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Abstract of Dissertation 
 

Instituting Renaissance: The Early Work of the Arab Academy of Science in Damascus,  
1919-1930 

 
 

This dissertation examines the career of the Arab Academy of Science in 

Damascus roughly over its first formative decade, from 1919 to 1930. It situates the 

Academy’s work in relation to concerns about language modernization characteristic of 

the Nahda, or Modern Arab Renaissance, and in the context of great changes in the 

regional political and social order of the Middle East. It highlights the ways the 

pioneering Levantine man of letters Jurji Zaydan sought to reconcile indigenous 

traditions of linguistic thought with modern concepts of evolutionary change and 

historicism in the development of a new science of language and the cultivation of a new 

kind of scholarly elite, from the late nineteenth century to the eve of the First World War. 

This dissertation also analyzes Arab Academy founding member ‘Abd al-Qadir al-

Maghribi’s wide-ranging writings in matters of religion, politics, ethics, and language. 

Al-Maghribi wrote on behalf of the Islamic and Arab umam or communities, as well as 

for a constitutional Ottoman caliphate around the time of the Young Turk Revolution of 

1908. The educability of the public was central to his vision as ordinary believers and 

Arabic-speakers became the population of the new national state of Syria following the 

Ottomans’ defeat in 1918. This project demonstrates how the three succeeding political 

orders over the territory that would become modern Syria influenced the thought of the 

founding members of the Academy in Damascus and contributed to the life of their 

institution: the late Ottoman state, the Amir Faysal’s short-lived Arabist kingdom in the 

aftermath of the First World War, and the imposition of the French Mandate for Syria 

from 1920. It argues that the late Ottoman Empire and its revolutionary and constitutional 
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moment imparted qualities of ecumenicalism and worldliness, and that the Faysali and 

Mandatory regimes endowed a spirit of experimentation and standardization. Finally, this 

project turns to the relations of Arab Academy founding members, notably of their 

president Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, with the Western orientalist scholars elected as 

corresponding members of their company. It chronicles how Arab and European scholars 

of Islam and Arabic collaborated in producing a body of knowledge and discourse of 

friendship in their shared area of study, characterized by both sympathetic and objective 

norms. It argues that the Arab Academicians and their Western colleagues collectively 

sketched the contours of a globalized discussion of Nahda, history, and modernity in the 

quasi-colonial context of French Mandate Syria. 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

viii 
 



Table of Contents 
 
 

Dedication  .................................................................................................................... iv 

Acknowledgments  ......................................................................................................... v 

Abstract of Dissertation ................................................................................................ vii 

Note on Transliteration .................................................................................................. x 

Chapter 1: Introduction and Literature Review ............................................................. 1 

Chapter 2: Intellectual Antecedents and Context: Jurji Zaydan and Two Surveys 

on the Future of Arabic ................................................................................................ 41 

Chapter 3: Portrait of an Academician: ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi ........................... 109 

Chapter 4: Productive Imprints: Ecumenicalism and Experimentation in Academy 
Thought and Practice ................................................................................................. 160 

Chapter 5: In the Shadow of the Mandate and by the Light of Western Learning: 
Canon Formation in a Quasi-Colonial Context.......................................................... 223 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 256 

Bibliography ............................................................................................................... 266 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ix 
 



Note on Transliteration 
 

 
I have generally followed a simplified version of the transliteration guidelines of the 

International Journal of Middle East Studies, shorn of diacritical marks and superscript 

lines for long vowels. Vowels are represented with a, i, and u. Dipthongs appear as aw 

and ay. Apostrophes curve in opposite directions to signal hamzas and ‘ayns. I have 

retained some common English usages as well as proper names spelled by their bearers 

differently, such as Mecca, the Hashemites, Abdulhamid II, and Kahlil Gibran. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Literature Review 
 
 

The early career of the Arab Academy of Damascus (1919-1930) provides a historical 

case that illuminates prominent themes in the historiography of the Nahda, taken here as 

the “intensification of cultural and intellectual activities [in Arabic] in the last decades of 

the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth century.”1 First, the 

Damascus Academy brought together Muslim and Christian thinkers, who collectively 

developed a worldly canon and subtly transformed categories of knowledge, though 

drawing on classical texts and traditions. Much of the historical literature distinguishes 

between the contributions of Muslim and Christian intellectuals of the period, when it 

does not actually assign primacy to one or the other constituency. As such, this 

dissertation is in line with the most recent scholarship that emphasizes the “interreligious 

cultural space”2 occupied by Arab Nahdawis.  

Second, the Academy disrupts the familiar hitching of the Nahda horse to the Arab 

nationalist wagon. Some scholars have identified the literate production and concern with 

language of the Nahda as serving as the cultural or linguistic “phase” of early Arab 

nationalism, thus rendering the Arab case broadly comparable to other nationalist 

stirrings in the colonial world. Other scholars have disputed the significance of this 

connection, characterizing the movement as involving few, marginal members of learned 

circles with limited impact on popular politics. In other words, the Nahda is either affixed 

1 Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique in Comparative Perspective 
(New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2010), 19. Kassab’s notion of “debates” is also helpful, so as 
not to imagine a unified or harmonious movement: “In sum, the Ottoman reform projects, the post-Ottoman 
political struggles, and the colonial encounters with Europe stimulated a range of debates within and about 
Arab societies that came to be known as the Nahda debates,” ibid. 
2 Abdulrazzak Patel, The Arab Nahdah: The Making of the Intellectual and Humanist Movement 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 36. Patel goes so far as to argue that an “inter-religious, 
almost supra-religious, space had evolved” by the beginning of the Nahda period, Arab Nahdah, 69. 

 
 

                                                           



(perhaps “prefixed”) to nationalism or else it fades into irrelevance before nationalism. 

This project interrogates whether it is possible to take a more expansive view of the 

Nahda, which included (proto-)nationalist discourses but was not limited to them, nor 

wholly determined by them. The Damascus Academy was initially conceived as part of 

the cultural-pedagogical infrastructure of Faysal’s kingdom in Syria following the fall of 

the Ottoman Empire in the First World War, ostensibly serving his Arabist or proto-Arab 

nationalist aims. Yet the Academy outlived its patron-state and in some ways flourished 

under the quasi-colonial regime of the French Mandate in the interwar period.  

The literature review which follows is thus particularly attentive to these two 

interrelated themes: religious categories of knowledge and religious difference, and the 

salience of nationalism. It does not purport to include every title relevant to the Nahda. 

Out of respect for the nuances of the scholarly arguments, this chapter opts for close 

readings of a few standout studies rather than a more superficial survey of many works. 

* 

George Antonius’s The Arab Awakening (1938) draws attention to the work of 

Levantine Christians like Nasif al-Yaziji and Butrus al-Bustani in reviving Arabic 

language and letters, spreading modern knowledge, and preaching harmony between 

Muslims and Christians in the years following the traumatic communal massacres of 

1860. Hamilton Gibb in Modern Trends in Islam (1945) focuses on currents of Islamic 

reform associated with Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Muhammad ‘Abduh, and Rashid Rida’s 

al-Manar movement, among others. Taken together, Antonius and Gibb raise the issue of 

religious identity and difference in modern Arabic thought from the beginning of its 

study in English. 
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Later scholars have regarded Antonius’ and Gibb’s works as problematic early 

milestones in the historiography of the modern Middle East. While praised as a path-

breaking work, scholars most often consider The Arab Awakening a primary rather than 

secondary source, or a “manifesto of selfhood…[that] eloquently presents a post-nahdah 

zeitgeist.”3 Antonius’ book is polemical and policy-driven yet represents a first study (or 

articulation?) of Arab nationalism. Gibb, on the other hand, is a “last survivor”4 of the 

Western orientalist tradition, surveying the state (of crisis) of Islam worldwide. 

Antonius and Gibb use neither the transliterated term Nahda nor the rendering 

“Renaissance” to describe the modern currents of thought they study. Antonius writes in 

terms of an Arab Awakening or “Arab revival.” He traces a “movement of ideas which, 

in a short lifetime, was to leap from literature to politics.”5 This movement of ideas was 

no less than the “Arab national movement…borne slowly towards its destiny on the 

wings of a renascent literature,” thanks in significant part to the work of Christian 

intellectuals.6 Gibb observes a movement of “modernism” responding to a “religious 

tension” in Islam, and especially critiques expressions of the “romantic imagination” 

among modern Muslim writers. He deems them unable as a class to meet the challenges 

of the day. Their use of these terms signals that, for Antonius, “Arab-ness” is the essential 

identity of his subjects, whereas for Gibb, “Muslim-ness” is.  

According to Antonius, “arabisation” was the more profoundly transformative social 

process in the Middle East following the Arab or Islamic Conquests of the seventh and 

3 Stephen Sheehi, Foundations of Modern Arab Identity (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004), 9. 
4 R. Stephen Humphreys, “The Historiography of the Modern Middle East: Transforming a Field of Study,” 
in Middle East Historiographies: Narrating the Twentieth Century, ed. Israel Gershoni et al (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2006), 21. 
5 George Antonius, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement (New York: Capricorn 
Books, 1965), 37. 
6 Antonius, Arab Awakening, 60. 
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eighth centuries, and the “enthronement of Arabic” its decisive feature.7 “Islamisation,” 

in contrast, was “purely religious,” an “essentially spiritual force.”8 Spurred on by the 

efforts of modern intellectuals, the Arabs have lately prevailed over the delusions of 

religious “fanaticism” and awakened to national consciousness, which is manifested for 

the first time, importantly, by the founding of the Syrian Scientific Society in 1857.9 For 

Gibb, on the other hand, Islam is a “living faith,” “a living and vital religion,” a “way of 

life with a long tradition behind it.”10 Gibb is somewhat doubtful about the prospects of 

Arab nationalism, which is “clearly opposed to the Islamic principle,” and hence unlikely 

to satisfy its appetite for the “total allegiance of the population.”11 Gibb is moreover 

mistrustful that modernist intellectuals could effect the kind of social transformation 

Antonius celebrates: that a “small, self-constituted minority shall remodel the social 

institutions of one-seventh of the human race” is, at best, wishful thinking.12 He bemoans 

the apologetic thrust of the modernists’ arguments and their “paralyzing romanticism,” 

though he holds out hope that the Muslim world can “recreate and build upon the 

foundations of its own historical criticism, with the aid of such elements of Western 

method as it finds applicable and necessary.”13 Gibb wants religious reform for Islam, 

and believes in the power of intellectuals and ideas to transform society, after all. 

For Gibb, then, the development of nationalism in the Arab/Muslim world is a near-

impossibility; for Antonius, it is already happening. Their contrasting judgments 

implicate not only Arab nationalism, but processes of cultural secularization in general. 

7 Antonius, Arab Awakening, 15-16, 18. 
8 Antonius, Arab Awakening, 15, 16. 
9 Antonius, Arab Awakening, 54. 
10 H.A.R. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947), 2, 123, 69. 
11 Gibb, Modern Trends, 115. 
12 Gibb, Modern Trends, 103-104. 
13 Gibb, Modern Trends, 105, 127. 
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The Damascus Academicians stressed the Arabic language as their core concern, but its 

literatures included religious thought, and members wrote in terms of the history of 

Islamic civilization. Thus this dissertation stresses the body’s “ecumenicalism,” to 

indicate the retention of Islamic categories and religious commitments, but also their 

study from a “worldly” perspective and the members’ collaboration across religious lines. 

Interestingly, the Arabic language has a similar power over Antonius’ and Gibb’s 

subjects. For Antonius, Christian literati acted as the “apostle[s] of its resurrection,”14 and 

leadership of the national movement passed “from Christian to Moslem hands” just as the 

foreign missionary schools increasingly pushed European languages on their mostly 

Christian students. Muslims jealously preserved Arabic in the state or private secondary 

schools, where ideas originally sown by Christians found “receptive soil.”15 According to 

Gibb, the hold of the Qur’an over “the Arab” is to be largely explained by “the part that 

language plays in determining his psychological attitudes.” Language, “the most 

seductive…the most unstable and even dangerous of all the arts” has unfettered power on 

the Arab mind. Arabic words, “passing through no filter of logic or reflection which 

might weaken or deaden their effect, go straight to the head,” in Gibb’s seemingly 

neurological (perhaps phrenological) explanation.16 Given his concern with global Islam, 

it is not clear how Gibb would explain the hold of the Arabic language of the Qur’an over 

non-Arab Muslims.   

In Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939 (1962), the book that launched a 

thousand dissertations, Albert Hourani does much to bring the intellectual activities of 

Christians and Muslims of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries together under his 

14 Antonius, Arab Awakening, 46. 
15 Antonius, Arab Awakening, 93-95. 
16 Gibb, Modern Trends, 4-5. 
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category of liberal thought, and identifies language as an especial concern of most of the 

major thinkers he surveys. Hourani “in particular revered”17 Gibb and “immensely 

admired”18 Antonius. He “lacked the training and experience in the philological 

approach” of his orientalist mentors and friends and did not claim the label for himself.19 

Yet Hourani deeply appreciated the work and devotion of these “priests of a mystery” 

and warily received Edward Said’s intervention.20 Still, Gaby Piterberg judges that 

Hourani’s work marks the “transformation of the study of the Middle East from 

Orientalism to history.”21 Israel Gershoni similarly suggests that Hourani “introduced 

time to Middle Eastern intellectual history.”22 

Hourani argues that an awareness of the special place of the Arabs in Islam and the 

privileged position of the Arabic sciences were realities over the longue durée of Islamic 

history. Modern thinkers have subsequently emphasized or extended elements of these 

legacies. Islamic religious scholars, the ‘ulama, have served since the ‘Abbasids as the 

“guardians of Islamic morality and law, and of the Arabic language and culture which 

went with them.”23 This situation obtained under the Ottoman Empire, as Arabic 

remained the language of learning and law.24 Jamal al-Din al-Afghani had wished that the 

Ottomans had adopted Arabic as the language of the whole Empire, and so add linguistic 

17 Derek Hopwood, “Albert Hourani: Islam, Christianity and Orientalism,” British Journal of Middle 
Eastern Studies 30, no. 2 (Nov., 2003): 135.  
18 Walid Khalidi, “On Albert Hourani, the Arab Office, and the Anglo-American Committee of 1946,” 
Journal of Palestine Studies 35, no. 1 (Autumn, 2005): 67. 
19 Gaby Piterberg, “Albert Hourani and Orientalism,” in Middle Eastern Politics and Ideas: A History from 
Within (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 1997), 76. 
20 Hopwood, “Albert Hourani,” 134-135. 
21 Piterberg, “Albert Hourani and Orientalism,” 76. 
22 Israel Gershoni, “The Theory of Crisis and the Crisis in a Theory: Intellectual History in Twentieth-
Century Middle Eastern Studies,” in Middle East Historiographies: Narrating the Twentieth Century, ed. 
Israel Gershoni et al (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006), 155. 
23 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983), 11. 
24 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 33. 
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to the religious solidarity of its majority-Muslim Turkish and Arab subjects.25 Rashid 

Rida judged the Ottoman state to be a “Caliphate of necessity” and not a true Caliphate of 

ijtihad, or independent religious reasoning, since its leaders lacked mastery of Arabic, the 

“only language in which the doctrines and laws of Islam could be thought about.”26 For 

these thinkers, Arabic was central to Islam, and reviving the former was part of reviving 

the latter.   

For the Empire’s Christians, the strength or revival of Islam was not the primary 

concern. If Muslims sought the improved state of the Islamic empire, Christians sought 

their own communities’ improved state within the empire. Thus for Hourani, the premises 

of Arab Christian thought, including thought about language, are determined by the 

Christians’ social standing. He argues that the “main problem” facing Muslim reformers 

of Tahtawi and Khayr al-Din’s generation was posed by the question, “how to become 

part of the modern world while remaining Muslims?” Christians, meanwhile, had a 

“distinctive [problem] of their own.” European culture was not alien to them, but 

“modern European thought was thought about rights and duties,” ideas which Christians 

could not raise in Ottoman political life. Hourani even suggests it is not European culture 

that is alien to Arabic-speaking Christians, but rather the culture that comes with the 

Arabic language; “in a sense it was theirs but in a sense it was not, since it was an Islamic 

as well as an Arabic culture.”27 If Muslims experienced being “the Other” or outsider 

with respect to the modern European world (“real” or imagined), Christians felt similarly 

towards their own Middle Eastern society. Thus in different ways, Ottoman Arab 

Muslims and Christians had to reconcile their experience of and commitments to the 

25 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 118. 
26 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 240. 
27 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 95-96. 
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Arabic language with their religious identities. The ecumenicalism of the Arab Academy 

appears to have offered one solution to these challenges in the early post-Ottoman order.  

These divergent communal impulses informed how thinkers received the reforms of 

the Tanzimat era. According to Hourani, Christians greeted the historic Sultanic decrees 

of 1839 and 1856 for what they promised of rights, “while for Ottoman Muslims what 

was important was the revival of strength.”28 Hourani’s contention invites one to think of 

the relation of politics to cultural production as a range of choices or a continuum of 

activity. This dissertation argues that the founding members of the Damascus Academy 

were influenced by the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, which extended the reformist 

principles of the Tanzimat and promised both imperial strength and ecumenical 

citizenship.  

Christians’ engagement with Arabic language reform and modernization took a 

number of forms and served a number of interests. Some were simply moved by a 

“passionate love of the language and its literature”—what may be referred to as the 

“love” or “passion” thesis.29 Others promoted language as a basis of shared political life 

following the massacres of 1860. Some Christians grew conscious of their language in 

the struggle against their own clergy, as, for instance, in the Greek Orthodox campaign 

for an Arab patriarch at Antioch, a seat traditionally held by ethnic Greeks.30 Some 

Christian writers may have been concerned to make Arabic a suitable language for 

modern concepts and sciences, such as Shibli Shumayyil’s propagation of ishtirakiyya 

28 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 95. 
29 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 95. This thesis has had remarkable staying power. Antonius, the first author 
covered in this review, describes Nasif al-Yaziji’s experience thus: “The beauty of the buried literature had 
awakened the Arab in him and bound him as by a spell,” 46. Patel, the last author here surveyed, refers to 
Christian scholars of the Nahda’s “deep sense of loyalty to the Arabic language,” in Arab Nahdah, 36.  
30 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 273-274. 
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(socialism).31  

Hourani thus reveals shades of emphasis in Christian thought on the Arabic language. 

But he also suggests that modern Muslim and Christian thought about Arabic originated 

at a shared point and ultimately converged. Christian Aleppines of the early eighteenth 

century set out to master the Arabic sciences by learning them “from the only group 

which possessed them at the time, the shaykhs of the Muslim religious hierarchy…and it 

was from them that the flame of Arabic literature was carried to Lebanon.”32 Christian 

Arabs who championed language made their case just as Islamic reformers increasingly 

privileged the Arab element within classical Islam. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi’s wrote 

against Sultan Abdulhamid II’s despotism and called for “an Arabian caliph of the line of 

Quraysh” to lead the revitalized umma.33 Hourani then switches tack: “Among the Arab 

Christians too there were undertones of ‘nationalism,’” he writes, and the Christians’ 

“dream” of a new nation “took several different forms”: Butrus al-Bustani, Bulus 

Nujaym, and Khalil al-Khuri emphasized their devotion to Syria/Lebanon. Still, “[i]n 

most of these writers there is an Arab element,” one that Jurji Zaydan “did more than any 

other” to develop.34  Hourani’s exposition of Arab Christians here ends with Negib 

Azoury, in whose work the “anti-Turkish note is clearer” than in his predecessors’.35 

Azoury envisioned a “constitutional liberal sultanate with an Arab Muslim sultan” and 

even called for an Arab caliph in the Hijaz—according in significant part with al-

Kawakibi’s program.36 

31 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 252. 
32 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 56. 
33 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 273. 
34 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 274-277. 
35 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 278. 
36 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 279. 
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Hourani’s general assessments of nationalism are fascinating for what they reveal of 

the notion’s relative haziness as well as its remarkable tenacity. In his epilogue, Hourani 

observes that the “most obvious expression” of the type of political thought of his period 

(1798-1939) was, in scare quotes, “‘nationalist.’” Hourani then proceeds to divide 

nationalism itself into three “types” that achieved prominence in historical succession: 

the first “in order of time…was ‘religious’ nationalism: the assertion that all who adhered 

to the same religion should form a single political community.”37 The “second type of 

nationalism” is “territorial patriotism,” typified by the experiences of Egypt, Lebanon, 

and Tunisia. The third, “and in the event the strongest…was ethnic or linguistic, based on 

the idea that all who spoke the same language constituted a single nation and should form 

one independent political unit.”38 In these terms, nationalism seems simply synonymous 

with any form of socio-political organization, including religiously based ones. The 

nation, the national, and nationalism appear in seemingly neutral and self-evident guise 

elsewhere. In his chapter dedicated to Arab nationalism, Hourani tries to explain why 

“linguistic or cultural nationalism proved stronger than territorial patriotism. Many 

reasons can be given for this: the example of German and Italian nationalism, the 

influence of other nationalist movements in the Ottoman Empire, the hold of the Arabic 

language over those for whom it was a religious and a national language alike” (italics 

mine).39 In effect, Hourani is saying that part of the reason that linguistic nationalism 

prevailed among Arabs is because Arabic is the national language; that Arabic existed as 

the national language before formal nationalism.  

At other points, the Arab nation is not simply synonymous with any form of socio-

37 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 341. 
38 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 342. 
39 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 316-317. 
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political organization, but is actually co-extensive with being Arab, full-stop. The very 

first sentence of Hourani’s masterwork alleges that, “[m]ore conscious of their language 

than any people in the world, seeing it not only as the greatest of their arts but also as 

their common good, most Arabs, if asked to define what they meant by ‘the Arab nation’, 

would begin by saying that it included all those who spoke the Arabic language.”40 It is 

not clear if Hourani, or “most Arabs,” would give a different answer if asked to define 

simply what was meant by “Arab,” or “being Arab,” rather than “the Arab nation.” The 

incidence of these ideas is evident again in his discussion of the thought of Sati’ al-Husri: 

“A nation for [al-Husri] is something really existing: a man is, or is not, an Arab whether 

he wants to be or not.”41 Would it not make more sense to point out that the rhetorical 

man is “an Arab national” or a “member of the Arab nation” regardless of his wishes, 

rather than just “an Arab?” It would seem here that the nation is “something really 

existing” for Hourani almost as much as for al-Husri. 

The skeptics Sylvia Haim (Arab Nationalism: An Anthology, 1962) and C. Ernest 

Dawn (From Ottomanism to Arabism: Essays on the Origins of Arab Nationalism, 1973) 

argue for the late arrival of Arab nationalism from out of Islamic and Ottomanist 

loyalties. Haim detects a “certain radicalism of temper” shared by the rising intellectuals 

of the late 19th century, from the “young Christian conspirators of Beirut,” Muhammad 

‘Abduh in Egypt, to Rashid Rida “in his little Syrian town.”42 According to Haim, Jamal 

al-Din al-Afghani used his Islamic frame of reference in a pragmatic, even cynical 

fashion, as necessary myths or ideals to be held up for the masses. He was possessed of a 

40 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 1. 
41 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 313. 
42 Haim, 20. Like Hourani, Haim observes that the “ideas of al-Kawakibi were, a few years later, taken up 
and given even more precision by another writer. This was Negib Azoury,” Arab Nationalism, 29. 
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“utilitarian, skeptical, and activist bent” in his campaign for Islamic solidarity against 

Western encroachment, and his legacy was a “secularist, meliorist, and activist attitude 

toward politics.”43 Muhammad ‘Abduh’s case for the “fully rational” nature of Islam was 

a “radical break with an immemorial way of life,” and an affront to his colleagues among 

the orthodox ‘ulama.44 Like al-Afghani, ‘Abduh “exemplified and made popular a 

hopeful attitude toward politics, a belief that human action, based on rational and 

scientific principles, could ameliorate the human condition.”45 His message of  “worldly 

optimism and progressive hopefulness” was very different from traditional cultural 

attitudes cultivated by religious scholars.46  

Haim’s major point is that though al-Afghani and ‘Abduh did not propound Arab 

nationalism, their orientation towards politics (and towards Islam) as described in these 

terms served as its prerequisite. It could be said Haim denies al-Afghani and ‘Abduh both 

nationalist and Islamic bona fides. But what may be more useful in Haim’s narrative is 

the idea of revival, reform, or Nahda as an impulse or attitude, an outlook or frame of 

mind shared by Muslims and Christians alike. The notion of worldly 

(re)conceptualizations of knowledge is also an applicable one to the case of the 

Damascus Academicians. 

Dawn identifies ideological influences on the 1916 Arab Revolt led by the Hashemite 

Amir of Mecca, Husayn ibn ‘Ali, and upon the thinking of his son ‘Abdallah, whom 

Dawn describes as a “convert to Arab nationalism” by 1914.47 ‘Abdallah’s Arabism was 

43 Haim, Arab Nationalism, 11,15.  
44 Haim, Arab Nationalism, 18. 
45 Haim, Arab Nationalism, 18. 
46 Haim, Arab Nationalism, 19. 
47 C. Ernest Dawn, From Ottomanism to Arabism: Essays on the Origins of Arab Nationalism (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 1973), 69. 
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nevertheless a product of his religious commitments. For him, the “primary fault of the 

Ottoman statesmen consisted in their failure to execute the shari’ah and their 

abandonment of the caliphate” for the Young Turks’ constitutional regime after 1908.48 

‘Abdallah was a political actor more than a theorist, and Dawn claims that his Arabism 

was “borrowed…from Muhammad Rashid Rida, with whom he was on close terms 

before 1914;” that is, from a prominent advocate of Islamic reform.49  

Dawn writes that the “theory of Arab nationalism grew out of the modernist diagnosis 

of Moslem decline and prescription for Moslem revival.”50 A few pages later he 

concludes that “Arabism developed from modernist Ottomanism and, like modernist and 

conservative Ottomanism, was a reaction against the failure of the Ottoman civilization to 

keep pace with Europe.”51 There is thus an overlap between “Moslem decline” and the 

relative backwardness of “Ottoman civilization.” According to Dawn, the sense that 

Muslim intellectuals “were defending a civilization as much as a religion…was shared by 

many Christian intellectuals.”52 Christian thinkers like Ibrahim al-Yaziji may have 

furthered “regional nationalisms” in Syria and Lebanon or else sought to “restore the 

greatness of the East;” that is, they may have thought in terms of territories smaller or 

larger than the Ottoman Empire, or smaller/larger than the breadth of its Arabic-speaking 

provinces.53 Still, by the 1860’s, Arab Christians “had contributed greatly to a revival of 

classical Arabic literature” in the service of “an Arab national revival.” Such a 

development was not without tensions: Dawn notes that some Muslims were “outraged at 

48 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 72. 
49 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 85. 
50 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 140. 
51 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 147. 
52 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 140. 
53 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 140-141. 
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the spectacle of Christians assuming the air of masters of Arab learning.”54 By 1914, 

however, “Moslem and Christian Arab ideas on Arabism had converged. The Arabs, said 

the Moslems, are the best of nations because God chose them to receive the perfect 

religion, Islam. Islam, said the Christians, is dear to all Arabs, because it made them 

great.”55 This conceptualization and valorization of Islam-as-civilization would be shared 

by the Damascus Academy, as well.  

In Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (1990), David 

Dean Commins admirably “approaches religious reform in Damascus from the 

perspective of the social history of intellectuals.”56 Commins begins with the effective 

image of a family portrait of three generations of men respectively representing 

customary Islam, religious reformism, and Arabism. In this way his work is generally 

resonant with Hourani’s generational schema as well as with Haim and Dawn’s argument 

for the emergence of Arabism out of Islamic and Ottomanist loyalties.  

The earlier authors depict religious clerics and thinkers as rather autonomously and 

abstractly responding to such problems as Western ascendancy and perceived 

Islamic/Ottoman decline. In addition to concretely establishing networks of and 

relationships between scholars, Commins points out that the reformist ‘ulama (religious 

clerics) were in significant part responding to the secularizing reforms of Ottoman 

statesmen (and not just to the secular culture or power of Europe). Instead of viewing 

such developments as the expansion of state schools, the printing press, and calls for 

religious reform as of a piece in a general trend towards modernization or secularization, 

54 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 132. 
55 Dawn, From Ottomanism, 143. 
56 David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 5. As he puts it elsewhere, “Studies of Islamic reform have tended to dwell 
on ideas rather than spelling out their social import or reformers’ motivation,” 34. 
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Commins suggests Islamic reformism was in a sense an anxious reaction to or against 

these changes. Bureaucratic reform beginning with the Tanzimat era prompted younger 

‘ulama to insist on the value of religious knowledge which, if understood and exercised 

properly, would prove rational and consonant with modern times.  

It is perhaps important to emphasize that the genealogical descent of Arabism is for 

Commins pretty much from Islamic-reformist stock. Commins mentions in passing that 

Faris al-Khuri was “a Christian member of Tahir al-Jaza’iri’s group” of reform-minded 

thinkers, but he is seemingly the only one, and Commins does not explain the basis of his 

membership.57 As far as “Sunni-Shi’i relations” are concerned, Commins notes that 

Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi and other “salafis defended customary Sunni positions” and “did 

little to resolve Sunni-Shi‘i differences on fundamental issues,” let alone set “forth 

principles that would transcend sectarianism altogether.” Commins deems this to be the 

case because his thinkers “inhabited a mostly Sunni milieu in which the important 

divisions…were those between [Sunni] legal schools” rather than between sects, still less 

between religions.58   

In Being Modern in the Middle East: Revolution, Nationalism, Colonialism, and the 

Arab Middle Class (2006), Keith Watenpaugh appears to be generally uninterested in the 

“literature of the so-called Nahda period,” the work of an “elite of reformers and foreign-

educated intellectuals [who] conducted their discourse within a closed fraternity.”59 The 

Nahda is mostly irrelevant to the actual proliferation of modernist norms and practices in 

Aleppine (middle-class and minority-dominated) society. Still, Watenpaugh’s narrative is 

57 Commins, Islamic Reform, 93. 
58 Commins, Islamic Reform, 85. 
59 Keith David Watenpaugh, Being Modern in the Middle East: Revolution, Nationalism, Colonialism, and 
the Arab Middle Class (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 44. 
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to a significant extent one of the circulation of ideas about modernity from the late 

Ottoman period through Faysal’s kingdom and into the French Mandate in Aleppo. 

Watenpaugh discusses at length how these ideas circulated in the period’s journalism, the 

Nahdawi profession par excellence. The patterns of modern socialization Watenpaugh 

describes, such as the literary salons in which Aleppines “could congregate and perform 

their ‘middle class-ness’ in the eyes of one another,”60 recall Damascus Academy 

initiatives like the public lecture series. Watenpaugh’s disinterest in the Nahda in fact 

raises the question as to what makes a Nahdawi: is this association with familiar 

hallmarks enough, or must there be an explicit claim to the title on the part of the 

intellectual?  

Watenpaugh is a contemporary historian keen to disrupt the teleology of Arab 

nationalism by highlighting the “cosmopolitanism” of the Gray City, which for him is 

signaled by the many languages spoken by Aleppo’s inhabitants rather more so than by 

their multiplicity of creeds. As a result, Watenpaugh is not very interested in religious 

categories of thought. Though the Eastern Mediterranean middle class is dominated by 

religious and ethnic minorities, they appear more united by class than segmented by 

confession. Intellectual activity among scholars of the Sunni Muslim majority is not a 

significant part of this world. The “mere act of being modern in this time of revolution 

challenged [the traditional] sanction” of Sunni Muslim dominance, he writes.61 

Watenpaugh’s middle class distanced itself from, even “dismissed as irrational” the bases 

of the local landed notability’s social preeminence, which included the “monopoly over 

60 Watenpaugh, Being Modern, 53. 
61 Watenpaugh, Being Modern, 63. 
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interpretation of Islamic knowledge and law.”62 Unlike Commins’ rising, mid-level 

‘ulama, who asserted that they themselves were more qualified to interpret Islamic 

knowledge and law than the customary custodians of more prestigious religious posts, 

Watenpaugh’s middle class embraced that “key tenet of modernity: the conscious 

separation of knowledge from faith.”63  

This embrace of modernity did in fact cause some friction with Islamic loyalties and 

commitments, though. Watenpaugh’s protagonists faced a “seemingly insoluble paradox: 

To recognize the trajectory of modernity meant accepting the modern derisive depiction 

of Islam and the Islamic world.” Watenpaugh alleges that Syrian intellectuals (“in 

particular non-Muslim historians,” who are not identified) elected to “defer any attempt 

to solve the paradox” and instead “retreat[ed] into the modernist methodology of a 

positivist bourgeois historicism…leaving the question of Islam and modernity to be 

answered by marginalized figures outside mainstream thought.”64 It is a curious 

assertion. Watenpaugh detects a deliberate evasion in modern Syrian thought and ascribes 

a bad-faith adoption of a particular brand of historical thinking to Syrian intellectuals, 

coming rather close to Gibb’s much earlier denunciation of Muslim apologetics and 

paralyzing romanticism. More importantly, there is considerable scholarly consensus as 

expressed by the earliest to the most recent titles featured in this literature review to 

maintain that the “question of Islam and modernity” was a (perhaps the) central 

preoccupation of the period’s major thinkers—hardly the preserve of “marginalized 

figures outside mainstream thought.” 

Yet though Watenpaugh may have overstated the irrelevance of Islamic thought in 

62 Watenpaugh, Being Modern, 116. 
63 Watenpaugh, Being Modern, 50. 
64 Watenpaugh, Being Modern, 132-133. 
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Levantine elaborations of modernity, his work may be regarded as a first to stress the 

cosmopolitan culture of the late Ottoman Empire, a cosmopolitanism that I argue 

extended into the brief Faysalist period and through the early French Mandate for Syria. 

Recent landmark studies have similarly stressed the cosmopolitanism of the late Ottoman 

Empire and the early post-Ottoman order. These include Yoav Di-Capua’s study of 

modern historiographical debates in Egypt, Orit Bashkin on the pluralistic culture of 

Hashemite Iraq, and Michelle U. Campos’ investigation of the inclusive promise of 

imperial citizenship in late Ottoman Palestine. A comparative look at the economy of 

ideas in other spaces in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries may help to 

refine questions for Syria.      

According to Di-Capua (Gatekeepers of the Arab Past: Historians and History 

Writing in Twentieth-Century Egypt, 2009), the “modern idea of history is a form of 

thought and a habit of mind that arrived in Egypt in the late nineteenth century.”65 

Modernity replaced earlier systems of thought, including “theology”—which had “taught 

humans that the future could bring nothing fundamentally new”—with history and 

historical consciousness orientated towards the future.66 Modern historical narrative thus 

eclipsed traditional forms of writing history, including the “Islamic chronicle” and the 

khitat genre.67 Di-Capua faults other historians, both Western and Egyptian, for failing to 

“critically examine history as a new category of knowledge and as a new system of 

thought.” Consequently they end up reproducing conventions that are precisely the 

65 Yoav Di-Capua, Gatekeepers of the Arab Past: Historians and History Writing in Twentieth-Century 
Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 11. 
66 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 3-4. 
67 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 5, 8, 48. 
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“product[s] of the phenomenon they were trying to understand.”68 It is a rather seductive 

accusation, but it is possible Di-Capua himself is reproducing modern writers’ own 

claims to novelty or overstating the displacement of religious frames of thought. 

Echoing Haim and Commins, Di-Capua avers that Muhammad ‘Abduh’s “point of 

departure was essentially modern, very contemporary, and thus compatible with the 

worldview of the emerging middle-class effendiyya.”69 One effect of ‘Abduh’s “bold and 

modern” thought was to “temporarily solv[e]” the question of the “inherent 

incompatibility of Islamic revelation and reason,” Di-Capua determines, something of an 

improvement on Watenpaugh’s “deferral” of the problem of Islam and modernity.70 Di-

Capua distinguishes between ‘Abduh’s circle (which included the “language reformer 

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi, the subject of the third chapter of this dissertation) and the 

“Nahda’s ‘stars,’ such as [Jurji] Zaydan” (the subject of the second chapter of this 

dissertation).  

Di-Capua thus identifies the Nahda as a mainly Syrian Christian project, and 

elsewhere distinguishes between “Islamic reformism/modernism and the optimistic 

secular and liberal progression of the Nahda,” as if the category of Nahda does not 

include Islamic reformist thought. Yet he also defines the Nahda as the “modernistic 

renaissance of the Arab East.”71 Nothing about this phrase necessarily excludes the 

efforts of Muslim reformers, and Di-Capua himself, as mentioned, described ‘Abduh’s 

thought as “bold and modern.” Di-Capua’s distinctions raise the questions as to how 

modernization (as advocated by Muslim reformers like ‘Abduh) and secularization (as 

68 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 6. 
69 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 23. 
70 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 24-25. 
71 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 21. 
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promoted by Christians like Zaydan) are related, and whether only some imagined kind 

of commitment to the latter is tantamount to Nahda. If (Islamic) modernization fails to 

reach the Nahda threshold, then Di-Capua in a way echoes Gibb’s sense that the Muslim 

world can only go so far on its own resources. But there are moments when the 

Muslim/modernizing and Christian/secularizing strains overlap, as in the fascinating 

debate in the pages of al-Hilal and al-Manar newspapers between Zaydan and ‘Abduh on 

the legacy of Egyptian founding dynast Muhammad ‘Ali.72 According to Di-Capua, 

‘Abduh faulted Muhammad ‘Ali not for his excessive secularization, bur rather for not 

“reforming the Arabic and Turkish languages,” for not “consulting the citizens and 

establishing a just constitutional government,” for not “propogat[ing] the spirit of 

nationalism” among the Egyptian masses—all themes often associated with Nahdawi 

thought.73 In any event, it is perhaps more fruitful to take an expansive view of the 

exchange and shared terms and concerns among thinkers of the period, who together 

produced its ferment, rather than attempting to adjudicate where Nahda-ness begins and 

ends between them. 

Di-Capua’s major contribution is to stress the contention among various parties in 

narrating Egypt’s history, and how “each historiographical position was tied to a different 

vision of Egyptian modernity.”74 Religious categories of thought in Egyptian 

historiography are mostly subordinate to other dynamics over the decades surveyed. In 

the 1930’s, for instance, Muhammad Shafiq Ghurbal did much to promote a professional, 

academic ethos to the historical craft. Doctoral and Master’s theses produced at the new 

Egyptian universities were marked by a “distinctly Egypto-centric, inward-looking self-

72 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 33-35. 
73 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 34. 
74 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 13.  
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absorption” and an “emphasis on the study of the Islamic and medieval periods,” as well 

as an “abstention from writing on contemporary issues.”75 Thus the study of Islamic 

history in the academic mode in Egypt was a deliberately depoliticizing act, rather than a 

vital, relevant, and controversial concern, according to Di-Capua.  It is actually not until 

the 1970’s under Anwar Sadat, and after 1981 with Husni Mubarak, that “Islamist 

historiography” achieves prominence. Islamist history-writing was encouraged by 

“Sadat’s conscious decision to favor an Islamic cultural orientation in order to curb the 

Nasserist Left and appeal to broad social circles,” and was thus a function of what Di-

Capua promisingly terms the “authoritarian pluralism” of Egypt under Sadat and 

Mubarak.76 Such a seemingly permissive policy had the effect of vitiating professional 

authority, flattening any hierarchy of historical veracity, and “converting the multiplicity 

of historical voices into a debilitating historiographical mash,” a maneuver that would 

have left even George Orwell “speechless.”77 

In Egypt, then, pluralism was the cynical policy of a strong state. Orit Bashkin 

informs us that in Iraq for at least the years 1921-23, on the other hand, “when the state 

had not fully consolidated its power, there was more room for the simultaneous existence 

of various views in the public domain.”78 In her study of Iraqi intellectuals in the print 

media, “hybridized sectarian discourse” is a major category. Sunni, Shi‘i, Christian, and 

Jewish Iraqi intellectuals read the same texts and “strove to create a shared universe of 

discourse.”79 This was possible partly because the “most important unifying parameter in 

75 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 203. 
76 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 316.  
77 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 336, 311. 
78 Orit Bashkin, The Other Iraq: Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite Iraq (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2009), 2. 
79 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 6-7. 
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the cultural scene was the ability to write in Arabic,” an observation with clear resonance 

with the Damascus Academy’s commitments.80 Bashkin highlights moments of 

intellectuals crossing sectarian lines: the Lebanese Shi‘i newspaper al-‘Irfan, widely read 

in Iraq, grieved at the death of the Sunni Baghdadi scholar Mahmud Shukri al-Alusi, and 

Shi‘is joined Sunnis in protesting the firing of Anis al-Nusuli from his teaching post, after 

he had provided a “pro-Umayyad account” in a work of history.81 Bashkin does not deny 

that sectarian tensions also existed in Hashemite Iraq, as expressed, for example, in some 

Sunnis charging Shi‘i members of the Ahali political group with shu‘ubiyya—a reference 

to a posture in medieval Islamic history that favored Persian language and culture over 

Arabic.82 The early Arab Academy of Damascus was not marked with either Sunni-Shi‘i 

harmony or hostility: the founding members did not include Shi‘is or members of the 

other so-called “heterodox sects” present in Syria. There, “hybridity” across religious 

lines was a question of relations between the Sunni Muslim and Christian members, 

though a few Shi‘is were soon elected corresponding members of the Academy. 

