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Foreign culture is as necessary to the spirit of a nation as is foreign commerce to its
industries.
(Lebanese/American writer, Ameen Rihani, 1876-1940)

We came to Europe
To drink of the springs of civilisation;
We came looking for a northerly window;

We came to breathe in the air;
To know the colours of the sky;
We came running away from the whips of oppression;

We came to Europe

To rejoice in the freedom of expression;

To wash the dust off our bodies;

And to plant trees in the gardens of conscience.
(Syrian poet, Nizar Qabbani, 1923-98)
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Introduction

One way of looking at my endeavour in this book is to see it, at least in part, as a
reverse study of Edward Said’s (1935-2003) Orientalism. 1 say ‘in part’ because
unlike him I limit myself to the Arab parts of the Orient. If Said’s aim was to con-
sider Western perceptions of the Orient, mine is to study Arab representations of
the West. Said argues that Europe has largely invented the Orient, that since antig-
uity the Orient has been for Europe ‘a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting
memories and landscapes’; that the Orient provided Europe with its ‘greatest,
richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilisations and languages, its cul-
tural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other’.
The Orient, he maintains, ‘has helped to define Europe as its contrasting image,
idea, personality, experience’.!

Said refers to Henry Kissinger’s (b. 1923) classification of developing
countries as pre-Newtonian cultures, which cannot deal with empirical reality,
that is, cultures to which ‘the real world is almost completely internal to the
observer...? Alfred Lyall (1835-1911), on the other hand, has argued that ‘accu-
racy is abhorrent to the Oriental mind...",*> while Hamilton Gibb (1895-1971)
has written about ‘the aversion of Muslims from the thought-processes of ratio-
nalism’, blaming his proposition on what he calls ‘the atomism and discreteness
of the Arab imagination’.* Ernest Renan (1823-92) had earlier dismissed the
Semites as ‘an inferior combination of human nature’, and their languages as
‘inorganic’, lacking in the capacity to regenerate themselves, unlike the living,
organic Indo-European languages.® Chateaubriand (1768-1848) saw the Crusades
as not only ‘about the deliverance of the Holy Sepulchre’, but also as a fight
against a cult that was ‘civilisation’s enemy’, and whose only God was ‘force’.®
Lamartine (1790-1869), on the other hand, preached the advent of the age of
European colonialism. To him the Orient was ‘nations without territory, rights,
laws or security . .. waiting anxiously for the shelter’ of European occupation.’

That was a representative sample of Western perceptions of the Orient brought
into question by Said. His study has attempted to show that these perceptions
were not the product of the objective observation of empirical reality, to use
Kissinger’s words, nor of the thought-processes of rationalism, to use Gibb’s, but
of a long political and cultural conflict, reaching back in history to medieval times
and culminating in the colonialism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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To justify the war against the other and the importance of subjugating him, it was
necessary to demonise him, or at least to dismiss him as a sub-human species.
Hence the above perception of the Arabs, shared alike by nineteenth-century men
of letters and historians, as well as twentieth-century academics and politicians.
Edward Said has however been criticised for ignoring in his study the
self-representations of the colonised, and focusing on the imposition of colonial
power but not the resistance to it, thereby promoting a static model of colonial
relations in which ‘colonial power and discourse is possessed entirely by the
coloniser’ and therefore there is no room for negotiation or change.® Irrespective
of the legitimacy or lack of it of this criticism, it is exactly this missing aspect in
Said’s representation of the experience of colonialism that the current study
attempts to provide in relation to the Arab world. If the Western coloniser saw the
Orient in the above terms as presented by Said’s study, how then did Arab intel-
lectuals see the West? Did they perceive it more objectively and fairly? Or was
their perception equally coloured by cultural bias and the less than happy, all too
recent colonial history? The hypothesis that I started with was an empirical one,
based on my life experience as an Egyptian intellectual myself, who was born,
grew up, was educated, and worked in Cairo for a number of years before settling
in the West, or more particularly, Britain in my late twenties. The culture in which
I grew up as an average middle-class Egyptian and the state-sponsored educa-
tional system through whose different phases I progressed, up to graduation from
Cairo University with a BA in English in 1970 at the end of the Nasser era, meant
that when I arrived in London in the autumn of 1977 at the relatively youthful age
of 28, with little experience of the West save for a summer spent in London four
years earlier, [ had no problem with Western culture: the worldview of my culture
and both its visible and invisible apparatuses was sufficiently Westernist not to
allow a conflict. Apart from minor adjustments here and there, the fact of the mat-
ter is that on arrival in England in 1977, I was to all intents and purposes ready
to fit in without much fuss and have experienced little to the contrary in the
following quarter of a century or so of living in the West.” My hypothesis was that
a culture that produced me and countless others like me cannot possibly be anti-
Western, nor can be its intellectual exponents. Several years of wide textual
investigation served to bear out my initial hypothesis. Unlike their Western
counterparts of the colonial age, studied by Edward Said, Arab intellectuals have
displayed a very rational and appreciative attitude towards Western culture
despite the colonialism of modern times and older clashes. To them the European
other was simultaneously an object of love and hate, a shelter and a threat, a
usurper and a giver, an enemy to be feared and a friend whose help is to be sought.
Ambivalence has indeed characterised Arab perceptions of the West in modern
times, and it still does in the new American age the world is living today. This
ambivalence should not be difficult to explain. It is as old as the first encounter
between Arabs and modern Europe. When Napoleon landed in Egypt in 1798,
he was no doubt a foreign invader to be resisted, but Egyptian intellectuals at the
time, as witnessed in the annals of al-Jabarti, the chronicler of the day, were able
to see that Napoleon was not just another Mamluk, or Ottoman governor seeking
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to wield power over them. They saw in him the representative of a different
culture, a different world — they saw that he had come to them from a different
age that they had yet to travel to. In an unspoken manner, they understood that he
had come to them from the modern age, the age of science, invention, advanced
weaponry and battle tactics, the age of sophisticated administration and civil
rights for the people — theirs was still the medieval age, dominated by Divine law
and religious learning, and enjoying a false sense of security from its isolation.

It is in this light that we can explain the paradoxical relationship between the
Arabs and the West. Al-JabartT gave it its first expression when, horrified at the
French’s violation of al-Azhar mosque, he described them as the very ‘soldiers of
Satan’, but his demonisation of the other does not go much further than that.
Elsewhere he can hardly contain his admiration for their science, their organisation,
and their judicial system of which he saw a specimen in the trial of Sulayman al-
Halabi, the Syrian assassin of General Kléber, whom Napoleon left in charge after
returning to France. From that moment on, the fascination with the European other
continued throughout the pre-colonial period. As Palestinian writer Jabra Ibrahim
Jabra (1920-94) puts it, ‘they [i.e. the Arabs] wanted to catch up with the modern
world. The West appreciated that, but was more interested in colonies, markets, and
spheres of influence. Such is the way in which historical forces operate: the give and
take between nations, as between cultures, is no simple exchange.’!

This ambivalence in attitude demonstrated by al-Jabarti on the first encounter
with the West was significantly still in evidence more than a hundred years later,
as Naguib Mahfouz shows in his Cairo Trilogy. Egypt was now under British rule
and the national struggle for independence was at its highest. Kamal, the protag-
onist of the novel and a persona for Mahfouz, takes part in an anti-British demon-
stration, but he is puzzled at his own attitude: ‘In the morning my heart is
inflamed with rebellion against the English, while at night the common spirit of
human fellowship in pain calls for co-operation in the face of the riddle of man’s
destiny’ (Al-Sukkariyya, pp. 44—45). What he is referring to here is his nightly
readings in Western thought. In a much later interview, Mahfouz spelt out the
feelings expressed earlier through the medium of his character, Kamal. He tells
his interviewer in 1998:

We were in conflict with the English; we used to demonstrate against them and
shout, ‘Complete independence or violent death!” But at the same time, we val-
ued highly English literature and English thought... We made the distinction
between [Britain’s] ugly colonial face and its radiant civilised one... !

In this Naguib Mahfouz was unwittingly replicating the much earlier views of
Ameen Rihani, the American/Lebanese writer, who in his Book of Khalid,
denounced in 1911 the Europe which used Christianity as a divine key to coloni-
sation, while enjoining his fellow Arabs to emulate the Europe of reason, wisdom
and truth; of philosophy, literature and art.'?

The dilemma that Arab intellectuals faced from the early days of the encounter
with the West was that Europe was at once the malady and the remedy. It had
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power over their nations because it commanded the better life model and value
system. European power, they have come to realise gradually since the time of
al-Jabarti, was not magic. It was the product of secularisation, science and indus-
trialisation, democratic government, human rights, economic modernisation, etc.
The paradox for them was that to gain freedom from Western domination, the
Western life model had to be adopted. The tension we feel in their writings on the
East—West encounter stems from their recognition of the necessity of the very
other, against whom they are trying to assert the self. Thus when Tawfiq al-Hakim
writes in the 1930s in his novels, Return of the Spirit and Bird of the East,
denouncing, on the one hand, the materialism of the West, which gave the world
nothing but the modern religions of Capitalism, Fascism, and Bolshevism, and
glorifying, on the other hand, the spirituality of the East, which gave the world
Christianity and Islam, and to which Europe will have eventually to turn for moral
guidance after its materialism had led it to self-destruction — when al-Hakim
makes this argument, the ambivalence of his attitude begins with the observation
of the very literary genre he uses to express his anti-Western views. The novel is
a European literary form, which he was among the first to introduce into Arabic
letters: so necessary was the other for the assertion of the self. But al-Hakim, of
course, never seriously meant what he said in those novels. Later in life, in the
postcolonial period, he was to write that the notion of the materialism of the West
and the spiritualism of the East was a false one, and that his invective against
Western culture in his early works was necessary to raise the morale of the nation
during the fight against foreign occupation.!'®

Perhaps not unlike al-Hakim’s ironic use of Western moulds to disparage the
West was Egyptian doctor, novelist and ardent women’s rights activist, Nawal
al-Sa°dawt’s (b. 1931) adolescent thoughts about her native Arabic and the
language of the other. She writes in her autobiography, Awragqi... Hayati (My
Papers. .. My life, 1995) of her childhood under British occupation:

In my dreams I used to see myself as a woman of letters like Taha Husayn;
because I loved the Arabic language, its letters, its words, its musical ring in
the ear. I used to believe that God alone created the Arabic language, that He
chose it over other languages and revealed the Qur’an in it. I imagined that
the English language was made by humans but that Arabic was a Divine lan-
guage made by God Almighty and that the Arabs were the best nation created
by God. I would walk haughtily in the street, looking down on the English,
who spoke a mortal language and belonged to an inferior nation not
mentioned in the Qur’an.'

But at night, we are told, an inner silent voice would question that certainty: ‘If
God loved us more than the English, why did He let them conquer and occupy us?
Why did He let them discover the power of steam and electricity, the radio, the
wireless, the aeroplane and the submarine?’!®> What al-Sa°dawi was questioning
really was not the love of God, but the very notion of the sublimity of the self and
the mundanity of the other.
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Tawfiq al-Hakim may or may not have been conscious of the irony inherent in
the denunciation of the West by means of a literary form of the West’s invention,
and Nawal al-Sa°dawi’s precocious doubts about her native language and its
speakers may only be her mature life’s reflections, but in the 1980s we still find
the great Naguib Mahfouz very much aware of the tensions between traditional
and modern, native and Western, self and other. Having mastered the techniques
of the modernist Western novel and published some of his best work in its mould,
he felt confident to experiment with it through effecting an intermarriage between
the European form and traditional narrative forms of Arabic. Here is how he
phrases his thoughts:

When I started writing novels, I used to think that the European form of the
novel was sacred. But as you grow older, your outlook changes; you want to
free yourself from all that has been imposed on you...You find yourself
searching for a [certain] tune deep down inside yourself...As if you were
saying to yourself: ‘Those forms which they [the Europeans] wrote in — were
they not artistic moulds that they created? Why can’t I create a mould of
my own?'®

And that is exactly what he goes on to do in some of his late and most memorable
fiction published in the 1970s and 1980s, such as The Harafish, and Arabian
Nights and Days, works which hark back in their form to the episodic structure
of medieval Arabic narrative moulds known in both high and popular literature.
But does Mahouz really break with Western modernism in favour of indigenous
forms of narration? Nothing can be further from the truth:

There is no doubt in my mind that the originality of the late episodic phase
of his work would not have been possible without the novelist’s long experi-
ence of the arts of Western modernism, traces of whose modes of expression
as well as sensibility are no less recognisable in the episodic works than are
some of the qualities of the indigenous arts of storytelling.!”

Once more the paradoxical nature of the issue is demonstrated: to arrive at
tradition you have to travel through modernity first, and when you do arrive, you
discover that tradition has been modified forever by your journey; you discover
that the self’s tradition you are reviving is as much steeped in the other’s
modernity as it is in its own ancient roots.

All these are manifestations of the ambivalence I have been speaking about.
And where the ambivalence turns into what seems to be an antagonistic position,
as when the nobility of the spirit is monopolised by the self while the baseness of
matter is ascribed to the other, this will prove to be only a phoney stand with ulte-
rior motives. Indeed, the most visionary of Arab writers, such as Ameen Rihani,
have seen the falsity of this dichotomy from the beginning. As early as 1911,
Rihani was making a solid case in his Book of Khalid, for the complementarity of
spirit and matter, East and West. The spirit-matter opposition was primarily an
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invention of the colonial period; it did not form part of the cross-cultural debate
before colonialism, and has seldom figured in the self-confident, nationalist
discourse of the postcolonial era.

The ambivalence in both its rejectionist and emulative manifestations can
perhaps be illustrated in terms of Arnold Toynbee’s juxtaposition of ‘Zealotism’
and ‘Herodianism’. He writes:

The ‘Zealot’ is the man who takes refuge from the unknown in the familiar
and when he joins battle with a stranger who practises superior tactics and
employs formidable new-fangled weapons, and finds himself getting the
worst of the encounter, he responds by practising his own traditional art of
war with abnormally scrupulous exactitude.... The ‘Herodian’ is the man
who acts on the principle that the most effective way to guard against danger
of the unknown is to master its secret; and, when he finds himself in
the predicament of being confronted by a more highly skilled and better
armed opponent, he responds by discarding his traditional art of war and
learning to fight his enemy with the enemy’s own tactics and own weapons.
If ‘Zealotism’ is a form of archaism evoked by foreign pressure,
‘Herodianism’ is a form of cosmopolitanism evoked by that selfsame external
agency.'®

The tug-of-war between the two tendencies which has characterised the encounter
between East and West from its earliest days will be seen consistently to have
leaned in favour of ‘Herodianism’ in the course of this study. Throughout the pre-
colonial and later the colonial period, the dominant voice among Arab thinkers
was that ‘Zealotism’ or ‘archaism’ was no way to confront the Western challenge;
adopting the ways of the opponent was the battle cry. In the postcolonial period a
Western-stamped form of ‘cosmopolitanism’ will be seen to have been accepted
as a way of life.

The self-assertion, inspired by the nationalism of the first half of the twentieth
century, which continued in the postcolonial period, as we can see, for instance,
in the Egyptian Yusuf Idris’s representations of the West in his fiction,!” was soon
to give way to a period of undisguised self-denouncement, coupled with the ide-
alisation of Western culture. A striking example of this is the novel by another
Egyptian, Sulayman Fayyad, titled Joices, published in 1972, and to be discussed
at length below. The postcolonial nationalist tide had then receded with the defeat
of Nasser’s regime in the 1967 war with Israel. Dreams of pan-Arabism had evap-
orated, totalitarian rule had not paid, nor had political confrontation with the West.
For Arab intellectuals, this was a period of introspection, of trying to understand
what went wrong. The defeat meant that a century and a half of trying to build the
Western model in the East, to adopt the values and way of life that brought with
it power and success had failed, and Arab intellectuals were in no mood to forgive
themselves or their culture. To this mood, Fayyad was to give voice in his novel,
where he presents an Egyptian expatriate returning for a visit to his home village
with his French wife after many years of absence. The French woman, by her
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mere presence, her beauty, energy and vitality, shakes the village into a realisa-
tion of its ugliness, backwardness, and listlessness. Simone, as she is called, is
lusted after by every man in the village, and feared and rejected by every woman.
The women of the village, who are shown as custodians of tradition, discover that
Simone is uncircumcised, and that as the wife of one of their men, she ought to
be made pure and have her lust curbed. In the absence of her husband, they get
together with the midwife of the village and operate on her by force: she bleeds
to death. When the forensic doctor later issues the death certificate, he wonders
whether it is the death certificate of Simone, or ‘our own death certificate’ that he
is writing. The novel is written in terms of presenting an image of the triumph of
a culture of death over the culture of life. No harsher condemnation of Eastern
values has been written so far in Arabic, and no stronger glorification of Western
values, which are made synonymous with life itself in this work.

This trend appears to continue into the present through the work of women
expatriate writers in the West, such as Hanan al-Shaykh and Ghada al-Samman.
A short story written in the 1980s by al-Shaykh, entitled ‘I sweep the sun off
rooftops’, is a good example. Here, we shall see a new development in that the
perception of the West is made by a woman writer and indeed a female protago-
nist. Cultural issues will intermingle here with gender issues, presenting us with
a more complex situation than in previous male representations. The female pro-
tagonist cherishes her life in London, in which she finds shelter from the oppres-
sion of the patriarchal society she had left behind. Once more here, the culture of
the self loses ground to the culture of the other.

If Orientalism, according to Edward Said, provided the conceptual framework,
the intellectual justification for the appropriation of the Orient through colonial-
ism, the representations of the West I have studied in this book would, by contrast,
seem to suggest in my view a different story; one not of appropriation but of emu-
lation. And if Orientalism was about the denigration, and the subjugation of the
other, much of the Occidentalist images explored here will be seen to have been
about the idealisation of the other, the quest for the soul of the other, the desire to
become the other, or at least to become like the other.?°

The Arab world’s encounter with the West in modern times goes back, as we
have seen, two hundred years or so, to1798 to be exact, the year Napoleon’s army
landed in Egypt, an event generally accepted as the medieval Arab East’s first
encounter with both modernity and colonialism at the same time. This twofold
nature of the first encounter, the fact that modernity introduced itself through the
medium of the other, through the overwhelming power of an invading force, is
perhaps one reason why its position is still precarious until today, why it is
regarded with suspicion in some circles as an importation, a borrowing that
threatens the originality, the traditions, the very identity of the self. In Europe
itself, modernity evolved from within, as a natural process: intellectual, scientific,
social, industrial etc; what opposition it met in the course of its development and
until it ousted older modes of existence was an internal one, and therefore also
natural, but modernity in the Arab World has been for the most part and from the
outset a transplantation, a foreign organ implanted in a body that needed it badly
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but could not help but try to reject it. This dual attribute of modernity was felt by
and reflected from the outset in the writings of Arab intellectuals who responded
to the experience in their writings. Their representations of the West evince a
sense of dichotomy, of ambivalence, of simultaneous attraction and repulsion
towards their object, and towards modernity in so much as it is a Western thing.

