Muslims are free to demolish this worn-out
system (of the caliphate) before which they have debased and humiliated
themselves. They are free to establish the bases of their kingdom and the
organization of their state according to more recent conceptions of the hu-
man spirit and according to the principles of government whose excellence
and firmness have been consecrated by the experience of the nations.”*

According to Abdel Razig, the belief that Islam advocates the caliphate as
alegal and political commandment is based on a confused perception of the
Prophet’s early succession. The Prophet, he claims, passed away without
specifying a form of government that the community of believers would
have to follow after him because he understood his mission to be primarily
spiritual, not political. The fact that the first rulers to head the community
after his death were both pious and responsible for its worldly affairs gave the
impression that the community’s leadership was to be, as a matter of princi-
ple and doctrine, both religious and political, thus creating the phenomenon
and the notion of the caliphate. Later rulers manipulated the established
tradition for their mundane self-interests and prevented the development of
independent political thought: “Such was the crime that kings in their tyr-
anny committed against Muslims. They concealed aspects of the truth from
them and made them swerve from the right path. In the name of religion
they barred their way from the paths of light, treated them arbitrarily, hu-
miliated them and prohibited them from studying political science. Also, in
the name of religion they betrayed them and snuffed out their intelligence in
such a way that they could find no recourse other than religion even in ques-
tions of simple administration and pure politics.””’

The book was fiercely attacked and its author prevented from holding
any public office. He was accused of introducing an alien, Christian dis-
tinction between the spiritual and the political. It was argued that Islam,
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contrary to Christianity, was not only a spiritual message, but also a law,
the application of which required political power. Denying this aspect of
[slam amounted therefore to the emasculation of its power to the benefit of
the West. Moreover, Abdel Raziq’s individual reasoning deviated from the
consensus of past and present scholars, who had solidly founded the notion
of the caliphate on the sacred book and the sacred tradition. According to
Abdel Raziq, this Islamic caliphate was to be understood as being demo-
cratic and free, based on consultation, deriving its legitimacy from the
community of believers and not from God independently from this com-
munity. Itis interesting to note here how the idea of democracy, obviously
iltawn from the West, had become the criterion of evaluation, even for
those claiming to distinguish themselves and Islam from this West. It is
aluo interesting to note this explicit concern with power in connection with
Islam as a religion, a legacy, and a political foundation. Abdel Raziq was a
stident of Muhammad Abduh, and his views on the caliphate and on the

xlstence of a concrete governmental doctrine in Islam as a creed were
hused on the latter’s reformist impulses. Ironically, these views were in total
upposition to those of another of Abduh’s devoted students, Rashid Rida,
who, based on the same reformist impulses, advocated the caliphate as an

Islamic commandment and necessity.?® Rida obviously opted for the Salafi
sientation in Islamic reform. These two orientations illustrate the opposite
protentials of Abduh’s reconciliatory strategy for reform and modernization.

A year after Abdel Raziq’s book came out, another book published in
Cuiro attracted the conservative establishment’s wrath: Taha Husayn’s
(illlo-1973) book on pre-Islamic poetry, Fi al-Shi‘r al-Jahili (On Jahili
Faetry).” In it, Husayn raises questions about the existence of pre-Islamic
jretry as it was traditionally presented, even in the Qur’an. His aim, as he
juity it, is not to question the credibility of the holy book, but to examine the
tliims made about pre-Islamic poetry, using the Cartesian method of doubt.
He concludes that pre-Islamic poetry was constructed a posteriori in order
{1 herve as a precedent to Islamic literature and in order to demarcate the

(ilamic from the pre-Islamic. He was accused of casting doubt on tradi-
tunal and religious beliefs, and the book was banned. He was dismissed
lisim his position as dean of the Faculty of Arts at Cairo University, but was
later rehabilitated under the next, more sympathetic government. How-
¢vet, the book remained censored until 1995, when its full version appeared

i1 Arabic for the first time.*°
Ihroughout the first half of the twentieth century, debates about iden-
tity, progress, and liberation continued and proliferated. In 1936, as the
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Anglo-Egyptian treaty was signed, ending the official British presence in
Egypt, Taha Husayn wrote his famous Mustagbal al-Thaqafa fi Misr (The
Future of Culture in Egypt); it was first published in 1938.*' He addressed it
to Egypt’s university youth and presented in it his views on culture and
education for the newly independent Egypt. He was later to implement
some of his ideas as an advisor to the Ministry of Education from 1942 to
1944 and then as the minister of education from 1950 to 1952.