In a couple of instances, Bashkin suggests another sense of hybridity in religious 

thought besides intersectarian connections; namely, religious thought intermingled with 

secular or worldly interests. This angle of analysis is certainly applicable to the Academy 

of Damascus, where members emphasized a worldly sense of knowledge/science, or ‘ilm, 

and studied elements of the Islamic heritage in a self-consciously “scientific” manner, 

alongside nonreligious subjects. Bashkin cites the work of the Sunni Muhammad al-

Hashimi, which “represented a critique of the modern secular nation-state on the one 

80 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 169. 
81 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 27, 48. 
82 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 170-171. 
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hand and a rigorous denunciation of the Iraqi religious establishment on the other.”83 If 

al-Hashimi dealt with nationalist and religious streams in a negative or critical mode, then 

the Shi‘i J‘afar al-Khalili brought them together in a positive, partisan one: his magazine 

al-Hatif promoted the “ideas of both Arab nationalism and particular Shi‘i-Iraqi 

concerns.”84 Broadly speaking, Bashkin sketches a trend toward secularization in Iraqi 

thought over the Hashemite period: for the early 1920’s, she maintains that “writers 

tended to depict democracy in terminology borrowed from Islamic theology and law” and 

that the “print market responded to the needs of Muslim believers.”85 But she also alleges 

that the “Iraqi intellectual atmosphere turned secular in the 1950s. The Islamic past was 

Arabized by nationalists beginning in the 1930s to emphasize a commitment to the nation 

(rather than to religion).”86 Bashkin’s outstanding study is informed by the works of 

myriad Iraqi intellectuals, as published in newspapers and books, and her span of nearly 

four decades may indeed allow her the view of such a general trend. For the present study 

of the first decade of the Damascus Academy (over the 1920s), it seems clear that the 

founding members continued to value their religious commitments but also propounded a 

worldly sense of learning, as well. 

Michelle U. Campos’ Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early 

Twentieth-Century Palestine (2011) vividly details how the “Ottoman Empire underwent 

a dynamic period of political reform and intellectual fermentation in the last decade of its 

existence.”87 Campos’ narrative is one of the elaboration of a “civic religion,” based on 

83 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 33. 
84 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 172. 
85 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 22, 32. 
86 Bashkin, Other Iraq, 176. 
87 Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-Century 
Palestine (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011), 250. 
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what she “call[s] ‘civic Ottomanism,’ a grassroots imperial citizenship project” whereby 

“Muslims, Christians, and Jews became imperial citizens together” following the 

Ottoman Revolution of 1908.88 Religious categories of thought are primarily important 

for Campos for the ways in which they were transformed and articulated in a new 

revolutionary idiom of “sacred texts” (primarily, the restored Constitution of 1878) and 

hallowed, incantatory concepts (above all, “freedom,” Turkish hurriyet/Arabic 

hurriyya).89 Whereas a number of the scholars above focused on the re-tooling of Islamic 

terminology and concepts to fit emerging Arabism and Arab nationalism (Hourani, 

Dawn, Haim, Commins), for Campos, the post-revolutionary, last Ottoman decade was 

the crucial period for such reconfigurations, which served to further Ottoman patriotism 

(or Ottoman nationalism). Campos is careful not to idealize interreligious relations in the 

Empire either before or after the Revolution, and points out that “spiritual leaders [of all 

communities] continued to be used as official intermediaries between the sultan’s 

government and his subjects” even in the heady days of revolutionary brotherhood.90 

Still, Campos demonstrates that religious figures and thinkers such as the Şeyhülislam 

Cemaleddin Effendi (“the foremost Muslim official in the empire”), Ruhi al-Khalidi, and 

“other Islamic modernist reformers” argued that constitutionalism was consonant with 

Islamic Holy Law (the shari‘a) and the institution of the caliphate itself. As the third 

chapter of this dissertation explicates, Damascus Academy founding member Shaykh 

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi developed and propounded a constitutional vision for the 

Ottoman caliphate, as well.  

Perhaps the most notable strand in Campos’ argument is to suggest that particularist 

88 Campos, Ottoman Brothers, 2-3. 
89 Campos, Ottoman Brothers, 6, 50-51. 
90 Campos, Ottoman Brothers, 11, 32. 
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loyalties like Zionism and Palestinian nationalism developed and eventually triumphed as 

a result of the incompleteness or unfulfilled potential of the revolutionary/Ottomanist 

program. This dissertation maintains with Campos that the late Ottoman and 

revolutionary context of the Damascus Academy members’ careers left powerful imprints 

upon their thought, which were later made manifest in the conscious ecumenicalism of 

their learned body. While Campos argues that unfulfilled Ottomanism led to narrower 

nationalisms from the outbreak of the First World War on, this project suggests that these 

impulses were to a significant extent channeled from politics to cultural work—from 

Constitution to canon. 

In her tremendously erudite study Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1850-1960, Marwa 

Elshakry traces the career of the “global Darwin” and the manner in which “new 

conceptions and categories of knowledge were infiltrating Arabic discourses” among 

thinkers of the Nahda period.91 Arab thinkers’ engagement with modern Western 

science—or science that became “at once Western, modern, and universal”92 with the rise 

of the European empires—profoundly affected the indigenous intellectual landscape in 

multiple ways. Their engagement contributed to the transformation of the very concept of 

‘ilm, “the broadest word in Arabic for ‘knowledge’” and correspondingly, of the notion 

of who was to be considered a scholar/scientist, or ‘alim (pl. ‘ulama).93 It inspired a new 

kind of public intellectual—the science popularizer—and helped spawn an accessible 

prose style for the new Arabic journalism.94 

91 Marwa Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860-1950 (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
2013), 6, 176. “The period covered by this book was the heyday of confidence in the notion of an ongoing 
Nahda,” 21. 
92 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 10. 
93 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 16. The “ongoing epistemological reorientation of the word ‘ilm,” 66; the 
“sweeping reformulation and conceptual transformation of the notion of ‘ilm,” 73. 
94 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 30-32. 
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The engagement with ideas of Darwinian evolution specifically had a number of 

consequences for Arabic thought. It provided a lens through which to view the rise and 

fall of civilizations, and of competition between civilizations.95 This civilizational 

discourse led Muslim theologians to “speak of Islam as a kind of ‘civilization’” for the 

first time, according to Elshakry (and echoing Dawn).96 Darwinian evolution also 

impacted Islamic theology by giving rise to a “full-blown element of Qur’anic 

commentary” known as “tafsir ‘ilmi, or scientific exegesis of the Qur’an,” which strove 

to identify ways the holy text anticipated modern scientific discoveries.97 Outside of 

theology, Darwinian evolution also helped advance notions of “organicist” society and 

“evolutionary socialism;” Elshakry even observes that socialism was for Nahdawis 

associated more with Darwin than with Marx.98  

As with Bashkin and Campos, an interreligious ecumenicalism is in evidence among 

Elshakry’s Arab readers of Darwin. Christian and Muslim intellectuals shared a range of 

divergent positions regarding the Darwinian onslaught, and sometimes made common 

cause with each other to counter opponents from their own faith. Noting that historians 

have tended to distinguish between Christian and Muslim thinkers, Elshakry observes 

that, “[t]ied together by networks of print, through associations like Freemasonry and 

societies for the ‘advancement of science,’ and, later, language academies, many of the 

figures in this book formed a single, if loosely articulated community of readers, often 

borrowing from each other’s interpretations, commentaries, and references” (italics 

95 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 10-11. 
96 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 182-185. 
97 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 180. 
98 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 224. In fact, Darwinian evolution in a sense helped bridge 
socialist/collectivist ideas and Islamic thought, for example by resonating with Qur’anic suras that touch on 
the “newly dubbed ‘social animals,’ such as bees and ants,” in Surat al-Nahl and Surat al-Naml, 
respectively, 227. 
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mine).99   

Although their ideas as they individually expressed them were marked by important 

and subtle differences, Elshakry highlights the way that a number of Christian and 

Muslim thinkers managed to assimilate evolutionary thinking while still retaining a place 

for a First Cause or Creator. This position was generally espoused by the Christian 

editors of al-Muqtataf, Faris Nimr and Y‘aqub Sarruf, and by al-Hilal’s editor Jurji 

Zaydan, as well as by Muslims like Shaykh Husayn al-Jisr (Academy founding member 

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi’s schoolteacher), Muhammad ‘Abduh, and Darwin’s principal 

Arabic translator, ’Isma‘il Mazhar. Elshakry’s book features an extended analysis of the 

“radical” materialist Shibli Shumayyil (Christian background) and makes a passing 

reference to the bold atheist ’Isma‘il Adham (Muslim background). Critics of the new 

materialism—or of what was often perceived as the materialism of Darwinism—included 

Muslims and Christians: Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, al-Jisr, and Ibrahim Muhammad Sayhi; 

Nimr and Sarruf themselves; Evangelical theological Ibrahim al-Hurani; Fr. Louis 

Cheikho; and a number of unnamed “Catholic, Maronite, and Greek Orthodox critics 

[who] joined the fray, writing against Shumayyil’s views.”100 The work of the Catholic 

Fransis Fath Allah al-Marrash provided “useful ammunition for missionaries and shaykhs 

alike in their struggle with evolutionary materialism. Natural theology,” Elshakry 

concludes, “was thus clearly a defense that crossed sectarian lines.”101 Elshakry adds that 

Shumayyil’s critics included “not only many local Christians…but also a number of 

Muslim notables.”102 Similarly, Elshakry chronicles how, in the wake of ‘Abduh’s 

99 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 9. 
100 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 116. 
101 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 144. 
102 Elshakry, Reading Darwin,125. 
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dispute with the Christian Farah Antun’s reading of Ibn Rushd, and following his attack 

against the stagnating scholars of al-Azhar, an “unorthodox coalition of ‘Abduh’s 

enemies—Antun, the prosocialist Syrian disciple of [Ernest] Renan, on the one hand, and 

the traditional ‘ulama on the other—thus took shape.”103 

Conspicuously absent from Elshakry’s account is any extensive treatment of that 

supposedly major product or project of the Nahda—the elaboration of Arab (or, for that 

matter, Egyptian) nationalism. Elshakry occasionally embeds the adjective “national” in 

her consideration of different currents of thought, but compared to her thorough 

dissection of scientific ideas, it is an under-analyzed category. As far as political ideals or 

models of organization are concerned, (evolutionary) socialism receives much more 

attention, and nationalism does not rate much discussion as a variant in her repeated 

references to “collectivist” social visions. For Elshakry, nationalism properly belongs to 

the more radical “counterpublics” that emerged from the 1930’s on: “quite distinct 

reading communities” that were largely the product of “dramatic increases in literacy 

rates and the expansion of state education.”104 She refers to the earlier, Nahdawi 

generation of thinkers who are the real subjects of her study as “colonial intellectuals.” 

As a class they subscribed to elitist notions of evolution (as opposed to revolution) 

animated by an ethos of “fundamental gradualism.”105  

The following generation’s thinkers, by contrast, are identified with “national,” 

“nationalist,” and “anticolonial” epithets. In other words, unlike other scholars, for whom 

Arab nationalism was the major legacy of the Nahda—even if it was arrived at through a 

rather tortuous path—Elshakry instead seems to regard the later embrace of nationalism 

103 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 193. 
104 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 23. 
105 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 21. 
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as to some extent a repudiation of the elitist, perhaps timid, Nahdawi generation’s 

contributions. Whether this judgment is accurate or not, Elshakry’s attribution of 

gradualism and the ambiguous status of nationalism ring true for the founding members 

of the Arab Academy of Damascus. 

Abdulrazzak Patel’s The Arab Nahdah: The Making of the Intellectual and Humanist 

Movement (2013) in a sense represents an expression of the current scholarly 

understanding of the movement/period. Like Bashkin, Campos, and Elshakry, Patel 

underlines the “significant inter-religious cultural space”106 inhabited by the Nahda’s 

thinkers; like them too, he exhibits something of a fatigue with or indifference to the 

teleology of nationalism. 

Patel traces the formation of this “common discursive ground” to the exertions of 

Christian scholars and clerics of the pre-modern period, with roots going back as far as 

the sixteenth century. Aleppo especially is one of the “few Arab towns” that had 

“retained and to a certain extent developed an Arabic literary tradition” even after the 

Ottoman conquest of 1516 (an observation that clearly challenges Watenpaugh’s claim of 

the city’s Arab character as a radically modern fiction).107 Patel objects to the 

characterization of Christian Nahdawis as “different and alienated from their Muslim 

counterparts, but inherently attracted to the West.”108 As with Elshakry’s interreligious 

alliances, “Arab Christian intellectuals often had more in common with their Muslim 

counterparts than with their fellow Christians,” citing Nasif al-Yaziji, Ibrahim al-Yaziji, 

and Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s affinity for Muslim neo-classical poets, and other 

106 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 36. 
107 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 39.  
108 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 12. 
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Christians’ closeness to Jamal al-Din al-Afghani.109  

Patel seeks to effect Christians’ “reintegration into the mainstream of Arabic 

literature,”110 and in a sense to square the circle: on the one hand, he credits pre-modern 

Christian scholars with paving the way for this shared cultural space, and deems it 

“revealing” that early debates in the press as to the status and reform of the Arabic 

language were carried out by figures “who were nearly all Christian Arabs.”111 On the 

other hand, the Christians are being “reintegrated” into a dominant mainstream, and Patel 

cites Kristen Brustad’s point that Christians made contributions that demanded an 

“intricate knowledge of the Arabic language and literary tradition, usually within an 

Islamic framework.”112 In other words, Christians were forerunners operating within an 

Islamic framework.  

Elsewhere, Patel points to “two main phases” in the translation efforts of the 

nineteenth century: “the first, from around 1800-1850, saw the state-sponsored translation 

movement of Muhammad ‘Ali” in Egypt, and the second “from 1850 to 1914, 

“embracing the translation activities of private individuals in Lebanon.” Patel is sure to 

stress that the two phases “overlapped and co-existed.”113 Though they do not strictly 

overlap and co-exist by his own periodization, what is important about Patel’s phases is 

that they are of a piece, a continuous Arab movement and activity, rather than separate 

initiatives responding to local realities. Though Patel does not spell it out explicitly, his 

sense of the sweep of Arab intellectual history seems to go something like this: an Arabo-

Islamic classical past; pre-modern Christian activity; an Egyptian (primarily Muslim) 

109 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 21. 
110 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 49. 
111 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 103. 
112 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 43. 
113 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 163. 
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modern phase one; a Lebanese (primarily Christian) modern phase two. 

As far as the question of nationalism is concerned, Patel argues that the “majority of 

nahdah thinkers and literati, regardless of religious affiliation or intellectual orientation, 

were Ottoman patriots who clearly stood for firm ties with the Ottoman Empire.”114 For 

Nahdawis, he claims, identities such as “Egyptian,” “Syrian,” and “Ottoman” did not 

contradict but rather “complemented each other.”115 For Arab intellectuals like al-

Tahtawi, ‘Abduh, and Butrus al-Bustani, the concept of the Egyptian or Greater Syrian 

watan “did not claim any nationalist bias, nor did it carry any political significance, but 

rather only had cultural connotations.”116 Similarly, while Antonius had deemed the 

founding of the Syrian Scientific Society in 1868 to have been a manifestation of 

national(ist) consciousness, Patel insists that such societies were significant as “cultural 

rather than political bodies,” intended to serve Arabs’ “success and stability…in an 

Ottoman context.”117 Patel’s argument is thus in accord with the trend in the scholarship 

that underlines the late persistence or longevity of Ottoman loyalties in the modern 

Middle East. 

A paradox in Patel’s argument presents a possible hint as to how to understand the 

perennial adhesion of nationalism upon the Nahda. Patel chides contemporary historians 

for being “dismissive” of the pre-modern intellectual legacy, the output of scholars that 

“laid the cultural foundations for the nahdah in the nineteenth century.”118 The career of 

the Nahda “has been almost exclusively equated with the concept of ‘modernity,’” 

whereas in truth the phenomenon “was very much indebted to an unsung pre-modern 

114 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 127. 
115 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 138. 
116 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 143. 
117 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 219. 
118 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 79, 75. 
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period of gestation,” in Patel’s elegant phrase.119 Indeed, Patel’s exploration of “al-

Azhar’s turbaned shaykhs and polymaths”120 of the eighteenth century is an especially 

enlightening portion of his study. Yet at the same time, Patel confronts the fact that, to a 

significant extent, the Nahda did “not involve an engagement with the immediate past, 

which…was dismissed as decadent, but rather [involved] a huge chronological leapfrog 

to the heritage of a glorious ‘classical’ era some seven centuries earlier.” Thus, not only 

(Western and Arab) scholars of the Nahda dismiss or denigrate the pre-modern Ottoman 

past, but the “negative self-view of nahdah intellectuals of their own immediate 

past…continues to obscure our critical and historical attitudes.”121 It may be this attitude 

towards historical time that is shared by Nahdawis and nationalists alike: a valorization of 

the distant past, a denigration of the more recent past, and present self-conscious stirrings 

in the service of a glorious future. 

While the specter of nationalism will periodically haunt the following pages, this 

project joins the most recent scholarship of the Nahda in focusing on other aspects and 

implications of modern Arab intellectual history. The following, second chapter is an 

examination of the linguistic thought of the Lebanese Christian Jurji Zaydan (1861-

1914), whose interests prefigured the Damascus Academy’s own. It will highlight the 

ways Zaydan contributed to the desacralization of knowledge and the manner in which he 

called a new scholarly constituency into being. Zaydan also drew on two modern 

intellectual currents arising in the West, which as explanatory frameworks for change 

over time, are distinct: natural evolution and historicism. This chapter also includes an 

analysis of two surveys conducted in the periodical press on the future of the Arabic 

119 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 3, 232. 
120 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 75. 
121 Patel, Arab Nahdah, 231. 
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language (the first in 1919-1920, the second from 1928-1929) in order to demonstrate the 

diversity of the debates within the pluralistic community of intellectuals concerned with 

the fate of this language, while suggesting a certain direction for the evolution of 

intellectuals’ commitments as influenced by changing historical circumstances.  

The third chapter interrogates the life’s work of the Muslim Academy founding 

member Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi (1867-1956). It will present al-Maghribi as 

an incisive witness to the momentous changes sweeping the region, roughly from the 

Ottoman/Young Turk Revolution of 1908 through the establishment of the French 

Mandate for Syria following the Empire’s fatal defeat in the First World War. It will 

underscore how al-Maghribi grappled with notions of authority—religious, political, 

linguistic, and moral—when the traditional bases of these felt increasingly insecure. It 

argues that al-Maghribi promoted a constitutional order for the Ottoman state and 

Ottoman caliphate, while also arguing for the dynamism of the language of the Arab 

umma. Al-Maghribi sought the authority that could educate ordinary Muslims and 

speakers of Arabic so that they may assimilate the excellent qualities of the experts, 

through a managed process of reform and a common body of knowledge. 

The fourth chapter of this dissertation takes a closer look at the institutional history of 

the Arab Academy of Damascus over its first decade of existence, 1919-1930. It makes 

the case that all three succeeding regimes over the territory that would become the 

modern state of Syria—the late Ottoman, Arabist/Faysali, and French Mandatory 

regimes—left clear imprints upon the thought and work of the founding members of the 

Arab Academy. It also defines as central the self-consciously ecumenical ethos of the 

association, and demonstrates how the Christian and Muslim members collaborated in 
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privileging the worldly dimensions of knowledge. The chapter also draws attention to the 

dynamic of experimentation that characterized the body’s early work, as well as its 

corollary, the drive for standardization. The Academy’s ecumenical spirit was in 

significant part the product of the late Ottoman state and its revolutionary moment, and 

its sense of experimentation mirrored the novelty of the Faysali and Mandatory regimes 

for Syria.  

The final, fifth chapter takes an even broader view of the learned body’s 

ecumenicalism by observing the participation of the Academy’s Western orientalist 

corresponding members, elected to join their company from the beginning of the 

Academy’s life. While Kurd ‘Ali and others acknowledged that Westerners pioneered the 

modern study of Arabo-Islamic texts, in important respects Western and Arab members 

of the Academy collaborated in producing a discourse on the Nahda, Arab history, and 

modern civilization together. 

Any intellectual history that traffics in abstract terms must be conscious of their 

complex genealogies or etymologies. This is true too if the terms are carried over or 

translated from another language. Terms for complex notions from another language 

about language and learning call for perhaps especial explication. A number of the key 

Arabic terms used in this dissertation pose challenges for the English reader, if only 

because the words that are their most common translations or renderings are themselves 

nuanced terms with complex genealogies of significations and resonances in English: 

take “renaissance” for nahda or “nation” for umma. Such translations can be misleading: 

not only for what is lost in translation, but also for the altogether too much that is gained. 

Moreover, skillful language users are aware of key terms’ webs of resonances in their 
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linguistic contexts and use them purposefully. Such words are never static: neither 

obvious on their own nor innocent when applied.  

While this dissertation endeavors to point to the expressive range of at least some of 

these terms, it is appropriate to make some general observations concerning the most 

common usages of a few of them, or helpful ways to think about them, if only to explain 

how I have chosen to render them. In some cases, I have kept only the transliterated 

Arabic. 

Thomas Philipp points out that a “translation of nahda as ‘awakening’ or ‘rise’ 

is…more appropriate than the usually accepted translations such as ‘revival,’ ‘rebirth,’ or 

‘renaissance.’”122 On the one hand, it should not surprise us that associations of returning 

from death need not accrue to an Arabic term connoting an increase in cultural activity. 

On the other hand, Arabic-writing proponents of Nahda often emulated or sought 

inspiration from past periods of perceived cultural flourishing, and contrasted the process 

of Nahda with terms connoting stagnation or slumber. Although I do not attempt to 

determine a precise beginning and end to the period/movement, I have used Nahda here 

to refer to all of the many currents of thought in Arabic between the mid-nineteenth and 

mid-twentieth centuries, manifested to significant extents in the new periodical press and 

learned associations of the period, with as few predetermined conditions as to what 

constitutes “real” Nahdawi content as possible. At the same time, it is helpful to think of 

the term Nahda as an elastic trope that writers deployed to describe a range of historical 

phenomena to serve multiple ends. Like other terms surveyed here, it is in many cases a 

trope of self-selection: writing in terms of Nahda is emblematic of the Nahdawi 

122 Thomas Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan: His Life and Thought (Beirut: In Kommission bei Franz Steiner Verlag, 
1979), 7. 
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intellectual. 

The first edition of The Encyclopedia of Islam (1913-1936) includes an entry for 

“umma” that identifies the varying ways the term appears to be used in the Qur’an to 

refer to groups, and argues that the term al-Umma al-Islamiyya was increasingly used to 

signify the community of Islam or the community of Muslims over the course of the 

Prophet Muhammad’s life.123 According to Adeed Dawisha, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and 

Muhammad ‘Abduh in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries emphatically 

used umma to refer to the Islamic community, as it “constituted all Muslims, regardless 

of their countries, nationalities, and languages…Muslims had but one nationality: their 

religion;” both religious reformers were hostile to secular nationalism, in Dawisha’s 

reading.124 For Dawisha, Sati‘ al-Husri as Faysal’s Director General of Education in Iraq 

committed the “almost sacrilegious intellectual infraction of employing the term al-

Umma in a secular, nationalist mode” to mean an Arab umma “united by language and 

history.”125 Then again, those who refer to the Arab umma may not be opposing the 

Islamic principle so much as channeling the prestige that has accrued to it. Some would 

emphasize that the Islamic umma largely contains the Arab umma along with other umam 

(plural). Other writers would have thought of both as two legitimate instances of the 

communal ideal or umma-type. Writing in 1908, over a decade before al-Husri followed 

Faysal to Iraq in 1920, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi promoted the interests of both the 

Islamic and Arab umam. He would hardly have adopted the latter in a sacrilegious spirit 

against the former. In modern discourse, al-Umma al-‘Arabiyya has been invoked to refer 

123 R. Paret, “Umma,” Encylopaedia of Islam, First Edition (1919-1936), ed. M. Th. Houtsma et al, Brill 
Online. 
124 Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 20.  
125 Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 69-70. 
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to ideas of the Arabs’ nation that resonate with both the Anglo-French tradition of nation-

states and the German Romantic concept of the folk. Still, it is not very helpful to think of 

umma exclusively in terms of “nation,” which possesses its own complex pedigree in 

English and Western languages. I have tended to refer to “community” more than 

“nation,” but have also used transliterated umma. I have often given the Arabic terms for 

other kinds or conceptions of territorial units, to draw attention to the range, variability, 

and overlap of this vocabulary. These include watan (homeland), bilad 

(country/countries), qitr (region), wilaya (province), and diyar (domains). The 

parenthetical English renderings given here are, naturally, also provisional and qualified 

ones. 

The term “science” also has a complex genealogy in English and other Western 

languages, which I have used most often in rendering ‘ilm, as in the name of the 

institution, the Arab Scientific Academy in Damascus, al-Majm‘a al-‘Ilmi al-‘Arabi bi- 

Dimashq. In its French-language materials the Academy simply referred to itself as 

“l’académie arabe de Damas” without translating ‘ilmi. The adjectival derivation ‘ilmi 

from the root verb “to know” is given in the Hans Wehr dictionary to mean “learned” 

when referring to a “society.”126 The Arab Academy certainly was a learned society. The 

root verb also abundantly appears in the Qur’an, often as an attribute of God. It has been 

associated with religious knowledge since the early Islamic centuries, and has been 

applied to the categories of “the Islamic sciences” (al-‘ulum al-islamiyya) and to “those 

who know” them, the religious scholars, al-‘ulama’. The second edition of The 

Encyclopedia of Islam notes that the singular form for such a scholar, ‘alim, “is often 

126 Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J. Milton Cowan (Wiesbaden: Otto 
Harrassowitz, 1966), 635. 
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seen as opposed to the adib, ‘he of profane knowledge,’” or adab.127 Adab has its own 

complex genealogy, deriving in part from notions of etiquette, comportment, and mores, 

but is widely meant in the sense of Arabic literature, al-adab al-‘arabi or al-adab al-

‘arabiyya (plural). Importantly, knowledge of (profane) Arabic literature was a central 

commitment of the Arab Academy in Damascus, an integral part of their body of 

knowledge/learning/‘ilm. This discussion points to the desacralization of knowledge this 

dissertation argues to be characteristic of currents of the Nahda which in turn were 

inherited by the Academy. But in a sense the problem with “science” comes from its 

associations in English, which though coming from scire for “to know” in Latin, does not 

comfortably embrace religious or even profane-literary knowledge for many English 

speakers and readers. I have thought to retain “science” in the sense of “organized 

knowledge,” like the social sciences or indeed the Islamic sciences, and have referred to 

“science/knowledge” or “learning” at other times. 

Mamduh Muhammad Khasara identifies six major meanings for the term t‘arib, or 

Arabization. This dissertation is mainly concerned with three of them. Khasara notes 

t‘arib refers to the Arabs’ phonetic assimilation of foreign words that are fitted on Arabic 

patterns (‘ala minhajiha) like dinar (for the currency) or talfazyun (“television”).128 This 

is the primary sense that Academy founding member ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi means 

by the term in his 1908 Derivation and Arabization. Khasara also states that t‘arib often 

refers to the process of coining Arabic scientific (‘ilmi) terminology more broadly, 

through phonetic assimilation as mentioned or through one of the other preferred methods 

127 “‘Ulama’,” Encylopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Glossary and Index of Terms, ed. P.J. Bearman, et 
al, Brill Online. 
128 Mamduh Muhammad Khasara, al-T‘arib: Mu’assasatuhu wa Wasa’iluhu (Beirut: Al-Resalah 
Publishers, 1999), 7-8.  
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(such as derivation from verbal roots, ’ishtiqaq, or retooling an old word for its 

metaphoric potential, majaz).129 Khasara also points out the sense of Arabization (t‘arib) 

as in making the language of administration and education Arabic, as Faysal’s short-lived 

kingdom in Syria after the First World War carried out, and founded the Arab Academy 

in part to do.130 I have also referred to the broader t‘arib or Arabization movement to 

mean intellectuals’ efforts in service of modernizing the Arabic language more generally, 

however modernity is variously conceived.   

Dina Rizk Khoury notes that within the classification of eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century Mosul into elites (khassa) and commoners (‘amma) was a “complex 

society of groups distinguished by their position within the distributive hierarchy of the 

state’s resources, their ownership of skills and resources, and their social standing within 

the community.”131 Elites and commoners are designated by a variety of markers, and 

possess “resources” which are themselves variable and may be held in combination. 

Khassa as used in this dissertation generally refers to the educated elite, the elite 

possessing resources of knowledge and knowledge of language in particular. Modern 

writers consciously invoke the association between the classical, literary Arabic, al-fusha 

and the educated elite who properly understand and express it, versus the colloquial 

‘ammiyya that is the currency of commoners, or the ‘amma. 

Finally, I have rendered the plural noun akhlaq as both “ethics” and “morals” in this 

dissertation and have evaded the philosophical discussions of the differences between 

these terms in English. It is worth pointing out that akhlaq shares the root of the Arabic 

129 Khasara, al-T‘arib, 9. 
130 Khasara, al-T‘arib, 8. 
131 Dina Rizk Khoury, State and Provincial Society in the Ottoman Empire: Mosul, 1540-1834 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 113. 
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verb “to create,” and thus possesses resonances to the effect that morals/ethics are traits 

endowed by the Creator, and/or are innate dispositions of creatures. Al-Maghribi would 

have been keenly aware of these resonances when explicating his ethical system.
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Chapter 2: Intellectual Antecedents and Context: Jurji Zaydan and Two Surveys on the 
Future of Arabic 

 
 

 

I. Jurji Zaydan 

“In the Name of God, the Distinguisher of Languages/Bi’-sm Allah, mufarriq al-lughat” 

 

Such is the invocation with which Jurji Zaydan begins the introduction to the first edition 

of The Philosophy of Language (1886).1 It speaks volumes as to the nature of the work. 

While the bismillah of invoking the Name at the beginning of a scholarly text is a 

centuries-old practice, Zaydan, a Greek Orthodox Christian, identifies a novel divine 

attribute with his version of it. It signals his respect for the long line of Arabic-language 

and Islamic learning, but also his readiness to take up subjects conventionally the 

purview of Muslim scholars, and his intention to endow those subjects with modern casts. 

The reverent utterance provides cover for his innovating work; it is self-effacing and 

shifts ultimate responsibility for his claims onto God Himself. It is not clear how genuine 

is Zaydan’s sentiment—there is something almost wry or amusing about the phrase—

which matches the ambiguity of religion in Zaydan’s vision of the descent of languages. 

The statement reserves some place for the Almighty and customary notions of the sacral 

status of the Arabic language, but stops short of identifying God as the “Creator” of 

language. More, the differentiation he highlights applies to all languages. Zaydan the 

modern philologist announces his intention to study multiple languages, or language in 

1  Jurji Zaydan, al-Falsafa al-Lughawiyya wa-l-Alfath al-‘Arabiyya/The Philosophy of Language and the 
Arabic Lexicon (Cairo: Al-Hilal, 1923, originally published in 1886), 3. 
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general—language as language, rather than Arabic as Arabic.  

Jurji Zaydan occupies an intermediary position with respect to traditional and modern 

categories of knowledge, much as the Damascus Academy would soon after him. Zaydan 

attempted to bridge the venerable history of Arabic language study in the Middle East 

and the new science of philology arising in the West. Anne-Laure Dupont demonstrates 

the extent to which Zaydan served as a “mediator” too between works in European 

orientalism and Arab readers.2 Zaydan maintained links with a number of Western 

orientalists, including future Damascus Academy corresponding members Ignaz 

Goldziher, Ignazio Guidi, Martin Hartmann, Clément Huart, Ignaty Kratchkovsky, and 

David Margoliouth. Huart sponsored Zaydan’s election to the Société Asiatique of Paris, 

Kratchkovsky penned the entry “Zaidan” in the Encyclopaedia of Islam, and Margoliouth 

translated the fourth volume of Zaydan’s History of Islamic Civilization.3 At the same 

time, the encounter with orientalism was ambivalent. Dupont notes relations between 

Arab and Western scholars had become “acute” and “genuinely polemical” by the early 

1880s; for Zaydan the time “had now come to challenge those pioneers and initiators that 

were the Orientalists.”4 Collaboration, emulation, competition, and contestation would 

characterize the Damascus Academy’s relations with Western orientalists, as well. 

In another sense of intermediacy, the accomplished Zaydan scholar Thomas Philipp 

describes his subject’s political loyalties as ranging “between Arab nationalism and 

Ottomanism.” Though Zaydan’s output provided ample material for later Arab 

2 Anne-Laure Dupont, “How Should the History of the Arabs be Written? The Impact of European 
Orientalism on Jurji Zaidan’s Work,” in Jurji Zaidan, Contributions to Modern Arab Thought and 
Literature: Proceedings of a Symposium at the Library of Congress, ed. George C. Zaidan and Thomas 
Philipp (Bethesda: The Zaidan Foundation, Inc., 2013), 85. 
3 Dupont, “How Should the History,” 92-94. 
4 Dupont, “How Should the History,” 98, 101. 
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nationalists, he was himself uncomfortable with ethnic nationalisms and remained 

committed to a constitutional regime for the heterogeneous Ottoman Empire.5 This 

chapter will also reflect on the ways Zaydan’s contributions served the Arabic language, 

Arab history, and Arab identity, though without an overtly nationalist or separatist 

agenda. The chapters that follow will consider how Damascus Academy members further 

served these interests, also significantly without recourse to the rhetoric of modern 

nationalism. Just as Zaydan served Arabic language and culture under Ottoman rule, so 

too did the Damascus Academy under the French Mandatory regime. For Zaydan, 

Damascus Academy President Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, and Academy founding member 

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi, the existence of an Arab umma was an obvious historical fact. 

But Zaydan and al-Maghribi were both attached to the Ottoman order and Kurd ‘Ali was 

certain that Syrians had much to learn (and to learn from the French) before coming into 

independence.  

Ambiguities and ambivalences are interesting in themselves, and intellectuals, like all 

people, are “works in progress.” Intermediacy is not a petrified state but an active one. 

Zaydan’s intermediacy is characteristic of the Nahda and its attendant language debates, 

a period that saw the continuity (or active retention) of indigenous categories of thought 

alongside the adaptation of novel, Western elements for local Arab purposes and milieux. 

He was conscious of introducing a new science of language and wrote about it in a new, 

“simplified” Arabic (in a style of prose that was criticized by some of his 

contemporaries6). It is not difficult to find proof of the premium placed on newness by 

5 Thomas Philipp, “Jurji Zaidan and the Ottoman Revolution: between Arab Nationalism and Ottomanism, 
1908-1914,” in Jurji Zaidan, Contributions to Modern Arab Thought and Literature (2013), 147. 
6 In his biographical portrait of Zaydan in al-Mu‘asirun (The Contemporaries), Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali 
alleges that Zaydan did not intend to write for the khassa, but for the ‘amma and the “middle class” (al-

43 
 

                                                           



many Nahdawi thinkers. But it would be a mistake to think the “old” had died, or that 

“tradition,” when invoked, was wholly “invented” by the likes of Zaydan. For Zaydan 

and the Damascus Academicians, the traditional and the old were true legacies that 

continued to live dynamically in the present. The persistence of the past is central to 

Zaydan’s vision of language: the Arabic language can develop, absorb foreign elements, 

and refurbish its old lexical wealth, he reasons, precisely because it had always done so. 

While the theory of evolution may be new, the fact of evolution is old in Arabic. Rather 

than apportioning between the old and new in Zaydan’s thought, it may be more fruitful 

to consider how Zaydan and his fellows subtly transformed both categories. 

Jurji Zaydan was born in Beirut in 1861. As a youth he helped out in the restaurants 

his father successively owned near the city center. At age twenty, “and with virtually no 

regular academic background,” Zaydan applied to the Medical School of the Syrian 

Protestant College (later the American University in Beirut).7 Marwa Elshakry devotes 

several pages to the so-called Lewis Affair at the College in 1882, when Edwin Lewis, 

professor of geology and chemistry, made “highly favorable references to [Charles] 

Darwin” in a commencement speech.8 The college’s boards of managers and trustees 

dismissed Lewis from his post, and even circulated a “Declaration of Principles” for 

faculty members to sign, affirming the existence of God as Creator and Supreme Ruler of 

the universe. A number of faculty members resigned, students protested, and those 

tabaqa al-wusta), and as such his writing was characterized by “weak expression” that actually served this 
purpose. Spreading adab among the great masses (al-sawad al-a‘azam) is not easy for all authors, and it 
appears to Kurd ‘Ali that Zaydan aimed to increase the size of the reading public of his time. Kurd ‘Ali 
notes that many contemporaries criticized Zaydan for these qualities, “but many of those were no more than 
envious people, and those who criticize much shrink from work” themselves, in Kurd ‘Ali’s judgment, in 
Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun (Damascus: al-Bayyana, 2011), 134-137. 
7 Walid Hamarneh, “Jurji Zaydan,” in Essays in Arabic Literary Biography 1850-1950, ed. Roger Allen 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2010), 383. 
8 Marwa Elshakry, Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860-1950 (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
2013), 65. 
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students who held firm were suspended—Zaydan among them.9  

Philipp writes that this “crisis at the College was of crucial importance” to Zaydan, 

prompting him to leave Beirut for Cairo.10 In 1884, Zaydan and his friend Jabir Dumit 

joined Lord Garnet Wolseley’s failed attempt to relieve Charles Gordon in the Sudan, 

where the Mahdi had led a shockingly successful (at least to the British) uprising; Zaydan 

served as interpreter and guide for the British force.11 The following year Zaydan wrote 

The Philosophy of Language, and on “the merits of this work [he] was made a member of 

the Royal Asian Society of Italy.”12 In 1886 he traveled to London with Dumit, where he 

encountered European orientalists’ works and “spent most of his time in the reading 

rooms of the British Museum.”13 There he “came to see Arabic and Islamic history—so 

central to the cultural revival—largely through orientalist eyes,” according to Donald 

Malcolm Reid.14 Zaydan spent over a year after his return as administrative manager and 

assistant editor of al-Muqtataf newspaper before publishing his History of Modern Egypt 

in 1889. He then taught Arabic at the Greek Orthodox School in Cairo for two years.15  

In 1891 Zaydan published his first historical novel, al-Mamluk al-Sharid (The 

Fugitive Mamluk). From that point forward he would average one novel a year, bringing 

the total to some twenty-two historical novels that “covered the whole course of pre-

9 Elshakry, Reading Darwin, 69-71. 
10 Thomas Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan: His Life and Thought (Beirut: In Kommission bei Franz Steiner Verlag, 
1979), 20. 
11 Jabir Dumit’s colorful and splenetic responses to the first language survey are analyzed in the second half 
of this chapter. 
12 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 25-26. 
13 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 26. 
14 Donald Malcolm Reid, “Cairo University and the Orientalists,” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies 19, no. 1 (Feb., 1987): 62. 
15 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 26. 
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Arab, Arab, Islamic, and Egyptian history to the present.”16 Expressive of the didactic 

nature of the oeuvre, Di-Capua points out that a few of the early novels even included 

footnotes.17 In 1892 Zaydan “started his single most important project, the publication of 

his magazine” al-Hilal.18 By the end of its first decade, al-Hilal was read in “Syria, Iraq, 

Persia, India, Japan, the Maghreb, West Africa, Zanzibar, Transvaal, Australia, New 

Zealand, the West Indies and South and North America.”19 Between 1902-1906 Zaydan 

published his History of Islamic Civilization.20 On the strength of his scholarship, Zaydan 

was offered a position at the newly founded Egyptian University to teach Islamic history 

in 1910. By all accounts he found the offer “flattering,” particularly because he 

considered the University his own “brainchild,” having called for such an institution a 

decade earlier in the pages of al-Hilal.21 But Zaydan was to learn from the newspapers 

too that his appointment was canceled “for fear of Muslim objections.”22 This 

“humiliating experience” was one Zaydan took “especially hard.”23 It was followed by a 

bitter attack on his scholarship in 1912 by the Indian Shaykh Shibli al-N‘umani and by 

Zaydan’s “fellow immigrant from Syria,” Muhammad Rashid Rida, in the pages of the 

latter’s al-Manar newspaper.24 In his life, then, Zaydan was intellectually and personally 

disappointed by the American Christian missionary administration of the Syrian 

Protestant College as well as by Muslim learned circles in Egypt. Zaydan died in July 

1914, one week before Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. 

16 Yoav Di-Capua, Gatekeepers of the Arab Past: Historians and History Writing in Twentieth-Century 
Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 54. 
17 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 56. 
18 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 29. 
19 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 40. 
20 Hamarneh, “Jurji Zaydan,” 383. 
21 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 30; Reid, “Cairo University,” 64. 
22 Reid, “Cairo University,” 63. 
23 Philipp, Gurgi Zaidan, 30; Reid, “Cairo University,” 64. 
24 Reid, “Cairo University,” 63-64. 
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The remaining discussion of Zaydan is divided into three themes or currents of 

thought that characterized his work on language: his preoccupation with the binary of 

elite and common, or khassa and ‘amma; his use of evolutionary thought and organicist 

imagery; and his embrace of what may be broadly termed historicism. Zaydan’s 

development of these ideas and tropes served a conscious desacralization of knowledge, a 

tendency that would typify the worldly interests of the Arab Academicians of Damascus 

as well.  

Following the examination of Zaydan, this chapter turns to a close reading of the 

responses to two surveys conducted on the future of the Arabic language. The first of 

these was published five years after Zaydan’s death in his newspaper al-Hilal, from 

1919-20. The second was initiated by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi (who is the subject of 

the following chapter) and ran in the journal of the Arab Academy of Damascus nearly a 

decade later, from 1928-29. That section attempts to demonstrate that the Nahda-era 

debate on language was a varied and contentious one. While there were significant areas 

of agreement among the surveyed Nahdawis, their individual lines of reasoning and 

emphases still differed. The differences between the surveys also suggest a trajectory 

from an open-ended engagement with extra-linguistic ideas to a more professionalized 

attempt to manage the modernization of the language, from the fall of the Ottoman 

Empire to the French Mandate for Syria at midstride. The ideas of Zaydan and the more 

than thirty respondents of the two surveys analyzed here provide an instructive, rich 

sampling of the intellectual antecedents and context for the Damascus Academy’s work.       