One of the perennial manifestations of this dichotomy which has dogged the
debate about the West since the beginning of the encounter and has never been
resolved is the question of what to take from the West and what to leave. There
has been consensus that Western civilisation is a sine qua non for progress, but
there has also been fear for identity, for tradition, for the corruption of what the
self perceived as a higher morality, a certain spirituality of which the West is
bereft. This uncomfortable combination of desire and fear, the desire to emulate
and the fear of the consequences, has led to a schizophrenic attitude towards
Western civilisation, which divided it falsely into a set of practical values which
were permissible and another of intellectual ones which were not. Thus it was fine
to take from the West science, technology, industry and material comforts but not
the thought systems, not the value systems, not the political and social structures
that lay behind them. The Arab imagination in its horror at modernity, at once fas-
cinated by its achievements and frightened by the changes they implied for an
age-old way of life, constructed for its own benefit an illusory Europe, whose
intellectual life was detachable from its practical life, and thought it could have
the products of the second but not those of the first, and achieve the same results.
The Arab mind, with few exceptions, as will be shown, has consistently failed to
face up to the impossibility of this equation, to the necessity of accepting that the
empirical realisations of Western civilisation would not have been possible with-
out the changes in its worldview that were set in motion with the advent of the
Renaissance and later the Age of Reason, with their Humanism and secularist
outlook that separated the worldly or temporal from the spiritual or eternal.

In his study, Arab Rediscovery of Europe, Ibrahim Abu-Luhgod came to the
conclusion that:

the superstructure of the cultural manifestations was transmitted but not the
intellectual bent of mind which in the West had led to its establishment. We
can speculate, therefore, that the early nineteenth century transmission of
knowledge had only a limited effect on the intellectual outlook of the Arab
world. It introduced superficial changes but did not shake the foundations of
Arab society ... 2!

Abu-Lughod’s conclusion is shored up by Gibb’s argument that:

It is not then the institutions and techniques borrowed from the West, however
massive such borrowings may be, nor yet the external evolution shown in the
last century, which will be of final significance, but the inward reaction
towards the cultural values which are seeking to find their place within
Muslim society under cover of these borrowings. .. .%?
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What Abu-Lughod pronounces in relation to the nineteenth century is to a
large extent still valid today, the major difference being that more of the ‘super-
structure of the cultural manifestations’ has been transmitted; the invisible
embargo on the transmission of the underlying Western ‘intellectual bent of the
mind’ is still firmly in place, and is responsible in a major way for the contra-
dictions observable in Arab societies today, ranging from the minutiae of daily
life that oscillate between two cultures to the emergence of religious fundamen-
talism as a violent attempt to put an end to the oscillation by deciding in favour
of the past, in favour of ‘archaism’, or ‘Zealotism’, to go back to Arnold
Toynbee’s phrase quoted above. This uncertainty towards the West that we witness
in Arab societies today, and the ambivalence in Arab intellectuals’ attitude that
will be observed in the course of this book are all manifestations of the ongoing
‘inward reaction toward the cultural values’ of the West, to which Gibb refers
earlier.

The impossibility of separating ‘superstructures’, or the products of applied
science on the one hand and the ‘intellectual bent of mind’ or ‘cultural values’
underlying them on the other was perceptively argued by Egyptian scientist and
writer, Husayn FawzI in the course of commenting on a poem by Amin al-Rthani.
The poem entitled ‘Ana al-Sharg’ (I am the East) and personifying the East as a
peddler, ends on these lines: ‘I am the East / I have philosophies and religions /
Who would swap them for aeroplanes?’?* Husayn Fawzi uses the poem to remark
that al-Rihani was oblivious of one thing in his unlikely offer of ‘exchange of
merchandise’, namely that ‘his philosophy, that all philosophies, are the original
owners of the aeroplane, because it was the free operation of thought for its own
purely philosophic purposes. .. that eventually reached scientists, inventors, engi-
neers, and workers, and brought about the aeroplane’. Philosophies, he argues,
‘cannot be put up for sale because they are worth nothing in their own right...".?*
It is only when they move into the empirical sphere that they become of value, he
implies. But Husayn Fawzi was one of a precious few among Arab thinkers of his
generation who were conscious of the indivisibility of Western civilisation and
argued for its wholesale embracement.

What should perhaps be reassuring are the conclusions emanating from the pre-
sent study. My attempt at mapping the vast amount of writing on the subject,
spanning two centuries, has produced four major chronological divisions: pre-
colonial, colonial, and postcolonial, with the latter phase sub-dividing into two
eras: assertive nationalism, followed by disenchantment or self-denunciation.
These four rough periods are dictated by perceived changes in the way Arab intel-
lectuals saw themselves and the other, as historical changes took place around
them leading from one period to the next. With few exceptions, Arab intellectu-
als, no matter in which period, have never demonised the European other or
regarded him in sub-human terms. All the investigations I have undertaken here
in the four categories or periods of my research have vindicated, with very few
exceptions, my starting hypothesis, as explained above. This is the case whether
we are talking about al-Jabarti, who chronicled the first dramatic encounter



10 Introduction

between Europe and the Arab East when Napoleon invaded Egypt, or about a
postcolonial author, writing in the latter decades of the twentieth century.

L

Now for some matters of organisation. Although well over fifty authors and
scores of works are discussed in this study, the fact needs to be stressed that it has
not been intended as a comprehensive survey of relevant sources. Considering
that I have limited myself to treatments of the theme in fictional and quasi-
fictional writing, I have been astounded by the abundance of direct approaches to
the question of the East—West encounter in Arabic writing in the novel genre, my
main target here. I set out with a few well-known authors and titles in mind that
have been traditionally associated in the collective scholarly mind with the sub-
ject, but to my amazement and delight I was soon to discover that those were only
the tip of the iceberg, and that while celebrated works by early writers (e.g. Tawfiq
al-Hakim’s “Usfiir min al-Sharg or Bird of the East (1938), and Yahya Haqqt’s
Qindil Umm Hashim or The Saint’s Lamp (1944) may have set the scene and dic-
tated the tone of representations of the West in Arabic fiction, subsequent gener-
ations of writers proved to be equally interested in the issue, and had ideas and
techniques entirely their own and their age’s. I made it my concern to follow the
development of the theme since the foundational works and to use the occasion
to reassess those very foundational works in the light of trends and movements in
society and literature since they were created; they are now part of a much bigger
picture and need to be viewed within its framework. This prolificacy meant selec-
tiveness was necessary although I would maintain that I have attempted to include
in the study all the significant (and some of the not-so-significant) authors and
works to which my investigation has led me. The greatest exclusion has been
North African literature, both Francophone and that written in Arabic (with only
a handful of exceptions in the latter case). On the one hand, the field is so vast, it
warrants a book devoted to itself. On the other hand, the North African, and
specifically the Algerian experience, had a particularity of its own that justifies
study apart from that of the mashrig, or Arab east. Selectiveness was also exer-
cised with regard to nineteenth-century writing, especially travelogue. This is not
only because the field is too vast for the purposes of this book, but also because
it has been covered fairly well in recent scholarship and because I consider the
twentieth century and particularly fiction to be the real territory of my study. My
incursion into the nineteenth century was motivated by the natural desire to begin
at the beginning, the desire to relive the first moments of the encounter, to
find the roots from which shoots grew, and to monitor that growth under the
changing climate of history, as it were. To this end, representativeness rather than
exhaustiveness was more appropriate.

Nor does the list of exclusions end here. There was also the issue of polemical
writing on the subject. The question with all its ramifications has dominated
intellectual and political debate since Napoleon set foot in Egypt at the turn of the
eighteenth century of how the East should deal with the Western civilisation, with
a civilisation that is more advanced, more powerful, more prosperous, but had
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a different faith, a different culture, a different set of life values, a civilisation that
was totally other, and has totally overwhelmed the Eastern self. What should the
East learn from it and what should it avoid? Can it take the science and technol-
ogy and ignore anything to do with moral life? Is it really possible? Did science
and technology not flourish in the West only as a result of secularisation, and the
inculcation of liberal values which gradually allowed everything to be questioned
and freed society from all medieval fetters including those on scientific research;
that process which started with the Renaissance and peaked with the
Enlightenment? How can we both respect Western civilisation for its progress and
power and despise it for its materialism at one and the same time? How can we
fight Western colonialism in our own land and seek to imitate its political, social
and cultural structures at the same time? But is that not the only way to achieve
progress ourselves and thus be able to offer resistance to the West and achieve
parity with it? How can we reconcile Islam to a civilisation based on reason
alone? And is Islam not self-sufficient? Did it not advocate a complete system for
a thriving existence both in this world and the next? Did not the Muslim civilisa-
tion rule the world unopposed for centuries? Surely, if our ancestors did it once,
we only have to stick to Islam to do it again. Hold on! Actually, Europe’s modern
civilisation owes much to Arab civilisation; they had no problem learning from
the Muslims in the past and this is how they reached where they are now, so why
can we not learn from them today as they did from us then? We will only be col-
lecting our debts. And so on and so forth ad nauseam. Nor is the debate over yet!
There was no way that this book could address this debate in its manifestations in
polemical discourse without it becoming another book. Nor was there a need, as
numerous scholars from East and West, historians, political scientists, anthropol-
ogists, sociologists, to name but a few disciplines, have extensively documented
and analysed this debate and continue to bring it up to date ceaselessly in
response not only to the noble call of academic research, but also in that grey area
where research and the politics of the day have a meeting ground. This is why the
names of such reformists and modernisers as Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-97)
and Muhammad °Abduh (1849—-1905) do not crop up in this book. I have however
found it useful to address the polemics of some nineteenth-century writers who
were among the initiators of the debate, and whose contribution to it was based on
a direct and extensive experience of encounter with the West, such as al-Tahtawi
and Khayr al-Din al-Tunisi. I have also made another exception to my exclusion
of discursive discourse on the East—West debate in the case of imaginative writers,
for example, Taha Husayn, Tawfiq al-Hakim, who have also addressed the self-
same themes of their fictive work in their scholarly work or disputatious writing.
It was imperative in my view to contextualise the vision emanating from their artis-
tic creations in the more directly expressed views on the subject that they expound
in their other media of writing. This strategy paid off handsomely when in the case
of al-Hakim, it revealed serious inconsistencies between what he advocates via the
medium of fiction, and what he advocates elsewhere in his output, as shown within
the body of this study, while in the case of Taha Husayn there was reassuring
cohesion between his vision, say, in his novel, Adib (1935) and his seminal,
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Mustagbal al-Thaqafa fi Misr, or The Future of Culture in Egypt (1938) in which
he promulgates his vision for Egypt’s cultural rebirth.

If this study is therefore primarily about the examination of representations of
the West in Arabic fiction, of self and other, subject and object, viewer and
viewed, where the self is Eastern and the other is Western, it will perhaps serve a
good purpose to define the parameters of the subject from my vantage point.
What I am interested in here is not representations of the West in broad terms, not
representation of reflections of the process of modernisation or Westernisation in
Arabic narrative discourse. To do so will be an impossibility unless one sets out
to study almost every novel and short story written in Arabic since Salim
al-Bustani in the 1870s to the present day. Arab life and therefore Arab fiction
(and much else of the Arabs’ expressions of creativity) has been about
Westernisation, about the conflict between old and new, traditional and modern,
native and foreign, secular and religious, to the end of a long list of binary oppo-
sitions that have bedevilled Arab existence and Arab literature, and created end-
less tension and pain (but perhaps also much pleasure sometimes) in the lives of
generations of real people and fictional characters alike. So integral has the West
become to Arab life! Thus to address such themes in their broad manifestations
in this book would mean for instance addressing the entire voluminous corpus of
Naguib Mahfouz, to mention but one example. As it happens, I do not in fact
address Mahfouz’s work at all here, and that is not because I have done that in
another dedicated book anyway, but because Mahfouz has not written a single
work that qualifies for the parameters by which this study is limited in its treat-
ment of fictional works; that is, a work in which there is an actual encounter
between an Eastern character and a Western character in one or other of their
native habitats (mostly it is an Easterner in the West). Thus fellow readers and
scholars may be able to think of many a work of fiction by many a writer where
the very same issues figure as those of works that fall within the specified
parameters of the present study, but they will not find them listed or discussed
here. Thankfully, though, they will find them abundantly discussed in many
broader-based studies of Arabic fiction.

Recalling Edward Said’s remarks on the feminisation of the East in the discourse
of nineteenth-century European writers as part of the conceptualisation of colo-
nialism, a subject that he chooses to note and illustrate but declines to interpret,?®
it is interesting to observe that the reverse process happens in Arabic fiction, writ-
ten in the twentieth century first during the colonial, and then the postcolonial
period. What we witness there is a simple ‘feminisation of the Occident’. Thus if
the act of colonisation was in the imagination of the coloniser a sexual act in
which the coloniser was male and the colonised female as Western apologists of
colonialism saw it, so the act of resistance to, or pushing back of colonialism was
in reverse a sexual act in which the colonised imagination saw itself as male and
the coloniser as female. This is not surprising since writers on the theme were
at that time all male, and since they particularly chose to render their theme
through allegorical, semi-autobiographical cross-cultural narratives of love and
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sex. And for authors who, like al-Hakim and Haqqi, to name but two, cast the
West in a materialistic mould, it was particularly convenient within the allegori-
cal or symbolic structures they erected to represent the West in the guise of a
fickle, libidinous, pleasure-seeking female. When in the fullness of time, as we
shall see in the present book, Arab women writers began to write on the theme of
the encounter with the West, basing their writing on their own experiences, the
process will be reversed at the stroke of a pen, with the Eastern protagonist
becoming female and the Western other encountered by her becoming naturally
male. But this was a feature of the postcolonial era and the rise of feminist
writing. The gender roles here may be less politicised than merely a reflection of
the female writing sensibility.

As pointed out, the feminisation of the West begins in the colonial period with
an influx of fictional works based on a journey theme, where the protagonist is
mostly a male Arab scholar studying in Europe, who enters into an amatory rela-
tionship with an European woman, often a fellow student. The two characters are
endowed respectively with generic cultural attributes, bringing to the work an
allegorical or symbolic quality as the case may be. The Eastern protagonist will
normally have ambivalent feelings for the Western woman, feelings of both
attraction and caution, fascination and doubt. The female other will normally be
characterised as a doer, an initiator of action, a leader and educator in relation to
the male Easterner, whose traumatic, sobering encounter with her leads him even-
tually to self-discovery both on the individual and allegorical levels. Such fiction
usually ends with self-reconciliation on the part of the Eastern protagonist, who
rejects the other after benefiting from him, that is, he retains his cultural identity
and stands fast against being absorbed by the other. This outline first clearly
found in Tawfiq al-Hakim’s Bird of the East of 1938 remains to date the ‘norm’,
as it were, by which other works identify themselves either by conformity, varia-
tion, or downright reversal. What is particularly intriguing about this scheme of
things in which the East is male and the West feminised is that the power actually
lies with the feminised party, such that the expected power roles in a patriarchal
world order are ironically inverted in order to reflect the facts of the reality alle-
gorised, that is, that of a dominant West and a domineered East. Seen against
Said’s observation of the feminisation of the Orient, it is not difficult to see that
that irony is absent from the equation at the other end, since the Orient-feminising
authors of Europe actually reflected the correct power relations between coloniser
and colonised through their sexual metaphors; there was no irony here.

In my analysis of the works addressed in this study, I have naturally focused on
the theme with which I am concerned here, namely the Eastern encounter with
the West. In the majority of the works studied, the theme is dominant, though not
necessarily the only one preoccupying the author. Where there is a multiplicity of
themes in a given work, I have nevertheless concerned myself primarily with the
encounter theme, paying little attention to other themes except insofar as they
relate to the central theme. My obvious reason for this partial approach is its
necessity for the coherence of my study. For the same reason and because the
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present book is preoccupied with a central idea, that is, how Arab intellectuals
represented Western culture (and through that their own insofar as our view of the
other serves also to define the self) in their imaginative creations, I have adopted
a methodology with a thematic focus where the drive behind the study is to glean
the thought, the intellectual stance, the worldview underlying imaginative
structures. This has meant that examination of the aesthetic quality of works, an
integral part of literary study, has been confined to consideration of the writers’
artistic tools, of their mastery of their craft, insofar as it is brought to bear on their
successful or not so successful embodiment of their intellectual position.
Considering the substantial scope of this study covering two centuries of writing
and the large number of authors from different periods of development and dif-
ferent geographical regions of the Arab world at different stages in their intellec-
tual evolution; considering also that the bulk of the works examined comes from
narrative genres, and particularly the novel, which emerged in Arabic letters only
half way through the two centuries under study here, it is inevitable that the
literary quality of the works studied and the creative talent behind them will vary
widely. And while it has not been my concern here to study the aesthetic evolu-
tion of the genre of the novel in Arabic, a task amply covered by existing schol-
arship at any rate, I have nonetheless been acutely aware that a discussion that
focuses on the thought content of a work of art may mislead in two ways, both
injurious: there is the risk that such a focus could diminish or totally obfuscate the
aesthetic quality of supreme imaginative creations, and there is the other risk that
it could falsely aggrandise what is in essence a poor work of art where content
stands apart from form, or where a crude literary structure is blatantly used as a
vehicle for raw ideas. And as I did not set out to execute a study in the sociology
of literature, although elements of that are ineluctably there, but rather conceived
of this as a literary study with a certain focus, I have consistently endeavoured to
maintain and impart an awareness of the literary quality of the works under
discussion.