Husayn’s main purpose in the book is to present the guiding principles
for the cultural and educational policies that are to buttress Egypt’s inde-
pendence on the economic, political, and cultural levels. He bases these
principles on a certain understanding of the cultural identity of Egypt.
They consist in a wide-reaching Europeanization of the country through
the adoption of European knowledge and politics:

In order to become equal partners in civilization with the Europeans,
we must literally and forthrightly do everything that they do; we must
share with them the present civilization, with all its pleasant and un-
pleasant sides, and not content ourselves with words or mere gestures.
Whoever advises any other course of action is either a deceiver or is
himself deceived. Strangely enough we imitate the West in our every-
day lives, yet hypocritically deny the fact in our words. If we really
detest European life, what is to hinder us from rejecting it completely?
And if we genuinely respect the Europeans, as we certainly seem to do
by our wholesale adoption of their practices, why do we not reconcile
our words with our actions? Hypocrisy ill becomes those who are
proud and anxious to overcome their defects.”?

Only science and democracy, he believes, can empower the newly inde-
pendent nation. Such an extensive borrowing from Europe cannot, accord-
ing to him, endanger the nation’s personality because Europe and Egypt
are not really foreign to one another. Their religions, Christianity and Islam,
have common roots in the Near East, and their intellectual traditions have
been formed by these religions’ encounter with the same Greek philosoph-
ical legacy. Much of European thought, he adds, is grounded in medieval
Islamic philosophy. In the past, Islamic culture itself had developed by in-
corporating many foreign cultural elements. Moreover, having no clergy,
Islam, in contrast to European Christian culture, does not need to go through
the process of secularization and can directly appropriate the fruits of that
secularization. Husayn refutes the stereotypical conceptions of Europe as
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leling material and evil and of Islam as being spiritual and good. Islam, he
wililn, could not have radically changed ancient Egypt, just as Christianity
conilid not have thoroughly changed Europe. Future Egypt needs to be
tunted In that ancient Egypt, which maintained from very early times close
(o4 with the European continent across the Mediterranean through trade,
catiquest, and culture. Alexandria, he reminds the reader, was a center of
i iiwel and Hellenic culture for a long time. The present gap between Egypt
il Purope is due to contingent historical factors, the most important of
whidih Is the long and detrimental Ottoman dominion over Egypt.

Cilven all these commonalities, Husayn suggests that Egypt be viewed
Wit as 0 Western, European cultural nation rather than as an Eastern one.
Hiwever, in spite of wanting to blur the Europe/Islam binary, he builds his
aiiiments on an essentialist view of the West and the East, beginning his
vy with the questions, “Is Egypt from the West or the East?” and “Is the
i gy ptlan mind Western or Eastern?” (the East referring here to China, Japan,
aiil Inidia, and the West referring mainly to Europe and the United States):

Al the outset we must answer this fundamental question: Is Egypt of the
I ast or of the West? Naturally, I mean East or West in the cultural, not the
peapraphical sense. It seems to me that there are two distinctly different and
liierly antagonistic cultures on the earth. Both have existed since time im-
wwinorial, the one in Europe, the other in the Far East.” And he answers
fiiinly: “We Egyptians must not assume the existence of intellectual differ-
pien, weal or strong, between the Europeans and ourselves or infer that the
1 aal mentioned by Kipling in his famous verse ‘East is East and West is West,
4l never the twain shall meet’ applies to us or our country...since our
ottty has always been a part of Europe as far as intellectual and cultural
Iif¢ 14 concerned, in all its forms and branches.™?