* Khassa and ‘Amma: Nurturing a New Elite 

Zaydan’s two principal works on language, The Philosophy of Language (1886) and 
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Arabic as a Living Being (1904) address readers from an intermediate, and in some 

respects ambiguous, position. In them, as in his journalism for al-Hilal, Zaydan invokes 

the familiar categories of al-khassa, the (educated) elite, and al-‘amma, “ordinary” or 

“common” people. However, Zaydan strives to distinguish himself from traditional 

scholars and to inform a new class of readers, a modern Arab intelligentsia. That is, 

Zaydan neither fully adheres to nor wholly rejects the traditional khassa/‘amma division, 

but rather endeavors to promote a “new khassa.” Related to the khassa/‘amma distinction 

are the linguistic registers of literary or classical Arabic, al-fusha, and the colloquial 

dialects, al-‘ammiyya/ pl. al-‘ammiyyat. Though claiming to be a purist and champion of 

al-fusha, Zaydan nevertheless negotiates between these two registers.  

The fourth volume of Zaydan’s History of the Literatures of the Arabic Language 

(1911-1914) treats the literary output of the most recent or latest Nahda (al-nahda al-

akhira), which starts for Zaydan with the evacuation of the French from Egypt in 1801 

and continues up to the day of his writing.25 In the section on the “linguistic sciences” 

(‘ulum al-lugha), Zaydan states that most of what appeared in this field in the first part of 

this Nahda does “not depart from what was written before it,” and that much of it consists 

of summaries of and commentaries upon “the books of the old [scholars.]” Things began 

to change with the appearance of the “great [Nasif] al-Yaziji” and the establishment of 

Christian, and particularly American, schools in Beirut. Zaydan notes that al-Yaziji met 

with some difficulty establishing himself among Arab linguists, but with his example the 

time had come for non-Muslims to work in the sciences of language. It is possible that 

Zaydan identifies with the Christian al-Yaziji and is expressing his own anxieties about 

his enterprise; at the same time, al-Yaziji opens the door for and legitimizes Zaydan’s 

25 Jurji Zaydan, Tarikh Adab al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, vol. 4 (Cairo: Dar al-Hilal, 1957), 6. 
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efforts. The next pivotal figure for Zaydan is Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, who also applied 

an “analytical view” to language in a “new manner”. Finally, the sciences of the Arabic 

language were affected by the spread of the theory of evolution in Syria, and the “science 

of linguistic philosophy” was born (‘ilm al-falsafa al-lughawiyya). The first book in it 

appeared in 1886—Zaydan’s own The Philosophy of Language—followed in 1904 by his 

sustained case study of Arabic as a Living Being.26 Zaydan unabashedly hails his own 

work as the first fruit of evolutionary-linguistic-philosophical thought in Arabic; indeed, 

his work is itself a culmination of a progressive evolution in the Arabic sciences. At the 

same time, Zaydan ascribes to al-Yaziji a desire to be counted among the number of the 

(more traditionally-minded) Arab linguists—perhaps his wish for himself as well—and 

goes on to include biographical profiles of some of these figures in his history.27    

Though it is clear by his own explanation that he means the new Frankish science of 

philology, Zaydan titled his first book “the Philosophy of Language,” or “the Linguistic 

Philosophy” (al-Falsafa al-Lughawiyya), perhaps to distinguish his project from 

traditional works in the aforementioned sciences of the Arabic language (‘ulum al-lugha 

al-‘arabiyya) or from the classical term fiqh al-lugha (which features the term for Islamic 

jurisprudence, so perhaps “law of language,” and which itself is often translated as 

“philology”). Zaydan claims that languages in general have four degrees or stages in their 

sciences. The first is the study of words in terms of their composition, derivation, 

grammatical value, literal and figurative meanings, etc.: “and this is what the schools 

teach in our day in terms of morphology, syntax, semantics, and rhetoric, which are 

26 Zaydan, Tarikh Adab, vol. 4, 230. 
27 Zaydan, Tarikh Adab, vol. 4, 231-242. 
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necessary for all writers.”28  The traditional sciences of the language are thus grouped as 

a part of the full study of language, necessary to master but of the first order, with the 

implication that other languages have similar features and sciences.   

Zaydan in fact goes to considerable lengths to demonstrate his mastery of this first 

level of Arabic language study throughout the work, noting, for example, that there are 

14 senses for the preposition bi,29 or by listing very many idiomatic expressions that 

include the verb “to cut.”30 An important argument for Zaydan is articulated within 

conventional parameters of understanding the language: he disputes the triliteral 

derivation of Arabic words and posits that combinations of only two root letters spawn 

much of the Arabic lexicon.31 The second stage of the language sciences, according to 

Zaydan, is to study the history of words, and to account for their origins and the changes 

reflected in their composition, “and this is what is perhaps rightly called ‘the science of 

language and its philosophy’ [‘ilm al-lugha wa falsafatuha].” Zaydan tentatively bestows 

both names science and philosophy, reflecting the ambiguity and novelty of this area of 

study, but also his sense that it is a privileged one.32   

Zaydan is very conscious of introducing a new science (or philosophy) and is eager 

for it to meet with broadminded and scholarly reception that is appropriately modern. 

Zaydan refers to his work as a “hasty sketch” that he is submitting to learned readers (ahl 

al-nazar wa-l-tahqiq, or “those who look into and ascertain things”), noting that a fuller 

treatment would fill many tomes. He calls on his readers to examine his claims closely 

28 Zaydan, Philosophy, 31. The given names for these four aspects of language in Arabic are sarf, nahu, 
ma’ani, and bayan. 
29 Zaydan, Philosophy, 50. 
30 Zaydan, Philosophy, 139-143. 
31 Zaydan, Philosophy, 82. 
32 The latter two sciences flow from the second. The third science is the “comparison of languages,” or 
determining the shared origins of words across languages. The fourth, which Zaydan calls the most 
elevated, is to ascertain how humans uttered their first words, Philosophy, 31. 
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and to make corrections where necessary, “out of love for elucidating the truth,” and for 

them to consider him their “partner” or “collaborator” in exposing the truth “from 

wherever it comes.” He implores his readers to not willfully misrepresent his argument 

and concedes he (may have) made mistakes on account of the speed with which he wrote 

it, that he may have included unnecessary material and left significant points out.33 The 

authorial modesty, the characterization of a partial and preliminary contribution, the 

desire for a collegial community of readers dedicated to collaborative truth-seeking in 

good faith, are arguably hallmarks of a modern scholarly consciousness and culture that 

Zaydan is seeking to inculcate.  

Zaydan’s attentiveness to the cohort of the khassa is again evident in the introduction 

to the second printing of The Philosophy of Language in 1904. Nearly two decades later, 

Zaydan continues to describe it as a work for the “elite of men of letters and readers who 

savor intellectual and philosophical studies, who are few in number and every time and 

place.” This is especially the case in “our country [fi-biladina], which is still in its youth 

in terms of science and literature, so what of linguistic philosophical studies which are 

new even in the languages of the Franks?”34 Surely Arab scholars are not novices to the 

study of their language, but are rather less versed in the modern science of philology 

Zaydan is introducing. Zaydan already recognizes the effects of the change he is calling 

for: he writes that the demand for the work’s reprinting points to the “increase of the 

educated elite [al-khassa] among the people of this tongue.”35 Zaydan’s works serve to 

swell the ranks of the new khassa. The same year saw the publication of The Arabic 

Language, A Living Being (al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, Ka’in Hayy), which Zaydan describes 

33 Zaydan, Philosophy, 3-4. 
34 Zaydan, Philosophy, 5. 
35 Ibid. 
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as another modest contribution to a still-new area of study.36 As with The Philosophy of 

Language, Zaydan humbly submits his second work to the “cohort of essayists and 

scholars of language” so they may “give the subject its due, or to add to it as it requires 

much research and long study.”37 Though Zaydan distinguishes his work from that of 

traditional scholars of language, he also seeks their approval and, indeed, their 

collaboration. Yet it seems clear he would have them work from his premises and within 

his parameters. Zaydan adds to the cohort of the khassa but also endeavors to transform 

it. 

Zaydan seeks to transform Arab intellectual elites, who can in turn transform Arab 

politics. Zaydan in a sense hitches Arab intellectuals to the state, but it is a partnership 

that is ambivalent, and it is not clear if intellectuals are following the state’s agenda or the 

other way around. In the penultimate section of Arabic as a Living Being, Zaydan notes 

that under the Mamluks, “politics, administration, literature and sciences sank to their 

lowest point,” such that by the time the French arrived, the language of Egypt’s scholars 

was “almost ‘ammiyya.”38 Zaydan does not write hagiographically of Muhammad ‘Ali, 

who came to power in Egypt after the evacuation of the French. Scholars often view 

Muhammad ‘Ali’s efforts with respect to a wide-ranging translation campaign of largely 

technical knowledge into Arabic and the sending of student missions to Europe as the 

spark of the Nahda in Egypt.  

Whereas later Egyptian and even Arab nationalists would claim Muhammad ‘Ali as a 

founding father, having wrested autonomy from the Ottoman state, Zaydan argues that 

36 Zaydan, Al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, Ka’in Hayy/The Arabic Language as a Living Being (Cairo: Dar al-
Hilal, n.d.), 19. 
37 Zaydan, Living Being, 21. 
38 Zaydan, Living Being, 135. 
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corruption of the Arabic language actually increased during his rule. The Egyptian 

government “began establishing departments of state and the judiciary, etc., before 

concerning itself with the teaching of the people, their acculturation, the advancement of 

their thought, and the reform of their station.”39 The “language of the diwans 

[departments of state]” thus languished in a pitiable condition. It is perhaps the clearest 

articulation in Zaydan’s two books of his view, as reported by Thomas Philipp, that the 

education of the people must come before the trappings of independence and 

sovereignty.40 Despite Muhammad ‘Ali’s hastiness, however, Zaydan remains hopeful: 

people have gradually became enlightened as a result of the spread of journalism, and a 

critical mass of skilled, modern writers have assumed government positions and begun 

purifying the language of these deficiencies.41 It is a clear vindication of the role of his 

peer group, the new khassa, in the modernization of society and of the state itself. 

Intellectuals can contribute to these processes to greater effect than bungling political 

elites. That intellectuals can serve Nahda without or in spite of independent national 

states is suggested by the example of the Arab Academy of Damascus, as well. 

But Zaydan may have reckoned that the time was ripe for effective state patronage of 

the process of language modernization by 1912, a full twenty-six years after the 

appearance of The Philosophy of Language and eight years after The Arabic Language as 

a Living Being. In that year he published an open proposal to the Egyptian Minister of 

Education, Hishmat Pasha, on the founding of an Arab Academy of Science.42 He begins 

with his familiar conceit: language “is a living being, subject to the law of origins and 

39 Zaydan, Living Being, 136. 
40 Philipp, “Jurji Zaidan and the Ottoman Revolution,” 150-151. 
41 Zaydan, Living Being, 136. 
42 Al-Hilal 21 (1912), 101-108. 

53 
 

                                                           



evolution, and it develops by way of death, renewal, transformation, and generation as 

required by social, scientific, and political circumstances.” Zaydan notes that a number of 

prototypical associations had already been formed, including the Eastern Academy of 

Science in Beirut (al-Majm‘a al-‘Ilmi al-Sharqi), the Arab Linguistic Academy in Egypt 

in 1893, and most recently, the Nadi Dar al-‘Ulum in Egypt. Their lexical determinations 

were not widely adopted by writers, however, because these bodies lacked an official or 

formal character (sifa rasmiyya). It is such a body that Zaydan now proposes to the 

Minister of Education, the kind the “civilized states of Europe” founded generations ago.  

It seems moreover that intellectuals, with all their autonomous, cacophonous activity, 

need to be reined in and regulated to some extent. Zaydan points out in this proposal that 

each Arab writer and translator since the reign of Muhammad ‘Ali has followed their own 

method (manhaj) in rendering foreign words—some coining their own, others extracting 

archaic words from the dictionaries, still others Arabizing or absorbing the foreign term 

more or less as is. Zaydan describes the resulting state of the language with a string of 

alarming words: chaos (fawda), danger (khatar), ambiguity (iltibas), disorder (idtirab), 

disturbance (tashwish). Zaydan does not complain that the words coined by individual 

writers are incorrect or imprecise, nor does he take issue with their ways of generating 

them. He is calling rather for collaboration and uniformity under the aegis of a 

responsible authority. An official/formal language academy is needed to produce 

official/formal words, which is only possible with official/formal state sponsorship. 

Zaydan seems to have realized towards the end of his prolific career that intellectuals and 

the state were ultimately in need of each other.      
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* Evolutionary Thought and Organicist Imagery 

Though Zaydan does not mention the names of Charles Darwin or Herbert Spencer in 

his two books on language, his evolutionary discourse is central to his notions of the 

origins and development of language. Languages, like their speakers, are living things; so 

language, like the human species, evolves. Hence Zaydan speaks of a general law of 

evolution governing all living things.43 “Let us imagine man44 in his early days, roaming 

the fields and forests naked or half-naked,” he writes. Early man  

gathers the fruits and vegetables of the earth, and when night falls he seeks 
refuge in a cave or scales a tree out of fear from the attacks of beasts; and the 
next morning he descends and seeks to gain his livelihood through his own effort. 
Either he looks for a tree the fruit of which he can eat, or he throws stones at an 
animal and kills it and eats its flesh, not differing in this respect from the beasts 
of the wild. It is not long before he is compelled to gather/socialize [al-ijtim’a] 
with others, and this is the distinguishing trait of man. The reason for his 
tendency to socialize is his inability to face the exigencies of nature and to defeat 
the scourge of wild beasts alone, so he took to cooperating and collaborating, and 
this is [what is called] society/socialization [al-ijtim’a]. When he gathered with 
others, he was compelled to exchange meanings and purposes…progressing 
gradually from gestures to sounds to words to sentences, as we shall see. So it 
appears from the above that it is man’s weakness that drove him to speech [al-
takallum]…45    
  

Zaydan portrays early man as beast-like and in conflict with beasts, and in fact 

Zaydan describes the human being as unique with respect to the other animals.46 There is 

as yet no elite and no mass; all humans are equally frail and fearful creatures compelled 

to socialize. Man’s distinguishing trait is a “talent placed in [him] by the Creator, that is 

the talent of imitation.”47 Zaydan’s evolutionary vision is tempered by his securing a 

place for a Creator-God. Humans imitate the phenomena of nature first through physical 

43 Zaydan, Philosophy, 113. 
44 Zaydan consistently uses the term insan, or human being; however it is a masculine term and takes the 
masculine pronoun and verbal agreement, etc. 
45 Zaydan, Philosophy, 114-115.  
46 Zaydan, Philosophy, 116. 
47 Ibid. 
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gestures and then through sounds, which are effectively the first words. Zaydan accounts 

for the emergence of religion(s) as part of the same evolutionary development in the 

socialization of the species. Socialized man “founded cities and established kingdoms and 

nations, and ventured far into Creation, and wrote philosophy and differed in his views as 

to the secret of Creation; so sects, religions, and denominations separated, and wars were 

waged.”48 Religion contributes to human socialization and the refinement of language, at 

least insofar as each social group must communicate and collaborate in the invention of 

ever more powerful tools of war.49 Human life is characterized by conflict, conflict 

propels human evolution; man contends against beast and against fellow man.  

Spoken Arabic predates written Arabic, which is the case for all languages, according 

to Zaydan, just as the language of physical gestures predates the spoken languages. After 

the Islamic conquests of the Middle East and North Africa, the number of spoken dialects 

multiplied. The spoken dialects continue to exhibit the dynamism that is characteristic of 

living languages—they continue to evolve, borrow foreign terms, and generate lexical 

variations through a handful of largely unconscious techniques, such as substituting 

(ibdal) and switching (qalb) root letters,50 or forming compound words (naht). Zaydan 

notes that a recent borrowing in the ‘ammi or spoken dialect is a verb that comes from “to 

stuff” or “to stow” in English, with the triliteral root s-t-f: “Had this happened before the 

language was composed, this word would be counted among Arabic words, and we 

would not dare suggest it was taken from a foreign language (lugha a‘ajamiyya),” he 

48 Ibid. 
49 Zaydan, Philosophy, 116-117. 
50 Also known as root-modification and metathesis, respectively. Jaroslav Stetkevych, The Modern Arabic 
Literary Language, 46. 
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asserts.51  His work is peppered with the ingenious coinings of Beirutis, Shamis, 

Egyptians, Iraqis, Maghribis, and of the “inhabitants of the desert” in their daily speech.52 

This is a major but easily overlooked point for Zaydan, whom we often take—more or 

less at his word—to be a strict classicist or purist. In other words, it is clear that he 

analyzes the spoken dialects, the ‘ammiyyat, as true languages, in a sense as the truest 

languages, for their dynamism and ceaseless evolution. 

So why should one evolutionary stage of a language be favored over others, to be 

preserved and maintained down the centuries? Does this not arrest the flow of 

development Zaydan goes to such pains to argue is perfectly natural—is it not in a sense 

contrary to nature? If anything, endowing a language with such stature disguises the fact 

that it is itself filled with foreign borrowings and neologisms. It is not clear that Zaydan 

fully answers these questions in The Philosophy of Language. Rather, he considers them 

more directly in the pages of al-Hilal in February of 1893—the newspaper’s sixth ever 

monthly edition, seven years after the appearance of his first book on language and 

eleven years before the second. The article is in the form of a response to a speech 

delivered by William Willcocks, an engineer at the Egyptian Public Works Department 

who would go on to design the first Aswan Low Dam. Willcocks’ speech was delivered 

in the al-Azbakiya district of Cairo, entitled to the effect, “Why do the Egyptians now 

lack the power of invention?”; it was then printed in the newspaper al-Azhar.53 

According to Zaydan, Willcocks had offered as a remedy to the problem he identified the 

Egyptians’ need to abjure the classical language and to use the ‘ammiyya in their writing, 

following in this respect the lead of other nations, such as the English, in the adoption of 

51 Zaydan, Philosophy, 94. 
52 Zaydan, Philosophy, 39, 40, 49, etc. 
53 Al-Hilal 1 (1893), 200. 
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their vernaculars. 

Zaydan’s response to Willcocks’ challenge effectively entails what may be termed a 

process of “managed evolution,” or a process of “selection” whereby the speakers of a 

language (or their educated elite) play the role of “selectors” of a variant or “species” of 

language. Zaydan disputes that Arabic’s case is comparable to that of English in his 

objection to Willcocks’ proposal. In substituting English for Latin, the English exchanged 

a “foreign language” (lugha ajnabiyya) for a national language (lugha wataniyya). “This 

is not the case with the Arabic language,” Zaydan explains, “for the difference between 

the written language and the spoken language is not very great, and is perhaps not greater 

than the difference between the language of English writers and the language of their 

common people who do not know how to read.” Zaydan downplays the difference 

between written and spoken Arabic and thereby sidesteps the question whether the 

written or spoken language of a nation is its national language—the implication is both 

are because they are one and the same. (It is not clear how Zaydan would address this 

point were the language in question a Romance language with respect to Latin, rather 

than English.) Substituting the dialect for the classical would be to exchange a lesser evil 

for a greater one, because the difference between the “language of Egypt and of Sham 

[the Levant] is no less than the difference between the fusha language and the ‘ammiyya 

language.” Whereas Zaydan had downplayed the difference between the written and 

spoken languages in his first point, he emphasizes the differences among the various 

spoken dialects in his second.54  

Zaydan’s third objection expresses a rather problematic sense of the “natural” order 

of things (or people). “Language in all places and times reflects the state of the minds of 

54 Al-Hilal 1 (1893), 201. 
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its speakers,” and the ‘ammiyya is “degraded relative to the degraded thought of its 

speakers,” Zydan attests. It cannot possibly take the place of the fusha language which is, 

after all, “one of the most advanced languages of the world.” How could it accommodate 

scientific terms, especially the modern ones which the fusha language itself is almost 

incapable of expressing? Zaydan’s sentiments here conflict with his first objection above, 

and stand in marked contrast with his observations as to the inventiveness of the spoken 

dialects in The Philosophy of Language. Zaydan continues that the English common 

people (‘ammat al-inkliz) cannot understand sophisticated scientific terms “no matter 

how much they are clarified and simplified,” which is proof that “between the ‘amma and 

the khassa is a veil that, no matter how much we try to lift, nature drops back into 

place.”55 Their respective languages are natural markers of this fact, in a kind of 

irredeemable hopelessness that is quite striking for Zaydan. Rather than take up 

Willcocks’ principal point about the disadvantage of classical Arabic with respect to the 

Western vernaculars, Zaydan maintains that the true rupture is between the educated 

elites of every language and “their own” common publics. 

Zaydan leaps to the defense of the fusha language again in the pages of al-Hilal 

nearly a decade later, in 1902, this time in response to a reader citing the argument of J. 

Selden Willmore, a judge at the Native Court of Appeal in Cairo. Zaydan repeats the 

point that there is a plurality of dialects to choose from, were the Arabs to abjure their 

classical language. “And if they said, ‘Compose a language that partakes of [all] these 

dialects,’ we would say that language is not composed by connivance, but rather it is a 

body [jism] that develops naturally according to the requirements of the general law of 

55 Al-Hilal 1 (1893), 201-202. 
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evolution,” is his counter to the imagined riposte.56 It is perhaps an overstatement of 

Zaydan’s central point about the nature of language. Whereas Zaydan had argued in The 

Philosophy of Language that humans had collaboratively developed language through 

their innate capacity for speech in order to survive the wild, here Zaydan exaggerates his 

notion of language as a living being to the point where it is practically exterior to and 

untouched by human intentionality, a species separate from its speakers. It may thus be 

said that Zaydan’s evolutionary discourse betrays its limits at three junctures: by 

necessitating a kind of oversight of the process of linguistic evolution; by migrating from 

language to people as the natural (and surprisingly static) beings in question; and then, in 

seeming tension with both of these, by characterizing language as an almost 

independently minded natural creature.  

Though Zaydan brings up the case of the vernacular Frankish languages’ borrowing 

from Latin and Greek for scientific purposes, he would rather the Arabs “do without this 

burden by keeping to the fusha,” which is, at the end of the day, “not alien to the 

understanding of the ‘amma as it is claimed, except in the cases of those who wish to 

burrow into the depths of the language and use the archaic, strange words that the elite 

[khassa] hardly understand, let alone the common people [‘amma].” Proof of this is none 

other than modern prose itself, which circulates “in the pages of newspapers and 

magazines and is understood by the elite and the common people both.”57 Zaydan thus 

writes now directly counter to what he had described as the veil of understanding 

between the educated elite and the common people nine years earlier, by both setting a 

ceiling to the elite’s true understanding of the language (who knows those archaic words 

56 Al-Hilal 10 (1902), 279. 
57 Al-Hilal 10 (1902), 280. 
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anyway?) and by raising the level of the ‘amma’s grasp of it. More, he endorses the 

development of a new, modern Arabic—while still maintaining it is nothing less than 

classical—registering the linguistic change to which he is himself contributing. One 

wonders whether his newly emphasized claim as to the shared understanding of fusha 

Arabic by the educated and the common people alike is part of an increasingly important 

intention to establish the unity and cohesiveness of Arab society, and to what ends. 

Indeed, Zaydan writes defensively against those who would incite the “dissolution of the 

Arab world” and the “fragmentation of the unity of Arabic speakers.”58  

Zaydan more frequently addresses the entity that is the Arab umma in his second 

book on language, Arabic as a Living Being, published eighteen years after The 

Philosophy of Language in 1904. This book treats Arabic after it had finished forming: 

“that is, after nouns, verbs, and articles were distinguished, and most of its derivations 

[al-’ishtiqaqat]” and other basic elements were elaborated. This process was completed 

long “before history” at a moment lost “in the folds of time.”59 The fundamentals of 

Arabic may have been formed in prehistoric times, but significant swathes of its content 

are still subject to perpetual renewal. In a particularly effective extended metaphor, 

Zaydan likens language to an organism whose cells die and are replaced continuously by 

new cells, “to the point that it is said that the human body regenerates itself completely 

within a few years, and nothing remains of what it was previously composed.” The 

umma, he continues, is also (like) such an organism; its population is entirely replaced 

every century much as the individual body’s cells are replaced within a decade. Indeed, 

these natural processes are more easily discernible in the life of the umma than in the life 

58 Al-Hilal 10 (1902), 279. 
59 Zaydan, Living Being, 28. 
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of the individual.60   

Just as the umma, as a living thing, is subject to the laws of evolution, so to are those 

phenomena that are the works of the human mind, such as “language, customs, religions, 

laws, sciences, literatures, etc.”61  Interestingly, Zaydan does not include the umma itself 

as a product of the human mind as he does language—even though it is not clear that he 

sees the former as anything more than the social grouping distinguished by the latter, 

separating, migrating, and ramifying over time. In other words, language may in some 

sense be “imagined” for Zaydan, but language communities, or umam, are demonstrably 

real (i.e. possessing the traits of real, evolving organisms). 

For Zaydan, phenomena like language, customs, religions, etc. are products of the 

human mind, but also manifestations of the umma itself, suggesting a kind of collective, 

generating mind—perhaps the “genius” of an umma or people. Such phenomena in their 

development follow a “concealed path which the individual does not notice or feel except 

after a long time.”62 While Zaydan obviously celebrates the creative powers of the human 

mind, the human mind is still limited in its understanding of those very powers and their 

products. Just as the Arabs cannot perceive the origins of their own language, lost as it in 

the primordial mists (nor can Zaydan’s community of philologists), so too are they 

unaware of their language’s true process of continual development. Language is a living 

being, but in some sense too an unknown or unfamiliar species, a scientific discovery still 

waiting to be made. Language not only undergoes change as it evolves, it is also a special 

case in that it preserves the traces of changes in the other areas of human development, 

60 Zaydan, Living Being, 23. 
61 Zaydan, Living Being, 23-24. 
62 Zaydan, Living Being, 24. 
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such as customs, law, literature, etc.63 Language is a living being, but it also holds out a 

kind of fossil record of other aspects of human history. 

 * Historicism  

Di-Capua argues that if any “single grand concept” explains the commitments of 

thinkers in Egypt at the end of the nineteenth century, that concept would be 

“historicism.” Evading the “enormous literature on the subject,” Di-Capua simply 

describes historicism as “a certain vision or attitude toward history, which Carl Schorske 

has referred to as ‘thinking with history’” (italics in original).64 Richard Kroner has 

described historicism as “a bad philosophy resulting from a hypertrophical growth of the 

historical view.”  Historicism is a product of the “over-valuation of scientific knowledge” 

and in the history of Western thought, it “has taken the place previously occupied by 

naturalism.”65 Historicism shares elements with naturalism and also represents a reaction 

against it, according to Kroner. Though the present chapter also foregoes an extended 

theoretical exploration of the concept, it is clear that Zaydan’s work on language 

accommodates both strands—naturalism (in the sense of evolutionary thought and 

organicist imagery) and historicism. In other words, both the laws of nature and the 

course of human history inform his vision of language.  

Zaydan weds his story of tree-climbing early man to the philological narrative 

adopted in Europe of the world’s language families originating with Noah’s three sons 

(named after them as the Japhetic, Semitic, and Hamitic languages). “It is well-known 

63 Zaydan, Living Being, 25. 
64 Di-Capua, 27-29. Di-Capua also offers Maurice Mandelbaum’s definition of the concept: “Historicism is 
the supposition that an adequate understanding of human reality can be gained only through considering it 
in terms of the place which it secured for itself, and the role which it played, within a historical process of 
development.” 
65 Richard Kroner, “History and Historicism,” in Journal of Bible and Religion 14, no. 3 (Aug., 1946): 131. 
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that man grew up on the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates between Iraq and Armenia,” 

Zaydan reminds us.66 Zaydan’s reading of the Flood myth is literal, leading him to 

speculate that the ancient Egyptians and Chinese were among the first umam to have 

migrated from Mesopotamia and settled the world before the Flood. This explains their 

languages’ fundamental differences from the rest.67 Zaydan even suggests that Egypt and 

China derive from Cain’s line, pointing to phonetic similarities between the indigenous 

names of these civilizations and the name Cain.68 The Semitic group was the last to leave 

Mesopotamia and boasts the “reservoir of the oldest history, that is the Torah written in 

Hebrew.”69  

The Semites, who had originally spoken one language, divided into groups and settled 

in various parts of the Middle East: some inhabited the “coasts of Syria” and developed 

the Phoenician language, which in turn gave rise to Hebrew; others settled (or remained 

in) “Arab Iraq” and spoke Assyrian, which branched out into Chaldean and Syriac;70 

another group peopled the Arabian peninsula, where “the Arabic language and Arab 

umma were born.”71 The Hebrews’ ease of communication with the Arabs during their 

forty years in the desert, and King David’s famed exchange with the Queen of Sheba, 

illustrate the common ancestry of Hebrew and Arabic.72 Zaydan thus reads the Torah as a 

historical source in two senses—as a product of human history, and as a record of it—and 

uses its content as signposts to his argument.   

Presumably, these early Arabs also spoke some form of an early, proto-Arabic. By the 

66 Zaydan, Philosophy, 19. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Zaydan, Philosophy, 20. 
69 Zaydan, Philosophy, 13. 
70 Zaydan, Philosophy, 28. 
71 Zaydan, Philosophy, 18. 
72 Zaydan, Philosophy, 30. 
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seventh century of the common era, Arabic had as branches or variants Ethiopic and the 

languages of Humayr and ‘Adnan, as well as the “language of Quraysh in which the 

Qur’an was written,” according to Zaydan.73 Zaydan identifies the language of Quraysh 

as that in which the Qur’an was written—rather than “revealed” or “delivered.” It appears 

at first as an almost scandalous statement, but it is the written nature of the Quranic text, 

and the written language it spawned, that is significant for Zaydan. The historical role and 

value of the Qur’an are to be found in the fact that it preserved, like a snapshot, the 

Arabic language at a privileged moment or stage in its development. The “Arab peoples 

in Egypt, Syria, and the Maghrib speak Arabic, yet every people’s language differs from 

the others,” and “were it not for the Qur’an, each people’s language would have become 

independent and the peoples (shu‘ub) would not understand each other, as happened with 

the branches of the Latin language.”74 The Qur’an is a historical source like the Torah, 

but not only as a product or record of history. It has rather intervened in history, leaving 

its imprint upon it and directing its future flow—historic in the history-making sense. 

Yet the unifying effect of the Qur’an (or Quranic Arabic) entails a second, counter-

dynamic—one of division. Zaydan actually comes close to recasting the notion of 

Jahiliyya, conventionally understood as the period of “ignorance” in Arab history before 

Islam, as the period of ignorance of writing, rather than of God or true religion: for the 

Arabs “did not have a written language to refer to, and no bond (rabita) held them 

together, sunk as they were in Jahiliyya.” Therefore their speech was more readily 

affected by “natural factors” than it is at present.75 But after writing was standardized at 

the dawn of Islam, “and authoring increased, and rules [ruabit, plural of “bond” above] 

73 Zaydan, Philosophy, 28. 
74 Zaydan, Philosophy, 29.  
75 Ibid. 
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were set, its ability to preserve these lexical variations decreased, and they remained 

confined to the ‘amma.”76 The written language gives rise to cultural unity, but also to 

categories of learning and ignorance, elite and common, khassa and ‘amma. Zaydan the 

historian subscribes to the notion of history beginning with the advent of writing; Zaydan 

the intellectual equates history with the history of knowledge. 

Zaydan clearly recognizes the basic unit of the language group or community, and 

suggests that religion is a subsequent, secondary development within that community. He 

emphasizes, for instance, that a significant portion of Islamic religious terminology 

pertaining to shari‘a and fiqh—to Holy Law and Islamic jurisprudence—existed in 

Arabic before Islam. These terms subsequently took on new resonances and 

significations—language as the wellspring or at least midwife of religious thought, in 

other words.77 It is possible that the Christian Zaydan sought to emphasize linguistic links 

at the expense of religious ones. Yet it is important to note that in all of his discussion of 

the Arab umma in his two books of philology, there is no insistence that Arabic speakers 

live in a state by and for themselves. Actually, Zaydan’s notion of Nahda is premised on 

the mixing of peoples and cultural exchange. Continuing on the theme of the 

imperceptible process of the umma’s development, Zaydan notes that  

this slow procession is suddenly upset by great leaps that come all at one time, 
changing matters markedly. This is what they describe as a Nahda, and the 
causes of such Nahda’s are usually the contact and exchange of thought in the 

76 Zaydan, Philosophy, 41. 
77 Basic terms like al-m’umin (the believer), al-kafir (the unbeliever), al-fasiq (the sinner), and al-muslim 
itself (one who submits; later, the Muslim) were such pre-existing words. For shar‘i vocabulary he includes 
al-salat (prayer), al-ruku‘ (prostration), al-haj (pilgrimage), and al-zakat (alms).  Redefined words for the 
new science of fiqh include al-thahar (repudiation or divorce), al-‘adda (prescribed time before 
remarriage), and al-fara’id (religious duties or obligations). Highlighting the profane or Jahili origins of 
religious terms (and in some cases, such as those pertaining to divorce, the Jahili origins of particular 
Arab/Islamic practices) does not only contribute to their historicizing or desacralizing. It also brings to light 
the language’s historical record of putting its own old material to new uses, its ability to effect the 
“semantic extension” of existing words, Living Being, 64-65. 
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mixing of the umam as a result of migration driven by want or fear…[or else] the 
emergence of a prophet, or lawgiver, or a great philosopher, or an ambitious 
leader who carries the people towards conquest and invasion, or other such 
causes of mixing…so customs, ethics, religions, and literatures diversify. 
Language is affected by all of that.78        

 

Forms of mixing that often result in Nahda’s include migration, conquest, and 

invasion—terms that do not tend to signify stable territorial limits or isolated populations. 

Indeed, Zaydan does not hesitate to apply the term Nahda to the second and first 

centuries before Islam, stressing the Hijazi Arabs’ mixing with Persians, Nabateans, 

Yeminis, Indians, Ethiopians, Egyptians, Nubians, Hittites, Chaldeans, and others. Many 

of these “nations” (umam) would gather at the K‘aba in Mecca, for the Arabian peninsula 

“was at the center of where East meets West.” In turn, the Meccans, and “especially the 

Quraysh,” the Prophet Muhammad’s own tribe, were seasoned travelers and traders who 

journeyed into the wider world. Zaydan therefore responds to both “sides” in 

conventional attitudes of ambivalence towards the pre-Islamic past: he applies the notion 

of Nahda to a period commonly identified with “ignorance,” and he stresses cross-

cultural exchange where others imagine the pristine Arabic language sheltered in its 

desert home.   

Zaydan points out new words acquired by the language in the pre-Islamic period 

generally signify new things that the Arabs learned about or acquired from other peoples: 

the words for drugs and medications, tools, crafts, textiles, metals, precious stones, 

furniture, unfamiliar animals, nautical terminology, etc. That new words in a very literal 

sense signal new objects and categories of knowledge is a point Zaydan returns to with 

each successive historical phase he chronicles. This is most clearly the case for the 

78 Zaydan, Living Being, 24-25. 
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‘Abbasid period. Zaydan describes the introduction of new sciences, each of which was 

given a name in Arabic, and which in turn spawned its own specialized vocabulary. This 

is true of the medical sciences (like ophthalmology, pharmacy, anatomy, surgery, and 

obstetrics) and the natural sciences (including chemistry, mathematics, and astronomy). It 

is also true of the increasingly elaborated and codified Islamic sciences, such as kalam 

(often translated as “scholastic theology”) and tasawwuf (Sufism or mysticism); Zaydan 

claims the new terms for these numbered in the thousands, such that ‘Abbasid pioneers 

were compelled to compile dictionaries to include and explain them all.79 

“The condition of the people [ahl] of the ‘Abbasid age in transplanting the sciences 

from Greek, Farsi, Hindi…is like our condition in this age in transferring the sciences 

from French, English, German,” Zaydan states plainly.80 Zaydan had wrested control 

over linguistic thought from the traditional khassa only to re-insert his modern cohort 

(and himself) into a tradition of thought led by these historical authorities. Nahda’s are 

recurring historical phenomena, and seem to follow some kind of historical law of 

periodic efflorescence. Obviously, each Nahda’s historical moment is different. The 

contributions of their own scholars are meaningful and valuable for their time and place, 

yet still serve a cumulative process of expanding knowledge that benefits future 

generations. In this way, Zaydan’s historicism closely parallels his evolutionary dynamic: 

another constant law of perpetual change, ever tending to the refinement of the species, 

and of the species’ speech, or language.   

 

 

79 Zaydan, Living Being, 80-83. 
80 Zaydan, Living Being, 80. 
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II. Two Language Surveys: Al-Hilal (1919-1920) and the Journal of the Arab 
Academy of Science in Damascus (1928-1929) 

 
 
This section affirms Abdulrazzak Patel’s observation of Nahda-era debates on 

language: that “different linguistic, religious, ideological, and even political impulses 

motivated [Nahdawi] scholars, which often meant that they expressed divergent attitudes 

towards the [Arabic] language.”81 The responses to two surveys on linguistic matters 

furnish a rich cross-section of these impulses and attitudes, which point to a broader 

Nahda-era discussion of language that could only have been more varied. Zaydan had 

depicted the Arabic language as dynamic; these two surveys indicate that thought about 

the Arabic language in the early twentieth century was both dynamic and diverse.  

The editors of al-Hilal, now under the direction of Zaydan’s sons Shukri and Emile, 

announced the circulation of their survey on the future of the Arabic language in the 

October/November 1919 issue of the newspaper. The responses were published from 

December 1919 through April 1920. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi published the terms of 

his survey (or proposal: iqtirah) on words not found in the authoritative Arabic 

dictionaries nearly a decade later, in January 1928. The responses were published 

beginning that month through August 1929. 

Both surveys came at times of great moment, in the Middle East in general and in the 

Levant specifically. In early March, Egypt’s Revolution of 1919 erupted following the 

British refusal to permit S‘ad Zaghlul to attend the Paris Peace Conference as part of a 

delegation (wafd) to represent Egyptian aspirations; the uprising is widely considered the 

“first real nationalist movement in Arab history, in which nationalist leaders enjoyed the 

81 Abdulrazzak Patel, The Arab Nahdah: The Making of the Intellectual and Humanist Movement 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), 102. 
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full support of the masses, from the countryside to the cities.”82 The October/November 

issue also featured a hagiographical account of the life of the Amir Faysal by ‘Isa 

Iskandar al-M‘aluf, who signed it as the owner of al-Athar magazine and member of the 

Arab Academy of Science in Damascus. Al-M‘aluf relates how Faysal, luckier than 

Zaghlul, had dazzled the Western press gathered at the Peace Conference with his sound 

judgment and wise words (and Arab dress). Al-M‘aluf also writes with seeming 

approbation of “British cleverness” in defeating the Ottomans, including their eventual 

capture of Kut al-‘Amara (in soon-to-be British Iraq), which allowed them to extend to 

Faysal’s forces greater assistance, leading to their combined triumph in Damascus in 

October 1918. It is unclear if al-M‘aluf would have expected that around the time this 

issue of al-Hilal went to press, the British would announce their intention to withdraw 

from Syria on 1 November 1919, effectively leaving the territory in the hands of their 

allies, the French. 

In June of 1919, Faysal’s provisional Arab government had established the Arab 

Academy, and the Covenant of the League of Nations was signed in Paris, which 

sketched out the Mandate system for the possessions of the defeated German and 

Ottoman Empires in Article 22. Faysal’s government and the League were clearly 

preparing different futures for Syria. Within days, on 2 July 1919, the Syrian General 

Congress presented the King-Crane Commission with a resolution rejecting the Mandate 

(especially a French one), demanding independence, and calling for a constitutional 

monarchy with Faysal as king. The Congress would duly proclaim him King of Syria in 

March 1920. In the following month of April, the month the last response to the al-Hilal 

survey appeared, the San Remo Conference finalized the division of Mandates. France 

82 Eugene Rogan, The Arabs: A History (New York: Basic Books, 2009), 166. 
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defeated Faysal’s forces on 24 July at Khan Maysalun, though the League of Nations 

would not formally approve France’s Mandate until two years later, in July 1922. 

The interval over which the al-Hilal survey circulated was a profoundly uncertain and 

tumultuous one. It is perhaps these qualities of the moment that inflect the responses of 

the survey, which have the general sense of grappling with an unknown and open-ended 

future. By the time of al-Maghribi’s proposal in the Arab Academy journal in 1928, in 

contrast, the French Mandate for Syria was an established fact. The French authorities 

and the Syrian political leadership were locked into a confrontation as to what kind of 

relationship the quasi-colonial Mandate would be, and for how long. 

 From 1925 to 1927 the Great Syrian Revolt had raged against the Mandate, and 

French suppression left some six thousand dead and one hundred thousand homeless.83 

The National Bloc of politicians emerged from the ashes of revolt, composed largely of 

landowning notables anxious to maintain their position as local intermediaries and 

authorities between the (formerly Ottoman, now French) imperial center and the Syrian 

population.84 The National Bloc sought to pursue a policy of “honorable cooperation” 

with the Mandate authorities, but their tenure at the head of the Syrian national 

independence movement was marked by rocky relations with the French High 

Commission. 

On 25 October 1927, the National Bloc issued a declaration directed at the new High 

Commissioner Henri Ponsot, expressing “familiar demands for a Constituent Assembly 

83 Philip Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab Nationalism 1920-1945 (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 1987), 237. 
84 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 3-4, 251-253. 
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freely elected by universal suffrage and the reunification of Syria in its entirety.”85 By 

February 1928 the French had agreed, seeking to “appease nationalists recently defeated 

on the battlefield.”86 Ponsot tapped Shaykh Taj al-Din al-Hasani to form a provisional 

government as Prime Minister and oversee the elections. (Philip Khoury, the authoritative 

political historian of Mandate Syria, characterizes al-Hasani as an opportunist given to 

nepotism, and a rival of the Bloc politicians. Academy president Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali 

nevertheless accepted the post of Minister of Education in his cabinet.87)  

Elections were held on 10 and 24 April 1928, with results “very favorable” to the 

National Bloc.88 Soon the Constituent Assembly drafted a constitution for Syria, which 

contained six articles the French were bound to reject.89 On 11 August 1928 Ponsot 

adjourned the Assembly for three months, followed by another three months, and then in 

February 1929 it was prorogued indefinitely.90 Such were the turbulent politics that 

prevailed in Damascus as al-Maghribi circulated his proposal on words not recorded in 

dictionaries. 