Rasheed El-Enany
Exeter, April 2005



1 The pre-colonial period

Enchanted encounters

In his Culture & Imperialism, Edward Said argues that the experience of “Abd
al-Rahman al-Jabarti (1754-1825), the well-known Egyptian historian whose
chronicles bestrode the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and on whose
eye-witness account we rely mainly for the Egyptian perspective on the French
invasion of Egypt (1798-1801), ‘produced a deep-seated anti-Westernism that is
a persistent theme of Egyptian, Arab, Islamic, and Third World history .. .".2° This
may be true but it is only half the truth. In so far as al-Jabarti was an Egyptian
reacting to foreign invaders, he could only have been anti-Western, but then the
Mamluks and Ottoman Turks who ruled Egypt in his day were hardly Egyptians.
True, they were Muslims like the majority of the Egyptians but this did not seem
to endear them to al-Jabarti, as his text amply shows, and as I shall quote below.
Al-Jabarti was revolted by the French, but almost in the same pen stroke he was
appreciative of what their different culture model had to offer; a fact which should
make it possible to rewrite Said’s above sentence equally truthfully thus:
al-Jabarti’s experience of the French invasion of Egypt ‘produced a deep-seated
pro-Westernism that is a persistent theme in Egyptian, Arab, Islamic, and Third
World history...”. Much of what follows in this book will show that to be the
case. It should be noted however that by pro-Westernism here I do not of course
mean a love for Western domination but rather recognition of the many merits of
the Western culture model and a desire to appropriate them for the self. In the case
of al-Jabarti, his ‘anti-Westernism’ can be seen in the way he describes the French
as “devils” or the very “soldiers of Satan” in his horror at their violation of the
Al-Azhar Mosque,?’ but this and other descriptions of their brutality in the sup-
pression of Egyptian resistance to their rule are doubtless outshone by his detailed
accounts of their merits in scientific achievement, and in governance and admin-
istration, where in certain parts he can barely contain his admiration. He
describes, for instance, how they requisitioned the grand house of an escaped
notable (he does not forget to tell us in passing how the cost of that grand house
had come out of the oppression of the people) and turned it into a public library.
He is impressed with the good organisation of the library, which was attended by
even ‘the lowest ranking soldiers’. He is even more impressed by how the French
officials went out of their way to welcome and assist native Egyptians who vis-
ited the library, and explains that he himself visited it repeatedly and was shown
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a variety of books, including a biography of the Prophet, which showed pictures
of him and his companions.?® The impact of the cultural encounter is perhaps
symbolically illustrated by al-Jabarti’s charmed description of chemical experi-
ments that French scientists demonstrated in front of some Egyptians including
himself. Among other wonders, he describes how one of them took a little white
powder, placed it on an anvil and slammed it gently with a hammer to cause a
great explosive sound. ‘We were frightened by it’, he writes. ‘And they laughed
at us’.?’ Fascination and fear may be adequate terms to describe the Egyptians’
attitude to the French as expressed by al-Jabarti. After description of a variety of
chemical experiments, he readily acknowledges the superiority of the invading
other. He writes, ‘They have. .. fashions and conditions and strange compositions,
which produce results beyond the comprehension of our minds.”*

Science and technology apart, there is an account even more revealing of the
extent of al-Jabart’s admiration of the French. By this I mean his report of the
assassination of General Kléber, Napoleon’s deputy in Egypt after the latter’s
return to France. Kléber was stabbed to death by a Syrian youth, Sulayman
al-Halab1 (i.e. of Aleppo), as he came to be known, hired by the Ottomans for this
purpose. Al-Jabarti has no words of praise for Sulayman; he does not see him as
a mujahid (a fighter for the faith), but as an ‘impetuous rogue’.3! Rather, he is full
of praise for the French, who did not hasten to execute him and the accomplices
he informed on, in spite of the compelling evidence, but took their time and
arranged for him and all the others to be tried and sentenced only after being
interrogated in all manner, singly and together. He is particularly impressed by the
fact that one of those implicated was actually acquitted and released for lack of
evidence. Al-Jabartl tells us how after having intended not to include in his
history a full description of this incident due to the excessive length of the bill the
French published on it and the weakness of its style, he changed his mind because
of the lessons there were to learn from the French’s conduct of the trial and judge-
ment. He describes them as ‘people who submit to the rule of reason, while
holding no religious faith’, and contrasts their measured response to the murder
of their chief with ‘the actions of the scum of soldiery, who pretend to be Muslims
and claim to be mujahidin [fighters for the faith], but kill [innocent] souls. .. for
no reason but their beastly desires...”. By the Muslim ‘scum of soldiery’, he
means the Ottomans and the Mamluks of the day.*?

Al-Jabarti’s testimony on the French is reinforced by that of another contemporary
chronicler, namely Niqtila al-Turk (1763—1828), writer and poet at Lebanese
Prince Amir al-Shihabi’s (1767-1850) court in Beirut. Al-Turk writes, among
other things, of the French’s ‘just rule’, ‘good policy’, ‘their lifting of oppression
off the peasantry’, ‘their control of their soldiers’, and ‘the modesty of their
chiefs’. He also writes of the attention they paid to the administration of the country,
and how the attacks of robbers, bandits and the bedouin were eliminated under
their rule.®

Al-Jabarti and al-Turk were writing their reactions to Western culture as they
experienced it through watching the French during their campaign in Egypt and
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Syria. Coming from different religious backgrounds and different parts of the
Arab lands as they do, al-Jabartl being an Egyptian Muslim, and al-Turk a
Christian Syrian, both chroniclers appear to share the recognition that the French
brought with them a more efficient and just system of government than anything
they had known under the Mamluk/Ottoman rule.>

Those, however, were accounts of Arab intellectuals who never travelled to the
West, never learnt one of its languages, nor studied its culture in any form. Future
accounts of the West were to be different. They were to be based on firsthand
encounters with the Western culture, experienced on its own land through the
observation of social and political phenomena and the systematic study of one or
more of its languages and branches of knowledge. The earliest such account was
that given by Rifaa Rafi¢ al-Tahtawi (1801-73) in his famous Takhlis al-1briz
fi Talkhis Bariz (The Extraction of Gold in the Description of Paris®®), first pub-
lished in 1834, in which he describes his experience of Paris and French life and
culture during his years of study there, as a member of Muhammad °Alf’s
(1769-1849, Viceroy of Egypt, 1805-49) first mission of Egyptian scholars to
France in 1826-31.3¢

Like al-Jabarti, al-Tahtawi received the only education available in Egypt in his
day, that is, traditional religious education at al-Azhar. He even started his career
as a preacher in Muhammad °Ali’s army; a function he retained in some capacity
during the mission years in Paris after being upgraded to a full mission member
following laudatory reports of his assiduity to Muhammad °Ali, who took a per-
sonal interest in the missions he sent abroad. His early education nevertheless
continued to provide al-Tahtawi with the perspective in which to view the new
world. In the introduction to his book, he divides the world into five hierarchical
sections, where each section’s place in the hierarchy depends on its relation to
Islam.?” Thus Asia is top, followed by Africa and Europe, whereas the Americas
come bottom, as Islam is non-existent there.*® If his point of reference is Islam, it
follows that what he sees in Paris in the way of civilisation, and particularly what
he describes as the ‘amazing justice and strange fairness [of the system of
government]’, are ‘more worthy of [prevailing in] the abode of Islam (diyar
al-Islam) ... .>° On board the ship which carried him to Marseilles, al-Tahtawi is
impressed with a level of cleanliness he clearly has not been used to. ‘Among that
which is likeable in the ways of the French’, he writes, ‘is their love of external
cleanliness. . .even at sea.” He gives examples of how the ship and its utilities are
regularly cleaned during the voyage, only to wonder in the end how it is all done,
‘even though cleanliness is of faith, and of that [the French] do not have as much
as the weight of an atom’.*° This dichotomy of faith and admiration of the ‘faith-
less’ is a recurrent theme in the book. Al-Tahtawi labours under the notion that
since Islam is the ‘true faith’, then all that is good should emanate from it, and
appears genuinely surprised at the achievements of ‘the faithless’. He admires the
law of the land, that is, the charte constitutionelle, or al-sharta, as he calls it. He
tells the reader that he will enlist the articles of the charte ‘even though most of
its contents is neither in the Qur’an nor in the sunna of the Prophet’. Why he lists
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them in spite of that is for the reader to know how the French, both rulers and
subjects, have realised through reason that justice is the foundation of civilisation
(al-‘umran).*! In effect al-Tahtawi has been forced here, through his experience
of French culture, to admit implicitly that human reason is capable of organising
society and government in a way totally foreign to Muslim societies and their
Divine sources of legislation. It is no wonder that he warns his readers that the
French ‘have some philosophic convictions, which other nations will find pre-
posterous, but which they disguise and strengthen to lend them credibility’.
Therefore, those who want to indulge in reading French philosophy should
be ‘well versed in the Qur’an and the sunna . . .otherwise their faith will be lost’.
Al-Tahtaw1 sums up his dilemma in two lines of verse of his own composition, in
which he wonders how the sun of knowledge in Paris never sets, while the night
of infidelity (kufr) is without day.*? In spite of that, he notes approvingly the dis-
creteness of the sciences of religion and those of the world; a distinction quite
important considering that he came from a culture where the sciences of religion
reigned supreme and encompassed all else. He tells his readers that French
savants (‘ulama’) are not priests, that ‘priests are knowledgeable about religion
alone..., and that persons referred to as ‘ulama’ are those who are knowledgeable
about the intellectual sciences....*

Takhlis al-Ibriz is not an autobiographical account, nor a book of memoirs. It
is not a journal or personal diary either. It is not even anecdotal. It is an external,
descriptive account of what the author saw, studied and read in Paris with only
sparse explicit comment on what he sees, or comparison with conditions in his
own country.* The unwritten text, however, is alternately profuse in its bewilder-
ment, as we have seen above, and in its unmistakable approval, notwithstanding,
of much of the ways of the other. Nevertheless, al-Tahtawi remains aloof from
French society insofar as the book goes, or to quote the words of ‘All Mubarak,
a younger, if equally influential, contemporary of his and mission student in Paris
too, who commented on Takhlis in his own ‘Alam al-Din, discussed below,
‘...He [al-Tahtawi] did not enter [Paris] through its [proper] doors, nor did She
upon his description of her reveal her face unto him....* Did he make any
friends (apart from the orientalist Sylvestre de Sacy and the like)? Did he know
any women? etc. These and similar questions will remain without answers. The
best description of the book and the author’s motives in writing it is perhaps that
given by a French reader of the text, namely Armand Pierre Caussin de Perceval
(1795-1871), a teacher of colloquial Arabic at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris
at the time,*® whose opinion al-Tahtawi had explicitly sought. Caussin de
Perceval found the book (which he read as a manuscript) praiseworthy for being
usefully informative to the author’s fellow countrymen on France, its arts, the
manners and customs of its people and the politics of its state. “When he saw that
his country was inferior to the countries of Europe’, writes Caussin de Perceval,
‘in the human sciences and the useful arts, he felt sorry because of that, and
wanted to awaken Muslims with his book, and to engender in them the desire
to...learn Western civilisation and advance in matters secular (sanayic
al-ma‘ash)’.¥" In the closing pages of his book, al-Tahtawi makes a very intriguing
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statement, although regrettably he does not elaborate sufficiently on it for any
learned conclusions to be possible to be based on it. ‘It appeared to me’, he
writes, ‘after contemplation of the manners (4dab) of the French and their polit-
ical conditions that they are more akin to the Arabs than the Turks or other
races. .. .’*® Was this an early premonition of Taha Husayn’s argument a century
later in his Mustagbal al-Thaqgafa fi Misr (The Future of Culture in Egypt), first
published in 1938, that Egypt was historically part of the Mediterranean culture?
This may be a shot wide of the mark. What is certain, however, is that the first
seeds for Taha Husayn’s intellectual position were sown by al-Tahtaw1.*

An important contemporary of al-Tahtawl was Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq
(1804-87),%° Lebanese writer, traveller, translator, and journalist. He lived and
worked between Lebanon, Egypt, Malta, Britain, France, Tunis, and Istanbul.’!
Born a Maronite Christian, he later fell out with the Church authorities and con-
verted to Protestantism. Later on in life, he yet again converted to Islam. The last
three years of al-Shidyaq’s stay in Egypt (1825-34) coincided with al-Tahtawi’s
first years back home after his return from France in 1931. The two men are
certain to have met, and it is thought that al-Shidyaq actually worked under
al-Tahtawl in editing Muhammad °Ali’s governmental paper, al-Waqa’i® al-
Misriyya.>? 1t is evident that al-Shidyaq read al-Tahtawi’s Takhlis, to which he
refers, if only in passing, in his Kashf al-Mukhabba ‘an Funiin *Urubba
(Unveiling the Arts of Europe),” published in Istanbul in 1881. Al-Shidyaq’s stay
in Europe (mainly England and France), which began in 1848 and lasted for the best
part of ten years, came more than twenty years after al-Tahtaw’s. Al-Shidyaq’s ear-
liest account of his European observations was to appear in some of the chapters of
his autobiographical (among other things) work, 4/-Saq ‘ala al-Saq fi ma huwa
al-Fariyaq, first published in Paris in 1855, again some twenty-one years after
al-Tahtawi’s Takhlis.>*

Before embarking on the description of Paris and its people in his Kashf,
al-Shidyaq writes, ‘Considering that the learned man of letters, Rifa®a al-Tahtawi,
has written before me his invaluable book on the same subject, entitled Takhlis
al-Ibriz fi Talkhis Bariz, it has become incumbent on me here to ask his permis-
sion to mention such things as he has ignored completely, or merely referred to in
a manner that left me surprised.’>> What were the omissions by al-Tahtawi, one
wonders, which left al-Shidyaq surprised? Considering the temperamental and
career differences between the two men, the former being an Azharite by training
and a lifetime educationalist in the service of the Egyptian state, and the latter a
self-exiled writer, largely free from institutional inhibitions of all manner and
endowed with a great appetite for life,*® it is not difficult to guess at what
al-Shidyaq found lacking in his contemporary’s book. Indeed, what he missed in
al-Tahtawi’s book may be the very thing that we find refreshingly different about
his own. I have suggested above that al-Tahtawi remains aloof to French society.
Its political and social organisation he tells us much about, but he never becomes
involved in its ‘real’ life: the streets, the shops, the weather, the men, the women,
the children, the priests, faith and public worship, family life, crime, prostitution,
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city life and country life, the class system etc. Did he have thoughts on or
experiences of these issues that he did not see fit to record, or did he live in Paris
the isolated and sanitised foreign student life his book suggests he did? Whatever
the answer, it is attention to these ‘vital’ issues, to life in the concrete, coupled
with the uninhibited panache of his literary style and his playful, unrelenting
satire that characterise al-Shidyaq’s European accounts and distinguish them from
al-Tahtawi’s dryness. In essence, though, their attitudes vis ¢ vis European and
their own culture will not be seen to be different.

Al-Shidyagq is full of admiration for many of the social and cultural virtues of
the Europeans. The children of the English are brought up to standards of ‘civil-
ity, knowledge and virtue’ that a child of twelve ‘would talk to you in the manner
of one of us who was twelve and twenty, [i.e. thirty two]’.5” The presence of ‘us’
in the previous quotation is of the essence: in al-Shidyaq almost every praise of
the other contains implicitly or explicitly a criticism of the self. This then is the
context in which we should understand his praise of the English, of whom every
man, though ‘not necessarily wealthy’, would have in his home a library, well
stocked with books and newspapers, and ‘the majority of whose peasants read and
write’ and are aware of their civil rights.® He gives this congenial picture of
the conduct of the head of an English family, thereby implying reproach of a more
austere, patriarchal rule in oriental families: ‘In the morning when he sits at the
breakfast table with his wife and children, he would kiss each of them and ask
them how they were. He would give them some advice to guide them in their day,
and they would talk mirthfully to him and draw comfort from his company ... "%
Al-Shidyaq enjoins his reader to tell his friends about ‘these and similar stories’
in the hope that they may be motivated ‘to start a school, translate a book, or send
their children to a [foreign] country where they may learn good manners and
[acquire] noble virtues’,*® having previously rebuked him for developing the
wrong interest in what Europe has to offer: ‘Why is it that you buy from
Europeans clothes and [other] goods, but not learning, wisdom and the arts (al-
adab).’®' He warns his reader, however, that ‘in countries where virtues abound
so do vices’,%? and therefore one ‘must be wary in emulating Europeans not to
mix what is good with what is evil, and what is correct with what is wrong’.%3 The
vices he mentions fall almost altogether in the category of social injustice.®* He
laments the prostitution of young girls in the streets of London, the extreme
poverty of peasants and workers: ‘The world is built on corruption. How can a
thousand, nay two thousand men suffer to make one man happy? ... And how can
this be in this country [England], whose name has become a byword for jus-
tice?’% In his lighter moods, he satirises the English, in his usual sardonic style,
for a multitude of lesser sins, ranging from their bad weather and unpalatable cui-
sine to their habit of ‘uncovering their bottoms to warm them before the fire’.5

What most of al-Shidyaq’s intellectual contemporaries in the Muslim world
would have found morally shocking does not seem to perturb him in the least. In
al-Saq, chapter 17 of book 1V is titled ‘Fi Wasf Baris’ (On the Description of
Paris), when to be accurate, it should have been titled ‘on the description of the
women of Paris’.®” The chapter amounts to a celebration of the beauty and sexual
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appeal of French women, how they walk, how they talk, how they dress, how they
lure etc., with a detailed and explicit account of the practices and services of
Parisian prostitutes and the sexual preferences of their customers. What calls for
a pause for thought here is the total absence of any sense of moral condemnation
in the narrative. Indeed, what is there is not even a neutral objective account of
the observations of a traveller. Rather, it is presented with a sense of abandon, a
delight in the joie de vivre, and, dare one suggest, an implied approval, and per-
haps even an implied criticism of the writer’s own culture, with its austerity and
inhibitions. If in doubt of his moral attitude, we could perhaps turn for further evi-
dence to an article he wrote in al-Jawa’ib, the weekly newspaper he published in
Istanbul between 1861-84. He writes, ‘you may argue that corruption in
European countries is worse than elsewhere, as it is evident that there are more
prostitutes there than in eastern countries. ... The answer is that prostitutes there
[serve] a natural need like food, drink and [the need for] warmth in cold weather,
for instance.” He goes on to argue that there are hundreds of thousands of unmar-
ried men in Paris, who go to prostitutes, ‘exactly as they would go to places [that
serve]food’. He concedes that this may be sinful, ‘haram’, ‘but it has become
their custom, and they have come to approve of it’.%% Al-Shidyaq operates here a
relative value system. There is no absolute moral code to which all societies must
submit, one can infer from the tenor of his argument.® He is not prepared to judge
the French by the tenets of his own culture. If the French think nothing of this or
that vice, that is fine by him, and he is perfectly happy to explain their ‘vices’ in
‘natural’ terms. By contrast, he is critical of polygamy and the custom of owning
slave women, still then in practice in parts of the Ottoman Empire. If anything, he
sees this as a worse vice than prostitution. Rich Europeans are not in the habit of
‘building great mansions to fill them with ignorant women, from whom they
beget cretinous and fainthearted children’.”” Why he describes the offspring of
Eastern men in these pejorative terms can be attributed to the different styles of
raising children between the two cultures. European mothers educate their chil-
dren at home in all fashion of ‘knowledge, manners and virtue before they send
them to school’.’! By contrast, ‘mothers in the east raise their children to be
superstitious, . .. [to believe] in being watched over by the jinn.... Thus children
grow up to be fainthearted and easy to scare ... .’ Eastern girls have an even worse
deal, as all they hear from their mothers is gossip about marriage, divorce and
affairs. Thus a girl would grow up to believe that ‘she was created for nothing but
marriage and divorce’.” The end result of this, al-Shidyaq tells his reader, is that
‘the children of Europeans are proud of themselves from a young age, active,
nimble and have initiative, unlike the children of eastern countries,...who are
sluggish, slow, listless and slack....”