il Japan, in his opinion, could succeed in adopting European science
wiil technology while keeping its cultural heritage, Egypt should surely be
abile do so as well, especially because Egypt has always had much closer ties
with Hurope. It is interesting to note that this construction and definition
ul Ijpypt's cultural identity aimed at providing a basis for the set of policies
ilial Husayn wanted to advocate, especially in education. For him, it was
ilie state’s responsibility to ensure universal literacy by building a wide
wetworl of schools across the country and to strengthen the learning of the
Avable language in order to allow people to have access to Western modern
L uowledge, which would have to be made available through massive trans-
latioi, Moreover, religious instruction, both Islamic and Coptic, had to be
siipieivised by and subordinated to the state.
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By assigning these tasks to the state, Husayn voiced the demand for
centralization and homogenization that postindependence states were
expected to undertake in the modernization process. This definition of
Egypt’s cultural identity became quickly controversial, but the need for
modern education and science remained, and many states did build com-
prehensive school systems, which raised levels of literacy. These systems,
however, suffered from the mismanagement and vicissitudes common
among postindependence and postcolonial states. Moreover, the volunta-
ristic intent of such a state project was to lead to a coercive statism and an
emasculation of various associative social forces so typical of these states.
Finally, Husayn envisioned a leading role for such a modernized and edu-
cated Egypt in the cultural and political life of the Arab world and sug-
gested various kinds of cultural and educational services Egypt could offer.
This leadership role would become an object of severe contention in the
power struggle among Arab countries in the problematic attempts to es-
tablish Arab unity. The founding of the state of Israel and its defeat of the
Arab armies in 1948 brought the charismatic Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel
Nasser (1918-1970) to power in Egypt. Abdel Nasser metamorphosed into
an Arab and even a Third World leader, for a while galvanizing high hopes
for a united and victorious Arab nation-state with principles of equality,
justice, and socialism. However, he developed into an authoritarian ruler
who did not tolerate dissent and critique. Taha Husayn was marginalized,
and so were the proponents of the liberal school. But it was the Islamists
who were the target of the fiercest repression, among them Sayyid Qutb
(1906-1966), one of the main theoreticians of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Like Taha Husayn, Qutb served at the Egyptian Ministry of Education
in the mid-1940s, but quickly found himself drawn to the Islamic opposi-
tion. Critical of the monarchy and opposed to the prevailing feudal system
in the country, Qutb became increasingly convinced that Islam was the
way to genuine social justice and to moral and political virtue. When the
ministry sponsored him to go to the United States for studies in education,
he earned a master’s degree from the University of Northern Colorado, but
decided to return to Egypt before starting a doctorate program. During
this time, between 1948 and 1951, important events took place in the region:
the establishment of the state of Israel, its defeat of the Arab armed forces,
and the assassination in 1949 of Hassan al-Banna (1906-1949), who founded
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in 1928.# In 1952, the monarchy was
overthrown in a coup led by army officers (the Free Officers coup) who held
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(e monarchy responsible for the 1948 debacle in Palestine and for collabo-
(atlon with the former colonial powers. For a short period after the coup,
the Muslim Brotherhood cooperated with the officers’ government. Soon,
Wowever, disagreements surfaced when the government tried to co-opt the
iratherhood, but refused to implement their Islamic policies in the coun-
i1y A fierce struggle for power ensued from this tension. In 1954, Qutb
liecaime the editor-in-chief of the Brotherhood’s official journal, al-Tkhwan
ol Muslimun, which was soon banned. The Brotherhood strongly criticized
il 1054 treaty signed by Egypt and Great Britain that gave the latter cer-
(it military and economic privileges in the former. Many members were
fuiled, among them Qutb. He was to remain in jail until his death in 1966,
i he was hanged by order of Abdel Nasser on charges of conspiracy
spninat the state. These alternating government policies of cooperation, co-
spiation, and repression toward the Muslim activists were to become typi-
L ul ol most postindependence Arab states.

I 1% under such circumstances that Sayyid Qutb developed and published
Liis lileas, which were to become increasingly radicalized. They provided the
\ialim Brotherhood and other Islamists with the ideological framework for
(helr activism. For Qutb, Islam needed a cultural renewal that was to sat-
iuly the needs of the times, but that was to be founded on the fundamentals
ul Islam, which he saw as an integral way of life. The renewal involved two
{ualiss first, the establishment of a just social system based on the principles of
[l and, second, the nurturing of the inner beliefs and convictions that
waiild support such a social system. The latter required the strengthening of
iliglous faith and the formation of a new Islamic culture on the basis of a
iital and reformed educational vision. The problem for Qutb was that many
ol the leading methods for educational reform had been founded in Western
culture, a culture that he thought was inimical to Islam and suffered from
iiiny weaknesses, primarily materialism. Isolationism was not an option for
liiin, however, because influences across cultures were, he thought, an unde-
ilable and unavoidable reality. So the renewal in question necessitated an
xtremely cautious and critical selective borrowing:

Islam, then, enunciates for men a complete theory of life. . ..
No renaissance of Islamic life can be effected purely by law or statute,

or by the establishment of a social system on the basis of the Islamic
philosophy. Such a step is only one of the two pillars on which Islam
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must always stand in its construction of life. The other is the produc-
tion of a state of mind imbued with the Islamic theory of life, to act as
an inner motivation for establishing this form of life and to give coher-
ence to all the social, religious, and civil legislation. . . .