The respondents of the surveys include some of the leading literary lights of the 

85 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 247. The Bloc here had in mind the absorption of Lebanon and 
the Druze and ‘Alawite statelets, which were administered separately, as discussed in the fourth chapter of 
this dissertation. 
86 Elizabeth Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 51. 
87 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 329. 
88 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 334. 
89 The draft constitution “provided for a president to be chosen indirectly by a single-chambered legislature 
elected by universal male suffrage. The president was to appoint a prime minister, who controlled 
policymaking and the various government ministries. The draft also granted citizens rights to freedom of 
property, association, speech and conscience, and fair trials; it also provided for obligatory primary 
education. Although the draft assured the legal equality of all citizens regardless of religion, in a nod to 
powerful ulama and majority popular sentiment it required the president to be Muslim. It also reserved for 
religious minorities seats in parliament, but not posts in the civil service.” The objectionable articles 
included those that called for the unity of Syria “and that the Syrian president, not the [French] high 
commissioner, should control foreign affairs and a national army,” Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 52. 
90 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 345. 
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period as well as lesser-known figures.91 The majority of the participants in al-Hilal’s 

survey 1919-1920 hailed from the Levant, specifically, from what would become Greater 

Lebanon: Khalil Mutran, Salim Sarkis,92 ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf, Gibran Kahlil Gibran, 

Antoine al-Jumayyil, and Niqula Haddad. Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, founding President of 

the Arab Academy in Damascus and editor of al-Muqtabas, and Jabir Dumit, professor at 

the American University of Beirut, were born in what would become the state of Syria 

(Damascus and Safita, respectively). Only one writer, the poet Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafi‘i, is 

Egyptian-born: from Tanta, though also of Lebanese stock. Al-Hilal’s pool is rounded out 

with one writer cryptically named only “Mustahil,” and introduced as “one of the great 

scholars of the Arabic language.” This was reportedly one of the pen names used by Fr. 

Anastas Mari al-Karmali, born in Baghdad; the editor of Lughat al-‘Arab and guiding 

spirit behind the establishment of the Iraqi Academy.93  

In the case of al-Hilal too, the respondents include two European and two American 

orientalists: Ignazio Guidi, the Italian Semiticist and senator; Fr. Henri Lammens, the 

Belgian-born and Lebanese-based Jesuit scholar; Richard Gottheil of Columbia 

University, former President of the American Federation of Zionists; and William H. 

Worrell, Director of the American School of Oriental Research in Jerusalem. Clearly, al-

91 All biographical data about the respondents provided here is taken from Youssef Assad Dagher’s 
indispensable tome, Masadir al-Dirasa al-Adabiyya/References of Literary Study (Beirut: Librairie du 
Liban, 2000), unless otherwise noted. This volume provides information about all of the respondents except 
Amin Wasif Bayk, for al-Hilal, and ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Jabri and Rashid Baqdunis for the Academy journal 
survey. That is, it provides material relating to 25 of the 28 total Arab respondents to the surveys. My 
assessments of the respondents’ pools are thus provisional.  
92 Salim Sarkis’ response is actually a single sentence and a poetic or proverbial line. As it has been 
contended that the revival of the Arabic language stands upon the efforts of the Muslims alone, he writes, 
“there is water in my mouth/and can he speak whose mouth is full of water?” Sarkis, a Christian, indicates 
he has perhaps impolitic views on that question. The response points to potential tensions between some 
Muslim and Christian Nahdawis. While it is apparent Sarkis himself may have considered highlighting 
religious difference as rather perilous, it is also interesting that he felt prepared to express as much as he 
did, and that his response was published in al-Hilal 28 (1920), 302.   
93 Rafai’l Bati, “Anastas Mari al-Karmali,” in A’alam al-Nahda al-Haditha, vol 1 (Beirut: Dar Hamra’, 
1990), 122. 
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Hilal under the direction Emile and Shukri Zaydan continued to view Western experts as 

participants in, and indeed pioneers of, the Arab Renaissance. Indeed, their responses 

were the first to be published. 

Two of the nineteen respondents to al-Maghribi’s proposal 1928-1929 had 

participated in al-Hilal’s earlier survey: ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf and Fr. Anastas Mari al-

Karmali (assuming the latter was indeed “Mustahil”). Al-Maghribi’s participants came 

from a more diverse range of geographical backgrounds. Al-Maghribi himself was 

Syrian-born (Latakia), as were three others: Kamil al-Ghazi and Qastaki al-Himsi (both 

from Aleppo), and Adwar Marqus (also from Latakia). Five were born in Lebanon: 

Mustafa al-Ghalayini, Niqula Fayyad, and ‘Arif al-Nakdi (Beirut); ‘Isa Iskandar al-

M‘aluf (Kafr ‘Aqab in al-Matn); and Ahmad Rida and Sulayman Zahir (both from 

Nabatiyya). M‘aruf al-Rusafi, al-Karmali, and Jamil al-Zahawi were from Iraq. Ahmad 

Amin and Ahmad al-Iskandari were Egyptian (born in Cairo and Alexandria, 

respectively). The respondents of this later survey also included one Palestinian, As‘af al-

Nashashibi, and one Tunisian, Muhammad al-Khadar Husayn. 

At least eight of the eleven Arab respondents to al-Hilal’s survey had studied at a 

local Christian or Western missionary institution at some level: Mutran, al-M‘aluf, al-

Jumayyil, Dumit, Haddad, Kurd ‘Ali, Gibran, and al-Karmali; the first four of these also 

taught at such an institution for varying periods of time. Seven of al-Hilal’s respondents 

are reported to have founded and/or edited their own newspapers or journals: Mutran (al-

Majalla al-Misriyya and al-Jawa’ib al-Misriyya); Sarkis (Majallat Sarkis, among others); 

al-M‘aluf (al-Athar); al-Jumayyil (al-Zuhur); Haddad (al-Jami‘a); Kurd ‘Ali (al-

Muqtabas); and al-Karmali (Lughat al-‘Arab). 
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By contrast, perhaps four of the nineteen respondents to al-Maghribi’s proposal 

studied at a local Christian or Western missionary institution: al-Nashashibi, Fayyad, al-

Nakdi, and al-M‘aluf. Marqus and al-M‘aluf are reported to have taught at one (al-

M‘aluf, as noted, had also participated in al-Hilal’s survey). M‘aruf al-Rusafi studied 

briefly at the Rushdiyya Military Academy in Baghdad. Three are reported to have 

studied at al-Azhar: Amin, al-Iskandari, and al-Ghalayini; and Muhammad al-Khadar 

Husayn rose to be Shaykh of al-Azhar. A notable number held religious positions or 

worked for Islamic institutions at some point in their careers: al-Rusafi taught for the 

Divinity School of the Ministry of Islamic Endowments in Istanbul;94 Amin and al-

Ghalayini were Islamic court judges; al-Ghazi served as “private imam” of the governor 

(wali) of Aleppo; al-Nakdi worked in the area of Druze endowments (awqaf). Rida and 

Zahir were among “the first generation of intellectuals of al-‘Irfan,” the leading Lebanese 

Shi‘i newspaper, “who called for Arabism,” according to Kais M. Firro.95 Al-Maghribi’s 

own religious and reformist commitments are examined at length in the next chapter. 

The respondents’ educational and professional backgrounds convey that  

(Levantine/Lebanese) Christians and/or products of Christian schools dominated al-

Hilal’s survey pool, whereas Muslims constituted the majority of al-Maghribi’s 

respondents. The first book examined in the preceding chapter’s literature review, George 

Antonius’ The Arab Awakening (1939), chronicles the story of Western, particularly 

American, missionaries arousing in their Lebanese, “overwhelmingly Christian” students 

a love for their native language and its forgotten literature. Muslims, who were educated 

94 Terri DeYoung, “M‘aruf al-Rusafi,” in Essays in Arabic Literary Biography 1850-1950, ed. Roger Allen 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2010), 280. 
95 Firro, “Ethnicizing the Shi‘is of Mandatory Lebanon,” in Middle Eastern Studies 42, no. 5 (Sep., 2006): 
745. 
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primarily in state or Islamic schools, were similarly ignited some time later.96 The last 

book discussed in that review, Abdulrazzak Patel’s The Arab Nahdah (2013), also 

suggests that Christians led the revival of interest in Arabic language and literature in the 

modern period, and were then followed by their Muslim fellows.  

The difference in the two surveys’ composition seems to confirm this trajectory, 

though both surveys were carried out some time later than the starting-points posited by 

Antonius and Patel for each community. Indeed, both (the Christian) al-M‘aluf and (the 

Muslim) Kurd ‘Ali are identified as members of the Arab Academy of Science in 

Damascus over the course of al-Hilal’s survey, suggesting that a shared or ecumenical 

space had already been created by the time of the first survey (and putting them by that 

point too in the company as al-Maghribi, who would initiate the second). It is also 

possible that this difference is primarily a reflection of networks and relationships; that 

the Christian editors of al-Hilal happened to have closer ties with other Levantine 

Christians and other editors of newspapers. It is risky to generalize broader patterns from 

one or two surveys’ results samples. But it is possible that by the time of each survey, 

Christian and Muslim intellectuals were already habituated to thinking about and 

discussing language in their somewhat differing ways. Or perhaps the decisive factor was 

not educational background or the inspiration of Western or Christian schooling—about 

which even the Christian respondents to al-Hilal had a range of feelings, as we shall 

see—so much as the fact of Western (and/or Christian) colonial domination. As the 

French Mandate neared the end of its first decade in Syria, both Christian and Muslim 

thinkers were well prepared to debate the state and fate of their language.  

The following pages will take these surveys in turn, and the terms and questions of 

96 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, 94-95. 
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each survey in order, cutting across and collating the responses. A survey is valuable 

precisely because it presents disparate thinkers with identical prompts. This obviates the 

need to stage a more contrived debate between disparate thinkers writing mainly 

unrelated works, and who may be uninterested in and even unaware of each other. Each 

question of each survey in a sense instantiated a nested debate within the broader 

Nahdawi debate about language. At the risk of inelegance, then, I have chosen this 

manner of organization to more clearly present the nuances and contours of each point in 

question. 

   

* Al-Hilal, 1919-1920 

Al-Hilal, originally the organ of Lebanese émigré Jurji Zaydan, opened the twenty-

eighth year of its run in October-November 1919 with salutations from “Dear Egypt—

heart of the Arab world—to every country [qitr] in which there is a people [qawm] that 

reads Arabic.”97 The issue also announced the circulation of a survey on the subject of 

the future of the Arabic language.  “It concerns the people of the Arab countries [al-aqtar 

al-‘arabiyya] as a whole in this new age to know what will be the status of the Arabic 

language in the future, and whether it will return to its glory and pride,” the editors 

explain.98 To this end, al-Hilal submitted a series of six questions to a group of men of 

letters, Arabs as well as Arabists (al-must‘aribun). Al-Hilal received fifteen responses in 

the form of short articles that it proceeded to publish over the months of December 1919 

through April 1920. 

 

97 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 3. Note that the survey hails readers of presumably the same, classical Arabic, and 
not speakers of the different dialects. 
98 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 72. 
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1. What is the future of the Arabic language, in your view? 
 

As expressed in the announcement of the survey, the editors, speaking on behalf of all 

Arabs, want to know whether their language will return to its past glory and pride. There 

is thus a tendency for some of the respondents (and for the editors) to think and write in 

rather grand terms of the glory of the language, rather than of its workaday viability. This 

sense of the language’s glorious future flows from a sense of its glorious past, a given in 

the wording of the question. The question in this way is as much about the respondents’ 

ideas about history as it is eliciting their prognostications of the future. Richard Gottheil, 

Khalil Mutran, “Mustahil”/al-Karmali, and Amin Wasif Bayk issue optimistic 

affirmations in these terms.99 The alternative fate may be dire in equal measure. Gibran 

Kahlil Gibran and Antoine al-Jumayyil invoke the cautionary examples of Syriac, 

Hebrew, Latin, and [ancient] Greek for what may befall the Arabic language if certain 

conditions are not met.100  

A number of the responses to this question do indeed suggest some kind of political, 

social, or cultural condition for a bright future for the Arabic language, and these 

conditions vary. Antoine al-Jumayyil perhaps expresses the general principle most 

succinctly: “the future of the Arabic language is strongly tied to the political and 

civilizational future of the peoples [aqwam] who speak it.”101  Henri Lammens has 

confidence in a positive future for Arabic provided the governments of the Arab countries 

are led men of far-sightedness, broad-mindedness, great patriotism [wataniyya rahba] 

and who know that the future of the Arabic language stands upon its firm unity with 

99 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 205; al-Hilal 28 (1920), 297, 402, 589.   
100 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 489, 586. 
101 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 585. 
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Western civilization [al-madaniyya al-gharbiyya].”102 Rather than unity with the West, 

Niqula Haddad asserts that the future of the Arabic language “stands upon what its 

speakers achieve in terms of independence and national freedom [al-huriyya al-

qawmiyya].”103 The conditions or factors identified by the writers are not primarily 

political in every instance, however. Gibran maintains that language “is one of the 

manifestations of the power of invention in the Arab nation [umma]…Therefore, the 

future of the Arabic language stands upon the future of the existence—or absence—of 

creative thought among the group of nations [umam] that speak the Arabic language.”104 

Richard Gottheil and ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf credit learned circles with assuring a bright 

future for the language: the “masters of learning in Egypt and Syria” who kept “its light 

shining”105 in the case of the former; the “care of its sons and the honorable 

orientalists”106 for the latter.  

Two views express something of a set fate for the language regardless of intervening 

circumstances. According to Jabir Dumit, the language’s future will in some way prove 

“different from that which was imagined before this miserable war.” The fallout of the 

Great War will likely prove “evil like the consequences of all wars before it upon Arabic 

and the Arabs, until a new balance is struck among the nations.”107 The fate of the 

language is uncertain—it is too early to tell—but circumstances bode ill for Dumit. 

Rafi‘i, on the other hand, is almost serene in his certainty of the resilience of the Arabic 

language, which is based upon “two great and eternal sources, the Qur’an and the Hadith, 

102 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 205. 
103 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 585. 
104 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 489. 
105 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 205. 
106 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 398. 
107 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 300. 
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and which remain the same for all time…[the language] will recuperate quickly from any 

illness…No social disorder has ever affected it and none ever shall.”108 Thus, for Dumit 

and al-Rafi‘i, the future of Arabic seems beyond the reach of human intentionality—an 

obscure foreboding for the former, almost assured triumph for the latter.  

2. What might be the influence of European civilization and of the Western spirit 
upon it? 

 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the three Western orientalists who address this question rate 

the Western example or influence positively. Gottheil and William Worrell both draw 

attention to the historical record of Arabic with respect to other languages. Gottheil 

identifies the Arabs’ contacts with first, “languishing Greco-Roman civilization,” 

followed later by the “Latin-Gothic civilization” of Spain and southern France. At both 

times, Arabic maintained its integrity.109 For Lammens, the Arabs must tend to their 

language in consideration of it as their national language (lugha wataniyya); however, 

they “must persevere in the learning of European languages that allowed Syrians in 

particular to play their historical role.”110 The Western impact is desirable and beneficial 

for Gottheil and Worrell, and necessary for Lammens.  

What is perhaps more interesting is the fact that most of the Arab respondents also 

view the Western impact as a positive force, or at least one that may constructively 

expand the powers of the Arabic language. Due to the Western influence, according to 

Khalil Mutran, contemporary Arab writers stick more closely to the subject, do without 

conventional flourishes, choose agreeable words, and keep their sentences short.111 Al-

M‘aluf also hails the Western spirit for effecting the “broadening of thought, the 

108 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 399-400.  
109 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 203. 
110 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 205. 
111 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 297. 
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innovation in expression, the freeing up of authorship and translation, and the spreading 

of a new spirit” among Arabic-speakers, while al-Haddad looks forward to “Eastern 

minds” engaging with Western concepts and devising new terms for them.  

“Mustahil”/al-Karmali is almost extravagant in his optimism about the influence of 

European civilization and the Western spirit, which he deems “the best possible.” He 

compares the Arabic language to an old tree which, having just survived a recent winter, 

has the branch of another grafted upon it, yielding “new fruits, of brilliant color, 

wondrous aroma, and delicious taste.”112 Gibran also invokes the imagery of a tree, 

which “transforms light, air, and the elements of soil into buds, then leaves, then flowers, 

then fruits.”113 More, al-Haddad and Gibran deem this influence natural, as the West is in 

the “lead of the path of general social development,”114 in the terms of the former, or at 

the head of the “caravan of the life of man,”115 in the imagery of the latter. Rather 

strikingly, it is really only Dumit who issues a pessimistic forecast of the impact of the 

West upon the Arabic language. The spread of Western languages will accompany the 

spread of Western political dominance, and Arabic will recede in the same proportion, 

until the struggle (jihad) of the Arabic language resembles that of Hebrew in the past.116 

Thus, Lammens’ claim that the Western influence is an absolute condition for success, 

and Dumit’s characterization of it as a potential harbinger of disaster, may be said to 

represent the responses’ extreme positions. 

Again like the Western orientalists, some of the Arab respondents reference the 

historical record of language contact. Al-Rafi‘i adds the translated sciences of the 

112 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 402. 
113 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 490. 
114 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 588. 
115 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 490. 
116 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 300. 
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Persians to Gottheil’s Greeks and does not foresee problems with Arabizing terms “even 

if they were generated in London, Paris, or Berlin.”117 Al-Jumayyil reminds the reader 

that not only had the Arabs Arabized in the past, but that the “last age in which Arab 

writers took words from the Greeks, Romans, and Persians, was the golden age of Arabic 

literature.”118 Wasif Bayk likewise nods to the efforts of “the Arabs before us,” but adds 

that Europeans also absorb foreign words into their languages.119 In other words, the 

Arabs have Arabized before; the Arabs’ Arabizings were integral to their Golden Age; 

and the Franks perform comparable lexical operations—somewhat different variations on 

a theme. While there is thus considerable agreement on this question, it is also addressed 

from lexical, stylistic, and conceptual points of view, and with comparative and historical 

arguments.    

3. What might be the effect of the present political developments in the Arab regions 
(aqtar)? 

 
Gottheil is the first to voice optimism about the aftermath of the War: he has “no 

doubt that the upheavals ensuing from the Great War will play a great role in drawing 

together the Arab countries and their sons across their different sects and creeds to form 

what we Europeans call a ‘civilization’ [madaniyya].”120 Yet he makes a significant 

exception for “Palestine, which is to be a political homeland [watan] for the Jews,”121 in 

the only mention of Zionism among the responses. According to Worrell, the West has 

moved from the phase of “religious solidarity” (al-‘asabiyya al-diniyya) to the second 

phase of national solidarity (al-‘asabiyya al-qawmiyya), and is at present looking ahead 

117 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 401. 
118 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 586. 
119 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 590. 
120 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 202-203. 
121 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 204.  
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to the advent of the third phase, which Worrell identifies with the English term 

“Internationalism;” the Arab world, as one may expect, remains stuck in the first.122 

Worrel also raises the specter of Bolshevik communism, as a cautionary example of what 

may befall a traditional society that has not attended to the spread of education. The 

introduction of communism in the Arab world, he maintains, will cause the classical 

Arabic language to vanish!123  For Worrell, then, Bolshevism is the great threat to the 

political life of the newly freed Arab countries and to their language, and not European 

colonialism.      

Gottheil concludes his remarks by hailing the fact that the Arabs “have been endowed 

with a freedom they did not have before,” now that the “oppressive Turkish yoke has 

been removed from their necks.”124 Perhaps surprisingly, only Kurd ‘Ali and 

“Mustahil”/al-Karmali among the Arab writers celebrate the end of Ottoman/Turkish rule 

as does Gottheil. Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali notes rather dramatically of Arabic that “Turkish 

almost killed it off in Damascus and Baghdad, and even in Mecca and Medina. Now it is 

released from its cage…”125 Al-Karmali/“Mustahil” uses similar imagery: the effect of 

present political developments will be “akin to that of setting free a prisoner who was 

bound with heavy shackles and fetters...For Arabic after this day is free, having no slave-

owner and no jailer.”126  Wasif Bayk, on the other hand, credits the “state of the Turks” 

for maintaining the Arabic language out of religious feeling, “despite the stagnation and 

slumber of its speakers.”127  

122 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 206. 
123 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 207. 
124 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 205. 
125 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 299. 
126 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 402. 
127 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 589. 
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Rafi‘i states plainly that bases for judgment on the question have yet to be 

established, and that “he who answers ‘I don’t know’ has judged well.”128 Gibran notes 

that writers and thinkers of the East and West agree that the Arab countries are in a state 

of “political, administrative, and psychic disturbance,” and that such a condition may 

bring ruin and extinction in it wake. But he asks if the condition is to be properly 

understood as one of disturbance, or of ennui instead. For Gibran, the latter is even more 

fatal: “death in the image of sleep,” he declares.129 The generally pessimistic Dumit 

admits that it is difficult to perceive “behind the dense fog of politics,” but guesses that if 

present political conditions persist, they will lead to large-scale Arab emigration to 

“South America of moderate climate.”130 On the other hand, al-M‘aluf believes the 

present political state will shortly compel the Arabic language and Arab government to 

raise their beacon in the process of Nahda.131 The responses therefore vary markedly, 

perhaps in part because the question does not specifically ask about effects of political 

developments on the language. The Arab respondents may focus on the dissolution of the 

Ottoman Empire with opposing attitudes, or may look to the post-Ottoman order with 

hope or fear. The answer of “too soon to tell” suggests that at this time of flux in the 

immediate postwar period, a dominant interpretation of current political events had yet to 

be fully formulated and shared, still less a doctrinaire one. 

4. Will Arabic be spread through the higher and lower schools of learning, and will 
all of the sciences be taught in it? 

 
With only a couple of exceptions, the responses to this question are generally hopeful 

as to the future of Arabic as both a language of science and a language of instruction. 

128 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 401. 
129 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 491. 
130 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 300-301. 
131 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 398. 
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Gottheil, Worrell, Kurd ‘Ali, and Wasif Bayk explicitly praise the suppleness and 

richness of the Arabic language, and express confidence in the language’s ability to serve 

scientific purposes or to function as a teaching language.132 Gottheil,133 al-Rafi‘i, 

“Mustahil”/al-Karmali, and al-Haddad maintain that it is not only possible, but 

“necessary” to teach the sciences in Arabic.134 Mutran celebrates the rapid progress 

already being made in the production of scientific terms in Arabic.135 Worrell makes an 

interesting point that shifts focus away from the exceptionalism of the Arabic language, 

when he assures the readers/editors that “Eastern universities may teach the sciences in 

Arabic as they are taught in Holland and Denmark in their languages.”136 Gibran writes 

in characteristically poetic terms of the importance to nationalize education and spurn the 

“bread of charity” extended by foreign missionary schools, which “erect a stone with one 

hand, and demolish a wall with another.”137  

Two sharply contrasting views stand apart from this generally hopeful consensus. 

Dumit presumes the newly arriving Western powers in the Middle East will promote their 

languages at the expense of Arabic, as the Americans have done with English in the 

Philippines. Arabic is not Filipino, he states, and will put up greater resistance; but in the 

end the Westerners will succeed in imposing their languages at the higher levels of 

schooling, in the “natural” way of the victor.138 Lammens, on the other hand, does not 

have the “least doubt that making Arabic the language of instruction will isolate the Arab 

132 Al-Hilal 28 (1919) 203, 207; al-Hilal 28 (1920), 299, 590. 
133 Gottheil makes an exception for the Jewish watan in Palestine, which shall have Hebrew as its language 
of instruction—though there too the teaching of Arabic ought to be compulsory, as it is the “language of the 
compatriots of the Jews and of the civilization that surrounds them,” Al-Hilal, 28 (1919), 204. 
134 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 204; al-Hilal 28 (1920), 401, 403, 588. 
135 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 298. 
136 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 207. 
137 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 492-493. 
138 Al-Hilal, 28 (1920), 301. 
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countries [bilad] bit by bit from the general movement, and the national language will 

become a barrier to the attainment of progress.”139 Western languages of instruction are 

therefore an imposition and a defeat for Dumit, and an absolute condition for success for 

Lammens. Of course, these positions accord with their general views of the influence of 

European civilization as expressed in their replies to the second question.  

5. Will [the classical language] prevail over the different spoken dialects and unify 
them? 

 
It would seem the respondents stake out five positions in total to this question. 

Answering in the affirmative, that is, anticipating the end or absorption of the colloquial 

dialects, is one position. Both Kurd ‘Ali and al-Haddad indicate this is already 

happening.140 Bemoaning the different ‘ammiyyas as a sign of the Arabs’ disunity, as 

does Mutran, is a second, somewhat different position.141 Alternatively, the dialects may 

be considered legitimate languages and even the true bases or wellsprings of the Arabic 

language—such is the third position of Worrell and Gibran. Worrell wagers that getting 

all of the people to speak the classical language—“even in the modern form in which it 

appears in the newspapers—would be a feat unparalleled in the history of the world.”142 

Gibran foresees the colloquial refining over time, and argues it is closer to the “thought of 

the nation” and to its “general will,” and even holds out the possibility of an Arab Dante 

who will elevate its status.143 The fourth position is to downplay the significance of 

dialectical difference or to consider such variance a natural phenomenon shared by other 

languages. Al-Jummayil points to linguistic diversity in France and the British Isles, 

139 Al-Hilal, 28 (1919), 205. 
140 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 299, 588. 
141 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 298. 
142 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 207. 
143 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 493-494. 
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smaller geographic spaces than the expansive Arab world,144 while Gottheil even denies 

that Arabic dialectical difference from Egypt to Mesopotamia exceeds that between 

Lancashire and Yorkshire in English.145  

The most frequent answer to this question is to either describe or endorse the 

development of some kind of “middle” language, with some writers tending toward either 

a simplified fusha or else a refined ‘ammiyya. Four writers—Guidi, al-Rafi‘i, 

“Mustahil”/al-Karmali, and Wasif Bayk—explicitly note or call for the development of a 

middle language, though Worrell and Gibran come close to effectively advocating the 

same. The fact that this response to the question is one of reconciling the two “kinds” of 

Arabic may point to widespread recognition that the difference between the classical and 

the colloquial remains and that it cannot be wished away. The question also bears 

weightily upon the Nahda project of fashioning a new, modern Arabic, a language that is 

arguably created in the very process of discussing and debating its nature.   

6. What are the best means for its revival? 
 

Spreading education and support of Arabic-language schools is the most frequently 

expressed proposal for reviving the (literary) language, which may have been fresh in the 

respondents’ minds following the fourth question. Gottheil, Mutran, Kurd ‘Ali, Dumit, al-

M‘aluf, al-Rafi‘i, “Mustahil”/al-Karmali, al-Jumayyil, and al-Haddad—nine out of fifteen 

respondents—all explicitly reference the importance of education or schooling in some 

manner.146 Mutran calls for voluntary associations of the wealthy to take a leading role in 

organizing education,147 and Gibran insists that foreign and missionary schools be placed 

144 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 587. 
145 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 204.  
146 Al-Hilal 28 (1919), 205; Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 298, 299, 301, 399, 401-402, 403, 587, 588-589. 
147 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 298. 
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under the purview of local government, in his response to the fourth question. Al-

Jumayyil states that education serves as a means for the revival of the language, which is 

the basis of the national Nahda (nahda qawmiyya).148 Dumit argues that attending to 

private elementary schools, and treating schoolteachers with dignity, is the best tack to 

take when overtly campaigning for independence is not possible.149 Even Dumit, then, 

does not feel all is lost. Al-M‘aluf, al-Rafi‘i, and Wasif Bayk include the encouragement 

of the press as a means to revive the language.150 Al-Rafi‘i calls for an Arab Academy of 

Science, (al-majm‘a al-‘ilmi al-‘arabi) in Egypt to be “like the Academies of Europe and 

to follow their example.”151 Al-M‘aluf also indicates the founding of a language 

academy, as does “Mustahil”/al-Karmali—though the latter points to the experience of 

Greek and Armenian to prove that a language may be revived without such a body.152 

Interestingly, Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, who is introduced in al-Hilal as president of the 

Arab Academy of Science in Damascus, does not mention such an institution. Only three 

respondents—Guidi, Lammens, and Sarkis—do not explicitly respond to the terms of the 

question, and even their answers include implied means for the language’s revival. 

Though perhaps elicited by the terms of the question, it is tempting to think that for all 

the diversity and discord of the Nahda debate on language as represented in the survey, 

and despite the considerable anxiety expressed in the face of major social and political 

challenges, Nahdawis still widely shared a posture of hope towards the future of Arabic. 

 

 

148 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 587. 
149 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 301. 
150 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 399, 402, 590.   
151 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 401. 
152 Al-Hilal 28 (1920), 403. 
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* The Journal of the Arab Academy of Science in Damascus, 1928-1929 

The January 1928 issue of the Academy journal ran a proposal (iqtirah) by venerable 

founding member ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi on the subject of words not found in the 

canonical Arabic dictionaries (al-kalimat ghayr al-qamusiyya; hereafter “non-dictionary 

words”). Al-Maghribi notes a curious situation with respect to the Arabs’ dictionaries, 

namely that “thousands” of archaic and neglected words retain pride of place within 

them, whereas “thousands” of words of foreign origin by now familiar and necessary are 

“forbidden from entry” and unceremoniously “thrown out the door.” This is in contrast 

with the state of languages in the “advanced nations,” where the only standard is, 

apparently, the words’ use by the eloquent. Witness the example of the French Larousse, 

which proudly contains words of Arabic origin, such as mesquine, felouque, marabout, 

bled, cable, sirop, hourie, mantille, and jarre. Al-Maghribi laments that foreign-entry or 

dakhili words remain for his Arab peers “contemptible and ill-famed so long as they are 

not mentioned in our dictionaries,” and Arab writers shun them to avoid the “blemish” of 

foreignness (al-‘ajama). Rather than dispensing with them outright, al-Maghribi asks his 

colleagues to classify and distinguish between them, so that “our scientific academy may 

issue rulings [fatwas]” forbidding, permitting, or enjoining their use, with reasons 

given.153  

The Academy journal ran the responses of eighteen members of the Academy to al-

Maghribi’s proposal through August 1929. The respondents to al-Maghribi’s proposal 

were the following men of letters: M‘aruf al-Rusafi, Ahmad Amin, Fr. Anastas Mari al-

Karmali, Ahmad al-Iskandari, As‘af al-Nashashibi, Mustafa al-Ghalayini, ‘Abd al-Hamid 

al-Jabiri, Muhammad al-Khadar Husayn, Kamil al-Ghazi, Niqula Fayyad, ‘Arif al-Nakdi, 

153 Majalla 8 (1928), 29-30. 
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Jamil al-Zahawi, Adwar Marqus, Ahmad Rida, Rashid Baqdunis, Qastaki al-Himsi, ‘Isa 

Iskandar al-M‘aluf, and Sulayman Zahir. The ensuing discussion seems at first blush to 

be “only” about lexical generation. What is truly at stake, however, are themes and 

concerns of historical import: authority over the language and its development; the 

impact of the West (and its languages) upon the Arab world (and its language); the 

present generation’s links to and valuation of the multiple Arab and Islamic pasts; and the 

relations between the ‘amma and the khassa. 

Al-Hilal polled scattered and independent writers, whereas al-Maghribi’s pool has at 

least the institutional affiliation with the Academy in common. M‘aruf al-Rusafi, Ahmad 

al-Iskandari and Niqula Fayyad directly address their “brothers” the fellow members of 

the Academy.154 The vital role of a language academy, and the purposeful, 

institutionalized, and modern scholarly collaboration which it represents, figure explicitly 

into some of the members’ responses. The academy may be a source of hope or promise 

for the language’s success: “no one disputes today that the Arabic language is in need of 

a scientific academy,” in the opening line of Muhammad al-Khadar Husayn’s essay.155 

Fayyad writes that scholars agree that the “one means to gain victory” over the Arabic 

language’s “deficiency in meeting the needs of the age” is the founding of a language 

academy.156 Jamil al-Zahawi credits the Damascus Academy with initiating the 

“auspicious movement” of language revival already causing commotion in Egypt.157 

Other members also emphasize a Pan-Arab dimension to the academy project—a project 

co-extensive with the reach of the language itself. Adwar Marqus looks ahead to the 

154 Majalla 8 (1928), 33; 108; 560. 
155 Majalla 8 (1928), 410. 
156 Majalla 8 (1928), 560. 
157 Majalla 8 (1928), 686. 
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joined efforts of “Arab language academies in Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Iraq, and 

elsewhere,” for the work of one academy alone may have no greater effect than that of a 

single scholar.158 Rashid Baqdunis similarly adds in a footnote that coining words is “not 

the work of an individual but the work of the united Arab scientific academies,”159 and 

‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf calls for “committees in all the Arab countries [bilad]” to 

negotiate the process of lexical derivation.160 Marqus warns that unless the (yet to be 

founded) fellow academies coordinate their efforts, each Arab country will develop its 

own language differing more than did “the languages of Mudar and Humayr in the 

Jahiliyya,”161 while Fayyad suggests that even if the vocabularies of the Arab countries 

(bildan) grow apart, at least their academies will still be able to communicate amongst 

themselves.162 ‘Arif al-Nakdi allows the academies in each region (qitr) to propose their 

own new words, which will be the primary material for the “general academy” that “must 

be formed one of these days.”163  Al-Khadar Husayn argues that scholars in past centuries 

were not able to effect their lexical reforms because they did not perform their work in a 

“persistent, organized way,” presumably unlike the Academy’s current efforts.164 While 

Ahmad Amin first seeks to determine whether or not the Academy has the “authority and 

freedom” to coin words not in the dictionaries in the first place, he goes on to ask how 

such scholarly organizations in the Arab nations (umam) can collaborate, and by which 

means can the Academy disseminate its determinations among the public.165 The modern 

organization of human resources and sense of shared purpose may lead Qastaki al-Himsi 

158 Majalla 8 (1928), 740. 
159 Majalla 9 (1929), 105. 
160 Majalla 9 (1929), 361. 
161 Majalla 8 (1928), 740. 
162 Majalla 8 (1928), 564. 
163 Majalla 8 (1928), 603. 
164 Majalla 8 (1928), 411. 
165 Majalla 8 (1928), 37. 
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to propose that the Academy’s airing of its new words over three consecutive issues of its 

journal, with no reasonable objection made by readers, should suffice to deem them the 

generated words of the age and to remove from them the “stain of mistake and error.”166 

The institutional dimension may likewise prompt al-Maghribi to hope that the majority 

opinion will lead to a “decisive determination” of the words’ standing that is “imperative 

to execute,” an aspiration to authority that al-Hilal’s editors and contributors may not 

have dared entertain.167 

It is worth underlining the fact that al-Maghribi does not specifically identify his 

seven classes as aberrant usages, but rather distinguishes them by their non-appearance in 

dictionaries (al-Maghribi and his respondents switch between the singular and the plural, 

suggesting they mean either “all” Arabic dictionaries or some rhetorically posited 

dictionary standing in for all). The fact these words are excluded from dictionaries, he 

suggests, is what makes them “contemptible and ill-famed” to Arab writers. Conversely, 

the rehabilitation of certain classes would lead to their recording in “our modern 

dictionaries.”168 Both the problem and the solution then are to be found between the 

covers of dictionaries. At times, however, the respondents question the authority of the 

dictionary, or at least the completeness of that authority. M‘aruf al-Rusafi deems it a sign 

of a living language if its speakers refuse to rely upon a dictionary only a few years old; 

such a text is already outdated.169 Ahmad al-Iskandari notes that many words rejected 

from the dictionaries printed in Egypt appear in those printed in Hyderabad or Persia.170 

Kamil al-Ghazi describes the canonical dictionaries jostling for preeminence and 

166 Majalla 9 (1929), 177. 
167 Majalla 12 (1932), 521. 
168 Majalla 8 (1928), 30. 
169 Majalla 8 (1928), 32. 
170 Majalla 8 (1928), 106. 
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successively outdoing each other, with al-Firuzabadi’s al-Qamus including twenty 

thousand more entries than al-Jawhari’s al-Sihah, but twenty thousand less than Ibn 

Manzur’s Lisan al-‘Arab.171 Ahmad Amin proclaims that the “nation [umma] that refuses 

to be a slave to anyone but God refuses to be a slave to language; and if we are not 

enslaved to language we are definitely not enslaved to dictionaries.”172 The dictionary is 

thus inferior to the language, and the Arabs are free from the tyranny of both. Amin also 

suggests that neglected, “dead” words be removed from dictionaries,173 a point echoed by 

Niqula Fayyad,174 while Jamil al-Zahawi claims that a full third of the dictionary’s entries 

are such “unused” words.175 Otherwise, the impulse to author or imagine new dictionaries 

sometimes takes surprising forms. Baqdunis outlines a plan to produce one Arabic-

French dictionary for those sciences which the Arabs have mastered, and a French-Arabic 

one for those they have not,176 whereas As‘af al-Nashashibi calls for a linguistic 

encyclopedia (m‘ilama) that must precede a scientific encyclopedia.177 Anastas al-

Karmali does not refuse faulty words entirely, but calls for their gathering in a dictionary 

of their own: “for words to me are like artifacts that profit us greatly, and the lover [of 

words] does not dispose of any of them, but arranges and classifies them.”178  

This lexicographical approach to the problem raises the question as to what kind of 

authority does a/the dictionary represent. Does the dictionary dictate the language, or vice 

versa? Is the dictionary coextensive with the language, or does the dictionary rather 

record (or sanction?) the content of language exterior to it? If the latter, then who 

171 Majalla 8 (1928), 482. 
172 Majalla 8 (1928), 35-36. 
173 Majalla 8 (1928), 36. 
174 Majalla 8 (1928), 563. 
175 Majalla 8 (1928), 689. 
176 Majalla 9 (1929), 104. 
177 Majalla 8 (1928), 286. 
178 Majalla 8 (1928), 104.  
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produces the language? The respondents offer various answers to this question. Al-

Maghribi’s first class of non-dictionary words are described as follows: 

1. “Pure” Arabic words not present in the dictionaries but which appear in the words of 
those eloquent individuals (fusaha’) who are conventionally taken as references or 
authorities of language; one example given is the verb tabada for “to appear,” as passed 
on in a line of verse by ‘Amr bin M‘adi Yakrib, a contemporary of the Prophet. 

 

The authority of eloquent masters and the authority of the lexicographers are linked in 

this class. Al-Karmali, for one, presumes that the compilers faithfully transcribe the 

words of the fusaha’. He trusts that the first class of words simply slipped by the 

compilers, and “if they had come across them, they would have been vigilant in putting 

them in their dictionaries.”179 For al-Nashashibi as well, the first class of non-dictionary 

words and those recorded in the dictionaries are closely associated. In his own schema of 

six classes of words, the first two are “words known by the compilers of the dictionaries 

and which appear in them” and “words that escaped the notice of the compilers of the 

dictionaries but which appear in the speech of the Arabs whose Arabic is trusted.” The 

second class, he maintains, is “brother of the first of the same mother and father,” and the 

next four classes are their “progeny” (though he still awards recorded words first place, 

perhaps as the older brother).180    

Rida and al-Rusafi appear to introduce a third party to al-Maghribi’s schema of 

lexical determination of the first class: “the Arabs,” seemingly in the sense of the doctrine 

of the collective “wisdom of the Arabs” as explicated by Yasir Suleiman.181 In other 

words, it is not clear if the fusaha’ are understood to be famed, individual exponents of 

179 Majalla 8 (1928), 102. 
180 Majalla 8 (1928), 285. 
181 Yasir Suleiman, The Arabic Language and National Identity (Washington: Georgetown University 
Press, 2003), 47-49. 
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language, such as ‘Amr bin M‘adi Yakrib, or rather the uncorrupted Arabs of the desert 

as a whole. Ahmad Rida argues that the criterion for correctness is not a word’s 

appearance in the dictionaries, but that it is heard among “the Arabs.”182 M‘aruf al-Rusafi 

pushes Rida’s point further and questions the whole premise of dictionary inclusion. “Is it 

not silly,” he asks, to imagine that the dictionaries “contain every last thing the Arabs 

spoke, not missing a thing big or small?”183 Kamil al-Ghazi suspects that full “immersion 

in the speech of the Arabs is beyond the ability of the compilers of the dictionaries.”184 

Al-Ghazi also seems to have the collective/folk wisdom of the Arabs in mind when he 

provides examples of words used among the Bedouin that are not in the dictionaries. 

Were he to gather all of these, he observes, they would form a dictionary of their own.185 

Rida, al-Rusafi, and al-Ghazi therefore suggest the totality of the language is 

commensurate with the speech of all Arabs, perhaps all Arabs as ideally or romantically 

imagined.  

Adwar Marqus, on the other hand, appears to reject this very doctrine when he 

maintains that, “were we take on everything some fasih jahili [eloquent pre-Islamic] Arab 

uttered,” this would include “the many slips of the tongue that are contrary to the 

consensus of those who have delved into the language.” Scholars of language have 

“written down many of these errors and warned against falling into them…and among 

those who made such mistakes are those more eloquent than” al-Maghribi’s example of 

‘Amr bin M‘adi Yakrib.186 Marqus therefore holds the scholars above “the Arabs” and 

points to a compilation of Arabs’ faulty speech, the exact inverse of al-Ghazi’s Bedouin 

182 Majalla 9 (1929), 58. 
183 Majalla 8 (1928), 33. 
184 Majalla 8 (1928), 482. 
185 Majalla 8 (1928), 483. 
186 Majalla 8 (1928), 741. 
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compendium. However, if Marqus enlists scholars against “the Arabs,” Qastaki al-Himsi 

invokes the “masters of the language,” such as Ibn Qutayba and Sibawayih, against the 

lexicographers.187 In brief, the fusaha’—whether individual masters or insulated tribes—

lexicographers, and scholars of language are imagined in various relations to each other. 