Al-Shidyaq could not be more forthcoming in denouncing his own culture in
the same breath as he lauds the culture of Europe. The harshness of his indict-
ment, however, does not stem from disdain, or lack of faith in his own culture, but
rather from the concern and anger of the reformist. He has no doubt that the
Eastern countries, or al-mamalik al-sharqiyya, as he calls them, are capable of
achieving his European ideals. In an unmistakable secularist tone, he urges his
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readers ‘not to expect revelation from God on a daily basis as to what He has in
destiny for us, but to measure our affairs against those of others [i.e. the
Europeans], ... and states categorically that, ‘for us to think that we could not be
like them because we live in a different land or speak a different language would
be a grave error’.” Indeed, he is keen to assert, again in al-Jaw@’ib, on the basis
of his own experience of living in Europe that ‘there is no difference between us
and them in reason, understanding, intelligence, sagacity,...nor in any other
natural faculty.... Where Europeans have taken the lead over us in this age is in
manufacturing and trade because of their organisation and methodical ways...”.”?

‘Measuring our affairs against those of others’, as al-Shidyaq puts it, or look-
ing at his own culture in the light of his experience of the other, to give his phrase
a contemporary ring, is central to the self-assessment process he undertakes most
of the time in the course of his exposition of the manners and customs of
Europeans. This is the case whether he is contrasting the polite way an English
mistress treats her maids with the more crude style of an Arab lady,’® or more
importantly, comparing the state of learning in Europe with that in the East: ‘To
them learning does not consist in knowledge of grammar or [skill in] versifica-
tion, rather in reading Greek and Latin and the study of their literature, knowl-
edge of history, philosophy, geometry and mathematics.’”’ Al-Shidyaq’s criticism
of the state of learning in Eastern countries is emphasised again in the course of
his dazzled comment on the invention of telegraphic communication, following a
demonstration of the service that he witnessed at a London office. He laments
that while Arab grammarians ‘wasted their life’ over issues of declension, Europe
occupied itself with true science and useful inventions: ‘to communicate news
from the capital of the Kingdom of Austria to Liverpool in less than a second is
more beneficial than finding twenty possibilities for the declension of compound
adjectives (al-sifa al-mushabbaha)."®

A younger contemporary of al-Shidyaq who died prematurely aged only 37 years
was Fransis Marriash (1836-73).7° Marrash was a Christian native of Aleppo,
and one of the earliest exponents of the thought of the secularly oriented nahda
(Arab renaissance of the nineteenth century). Best known perhaps for his alle-
gorical protonovel, Ghabat al-Haqq (The Forest of Truth, 1865), Marrash, who
was born in a literary family, studied medicine privately before going to Paris to
qualify as a doctor and returning to Aleppo ahead of time due to complete loss
of sight having had gradually worsening problems with his eyes since childhood.
His book Rihlat Baris (A Passage to Paris, 1867) is a record of his impressions of
his last visit to France in 1866—67, having previously visited with his father for
treatment in 1850.%° The book is little more than a pamphlet of 70 odd pages,
written in a simple prose style that leans toward modernity if generally lacking
in elegance, and still prone to a measure of saj° and the inevitable interpolation
of verse. The book begins with a description of his progress from Aleppo, to
Iskenderun, Latakia, Tripoli, Jaffa, Alexandria, Cairo, and then back to
Alexandria from which he boards a ship to Marseilles. His brief descriptions
of the Arab cities he passes through ranges in tone from utter disgust at the
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backward and degenerate state they are in (Iskenderun) to indifference (Jaffa) or
mild appreciation (Beirut). It is only when he arrives in Alexandria that a note of
excitement can be detected in his prose: ‘Alexandria is a city making headway
with regeneration, a city well on its way to expansion and grandeur, and can
nearly be counted among the cities of Europe, which is why I have called her the
crown of the East and gateway of the West... .’8! He thus makes his aesthetic
yardstick clear from the beginning: it is the degree of likeness to Europe.®? In so
doing, he was of course no different from the very ruler of Egypt at the time,
Khedive Isma‘il, who during Marrash’s passage through Cairo and Alexandria
had already embarked on his great project of modernisation in all spheres, aimed
at ‘turning Egypt into a piece of Europe’, to cite the catchphrase attributed to him
and often quoted by historians of the period.

As soon as Marrash sets foot in Europe at Marseilles, travelling through France
with a stopover in Lyons before ending up in Paris, the language shifts from the
revulsion or indifference of earlier to unadulterated adulation. Thus Marseilles is
made of ‘the gold of elegance, brocaded with the pearls of beauty, and is the very
title of human happiness, and the opening chapter of the book of civilisation’
(p. 21). And while Lyons is accorded similar high praise, it is Paris that really
leaves the author out of breath with enchantment: ‘Paris, the capital of the French,
has in the present generation become the bride among all the cities of the earth;
the very sun round which the rest of humanity orbits...’%* (p. 28).

But Paris is not merely a static object of beauty, and its civilisation is by no
means presented by Marrash as a miracle of heaven; it is very much the creation
of ceaseless human effort: ‘there, everyone is in a race for progress and suc-
cess...there, everyone is running forward, moving, hurrying.. . in the knowledge
that. .. slackness and stillness engender backwardness..." (p. 34). ‘Slackness’ and
‘stillness’ and their resultant ‘backwardness’ are of course implicitly attributed to
the homeland, the demeaning description of whose environment the reader will
have encountered only a few pages earlier in the book. Nor does Marrash let go
of a chance to praise the achievements of Western civilisation while berating his
own culture, as when he describes the gas-lit lamps that illumine Paris at night,
whose burning flames, he writes, ‘call upon the cold-spirited to enter into the
sphere of civilisation.. .’ (p. 35). Who he means by ‘the cold-spirited’ is hardly a
matter for conjecture in the text.

As to how the French achieved their scientific wonders and high state of
civilisation, there is no doubt in Marrash’s mind: it is through reason. ‘The deduc-
tive mind in those lands has used the laws of industry to conquer nature by its very
weapons. .. ,” he writes. Nor does he hesitate to attribute to the progress of rational
thinking ‘all this amazing beauty and incredible perfection that this great city [i.e.
Paris] has attained’ (pp. 36-37). In his posthumously published, Kitab Mashhad al-
Ahwal (A Description of the State of Things, 1883), comparing East and West,
Marrash writes that ‘while the East sank deeper into darkness, the West embraced
light...until Reason was enthroned...”. He then goes on to enumerate in stilted
rhymed prose the many practical achievements of science that resulted from the
rational perception of the world, and comes to the passionate conclusion that true
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life existed only in the West.3¥ Marrash seems also to establish a connection
between reason and liberty; a connection by which the rule of reason is seen to be
conducive to social and political liberty. These are ideas that he merely touches
upon and only in vague rhetorical language. Thus he lauds scholars and scientists
because thanks to them ‘the realm of reason was lit...while that of falsity and
lies was overturned; the throne of truth and true guidance was built; slavery was
smitten into annihilation, while liberty rose to the summit of existence...’
(pp. 46-47). This sonorous vagueness however can be compensated by recourse
to his other works, especially Ghabat al-Haqq (The Forest of Truth), where a full
exposition of his utopian views of civilisation can be found.®

Marrash’s account of Paris, and through it of Western civilisation, is nothing
more than a bird’s eye view. His state of health and failing eyesight probably
did not allow him a chance to live life to the full in France, to get close enough to
people, or to observe society in the way that al-Shidyaq did for instance.
Nevertheless, he saw enough to impress him immeasurably and ignite in his soul
a longing for a way of life and conditions of living unheard of in his own culture,
where despotic Ottoman rule was in sway:

How a man is drawn to those lands of unceasing song, inviolable security,
unencumbered freedom, where life knows neither threat nor fear, and where
faces never part with their smiles, where joy never leaves the heart, nor
singing the mouth, and where good times know not of change, nor pleasures
of eclipse!

(p- 35)

Too idyllic a description for any place on earth no doubt, and certainly for a
France which at the time of his visit was within three years of a major conflict
with Bismarck’s Germany followed by the turmoil of defeat in 1870, but this very
idealisation of Western space can only be seen as a mark of the horrid reality of
his own environment.

Perhaps the most interesting thing about Marrash’s evocation of Western
civilisation is not so much anything that he says, but rather something that he does
not. By this I mean the fact that nowhere in his account do we feel that human
reliance on reason alone presents him with a problem; the dichotomy of faith and
reason that has plagued Arab intellectuals in their encounter with the West since
the time of al-Jabarti seems lacking in the writings of non-Muslim exponents of
the experience, such as Marrash, and before him al-Shidyaq.%

‘Ali Mubarak (1823-93), Egyptian educationalist, architect, engineer, army
officer, town planner, politician and cabinet minister, who served in a multitude
of capacities under several Khedives, like his older contemporary, Rifa‘a
al-Tahtawi, spent several years (1844—52)% as a student on one of Muhammad
°Ali’s educational missions to France. After elementary religious education in
his village, Mubarak’s intelligence and dedication to study brought him to the
attention of the authorities and obtained him a place in the Military School
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(Madrasat al-Jihadiyya) in Cairo, whence to the School of Engineering
(Al-Muhandiskhana), and then to Paris on graduation.®® Of the many books
authored by Mubarak, the one that concerns us here, is his long didactic, partly
autobiographical narrative work®’, “4lam al-Din, first published in 1882.%° The
novel (and the book can only be attributed to that genre with a stretch of the
concept®') consists of 125 chapters or musamarat (conversations), as the author
calls them, which take place between the eponymous protagonist, ‘Alam al-Din
and other characters, but above all with the Englishman. The influence of the
maqamat genre with their episodic, plotless structure is clear, although, to
Mubarak’s credit, the style is modern, simple, focused on content and unadorned
with figures of speech or the saj¢ rhyme. The influence of Ibn al-Mugqaffa®’s
(d. 760) Kalila wa Dimna is also evident in the dialogue-based narrative and the
occasional use of the technique of internal stories within the framework story to
illustrate a point or advance a conversation.

In his introduction to the book, Mubarak states the instructive, encyclopaedic
scope of the book with interests ranging from the ‘religious sciences and the skills
of manufacture, to the mysteries of creation and the wonders of land and sea; the
stages of mankind [’s development] in ancient times and what he is like at the pre-
sent time ... all this given in the form of a journey made by a learned Egyptian
shaykh [religious leader] called °‘Alam al-Din and an Englishman...engaged in
conversation to compare oriental with European conditions’ (pp. 320-21). The
Englishman (possibly modelled on the character of Mubarak’s contemporary, if
older, Englishman in Egypt, the Orientalist, Edward Lane (1801-76) who was in
the country between 1833-35) is an Arabist in search of a learned native to
employ as an assistant in editing and preparing for publication a manuscript of the
Lisan al-*Arab lexicon. °Alam al-Din comes forward for this job, and it is agreed
that he and his son, Burhan al-Din, would accompany the Englishman (who is not
given a name in the book) in his travels both in Egypt and abroad until the
project is completed. In the event, most of the book, close in length to a thousand
pages, is devoted to the description of the group’s sojourn in France, particularly
Paris. Or so it would seem as what is dedicated to the description of Paris and
its people and landmarks is in fact marginal, considering that much of the
narrative is used in digressions and interruptions of a historical, anecdotal, scien-
tific, or geographical nature, etc.; an exercise that is an integral part of the
amorphous structure of the book. The dichotomy between old and new, conserv-
ative and outreaching, is established from the beginning as is the liberal frame
of mind of the protagonist, “Alam al-Din, who can be safely assumed to be in
large part a persona for the author.”? ¢Alam al-Din is reproached by some of his
students for agreeing to work in the service of a ‘man not of his faith’ and to
accompany him to his country, but he rebuffs their argument explaining that
he would be helping the Englishman publish a book which would be of certain
benefit to Muslims, and that instructing a man of a different faith may either
lead him to Islam, or at least lead him to such understanding as would turn
him into an apologist for Islam in his own country against its disparagers
(pp- 369-72).
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From the outset however and while they are still in Egypt, it is the Englishman
who appears to be instructing °Alam al-Din, and not the other way round; instruction
being primarily in matters of modern civilisation, unfamiliar to him and his son.”?
Musamara 7, for instance, which takes place on board the train carrying them
from Cairo to Alexandria, is devoted to an explanation to *‘Alam al-Din, who was
travelling by train for the first time in his life, of the benefits of the invention of
the locomotive, and how steam works as a source of power, while in Musamara
11, we see him for the first time experiencing stay at a modern hotel in Alexandria
which he at first mistakes for a great mansion of the powerful Englishman. When
he learns the truth, he is impressed by foreigners, ‘who know how to do every-
thing well, even in their inns and hotels, unlike us who allow ours to be run
down...” (p. 452). This early established pattern will be maintained throughout,
with the Englishman consistently introducing to °Alam al-Din and his son,
aspects of modern civilisation and the scientific explanation of natural phenom-
ena to counter his superstitious outlook on the world. By contrast what °Alam al-
Din has to offer his co-traveller is traditional philological or jurisprudent
knowledge, much of it tinged with superstition. A good example of this occurs in
Musamara 18 when the Englishman questions “Alam al-Din on the future of his
son. ‘Alam al-Din explains that he wishes for his son to master the Arabic lan-
guage and its literature, and then go on to work in a profession connected with
religion, like his father and grandfather before him. He explains to the
Englishman that professions such as soldiery, engineering and medicine are
‘worldly trades’ unbecoming for a family thought to be of Prophetic descent. It
falls to the Englishman to explain to “Alam al-Din that ‘virtue’ is not a preroga-
tive of any one group or profession, but is rather based on a human being’s per-
sonal attainment; that a man ‘is not measured by his origin and lineage but by
good reason and manners’. It is obvious here that All Mubarak is using the
Englishman to make his own case, as it was he who abandoned the traditional
occupation of village imam that his father wanted for him to adopt a secular
career in the service of the state (pp. 493-96). The question of tradition and
modernity is pursued further in Musamara 19, where the Englishman attributes
the supremacy of Europe over the rest of the world, its welfare and freedom to
‘science and the impulse to explore (al-“ilm wa kathrat al-siyaha), for if they had
restricted themselves to ancient knowledge, and what their forbears knew in the
days of ignorance, they would not have achieved any of that...” (pp. 538-39).
More significantly, he tells ‘Alam al-Din that there had been a time when
Europeans ‘occupied themselves with nothing but books of religion’ and priests
reigned supreme and persecuted those who disagreed with them, until science tri-
umphed in the end (p. 539). The parallelism that Mubarak draws through the
words of the Englishman between Europe’s medieval past and Egypt’s present in
the nineteenth century is obvious despite the gallant defence of Islam’s advocacy
of knowledge that °Alam al-Din makes in reply to the Englishman, who assures
him that the thought had not crossed his mind that Islam was responsible for the
regression of the Arabs (pp. 539-45).

Following his cautious method of using Westerners as mouthpieces for voicing
sensitive criticism of the self, Mubarak employs an old French scholar, who was
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in Napoleon’s campaign on Egypt, in Musamara 92 to denounce Egyptian
scholasticism. The Frenchman lists some of the acts of modernisation, for example,
creating the Qasr al-°’Ayni Hospital, that the French introduced during their short
stay in Egypt. He argues that if it were not for the French, the Egyptians would
not have thought of that because they ‘like the rest of orientals, only care for
learning the Qur’an and some religious matters at which they stop and go no fur-
ther,...all of which arrests the mind and pre-empts the furthering of thought,
especially as they dwell at the face value of the meanings of the Qur’an. .., which
promise Heaven and warn of Hell, and call for the renunciation of the world and
its pleasures. . .thereby leading to satisfaction with all manner of disaster, and
neglect of ways conducive to the betterment of life...,’** a cultural criticism
already voiced, if in different terms, by an older contemporary of Mubarak, that
is, Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, as we have seen above. It is to be noted that while
this sounds like a typical early specimen of an Orientalist view of the East, albeit
written by an Oriental, rather than an Orientalist, the Frenchman’s words are sig-
nificantly left without refutation, which Mubarak could easily have done, had he
wished, through his protagonist, “Alam al-Din.