But how can we possibly induce Islamic theory by a culture, educa-
tional methods, and modes of thought that are essentially Western and
essentially inimical to the Islamic philosophy itself: first, because they
stand on materialistic basis, which is contrary to the Islamic theory of
life; and second, because opposition to Islam is a fundamental part of
their nature, no matter whether such opposition is manifest or con-
cealed in various forms?

As we have already maintained, we shall proclaim our defeat in the
first round whenever we adopt a Western theory of life as the means
Jfor reviving our Islamic theory. So, primarily, we must rid ourselves of
the ways of the Western thought and choose the ways of native Islamic
thought in order to ensure pure results, rather than hybrid.%

According to Qutb, all domains of knowledge, including the natural
and applied sciences, are rooted in the worldviews of the cultures in which
they were developed, so no borrowing can be safe. Natural sciences as well
as pedagogy, psychology, and education were marked by the pragmatism
that dominated Western culture. He referred to these disciplines in the
United States and to the work of pragmatists such as Charles Peirce and
John Dewey. This pragmatism focused on the technical aspects of things,
discouraged theoretical thinking, and served the materialist approach to
human issues. History, he believed, should be written and taught in a way
that did not privilege the West as its center. Similarly, students should be
made acquainted with their own literature before reading those of others.
In philosophy, Western thinkers might be introduced to students only after
they had mastered Islamic thought. Islamic thought itself needed a new defi-
nition, different from the one used by the Azhar University: thinkers such as
Ibn Sina (980-1037) and Ibn Rush (1126-1198), for instance, who developed
their philosophies with the use of Greek philosophy;, could not be regarded
as Islamic thinkers, according to Qutb. Curricula had to ensure that students
were trained in their own traditions before they were cautiously exposed to
other, primarily Western, bodies of knowledge and belief. Only this kind of
education could give Muslims an empowered and renewed sense of their
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Wi religlous, moral, and cognitive self. Clearly, his was a pronounced cul-

tiral protectionist position that was to become more appealing to a growing
suiniber of people in the second half of the twentieth century.

Hits quick survey of ideas presented and discussed by Arab thinkers from

thie mild-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century offers a general
view of the concerns that preoccupied them. The importance of these ideas
diies not lie primarily in their depth, originality, or consistency, but in
theli place in the Arab public debates of the time, whether in the daily
jiean, the periodicals, the pamphlets, or the books. Some of them led to
liated controversies, some provoked public condemnations, and some

uthiers inspired great enthusiasm. A number of their proponents occupied
juaiiinient official positions and managed to apply them in public policies.
Hiwse thinkers—despite the diversity of their inclinations, ranging from
the liberal to the conservative, secular, religious, conciliatory, protection-

i, und Salafist—were concerned with the core cultural and political issues
iiriitloned in this chapter: identity (perceptions of the self and the other),
teligion, education, women, and government. Mid-twentieth-century
veiitythe establishment of the postcolonial Arab states, the founding of
ihie atate of Israel, and the consolidation of the Cold War power struggle in
the repion—exacerbated the urgency of these issues. The consecutive de-
feitn by Israel, the hardening of state repression, the rise of Islamic funda-
ientalism, the effects of oil politics and economy, as well as the increase of
Western intervention in the last decades of the twentieth century aggra-
vateil the conditions of the debate. Compared to the oppressive atmosphere

ul the present, the first Nahda seems to many contemporary Arab thinkers
ti have been a much more hopeful time, more confident in its liberating
fipulses and more optimistic in its reform projects. It also seems a very
iistant time, a remote epoch from which the present is disconnected and
ustianged. What caused this severance? What happened to the first Nahda
legacy? Was any renewal, any liberation, any reform really attained? If yes,
wheie were the effects of those achievements? If not, what prevented their
ivilization? Moreover, how could Arabs be raising the same questions for
more than fifteen decades, but start from scratch every time, with nothing
(i huild upon? Were all the efforts of the past two centuries a sad Sisyphean
vaercise? These anguished questions regarding the first Nahda are, as we
will see in chapter 2, an integral part of the second Nahda’s concerns.
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