2. Pure Arabic words that appear in the speech or text of Arab and Muslim fusaha’ who 
are not conventionally cited as authorities; examples include aqassa for “to relate, 
convey” as in the work of the ninth-century historian al-Tabari, or the modernists al-
Yaziji and Muhammad ‘Abduh’s uses of the adjective fakhim for fakhm (“grand,”) and of 
the noun sudfa for musadafa (“chance, coincidence,”) respectively. 

 

If the “space” between words in the dictionary and words of authoritative fusaha’ 

yields multiple interpretative possibilities, so too does that between the first and second 

classes of non-dictionary words, viz., the words of authoritative vs. non-authoritative 

fusaha’. The distinction between the first and second classes makes explicit the notion 

that certain Arabs/individuals possess more authority over the language than others. 

Actually, it is not clear what the criterion for first-class authority is besides al-Maghribi’s 

own sense of customary or conventional reference. Al-Maghribi’s example of a first-tier 

authority, ‘Amr bin M‘adi Yakrib, was a contemporary of the Prophet and fought in the 

Battle of Qadasiyya, but we have seen that Adwar Marqus does not rate his Arabic as 

highly. Fusaha’ who are not conventionally cited as authorities, in al-Maghribi’s 

understanding, are represented by the Abbasid-era historian Muhammad ibn Jarir al-

Tabari and the modern figures Nasif al-Yaziji and Muhammad ‘Abduh.  

Again, it must be emphasized that al-Maghribi distinguishes the first and second 

classes in an hierarchy of linguistic authority, or reliability, and not overtly by historical 

period or preeminence. Indeed, some one thousand years separate al-Tabari from al-

187 Majalla 9 (1929), 176. 
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Yaziji and ‘Abduh, yet they are classed together. However, al-Maghribi’s very 

ahistoricism—the notion that authorities may intervene similarly over centuries of 

separation—is itself a kind of historical argument. Both the language’s potential for 

development and the community of authorities are unfettered by history; a later, 

authoritative usage is as essentially Arabic as an earlier or “original” one.  

Al-Maghribi’s colleagues may or may not associate notions of linguistic and 

historical authority in their responses in similar ways. If we do not accept the “odd” 

usages of the fusaha’ of the Jahiliyya like M‘adi Yakrib, Marqus reasons, how can we 

accept the coinings of those who came centuries after him, like al-Tabari and his ilk? For 

to remove one stone is to raze the whole wall or edifice, he warns.188 Ahmad al-Iskandari 

will accept the coinings of those close to the “age of the Arabs” like Abu Nuwas, 

Muslim, and al-Buhtari, but, like Marqus, not of those who are “far from the ages of 

eloquence” like the people of our time, who make “innumerable mistakes” in grammar, 

diction, and spelling.189 He would also favor words appearing in poetry over prose, since 

the former is fixed by meter and less susceptible to later corruption. Niqula Fayyad, on 

the other hand, takes direct issue with al-Iskandari’s strictures, describing them as 

reflecting “stagnation [jumud] that does not suit this age” and a “corrupt jealousy” of the 

language.190 Abu Nuwas and Muhammad ‘Abduh/ Nasif al-Yaziji are all distant from the 

origins of the language, he points out. Fayyad’s attack verges on the personal, describing 

such puritans of language as lonely people, strangers to their folk (qawm), hunched over 

their books from morning to night and consoling themselves with petty grasping at 

others’ mistakes. Indeed, Fayyad seems to throw all of al-Maghribi’s proposal into 

188 Majalla 8 (1928), 742. 
189 Majalla 8 (1928), 106. 
190 Majalla 8 (1928), 562. 
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doubt—perhaps even the whole language modernization project itself—when he 

describes his peers as wasting their time over points of grammar and morphology while 

others are making discoveries and advances in the (presumably hard) sciences.191 

3. Words of Arabic material (‘arabiyyat al-mada) unknown to the [early] Arabs or known 
by them with different meanings—typically being conventional, artistic/technical, or 
administrative words like tashkil al-mahakim (“establishment of courts”), in‘aqadat al-
jalsa (“the session was held”), mizaniyya (“budget”), kammiyya (“quantity”), and 
kayfiyya (“quality”); 
 
4. Words of Arabic material generated by the inhabitants of the Islamic domains 
unknown to the “first Arabs,” like the verbs khabarahu (“he informed him”) and 
tafarraja (“to watch something”). 
 
 

Al-Maghribi had introduced notions of historical authority in his second class of non-

dictionary words by grouping al-Tabari together with the much later figures of ‘Abduh 

and al-Yaziji. Historical change in the language—or ravages upon the language—is a 

more overt concern for the third and fourth classes of such words; namely, old Arabic 

words endowed with new meanings, and words of “Arabic material” newly generated, or 

derived, by generations following the Islamic Conquests and unknown to the first Arabs. 

Al-Maghribi knows he is proceeding on increasingly shaky ground—he “implores” his 

colleagues to permit the third class of conventionally agreed-upon words—for every 

people (qawm) their convention (istilah), he says. For the fourth class, he recognizes that 

it will be difficult to persuade his peers to issue rulings (fatwas) permitting their use.192 It 

may be safe to say that the third and fourth classes are the most challenging to pin down 

or clearly categorize. Al-Karmali, for example, thinks the fourth class is really 

indistinguishable from the second193—the class of words from non-authoritative 

191 Ibid. 
192 Majalla 8 (1928), 31. 
193 Majalla 8 (1928), 102. 
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fusaha’—while al-Ghazi sees no real difference between the fourth and third—all are 

effectively terms agreed upon by convention.194  

Ahmad al-Iskandari, whom we have seen set forbidding limits for non-authoritative 

fusaha’ of later generations, actually warmly welcomes the third class of words as “our 

pillar and refuge in the development of the language,” insofar as they are true Arabic 

words used metaphorically (majaz) or altered somewhat according to the dictates of 

analogy (qiyas). His reasoning is rather instrumental—permitting such reconceived or 

slightly modified words allows us to do without the dakhil, or foreign elements entering 

the language.195 Edward Marqus finds this technique of “dressing the [old] Arabic word 

in a new meaning” as a necessity not just for Arabic, but for all the world’s languages.196 

Al-Rusafi maintains that whoever forbids the third class must forbid all the terminology 

of the Islamic Scientific Renaissance (presumably of the ‘Abbasid age) and return the 

language to its state in the days of the pre-Islamic poet ’Imr’u al-Qays.197 ‘Isa Iskandar 

al-M‘aluf likewise harkens back to earlier efforts in this respect, but with a difference: 

since scribes like the 12th century Ibn Mamati have already devised many such new terms 

or meanings, we should look to their texts and use as many of them as possible before 

coming up with our own.198 

Al-Iskandari recognizes that dictionaries often omit words or verb forms that are 

sound by the analogical principle of qiyas.199 Muhammad al-Khadar Husayn invokes the 

“old scholars of language” who ruled that a word not seen among the pure Arabs is 

194 Majalla 8 (1928), 484. 
195 Majalla 8 (1928), 106. 
196 Majalla 8 (1928), 743. 
197 Majalla 8 (1928), 33. 
198 Majalla 9 (1929), 357. 
199 Majalla 8 (1928), 106. 
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wrong, “unless it is on the qiyas of their language.” If there is a dispute about the 

soundness of a word not taken from the Arabs, “it is at bottom about whether or not its 

use in in agreement with the measurements [maqayis] of the language,” in his apt 

observation.200 As one may expect, there is considerable discussion whether certain 

forms of the third and especially the fourth classes of non-dictionary words meet the 

standards of analogy. Al-M‘aluf will not accept newly generated or derived words of the 

fourth class if they have serviceable synonyms, but if they do not, he will permit them so 

long as they are derived according to analogy (qiyas)201—effectively Ahmad Amin’s 

position, as well.202 

While there seems to be a general acceptance of the principle of analogy (qiyas), the 

determination of the qiyasi or analogical soundness of a word may be headed off by 

questions of need and workable alternatives.  Yet these seemingly straightforward criteria 

of qiyas and the presence of synonyms are further qualified by notions of commonness—

the commonness of “correct” synonyms or else the commonness of the neologism itself. 

Ultimately, soundness of qiyas, commonness, and need are complicated and controversial 

categories—and seem very much to reside in the eye of the beholder. Mustafa al-

Ghalayini accepts tabada because it has been used by the fusaha’ and fits qiyas, but 

rejects tafarraja because it is only used by the ‘amma (though it may, he concedes, be 

reckoned a species of majaz, or metaphor).203 How does it hurt the language, al-M‘aluf 

asks, if we use the common Form III verbs fawada or kalama and forego newfangled 

200 Majalla 8 (1928), 410. 
201 Majalla 9 (1929), 357. 
202 Majalla 8 (1928), 36. 
203 Majalla 8 (1928), 360. 
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khabara?204 Qastaki al-Himsi, on the other hand, accepts khabara because it follows the 

principles of derivation (’ishtiqaq, and by extension of qiyas) and has become common. 

Yet he is firm that Arabic has what could take the place of tafarraja and ahtara.205 ‘Arif 

al-Nakdi, however, will take tafarraja and nazaha because they are needed, and 

Sulayman Zahir also accepts these two verbs because they are needed and common.206 

Al-Nakdi says there are more correct/classical (fasih) alternatives to khabara and ahtara, 

though, and again Zahir agrees with him.207 Thus al-Nakdi and Zahir disagree with al-

Himsi over khabara (they reject it while he accepts it), and over tafarraja (they accept it 

while he rejects it). As for Form VIII ahtara, Muhammad al-Khadar Husayn rejects it 

like al-Nakdi and Zahir, and asserts that deriving such a word is in effect “handing over 

the reins” to derive words without regard for qiyas.208 Unlike al-Khadar Husayn, al-

Nakdi, and Zahir, though, al-Ghalayini and al-Rusafi insist that qiyas permits ahtara.209 

Besides the quagmire of differing judgments over analogical soundness, commonness, 

and need, is the danger of losing the forest for the trees. It was perhaps this concern that 

prompted the Academy (presumably, al-Maghribi) to publish a notice in the October 

1928 issue of the journal to the effect that the particular words tabada, sudfa, fakhim, 

khabara, tafarraja, etc., were not meant to be debated specifically, but rather serve as 

examples of the general types: “for it is important for us to know their view on the 

permissibility of whatever word it may be.”210 Yet it is perhaps difficult to imagine 

vetting words according to standards of qiyas, commonness, and need other than on a 

204 Majalla 9 (1929), 357. 
205 Majalla 9 (1929), 176-177. 
206 Majalla 8 (1928), 607; Majalla 9 (1929), 488-489. 
207 Majalla 8 (1928), 607; Majalla 9 (1929), 488-489. 
208 Majalla 8 (1928), 413. 
209 Majalla 8 (1928), 360, 34.  
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case-by-case basis. 

5. Foreign words that have entered the language (dakhili, ‘ajami), some of which are 
heavy on the tongue like “automobile” and “personnalité”, while others are light, like 
“film” and “balloon.” 
 

Among the respondents, al-Rusafi, Amin, al-Karmali, al-Ghazi, al-Zahawi, Rida and 

al-Himsi would accept the light and seek to “lighten” the heavy, with a good number of 

them voicing preference for an Arabic equivalent when possible.211 Ahmad al-Iskandari, 

on the other hand, insists “lightness and heaviness, shortness and lengthiness” are not 

grounds for violating the principles (’usul) of the language.212 As may be expected, some 

of the writers refer to Arabic’s historical record of borrowing from other languages. Al-

Karmali notes that Arabic had had at one point multiple words to distinguish different 

kinds of elephants—the small, the big, the huge; male and female, etc.—but ultimately 

adopted from the Persians the word “al-fil,” shorter and lighter than the originals, which 

were in some case as enormous as the elephant itself!213 Jamil al-Zahawi makes the 

familiar point that the Arabs of the Jahiliyya had taken vocabulary from the Greeks, 

Romans, Persians, and Ethiopians, just as the Westerners had absorbed not a little from 

ancient Greek and Latin.214 Rashid Baqdunis makes an interesting intervention at this 

point: he maintains that it is not appropriate to invoke the borrowings of the grandfathers 

of the Jahiliyya—at that time there was a lack of fanatical loyalty (ta‘assub) towards 

nations (umam), and the nationalism (qawmiyya) of today was unknown. Even when later 

generations of Arabs began to translate scientific works, they hastily took on terms that 

their successors looked more closely into, rejected, and replaced—and this is the job of 

211 Majalla 8 (1928), 34-5, 36, 102, 490, 689; Majalla 9 (1929), 59, 177.     
212 Majalla 8 (1928), 107. 
213 Majalla 8 (1928), 102-103. 
214 Majalla 8 (1928), 687. 
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the united Arab academies.215  

Actually, the scale of past borrowings is itself disputed: al-Iskandari avers that only 

one thousand words in a language four million strong are such Arabized words 

(mu‘arrabat),216 while al-Zahawi makes the rather extravagant claim that a full third of 

the language’s lexicon derive from other languages.217 Adwar Marqus does not consider 

the presence of a mere four hundred words of foreign origin absorbed over nine Islamic 

centuries as grounds for “stuffing” the language with four thousand such words every 

nine days, in this modern age of accelerated mixing.218 Muhammad al-Khadar Husayn 

and Adwar Marqus have confidence that the methods of majaz (metaphor) and ’ishtiqaq 

(verbal derivation) will provide enough authentic Arabic material to render borrowing or 

Arabization (mostly) unnecessary.219 At the opposite extreme, ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Jabiri 

denounces the use of Arabic words like sayyara, hatif, and tayyara, derived through 

metaphor (majaz) and derivation (’ishtiqaq) for “automobile,” “telephone,” and 

“airplane,” as a symptom of “cold fanaticism” and even a kind of “rape of what is not 

ours”. Not even the broad acceptance in the Arab umma of these coinings suffices to 

yield a general rule, for al-Jabiri.220    

6. Expressions and constructions translated from the European languages which 
have penetrated our language—“nothing new under the sun” being one typical 
English-language example. 

 
 

In contrast to the variability of attitudes towards individual foreign words, the 

majority of the survey’s respondents welcome Arabic renderings of foreign idiomatic 

215 Majalla 9 (1929), 104-105. 
216 Majalla 8 (1928), 107. 
217 Majalla 8 (1928), 688. 
218 Majalla 8 (1928), 744-745. 
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220 Majalla 8 (1928), 362. 

103 
 

                                                           



expressions. Al-Rusafi, for one, expresses surprise that al-Maghribi’s sixth class is even 

included for debate, asking, “has jumud [stagnation] sunk us to this level?” He had never 

heard that the notion of adhering to the first Arabs’ usages applied to such expressions as 

well.221 Similarly, Ahmad Rida observes that the implications of the classical 

tawqifiyya/istilahiyya debate—on the divine versus human origins of language—have to 

do with words, not expressions (even though he himself would keep the door of 

Arabization or t‘arib open to foreign words, too).222 Whereas Baqdunis had written at 

some length about the value of national jealousy in resisting foreign words as mentioned 

above, his one-word response to the sixth class is, “accepted.”223  Fayyad actually uses 

two such idioms independently in the course of his article: the French renditions of “more 

royal than the King” and “splendid isolation.”224 Al-Karmali and al-Iskandari both make 

the point that the translated examples provided are not really foreign expressions, because 

the possessor does not precede the possessed nor the adjective the noun—traits of some 

languages that al-Karmali, for one, finds “loathsome.”225 Yet some particular idiomatic 

expressions may be found loathsome, too: Adwar Marqus and ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf 

also permit Arabic renderings of such expressions in general, so long as they do not 

affront the “tastes of the Arabs,” as the former puts it, and are “close to our 

understanding,” as the latter has it.226 Marqus finds “repugnant” (mamqut) the expression, 

“he asked for her hand [in marriage].”227 Al-M‘aluf does not like “dog-eared books” and 

221 Majalla 8 (1928), 35. 
222 Majalla 9 (1929), 59. 
223 Majalla 9 (1929), 105. 
224 Majalla 8 (1928), 563. 
225 Majalla 8 (1928), 103. 
226 Majalla 8 (1928), 746; Majalla 9 (1929), 359. 
227 Majalla 8 (1928), 746. 

104 
 

                                                           



is unimpressed with the epithet, “bookworm.”228  

7. ‘Ammi (colloquial) words which are not used, and indeed shunned, by the 
eloquent, like bidi for “I want,” jib al-ktab for “bring the book,” etc. 

 

Finally, many of the polled writers also converge in their rejection of colloquial or 

‘ammi words. It is worth underscoring that al-Maghribi himself rejects this class, after 

imploring his colleagues to show some liberality with the preceding six: “these 

colloquialisms [‘ammiyyat] cannot be used, of course; we must work to lessen their 

prominence among us gradually, and to habituate our sons to using something 

eloquent/classical (fasih) in their place,” he maintains.229 Words that violate the rules and 

principles of the language, al-Iskandari states, are to be rejected “with the repulsion of the 

nucleus,” and left to the common people (‘awwam) “to use or reject as they please.”230 

Marqus doubts any Arab man of letters (adib) will contradict al-Maghribi’s ruling,231 and 

al-Ghalayini also states that no one jealous of the language would permit the inclusion of 

this class of words.232 Ahmad Rida considers them nothing less than a violation of the 

sanctity of the language.233 Al-Himsi declares them simply, “rejected and discarded.”234 

Sulayman Zahir rules them “completely forbidden” unless they have some origin in the 

fasih language—a qualification that would appear rather forgiving.  

Al-Rusafi and al-Zahawi, on the other hand, demur from answering the question 

openly, perhaps out of awareness of the prevailing climate of opinion. “The time has not 

yet come to talk about this class, so I will remain quiet without an answer,” al-Rusafi 

228 Majalla 9 (1929), 359. 
229 Majalla 8 (1928), 31-32. 
230 Majalla 8 (1928), 107. 
231 Majalla 8 (1928), 746. 
232 Majalla 8 (1928), 361. 
233 Majalla 9 (1929), 59. 
234 Majalla 9 (1929), 178. 
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writes, adding that the question of the colloquial language (‘ammiyya) is an especially 

important one and merits close study.235 Al-Zahawi had argued that today’s written 

language, the fusha, itself resembles an ‘ammiyya compared to the older, classical 

language.236 He does not feel the seventh class should be discussed in such a day as when 

“the voice of ignorance is louder than the voice of science,” he somewhat cryptically 

states.237 Al-Karmali’s verdict is perhaps especially interesting. “I do not completely 

reject ‘ammi words, but rather I say that among these words are those that are distorted 

from the fasih, or invented by the common people [‘awwam] to fill a gap,” he observes: 

However, I add to what came before: those words that are unacceptable for 
whatever reason must be recorded in a book that contains them all, and to 
mention what matches it in the fasih if it exists, to be recorded and explicated so 
that they remain for future generations for purposes of knowing what was 
circulated and known [in earlier ages.] For words to me are like antiquities that 
surely benefit us, and the lover of them does not dispose of any of them, but 
places and classifies them, and puts the valuable in the class of valuables, and the 
cheap among the cheap, and the ones in between in between, in a middle class. 
Thereby none is rejected, but all are preserved; and he writes on every level as 
the pharmacist writes on his bottles: the toxic, the harmful, the beneficial, the 
nourishing, etc…238    

 
 

It could be said that al-Hilal’s survey of 1919 was about the fate of the Arabic 

language, whereas al-Maghribi’s proposal in the Damascus Academy Journal in 1928 

had to with the status of Arabic words. It may appear a nice distinction, and certainly 

both surveys are instances of Arab thinkers purposefully taking the future of Arabic in 

hand. Still, while the earlier survey regarded the future in broad and rather dire terms, 

with its respondents confronting an existential crisis for the Arabic language, al-

Maghribi’s narrower proposal presumes that Arabic will live on, but that its content needs 

235 Majalla 8 (1928), 35. 
236 Majalla 8 (1928), 687. 
237 Majalla 8 (1928), 690. 
238 Majalla 8 (1928), 103-104. 
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to be reformed, augmented, managed, and policed. 

The al-Hilal survey includes more overtly “extra-linguistic” issues and themes: 

contemporary political developments, the example and influence of the West, the spread 

of education and other social and infrastructural means for the propagation of the 

classical language. In the Academy’s survey, such themes, though implied, appear in 

more strictly lexical, lexicographical guise. Al-Maghribi’s colleagues do not discuss “the 

West” but rather Western loan vocabulary and Western idiomatic expressions.  

It is easy to say that the historical moment of the first survey was one of greater 

anxiety, straddling as it did the fall of Empire and the inchoate future of the lands 

inhabited by Arabic-speakers (or –readers). The second survey may have reflected a 

different kind of anxiety by then animating Syrian life: faced with the challenges of 

colonial rule, Syrians had to roll up their sleeves and formulate a plan of action, to chart 

their course, within the strict parameters that constrained them. It is enticing to think of 

al-Maghribi’s colleagues as codifying lexical rules and compiling an imagined, ideal 

dictionary, while their contemporaries formulated the articles of a constitution. Al-

Maghribi’s peers were also able to engage with cultural resources from the pre-Islamic, 

classical, and medieval Arab pasts, such as poetry, the legacies and debates of 

grammarians, and, of course, the historical Arabic dictionaries. Despite their range of 

attitudes towards the dictionary ideal, they were able to derive some sense of security 

from this canon, which they in turn helped to solidify. At the same time, their manner of 

making use of this canon—revisiting it, revising it while reviving it—suggests a dynamic 

approach to Arabic literate traditions that the Damascus Academicians would assume 

with many of their endeavors.   
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In any event, al-Maghribi’s fellows seem to have had a more nuanced, more 

programmatic, less abstract sense of the task at hand. The first survey conveys an almost 

idealized vision of what the fusha or classical/literary language is—hounded perhaps, but 

also newly liberated; competing with the Western languages or entangled with the Arabic 

spoken dialects almost as a coherent, essential whole. The colleagues of 1928, on the 

other hand, saw that even the fasih language was continually changing and in need of 

constant upkeep. Arabic may need the love, dedication, and promotion of its speakers and 

scholars—but it also needs work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

108 
 



Chapter 3: Portrait of an Academician: ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi 
 
 

The career of Damascus Academy founding member ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi is 

illustrative of hallmarks and tensions of the Arabic language modernization movement 

and of the Nahda debates more broadly. A “traditionally trained Shaykh,”1 or in Philip K. 

Hitti’s not quite circumspect phrasing, a “turbaned sheikh who had never been subjected 

to systematized Western influence,”2 al-Maghribi hailed from a line of religious scholars 

and was educated as a youth by family members and local men of religion, memorizing 

the Qur’an by age ten. However, young ‘Abd al-Qadir would also attend model, modern 

schools recently established in the Levant (bilad al-sham) and would work within and 

advise new kinds of institutions of learning himself. A man of letters as well as of faith, 

al-Maghribi was conversant in the classical Arabic literary and linguistic heritage, but 

prolifically pursued these interests in the region’s new periodical press and within the 

modern structure of the language academy (primarily of Damascus, but eventually of 

Cairo and Baghdad, too). Both al-Maghribi’s life and thought, his preaching and his 

practice, are vivid instances of the reconciling of the “old” and the “new.”  

This chapter divides its analysis of al-Maghribi’s thought into three broad themes: his 

writings as a loyal Ottomanist but one who advocated a constitutional regime for the 

Caliphate; his ideas about the mind, ethics, and worldly affairs, and how Islam sanctions 

and indeed enjoins human initiative in these spheres; and his contributions towards 

reforming and modernizing the Arabic language, and his attempts to understand the 

origins and nature of the authority to do so. These three themes are of course interrelated. 

1 Marwa Elshakry, “Knowledge in Motion: The Cultural Politics of Modern Science Translations in 
Arabic,” in Isis 99, no. 4 (Dec. 2008): 718.  
2 Philip K. Hitti, review of Al-bayyinat fi Al-din W-al-ijtima W-al-adab W-al-tarikh in Journal of the 
American Oriental Society 47 (1927): 78. 
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Politics is the arena of human activity and constitutionalism is a humanly devised system 

to check human excesses; Islam promotes purposeful human action in the service of an 

ethical political and social order; and the minds of believers and Arabic-speakers are 

educable and can realize al-Maghribi’s pedagogical objectives for a more perfect society 

and state.  

Al-Maghribi’s intellectual, activist agenda can be broadly thought of as aiming to 

bridge the elite/common (khassa/‘amma) divide by propagating constructions of 

knowledge, or ‘ilm, that are fashioned and approved by intellectuals but which the 

broader public can approach, assimilate, and even add to. The rigorous mujtahid 

(interpreter of religious law) and the early, eloquent Arabs remain the ideal authorities in 

matters of faith and language. Modern specialists can assure their best possible 

contributions by organizing in such associations as clerical conferences and language 

academies through which to reach and teach the people. The ordinary people, in turn, can 

adopt the experts’ qualities and habits of thought, and claim equal ownership of the 

resultant canon or body of knowledge.  

The primary sources this chapter engages with to explore these points include al-

Maghribi’s two-volume al-Bayyinat fi-l-Din wa-l-Ijtim‘a wa-l-Adab wa-l-Tarikh (Clear 

Signs in Religion, Society, Literature, and History, 1927), which are really collections of 

articles from his journalism from some two decades earlier; his school textbook for 

Syrian Muslim youth, al-Akhlaq wa-l-Wajibat (Morals and Duties, also 1927); his major 

work on linguistic and lexical development, al-’Isthtiqaq wa-l-T‘arib (Derivation and 

Arabization, first published in 1908 and republished nearly forty years later in 1947); an 

array of articles appearing in the journal of the Damascus Academy between 1921 and 
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1933; and, to a lesser extent, his 1948 reminisces of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani: Dhikrayat 

wa-Ahadith (Recollections and Conversations) and his 1949 ‘Atharat al-Lisan (Slips of 

the Tongue). 

 ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi was born in 1866 in the Levantine coastal town of 

Latakia. His ancestry is traced back to one Turghud Pasha (d. 1564) in Tunis, an Ottoman 

naval officer of Turkish stock.3 Al-Maghribi’s grandfather ‘Abd al-Rahman bin ‘Abd al-

Qadir is said to have served as a Sunni mufti, an Islamic legal expert qualified to issue 

opinions, for nearly forty-five years in Latakia, Tripoli, and Damascus. ‘Abd al-Qadir’s 

father, Mustafa, served as a judge in the Islamic court of al-Midan in Damascus before 

taking a position in Latakia; Mustafa was the author himself of a number of works on 

hadith (the study of the Prophet Muhammad’s reported sayings and actions) and fiqh 

(Islamic jurisprudence).4 After receiving his early education at the hands of his father and 

the shaykhs of Latakia and Tripoli, al-Maghribi was enrolled in “the National School” 

(al-Madrasa al-Wataniyya) in that latter town, directed by the reformist Shaykh Husayn 

al-Jisr.5 There he befriended his classmate Muhammad Rashid Rida, later the prominent 

Salafist and editor of al-Manar (The Lighthouse) newspaper.6 After al-Jisr’s school 

closed, al-Maghribi followed his mentor to Beirut, where he studied at the Sultanic 

School (al-Madrasa al-Sultaniyya), another new-style school opened by the governor 

3 Munir Mushabik Musa, al-Fikr al-Siyasi al-‘Arabi fi-l-‘Asr al-Hadith (Tripoli: Maktabat al-Sai’h 1995), 
106. 
4 Muhammad Farid ‘Abdallah, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi wa-Ara’uhu fi-l-Lugha wa-l-Nahu (Beirut: Dar 
al-Mawasim, 1997), 60-63. 
5 Musa, al-Fikr al-Siyasi, 106; Charles Kurzman, Modernist Islam 1840-1940: A Sourcebook (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 207. 
6 David D. Commins, “Al-Manar and Popular Religion in Syria, 1898-1920,” in Intellectuals in the Modern 
Islamic World: Transmission, Transformation, Communication, ed. Stephane A. Dudoignon et. al. 
(London: Routledge, 2006), 43.  
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Hamdi Pasha in 1882.7 It was there that he first heard of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and 

Muhammad ‘Abduh’s pioneering Paris-based newspaper, al-‘Urwa al-Wuthqa (The 

Firmest Bond), from the admiring principal of the school. Returning to Tripoli as a 

sixteen or seventeen year-old, al-Maghribi recounts scouring the city for copies of the 

newspaper with his friend Rashid Rida in order to copy by its contents by hand: Rida 

would do so of its “important articles; but I would copy it with my pen from alif to ya’ 

[from A to Z].”8  

Al-Maghribi frequently met with his hero al-Afghani during the year he spent in 

Istanbul in 1892, where he had hoped to find work in the religious courts. Returning to 

Tripoli in 1893, al-Maghribi was appointed to the city’s education council (majlis al-

ma‘arif), where “his ideas of renewal irritated the old-fashioned scholars and…the 

authorities,” as ‘Adnan al-Khatib’s puts it.9 He also contributed to Rashid Rida’s new al-

Manar newspaper.10 Muhammad Farid ‘Abdallah reproduces the text of a poem penned 

by al-Maghribi harshly critical of Sultan ‘Abdulhamid II, which may have led to his 

arrest at the hands of the governor of Beirut, Khalil Pasha al-Bakdashli, in 1904. He was 

detained in the Serail for some months.11  

Like many Levantine thinkers of his day, al-Maghribi sought to “breathe freer in 

Cairo’s more tolerant atmosphere,”12 and soon after his release he accepted an invitation 

there from Muhammad ‘Abduh in 1905. ‘Abduh attempted from his sickbed to arrange 

work for al-Maghribi at the justice ministry. Rashid Rida kindly suggests al-Maghribi’s 

7 ‘Abdallah, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi, 64. 
8 Al-Maghribi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani: Dhikrayat wa-Ahadith, 13-14. 
9 ‘Adnan al-Khatib, Majm‘a al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya bi-Dimashq fi-Khamsin ‘Aman (Damascus: Maktabat 
al-Taraqqi), 72. 
10 Rashid Rida, “Introduction,” Clear Signs, vol. 2, waw. 
11 ‘Abdallah, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi, 71-72. 
12 David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 61. 
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failure to secure a position as a judge or legal scribe was the fulfillment of God’s will, so 

that he may shine as a writer of social affairs.13 In Egypt al-Maghribi contributed to 

various periodicals and edited al-Tahir and al-Mu’ayyad in 1906.14 Again like other 

Levantines, al-Maghribi returned home to Tripoli with the Young Turks’ proclamation of 

the Ottoman Constitution in 1908. That year he also published his landmark book on 

lexical development, Kitab al-’Isthtiqaq wa-l-T‘arib (The Book of Derivation and 

Arabization), in part to defend the use of newfangled vocabulary in his journalism.15 

Between 1911 and 1914 he founded and edited his own newspaper, al-Burhan (The 

Proof) in Tripoli, through which he generally supported the policies of the revolutionary 

Committee of Union and Progress.16  

Al-Maghribi was appointed by the Ottoman authorities to assist in the founding of an 

Islamic college (dar al-funun), in Madina in 1914 with Shakib Arslan and ‘Abd al-‘Aziz 

Shawish, but the outbreak of the Great War put an end to that project.17 In 1916 he 

assumed a position at the Salahiyya School in Jerusalem, where he taught rhetoric (al-

balagha) until the British occupation of Palestine. Al-Maghribi then moved to Damascus, 

where he edited the “pro-Ottoman newspaper” al-Sharq (The East) for the remainder of 

the war (though Rashid Rida assures us he did not support the state’s “punitive” policies 

towards the Arab umma in its pages).18 In any event, under Faysal’s postwar Arabist state 

al-Maghribi was tapped to be a member of the Education Department (diwan al-ma‘arif) 

and assisted in Arabizing the curricula of the Syrian University’s medical and law 

13 Rida, “Introduction,” Clear Signs, vol. 2, za. 
14 Youssef Assad Dagher, Masadir al-Dirasa al-Adabiyya (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 2000), 1105. 
15 Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 74. 
16 Dagher, Masadir, 1105; Rida, “Introduction,” Clear Signs, vol. 2, za-ha. 
17 Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 74-75; Kurzman, Modernist Islam, 207. 
18 Kurzman, Modernist Islam, 207; Rida, “Introduction,” Clear Signs, vol. 2, ha. 

113 
 

                                                           



schools. This diwan eventually evolved into the Arab Academy of Science, of which al-

Maghribi would be one of the eight founding members and later its vice president.19 He 

died in June of 1956 at almost ninety years of age.20 

 
* Islamic Reform, Ottomanism, and a Constitutional Caliphate    

 
Jaroslav Stetkevych, broadly surveying al-Maghribi’s generational cohort, deems him 

“probably the most dedicated to the cause of the modernization of the [Arabic] 

language.”21 Yet the relation of Arabic language modernization to modern Arab 

nationalism is not a clear one with al-Maghribi. Al-Maghribi recognized an Arab umma 

as an obvious historical entity in his book on Arabization of 1908. But it was also clear to 

al-Maghribi that the Ottoman sultans were legitimate Caliphs, and he cited Prophetic 

hadith (sayings) to the effect that obedience is due the ruler even if he is non-Arab. 

Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab and Elizabeth Thompson detail how widely Arab intellectuals 

engaged with notions of constitutionalism shortly before and after the “Young Turk” 

Revolution of 1908, and Michelle U. Campos notes some religious reformers explicitly 

advocated a constitutional caliphate for the Ottoman state. Al-Maghribi was an insightful 

and quite prolific example of this number. 

Al-Maghribi also lived to see the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire and Caliphate 

both, and the emergence of Arab national states under a new kind of Western colonial 

rule, the League of Nations Mandate System. The imagined polity was in theory the 

exclusive property of the Arab umma, but the Arab umma was broadly divided into 

independent states and mandates, and the homeland (watan) of Syria was itself divided 

19 Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 76. 
20 Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 75. 
21 Jaroslav Stetkevych, The Modern Arabic Literary Language: Lexical and Stylistic Developments 
(Washington: Georgetown University Press, 2006), 6. 
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and reassembled into various statelets over its first decade. For all its association and 

resonance with the long-familiar Arab umma, the new postwar polity was still hazily 

defined and in a process of becoming. Al-Maghribi nevertheless wrote as a patriot of both 

polities, the late Ottoman and the new Syrian, and there is a consistency in his political, 

social, and religious ethics and learned sensibilities across the transformation. What 

seems to increase is his focus on educating the new national population, the common 

‘amma, now bereft of the division of responsibilities and certainties of the formal, 

independent Islamic state.  

Al-Maghribi perceived that the masses of the Arab umma, the new national 

population, were fundamental to the new post-Ottoman political order; that, in linguistic 

terms, politics would be ever more demotic. Al-Maghribi saw no conflict in extending the 

guidance of religion (which when properly understood, enjoined reason and worldly 

initiative) into the new national order, as part of national education. With the formal 

dismantling of the Islamic state, ordinary Muslims had now to learn and assume the 

responsibilities of rational judgment and ethical development previously entrusted to the 

religious scholarly and legal class. The social engagements of the scientific academy also 

brought knowledge of and in Arabic into greater circulation.  

The polity (or polities) with which al-Maghribi was concerned in his early career 

were defined by religion, as Islamic. Al-Maghribi’s interest in the Islamic Nahda, which 

he both called for and claimed to observe, spanned at least four decades, and spanned too 

the whole Islamic world. Albert Hourani observes that Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali and al-

Maghribi, “after a youth spent in journalism in Cairo and Damascus, gave their riper age 

to scholarship” through their work for the Arab Academy. At the same time, he identifies 
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both as of a generation of Syrians primed to “appreciate and accept fully the ideas of 

[Jamal al-Din] al-Afghani and [Muhammad] ‘Abduh.”22 Similarly, Hisham Sharabi, in 

his classificatory scheme of modern Arab intellectuals, places al-Maghribi squarely in the 

camp of “Islamic reformism,” as a “disseminator” of the ideas of this group, and as a 

junior or secondary (possibly tertiary) figure of a school dominated by al-Afghani and 

‘Abduh, and in Syria by future fellow Academy member Shaykh Tahir al-Jaza’iri.23  

In 1909, shortly after the Young Turk Revolution and the restoration of the Ottoman 

constitution of 1878, al-Maghribi credited al-Afghani as being the first to argue for the 

necessity of religious reform and to call for a religious movement akin to Luther’s in 

Christianity.24 Almost forty years later in 1948, shortly following the end of the French 

Mandate for the new state of Syria and that state’s newly achieved independence, al-

Maghribi observes in his reminisces of al-Afghani that any student of the history of the 

Nahda of the Islamic East (tarikh nahdat al-sharq al-islami) is inevitably led to the 

personality of Jamal al-Din.25 Al-Afghani is singled out among reformers who include 

Mustafa Rashid Pasha and Midhat Pasha in Turkey, Molkam Khan in Iran, Ahmad Khan 

and Amir ‘Ali in India, and Khayr al-Din Pasha in Tunis because, whereas the efforts of 

these were limited to the borders of their respective states, al-Aghani’s message 

reverberated across the Islamic world.26 Thus the figure of al-Afghani and the spirit of 

Islamic revival he represented bracket forty years of al-Maghribi’s thought. Hamidian 

autocracy, the controversial policies of the Young Turks, the destruction of the Ottoman 

22 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 223. 
23 Hisham Sharabi, Arab Intellectuals and the West: The Formative Years 1875-1914 (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1970), 24. 
24 Al-Maghribi, al-Bayinnat, “Islamic Reform,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 3-4. 
25 Al-Maghribi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, 9. 
26 Al-Maghribi, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, 9-10. 
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Empire following the First World War, the imposition of the Mandate system, and the 

onset of the era of independent Arab national states—none of these events seemed to 

lessen al-Maghribi’s commitment to Islamic Nahda. 

Referring to al-Maghribi’s hand in editing the wartime al-Sharq, “the government 

newspaper published in Damascus,” Sharabi identifies al-Maghribi with Ottomanism, 

which he explains was promoted by “those adhering to the Islamic position. In the name 

of religion this position appealed strongly to Arabs and non-Arabs alike, reinforcing 

Islam’s supranational unity.”27 While Sharabi indicates some Arabs’ espousal of 

Ottomanism, in his short biographical blurb Charles Kurzman instead notes that whereas 

“many other Arab modernists supported Arab separation from the Ottoman Empire, 

Maghribi remained loyal to Istanbul,” also pointing to his work “for a pro-Ottoman 

newspaper in Damascus.”28 Munir Mushabik Musa similarly places al-Maghribi in his 

category of “reformist defenders of the Ottoman bond.”29  

Al-Maghribi did indeed champion the caliphal ideal and the Ottoman Caliphate. He 

regarded the Ottoman Sultans as legitimate Caliphs within the sweep of Islamic history 

even after the Young Turk/Ottoman Revolution of 1908 removed Sultan-Caliph 

Abdulhamid II from his throne. Responding to news that the Sultan Mehmet V was 

foregoing some of his monthly stipend in 1909, al-Maghribi reminds his easily impressed 

readers that ‘Uthman, “the grandfather of the Ottomans” (that is, Osman I, the 

eponymous founder of the dynasty born in 1258) died leaving behind him only his sword, 

spear, Qur’an, and a herd of sheep, linking him to precedents in caliphal frugality set by 

the first and fourth Arab Caliphs of Islam Abu Bakr and ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib in the seventh 

27 Sharabi, Arab Intellectuals and the West, 123. 
28 Kurzman, Modernist Islam, 207. 
29 Musa, al-Fikr al-Siyasi, 87. 
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century.30  

That same year, al-Maghribi denounced as a British plot the proposed formation of an 

alliance among the princes and emirs of the Arabian Peninsula, who had sought to name a 

Caliph from among their number and to preserve their independence from the Ottoman 

government itself.31 Though its princes live in relative luxury, society in the Peninsula, in 

al-Maghribi’s view, is based on “three fragile bases: al-badawwa [‘wilderness,’ also with 

the connotation of ‘primitiveness’], ignorance, and poverty,”32 and lacks the essentials for 

viable, independent statehood. On the other hand, which of the kings of Islam rival the 

Ottoman sultan in the organization and might of his state and his professionally trained 

army and navy?33 Al-Maghribi would only ask that the new Young Turk government in 

Istanbul unabashedly proclaim that it is “an Islamic government, and that its king is the 

Caliph of Islam and the Muslims.”34  

Of course, a British “plot” of this kind did in fact succeed, as the Amir Faysal of the 

Hashemites of Mecca, allied with T.E. Lawrence (“Lawrence of Arabia”) helped lead the 

Arab Revolt against the Ottomans from 1916-1918. As mentioned, al-Maghribi served on 

the Education Council which became the Arab Academy of Science during Faysal’s 

short-lived reign as King of Syria. Yet as late as 1925, after the fall of Faysal’s kingdom 

and five years into the French Mandate for Syria, al-Maghribi would praise Muhammad 

Jamil Bayhum’s book, Falsafat al-Tarikh al-‘Uthmani (The Philosophy of Ottoman 

History) for revealing the secret of the empire’s greatness and explaining the factors 

30 Al-Maghribi, “The Salary of the Caliph,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 158-159. 
31 Al-Maghribi, “Important News,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 79. 
32 Al-Maghribi, “Important News,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 82. 
33 Al-Maghribi, “Important News,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 87. 
34 Al-Maghribi, “Important News,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 88. 
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behind its rise (or flourishing: nuhud).35 Bayhum’s work is a worthy testimony to “the 

glory of Islam and the greatness of the House of ‘Uthman,” al-Maghribi concludes, in a 

telling pairing.36 Al-Maghribi even reads into Bayhum’s book an implicit comparison 

between the division of the “Christian world” into Catholic and Orthodox blocs, which 

facilitated the Ottomans’ European conquests in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 

and the state of the Islamic world with respect to their current European conquerors. Thus 

one hears a “faction of us today say: we fear our nationhood [‘ala qawmiyyatina] will 

vanish if we remained with the Turks, and this would not be the case if we came to an 

understanding with someone else!”37 Al-Maghribi’s tone of perhaps bitter incredulity 

suggests he continued to smart from the rupture between Arab and Turkish Muslims, and 

that he felt time had revealed the hollowness of the anti-Ottoman position. (This book 

review appeared some six months before the outbreak of the Great Syrian Revolt against 

French Mandatory rule in August 1925.)   