Despite “Alam al-Din’s openness, there are areas where he will cling to
tradition without explicitly condemning Western ways, for example, the treatment
of women. Thus when he sees Western women mixing with men on equal foot-
ing, showing learning and confidence and accorded respect in public places, he is
impressed but on contemplating their status in relation to the Oriental woman,
comes to the conclusion that the Orientals’ customs are more commendable
because they are more ‘conducive to the preservation of honour. .. (pp. 458-59).
The issue, first touched upon in Musamara 11, is revisited in Musamara 27, after
a visit by “Alam al-Din’s son to a theatre in Paris, where he is scandalised by the
revealing dress of women and their free mingling with men. His father dismisses
the matter as an irrelevancy and instructs him that every nation has its own cus-
toms and morals, and that they as passing visitors should not concern themselves
with that, but watch out for what might be useful to transfer to their country ‘of
their conditions, manners, laws, architecture and the like’ (pp. 622-23), a view
that was to be echoed by many an Arab moderniser in subsequent generations and
until the present day: the imperativeness of benefiting from Western civilisation
while ensuring the avoidance of what is perceived as its social ills.

The issues which puzzled al-Tahtawi, al-Shidyaq® and Mubarak in the Arab East
were reciprocated in the Arab West too, and specifically in Tunisia, which, on a
smaller scale and probably inspired by Muhammad °Ali’s experiment in Egypt,
went through a short-lived experiment of modernisation after the European model
during the reign of Ahmad Bey (1837-55), and to a lesser extent under increas-
ing foreign debt and European intervention during the reigns of his two succes-
sors until the French Protectorate: Muhammad Bey (1855-59) and Muhammad
al-Sadiq Bey (1859-82). A product of, as well as a major contributor to, the
process of modernisation was Khayr al-Din al-Tunisi (1820?°°-89), reformer
statesman and author, whose book Agwam al-Masalik fi Ma‘rifat Ahwal al-
Mamalik (The Surest Path to Knowledge concerning the Condition of Countries),
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first published in 1867, is now counted among the early landmarks of liberal
political thought in the Arab world, a product of openness to the ways of the
European other on a par with the work of an older contemporary, the product of
Egypt’s modernising experiment, Rifa‘a al-Tahtawi, to whose famous Takhlis,
Khayr al-Din makes admiring reference in the introduction to his own book.”’
Khayr al-Din had an opportunity to put into practice some of his reformist ideas
as Prime Minister (1873—77) under Muhammad al-Sadiq Bey and in lesser if still
influential capacities earlier under Ahmad Bey and Muhammad Bey.”® He spent
the years 185357 in France on a state mission, and later intermittently the years
1862-69 in a kind of self-exile.”” The former period gave him first hand experi-
ence of Europe, but it was during the second period that he found the time, now
largely free from state duties, to write his substantial descriptive tome of all the
major powers of the Continent (20 altogether), including the Ottoman Empire. In
all his accounts he maintained a consistent methodology covering the history,
geography, political structure, military power, legal system, economy, local gov-
ernment to name but the principal entries. The book is a work of research, a kind
of a meticulously amalgamated database on the Europe of the day, rather than a
live account based on personal experience, as we have seen in al-Shidyaq’s books
discussed above for instance. In fact, even the relatively dry Takhlis by al-Tahtawl
appears more colourful and personal when compared with Agwam al-Masalik. As
such, it will hold little value today, but what is of enormous significance for our
understanding of the beginnings of Westernisation in the Arab world, the begin-
nings of the encounter between the Arab intellectual and the West, is the fact that
Khayr al-Din thought that the book would serve a purpose, satisfy a need; the fact
that he believed that his fellow Arabs or Muslims needed to know all there was to
be known about Europe and to learn from it. This belief he expounds and dwells
on in his lengthy introduction to the book, which has sometimes been compared
to the Muqaddima of another great Tunisian with renowned views on history and
civilisation: Ibn Khaldan.'?

Like all his predecessors and contemporaries, with the exception perhaps of
al-Shidyaq and Marrash, Khayr al-Din’s perspective is Islamic. He wants to reach
out to the other but is invariably at pains to reconcile his reformative intents to
the primarily medieval religious context in which he and his culture lived at the
time.!”! By way of justifying the writing of his book, he refers to the importance
of understanding the European other in these terms: “We can properly distinguish
what is most suitable for us only by having knowledge of those outside our own
group, and especially of those who surround and live close to us’ (p. 71). He goes
on to remind his reader that ‘secular organisation is a firm foundation for
supporting the religious system’, and is not loath to express displeasure with
religious scholars for their failure to observe the ‘circumstances of time in the
application of Law’, and for being ignorant of both domestic and foreign events
(p. 72). After reprimanding religious scholars for their being out of step with the
times both at home and abroad, he declares that ‘the purpose in mentioning how
the European kingdoms attained their present strength and worldly power is that
we may choose what is suitable to our own circumstances which at the same time
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supports and is in accordance with our Shari‘a’ (p. 73). The reference to European
power is understandable in the context of the day. Khayr al-Din was writing at a
time when Tunisia was coming increasingly under threat from European powers,
particularly France, meanwhile Algeria had already been colonised, Muhammad
°Alr’s Egypt defeated and the whole Ottoman Empire on the wane. Under such
circumstances, wanting to know what had gone wrong with the self and how the
other had gained supremacy, and how the self can emulate the other in order to
‘restore what was taken from our hands’ (p. 73) is no unusual pursuit. But it all
has to happen ‘in accordance with our Shari‘a’. And herein lies the great
dichotomy with which all reformers and Westernisers have wrestled: how to
acquire otherness while maintaining selfthood, how to become Western while
remaining Oriental, how to become secular while staying religious. From the
beginning they laboured under the illusion that Europe’s attainments in civilisa-
tion were separable from its secularised worldview, and thought that they could
reconcile opposites, modernising while maintain a religious outlook on the world.

Thus Khayr al-Din has no problem rebuking his fellow Muslims for ‘their
persistent opposition to the behaviour of others that is praiseworthy and in con-
formity with our Holy Law simply because they are possessed with the idea that
all behaviour and organisations of non-Muslims must be renounced...”. He is
also happy to impress on them that ‘there is no reason to reject or ignore some-
thing which is correct and demonstrable simply because it comes from others. ...
Any one devoted to his religion should not be deterred from imitating the com-
mendable actions related to worldly interests of one religiously misguided...
(pp- 74-75). The implication that the Europeans are ‘religiously misguided’ apart,
Khayr al-Din’s argument fits snugly in the category of rational human common
sense. This however does not appear to endow it with sufficient legitimacy in his
view to advance it to his suspicious readership; he feels the need to quote an inci-
dent from the life of the Prophet Muhammad when he adopted in 627, on the
advice of his follower Salman the Persian, an Iranian war trick hitherto unknown
in Arabia, namely the digging of a trench round Madinah to stall an attack by
Quraysh. Similarly, when Khayr al-Din wants to stress the importance of imple-
menting political reforms akin to those of Europe, he cannot stress the indispens-
ability of such concepts as ‘justice and liberty’ to the reform process without
simultaneously emphasising that both those concepts ‘are sources in our own
Holy Law’ (p. 79) as if such essential human concepts needed legitimation from
holy sources before their worth became recognised! Typically of a religiously
based worldview, Khayr al-Din is keen to negate that the nations which achieved
stability and progress due to ‘their legal system which was based on just govern-
ment’ had done so ‘because this was due to a divine grace (baraka) in the holy
laws of the nations mentioned’. Far from it! This is a status that he reserves only
for the Islamic nation. As for European nations, their laws were ‘derived from rea-
son based on due consideration to worldly authority’. Should these laws however
be transferred to the Islamic world, as he would dearly wish, they would he seems
to argue become even more effective than in their ‘unbelieving’ land of origin:
‘If laws should also be endowed with divine grace and sanctity, as is the case with
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our immaculate shari‘a, then their being violated would be even more likely to
cause decline in this world, not to mention the punishment which would ensue in
the next’ (pp. 175—76). These are by no means solitary examples in the introduction
but are symptomatic, not only of Khayr al-Din’s writing, but of a religious world-
view that characterised his age (and is anything but defunct even today), at worst,
as in the case of his opponents, rejecting modernisation altogether as an act of infi-
delity, and at best, as in his own case and that of fellow reformers, embarking on the
often impossible task of reconciling secularist thought systems with an Islamic out-
look on the world. This dichotomy was aptly classified by a later Syrian litterateur
and apologist for the reform of Islamic societies, the Druze Prince Shakib Arslan
(1869-1946) who classified Muslims responsible, in his view, for the backwardness
of Islamic nations into two categories: jahid and jamid, or the repudiators who see
Islam as an impediment to progress and want the complete Westernisation of their
societies, and the ultra-traditionalists who even deny the study of the natural
sciences as a branch of knowledge belonging to the unbelievers.!”? From the time
of Khayr al-Din to the present day, Arab reformers do not seem as yet to have hit
upon the right middle course between the extremes of jahid and jamid.

Whether this stance was Khayr al-Din’s conviction, or his conscious method to
promote foreign concepts to a suspicious and unprepared audience, or still a com-
bination of both, one thing was certain: he knew as did all nineteenth-century Arab
thinkers who came in contact with Europe that there was no other way for the
Muslim nation but to follow the European model if it were to lift itself from the
pit of backwardness. He chooses to put this realisation of his in words which he
attributes to an unnamed ‘leading European’ in the latter part of his introduction:

The torrent of European civilisation is overflowing the world. Nothing can
face it without being destroyed by the strength of its unceasing current.
Therefore kingdoms neighbouring Europe are in danger from this current
unless they imitate it and follow the same course of secular tanzimat. This
can save them from drowning.

(p. 136)

History was soon to prove that Khayr al-Din had been reading the signs right.
Tunisia was to drown in his own lifetime in 1881, Egypt in the following year,
and the rest of the region gradually thereafter: the ‘kingdoms neighbouring
Europe’ were not quick enough to ‘imitate it and follow the same course of
secular tanzimat’.

Muhammad Bayram al-Khamis al-Tiinisi (1840-89) was a Tunisian religious
scholar of a family of learning who trained and taught at Al-Zayttina Mosque in
Tunis, and statesman and reformer who, among other capacities, headed the
Endowments Department (entrusted to him by Khayr al-Din al-Tunisi!®®) and
served as emissary for the Tunisian government before the French occupation in
1881. Al-Tunist published his five-volume account of his travels, Safwat al-I‘tibar
bi-Mustawda® al-Amsar wal-Aqtar (The Purest Consideration in the Location of
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Countries) in Egypt, where he spent the last years of his life, in 188586 (vols 1-4
only; vol. 5 having been posthumously published in 1894).1% Safwat al-I‘tibar
follows in the by then established tradition of travelogue begun by al-Tahtawi and
al-Shidyagq, to both of whom al-Ttunis1 makes deferential, if brief, reference in his
own book.'” Much broader in scope, methodical, more-researched and docu-
mented in its coverage of the countries visited by its author than either
al-Tahtawi’s Takhlis or al-Shidyaq’s Kashf al-Mukhabba, Safwat al-I°tibar,
remains largely a less penetrable text than his predecessors’ including °Al
Mubarak’s “4lam al-Din, to which he does not appear to make any reference, per-
haps because Mubarak’s book was published only in 1882, no more than three
years before al-Tunisi’s own. By the impenetrability of the text I mean the
detached neutrality of the author’s descriptions of the European places visited,
and the rarity of comparisons between self and other. What we have is a surgical
description with a well-researched background of the history, geography, politics,
manners and customs of the people, down to what they eat, the kind of houses
they live in, what they wear, how they treat their women etc. but seldom does the
prose show approval or disapproval, and seldom does it refer to the Arab/Muslim
culture for comparison and contrast, or the expression of a preference.' His
book is more akin in structure, content and methodology to his mentor’s Khayr
al-Din’s Aqwam al-Masalik than to travellers from the Arab East. Where he dif-
fers from Khayr al-Din is in including accounts of the manners and customs of
the peoples of the nations visited, although this is presented through detached
description without any personal involvement. His journeys also are not restricted
to Europe but this does not concern us here. It is worth noting that although he was
an insider witness of events which led to the occupation of his country in 1881 by
France and its declaration a French protectorate in 1883, there is but the thinnest
expression of sentiment towards these events, especially where the French are con-
cerned. On the contrary, there is much praise for the French debt commissioners
who served in Tunisia in the years leading up to the Protectorate.'”” It is perhaps
no wonder that during the last years of his life in Egypt (1884-89) where he pub-
lished a newspaper by the title, 4/-4°lam (1884—-88), which met with little success,
he was accused of adopting an editorial line that was little critical of the British
occupation, then recently ensconced in 1882.1%8

His four visits to Europe, which occurred in the period 1875-81, were primarily
for medical treatment, incorporating on occasion political missions.!® During his
tours he visited Italy, France and Britain among other European and non-
European places. The religious vantage point of the author is established from the
outset when he devotes the opening pages of his book to demonstrate through ref-
erence to fatwa sources that travel to ‘the land of the non-Muslims’ is religiously
permissible.!'” This is further emphasised when al-Tanisi names what he calls the
geographers’ division of the earth into five parts (Asia, Europe, Africa, America
and Australia) and goes on to single Asia out for being ‘the oldest in civilisation
and the most populated’, but most significantly and in a manner much reminis-
cent of al-Tahtawi’s earlier classification of the world in terms of its proximity
to Islam as we have seen, for being ‘the noblest in meaning as the source of
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Divine religions, the abode of prophets, and the very place from which the light of
Muhammad shone ... Asia that contains Makkah, Al-Madinah and Jerusalem’.!!!

Elevated may be the status of Asia for otherworldly reasons in al-TtinisT’s view,
but it is Europe that he goes to for cure of earthly ailments of the body, and Europe
that he describes as the continent ‘on which Fortune has smiled at the present
time’. He then offers a quick survey of Europe’s history from the dark ages through
to the Greeks and Romans, the Middle Ages, arriving at the Renaissance which he
refers to as a state of ‘civilisation (tamaddun) unlike what had previously been
known which began five hundred years ago and spread gradually until it reached
in this age the highest degree of culture and knowledge, such that [Europeans]
have attained supremacy over all parts of the earth’. Nor is he unaware of how
Europe achieved her status. For he goes on to educate his reader in how it came to
pass. He lists freedom from the restrictions of the Church on learning, revival of
Greek and Latin learning, influence of Arab civilisation especially through
Andalusia and earlier through the Crusades, and finally the invention of the print-
ing press which made knowledge widely available as never before.!'? From free-
dom from the Church’s monopoly on learning, he moves on to advance another
reason for the supremacy of Europe: political freedom or democracy although
understandably the word, which probably had not entered modern Arabic yet at the
time, is not used. He talks of how Europe had moved gradually towards ‘restrict-
ing the power of kings through consultation . .. and how government was exercised
according to known laws...where both high and low were equal in personal
rights...”. He stresses however that these changes took place through much blood-
shed among despotic kings and their nations, but he equally points out that there
were wise kings who learnt the lesson and granted those rights peacefully to their
people. Finally, he makes the point that European nations which adopted the fore-
gone reforms invariably ‘began to progress and gain wealth due to the desistance
of injustice, the bringer of ruin, and thus their conditions would improve, their pop-
ulation increase, their cities grow, their industries multiply, and learning and inven-
tion would spread and become more accurate until such kingdoms extended their
power over those who failed to adopt their ways...’.!"* This is exactly where
Muhammad Bayram al-TunisT’s text leaves it. He has described Europe’s move-
ment away from a religiously based worldview to a more secular one (without
using these words), and her abandonment of despotic rule in favour of the rule of
law, equality and the institution of personal freedoms; and he has also established
in no equivocal terms the link between the attainment of progress, wealth and
power on the one hand, and the installation of such a way life and government.
Nowhere in the profuseness of his five tomes does he explicitly, as does al-
Shidyaq for instance, put forward the idea that the conditions he attributes to
Europe are sorely missing in the Arab/Muslim nations and that that is the reason
for their backwardness and Europe’s supremacy over them, and that the way to
progress and achieve parity with the Europeans would be to adopt those systems
that he so aptly describes. We have to read the sub-text, or perhaps assume a sub-
text of which even the author may not have been altogether aware, for he is anx-
ious at the beginning of the above exposition to reiterate that Europe’s glory in the
present time is an example of ‘earthly good fortune’ or al-bakht al-dunyawi,''*
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thereby implying, one may be justified in arguing, that Muslim lands still enjoy
some kind of a transcendental supremacy over Europe despite their national
decadence: a kind of ‘bakht ukhrawr’, if one may coin a phrase in the spirit of
al-Tunist’s style. Nor does he seem aware of the contradiction he falls in when he
argues that Europeans who abandon religion as irrational would follow Islam if its
truths were revealed to them ‘because of its conformity with reason and the clar-
ity of its arguments’.!’> The dichotomy that bedevilled al-Tahtawi and Mubarak
before him continues to rend apart al-TtnisT’s text if not its author, who through-
out maintains a sense of detachment, a kind of clinical aloofness that finds no dif-
ficulty in reconciling opposites, in at once upholding tradition and subverting it by
powerful, if unstated, arguments, almost unawares; perhaps unawares.

£

This then was the train of thought among Arab intellectuals during the nineteenth
century. The Arab world was under despotic Ottoman rule, education was
scholastic in nature, and at that a rare commodity. The basic tenets of the
European Enlightenment, and the advance in science and industry that ensued
from it had not reached the Arab world yet. The early Arab intellectuals who
became aware of these realities looked up to Europe as the model to be emulated.
They began the Arab quest for Europe in modern times. The spirit-matter oppo-
sition, which was to crop up in the colonial period, did not figure in their dis-
course, nor did they dwell on the difference in religion as a possible impediment
to cultural emulation, inspite of their having normally taken care to argue the lack
of any conflict between the tentets of Islam and the European model.

°Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti gave us a record in his annals of the first brief but
violent encounter between the West and the Arab East, a record that conveyed
both the horror and the fascination, with the latter arguably being the dominant
sentiment. By the time Rifa‘a al-Tahtawi came to publish his Takhlis al-Ibriz in
1834 based on his study years in Paris, the horror had gone leaving no trace, and
only fascination speaks out of his book, a sentiment still shared by al-Shidyaq in
his al-Saq ‘ala al-Saq of 1855, where the fascination continues, tempered only by
occasional light-hearted social satire of the Europeans. A little over a decade later,
Fransis Marrash in his Rihlat Baris in 1867 was head over heels in love with Paris
and the civilisation that created it. Meanwhile, France had colonised Algeria in
1830 but the event almost passes unnoticed, even by al-Tahtawi who was still in
Paris at the time of the invasion. But by the time Khayr al-Din published his
Agwam al-Masalik, also in 1867, European, especially French, designs on Tunisia
were beginning to become manifest, not least through France’s imposing presence
in adjacent Algeria. Khayr al-Din’s reformist ideas and whatever he was able to
effect out of them as a statesman were but desperate, and in the event failed,
measures to stem the advancing colonial tide at the time. By the time the next
encounter book was published, al-Ttnist’s Safwat al-Itibar in 1885-86, not only
Tunisia had fallen to the French but also Egypt to the British. For a while
fascination was to recede giving way to horror and fear. In the words of Hisham
Sharabi, ‘More and more Europe was being viewed in terms of imperialism and
less and less in terms of its cultural attributes.’!!®



2 The colonial period

Encounters under duress

By the end of the First World War, most Arab countries were under the rule of one
European power or another, some having been in that condition much earlier, for
example, Algeria in 1830, Tunisia in 1881, and Egypt in 1882. Europe, which at
one time seemed to offer the paradigm to be emulated on the road from the
Middle Ages to modernity, was now a power of oppression and exploitation, a
hindrance to freedom and progress, a cause for despair. Europe was the Other, at
once dreaded and desired. It was, however, a formidable Other; it could not be
defeated by force; it could not be evicted from the land of the Self; its supremacy
in science and industry, in government and social order, in production and mili-
tary power, were all facts not to be denied. Indeed they were facts to be coveted
for the Self, and for which the now feared and hated West, was also to be para-
doxically admired. The Egyptian writer, Yasuf Idris, was later, in the 1950s, to
render this ambivalent sentiment vividly in the words of one his characters:!!”

It was really a confusing situation, but that is the way it was. By nature, I was
fond of every thing European (...). On our visits to Ismailia or Port Said, for
instance, we noticed the European character of these cities and of the Canal
Zone in general: bungalow-style houses with sloping roofs, stoves and chim-
neys; and of course the tidiness, calm and order. Order, so distasteful to us,
becomes in their hands an art. The art of order: orderly eating, orderly warfare,
orderly loving. It made me feel sad to see those things, and deep in my heart I
wished that all of us could become like that white, complicated being with its
ruddy face. But amazingly enough I never wanted to become European.
I dreamt of possessing their wonderful inventiveness, cleanliness and sense of
order, but possessing them myself as an Arab, for I was not prepared to have
one single hair of my head changed. Sometimes, when taking part in demon-
strations against the British occupation, I noticed to my surprise that I shouted
our slogan ‘Down with the English!” with as much rancour and disgust as
I admired what I saw of them in Ismailia, Alexandria and Port Said...

* ok %k

If calls for caution in the emulation of Western civilisation were already being
made in the pre-colonial period as we have seen in °Ali Mubarak’s views
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expressed through his fictitious spokesman, °Alam al-Din, they were only bound
to grow louder in the colonial period when the ‘ills’ of the West came closer to
home, and the antagonism to all things Western was a natural response to the cul-
ture of the coloniser. We can see early manifestations of this trend in Egytian
writer and journalist’s Muhammad al-Muwaylihi’s (1858—1930) famous proto-
type novel, Hadith °Isa Ibn Hisham, first serialised in Misbah al-Sharg,
1898-1900, with three additional articles/chapters published in 1902. Hadith
appeared in book form for the first time in 1907, although the last part of it which
extends the scene of action from Cairo to Paris, known as ‘al-rikla al-thaniya’
(The Second Journey), had to wait until the fourth edition of Hadith, published in
1927, to be included.'®

The episodic narrative, written largely in the traditional ornate and rhymed
prose style of the magama genre, if not quite given to linguistic abstruseness as its
classical progenitors of al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri''?, amounts to a groundbreak-
ing critique of the turn-of-the-century Egyptian society with a high sense of real-
istic representation, nonetheless striking with its immediacy and insight into
human nature for its over-elaborate garb.'?® Foremost among al-Muwaylihi’s cen-
sures of his fellow countrymen is their blind and corrupting imitation of
Westerners. In words which evoke al-Shidyaq’s quoted above, al-Muwaylihi rails
at his fellow Egyptians through the mouthpiece of his character “Isa Ibn Hisham
for their imitation of Westerners only in trivialities, false appearances and the
indulgence of carnal pleasures: ‘to put it briefly in this regard’, says °Isa, ‘an
Egyptian in his adoption of Western civilisation is like a sieve that retains what is
paltry and valueless, and lets through what is precious and beneficial’.!?! The
Pasha of older more stable pre-colonial times, who has risen from the dead and is
being given a tour of a modern increasingly Westernised Cairo that he had not
known in his day, is all the time scandalised by what he sees, and on this occasion
laments the state of moral limbo that Egyptians have landed themselves in, having
‘given up the virtues of their old civilisation without adorning themselves with
those of modern civilisation’.!?? A vivid example of Egyptian senseless adulation
of Europeans as ridiculed by the author is given in the chapter of the wedding,
where a simple uneducated Sa“idi or Upper Egyptian who does not know a word
of a foreign language takes immense pride in inviting to the wedding of his daugh-
ter some Western tourists, who are complete strangers to him, and seats them in
the place of highest honour showing them exaggerated signs of veneration and
servility, and elevating them above all class of local dignitaries and relatives.'?3

The views embodied in Hadith are to be found in much of al-Muwaylihi’s
journalistic articles published at around the same time in Misbah al-Sharg, the
newspaper founded by his father, Ibrahim al-Muwaylihi, and himself. In one arti-
cle he enjoins Orientals not to imagine that Westerners are ‘of such perfection that
they should be followed and copied in every manner and custom .. . nor should we
imagine ourselves so defective in measure to their perfection...”.!?* In another he
tries to demystify Orientals from their belief that ‘the West is Heaven on
earth...and that every one of its cities is Plato’s very Utopia...".!?* But he argues
in a line of thought that heralds Tawfiq al-Hakim’s later disparaging ideas about
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the West’s materialism, that the West’s only advantage over the East is its industry
and mechanical tools.!?®

However much the Europeans may be resented in the text for their scorn of
Orientals, as is the Egyptians’ sense of inferiority before them, °Isa Tbn Hisham’s
own admiration of Westerners is not in short supply in the text even if reluctantly
expressed. What matters from the author’s point of view is that it is admiration for
the right reasons, those being knowledge, strength, science and inventiveness
among other qualities. In one chapter, Europeans are described almost grudgingly
as the jinn or ‘devils’ of the human kind, and their scientific achievements are ren-
dered in miraculous terms as if from the viewpoint of a primitive man: *...they fly
in the sky, walk on water, penetrate mountains, . . . turn hills into plains, deserts into
seas, and seas into vapour .. .they make those in the east hear the voices of those
in the west, bring down to your vision the remotest planets, and magnify in your
eye the tiniest of insects.. ...” But understandably from the viewpoint of a national-
ist whose country had relatively recently at the time fallen under British occupa-
tion, Europeans were reviled for using their superiority for less than moral ends:
‘They use their knowledge and intellect to occupy countries and appropriate lands,
to fight people out of the resources of their livelihoods...they are bringers of
destruction, worse to people in peace time than armies are at times of war.'?’

Eventually, the resurrected Pasha, so baffled by the manifestations of Western
civilisation he witnesses in distorted fashion in Egypt, he expresses a wish to
experience it at first hand in its own land, which leads in the structure of the book
to the aforementioned ‘al-rihla al-thaniya’ or the Second Journey, the first jour-
ney presumably being the Pasha’s tour of modern Cairo following his return from
death. The journey is to Paris!?® but is largely a disappointing development in the
book.!?” What potentially could have been an opportunity for al-Muwaylihi to
follow in the footsteps of former great visitors and describers of Paris from an
Oriental angle, such as al-Tahtawi, al-Shidyaq, and °Ali Mubarak, is reduced in
length to a fraction of the Hadith and in content to little more than a description
of the 1900 Paris Exhibition'*°, written primarily for the benefit of the readers of
the Muwaylihis’ newspaper Misbah al-Sharg, and utilising the characters of
Hadith as simply carriers for the report.’! The disappointment with the
al-Muwaylihi’s Parisian account is perhaps best recorded by a fellow traveller to
the city and better exponent of Western civilisation, Tawfiq al-Hakim, whose
work on the subject will be examined in detail below. Al-Hakim writes:

Take a writer like al-Muwaylihi — he goes to Europe like many of the writers
of his generation but you will be hard put to spot in his or their work any
evidence of knowledge or appreciation of European culture [literally ‘arts’].
I wonder! Did they walk there with their eyes bandaged, unable to see or
hear? What is it that blinded them to the culture ‘adab’ of those living nations
which cried out loud to them from the windows of bookshops. .. .!3?

Even so, the Second Journey ends, and with it the whole book, on a significant
note. It is as if conscious of his scathing anti-Western invective in much of the
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book, al-Muwaylihi wanted to make sure he was not misunderstood by his readers.
He wanted to end the book on a note which gave Western civilisation what is its
due, and anything but turned modern Egyptians away from it. The closing words
are given to a French Orientalist wih whom the travellers had become friends and
who acted as their guide during their visit of the Paris Exhibition. He is a wise
enlightened man well-disposed towards Orientals and their culture, and not intol-
erant of their criticisms of the negative aspects of European civilisation, but he
instructs them that Western civilisation, despite its shortcomings, has many
virtues: ‘Do not deny it what is its due! Do not belittle it! But take of it, ye
Orientals, what is good and suitable for you, and leave what is harmful and con-
tradicts your nature! Benefit from its great industries, and magnificent machin-
ery, and use that as a force to repel...the greed of colonialists! Transport the
virtues of the West to the East, but hold on to your good morals and cus-
toms! ....”133 This of course is no Frenchman’s counsel to Egyptians and Orientals
in general but al-Muwaylihi’s very own, and that of countless Arab intellectuals
to their nation to date. The notion that Western civilisation is an indivisible pack-
age, a historical process that produced its virtues together with its ills even for its
own peoples, and that it is therefore available to borrowers and emulators only as
such, is one that has eluded a majority of Arab thinkers from the earliest days of
the encounter with the West, and continues to do so today in large domains of
Arab thinking.

Comtemporary of al-Muwaylihi, Jurji Zaydan (1861-1914), Lebanese novelist,
historian, journalist and publisher, who settled in Egypt, made a short summer
journey to Europe in 1912, an account of which is recorded in his Rikla ila
°Uriibba (A Journey to Europe). During the tour he visits a number of cities in
France, Britain and Switzerland. He declares his intention at the outset of the
book to be the contemplation of ‘what concerns readers in Arabic about the ways
of that [Western] civilisation that we have started to emulate a whole century ago,
yet continue to puzzle over what is suitable for us of it. I shall limit myself to what
is of interest to the oriental reader in view of his need to challenge the civilisation
of those Westerners in the course of the current awakening. I shall also show what
is praiseworthy or otherwise of the facets of that civilisation in relation to our
nature, customs and morals.’!** These may have been Zaydan’s noble aims but in
his slim account based on a short European tour, he achieves very little of them,
and ends up with a largely lifeless descriptive inventory of the museums, monu-
ments, libraries, educational institutions and suchlike features of Paris and
London in the main. There is some description of the systems of government in
France and Britain, but his accounts neither match the detail of al-Tahtawi, nor
the liveliness of his own fellow countryman al-Shidyaq, nor still the perceptive-
ness of either; much of the book actually appears based on material drawn from
printed sources rather than firsthand experience. The comparative element of East
and West is rarely present, and some reactionary viewpoints are voiced in the
course of the description and commentary which show if anything the residual
conservatism even among Arab modernising intellectuals, among whom Zaydan
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doubtlessly is to be counted. An example of this occurs in the course of his
comment on the ‘common classes’ (a/-‘@mma) in France, whom he places in mat-
ters of education and engagement with public affairs far above their counterpart
classes in the East. He goes on however to claim that the freedom that the French
commonalty had attained while it safeguarded their rights actually harmed them
and the nation in other ways. He attributes this to the ‘limited intelligence’ of the
commons, their emotionalism, and addiction to alcohol among other shortcom-
ings, and comes to the conclusion that real influence rested with the ruling classes
(al-khassa) because ‘they are stronger intellectually’, more resourceful, and capable
of manipulating the commons. '3’

Jurji Zaydan’s conservatism shows at its most extreme, as is common among
modernisers of his and indeed later generations, when the issue is that of female
emancipation and sexual mores. After describing the emancipation of the
European woman and the parity she has achieved with men, he goes on to com-
ment wistfully, “We used to protest at the ignorance and veiling of the oriental
woman, and envy the European woman for her education and freedom. Now that
we have seen the latter in Paris, one has almost reverted to being content with the
ignorance and the veil; they [the Europeans] have harmed that gentle creature
with excessive freedom.” The harm he means is nothing but the sexual freedom
resulting from women’s work and engagement in public life, leading to prostitu-
tion. From there he proceeds to extend a bizarre advice to the Egyptian govern-
ment and parents: not to send Egyptian youth to study in Paris to spare them the
temptations of the Latin Quarter where institutions of learning and places of vice
co-exist in each other’s vicinity.'*® Finally and in a moralistic tone that calls to the
mind by contrast al-Shidyaq’s neutral and almost jovial description of the sexual
mores of the French as we have seen above, Zaydan declares that the prime rea-
son for sexual looseness in Paris is ‘the emancipation of the woman, her equality
with men, and her going out to work.” To this he adds the French government’s
legitimisation of prostitution (The British are praised by contrast for criminalis-
ing it'*".) and what he calls ‘indifference about religion’ (al-futir al-dini).'3®
Zaydan’s reservations vis a vis the role of women under Western civilisation reach
their peak in his comment on the suffragette movement in Britain. This is what he
writes on the subject: ‘Some women maniacs went so far as to demand the right
to vote [in elections for] Parliament. They went to extremes in that and abandoned
the role they were created for...But we trust that they will come back to their
senses ... The English woman was created to look after her home and family: if
she turned away from that to the business of men, she would be turning away from
her [true] nature.’!*

While these views have to be considered in the context of their age, and while
it would be unreasonable to expect an Arab thinker in the early years of the
twentieth century to be more liberal than Europeans who still resisted such devel-
opments at the time, these reactions are nevertheless telling about the no-go areas
for early Westernisers in the Arab world. As conservatism regarding female
emancipation tends to be habitually associated with Islam, we will do well to
remember that JurjT Zaydan was a Christian.
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At the end of his report of his visit to France, Zaydan presents a summary of
Dos and Don’ts in cultural borrowing from the West. Here it is:

In the civilisation of France and that of other European parts, there are many
virtues that we should borrow and benefit from, but it has also vices that
should be avoided. The virtues that we will do well to borrow are:

1. recognition of duty; 2. punctuality and not wasting time; 3. refinement
of the manners of the commonalty through true education; 4. the education
and edification of woman; 5. the promotion of education and expansion of
the [study of] letters; 6. hard work.

As for the faults of that civilisation, the most important to remember of
those are:

1. Excess of freedom and using it wrongly; 2. whatever contradicts oriental
decency, notwithstanding the adoption of a measure of knowledge and
education that is suitable for our customs; 3. indifference to religion. .. for
that is the cornerstone of ruin.!4

This simple list of injunctions and prohibitions, very much in the manner of a
teacher’s instructions to pupils, is not without significance in its own way,
although it does seem like a meagre harvest to bring back home from a tour of
Europe by a major figure of letters. The ‘dos’ are very straightforward; they are
essentials for social and economic progress and cannot possibly come in conflict
with the givens of religion or sound tradition. As for the ‘don’ts’, they seem to be
designed as curbs for the dos. No.1 is there to put a brake on no.3 since the author
is suspicious of too much political freedom for the ordinary people. No.2 on the
other hand checks no.4 to control the emancipation of woman, while no.3 is there
as an overall curb on both the commons and women of nos 3 and 4. It is a very
curtailed and tamed version of Western civilisation that Jurji Zaydan wanted for
his people.

With the Egyptian Muhammad Husayn Haykal (1888-1956), politician,
journalist, biographer and novelist, we make a qualitative move. I have so far dis-
cussed intellectuals either from the pre-colonial period, or ones who straddled
both periods. With Haykal’s account of his experience of the West, we are begin-
ning to deal with a new generation, who were born and grew up under European
occupation, who received for the most part secular education at home, often
extended to higher study in Europe. This generation, as we shall see, will be torn
between two gravities: that of their intellectual embracement of European values
on the one hand, and of their nationalist rejection of Europe as an occupying
force, on the other. The ambivalence will be reflected in their creations in a mul-
tiplicity of ways and with varying intensity, as will be shown. Just as he has been
credited with authoring the first novel of literary merit in Arabic, namely Zaynab
(1912), Haykal, indubitably one of the founding fathers of twentieth-century
modernity in Egypt, may claim also the honours of writing the earliest account by
a member of that generation, of the encounter with Europe, namely Mudhakkirat
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al-Shabab (The Diaries of a Young Man) written during the years 1909-12 when
he was conducting his doctoral studies in law in France.

The Diaries were published posthumously only in 1996 to coincide with an
international conference in Cairo to mark the fortieth anniversary of his death.
Haykal’s Mudhakkirat are extremely important for the insight they give into an
Egyptian intellectual’s view of the West. Their importance is enhanced by their
immediacy and candidness. They were written by a young man, only 21 years old
when he arrived in Paris for the first time in 1909, and as such are the product of
a fairly inexperienced and receptive, though questioning, consciousness. On the
other hand, the diaries having not been intended for publication meant that no
self-censorship was exercised by the author at the time of writing at least.'*!

Some Egyptian concepts of the West, which were to linger for a long time can
be found in these diaries of the early twentieth century. The young author’s
attitude to what he observes, contemplates and experiences, and his report of
it, varies in substance; sometimes never more than shallow and reflective of
preconceived notions, at others perceptive and original.

Writing some six weeks after arrival in Paris, he is horrified, in a way reminiscent
of the later Tawfiq al-Haktm in Usfiir min al-Sharg, at the supremacy of ‘mater-
ial gain’ in the moral scales of Westerners. Unlike Orientals, who despise this
world and have their eyes on the next, the French are a nation, who only know this
world and trust nothing beyond.'*> When you read on however, what you sense
is not criticism of this attitude, but rather an admiration for the way it manifests
itself in the love of life and the determination to enjoy it fully.