Al-Maghribi did support the Ottoman Caliphate, but he also advocated a 

constitutional system of government for the Ottoman dynasty. To arrive at this seemingly 

novel prescription, al-Maghribi provides a diagnosis of the ills of the Islamic world and 

the Caliph of Islam’s state in a number of articles. Writing in the wake of the 

constitutional revolutions (al-inqilabat al-dusturiyya) in the Iranian (1906) and Ottoman 

(1908) states, al-Maghribi notes that the “material power” is now in the hands of the 

“men of politics,” as opposed to the “men of religion.”38 Al-Maghribi is writing too in the 

context of the overall decline and contraction of the Islamic world. He takes as a premise 

35 Majalla 5 (1925), 153. 
36 Majalla 5 (1925), 154. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 3. 
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that true Islamic faith and practice would yield “sovereignty, greatness, and victory” on 

earth, as promised in Quranic verses (’ayat) and Prophetic sayings (hadith).39 It is 

because we are no longer true Muslims that we are oppressed and defeated by our 

enemies throughout the world, and what was promised to us has been inherited by other 

peoples, al-Maghribi asserts.40 Or as he writes in second part of the article, the “material 

power” is now in the hands of the European peoples.41  

The Islamic world is thus caught up in a double movement: speeding towards novel 

systems of government, under the influence of the men of politics, while shrinking in 

worldly sway, under the onslaught of the Europeans. The experience and understanding 

of the umma-in-the-world have been shaken on both fronts. That the Islamic umam are 

losing their Islamic character or coloring (masha, sabgha) is further evident to al-

Maghribi through the troubling loss of social cohesion. Among the Muslims are a new 

generation of “enlightened” youth schooled in the modern sciences, who are growing 

dangerously close to doubt.42 But there are also the nominal Muslim; the Muslim of 

moral integrity who yet does not deign to fast or pray; and the Muslim who ostentatiously 

observes his rites, but whose personality is “a mix of dishonesty and sincerity, hypocrisy 

and loyalty, greatness and baseness, cheapness and profligacy,” etc.43 Since al-Maghribi 

imagines this diversity of human character to be a modern or recent phenomenon, he 

regards it as another spur to reform.  

Though al-Maghribi’s depictions of Ottoman-era ills touch on several themes and 

offer multiple directions of analysis, he nevertheless maintains that the current decadence 

39 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 6. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform, Part 2” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 9. 
42 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform, Part 2” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 10-11. 
43 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform, Part 2” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 12. 
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of the Islamic umam is largely the result of chronic contests for the caliphate over the 

course of Islamic history. In 1907 he surveyed with dismay the spectacle of the conflict 

over the caliphal title between Sultan ‘Abd al-‘Aziz of Morocco and his rebellious 

brother Moulay Hafid. For al-Maghribi, the struggle recalls the fall of Muslim Spain over 

four centuries earlier, where internecine strife had enervated the Grenadans and 

contributed to their eventual expulsion by the Christian Castilian-Aragónese.44 Al-

Maghribi comes close to decrying the second time as farce: “and the tale of the Caliphate 

and the struggle over it is played out on the stage, as it was played out in the centuries of 

The Thousand and One Nights,” he sighs.45  

Al-Maghribi’s concern with the problems of the Caliphate was surely in part a 

response to the claims of different contenders. We have seen him decry the “British plot” 

in the Arabian Peninsula in 1909. Sultan Abdulhamid II increasingly emphasized his 

status as Caliph during his period of autocratic rule, and emerging, dissident counter-calls 

for an Arab Caliphate had already been circulating by the Revolution of 1908. ‘Abd al-

Rahman al-Kawakibi, who is noted in the scholarly literature to have been the first to 

clearly call for such a transfer, died as early as 1902. But it seems from his writings that 

al-Maghribi was interested less in who would be Caliph than what kind of state the 

Caliphate should be. Setting his arguments in the historical context of Caliphal contests 

over the Islamic longue duree may have been a safer way to articulate what were actually 

more fundamentally novel notions—particularly his call for a constitutional Caliphate. 

Al-Maghribi regards the institution of the Caliphate as mandated by Islam and hence 

44 Al-Maghribi, “The Caliphate Today and Yesterday,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 103. Al-Maghribi’s concerns 
may have proven well-founded, as the French protectorate over Morocco was proclaimed in 1912, three 
years after ‘Abd al-Hafid unseated his brother. 
45 Ibid. 
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indispensable.46 “As much as we may differ as to what kind of government the religion of 

Islam may have determined,” he writes, it is beyond dispute that it is built upon four 

bases: that the umma should have a head (ra’is); that he be qualified for leadership; that 

he be elected by those who “bind and loosen” (ahl al-hall wa-l-‘aqad); and that he 

exercises consultation (shura) in his leadership.47 The problem originates precisely with 

the third principle: for though the traits of the elected leader are well established, the 

distinguishing characteristics and qualifications of the electors are not clearly given, nor 

their number, nor provisions for how they ought to supervise the succession. Instead, the 

particulars have been entrusted to “those of vision among the Muslims,” though it is not 

clear who these are or how they conduct their business.48  

According to the syllogism al-Maghribi puts forth in “Islam and Parliamentary 

Government” in 1910, the good, sound state of the people is a function of the good, 

sound state of their government. The government will not be good/sound unless it is 

administered by good/sound people (qawm). And it will not be administered by such 

parties unless there are “fixed means” (tara’iq thabita) for their election.49 ‘Umar ibn al-

Khattab, the second of the “rightly-guided” Caliphs of Islam, charged a group of six 

fellow Companions of the Prophet to collectively determine his successor. Had those who 

“bind and loosen” retained and expanded upon his initiative, the “state of the Islamic 

world would be different from what it is today. And the Islamic umma would be at the 

forefront of umam—if God willed other umam to live alongside it” at all, he contends.50 

It is actually the Western umam who have “returned” to the ways taught by religion, in 

46 Al-Maghribi, “The Caliphate Today and Yesterday,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 104. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Al-Maghribi, “The Caliphate Today and Yesterday,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 105. 
49 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 223. 
50 Al-Maghribi, “The Caliphate Today and Yesterday,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 106. 
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managing the succession of their heads of state so well.51  

Al-Maghribi’s argument is really a historical critique, leading him to question the 

whole trajectory of Islamic political history and to imagine counterfactual alternatives to 

it. Al-Maghribi sees the hereditary principle established by the first Umayyad Caliph, 

Mu‘awiya, and followed by subsequent dynasties down the centuries as an imperfect 

solution, a compromise better than the nightmare scenario of endless strife and “a Prince 

of the Believers in every town and village.”52 But still better historical paths could have 

been followed. Had the early Caliphs adopted Greek democracy (rather than “Persian 

aristocracy”), it is unlikely the first Umayyad Caliph Mu‘awiya would have been able to 

kill the Prophet’s Companion Hujr bin ‘Adi, or that the celebrated ‘Abbasid Caliph Harun 

al-Rashid would have destroyed the influential ministerial family, the Barmakids, without 

being held to account.53 ‘Umar came very close to such a constitutional system, he 

claims.54 Al-Maghribi repeats his wish that ‘Umar’s method had been made a tradition or 

law (taqlidan aw sunnatan) to be followed thereafter, but significantly adds that it could 

have been (or could be) expanded to apply to the election, not just of the Caliph, but of 

“those who bind and loosen” themselves—those who assist the Caliph in the 

administration and policies of the umma.55 In this way, al-Maghribi is able to imagine the 

elaboration of a parliamentary system from out of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab’s directive. 

Though al-Maghribi advocated a constitutional Ottoman Caliphate around the time of 

the Young Turk/Ottoman Revolution of 1908, he still used, like Jurji Zaydan, a range of 

terminology to denote polities and political communities. Take, for instance, a single 

51 Al-Maghribi, “The Caliphate Today and Yesterday,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 107. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 227. 
54 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 226. 
55 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 226-227. 
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sentence from his 1908 article, “A Muslim Stands Up for his Folk (Qawm): The Truth of 

What England is Harboring.” In it he maintains that “no Western umma [community, 

nation] has waged war on the Islamic umam like the English umma: she took control of 

their bilad [usually translated “countries”]…and paved the way for disturbances in the 

wilayat [typically rendered “provinces,” though could generally refer to any territory 

ruled by a wali or person of authority]…and still professes love for them and the defense 

of their interests.”56 Al-Maghribi is concerned with the state of the whole Islamic world, 

made up of multiple communities/nations (umam). These umam still seem commensurate 

with the Islamic “countries” (bilad), though provinces (wilayat) figure in somehow, too. 

The Islamic folk (qawm) of the title are evidently distributed across all three units. 

Moreover, the umam that are defined by religion, as Islamic, are countered by the 

Western umam, of which the English umma is the most offensive. It is as if al-Maghribi 

needs an expanded vocabulary to address these new realities and to express his multiple 

(perhaps more so than “divided”) loyalties.   

A lot had happened, of course, in the two decades between 1908 and the publication 

of al-Maghribi’s schoolbook, Morals and Duties (al-Akhlaq wa-l-Wajibat) in 1927. 

Tensions between Turks and Arabs, among other things, soured the promise of the 

Revolution of 1908, the Ottoman Empire was defeated in the First World War and erased 

from the map, and the Caliphate itself was abolished in March of 1924. The polity with 

which al-Maghribi is primarily concerned in Morals and Duties is the watan, the 

territorially defined nation-state, though even the Syrian watan’s territory over its first 

decade was divided and combined into an array of statelets, and would lose territory to 

Turkey as late as 1939. Al-Maghribi attempts to define this entity to his young Muslim 

56 Al-Maghribi, “A Muslim Stands Up for his Qawm,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 124-125. 
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schoolchildren, though perhaps to some extent also to himself. “A man’s watan [often 

rendered “homeland”] is the country [balad] that he grew up in, spending most of the 

days of his life in its territory,” such that he distinguishes it from other countries. This is 

not yet the nation-state, though: al-Maghribi cites as examples the Dimashqi 

(Damascene) and the Baghdadi, rather than the Syrian and the Iraqi.57 The individual’s 

love and longing for this watan are “natural feelings” that do not need to be inculcated at 

school; al-Maghribi paints a picture of the Prophet Muhammad shedding precious tears 

for Mecca from Madina.58  

In more “recent times” though, al-Maghribi continues, Arab writers and poets have 

given a new meaning to al-watan, which is now distinguished from others with respect to 

its “borders, government, laws, and the solidarity of its people around one bond, one 

leader, one interest.” Al-Maghribi notes that proponents of the watan highlight its 

historical points of pride, wars and victories, heroes and famed men, and distinct natural 

features, or “what the imagination impresses upon them as more favorable and glorious 

than what is present in other umam.” The watan is symbolized with a “piece of fabric” to 

which much significance is attached.59 Al-Maghribi recognizes the novelty of the nation-

state as well as the considerable imaginative effort involved in ordering its components.  

More, rarely is the family of the watan composed of one ta’ifa (sect) of one milla 

(creed or religious community), but rather it typically includes the sons of multiple 

religions. “But that does not prohibit us from calling it one umma or one family so long 

as the watan is one, the language is one, and the political and economic interests are 

57 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 187. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 188. 
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one,”60 he avers. Besides the continued instability between the terms umma and watan, 

language now appears distinctly as a unifying feature. 

But what of the legacy of the Islamic polity or umma, or indeed the Caliphate? Al-

Maghribi seems to attempt a reconciliation in one arresting paragraph: 

And this civil moral or duty of love of country and obedience to the government, if it 
does not appear in the Islamic texts in this exact expression, yet it appears in that which 
serves it or agrees with it in meaning and purpose: so if in the text what appears is al-
imam (the imam) or al-khalifa (the Caliph) or al-wali (the governor) or wali al-amr 
(responsible authority or party), it is that which we mean today by the words “the 
government” (al-hakuma) or “the state” (al-dawla) or the “council of the nation” (often 
used for “parliament”: majlis al-umma); and if the text says, “interests of the Muslims” 
(maslahat al-muslimin) or “affairs of the community” (al-umma) then that is what we 
mean today by al-watan (the homeland) and al-bilad (the countries).61 
 

In al-Maghribi’s articles from the first decade of the century, the Caliph and the Caliphate 

were living ideals, individuals, and institutions, not only in the real world of the Ottoman 

present, but in the potential polity al-Maghribi was eager to see. By 1927, they are 

practically archaic terms from the classical texts of the faith.  

All is not lost, though. Al-Maghribi still insists that those terms really signify the 

same thing, that the Caliphate then means the state now. Morals and Duties is still aimed 

for classrooms of Muslim youth, and is still organized around Quranic ’ayat and 

Prophetic hadith. More, al-Maghribi contends in its pages that Islam is a religion “unique 

to the Muslims in terms of doctrines, rites, and means of worship,” but its “political, 

administrative, and social judgments, its social, ethical, and cultural [adabi] teachings” 

make it a universal religion, under the authority of which the sons of other millas can 

pass.62 For its injunctions with respect to “harmony, love, security, justice, mercy, trust, 

doing good, [shunning malice], and all the social duties” are directed not only at the 

60 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 122. 
61 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 189. 
62 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 122. 
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Muslims, but also “whosoever surround them in watan, government, and interest.”63 

Religion permits the watan and the watan conforms to religion. The universalism of 

Islam and of the caliphal ideal nourish the nation-state/homeland and inform the national 

public, even if in this rather subtle, subterranean way.  

 
* The Mind, Ethics, and Worldly Affairs 
 
 

Al-Maghribi consistently wrote as a committed Muslim. But Islam for al-Maghribi 

enjoins the exercise of reason and distinguishes between matters of faith and religious 

duties, on the one hand, and worldly or temporal affairs, on the other. Al-Maghribi also 

argued that Islam propounded an ethical system, and that the Islamic religion was 

revealed largely to inculcate and complete an ethical sensibility.  

But ethics were also associated for al-Maghribi with the human mind: the human 

mind could discover and understand ethics, and nourishing the mind with knowledge was 

a supremely ethical act. At times, al-Maghribi’s sense of ethics seems almost autonomous 

of religion, universal, and even prior to revealed faith. Indeed, al-Maghribi establishes the 

ethical sensibility as an inherent part of human nature. For al-Maghribi, ethical character 

is cultivable in all, ordinary people, which serves his broader vision of the public as 

educable. The Arabic language is the shared inheritance of its speakers, the Arab umma, 

and Islam is the common property of the community of believers. Proper expression of 

language and proper understanding of faith are cultivated in the human mind, hence the 

human mind must be generally educable. Al-Maghribi increasingly demands that 

ordinary Muslims develop their ethical sense and take up the qualities of the individual 

exegete, the mujtahid, in independently reasoning from the bases of faith, a task that 

63 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 123. 
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becomes critical as Syrians transform into the population of the new nation in-becoming. 

Al-Maghribi’s seeks in “Islam and Parliamentary Government” to uphold the 

permissibility of cultural borrowing in general, and the adoption of parliamentary 

government in particular. It is thus not merely a matter of reverting to ‘Umar’s initiative; 

rather, al-Maghribi implicitly recognizes the degree to which the system is foreign. In his 

discussion, al-Maghribi draws lessons from both non-Muslim and Muslim history. For 

example, the ancient Romans’ banding together to overthrow their monarchy and form a 

republic, and then the assassination of Julius Caesar to preserve the same, are examples 

of meritorious commitment to good government.64 The modern Western umam have 

attained their present might precisely because they have learned from and emulated the 

ancient umam.65 The Islamic umam ought to do the same. After all, as al-Maghribi points 

out, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (again) learned from the Persians and the Byzantines (Rum) the 

composition of history and how to form administrative departments (dawawin, sing. 

diwan).66 It is actually surprising to al-Maghribi that the ‘Abbasids did not more 

extensively translate and apply the lessons of Greek works in politics and administration 

as they did for science, philosophy, medicine, etc.67  

But al-Maghribi is not content with historical examples. History, after all, is the 

record too of misfortunes and missed opportunities, and even the ancient umam 

experienced great volatility and committed horrible crimes.68 To defend cultural 

borrowing, al-Maghribi advances a broader argument: that Islam distinguishes between 

religious matters and worldly affairs. From the former category, which includes doctrines 

64 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 218. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 226. 
67 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 227. 
68 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 222. 
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and rites (al-aqa’id wa-l-‘abadat), the Muslim umam are not to depart “one finger’s 

breadth.” But as for the things of this world (al-mut‘allaqa bi-l-dunya), Islam indicates 

only general principles and broad rules. These may guide and inspire when explicit 

injunctions are not given in the religious texts, and in this way the religion “opened for us 

the door of ijtihad,” or independent reasoning.69 Al-Maghribi illustrates this point in the 

undated article, “Intellectual Freedom in Islam,” in which he refers to the example of the 

Prophet Muhammad himself, who had questioned a certain agricultural practice of some 

of the Companions, but then recognized it was beneficial after all, yielding the hadith: 

“You are more knowledgeable of the things of your world.”70 

Al-Maghribi’s argument points to the salience of mind, or reason, to his thought, and 

indicates the intimate association between worldly affairs and prerogatives of mind. 

Historians often characterize the efforts of Islamic modernists like al-Maghribi as aiming 

to “reconcile” religion and reason. Al-Maghribi perhaps does this, but may contend in 

slightly different terms that Islam is fundamentally a religion of reason, and so such 

reconciling is unnecessary. Al-Maghribi advances a number of points to this effect in 

“The Conference and Consensus, and the Mind in the View of Religion,” (1907). In it he 

states that human societies through history have been based either on heavenly laws sent 

down by Providence, or laws fashioned by the human mind. But the human mind has a 

role to play in understanding, contemplating, or even deriving judgments from the former 

kind, too. Otherwise the application of heavenly laws is hardly different from the exercise 

of animal instincts. This point must certainly apply to the final set of heavenly laws given 

69 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol 2, 224. 
70 Al-Maghribi, “Intellectual Freedom in Islam,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 134. 
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to human minds at their most developed.71 The text of the Quran or Sunna (the exemplary 

model of the Prophet, including hadith) cannot be understood but through the mind, and 

“if the Qur’an speaks, it speaks to the mind.”72  Al-Maghribi points out that the patently 

intellectual task of mastering the Arabic language is a prerequisite for understanding 

sacred text. The Quranic text itself is replete with verses in which the Almighty disputes 

the claims of idolaters through argument.73  

Never in all of human history has there been “a book that elevates the stature of the 

mind and preserves its rights like the Qur’an,” he maintains in “The Conference and 

Consensus.” 74 Or as he reflects in “Intellectual Freedom in Islam,” the world does not 

know a religion “that has raised the stature of truth and used for it the mind more than the 

pellucid Islamic religion.”75 Al-Maghribi’s “rationalist” position actually allows him to 

adopt, through such statements, the stance of the arch-defender of the faith. It is perhaps 

partly for these reason that al-Maghribi opposes, in “An Obstacle in Primary Education 

that Must be Removed,” (1909) the traditional method of teaching the Qur’an to children 

in the kuttab. He proposes instead that excerpts be presented to students gradually, as 

their minds develop and appreciation grows.76 In 1927 he would expand further on these 

principles, emphasizing “learning and mind,” or al-‘ilm wa-l-‘aqal, in his textbook 

Morals and Duties (al-Akhlaq wa-l-Wajibat).77 

71 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, pp. 89-90. 
72 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, p. 90. 
73 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, p. 90-91. 
74 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, p. 90. 
75 Al-Maghribi, “Intellectual Freedom in Islam,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, p. 132.  
76 Al-Maghribi, “An Obstacle in Primary Education,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 141. Al-Maghribi points out in 
another article, “Psychological Education: A Comparison of Schoolbooks” that the mujtahid, the most 
elevated personality in the umma, reads the Qur’an to extract meaning from its verses, while the young 
child, the smallest member of the umma, reads the same text to make out letters and words. The Almighty 
did not send down the text for the latter purpose, al-Maghribi maintains in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 196. 
77 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 49-56.  
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Al-Maghribi’s intervention into traditional interpretative practices is yet in some ways 

novel, or at least marked by novel, modern elements. In “The Conference and 

Consensus,” al-Maghribi retains the four bases of holy law in Sunni tradition: the Qur’an, 

the Sunna, ijm‘a (“consensus”), and qiyas (reasoning by “analogy”). The mind must be 

brought to bear to understand the religious texts, as represented in the first two categories. 

As for the latter two categories, they are wholly the business of the mind.78  

Nevertheless, consensus (ijm‘a) and analogy (qiyas) vex al-Maghribi to some degree. 

Al-Maghribi recognizes that in the present age, it is possible to identify those of vision 

(ashab al-ra’i) wherever they are in the Islamic world, and modern means of transport 

and communications also make it possible for them to meet to confer, say, once a year.79 

But al-Maghribi does not deem it likely that the ashab al-ra’i will reach the ideal of 

perfect consensus on any or all matters. He is willing to take from the people (ahl) of 

Europe the principle of majority rule which they have adopted in their own gatherings 

and conferences; al-Maghribi names as examples of these the Italian Senato, the German 

Reichstag, and international peace conferences.80  

Thus al-Maghribi is prepared to tread “a path to reconcile between the two methods, 

that of Islamic consensus [ijm‘a] and that of the modern conference, which is among the 

components of contemporary civilization [al-madaniyya al-haditha].”81 As for analogical 

reasoning (qiyas), al-Maghribi notes that as individual effort, it is rightly ranked below 

collective consensus (ijm‘a). Indeed, individual ijtihad, by which mujtahids across the 

Islamic world work independently and in isolation, at times “disputing with and falling 

78 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 91. 
79 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 96-97. 
80 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 94, 93. 
81 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 94, 96. 
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upon each other” in argument, is one of the great afflictions of the Islamic umma, in al-

Maghribi’s estimation.82 Interpretation of the law is exceptionally rigorous business: after 

all, even the interpretation of purely human law is the work of specialists.83 

Al-Maghribi explicitly argues against the conventional view that the “door of ijtihad,” 

or independent reasoning in matters of Islamic law, remained closed since the Islamic 

Middle Ages. In “Let Us Strive to Produce the Mujtahid,” al-Maghribi deems the 

renunciation of ijtihad in favor of taqlid, or “imitation” of established rulings of the 

Sunni legal schools, to have been a product of two factors: the envy and competition 

among mujtahids in the medieval period, and the concurrent tyranny (istibdad) of the 

kings (muluk) of Islam. The mujtahids could have served as a check on the tyranny of the 

rulers, as the people of the umma recognized their authority, and so the despots have 

benefitted the most from the proclaimed closing of the door of ijtihad. Even if it is true 

that there are no qualified persons at present to practice ijtihad, al-Maghribi believes the 

educational material is available, ready to impart to students, so that they may eventually 

achieve this status—if not in this generation, then in the next. We already tire ourselves 

out in years of study of the religious sciences, al-Maghribi reminds his readers, so 

stopping at the point of exercising our judgment is nonsensical.  

But Islamic specialists are not supposed to study everything—not all questions of 

“religious, linguistic, political, literary, social, industrial, commercial, and agricultural” 

import are feasibly examined at any single gathering. They are not to delve into those 

“purely religious teachings and shar‘i (legal-religious) questions that the believer 

practices on his own, and which have no effect on his relations with his brother-

82 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 94-95.  
83 Al-Maghribi, “The Conference and Consensus,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 92. 
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believers”: things like the rules governing ablution and prayer, etc. Nor are they to 

approach those social questions that have no connection to religion, like “the post, 

telegraph, telephone, railways, irrigation, agriculture, the worldly sciences and the 

schools that teach them;” all of these have their proper entities charged with supervising 

them already.84 Al-Maghribi does not insist religious scholars assume authority over all 

facets of modernity; rather he recognizes and respects the competence of experts outside 

their class.  

What is left for the gathered religious specialists to attend to is that purpose for which 

prophets were sent in the first place, according to al-Maghribi: the noble morals, or ethics 

(makarim al-akhlaq), and how to propagate them among the Muslims.85 They ought to 

study and promote those elevated virtues and morals that have been the cause of the 

happiness or felicity “of our ancestors and of…the advanced umam of this age.”86 

Conversely, vices (al-ratha’il) have been the cause of the misery of ancient and modern 

umam. He would make the same point in his textbook of 1927: that “morals and duties” 

are the spirit and system God placed “in the souls of human groups [jama‘at al-bashar]”, 

and are among the greatest factors in their happiness and misery, as well as the most 

precise indicators of their degree of decadence or advancement.87  

Al-Maghribi thus signals that ethics are somehow distinct from religion and universal, 

granted to and observable in non-Muslim umam, too. We have already seen the Romans’ 

84 Interestingly, al-Maghribi introduces a third category of non-starters, alongside religious questions of no 
social import and social matters of no religious significance. These are social, worldly matters for which 
Islam did indeed provide precepts, but which historical events have rendered obsolete, such as those 
pertaining to the slave, the apostate, the rules of war and the spoils of war, among other questions. Not only 
does al-Maghribi deem whole spheres of human activity to be beyond the remit of religion, but he also 
suggests that history may vitiate religious injunctions, in “What is Expected of the Conference,” in Clear 
Signs, vol 1, 100.  
85 Al-Maghribi, “What is Expected of the Conference,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 100. 
86 Al-Maghribi, “What is Expected of the Conference,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 100-101. 
87 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 28. 
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laudable dedication to their republican government. In his article “Ethics and Their 

Sources, or the Power of the Psyche and its Branches” (1907), al-Maghribi asks the 

reader what distinguishes the following great men of history from the rest of humanity: 

‘Umar [ibn al-Khattab], Mu‘awiya, [Harun] al-Rashid, Alexander [the Great], Napoleon 

[Bonaparte], and Julius Caesar.88 Instead of the three Arab Caliphs he mentions, Al-

Maghribi singles out Napoleon who, upon assuming power in Egypt, set out to study its 

geography and geology, flora and fauna, history and antiquities, etc. He also plotted 

against his English enemies and devised means to disrupt their route to India. And finally, 

the same Napoleon pined for Josephine and entreated the breeze to carry his kisses to 

her.89  

Napoleon’s three preoccupations represent three psychic powers common to all 

humans: the articulating or meaning-making psyche (al-nafs al-natiqa), the wrathful 

power (al-quwwa al-ghadabiyya), and the power of desire (al-quwwa al-shahawiyya).90 

The three powers must be in balance with each other, and each power ramifies into its 

own set of morals, which are in turn attained by striking a balance between absence and 

excess (under the wrathful power, for example, courage lies between cowardice and 

foolhardiness).91 Not only do all humans, believers and nonbelievers, share these powers 

and their potential virtues, but humans share at least the latter two powers, the wrathful 

and desiring powers, with the animal kingdom.92 Strikingly absent is any significant role 

for religion in refining these powers or their morals, which seem to be perfected instead 

88 Al-Maghribi, “Ethics and their Sources, or the Power of the Psyche and its Branches,” in Clear Signs, 
vol. 2, 19. 
89 Al-Maghribi, “Ethics and their Sources,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 19-20. 
90 Al-Maghribi, “Ethics and their Sources,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 20-21. 
91 Al-Maghribi, “Ethics and their Sources,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 22. 
92 Al-Maghribi, “Ethics and their Sources,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 21. 
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by consciously attending to one’s innate psyche or psychological development. 

 Al-Maghribi reflects on the relation of religion to the mind and human nature as well 

in “Happiness is a Six-Pillared Palace.” Like Zaydan, al-Maghribi begins with a Creator-

God who fashioned humans in their first stage as scattered individuals, but planted “in 

their souls the seeds of civilization and the inclination to live socially.”93 In man’s 

immature or naïve stages, man was happy enough to meet his basic needs: “bodily health, 

daily nourishment, and personal security/safety.”94 But after he assured those things and 

his powers of imagination expanded, he developed faith (al-ayman) that he had “a creator 

who treated him well if he did good, and punished him if he did evil.” Thus his happiness 

came to count on the sense that “his god was pleased with him.”95 Religion (al-din, later 

religiosity, or al-tadayyun) is the fourth pillar of man’s happiness. Al-Maghribi notes that 

some umam follow religions inspired by “illusions or the whims of their leaders,” but that 

no matter how “low” the religion may be, its adherents are better off for it.96 

Al-Maghribi argues that this religious sense developed alongside the fifth pillar, 

which is in some senses its opposite: “money, or amassing wealth.”97 The sixth pillar, at 

last, is “knowledge,” or al-‘ilm. “And no one knows but God when this happiness, the 

happiness of knowledge, began to pour out onto man, and knowing that is impossible as 

knowledge [al-‘ilm] has a general meaning that does not revert to limited principles, nor 

does it fall under certain questions.”98 Al-Maghribi here is consciously and explicitly 

expanding the notion of knowledge, which this dissertation argues was a typical 

93 Al-Maghribi, “Happiness is a Six-Pillared Palace,” in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 75. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Al-Maghribi, “Happiness is a Six-Pillared Palace,” in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 76. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Al-Maghribi, “Happiness is a Six-Pillared Palace,” in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 78. 
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maneuver of the Nahda period. Lastly, all six pillars (the three basic needs, religion, 

wealth, and knowledge) are erected on a “base known by all people,” which is the “mind” 

(al-‘aql), or what is also called “good moral character” (hasan al-khulq).99 In this 

remarkable essay, al-Maghribi distinguishes between knowledge and religion (religion in 

general, not “only” Islam) and bases both on the foundation of the mind, which is in the 

final analysis equivalent to morality or the ethical sense.    

In “Islamic Reform” (1909), al-Maghribi advocates the placing of greater value on 

actions, what one may perhaps call “good works,” so that it is not imagined that the 

Muslim is “saved only through words he repeats, gestures he performs, and traditions he 

knows well.” The true Muslim must also never harm another Muslim by word or deed, 

and must take on the morals commanded by the religion; or else religion is “an empty 

call.”100 In Morals and Duties, al-Maghribi cites a Quranic verse to argue that moral 

conduct is “three-quarters” of faith, and two hadith to the effect that morals are “half” of 

religion, and the “vessel” of religion.101 While al-Maghribi’s textbook is structured 

around the citation of ’ayat and hadith (and even begins with backgrounders on their 

fields of study), he is nevertheless conscious of contributing a rare, novel kind of work. In 

al-Maghribi’s estimation, the Islamic library does not contain the number of works on 

ethics commensurate with the notion that ethics are three-quarters of faith. The classical 

works of Ibn Muskuwayih, al-Mawardi, and al-Ghazali are understood only by a select 

few; accessible works for teachers, parents, and students are what are needed now.102 Just 

as al-Maghribi “revises” Islamic political history, so too does he seek to fill gaps in the 

99 Ibid. 
100 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 16-17. 
101 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 28-29. 
102 Al-Maghribi, Morals and Duties, 4-5. 
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Islamic library and to introduce new pedagogical approaches to raise Muslim youth.    

The notion that morals or ethics are the gauge of a nation’s happiness and 

advancement intriguingly echoes an idea expressed in “An Obstacle in Primary 

Education that Must be Removed” of 1909. Here it is learning, or more specifically 

literacy, that indicates the happiness or advancement of umam.103 Al-Maghribi in fact 

establishes a link between morality and learning/literacy. An illiterate, ordinary person 

(‘ammi) cannot truly be a good citizen or patriot (wataniyyan) because he cannot fully 

comprehend notions of “constitution and freedom, national rights and duties, or anything 

to do with public affairs.” More, he cannot fully appreciate the importance of national 

independence, lacking as he does personal independence.104 Nor can he truly be a good 

Muslim, if unable to absorb religious texts and the words of the pious. The literate ‘ammi, 

on the other hand, can be a good patriot and a good Muslim, as well as a model modern: 

he may learn from books, magazines, and newspapers how to save and economize, raise 

children, enjoy a good marriage and good friendships, etc.105  

Al-Maghribi variously attributes the decadence of the Islamic world to unresolved 

political problems and the contests over the caliphate, or to the low state of morals among 

the Muslims, or else low levels of learning and literacy. His range of interests relate to the 

distinction between religion and worldly affairs, and to notions of authority, 

responsibility, and reform. In “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” al-Maghribi 

proclaims that ever since the Muslim people (qawm) turned away from the true guidance 

of the Qur’an, “happiness departed from them….and greatness and mastery passed them 

103 Al-Maghribi, “An Obstacle in Primary Education,” in Clear Signs, vol 1, 137. 
104 Al-Maghribi notes that the political leaders of Europe have known of the connection between education 
and a nation’s greatness, and cites Bismarck’s purported contention that Germany had defeated France 
through her schoolteachers, not her army officers, in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 137. 
105 Al-Maghribi, “An Obstacle in Primary Education,” in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 139-140. 
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by.”106 While it is easy to breeze past such a contention as a conventional piety or stock 

reprimand, it nevertheless raises the question as to whether adherence to religion is 

sufficient for worldly greatness. The effect of true Islam in the polity would be 

civilizational might and inheritance over the earth. Yet it is not immediately clear how 

these radical transformations of the Islamic umam’s position in the world would be 

effected if al-Maghribi also distinguishes between worldly affairs and matters of faith, 

limiting the men of religion’s remit to the latter, and limiting these matters in turn to 

“just” ethical questions.  

Who is ultimately responsible for the umma’s standing, how are powers divided 

among the religious scholars, the men of politics, and the masses of the believers? The 

lines appear at times blurred. In “Islamic Reform” of 1909, al-Maghribi had argued that 

in despotic governments, only the governmental structure and the individuals who 

compose it are the “responsible authorities” (walat al-’umur). In constitutional free 

governments, though, the government belongs to the umma, and the whole umma is 

responsible for its standing, and will be judged collectively at the end of times.107 In “The 

Religious Nahda in the Islamic Umma” of 1916, however, al-Maghribi retains the 

prerogatives and political and religious elites. The governors (al-hukkam, or the Caliph 

and the men of his government) and the ‘ulama and mujtahids (the religious scholars of 

the Muslims) as the responsible authorities (awwali al-’amr); both government personnel 

and religious scholars are charged with the interests of the umma, both parties “bind and 

loosen.” The administrative and political interests are charged to the government, while 

“personal, familial, and social” interests are charged to the scholars. Even so, the political 

106 Al-Maghribi, “Islam and Parliamentary Government,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 222. 
107 Al-Maghribi, “Islamic Reform,” in Clear Signs, vol. 1, 8. 

138 
 

                                                           



leaders are exposed to the error and vice of despotism, and religious scholars exposed to 

the error of imitation. Their powers must be checked by broader consultation (al-shura) 

with and consensus (al-ijm‘a) among the qualified parties.108  

Al-Maghribi did not write his 1927 textbook Morals and Duties as a primer for 

budding religious scholars or mujtahids, but for the children of the Syrian homeland’s 

(watan) Muslim masses. The very categories of the “personal, familial, and social” 

interests of the Muslims entrusted to the scholars in 1916 are now the headings for 

various virtues ordinary schoolchildren are expected to nurture within themselves. 

Indeed, the educational and personal qualities al-Maghribi ascribed to or expected of the 

new mujtahid in 1909—mastery of the Arabic language, fluency in the texts and sources 

of religion, and good personal character109—seem to be hallmarks he would later wish for 

all Muslim youth. As such, it is possible to think of al-Maghribi as increasingly 

participating in the democratization, popularization, or perhaps nationalization of ethics 

over his career, an intellectual transformation consonant with the emergence of the new, 

national focus of loyalty. But it is also possible to take the point too far: even in 1909 al-

Maghribi had quite boldly stated that ijtihad is an obligation imposed by Islam on “every 

Muslim.”110 Al-Maghribi seems to have consistently held that Islam and the Arabic 

language were the rightful inheritance of all believers and speakers, and that ethics and 

the exercise of reason were traits and abilities within the reach of all people. Whether 

certain minds could claim authority more than or even over others is a question that 

appears to have dogged al-Maghribi for much of his career as a religious reformer and a 

language modernizer both.  

108 Al-Maghribi, “The Religious Nahda in the Islamic Umma,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 6. 
109 Al-Maghribi, “Let Us Strive to Produce the Mujtahid,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 50. 
110 Al-Maghribi, “Let Us Strive to Produce the Mujtahid,” in Clear Signs, vol. 2, 47. 
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* The Command of Language: Arabic and Authority 
 
 
Written in the context of tumultuous changes to the regional political order, Al-

Maghribi’s work is animated by concerns over who is responsible for the fortunes of the 

Islamic and Arab umam. Who will lead the reform efforts to modernize Islam and the 

Arabic language? What are the historical bases of authority, and how are they relevant to 

the present? These questions continued to preoccupy al-Maghribi even after he assumed 

authoritative roles himself. Ranged across from the authorities that are al-Maghribi and 

his learned fellows is the public: the body of ordinary believers and the community of 

Arabic-speakers. Al-Maghribi positioned himself as an intellectual serving these publics, 

whom he thought of as educable in sound ethics and proper expression of language.  

Whereas Zaydan maintained the distinction of elite/common, khassa/‘amma, but 

sought to swell the ranks of the former, al-Maghribi attempted more directly to educate 

and uplift the ‘amma. It is a subtle difference in emphasis, but an important one. Zaydan 

remarked upon the new-ness of the Western sciences in the Arab world and of the 

modern Arab intelligentsia in The Philosophy of Language in 1886. In a report for the 

Syrian Ministry of Education in 1923, as discussed below, al-Maghribi is impressed with 

the spread of schooling and learning in Egypt and the Levant, which has already 

noticeably changed public culture. Al-Maghribi here is describing the pace of historical 

change as encouraging, confirming his view of the ‘amma’s educability, but he may have 

also felt that the new historical challenges facing the national population required this 

commitment to learning. Just as al-Maghribi judged ordinary Muslims capable of 

cultivating the qualities of the mujtahid and good ethical sense, so too does he maintain 

140 
 



that common, colloquial speakers of Arabic can contribute to the body of the classical 

language or at least approach the classical ideal.     

Al-Maghribi’s Kitab al-’Ishtiqaq wa-l-T‘arib [The Book of Derivation and 

Arabization] was first published in Egypt in 1908, at the same time al-Maghribi was 

penning articles in the press that would later be collected in al-Bayyinat. The concurrence 

is itself remarkable: it is clear that al-Maghribi saw no crippling contradiction in writing 

on behalf of both the Islamic and Arab umam around the time of the Young Turk 

Revolution. Al-Maghribi notes with some satisfaction in the introduction to the second 

edition of 1947 that for nearly forty years the book spread the message for the acceptance 

of al-t‘arib (Arabization, or phonetically assimilating a foreign term into the language 

more or less as is), affirming that such assimilation is a natural law in all human 

languages, not in the Arabic language alone.111 The longevity of al-Maghribi’s message 

recalls Zaydan’s commitment beginning with the appearance of The Philosophy of 

Language in 1886 to its reprinting in 1904, along with the publication of The Arabic 

Language: A Living Being in that latter year.112  

Derivation and Arabization shares premises and concerns with Zaydan’s earlier 

books on philology. In certain respects it fleshes out the implications of Zaydan’s claims, 

111 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 1. 
112 As mentioned, al-Maghribi wrote his book partly in response to criticism for his use of Arabicized terms 
in his journalism, charges which Al-Maghribi describes as crossing over from speech to articles in the 
press. Learned contemporaries in Egypt ultimately deemed the issue too grave for such forums, citing the 
need for “organized discussion” (tanthim al-jadal). Sessions were soon held at Nadi Dar al-‘Ulum under 
the leadership of Hufni Bayk Nasif. S‘ad Zaghlul, later leader of the Wafd Party, bought “a great number” 
of copies of al-Maghribi’s book on behalf of the Ministry of Education, which he headed at the time. Al-
Maghribi returned to Tripoli with the proclamation of the Ottoman Constitution in 1909, and then the 
outbreak of the First World War severed contact between Levantines and the “movement of literature, 
authorship, printing, and publishing” in Egypt. Al-Maghribi would only learn that his book had nearly sold 
out in Egypt in 1934, when he returned to Cairo as an inducted member of the Egyptian Academy of the 
Arabic Language. Al-Maghribi proudly notes that he had heard Egyptian admirers say that two books in 
recent years had contributed exceptionally to national Nahda: Qasim Amin’s The Liberation of Woman and 
his own Derivation and Arabization, in Derivation and Arabization, 1-3.  
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and departs slightly from them in others. Zaydan had portrayed the Arabs as a single 

group ramifying from the original Semites of Mesopotamia and settling the peninsula that 

would be named after them. Al-Maghribi provides a rather more involved account of the 

lines of Qahtan and ‘Adnan. The former are the “original Arabs” (al-asl fi-l-‘uruba), but 

al-Maghribi contends that their language, which Qahtan’s son Y‘arub considerably 

refined, was itself inflected by Hamitic influences of the peninsula’s original inhabitants. 

‘Adnan’s line had ramified from the tribe of Jurhum, into which the Hebrew ’Isma‘il113 

had married, and are considered “Arabized Arabs” (al-‘arab al-must‘araba). The Prophet 

Muhammad’s own tribe, the Quraysh, are a product of this line, al-Maghribi points out, 

and are in no way any less Arab. In other words, both the original Qahtanite and the 

assimilated ‘Adnanite lines are stamped with cultural—that is, linguistic—borrowing at 

their origin.  

Like Zaydan, al-Maghribi uses bodily imagery to illustrate the replenishing of 

language, through the digestion and transformation of nutrients (rather than the 

reproduction of cells).114 Al-Maghribi also refers to lexical generation through 

Arabization (t‘arib) as a “natural law” (namus tabi‘i), though he does not really discuss 

Zaydan’s general law of evolution. Al-Maghribi openly stakes out a position in the 

classical tawqifiyya/istilahiyya debate on the divine versus human origins of language. 

Zaydan had posited in general deistic terms that man’s capacity for verbal imitation was 

endowed by a Creator-God. Al-Maghribi, a shaykh, is able to enter this debate directly, 

offering multiple supports to his reading of the principal Quranic verse.115   

113 Abraham and Hagar’s son, Isaac’s half-brother, the Ishmael of the Bible. 
114 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 18.  
115 Al-Maghribi argues that God had taught Adam the “meanings” of all things, not their “names.” The 
sword, for example, has a thousand names in Arabic. If there are four thousand other names for the sword 
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Above all, Derivation and Arabization employs multiple approaches to demonstrate 

and defend Arabic’s dynamic, borrowing nature. As Stetkevych and Marwa Elshakry 

point out, al-Maghribi’s central conceit or trope is to draw a parallel between an 

expanding Arab umma (nation, community) and an expanding Arabic language. The first 

sentence of the original introduction of the work states that an umma increases its 

population through two means: al-tawallud, or natural reproduction within the group, and 

al-tajannus, or naturalization of foreign parties, the bestowing of nationality upon 

outsiders. The language expands through two similar processes: al-’ishtiqaq, or (mainly) 

verbal derivation—using the multiple, conventional verbal forms in Arabic to create new 

words on characteristic patterns—and t‘arib, or Arabization, assimilation of the foreign 

word. Thus al-Maghribi points out the “impure” origins of both Qahtanite and ‘Adnanite 

Arabic, weighs in on the interpretation of a Qur’anic passage, and likens a developing 

language to an expanding nation and to a growing body.  

Delving further into the Qur’an, al-Maghribi provides examples of loanwords in the 

sacred text of Farsi, Greek, Ethiopic, Syriac, “Zinjiyya,” Hebrew, Old Turkish, Hindi, and 

Coptic origin.116 Al-Maghribi also analyzes Arabized vocabulary in Prophetic hadith,117 

and cites ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib’s use of a Greek interjection equivalent to “bravo.”118 He 

includes a discussion of Arabized loanwords (mu‘arrabat) of the fusaha’, or eloquent 

exponents of the language from the pre-Islamic period and early Islam.119 He refers to the 

in all other languages living and dead, then that would mean Adam had committed to memory five 
thousand names for a single object, which is patently “unreasonable,” in Derivation and Arabization, 17.     
116 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 27. Al-Maghribi speculates that God’s intention in including 
so many mu‘arrabat in His book may be to alert the Arabs to the practice of t‘arib, so that their language 
may be capable of “integrating with the civilizations of all the nations…just as the religion of that 
language, meaning Islam, has come down to be the religion of all nations,” 54. 
117 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 45-48. 
118 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 54. 
119 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 55-62. 
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linguistic efforts and academies of the Abbasid translation movement.120 He makes 

passing references to Western languages’ derivations from each other and borrowings 

from Arabic itself.121  He engages with the arguments put forth on the subject by 

canonical grammarians and lexicographers like Sibawayih, al-Jawhari, and al-Hariri.122 

In other words, al-Maghribi employs tactics to further the cause of t‘arib that may be 

described as philological, metaphorical, exegetical, literary, historical, and comparative, 

and draws also from the traditions and debates of lexicographers and grammarians. It is 

almost as if no single approach suffices on its own; the campaign must be waged on 

multiple fronts. 

But does al-Maghribi fully resolve his own anxieties with respect to Arabization? Al-

Maghribi respectfully references al-Jawhari and al-Hariri’s preferences that Arabized 

words be placed in proper Arabic lexical “molds” (qawalib), but seems to follow the lead 

of the great Sibawayih, who apparently did not insist on this condition. Sibawayih had 

only set common usage as the standard for Arabized words (mu‘arrabat), which is the 

more helpful approach in “an age like ours,” when foreign languages and words have 

increased greatly among the Arabs, yet there are no language academies to attend to 

mold-setting.123 But al-Maghribi would set limits to this generous tolerance (tasamuh) of 

Sibawayih’s. Otherwise, with time the language would “depart from its image and shape, 

and be counted a mulatto language, neither Arabic nor ‘ajami [foreign], like the Maltese 

language, or like all the colloquial [‘ammi] Arabic languages in the different Islamic 

regions [aqtar].” Hence we are in great need of a language academy “to protect our 

120 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization,  41. 
121 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 20.  
122 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 42-43. 
123 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 42-43. 
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beloved language from this danger that threatens it, and to save it from falling into this 

frightening abyss.”124 Language naturally develops but must in part be regulated, Arabic 

must continue to import new terms, but only to a point—al-Maghribi’s argument runs 

into some of the same tensions as Zaydan’s. 

Making use of another analogy, al-Maghribi notes that the Egyptian government has 

employed the talents of foreigners in departments of state, arguing that this “does not 

make the government foreign.”125 He returns to the point later, saying that the foreigner 

who “takes on Egyptian nationality, and amply demonstrates the traits of the sincere 

patriot [al-watani al-sadiq], must be counted by the Egyptian watan [homeland] as one of 

its sons.”126 These statements, made by a Levantine émigré in Egypt, quite likely point to 

tensions between Egyptian intellectuals and their non-Egyptian peers, including 

Levantines, resident in Egypt. It would seem al-Maghribi is in part caught up in questions 

as to who speaks for Arabic and Egypt both. Perhaps to dilute the effect somewhat, al-

Maghribi also notes that the Ottoman as well as the Arab Umayyad and ‘Abbasid 

dynasties had foreigners in state service. The decision to employ foreigners is the 

prerogative of the king in a kingdom, and of numerous individuals in a constitutional 

government. But who authorizes the use of foreign (‘ajami) words; who is suited to 

undertake the task of Arabization (t‘arib)?  

Al-Maghribi’s provocatively suggests that it is the common people (‘amma) who 

Arabize, particularly those involved in trade and industry or crafts who obtain their 

articles from foreigners, importing the names of these articles at the same time.127 A 

124 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 44. 
125 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 24-25. 
126 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 52. 
127 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 25-26. 
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language academy ought to communicate with the workers and managers of the railways, 

for example, and ask them the names of every component and device and all else 

associated with that industry, which they would then record in their notebooks. For if we 

were to depend instead on the coinings of the educated elite (khassa)—who are many and 

quarrelsome—the names would multiply and the matter grow confused and ultimately 

end in failure.128 Al-Maghribi’s view of the khassa of language here recalls his 

characterization of the disputatious mujtahids in religion. Al-Maghribi shares with 

Zaydan a sense of the ‘amma’s creative linguistic agency, but potentially accords them 

real authority in forming the (classical) language. 

Al-Maghribi returns to the general question of jurisdiction over t‘arib when he asks 

whether Arabization is the monopoly of the authoritative linguists (ahl al-lugha) as is 

derivation (’ishtiqaq). He has not come across the view of the scholars with respect to 

t‘arib. Considering languages are in a constant state of interaction with each other, al-

Maghribi does not think the scholars of language will go so far as to refuse to recognize 

the Arabizations (mu‘arrabat) of later generations.129 An indication of the confused 

question of authority is the fact that al-Maghribi still looks to the scholars of language to 

determine the question; he seeks their authority as to whether their authority is final. 

Yet al-Maghribi appears to backtrack on his liberal position on the prerogative of 

t’arib. He soon adopts the view that only the Jahili (pre-Islamic) and mukhadram Arabs 

(those whose lives spanned the pre-Islamic period and the dawn of Islam) can qualify as 

authorities whose speech is taken as a reference. Later Arabs who coin words that “the 

[early] Arabs did not know” are muwallidun, that is “generators” rather than “Arabizers.” 

128 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 26. 
129 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 44-45. 
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Their words are not taken as a reference, the rule of analogy (qiyas) is not applied to them 

in the coining of still more words; in a seeming reversal of his argument, their words are 

not even properly called fasih (correct/classical).130 Still later, al-Maghribi observes that 

words that “we have called muwalladan [“generated”] could have been better 

distinguished by us, such that we divide them into two categories, muwallad 

[“generated”] and muhdath [with the sense of “new,” perhaps “innovated”]. The former 

denotes the coinings of Arabs of early Islam, and the latter signifies the coinings of those 

“who lived after them until our own age.” After all the energy he had expended in 

defending the “natural law” of Arabization, it is not clear if al-Maghribi would recognize 

the efforts of his contemporaries as fully equal, fully fasih (correct classical). 

Questions over linguistic and lexical authority continue to animate al-Maghribi’s 

work as a fully-fledged member of the Damascus Academy even as he and the Academy 

assumed positions of authority on these matters vis-à-vis the Syrian public and state. He 

continued to wrestle with historical authorities, and the authority of history, while also 

struggling with the authority represented or claimed by his contemporaries. He sought to 

organize that authority so that experts could produce a body of knowledge to be imparted 

to the public.  

Al-Maghribi as an academician was generally prepared to serve as a kind of linguistic 

authority, partly as public intellectual, partly in counsel to the state. In the Damascus 

Academy’s journal, al-Maghribi occasionally responds directly to readers’ questions, or 

else simply writes edifying entries on questions of general interest. In the March/April 

1933 issue, al-Maghribi took up a reader’s question on the difference between the words 

130 Al-Maghribi, Derivation and Arabization, 62. 
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“al-sana” and “al-‘am,” often used interchangeably to denote “year.”131 Al-Maghribi 

makes recourse to dictionaries like al-Qamus, al-Misbah, and Lisan al-‘Arab, to 

authorities like Ahmad bin Yahya Th‘alab, al-Jawaliqi, Ibn Abi al-Hadid, and Raghib al-

Isfahani, as well as to Quranic verses and Prophetic hadith in his response. The upshot is 

these authoritative sources provide three responses: that the two words are entirely 

synonymous;132 that al-‘am refers strictly to a full year beginning on the first day of 

winter, whereas al-sana can begin on any day (leading to the observation, “every ‘am is a 

sana but not every sana is an ‘am”);133 and that al-sana actually means a year of drought, 

and al-‘am a year of plenty.134 Al-Maghribi concludes that Arabic speakers, including the 

eloquent and skilled (bulagha’) among them, and “especially in our day,” do not 

differentiate between the two words. Only the exceptionally steeped scholar keen to 

apply the rules of eloquence makes the distinctions, he notes, pointing to degrees of 

differentiation within the ranks of the learned elite (khassa).135  

Though the mode of discussion is modern—a “letter to the editor” of an academic 

journal—the content is not. No neologism or novel concept is involved. Al-Maghribi is 

unearthing lexical lessons that are little-known but which may be discovered through 

diligent research into known scholarly sources. Al-Maghribi may have considered 

performing such work and sharing the results with the public to be among the Academy’s 

duties. Other articles, however, point to al-Maghribi’s (and readers’) engagement with 

modern innovations. In 1923 al-Maghribi issued a “linguistic fatwa” or ruling in response 

to a question posed by “two young adibs” (men of letters) on the permissibility of using 

131 Majalla 13 (1933), 181. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Majalla 13 (1933), 182. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Majalla 13 (1933), 183. 
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the word maqha for “café,” the place where qahwa (coffee) is enjoyed.136 Al-Maghribi 

affirms that “generating” words in the language is not the exclusive privilege of the 

people (ahl) of any century over others. We may coin words as the early Arabs did, he 

writes, so long as we keep to the rules set by the early Arabs—a succinct formulation that 

suggests that perhaps by then, al-Maghribi had resolved the issue of historical and 

linguistic authority (though the point in question does not involve Arabization).137  

Al-Maghribi’s response is delivered in a kind of admiring tone of the creativity of 

earlier generations who operated within the “rules.” Qahwa originally denoted “wine” 

and also fermented milk, and this word was then applied to the dark boiled beverage after 

the Arabs came across the coffee plant. Later they would call the place they drank it also 

a qahwa, and “this was no innovation on their part”—just as the burning element [of fire] 

is called nar, and so too is the place where sinners are punished [al-nar as in “Hell”].138 

While treating a new form of sociability, al-Maghribi follows traditional methods of 

lexical generation, even as he continues to engage with the question of which generations 

are entitled to so generate. Five years later, in 1928, al-Maghribi discusses the modern 

terms “chapeau”139 and “salade,”140 but with the intention of proving that these words 

were originally taken from Arabic, rather than imported into Arabic from French (efforts 

he performs with some of his subtle humor). 

Other articles in the Damascus Academy journal demonstrate al-Maghribi’s desire to 

participate in the life of such official institutions as the courts system and to assist in their 

proper functioning. Al-Maghribi issued another “linguistic fatwa” in June 1925, in 

136 Majalla 3 (1923), 357. 
137 Majalla 3 (1923), 358. 
138 Majalla 3 (1923), 357-358. 
139 Majalla 8 (1928), 298-300. 
140 Majalla 8 (1928), 565-567. 
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response to a letter from an unidentified party in Beirut seeking the proper use of the verb 

for ‘idam, or “execution” in capital punishment, which is noted to be a word taken from 

Turkish.141 Al-Maghribi concludes that the full and precise usage would take two objects 

(that the action is performed upon so-and-so’s life, with the two objects “so-and-so” and 

“life”); but since the rules of grammar permit the dropping of the second object, the 

common usage of performing the action “upon so-and-so” is technically correct.142 Al-

Maghribi, speaking on behalf of “our Arab Scientific Academy,” approves the usage for 

the purposes of “expanding the scope of speech in the language and developing its 

expressions and constructions.”143  

The following year, in December 1926, the Damascus Academy noted in their journal 

that an individual involved in a lawsuit in Damascus had sent a letter to the Academy 

requesting their explication of the term ribh, which the party understood to carry the 

meaning of “gain,” but whose opponent took to mean “interest.” The outcome of the suit 

hinged upon the interpretation of this term, the litigant wrote.144 Al-Maghribi responded 

to the request and issued yet another “fatwa” or ruling on the subject, again making use 

of the definition in Raghib al-Isfahani’s eleventh-century dictionary al-Mufradat.  

Although al-Maghribi’s final determination appears rather inconclusive—ribh 

literally means interest but may conventionally be used for profit or gain—it is 

nevertheless a noteworthy episode.145 It indicates that some members of the broader 

public had indeed come to view the Academy as an authority on the language, perhaps 

even the preeminent authority. Al-Maghribi does not significantly modify al-Isfahani’s 

141 Majalla 5 (1925), 286. 
142 Majalla 5 (1925), 287-288. 
143 Majalla 5 (1925), 289. 
144 Majalla 6 (1926), 565. 
145 Majalla 6 (1926), 566. 

150 
 

                                                           



centuries-old definition of it, so al-Maghribi, and the Academy, once again perform the 

role of passing on perhaps obscure but fairly established principles of language. In both 

cases of “to execute” and “profit/gain,” al-Maghribi’s treatments seem to intend two 

effects in the real world of social relations: serving the law and expanding the use of the 

language. It is worth pointing out that al-Maghribi makes no commentary on the practice 

of capital punishment, nor takes sides in the lawsuit. Rather, like his labeling of his 

judgments as “fatwas,” he assumes an impersonal, adjudicating tone in keeping with the 

spirit of the occasion.  

Al-Maghribi submitted a report in response to a request put forth by the Ministry of 

Education in 1923 that reads as a revealing service rendered to the state and public both. 

Al-Maghribi’s recommendation on how to spread the fusha language among the public 

(bayn al-jumhur) addresses two objectives: promoting proficiency in correct writing, and 

fluency in correct speech.146 His proposal indicates that he did not posit an unbridgeable 

chasm between ‘amma and khassa or between ‘ammiyya and fusha. Rather, his 

pedagogical ambitions embrace the ‘amma, who can be taught, and the ‘ammiyya, which 

can be reformed. Al-Maghribi maintains that all fasih human languages give rise to an 

ammi daughter-language, which is really an abbreviated or shorthand version of the 

classical (fusha). So there is “no cause for pessimism towards the ‘ammiyya, [nor reason 

to try] to annihilate or kill it off. All that is necessary is to reform it and refine its 

unruliness,” he explains.147  

Al-Maghribi’s recommendation is to disregard the vowels of declension at the ends of 

words, but to replace common, vulgar ‘ammi words with serviceable fasih ones where 

146 Majalla 3 (1923), 231. 
147 Majalla 3 (1923), 236. 
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possible—that is, to improve diction rather than perfect grammar. People no longer 

possess that “innate disposition” for grammar that the early Arabs passed on with ease to 

their children, he observes; truly proficient persons number one in two or three thousand 

these days, and were they to attend to their case endings in their daily speech they would 

be mocked by the majority.148 As far as proficiency in writing goes, al-Maghribi is 

pleased to note the great number of writers who write admirably and correctly (though of 

course with some variation among them). These writers are active especially in those 

Arab regions (aqtar) like Syria which have established modern schools, benefited from 

the spread of books, newspapers, and magazines, and seen the founding of clubs for 

speeches and lectures and houses for the acting out of tales.149 Like Zaydan, al-Maghribi 

bears witness to the modern increase in education and literacy. He is celebrating the 

expansion of the Arabic world of letters to which he himself is contributing, just as he 

bears witness to the political and religious Nahda’s in the Islamic umam to which he also 

contributed. 

Though al-Maghribi may have had a rather high opinion of contemporary writers, this 

did not prevent him from introducing in the first volume of the Academy journal in 1921 

what would be a regularly published column, titled “Slips of the Pen” (‘Atharat al-

Aqlam). The purpose of the feature was to list examples of written mistakes—in 

grammar, diction, spelling, construction, etc.—culled from the popular press and to 

reproduce them anonymously along with their corrections. Al-Maghribi notes that only 

obvious mistakes—mistakes that “do not call for response or discussion”—will be 

highlighted in order to avoid precisely the kind of unproductive back-and-forth that 

148 Ibid. 
149 Majalla 3 (1923), 233. 
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“stifles voices and kills off endeavors.”150 Hence, as an added safeguard the names of the 

offending writer and newspaper will be left off, and indeed the column “Slips of the Pen” 

itself would be signed only by “the Academy” (though there are enough indications that it 

was mostly al-Maghribi’s project). The effect is to create a space in which mistakes 

decoupled from their makers and identified as fairly common can be gently and 

generically corrected for the edification of all readers. Just as al-Maghribi contributed to 

the life of the legal courts in a public spirit, so too does “Slips of the Pen” represent an 

intervention into the burgeoning public space of the press, with the Academy journal 

assuming there, too, the role of referee. The inaugural article states the goal is only to 

serve the Arab watan (homeland) and its noble language.151  

Nearly three decades later in 1949, al-Maghribi would publish a short book titled 

Slips of the Tongue (‘Atharat al-Lisan), based on lectures given at the Academy hall 

beginning in 1924. Following much the same format as the column “Slips of the Pen,” 

Slips of the Tongue corrects instead mistakes in speech made by people in general (al-

nas). These latter are identified as “mistakes” in elocution, mainly voicing the incorrect 

internal short vowels of words, or confusing the lightening (takhfif) or stressing (tashdid) 

of letters. As he had emphasized in his 1923 report to the Education Ministry, al-

Maghribi argues in the introduction that following the rules of grammar and placing the 

case endings at the ends of words is “not easy, and not in the ability of the public [al-

jumhur],” but replacing vulgar, colloquial (‘ammi) words with correct, classical (fasih) 

ones is feasible. For the self-evident goal is to “revive the fusha language among us.”  

Al-Maghribi is not so much correcting unthinking “mistakes,” as he is modifying the 

150 Majalla 1 (1921), 173. 
151 Ibid. 
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rather deliberate and universal use of the spoken dialects (or more precisely, the 

Levantine dialect). As al-Maghribi himself notes, many people who speak “incorrectly” 

will render the same words flawlessly in their writing. But al-Maghribi seeks to minimize 

the distance between the two linguistic registers of classical and colloquial. Thus he 

chooses to emphasize the distinction between “literary words” (al-kalimat al-adabiyya) 

and “daily words” (al-kalimat al-yawmiyya) in a single Arabic, rather than reifying the 

difference between the classical versus colloquial languages.152 His objective is to guide 

slippers of both pen and tongue to a more classically correct, fasih ideal. 

In the years between the first issue of the Academy journal in 1921 and the 1949 

publication of Slips of the Tongue, al-Maghribi would variously demonstrate his interest 

in correcting mistakes. Contemporary writers and the common speech of the public are 

not the only targets for correction. Al-Maghribi corrects the texts of long-deceased 

writers, too, such as the newly printed volumes of the 13th – 14th century Mamluk 

historian Shihab al-Din Ahmad bin ‘Abd al-Wahab al-Nuwayri’s work in 1926. While al-

Maghribi notes some of these errors are printing errors and not original to the author, he 

nevertheless counts 60 errors in the first two volumes, 150 in the third, and 80 in the 

fourth to which the contemporary “editor did not pay attention.”153 Al-Maghribi deems 

al-Nuwayri’s work worthy of being conferred the title of an encyclopedia (da’irat al-

ma‘arif) of Arabic literature.154 It is because al-Maghribi holds the work in such esteem 

that he also considers it deserving of close correction; correction seems in this way a 

devoted, attentive act. Al-Maghribi performs the same service for his copy of the work of 

the 15th -16th century Ottoman historian and Şeyhülislam Ibn Kemal Pasha, which is itself 

152 Al-Maghribi, Slips of the Tongue (Damascus: al-Bayyina, 2011), 9-10. 
153 Majalla 6 (1926), 28. 
154 Ibid. 
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a work correcting the common mistakes of the author’s contemporaries. (Al-Maghribi 

had come across multiple manuscript copies of this treatise between Damascus, Berlin, 

and in correspondence with Timur Pasha in Egypt, such that it appears al-Maghribi was 

more interested in simply correcting the mistakes as they have come down, rather than 

attributing them to the original author or to subsequent copyists.)155  

Al-Maghribi corrects the mistakes of historical texts, including historical texts 

correcting mistakes. He engages with and sometimes corrects the corrections of his 

contemporaries as well. In 1924 al-Maghribi reviewed As‘ad Khalil Daghir’s book in 

which the Syrian writer resident in Egypt had (also) collated the mistakes of 

contemporary writers. But al-Maghribi disapproves of Daghir’s harsh judgment of the 

offending parties as khawarij of language.156 Al-Maghribi argues that Daghir’s 

censorious approach deprives striving practitioners from tasting the “ripe fruits” of the 

language. More, Daghir holds the present generation to standards even the early Arabs 

would have found exacting.157 The review suggests al-Maghribi felt there were limits of 

some kind to the correcting enterprise, or at least that the tone or spirit of pronouncing 

judgment was important.  

That al-Maghribi was somewhat forgiving of mistakes is apparent also in his 1926 

review of Salim al-Jundi’s Islah al-Fasid min Lughat al-Jara’id, in which the author 

corrected the mistakes he found in Shaykh Ibrahim al-Yaziji’s renowned work critiquing 

the language of the contemporary press, Lughat al-Jara’id (The Language of the 

Newspapers). Apparently al-Jundi’s temerity in critiquing the great al-Yaziji in the pages 

155 Majalla 6 (1926), 43-45. 
156 The name given to the faction of ‘Ali’s supporters who “seceded” [kharaja] from his camp after ‘Ali 
agreed to arbitration with Mu‘awiya in their caliphal contest.   
157 Majalla 6 (1926), 84-85. 
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of the Damascene newspaper al-Fayha’ unnerved some of al-Yaziji’s admirers, including 

Qastaki al-Himsi. Al-Jundi and al-Himsi—both Damascus Academy members, as al-

Maghribi points out—then rancorously exchanged articles in the press. Al-Maghribi, for 

his part, says it comes as no surprise that al-Yaziji had made some mistakes in his book 

of corrections, nor is it surprising that someone like al-Jundi would undertake to correct 

them, just as it is not surprising that al-Jundi in turn would have made his own mistakes 

to be highlighted by al-Himsi. What al-Maghribi does find strange, though, is al-Himsi’s 

defensive attitude towards al-Yaziji. For the venerable Shaykh Ibrahim would have 

admitted his mistakes and accepted correction, al-Maghribi imagines, as ethical, flexible, 

and humble as he was known to be.158  

Yet it is not clear if al-Maghribi was as broad-minded or indulgent when his own 

corrections were corrected. In 1927, al-Maghribi leapt to defend corrections from the 

Academy journal’s “Slips of the Pen” that were critiqued by Fr. Anastas Mari al-Karmali 

in his own Baghdad-based journal, Lughat al-‘Arab. While al-Maghribi and al-Karmali 

enjoyed a mutual respect (al-Maghribi the previous year had hailed the resumption of 

Lughat al-‘Arab’s publication, calling it a “garden of language with fruits within reach 

and flowers in bloom”159) al-Maghribi here levels charges against his Iraqi colleague that 

go straight to the heart of the language revival/modernization project. After marshaling 

numerous dictionaries, the Qur’an, and the presumed consensus of the linguists (jumhur 

al-lughawiyyin) in his favor, al-Maghribi makes the broader point that al-Karmali is 

inconsistent in his approach to linguistic development. Whenever al-Karmali sees 

someone “opening the window to reform of the Arabic language…he would close it, 

158 Majalla 6 (1926), 84-85. 
159 Majalla 6 (1926), 381. 
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saying that in that opening was harm and trouble.” Conversely, whenever he sees 

someone closing the window of reform, he would open it. Thus al-Karmali permitted a 

variant of the preposition “above” which was never used by the “pure” Arabs or the 

linguistic authorities (ahl al-lisan). Yet he forbids substituting prepositions for those 

normally paired with certain verbs, even though there are examples of this tendency in 

the Qur’an itself. Al-Karmali also invokes the authority of the canonical dictionaries 

when it suits him. But at other times he will intone that “our language is broader than that 

contained between the covers of dictionaries, for it is a raging and bottomless sea.” In 

short, al-Karmali is attempting to “monopolize the opening of windows to language 

reform,” al-Maghribi complains.160 But is the confusion really al-Karmali’s alone, and is 

he alone amidst this confusion in claiming authority? Al-Karmali in al-Maghribi’s 

description seems to be struggling with notions of linguistic authority much like 

himself—identifying its historical or traditional sources, while lending his personal 

judgment to questions at the same time. 

Abdulrazzak Patel highlights the “strong appetite and demand for this kind of 

refutational literature in the nahdah,” and the development of a “literature of 

‘correctness.’”161 The convention or custom of correction was part of a sphere of highly 

rarified intellectual activity during the period. As an exercise of mind it must have been 

deeply gratifying for someone like al-Maghribi; perhaps even the contentiousness of the 

debates was stimulating to him. Al-Maghribi and his contemporaries were clearly keen to 

establish their competence and authority over linguistic matters. Nahdawi writers often 

advocated the modernization and simplification of the language, its grammar and prose 

160 Majalla 7 (1927), 219-222. 
161 Patel, The Arab Nahdah, 106, 118. 
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styles, but they as often appealed to historical and traditional sources to buttress their 

positions. Their vision of the Arabic language extended deep into its rich history and far 

into the future, a project that seemed endlessly reformable and perfectible. In this sense 

their project may strike the observer as an elitist one: language not so much as the 

workaday property and unifying force of all of its speakers, but the purview, not to say 

playground, of its most learned minds. 

It is perhaps a great paradox of al-Maghribi work with language that he would not 

have conceived of it as elitist, but as public-spirited, as deeply committed to the education 

of the public. Al-Maghribi was always a public intellectual, whether through the political 

press of the revolutionary Ottoman state of 1908, or as an Academician in the early 

French Mandate for Syria—a frequent public lecturer, corrector of slips of the pen, and 

issuer of fatwas or linguistic rulings at the request of the journal’s readers. His 

intellectual agenda was to harness historical authority to organize contemporary 

intellectuals into associations; allow them to manage the processes of reform of language, 

religion, and culture so that they may produce a body of science/knowledge, or ‘ilm, at 

the service and disposal of the public.    

Throughout his career, al-Maghribi urged an understanding of true Islam and true 

Arabic that emphasized and celebrated their dynamism and harmony with modern times. 

Al-Maghribi did indeed live in a period of great tumult, with historic institutions and 

familiar certainties suddenly shaken, then transformed. But al-Maghribi was more than a 

worried witness to change. He actively expressed his loyalties and lent his powers as a 

journalist, pedagogue, and academician to his commitments. It would seem that al-

Maghribi would finally restore authority to his fellow intellectuals—but perhaps not to 

158 
 



the individual, quarrelsome mujtahids and word-coiners across the various regions. 

Rather, he sought the authority of consensus as at least ideally represented in the 

parliament, the conference, and the academy. It is through such collective bodies that 

individual controversies and rivalries could be, if not eliminated, at least attenuated, and 

the elite spheres of religious and linguistic learning could be brought into more direct 

service of both society and the state.  
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Chapter 4: Productive Imprints: Ecumenicalism and Experimentation in Academy 
Thought and Practice 

 
 

 

The first nine members of the Arab Academy of Science in Damascus posed for a 

photo in 1919, the birth year of their institution. Their president, Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali 

sat in the center of the first row, wearing a Western-style suit and tie and the still-

respectable fez cap upon his head. Similarly dressed were the three Christian members: 

‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf, Mitri Qandalaft and Anis Sallum, as well as the agricultural 

engineer, ‘Izz al-Din ‘Ilm al-Din al-Tanukhi. The four members who took the title of 

Shaykh wore robes and turbans: Tahir al-Jaza’iri, Sa‘id al-Karmi, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-

Maghribi, and Amin Suwayd.1 Though reductive, it is possible to read into their sartorial 

choices something of their intellectual commitments and cultural backgrounds: the 

modern historian, the applied scientist, and the three Christian men of letters in one style, 

the four Muslim Shaykhs in another. Yet all nine members were modern thinkers at home 

in the modern institution of a language academy, and all were committed to tradition as 

they understood it.  

Sa‘id al-Karmi was the oldest of the eight founding members of the Academy, born in 

1852. He was the same age as the ninth of their number, Shaykh Tahir al-Jaza’iri, who 

joined them upon his return to Damascus from Egypt some months after the Academy 

was formed.2 The youngest founding member was ‘Izz al-Din ‘Ilm al-Din al-Tanukhi, 

born in 1889. He would have been hardly thirty years old as a member of the Arab 

Academy in 1919 (and would become an Inspector of Education in Damascus after Syria 

1 Photo in Ahmad al-Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a al-‘Ilmi al-‘Arabi (Damascus: Matba‘a al-Taraqqi, 1956). 
2 Majalla 1 (1921), 2. All basic age information is taken from ‘Adnan al-Khatib, Al-Majm‘a al-‘Ilmi al-
‘Arabi, Majm‘a al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya bi-Dimashq fi-Khamsin ‘Aman (Damascus: Matb‘a al-Taraqqi). 
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achieved full independence from France, in 1947).3 Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali was around 

median age, born in 1876—assuming the leadership of their company at 43 years old. All 

of the members would live through at least three different political orders for the territory 

they witnessed become the modern state of Syria: the late Ottoman, the Arabist, and the 

French Mandatory regimes.  

This chapter endeavors to explain how these succeeding political orders inflected the 

members’ commitments and influenced the life of the learned society to which they all 

contributed. The Academy in Damascus had antecedents in late Ottoman institution-

building. The inclusive promise of late imperial citizenship prefigured and gave way to 

shared service to the Arabic language. The Academy then participated in the cultural de-

Ottomanization project of Faysal’s Arabist kingdom after the Empire’s defeat in the First 

World War. Academy members had from that point to elide their late Ottoman roots and 

stress connections to the pre-Ottoman Arab past.  

The radically novel Faysali and Mandatory regimes asserted their legitimacy, trying 

to fulfill the postwar world’s new conditions of national self-determination and 

international trusteeship, respectively. These traits modeled and encouraged the early 

Academy’s own qualities of experimentation and standardization. Just as the French 

Mandate state declared its objective to be the gradual training of Syrians for eventual 

independence, so too did the Academy and its president, Kurd ‘Ali see themselves as 

engaged in a long-term civilizing project (a theme explored more fully in the next 

chapter). 

 ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi would have been a mature man of thought at 41 years of 

age during the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and the reinstatement of the 1876 

3 Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 98. 
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Constitution that year. Of all of the members, he has left behind perhaps the most 

revealing body of work about that time of transformation. As the previous chapter has 

shown, al-Maghribi had lobbied for a constitutional Caliphate for the Ottoman Empire, 

and his loyalties died quite hard. It seems reasonable to presume that those historic 

developments would have had considerable impact on his future fellow Academicians, as 

well. All of them lived through the reign of Sultan Abdulhamid II (1876-1909), a period 

associated in the historical literature with both despotism and the vigorous promotion of 

“Ottomanism.” For present purposes, Ottomanism refers to the imperial state’s campaign 

to instill a patriotic sense of loyalty to the Empire on the part of all subjects, across their 

many religious, ethnic, and linguistic differences, and its related drive to stress equality of 

rights and obligations. In other words, the Ottomanizing Empire sought to transform its 

myriad subject peoples into proto-citizens. These efforts were intended in significant part 

to counteract both the stirrings of separatist aspirations among some of the Empire’s 

populations as well as various Western powers’ repeated interventions in Ottoman 

political life on behalf of favored religious groups.4  

The Revolution of 1908 galvanized liberal Ottoman intellectuals of all backgrounds 

(a category that here comfortably includes Islamic reformers like al-Maghribi). 

“Freedom” (hurriyet, Turkish; hurriyya, Arabic) became the watchword across the 

Empire in 1908. For various reasons, the exhilaration would prove short-lived. The 

governing, revolutionary faction of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) soon 

4 A major paradox of Hamidian rule, however, was the extent to which the Sultan increasingly emphasized 
his position as Caliph and “maintained the Islamic identities of both the state and its rapidly developing 
institutions,” Frederick F. Anscombe, State, Faith, and Nation in Ottoman and Post-Ottoman Lands 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 91. In some ways it may be an apparent paradox: al-
Maghribi, for one, wrote against the despotic and not the Islamic character of Abdulhamid’s state, 
critiquing such despotism as un-Islamic. The primacy of Islam was also retained by Academy members in 
their cultural work, both in terms of the traditions of religious thought they deemed central to the national 
canon, as well as by honoring Arabic as the language of the Qur’an and the Islamic sciences.  
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pursued policies to centralize authority and perhaps “Turkify” the state, and cast its lot 

with the Austrian Hapsburg and German Empires when hostilities broke out in the First 

World War. The war jarringly “interrupted” the heady if increasingly contested 

constitutional process in late Ottoman lands.5  

The British Egyptian Expeditionary Force under General Edmund Allenby and the 

Amir Faysal’s Northern Arab Army entered Damascus at the beginning of October 1918. 

Faysal would establish a provisional military government in what was designated OETA 

East (Occupied Enemy Territory Administration) and set up proto-state structures, such 

as the First Section for Translation and Authorship, which was formed by the end of the 

following month of November. The Academy came into its separate being in June 1919, 

significantly before Faysal was crowned King of Syria in March 1920. The French, 

having shown little patience with Faysal’s protestations at the Paris Peace Conference, 

plowed through his defenses at Khan Maysalun on 24 July 1920, setting the stage for a 

quarter century of Mandatory rule. Faysal was ejected, though his line would occupy the 

throne in neighboring Iraq until 1958. 

The Academy shared in the novelty and ethos of improvisation that marked both the 

Faysalist and Mandatory orders. An independent Arab kingdom under an amir from the 

Hijaz was a paradigmatically new development for the territory that had been integrated 

into the Ottoman Empire for four centuries. During his short tenure, the “Amir Faysal 

used a variety of means—petition campaigns, ceremonies in which prominent notables, 

clerics, and tribal leaders pledged homage…and so on—to validate his right to act as the 

5 Elizabeth F. Thompson, Justice Interrupted: The Struggle for Constitutional Government in the Middle 
East (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), 9. 
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sole representative of the Syrian people.”6 The Mandate System represented an 

ideological innovation for European colonialism, and the Mandate was administered 

under the aegis of an unprecedented international regulatory body, the League of Nations. 

The Mandatory powers and the League experimented with different practices to conduct 

their affairs and affirm the legitimacy of their shared trusteeship project that then became 

routinized over the duration of the Mandates, such as the annual report-making and stock-

taking before the Permanent Mandates Commission in Geneva. Faysal’s state claimed to 

represent Syrian national will and self-determination as championed by US President 

Woodrow Wilson. France invoked the international legality of the League imprimatur. 

The Academy similarly drew on standards for academic bodies and learned societies 

originating in the West to legitimize and further its own interests and development. 

When studying the Nahda, it is enticing to get swept into the aspirational dimensions 

of Nahdawis’ thought, the ideals they propounded and the futures they sketched. It is 

reasonable to measure these aspirations against what actually would come next; in 

particular, the rise of Arab nationalism and the politics of nation-states and national 

populations. This dissertation attends to the content of intellectuals’ thought, but also 

suggests how their ideas were influenced and inflected by the actual political orders and 

realities they experienced in their lives.   

In one sense, it is easy to overstate the qualities of disjuncture or novelty represented 

by the Faysali and Mandatory regimes. Faysal’s family, the Sharifs of Mecca, had been 

among the “most privileged and respected grandees of the Ottoman Empire.”7 Faysal’s 

administration would reactivate Ottoman welfare programs and service the Ottoman 

6 James L. Gelvin, Divided Loyalties (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 102. 
7 C. Ernest Dawn, From Ottomanism to Arabism: Essays on the Origins of Arab Nationalism (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1973), 3. 
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public debt, and the very congress that crowned him king was constituted in part through 

late Ottoman electoral procedures.8 Conscription was the “single most hated and 

provocative program initiated by the Faysali government,” according to James L. Gelvin, 

which could have only recalled the Ottomanizing state’s policies to universalize military 

service.9 In important respects, the First Section of Translation and Authorship, the 

Education Bureau, and the Arab Academy were charged with “Arabizing” the Ottoman 

Turkish language and body of law and administration, military terminology, and school 

and university curricula—not with wholly replacing them.  

Additionally, an ample body of scholarship has debated for decades whether the 

League of Nations’ Mandate system substantively differed from colonial practice before 

the Great War. As far as the notion of French trusteeship as granted by the League of 

Nations, “France was charged with the task of guiding [Syria and Lebanon] towards 

independence in the foreseeable future. Within the context of the French Empire, such a 

formulation of imperial governance was exceptional.”10 Yet in practice the “distinction 

between colony and mandate blurred.”11 In the early years, French personnel with 

experience in Morocco staffed the top of the Mandate machinery, including the first High 

Commissioner appointed in 1919, General Henri Gouraud, the pacifier of Fez. A greater 

number of French colonial officials from East Asia were posted to Syria in the 1930s.12 

“The mainstay of the Mandate defense and public security system was the Armée du 

8 Gelvin, Divided Loyalties, 28, 32; Eugene Rogan, The Arabs: A History (New York: Basic Books, 2009), 
160. 
9 Gelvin, Divided Loyalties, 45. 
10 Jennifer M. Dueck, The Claims of Culture at Empire’s End: Syria and Lebanon under French Rule 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 9. 
11 Elizabeth Thompson, Colonial Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and Gender in French 
Syria and Lebanon (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 62. 
12 Philip Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab Nationalism 1920-1945 (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 1987), 73-74. 
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Levant,” composed of soldiers drawn principally from French colonies: “North Africans, 

Madagascans, and Senegalese, commanded by French officers.”13 During the Great 

Syrian Revolt of 1925-1927, “a ragtag collection of farmers, urban tradesmen, and 

workers, and former junior officers of the Ottoman and Arab armies” was pitted against 

the “colonial army of one of the most powerful countries in the world.”14  

Finally, just as Faysal’s state had continuities with the late Ottoman Empire, and the 

Mandate system was significantly consistent with historical Western imperialism, Faysali 

and Mandatory government were in important respects continuous and consistent with 

each other. The Faysali state promised a future of Arab self-determination and 

awakening. So too did the French Mandate, though after a stage of international 

(Western) tutelage of unspecified duration. Both Arabist and Mandatory regimes deferred 

political and cultural fulfillment to some tantalizing point on the horizon—an orientation 

towards the future they shared with the late reforming Empire, as well.15 The Academy 

also looked forward to a future of the expanding scope of knowledge, or science, in the 

Syrian and Arab umam. Over the course of its first decade it experimented with and 

attempted to standardize its practices in pursuit of that goal. 

Nevertheless, ideas matter, and they certainly matter to intellectuals like those who 

formed the Arab Academy of Science in Damascus. However imperfectly or self-

13 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 79. This force would also include the 6,500-man Syrian Legion 
the rank and file of which “had a significant minority component,” including “infantry batallions and 
cavalry squadrons composed exclusively of Alawites, Kurds, Circassians, Armenians, Isma’ilis, and 
Druzes,” in conformity with the French belief that minorities were “less susceptible to Arab nationalist 
influences,” Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 81. 
14 Michael Provence, The Great Syrian Revolt and the Rise of Arab Nationalism (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2005), 12. 
15 Ussama Makdisi describes a “fundamental break with previous notions of time” in the reforming Empire. 
The “theoretical imperative” of the “Ottoman Empire in its classical age” was to “maintain an Islamic order 
and to preserve and uphold a status that had supposedly already been secured. The theoretical imperative of 
the modern Ottoman state, however, was to achieve modernity and to arrive at a position that was not yet 
occupied by the empire as a whole,” in Ussama Makdisi, “Ottoman Orientalism,” The American Historical 
Review 107, no. 3 (June, 2002): 771. 
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servingly, the Faysalist regime represented an idea: of the Arab umma reborn, reclaiming 

its heritage and proud place in the world. Much ink has been spilled over the ideological 

pretenses of the Mandate system and the nature of tutelage or trusteeship, as loftily 

proclaimed in Article 22 of the League of Nations Covenant and elsewhere. Suffice it to 

say that in certain respects, Kurd ‘Ali, at least, was prepared to engage with the French on 

these terms. Indeed, Kurd ‘Ali served twice as Minister of Education over the course of 

the 1920’s. Kurd ‘Ali was prepared to operate within the Mandate’s institutional and 

ideological parameters, and by skillfully doing so he furthered his own and his 

institution’s interests. 