Haykal’s early exposure to secularist thought, which questions the sanctity of
all religious beliefs, leaves him intellectually dazed and saddened at the loss of
innocence, but in no doubt as to the necessity of reform in the East: ‘I am inclined
to the view...that reform is necessary, especially in the face of this European
materialist civilisation, sweeping the world. ... But which way to reform, this I
cannot be clear of at present’.'** Further on in the diaries, however, he sounds a
little more certain of what he wants for his nation. In the entry for 19 January
1911, he restates his admiration of Western civilisation in spite of ‘what is in it of
corruption and evil’.!** He wishes there was a way to attain its power without its
decadence, but has no hesitation in advising every nation unable to achieve that,
‘to daub Western civilisation with its own colours and take it unto itself’. This
naive dream of having one’s cake and eating it, of acquiring the virtues of Western
civilisation, while magically avoiding their attendant evils, is one that both pre-
dates Haykal and the colonial period, and that continues to haunt the Eastern
dream of progress until the present.

After a visit to the Luxembourg Museums, he records in his diary his admiration
of the paintings and statues he saw there, in the making of which imagination is
used to render both the mental states and the physical beauty of the human being.
‘Those representations in their diversity and the freedom with which they are cre-
ated’, he argues, ‘show Europeans to be emancipated from many restrictions that
the Eastern soul remains fettered with in the name of virtue and modesty’. The
freedom which characterises artistic expression, he observes, is the West’s model
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in all walks of life. He comes to the sweeping conclusion that ‘a free spirit is
capable of anything, even miracles’.!*3 As he sees more of Europe, his infatuation
with the manifestations of its civilisation grows deeper and deeper. After visiting
London, he writes, ‘When shall we have in the East a city like London or
Paris?’'% He is equally appreciative of European men and women. In a line of
argument not unlike that of his predecessor, al-Shidyaq, he writes that a European
man, whether he is 30, 50, 60 years of age or over, remains full of energy and the
joi de vivre. He plays sports, partakes of the pleasures of life and finds the time
for all its activities. By contrast, the Eastern culture expects its men to be old in
their youth and to assume the poise, dignity and solemnity of advanced years
when they are 25.'47 The Eastern woman fares no better either in his scale of com-
parisons. He observes French women studying with him at the Sorbonne, and
laments the fate of Egyptian women, who, he argues, ‘if they could go out into
the living world and mix with men and experience life, would doubtless create a
character for themselves....!*

In essence, Haykal’s European diary reads as a homage to Europe and an elegy
of the East. In this it was to prove less self-deluding than the work of some of his
contemporaries or near-contemporaries, such as al-Hakim, as we shall soon see.

Like al-Tahtawi, Tawfiq al-Hakim (1898-1987) made the journey to Europe
for educational purposes. Having graduated with a mediocre degree in law from
the Egyptian University (now Cairo University), he stood no chance of joining the
judiciary service. On the other hand, he showed no interest in setting up as a
lawyer. It was then that his father decided to send him at his own expense to
France to read for a PhD degree in Law in the hope that on his return, he would
be offered a post in the University. Al-Hakim travelled to Paris in July 1925,
where he stayed for just over three years, returning to Egypt finally in November
1928 without a doctoral degree: the budding artist in him was lured away from
the pursuit of his legal studies by the broader encounter with the Western cul-
ture.'* During the 1930s and 1940s al-Hakim occasionally spent his summer hol-
idays in France mainly and sometimes in other parts of Western Europe. In 1959,
then in his early sixties, he was appointed by the Egyptian government to the pres-
tigious post of permanent representative at the UNESCO in Paris.!*® Ironically,
the young man who pleaded without avail with his father in a letter written from
Paris in 1928 to agree to finance his stay there for a little longer,'! was in his old
age willing to relinquish his post at the UNESCO after only one year and return
to Cairo.

The three years he spent in Paris in the 1920s as an impressionable young man
in his twenties were crucial in forming his consciousness as a young artist and
reconciling him to a career in writing for the theatre at a time when society’s
esteem rested with other professions. The encounter with Europe was to lead to
unending probing of the self and the other in his journalistic writings in the 1930s
and 1940s, now scattered in numerous collections of essays.

Tawfiq al-Hakim’s “Usfiir min al-Sharq (translated Bird of the East)"?, first
published in 1938,'%3 can be said to have, to all intents and purposes, introduced
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the theme of the Western encounter in Arabic fiction: to subsequent writers on the
subject it was always to represent in one way or another a point of departure.'>*
Its protagonist, Muhsin, like his namesake in al-Hakim’s earlier novel, ‘Awdat
al-Rith, is admittedly a persona for the author,'%* while events, characters and rela-
tionships appear to be modelled in large part on al-Hakim’s own experience in
Paris during his stay there in the 1920s. The parallelism between the author’s life
and the novel should, if anything, lend more conviction to the ideas propagated in
it. The axial idea in “Usfiir is that the West is materially powerful but spiritually
hollow, whereas the East, materially weak and at the mercy of the West, is the true
abode of the spirit and the source of light for humanity since time immemorial.

The novel prepares us for its main anti-Western thrust as early as chapter one,
when Mubhsin is taken unexpectedly by André, the son of his landlady, to attend a
funeral at the church of Saint Germain. After the event, Muhsin reproaches André
for not having given him notice so that he could ‘prepare himself” for the church
visit. The Frenchman cannot see the point: ‘We enter [a church] as we enter a
café. What is the difference? Both are public places....” For Muhsin the issue is
more serious than that. The church is where ‘heaven’ lies, and ‘it is not easy for
the soul to climb at short notice...” (p. 21). The battle lines are thus drawn
between what are represented as diametrically opposed attitudes to matters of the
spirit. Muhsin’s description of his first visit to the Paris Opera, also a ‘church’ or
temple for the worship of art in al-Hakim’s terms, further emphasises the differ-
ence in attitude. The young man is stunned by the sheer magnificence surround-
ing him, and finds in it the ‘concrete meaning of the great Western civilisation,
which spread its wings over the world’. The opulence and extravagance are
reviled by the author and the majority of the opera-goers are dismissed as
paraders of wealth, rather than ‘seekers of the joy of purification and humility in
the presence of art; the joy of finding one’s soul and becoming human again
through music’ (p. 30). Europeans, having been shown as false worshippers in the
temples of God and Apollo alike, another moral mainstay of society is soon
shown to be in retreat too, namely the family. With the hegemony of industriali-
sation and both men and women working in factories after the First World War,
no one is left at home to look after young children and a new ‘age of slavery is
ushered’, as indicated by a conversation among members of Muhsin’s host fam-
ily (p. 43). The least familiarity with al-Hakim’s social thought will show that
what he is doing here is simply transposing his well-known conservative ideas
about women’s employment, which won him the title of ‘the misogynist’ in Egypt,
to a French context. By implication he is saying let us not travel down this
European road if we do not want to reach to this end.

The main exposition of the East-West dichotomy, however, is introduced
through Muhsin’s encounter with the Russian worker, Ivan. If we are to believe
al-Hakim’s account in the epistolary Zahrat al-*Umr (The Prime of Life), pub-
lished in 1943, Ivan is based on a true character by the same name, met by the
author in the 1920s Paris. In one of his letters to André he refers to his friend
‘Ivan, the rebel Russian’.'*¢ In another letter he refers to him as the late Ivan, ‘that
Russian, who bolstered my faith in myself and the East....'>” Whatever basis
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Ivan may have had in reality, it is difficult to imagine that al-Hakim’s portrayal of
him bore much resemblance to it. This poor, consumptive Russian worker, in exile
in Paris, who reads Marx’s Das Kapital over lunch in a noisy proletarian restau-
rant, who speaks with authority on the political ideologies of the day, and offers
learned insights into the religions of the world and their historical development,
and who makes sweeping references, in a deathbed lecture, to authors and works
as varied as Adam Smith, Aldous Huxley, and Jean Cocteau, in addition to the
Bible and the Qur’an, is probably as bad an example as one is likely to find of
authorial abuse of character as mouthpiece for dogma. This character has no func-
tion in the novel but to be used to denounce Western civilisation in heavy-laden
conversations with Muhsin.!3® Writing in the 1930s, al-Hakim may have thought
it would lend his argument more power for such a denunciation to come from a
renegade Bolshevist, that is, a representative of Western materialism in extremis
by the criteria of the day.!>

Ivan classifies religions into two categories, those of Heaven and those of the
earth. The East contributed the first, the West the second. The spirit of
Christianity as it emanated from the East was ‘love and idealism, that of Islam
faith and order’. What has the West offered by comparison? Its modern version of
Christianity is Marxism, which preaches the founding of the kingdom of one class
over the remains of another, while its equivalent of Islam has been fascism, which
supplanted faith in God with that in the ‘leader’ and imposed order through ter-
ror (pp. 88-91). Ivan expresses his scorn for Western science and its discoveries
and inventions when compared with the ‘greatest discovery of the east’, that is,
heaven (p. 106). Europe’s modern science, ‘its only boast throughout history’, is
nothing in practical terms but ‘toys of tin and glass, which have given people
some comfort in their daily life, but drew humanity backwards, and robbed it of
its true nature, its poetry and purity of soul...” (p. 175). Science is of two kinds
‘exoteric’ (zahir) and ‘esoteric’ (khafi). Europe’s field is exoteric science alone;
the science that uses the senses to discover the characteristics of nature. But this,
of course, is science that can only probe the ‘superficial phenomena of life’. The
true science is esoteric science, with which ‘the civilisations of Africa and Asia
had truly reached the pinnacles of human knowledge’. As for modern Europe, she
is no more than ‘a child, still playing at the feet of that science’ (pp. 190-91). The
Russian who literally uses his last breath to deliver his feverish condemnation of
Western civilisation, has one symbolic wish on his deathbed, which is to travel to
‘the source, the spring [i.e. the East]...”. His last words to Muhsin, on which the
novel ends, consist of an exhortation to go back himself and carry his memory
with him (pp. 192-95).

These are the basic ideas of the book as directly expressed through the
conversations between Muhsin, who is mostly a passive listener, and his Russian
friend. But Usfur is of course a novel with a love story, which is put in the ser-
vice of the ideas. The story line is very simple. The protagonist, Muhsin, falls in
love with the ticket office girl at the Odeon. The girl appears to reciprocate his
feelings, but after two blissful weeks, she dumps him suddenly and cruelly. It
transpires that she was in love with her theatre manager and that Muhsin was
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simply used to arouse the jealousy of her real lover. Where this story ties in with
the flagrant polemic of the above conversations is in the fact that Muhsin and the
French girl, Suzie Dupont, as she is called, are portrayed in such a way as to be
seen as representatives of their respective cultures.

According to al-Hakim, Suzie’s character and the basic situation between her
and Muhsin are based on a true relationship he had with a French girl by the name
Emma Durand during his study years in Paris. He concedes in interviews that it
was genuine love which was consummated physically: ‘it was my first experience
of the perfect love; that which encompasses both the heart and the body’. He also
admits that the ticket office girl portrayed in “Usfiir was the inspiration behind the
novel.'%" In Zahrat al-*Umr, where many of his Parisian memories are recalled in
his letters to André, there are numerous references to Emma Durand and to events
and locations in “Usfiir.'s! What we must remember is that although Zahrat
al-“Umr was published some five years after the novel, the letters, written by
al-Hakim in French and later rendered in Arabic, in fact predate the novel, having
been written, as the author says in the introduction, partly during his stay in
France and partly after his final return to Egypt. It was on a later visit to France
in 1936, he tells us, that he collected the letters from his friend André and decided
to rewrite them in Arabic and publish them.!¢?

Muhsin is portrayed as a dreamer, not a realist; a watcher, not a doer. In his
portrayal of him, al-Hakim gives Muhsin absent-minded, thought-absorbed, other-
worldly airs. In doing so he serves simultaneously two purposes: first, adhering to
the presentation of a character that is a persona for himself in a manner subscrib-
ing to the romantic perception of the artist as someone not of this world, an image
he has nurtured in all his writings; second, endorsing the commonly perceived
image in the West of Orientals as passive dreamers, cut off from the world of real-
ity, action and enterprise. Muhsin does not know how to court the ticket office girl.
He simply sits for hours every day at a café watching her and doing nothing about
it.'%3 His friend André and his wife Germaine describe him as a ‘dreamer’ (khayalr),
given to ‘too much imagination’. ‘A woman’, they tell him, ‘cannot be won by
imagination, but by reality’ (p. 48). On being urged to speak to the girl, he sees no
point as he is certain she is in love with another man. Asked about the source of
his knowledge, he has one word in reply: ‘intuition’ (p. 62). His French friends,
needless to say, are driven to despair at this intuitive approach to palpable, ascer-
tainable reality. Later on in the novel, al-Hakim uses the Russian worker Ivan, in
one of the many forced conversations of the book, to dismiss ‘reality’ in favour of
‘imagination’ as a worldview. Muhsin, who appears momentarily to have learnt the
European lesson, argues that human misery is due to ‘ignorance of reality and its
direct methods’, and that ‘nothing in life is gained by imagination’. The Russian
immediately recognises this as a culturally foreign notion to Muhsin: “Who taught
you that, Oriental?’ he asks before breaking into a long speech in praise of imagi-
nation and the ability to dream as the only quality distinguishing man from
animals, which are confined to the world of reality and matter (p. 104).

When Muhsin finally musters his courage and takes action, the short-lived
relationship that develops is one, as befits their symbolic cultural roles, in which
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the girl has absolute power over the youth. Initiative is always with her, and
although al-Hakim does not indulge in description of the physical side of the rela-
tionship, it is interesting that it is the girl who first kisses Muhsin'®* after he con-
fesses his love to her through the medium of a poem written by a Greek poet. The
moment is described in epiphanic terms, which also serve well on the cultural
level: ‘Pity those dreamers when they are suddenly confronted with reality, before
their imagination has had time to clad it in its adorned attire... is al-Hakim’s
authorial comment, describing Muhsin’s elated reaction to the physical consum-
mation of the encounter (p. 124). When Suzie later dumps him humiliatingly and
callously once he has served his purpose by restoring to her the attentions of the
Frenchman she really loved,'® his assessment of the experience is not totally neg-
ative. His train of thoughts goes like this: ‘let it be enough that he had enjoyed a
moment of that bliss of which he had been ignorant. Yes, this girl has uncovered
for him a facet of paradise, of which his soul had been unaware.. .. Thanks to her
he now knows what he had not known. She had given him the key to heaven on
earth'® .. (p. 142). The symbolism of this account, never really developed or
made concrete by the author, whose subtlety and artistic skills belong more in the
genre of the theatre, points to the woman (Europe) having brought to Muhsin a
new knowledge, and given him the key of heaven on earth. While on the story
level, this may be reference to emotional and physical fulfilment, within the
metaphorical framework of the book they will be references to the material
pleasures and comforts offered by Western Science.

That al-Hakim intended Suzie Dupont to stand for Europe and its values, and
her treatment of Muhsin for Europe’s treatment of the East is not in doubt. Indeed,
Europe is personified by Ivan, the Russian worker, as ‘a beautiful but selfish
blonde, whose only concern is the enslavement of others’. Ironically, this spoilt
blonde is the progeny of the marriage of Asia and Africa (the East she later
enslaved). But while, according to Ivan, Asia and Africa produced ‘complete
civilisations’, equally at home with the two worlds of religion and applied sci-
ence, their daughter has lost her soul to the latter at the hands of industrialisation
and capitalism'® (pp. 174-76). ‘Today’, he argues, ‘the East has come to under-
stand that his daughter is no more than a dissolute woman’ (p. 180). The paral-
lelism between these physical and moral attributes of personified Europe and
those of the manipulative Suzie Dupont are obvious enough. Al-Hakim is
simply arguing by implication that Europe has treated the East as immorally and
irresponsibly as Suzie has Muhsin.

So, if Europe is so morally corrupt, is it the East then that holds the key to the
salvation of humanity? This would seem to be the natural corollary that al-Hakim
might want to advance on the basis of all the above arguments, but according to
Muhsin that hope does not exist any more, as Europe has already imposed its cul-
tural values on the East under its power. Superficial education, parliamentary
democracy,'%® modern science and industrialisation are some of the European
‘evils’, listed by Muhsin, which have taken root in the East. ‘Today, the East no
longer exists’, argues Muhsin. ‘In its place is a jungle, on whose treetops are
rowdy monkeys, aping the West without understanding’ (pp. 193-94). This seems
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to amount to nothing short of a lamentation of the influence that European culture
has had on the East, and a tendency to view it in entirely negative terms.'®

Although al-Hakim’s thoughts on Europe and the East found their major
expression in ‘Usfiir, they can in fact be traced back to an earlier work, that is, his
first novel ‘4wdat al-Rith (translated The Return of the Spirit'’?), written in Paris
in 1927 though published only in 1933. An examination of “Awdat al-Rith from
that angle will be a useful asset for a better understanding of the author’s views
on the subject. “Awdat al-Riih, one of the earliest accomplished specimens of the
novel genre in Arabic, is a multi-layered work with, among others, a strong
nationalist theme. Written not long after the 1919 Egyptian popular uprising
against the British occupation and partly recreating some of its events, the novel
is characterised by a strong nationalist sentiment, steeped in romantic idealism.
The protagonist of the novel is the adolescent Muhsin, whose development at a
later stage of his life al-Hakim was to follow in Usfiir, both novels being largely
autobiographical, as pointed out before. It will be sufficient for my purposes here
to deal with one famous and much quoted scene in the novel, namely the long
conversation between the French archaeologist, Monsieur Fouquet, and the
British irrigation inspector, Mr Black, taking place after lunch in the lounge of
Muhsin’s parents’ house in the country. The conversation is to be found in chapter
twenty-five of part two of the book.

In a manner that al-Hakim was later to use again with equal clumsiness in his
presentation of the character of the Russian worker in “Usfiir, he uses the charac-
ter of the French archaeologist in “4wdat al-Riih as a mouthpiece for his roman-
tic nationalist ideas about Egyptians and what distinguishes them from
Europeans. Viewed artistically, the whole episode is forced on the novel. Neither
the Frenchman nor the Englishman is part of the book. They are simply ushered
in to have this conversation and ushered out not to be seen again at its end.
Thematically, however, the episode gives al-Hakim a chance to spell out in
explicit polemic some of the notions he half utters in the novel. The conversation
takes place as the Frenchman and the Englishman look out of the window and
watch the peasants go back to work in the fields after the midday siesta. Mr Black
has nothing but scorn for Egyptian peasants; they are ignorant and hardly distin-
guishable from their animals. But Monsieur Fouquet takes a different view of the
matter; a view which Ivan of “Usfiir was to reiterate again in his denouncement of
Europe’s science, as falling short of the true knowledge of the East. The
Frenchman rebukes Mr Black and tells him that the people he calls ignorant
know many things, although their medium of knowledge is the heart, not the
mind. ‘This is an ancient people’, he maintains. ‘If you open the heart of one of
these peasants, you will find in it the residue of ten thousand years of experience
and knowledge, layer on top of layer, of which he is unaware.” By contrast, Europe
only possesses ‘acquired science’, which ancient peoples regarded as accident,
not substance; as only an outward pointer to the treasure within. ‘All we
Europeans did’, argues Monsieur Fouquet, ‘was to steal from those ancient peo-
ples the outward pointer without the buried treasure’. (Compare the marriage of
Asia and Africa which gave birth to the selfish blonde, Europe, in Usfiir above!)
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‘If you open the heart of a European’, continues Monsieur Fouquet, ‘you will find
it empty. The European lives by what he is taught. . . because he has no legacy, no
past to fall back on unconsciously. ... Europe’s only strength is in the mind, that
limited machine that we fuel ourselves. As for Egypt, its strength is in the heart,
which is bottomless.’!”!

If we divert our attention awhile from al-Hakim’s fiction and turn to his
polemical and recollective writings, mainly journalistic essays, published in the
press in the 1930s and 1940s, more or less contemporaneously with the literary
works discussed above, we will be in for a surprise. The polemicist’s views seem
to be in stark conflict with the artist’s. Al-Hakim’s anti-Western invective
expressed through the medium of his fiction, as shown above, gives way to open
admiration of Western civilisation, an idealisation of the period he lived in France,
and an invitation to his fellow countrymen to emulate that civilisation without
reservation. The contradiction is of such magnitude that it throws into question
the very seriousness of al-Hakim as a writer. Before we look further into this
perplexing issue, we should perhaps survey his views as voiced in his polemical
writings.

In Tahta Shams al-Fikr (Under the Sun of Thought) published in 1938, the
same year as ‘Usfiir min al-Sharq, he speaks surprisingly more reverently and
more covetously of Western civilisation. Here he argues that ‘Eastern culture’
(al-thaqafa al-Sharqiyya) must ‘catch up with Western culture, which has added
a great deal to what it has taken from early civilisations’. He holds that Eastern
culture cannot close its eyes to the great wealth of European culture: ‘Let us put
out our hands [to it] unfettered by the chains of traditions, customs or beliefs! Let
us take everything and digest everything!” What matters for al-Hakim is that all
this borrowing should be imprinted with the Eastern stamp, that is, assimilated
and made the East’s own, just as Europe did with what it took from other cultures
(pp. 107-10). These views are reiterated in another article, titled ‘Turath
al-Hadarat’ (The Legacy of Civilisations), included in his anthology of essays,
Fann al-Adab (The Art of Literature), published in 1952. Here he goes so far as
to blame on the body of Medieval Muslim scholars what he calls the ‘intellectual
isolation’ of present-day Arabic culture from that of Europe. He argues, with an
obvious sense of regret, that had those scholars cared to transfer to Arabic all
aspects of the Graeco-Roman culture, as they had done with Greek philosophy for
instance, then ‘something amazing would have happened: Arab culture today
would have been the direct foundation of Western culture, . ..to which it would
have added the spirit of the East’. In his article, al-Hakim uses this ‘historic mis-
take’ as a warning for fellow countrymen to borrow comprehensively from
Western civilisation and not to repeat the mistake of their Medieval forefathers.!”?

In another essay in the book, he goes on to compare the life ethos of the French
with that of the Egyptians. His fellow countrymen lose outright in the compari-
son, which al-Hakim writes in typical Orientalist terms; ‘Orientalist’ here meant
in the sense lent it by Edward Said’s Orientalism. They are lethargic time-wasters.
They know neither real work nor real fun. ‘Life in its great and full sense has yet
to start in the Nile Valley’, he maintains. ‘All it knows now is that small life of
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eating, drinking and cheap pleasure’ (pp. 125-28). This low view of the quality of
life in his country is emphasised in his plaintive letters to his French friend,
André, after his return to Egypt, which is described as a moral desert to which
André’s letters carry ‘the breeze of great Europe’, and the ‘fragrance of France’.
His letters reflect the enormity of his sense of alienation upon his return to his
homeland.!”® He speaks of ‘murderous despair, constant longing [for Europe],
and days that flow like cold tears...". He tells André that the intellectual climate
in Egypt, if one existed, was no longer fit for someone like him returned from
Europe, that ‘the friends of the past were no longer good enough for him. Their
talk, their jokes, their pastimes turn me away from them’. ‘Loneliness in its most
perfect and cruellest sense,” he writes, ‘is the one word to sum up my condition’.
In another letter, he speaks of the shock of his first few months back in Egypt in
terms of a spiritual death, and maintains that his intellect was in danger of ‘dying
out under the influence of the opium of the East’. His extreme sense of alienation
at home is thrown in sharper relief by his sense of fellowship with Europeans:
‘Just being in a concert hall [in Paris]...created between me and every
Frenchman, Russian or German present an affinity akin to that of countryman
with countryman.’!™ In yet another chapter of Tahta Shams al-Fikr, al-Hakim
turns his anger to the Egyptian woman, who is downgraded in comparison with
the European woman for lacking taste, the aesthetic sense, and therefore being
also unable to pass on these important qualities to Egyptian children.!” The art
of painting in Egypt will flourish on the day the Egyptian woman cares to adorn
the walls of her house with paintings. Likewise, literature will thrive, the day she
begins to buy a copy of every new book by her favourite author. Only when the
sensibility of the Egyptian woman changes, he contends, will Egypt be able to be
ranked with civilised nations (pp. 197-201).

Further condemnations of the East in relation to the West can be found in
another collection of short essays, titled ‘4sa al-Hakim (Al-Hakim’s Walking-
Stick), written and published, according to the author, in 194651 before being
collected in book form in 1954. In one of his dialogues with his walking-stick,
al-Hakim describes the East as a ‘beggar’, whose hand is always stretched out for
the West’s moral and material charity, and which will never have the respect of the
West until it has some ideas of its own to offer it.!”®

These pro-Western views (in the cultural, not the political, sense) are no doubt
more in line with al-Hakim’s overall standing in modern Arab thought as a pio-
neer of intellectual modernisation (practically a more self-respectful synonym for
Westernisation in Arab writing), one of the generation of liberal, European-
educated, Egyptian intellectuals, who exercised a tremendous modernising effect
in Egypt through their writing, or the occupation of educational or governmental,
executive office during the inter-war period. After all, this is Tawfiq al-Hakim
who fathered Arabic drama (and to a lesser extent Arabic fiction) through the
emulation of Western models. This is Tawfiq al-Hakim who felt so at home with
Greek mythology and its modern reworkings in European theatre, that he went on
to tackle in his own theatre themes attempted by as diverse writers as Jean
Cocteau, George Bernard Shaw and Aristophanes.!”’
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How then can we explain the ambivalence in his attitude, the apparent oscillation
in his writings between acceptance of Western culture as a necessity for progress,
and its rejection as a materialistic evil? This is a question that can only be
answered in light of European colonisation of the East. Al-Hakim was writing at
a time when Egypt was under British rule, in common with most Asian and
African nations, then dominated by one or other European power. The strong
nationalist sentiment of a country struggling for independence, for the assertion
of its own identity against an occupying super power with a different culture
found an outlet for itself in the apotheosis of ‘the spirit of the East” and the down-
grading of the culture of the hostile other. In his Culture & Imperialism, Edward
Said argues that such attitudes represent a strategy ‘at work in what many national
poets and men of letters say and write during independence or liberation strug-
gles...’”. He goes on to underline ‘the mobilising power of the images and tradi-
tions brought forth, and their fictional, or at least romantically coloured, fantastic
quality’.!”® Elsewhere in the book, Said distinguishes between what he calls ‘pri-
mary resistance’, that is, physically fighting outside intrusion, and ‘ideological
resistance’, which is the second stage in the fight, when efforts are made to recon-
stitute a ‘shattered community, to save or restore the sense and fact of community
against all the pressures of the colonial system’.!” It is within the framework of
this anti-imperialistic discourse that we should understand how al-Hakim came to
cast modern Western culture as an upstart among the ancient civilisations of the
East; its scientific discoveries and applied inventions being nothing but superfi-
cial adornments in human history, totally lacking in moral foundation, in wisdom.
All the West gave humanity was materialism in the form of the warring political
ideologies of capitalism, communism, and fascism, and when Western civilisation
has destroyed itself through its lust for power and infinite greed, it will then have
nothing to turn to but the ancient wisdom of the very East it despised:'*° the East
shall inherit the earth. These must have been very comforting thoughts for a
young intellectual, at once dazzled by the achievements of Western culture and
affronted by its subjugation of his country. Indeed, it is not difficult to notice that
whenever al-Hakim is writing about the West in a nationalist context, a note of
hostility and self-assertion can be heard, which otherwise would be absent. In one
article, for instance, he ridicules the West for fussing over the political rights of
the individual, while denying entire nations those rights.!8! In another article he
argues, in the context of denouncing foreign schools in Egypt which neglect the
teaching of Arabic, that ‘independence from military occupation should be
accompanied by independence from all forms of spiritual occupation that oppress
our thinking and prevent us from realising our identity’.'$?

The nationalist cause apart, it must not be forgotten that at the time al-Hakim
was writing, Europe had recently come out of a world war and was preparing for
another. He could be excused to think at the time that Western civilisation was liv-
ing in moral vacuum and bent on self-destruction, and that it was in no position
to save itself, let alone others. Indeed, this was the stance of many European
thinkers then. In Usfiir, al-Hakim uses the Russian worker to point out an example
of European thinkers driven to despair by the moral impasse modern Europe
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had reached. He quotes Jean Cocteau describing opium as the antidote of
bewilderment and angst. Cocteau’s condition is seen as a personification of
Europe’s: ‘Jean Cocteau stands for the whole of Europe in its present crisis.
Europe is finished, and nothing from inside her can save her.!%

However, it may be that my above defence of al-Hakim, or rather attempt at
explaining the ambivalence of his attitude towards Western culture, is largely
redundant since he has personally rescinded his earlier views in an article which
has received so little attention, that the majority of his readers and students of his
work have nevertheless continued to believe that he stood fast by his youthful
views.'® The article bears the title ‘Tabi‘atuna nahwa al-Shabab’ (Our
Responsibility towards Youth), first published in the weekly Cairene newspaper,
Akhbar al-Yawm, on 28 May 1949, and later included in a collection of articles
titled Yaqzat al-Fikr, as late as 1986, only one year before the author’s death,
which may be why it has passed the notice of scholars.

Al-Hakim’s rescindment of his views, which comes only a little over a decade
after the publication of “Usfiir, is given in the context of recognising the respon-
sibility that he has as an author towards young people influenced by his writings.
He observes that ‘young people who travel to Western countries today to
study . ..think and feel the way Mubhsin did in “Usfiir min al-Sharq a quarter of
century earlier.” He states that like him their thought is dominated by the idea of
the spirituality of the East and the materialism of the West, and that like the other
Muhsin of “Awdat al-Riih, they take pride in their cultural legacy, which goes back
in history for thousands of years. However, rather than glory in the effect his ideas
have had on young readers, he wonders whether he should not be now saying to
youth: ‘Do not exaggerate in sanctifying your past! Do not let the inferiority com-
plex, which dominated Muhsin dominate you, and make you over-protective
towards your subjugated civilisation against the civilisations that wield the power!
Drink courageously from every spring! Partake of every heritage in order to
enrich your soul and broaden your horizon!” Al-Hakim goes on to diagnose what
he calls ‘the harm in my old ideas’, as causing young people to use their ‘Eastern
spirituality and the residue of their Egyptian civilisation as shields to isolate them
from world thought...’. He admits the influence of the popular revolution of 1919
and the prevailing nationalist mood on those early works when he pleads with
young people, ‘not to think any longer with the mentality of Muhsin; that was the
mentality of a young man of the Egyptian Revolution and the national resurrec-
tion’. Instead, he urges them, ‘to confront the world with a “humanistic”!%> men-
tality unhampered by bias of any form’.'% In an even later account, he argues that
it was incumbent on art and literature in those formative days for Egyptian nation-
alism to ‘raise the morale of Egypt...and the Arab East...in front of the over-
powering European civilisation’.'®’

Al-Hakim has started with some very contentious tenets about East and West,
making some very arrogant and complacent claims about his own culture while
denigrating that of the West insupportably. His ideas were raising questions about
their sincerity and the motives behind them even as they were being written. The
author’s profound regard for Western civilisation and his realisation of its
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indispensability for his own are simultaneously present in his writings to the point
of self-contradiction and eventual recantation, as we have seen. This ambivalence of
attitude, this tense tug-of-war, this love—hate relationship is not idiosyncratic of
al-Hakim. It is perhaps symptomatic of the relationship between East and West
since Napoleon landed in Egypt in 1798. And while expressions of this symptom
will continue after al-Hakim in the postcolonial period, I do not wish to make the
claim that the East’s perception of the West has been static. In history nothing is
static. Changes in perceptions and attitudes will occur from generation to gener-
ation and in response to the changing historical, political and social conditions.
We shall take note of these as we review the literature in subsequent parts of this
book. For the moment, it will perhaps be appropriate to end this section with one
of al-Hakim’s most direct and revealing statements on the central beliefs of his
two novels discussed here. In an interview given in 1965, he says: ‘The notion that
the East was and still is spiritual only, and that the West was and still is materialistic
only is one that overlooks the truth.’!%8

One of the staunchest denunciations of al-Hakim’s notions of the materialism of
the West and the spirituality of the East came from a contemporary pro-Western
Egyptian, ironically a close friend of al-Hakim during their study years in Paris
and later, namely Husayn Fawzi (1900-88), ophthalmologist, oceanographer,
traveller, educator, essayist and music critic. Fawzi wonders in his collections of
essays Sindbad ila al-Gharb (Sinbad in the West, 1967), without direct reference
to al-Hakim, whether there was any ‘civilisation that did not manifest itself
to the eye in a material image’. To his rhetorical question, he replies that ‘at the
core of the civilisations of east, west, north and south is a spiritual side repre-
sented in the thought of philosophers and scientists, and the inspiration of artists
and men of letters, but that those civilisations manifest themselves mostly in
their materialistic phenomena, '® an apology not unlike that proferred by Taha
Husayn in his seminal book, The Future of Culture in Egypt, as will be shown
below.

His denial of the materialism of the West notwithstanding, Fawzi laments that
it was that aspect, and that aspect alone, that Egypt appeared keen on adopting
from Western civilisation. A tireless advocate of European civilisation all his life,
Fawzi insists, in his Sindbad Misri (An Egyptian Sinbad, 1969), a book in which
he presents a personalised nationalist’s view of Egyptian history from the earliest
periods to his own day, that Western civilisation from the time of Muhammad °Ali
onwards came to Egypt in its material form ‘al-hadara al-madiyya’: ‘Egypt
did not develop intellectually in parallel to the structural upheavals “inglabat
‘umraniyya” brought about by Europe’s civilisation since the time of Muhammad
°All. These material images of the Western civilisation remained dominant,
always striding ahead of the intellectual awareness of the country.”'*® In common
with al-Shidyaq, a century earlier, who chided his Arab reader for buying from
Europeans [material] goods but not learning, wisdom and the arts,'°' Fawzi main-
tains that a foreign civilisation can only ‘bear its cultural fruit’ if its material
aspects bring along with them other aspects. He identifies the dilemma of his
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generation of modernisers, who ‘believed in Western civilisation as an intellectual,
imaginative ‘fanni’ and scientific whole, inseparable from its materialistic
aspects’, only to be vilified by ‘the reactionaries’ who, while content to utilise the
West’s ‘material tools and facilities’, did not hesitate to accuse modernisers of
¢...blind imitation and encroachment on tradition and nationalism’. Fawzi has no
qualms diagnosing this ‘acceptance of the material tools of civilisation . .. without
its intellectual, imaginative, and spiritual basis’, as an ‘amazing condition of
schizophrenia’.!'? In his memoirs, titled Sindbad fi Rihlat al-Hayat (Sinbad in
Life’s Journey, 1968) which covers, among other phases of his life, his study years
in Paris (1925-31), Fawz1 stresses again that when he arrived in Paris in 1925 (the
same year as Tawfiq al-Hakim) he was already ‘charged with the spirit of
European civilisation...and convinced that the future of the fatherland was
dependent on mastering its true constituents of thought, science, art and literature,
and not only transposing its scientific applications and technology...’.'?
Steadfast to his views to the end, he declares in an interview given two years
before his death that “Western civilisation is the only source available to under-
developed countries...’.'** He also blames generations subsequent to his for
falling short of that ideal and harking back to the Arab civilisation, which ‘can-
not be revived’. He looks on the liberal decades following the 1919 national upris-
ing against the British as a period of true progress in Egypt as a result of
embracing the values of Western civilisation, and regrets what he sees as a later
retreat from that direction.!® In this, his mournful words echo the last words of
his older contemporary, Taha Husayn, quoted elsewhere in this book.!?

At about the same time as Tawfiq al-Hakim’s Bird of the East (1938), The Syrian
Shakib al-Jabiri (b. 1912) published his Qadar Yalhii (Fate at Play, 1939) in
Damascus. Within the canon of Syrian fiction, the novel is of historical value, as
is generally the work of al-Jabiri, who is regarded by some as representing the
beginning of serious fiction in Syria,'*” while others deny him even that status.'%
The novel, influenced by European romanticism,'*® and autobiographical in large
part, its protagonist/narrator being a student in Germany as was the author, is
plagued by a weakly structured plot, flat characterisation, flowery style, as well
as thematic incoherence.??’ Apart from the hyper sensibility of the protagonist,
°Ala®, typica