In the following pages, I will first discuss ways the Academy itself viewed and 

engaged with its inheritances of its multiple pasts. In a sense, I begin with the Academy’s 

interpretation of its own history before humbly suggesting my own for it. The recorded 

histories of its two auxiliary institutions—its library and museum—illuminate the 

ambivalence and complexity of these relations. 

* Two Ancillaries Explain Continuity and Change: The Academy’s Zahiriyya Library 
and Arab Museum  

 

The Arab Academy’s early career poses provocative questions about historical 

continuity and change in the Middle East in the early twentieth century. The Academy 

and its members were in significant part the products of the late Ottoman period, and 

their ability to assimilate the guiding dynamics of each succeeding regime contributed 

much to their institution’s resilience and longevity. Yet the Academy’s narrative of its 

own history stressed continuity not with the late Ottoman past, but with the pre-Ottoman 

Arab past, and indeed with non-Arab civilizations of the ancient Middle East. The 

167 
 



histories of the two institutions the Academy administered, the Zahiriyya Library and the 

Arab Museum, illustrate this paradoxical historical dynamic. 

The transformation of the Zahiriyya and its conversion to a primary school and public 

library was one component of the late Ottoman state’s promotion of a network of 

avowedly modern institutions including schools, institutes of higher learning, museums, 

and libraries. Over the course of Abdulhamid II’s reign (1876-1909), the “Ottoman state 

established close to ten thousand new elementary, middle, and high schools throughout 

the empire as well as prestigious academies in law, medicine, and military science in the 

capital.”16 The Ottoman Medical School and the Ottoman Law School in Damascus 

originated in the Sultan’s vision of an Islamic University for bilad al-sham. According to 

Abdul-Karim Rafeq, Abdulhamid’s project was meant to draw his Arab subjects—

especially the Muslim Arabs of the Levant—closer to the imperial center, to counter the 

stirrings of early nationalism among them, and to provide an alternative to the American 

and French institutes in Beirut.17 The new medical school in Damascus was conceived to 

reinforce Abdulhamid’s Caliphal posture, just as the curricula for the new primary and 

secondary schools imparted a consciously Islamic pedagogy.18 A clear indication of the 

Arab Academy’s affinity with these institutions is the fact that the Academy was 

administratively conjoined to the Syrian University, which consisted of the newly 

Arabized institutes of medicine and law, from 1923 to 1926.  The Arab Academy thus 

had its antecedents in and emerged from this late Ottoman institutional nexus, though it 

16 Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth Century 
Palestine (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 69. 
17 Abdul-Karim Rafeq, Tarikh al-Jami‘a al-Suriyya, al-Bidaya wa-l-Numuww, 1901-1946: ’Awwal Jami‘a 
Hukumiyya fi-l-Watan al-‘Arabi (Damascus: Librairie Nobel, 2004), 3-5. 
18 Rafeq, Tarikh al-Jami‘a, 3-4; see Benjamin Fortna, Imperial Classroom: Islam, the State and Education 
in the Late Ottoman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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played a prominent role in cultural de-Ottomanization for the newly conceived Syrian 

Arab state and public, first under Faysal and then under the French.  

The Zahiriyya school was founded during the reign of the Mamluk Sultan al-Malik 

al-Zahir Baybars al-Bunduqdari, who acceded to power following the Mamluks’ defeat of 

the Mongols at ‘Ayn Jalut in 1260, and whose mortal remains the building then housed. 

Having served as a “center for legal scholars, hadith specialists, grammarians, historians 

and men of letters for a period of seven centuries…[sic; the] building began to take in 

young students” as a new state-sponsored primary school in the 1870s.19  

The transformation of the Zahiriyya is intertwined with the career of Shaykh Tahir al-

Jaza’iri, whose career similarly sketches the cultural transition from late Ottomanism to 

Arabism. Tahir’s father, Salih al-Jaza’iri, had emigrated to Damascus from Algeria in 

1847, the year the French completed the conquest of that territory. A respected ‘alim of 

the Maliki rite, Salih nevertheless enrolled his son in the new kind of “government 

secondary school that introduced [young Tahir] to natural sciences, history, archaeology, 

Persian, and Turkish.”20 At the age of 22, Tahir al-Jazai’ri began teaching at the new 

government primary school at the Zahiriyya. Al-Jaza’iri joined the leadership of the 

Islamic Charitable Association for the Founding of Schools in 1878.21 Al-Jaza’iri’s 

connections with Turkish officials assured his subsequent appointment as provincial 

superintendent of schools, in which capacity he “designed curricula and composed 

textbooks in the clear style characteristic of the Ottoman reform movement and the 

19 Michael W. Albin, “Al-Zahiriyah,” MELA Notes, no. 15 (Oct., 1978): 21. 
20 David Dean Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), 41. 
21 Joseph H. Escovitz, “‘He was the Muhammad Abduh of Syria’: A Study of Tahir al-Jazairi and His 
Influence,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 18, no. 3 (Aug., 1986): 294. 
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salafis.”22  

Hamdi Pasha became governor in Damascus in 1880 and reorganized the charitable 

association as the Education Council, or majlis al-ma‘arif. Around this time, al-Jaza’iri 

began to collect Arabic manuscripts for what he envisioned as the Zahiriyya Library. In 

his article on “Libraries and their Benefit” in the first issue of the Academy journal 

(January 1921), Academy founding member Sa‘id al-Karmi lists the ten principal 

schools, libraries, and mosques from which al-Jaza’iri gathered manuscripts. Al-Jaza’iri 

and his colleagues made the case to the new governor that those privately endowed 

collections were intended for the benefit of all of the common people or masses.23 Al-

Jaza’iri’s efforts thus contributed to the centralization of cultural resources for the benefit 

of a mass audience. Al-Jaza’iri served on the Education Council until 1886. He was 

appointed inspector or curator of the province’s libraries twelve years later, in 1898. In 

addition to augmenting the Zahiriyya’s collection, he oversaw the opening of libraries in 

Hims, Hama, Tripoli,24 and, most notably, the Khalidiyya library in Jerusalem.25  

David Dean Commins identifies Tahir al-Jaza’iri as the “central figure” linking 

Turkish “Young Ottoman” reformers to Arab salafist ‘ulama in Damascus on one hand, 

22 Commins, Islamic Reform, 42. Al-Jaza’iri authored mainly school textbooks. In the June 1923 issue of 
the journal, al-Maghribi describes a collection of his handwritten work Tahir’s nephew Ibrahim al-Jaza’iri 
gifted the Academy soon after the death of the shaykh. They include marginal commentary on the 13th-
century exegete al-Baydawi’s work, bound in the latter’s volumes, and some twelve hundred loose-leaf 
pages on miscellaneous religious subjects. Al-Maghribi explains that al-Jaza’iri did not wish to write his 
own books but preferred to guide readers to other works, in the fashion of many scholars of the ancestors 
(‘ulama al-salaf), in Majalla 3 (1923), 171-173.  
23 Majalla 1 (1921), 11-12. Kurd ‘Ali notes that al-Jaza’iri met with considerable resistance from the 
custodians of these manuscripts, in Majalla 1 (1921), 18. 
24 Commins, Islamic Reform, 91. 
25 André Raymond discusses the ways in which the Khalidi family was “one of the most influential families 
in the religious, intellectual, and cultural life of Jerusalem during the Ottoman era.” Members of the family 
were involved in reformist politics, and Raghib Khalidi, who took the lead in founding the public library 
from among the various endowed collections of his relations also “announced in Jerusalem the Young 
Turks revolution and the constitution of 1908,” in André Raymond, “The Khalidiyya Library in Jerusalem: 
1900-2000,” MELA Notes, no. 71/72 (Fall 2000-Spring 2001): 1, 2.  
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and the latter group to the younger generation of worldly-minded Arabists educated in the 

new, modern schools, on the other.26 Al-Jaza’iri’s so-called “senior circle” students 

included Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, ‘Abd al-Rahman Shahbandar, and Faris al-Khuri; all 

three figures would contribute to Faysal’s “Arabization” efforts after the war. Members 

of al-Jaza’iri’s “junior circle” founded the Arab Renaissance Society in Istanbul and 

Damascus in 1906, a body that clearly prefigured the Arab Academy. Dedicated to the 

revival of Arabic literature and language, it celebrated the return to parliamentary life in 

1908 and opened a public reading room.27 Kurd ‘Ali’s al-Muqtabas newspaper provided 

a platform for “articles by Society members, older Arabists, and salafis.”28 The Society 

experienced tense relations with the revolutionary Committee of Union and Progress, 

which sought to dissolve the Society by absorbing it; these developments “belonged to a 

chain of events” that ultimately “sundered the alliance between Syrian liberals and 

Turkish constitutionalists that had originated in Tahir al-Jaza’iri’s senior circle.”29   

While al-Jaza’iri was both shaped by and a participant in late Ottoman events, his 

intellectual interests were mainly rooted in the classical Arabo-Islamic past. Al-Jaza’iri 

valued the tradition of Arabic-language adab literature—that is, more “worldly” works 

concerned with ethics, mores, and social comportment—and defended the legacy of the 

Mu’tazilites, the ‘Abbasid-era movement that strove to reconcile reason and revelation.30 

Marco Demichelis argues that al-Jaza’iri tended more toward the adab tradition than the 

“new-Mu’tazilism” of Muhammad ‘Abduh.31 Itzchak Weismann identifies Tahir al-

26 Commins, Islamic Reform, 89. 
27 Commins, Islamic Reform, 96, 132. 
28 Commins, Islamic Reform, 132. 
29 Commins, Islamic Reform, 136-7. 
30 Escovitz, “The Muhammad Abduh of Syria,” 298-300. 
31 Marco Demichelis, “New-Mu’tazilite Theology in the Contemporary Age: The Relationship between 
Reason, History, and Tradition,” Oriente Moderno, Nuova serie, Anno 90, Nr. 2 (2010): 414. 
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Jaza’iri as the “most prominent figure” in the “more innovative branch” of the Salafi 

reform trend in Damascus, consisting of those concerned with “reviv[ing] the local 

Arabic heritage.”32 Demichelis and Weismann agree that whatever al-Jaza’iri’s own 

valuation of the Mu’tazilites, in the case of the former, or of the major 13th-14th century 

theologian Ibn Taymiyya, in the case of the latter, his principal contribution was in 

preserving the associated Arabic manuscripts.  

Under Faysal’s government, the library and its budget were attached to the Education 

Bureau on 19 February 1919, which had been formed the week before, and which would 

evolve into the Arab Academy in the following June.33 Al-Jaza’iri was once more 

charged with supervising the Zahiriyya Library, now on behalf of the Arab Academy. A 

notice had been drafted for the local press in March 1919 informing of the new 

government’s intention to found a library so that the Arab umma could partake of 

“scientific and literary advancement,” and requesting of those who possessed valuable 

books to contact the Bureau and to name their price.34 The library was thus an initiative 

of the new state to serve the umma, yet still relied on the benefaction of private persons, 

just as al-Jaza’iri solicited the support of Muslim notables through the late Ottoman 

Islamic Charitable Association and collected privately endowed manuscripts.  

The late Ottoman context of al-Jaza’iri’s career and of the Zahiriyya’s reorganization 

as a primary school and public library, however, fits uneasily with the Arabist narrative 

assumed by the Academy in its early years. The first issue of the Academy journal 

features a commemorative article by Kurd ‘Ali about al-Jaza’iri that was previously 

32 Itzchak Weismann, “Between Sufi Reformism and Modernist Rationalism: A Reappraisal of the Origins 
of the Safaiyya from the Damascene Angle,” in Die Welt des Islams, New Series, Vol. 41, Issue 2 (Jul., 
2001): 212, 209. 
33 Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 134. 
34 Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 134-135. 
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published in al-Muqtataf. The piece includes a passing reference to the “tyranny of the 

Hamidian period” as well as a respectful mention of the “departed Midhat Pasha,” the 

reforming governor in Damascus and grand vizier.35 Kurd ‘Ali lauds al-Jaza’iri as a 

source of pride for “this Arab East” and juxtaposes him against unnamed frozen/stagnant 

ones (al-jamidin) who are shackled by blind imitation in their religious thought and 

practice. These enemies tried multiple times to embroil al-Jaz’airi in conflict with the 

temporal authorities, but the shaykh was obviously disinterested in the ephemeral things 

of this world, he writes.36 Kurd ‘Ali presents an idealized contest between learning, 

integrity, and progress on one side, and corruption and stagnation on the other. While this 

description is mostly devoid of historical and political specificity, it suggests that al-

Jaza’iri arose as an exceptional figure in a benighted time; that is, during the late Ottoman 

period.  

In his historical write-up of the ‘Adiliyya and Zahiriyya buildings in the subsequent 

issue of the Academy journal, Kurd ‘Ali states that Damascus had “tens of schools before 

the Ottomans entered” the city in the early 16th century, attracting students and scholars 

of “Quran, Hadith, fiqh, usul, kalam, medicine, mathematics, natural sciences, astronomy, 

history, and literature.”37 Most of these schools fell into disrepair in the ensuing 

centuries. He informs the reader that part of the Zahiriyya was made into a “primary 

school when they began to found schools in the modern style in 1294 hijri.”38 Though 

“they” are unnamed, the date indicates the late Ottoman state’s initiatives in the 1870s.  

Kurd ‘Ali affirms that the Zahiriyya school is “Arab Syrian handiwork” (san‘a ‘arabi 

35 Majalla 1 (1921), 19, 18. 
36 Majalla 1 (1921), 17-18. 
37 Majalla 1 (1921), 36. 
38 Majalla 1 (1921), 39. 
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suri) and wistfully observes that “had our historians concerned themselves with the 

biographies of our engineers as they have with those of the jurists and litterateurs…we 

would have learned about the missing links from the chain of Arab civilization in 

Syria.”39 The absence of an unbroken Arab-civilizational narrative for Syria is thus 

largely an effect of historiographical negligence, and Kurd ‘Ali reads the architecture of 

the Zahiriyya in affirmation of Arab genius, much as one would read the texts it would 

house in ever greater numbers. This emphasis on the Zahiriyya’s Arab style and Arab 

roots has the effect of suppressing its Ottoman origins as a library. 

Kurd ‘Ali repeatedly stresses the fact that the Zahiriyya absorbed more and more 

manuscripts and printed works ever since the Arab Academy assumed responsibility for 

its direction in the monthly and annual reports on Academy business. The swelling 

number of these works is an indicator of the Academy’s maturation and of Syria’s 

scientific development both. Rather than recognizing the origins of the Library’s 

collection under Midhat Pasha, Kurd ‘Ali subtly emphasizes the extent to which the 

Academy-run library outstripped its previous incarnation. The annual report for 1921, for 

instance, claims that the number of works in the library doubled by the end of the first 

year of Academy administration.40 The report for 1925-1927 states that the Library’s 

collection had grown to 16,500 volumes, quadrupling from the 4,014 volumes the Library 

possessed when the Academy assumed responsibility.41  

For Kurd ‘Ali, the expansion of the library’s holdings was only one marker of its 

accelerated modernization under Academy supervision. Another was the form of those 

acquisitions: the report for the years 1925-27 states that of the few thousand new works 

39 Ibid. 
40 Majalla 1 (1921), 394. 
41 Majalla 8 (1928), 8. 
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acquired by the Academy to date, only the lesser number of 785 were manuscript.42  The 

physical organization and function of the library was a third marker. Kurd ‘Ali repeatedly 

requests in his reports that the Zahiriyya be cleared of its elementary school and the space 

given entirely over to the library, so that “readers and copyists may be alone with 

bookshelves,” comfortable in “a well-lit space, heated in the winter and well-ventilated in 

the summer.”43 The library ought to be divided into three sections, he reckons: one for 

manuscripts, one for printed works (including a space for those who wished to read 

current newspapers), and a third that allows researchers to sit and work through “all four 

seasons, and which is in the taste of the present age.”44 His wish for the independence of 

the library was granted in 1927. In other words, Kurd ‘Ali wanted a Zahiriyya that was 

only a library, and a modern library at that. To this end, Husni Kasam, the director of the 

Zahiriyya, was sent to Egypt in 1924 to solicit books and manuscripts, but also to study 

the indices of books and regulations of libraries there.45  

In his report for 1925-27, Kurd ‘Ali urges the government of Ahmad Nami Bayk to 

undertake significant renovations of (and increase funding for) both the Zahiriyya and the 

‘Adiliyya (the building that housed the headquarters of the Academy and the Arab 

Museum administered by the Academy). Popular appreciation of both establishments is 

evident in the comments left behind by Syrians as well as foreigners in the guest-books, 

he notes. Improving these facilities would only encourage more tourism, with obvious 

benefits to the state, he argues.46  

Kurd ‘Ali had also anticipated holding a combined celebration in the spring of 1928 

42 Majalla 8 (1928), 8-9. 
43 Majalla 4 (1924), 9. 
44 Majalla 5 (1925), 11. 
45 Majalla 4 (1924), 97-98; Majalla 4 (1924), 144. 
46 Majalla 8 (1928), 10, 13. 
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to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Zahiriyya Library and the tenth anniversary of the 

Academy itself. The conception of the dual celebration is noteworthy: it reinforces the 

claim that Library and Academy were similarly conceived to preserve the Syrian/Arab 

past and advance the Syrian/Arab present, while eliding the fact that they originated in 

significantly different historical contexts. Orientalists from the “civilized countries” were 

sure to attend the festivities, and the government ought to present these landmarks in a 

manner befitting “the station of the state and the greatness of the umma.”47 In addressing 

the Syrian head of state, Kurd ‘Ali appeals to the state’s interests and motions towards 

Western standards and expectations. Kurd ‘Ali assumes a didactic tone towards Syrian 

state personnel, instructing them as to what their interests are.48 

The Zahiriyya Library was thus rooted in an authentic Arab past and accelerating 

towards a brilliant Arab future. The intervening Ottoman period and its late Ottoman 

origins as a library, are largely suppressed in these accounts. The library’s holdings also 

reflect a central tension in the Academy’s mission: while the Zahiriyya Library was a 

national library for Syria, the main criterion for its manuscripts and books was their 

authorship in the Arabic language. Hence these texts could and often did originate 

beyond Syria’s modern borders. Kurd ‘Ali often reports on the success of the library, but 

in certain respects its success was a function of these two elements, which are potentially 

47 Majalla 8 (1928), 13. 
48 The Zahiriyya was not the only library sponsored by the Academy. The Academy also opened a 
library/reading room in Aleppo, to cater to the public and its own cohort of members resident there. The 
Academy had designs to open “branches” of the Zahiriyya in the neighborhood of al-Salhiyya, to serve the 
northern part of Damascus, and in the quarter of al-Midan, to serve the south. Kurd ‘Ali hoped to install a 
reading room and lecture hall in the prestigious Dar al-Hadith al-Ashrafiyya at the foot of Mount Qasyun: 
another plan to transform a historic center of traditional study, e.g. Majalla 5 (1925), 9-11. The Academy 
also had its own “private” library, separate from the public Zahiriyya, and Academy reports meticulously 
note which books and manuscripts entered which collection (and which were forwarded on to Aleppo). The 
number of libraries and branches thus signified the vigor and growth of the Academy and of scientific life 
in Syria, much like the swelling number of books, manuscripts, and Academy members themselves.  
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discordant with the emerging national narrative for Syria: that the Zahiriyya was 

organized as a public library in late Ottoman days—which some number of its Syrian 

patrons in the 1920’s would have known to be the case—and because it housed its 

portion of the Arabic-language heritage irrespective of Syria’s new limiting, 

national/colonial borders. 

The Academy’s other special interest, the Arab Museum, differed from the Zahiriyya 

Library in these two respects, and perhaps as a result had a more challenging early career. 

(In May 1928 the Museum was attached directly to the Ministry of Education, but the 

President of the Arab Academy still headed the Administrative Council of the Museum.49 

The Internal Order issued for the Academy in August 1943 severed all links between the 

Academy and Museum.50) First, it was a more novel institution serving a less familiar 

purpose, insofar as the Ottomans had never founded a museum for the Damascene public. 

There was thus less of a direct Ottoman institutional legacy to suppress than with the 

Library, though the Ottoman period in general still had to be explained (away) by the 

Museum. Second, whereas the Zahiriyya Library accommodated the universalism of the 

Arabic language that reached beyond Syria’s borders, the Arab Museum had as a new 

national museum to account for the material remains of non-Arab civilizations within 

Syria’s borders. It did so by integrating these elements into a Syrian Arab narrative (as 

expressed perhaps by the very adoption of its name as the Arab Museum).    

The Academy’s Arab Museum was originally housed in the ‘Adiliyya building, near 

the Zahiriyya Library and the Umayyad Mosque. The ‘Adiliyya also served as the 

headquarters for the Academy; the members held their first session there on 30 July 1919, 

49 Al-Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 170. 
50 Al-Mubarak, T‘arif Tarikhi, 16. 
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after vacating the government compound, or dar al-hukuma. Thus the two novel 

institutions of scientific academy and modern museum were housed in the same historic 

building. The anonymous writer of the first report of Academy business in January 1921 

proudly notes this structure was built by the late 12th-early 13th Ayyubid Sultan ‘Adil Abu 

Bakr bin Ayyub (al-Malik al-‘Adil), “brother of the victorious Sultan Salah al-Din Yusuf 

bin Ayyub.”51 It was physically run-down at the time of their move, until much money 

was spent on its renovation, which “restored it to its previous state as much as 

possible.”52 A lecture hall to accommodate two hundred people was built for speeches, 

lectures, and night classes in Arabic (and, apparently, French). The tomb of Sultan ‘Adil 

was repaired, and a précis of his life engraved in stone. Four rooms were originally 

prepared for exhibition of the Academy’s artifacts.53 The refurbishment of both the 

Zahiriyya and the ‘Adiliyya was meant to “to inject into the souls of the sons of the 

nation [al-watan] the spirit of confidence and pride in the glory of the ancestors [al-aslaf] 

so that they may follow their path.”54 The ‘Adiliyya was thus “restored to its previous 

state” in testament to historic Arab brilliance, but at the same time profoundly 

transformed and fitted to serve new purposes. The ‘Adiliyya as a structure functioned 

much like the artifacts it housed, as in Wendy M. K. Shaw’s observation about late 

Ottoman museological practices in Istanbul: it served as a symbol of appreciation of the 

past, but perhaps more so as a sign of modernity.55  

The novelty of the institution of the museum was to a certain degree its liability, and 

51 Majalla 1 (1921), 3. Commonly known in the West as Saladin. Al-Malik al-‘Adil himself was known as 
Saphadin.  
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Majalla 1 (1921), 2. 
55 Shaw, Possessors and Possessed: Museums, Archaeology, and the Visualization of History in the Late 
Ottoman Empire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 79. 
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it would take some time for the Academy to clearly articulate its importance in preserving 

the past and furthering the future of Arab Syria. Kurd ‘Ali regrets in the annual report for 

1923 that the museum had so far not kept pace with the library, which had received 

considerably more gifts from the public in the form of manuscripts and printed works.56 

This disparity existed even though Kurd ‘Ali claims that the library and museum were 

frequented in the past year by a daily average of ninety visitors each.57 In the annual 

report of 1923, Kurd ‘Ali requests an increase of 2000 SL in the next year’s budget, 

which would still keep the subsidy to the Academy at under 9000 SL, so that the 

Academy could “undertake excavations at sites it believes will yield artifacts, in the 

manner of the Western scientific missions in these diyar (lands).”58 Kurd ‘Ali pointedly 

states that he expected the assistance of Mandate officials in this matter, hinting at French 

policies in the Maghrib (French Morocco), where antiquities were always conserved 

within the borders of that territory.59 He appeals to native Syrian state officials, too: the 

“elevated government of the [Syrian] Union alone has the right to demand the extracted 

artifacts, as they are our treasures…of our mines.”60 Kurd ‘Ali notes that these principles 

had since been honored in the following year’s annual report of 1924: the founding text 

of the Mandate had stated that the territory’s extracted artifacts are the property of the 

National Museum (al-mathaf al-watani), and that High Commissioner Maxime Weygand 

had confirmed this orally to Kurd ‘Ali during his visit to the Academy some months 

56 Majalla 4 (1924), 9. 
57 Majalla 4 (1924), 7. In the Faysali period, Kurd ‘Ali recalls in his memoirs having to justify the funds 
spent on gathering antiquities to the military governor of Damascus, ‘Ali Rida al-Rikabi and urging haste, 
as looters and Western traders and collectors competed with the state in this arena. Faysal himself had 
allegedly criticized Kurd ‘Ali’s insistence on “collecting rocks” at a time of tightened budgets, in Memoirs, 
vol 1, 278-279. 
58 Majalla 4 (1924), 8-9. 
59 Majalla 2 (1922), 158; Majalla 4 (1924), 8. 
60 Majalla 4 (1924), 9. 
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earlier. Still, none of the artifacts “extracted from Hawran, Tadmur…[or] Hims” had 

made it yet to the Academy’s Arab museum.61  

In the late, reforming Ottoman Empire, “heritage became inextricably linked to the 

land, rather than to government or religion,” and “[a]nything that had been produced on 

Ottoman soil eventually was incorporated into the Ottoman legacy, much as the histories 

of all peoples having lived on Turkish soil would someday enter the historical narrative 

of the Republic of Turkey.”62 Similar, potentially problematic claims were advanced in 

other post-Ottoman successor states, including Syria. In the first sustained article of the 

first issue of the Academy journal, on the origins and early development of the Academy, 

the anonymous writer notes that the ‘Adiliyya had already by that point housed such 

prizes as the sword of the Prophet’s Companion, Abu‘Ubayda ibn al-Jarrah, “the 

conqueror of Damascus;” a gold coin struck by the Abbasid Caliph Muhammad al-Mahdi 

ibn al-Mansur; some Hittite coins; and even a number of gold dinars struck by the late 

Faysali government.63 No relics of the past four Ottoman centuries are mentioned in this 

write-up, though in founding member Mitri Qandalaft’s “Description of Some Artifacts 

in the Arab Museum” in the same issue, a gold coin struck by “the Ottoman Sultan 

Sulayman the Lawgiver” does appear.64 However many Ottoman artifacts the museum 

contained, the Ottomans were relegated to the past, just another empire that had occupied 

Arab Syria, and whose claim to the territory was ultimately as substantive as the Hittites’. 

In his 1921 “Description,” Qandalaft noted that some of the artifacts of the Museum 

were purchased by the Academy, and some gifted by individuals “of merit and 

61 Majalla 5 (1925), 8-9. 
62 Shaw, Possessors and Possessed, 69-70. 
63 Majalla 1 (1921), 4. 
64 Majalla 1 (1921), 16. 
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munificence,” who thereby preserved their memory.65 Private endowment, as with al-

Jaza’iri’s manuscripts, was critical. Again like al-Jaza’iri’s efforts, some of the athar 

were gathered from various sites around the capital, including the Umayyad Mosque, the 

Ghuraba’ Hospital, and the First Sultaniyya School. Other objects were brought in from 

Aleppo, Hims, Zahlé, and elsewhere. 66 Just as the directors of the Ottoman Imperial 

Museum had argued that Istanbul was the natural place for antiquities from across the 

Empire, so too did the Damascus Academy aspire to be the principal, central repository 

for Syrian athar. The annual report for 1924 notes, however, that the Academy’s attempts 

to claim antiquities from the state of Aleppo and the ‘Alawite state were checked by local 

actors who aspired to found their own museums.67 Those actors emphasized their local 

histories and perhaps did not subscribe to the idea of Damascus as the natural capital for 

all successive civilizations that inhabited Syrian soil. Thus the Academy’s efforts at 

establishing the ‘Adiliyya as the national museum for Syria were challenged by local, 

regional interests; by Western traders and competitors; by a lukewarm Syrian 

government; and by an inconsistent Mandate authority. 

Kurd ‘Ali and the Academy’s difficulty in promoting a coherent Syrian Arab agenda 

for the Museum is in a sense not surprising, given the rather bewildering divisions and 

unifications the French effected in the territory in their first years of Mandatory rule. It is 

noteworthy actually that the Academy pressed on with its Syrian Arab narrative despite 

these developments, almost as if ignoring them. The French proclaimed (Greater) 

Lebanon in August 1920. By December the states of Damascus and Aleppo were 

proclaimed. Aleppo would include the autonomous sanjak of Alexandretta, with its 

65 Majalla 1 (1921), 13. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Majalla 5 (1925), 9. 
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considerable Turkish population (and which would ultimately be ceded to the Republic of 

Turkey in 1939). The Jabal Druze was made a Druze state in 1921, and the coastal 

Alawite state was proclaimed in 1922. The Contrôle Bedouin was set up for the tribes in 

the northeast. In 1922 a Syrian Federation would be created, comprising the states of 

Aleppo, Damascus, and the ‘Alawites. It would last until 1924, at which point the states 

of Aleppo and Damascus were joined in the state of Syria. A state of Syria including 

Damascus, Aleppo, and the Druze and ‘Alawite territories would not see light until 

1936.68 

Philip Khoury chalks up these arrangement and rearrangements to classic divide and 

rule tactics, aiming to “weaken pan-Syrian sentiment and Arab nationalism” and 

“courting potentially Francophile minorities.”69 Adeed Dawisha concedes that the French 

followed the “imperial dictum of ‘divide and rule,’” but suggests that France’s divisions 

significantly reflected facts on the ground.70 Peasants outside the main towns were 

“drawn to primordial ties that took precedence over national and nationalist 

considerations.”71 Sectarianism was a truly existing “problem for Syria with its Sunni-

Druze-‘Alawite divide.”72 Even the “narrow, town-centric loyalties and competitions” 

between the notables of Damascus and Aleppo obstructed the mass adoption of 

nationalism and national unity.73 Elizabeth Thompson, on the other hand, charts a 

continuity of paternalism in the apparently contrasting policies of the first High 

68 For the divisions and amalgamations of Syrian statelets, see Benjamin Thomas White, The Emergence of 
Minorities in the Middle East: The Politics of Community in French Mandate Syria (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2011) in addition to Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate and Thompson, Colonial 
Citizens. 
69 Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate, 58. 
70 Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 92-93. 
71 Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 93-94. 
72 Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 86. 
73 Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 93. 
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Commissioner Henri Gouraud and his successor Maxime Weygand. Gouraud had 

cultivated “conservative, anti-nationalist landowning notables” in Aleppo and Damascus 

as well as “religious patriarchs” while isolating the minority religious communities from 

the Sunni Muslim majority (the French believing Arab nationalism was the intellectual 

property of the Sunnis).74 Weygand (High Commissioner from 1923-1924) actually 

sought to promote a Syrian nationalism at the expense of pan-Arab sentiment by joining 

the states of Damascus and Aleppo, though this apparently liberal approach would prove 

“ephemeral.”75 Whether France’s territorial divisions represented local realities or 

imperial cynicism, they made the Academy and its Museum’s mission more difficult. Yet 

at the same time, the French continued to claim a mandate for a “Syria” that embraced all 

of these statelets, and in this important respect they agreed with the Damascus 

Academicians. 

Founding member ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf seems to have attempted to sort out some 

of these thorny issues when he delivered a lecture in the Academy hall on 13 October 

1922 titled, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” In it he explains the social purpose 

and cultural value of museums and introduces affiliated sciences such as archeology, 

anthropology, and “philosophical history” (or “historical philosophy”). Al-M‘aluf begins 

by intimating that history will not forgive Syrians for continuing to neglect “our” 

antiquities spread throughout the fields and deserts. Eventually they will find their way to 

the museums of “other” peoples, he says, troubling the conscience of his audience with 

both the judgment of history and the threat of the West.76  

74 Elizabeth Thompson, Colonial Citizens, 44. 
75 Ibid. 
76 ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” in Lectures of the Arab Academy of 
Science in Damascus, 178. 
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According to al-M‘aluf, gathering antiquities is not bid‘a—not objectionable 

“innovation”—since fellow Easterners have founded museums for antiquities in Egypt, 

the Maghrib, Jerusalem, Anatolia, and Istanbul.77 The “oldest museum founded in Syria” 

was established in Beirut under Agrippa II in the first century. The Herodian king’s 

museum was a Syrian museum, just as antiquities from that era would be considered 

Syrian antiquities. Al-M‘aluf then motions to the aswaq al-tara’if established by the 

Umayyads and ‘Abbasids.78 Leaping across centuries, he notes that the first museum 

attended to by an “Arab government” emerged in Egypt in the time of Shaykh Rifa‘a al-

Tahtawi, the “shaykh of the leaders of the scientific Nahda in Egypt at the beginning of 

the last century.”79 Finally, al-M‘aluf identifies museums that have opened in “our 

country” (fi-biladina) in Jerusalem (1901), Ba‘albek (c. 1905), Sidon (“recently”), “our 

museum” (early 1919), and one in Beirut (1922).80 Al-M‘aluf does not distinguish 

between these museums, insofar as the ones in Jerusalem and Ba‘albek were founded in 

the late Ottoman era, his own Damascus museum under Faysal, and those of Sidon and 

Beirut under the early French Mandate for Lebanon. He does not consider the question as 

to how the museums relate to their time and place of origin. These historical iterations 

help form a consistent Syrian/Arab narrative, with Agrippa’s Beirut as Syrian as Ottoman 

Jerusalem and Faysali Damascus; with French Mandate Damascus as Arab as Tahtawi’s 

Egypt. 

Despite the rather ahistorical characterizations of the museum, Al-M‘aluf writes as a 

positivist. He declares that proper historical research presents the “moral picture of man,” 

77 Ibid. 
78 Al-M’aluf, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” in Lectures, 187. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Al-M’aluf, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” in Lectures, 188 
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and that it is thus impermissible to “distort or improve it, but rather one must convey it is 

as it is, not as it should be, as the photograph does the living person.”81 Philosophical 

history, or historical philosophy “connects causes to general laws of humankind and 

nature.”82 He describes the two principal ways historians divide their material: either 

though the study of “tribes and languages,” or else chronologically—in other words, into 

civilizational units or periods of time. The Ottomans are the last group mentioned in each 

model, appearing in the remarkable company of the Crusaders and Venetians.83  

The Academy’s auxiliary institutions of Zahiriyya Library and Arab Museum were 

novel, modern institutions, yet their administrators emphasized their roots in Syria’s pre-

Ottoman Arab past. The two institutions had to gloss over the Ottoman period in their 

respective ways, while accommodating both an expansive Arab identity and a narrower 

Syrian one. Academy members would make similar arguments about the Academy itself 

and organized cultural work, or the pursuit of ‘ilm, in general. 

  

* Ecumenicalism and Worldliness 

The Introduction of this dissertation drew attention to a debate in the scholarship of 

the Nahda as to whether the (unified?) movement originated among Lebanese Christians 

in touch with Western missionaries, or else Islamic reformers, particularly those centered 

in Egypt. The Arab Academy offers a clear instance of Muslims and Christians 

collegially engaged in shared service to the Arabic language, a quality I describe as the 

body’s “ecumenicalism”—to stress both the members’ diversity as well as their common 

attachment to faith. Together the Muslim and Christian members subtly transformed the 

81 Al-M’aluf, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” in Lectures, 180. 
82 Al-M’aluf, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” in Lectures, 182. 
83 Al-M’aluf, “How Do Antiquities Ascertain History?” in Lectures, 181. 
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category of ‘ilm, with its roots in the Islamic sciences, to shape a common canon of 

linguistic and historical thought. To a significant degree, the Academy’s ecumenicalism 

and worldliness were the legacies of the Ottomanizing and Constitutional periods of the 

late Ottoman Empire.  

Of course, there were limits to this Academic ecumenicalism: the founding members 

did not include non-Sunni Muslims, or Jews, and representing the Levant’s many 

Christian denominations would not have been likely. Their company certainly did not 

count women. In terms of ethnicity, Kurd ‘Ali is the notable exception with non-Arab 

parentage—a Kurdish father and a Circassian mother—though he “obviously considered 

himself a member of the Arab nation. He was a master of the Arabic language and a 

champion of Arab Islam.”84 Naturally, the Academy’s defining dedication to the Arabic 

language precluded members who would have stressed another tongue. The 

corresponding members included Western orientalists (Christians and Jews among them) 

and men of letters across the Arab world, and Kurd ‘Ali made especial efforts to recruit 

Persians: so long as they shared commitment to and deep learning in the Arabic literate 

heritage, all such candidates were eligible and sought. 

In addition to their ecumenicalism, Academy members also demonstrated a related 

quality of worldliness. Worldliness for present purposes refers to the members’ 

willingness to take up non-religious subjects and to theorize on social organization in the 

here-and-now. Their worldliness also allowed them to engage with non-Islamic and non-

Arab cultural traditions. Christian members, who represented demographic minorities 

within the new Syrian nation-state, exhibited their own worldliness in part through a 

readiness to engage with the dominant religious and cultural concerns of their society. 

84 Joseph H. Escovitz, “Orientalism and Orientalists,” 96. 
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They made use of Islamic traditions and categories of knowledge in such a way as to 

facilitate their inclusion in their social and intellectual milieux as well as to flag their 

respect and learning. To the extent that the Muslim members were drawn to Christian 

scholarly traditions, it was more so by the example of Christian Europe and the work of 

orientalists there (the focus of the next chapter). Still, the Muslim members likewise 

engaged with non-Arab and non-Muslim cultural traditions, including but not only 

Western Christian ones. 

Tahir al-Jaza’iri’s expression of his Islamic commitments through his revival of the 

Arabic-language religious and literary heritage prefigured the Damascus Academy’s 

founding members’ work in Arabic canon-formation. To be sure, the Muslims among 

them did not shed their religious commitments upon accepting membership (nor, as shall 

be indicated below, did the Christians). As we have seen, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi’s 

interests in Islamic governance subtly gave way to his contributions to Islamic education 

in the post-Ottoman order. Amin Suwayd, who taught Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) of the 

Hanafi rite under the Ottomans at the Darwish Pasha Mosque in Damascus, was 

appointed to teach principles of fiqh at the Damascus Law School under the early 

Mandate in 1923.85 Sa‘id al-Karmi served as mufti (issuer of Islamic legal opinions) in 

Tulkaram in late Ottoman Palestine and was appointed Deputy of Islamic Legal Affairs 

(wakil al-‘umur al-shari‘a) when he moved to Transjordan in 1922.86 Both men 

maintained these religious commitments before and after joining the Academy in 1919. 

The works attributed to both Suwayd and al-Karmi are religious in nature: two titles in 

85 Khatib, Fi Khamsin ‘Aman, 48-51. 
86 Khatib, Fi Khamsin ‘Aman, 61-64. 
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fiqh and principles of Quranic study for the former, a work in Sufism for the latter.87  

Yet it is significant that members by and large did not publish works in Quranic 

exegesis, fiqh, or tasawwuf (Sufism) for the Academy journal. A general impression of 

the Arabic-language traditions of thought studied by Academy members as tending 

toward the literary “adab” legacy, and contextualized in historical and social frameworks, 

is an accurate one. Thus figures identified with the adab tradition like al-Jahiz and Ibn al-

Muqaff‘a and poets like Abu ‘Ala al-Ma‘arri and al-Mutanabbi appear in the journal’s 

pages. Contemporary poets were celebrated, too. The members invited the Egyptian 

Ahmad Shawqi, known as “the Prince of Poets,” to an event in his honor in August 1925, 

and held a commemorative ceremony when he died seven years later, in 1932.88 On 7 

July 1925 the Academy hosted a party in honor of the prominent Egyptian industrialist 

Tal‘at Harb, who spoke about the challenges and successes of Arabizing the language of 

finance and administration at his Bank of Egypt.89 In 1935 the Academy held a 

commemorative event upon the death of Muhammad Rashid Rida, the leading salafi 

thinker and editor of al-Manar newspaper.90 Thus the Academy honored a modern Arab 

poet, industrialist, and Islamic thinker/activist: representing literary, economic, and 

religious currents in modern thought in the Arabic language. 

One illustration of the way the Islamic heritage was studied in the Academy journal is 

Kurd ‘Ali’s critique of the Lebanese-based Jesuit scholar Henri Lammens’ two-volume 

1921 study, La Syrie: précis historique. Kurd ‘Ali’s intervention raises the possibility that 

culture was not de-Islamized by the Arab Academy so much as that the Islamic heritage 

87 Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 51-52, 68. 
88 Majalla 5 (1925), 388-392; Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 91-92. 
89 Majalla 5 (1925), 329-331.  
90 Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 94. 
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was desacralized, rendered an object of inquiry for fair-minded contemporary historians 

and scholars whether Western/Christian or Arab/Muslim. Kurd ‘Ali begins his review by 

praising “our friend” Lammens’ past scholarship. Lammens’ present work is admirably 

organized, elegantly written, and clearly identifies its sources. But Kurd ‘Ali then 

proceeds to take issue with a number of claims Lammens had allegedly made about the 

history of early Islam.91 He observes that the “author took his liberty in critiquing 

[historical] events in the manner of contemporary historians, but he is not always correct 

in his judgment.”92   

Kurd ‘Ali does not denounce this liberty-taking per se, but maintains the historical 

critique it has produced is poor and erroneous. Kurd ‘Ali insists he is not asking the 

author “not to criticize…nor to withhold his spear from the men of Islam, nor to follow 

their religion, but to be fair with the history and to strip [his work] of sentiments that 

detract from the glory of science [bahjat al-‘ilm].”93 Kurd ‘Ali is thus primarily 

concerned with the historical record of early Islam (rather than, say, doctrinal or 

theological matters). He purports to write not as a pious defender of the faith, but as an 

enforcer of modern academic precepts, which he claims to share with Lammens. 

Lammens, in his characterization, is sinning not so much against Islam as against modern 

science, or scholarship, or ‘ilm. 

Kurd ‘Ali’s refutation of Lammens is an intellectual or textual engagement with the 

91 Lammens’ objectionable claims include the charge that the second Caliph of Islam, ‘Umar ibn al-
Khattab, was a poor administrator; that the conquest of Damascus was not planned and that its gates were 
open and undefended; that the Bedouin made for cowardly, poor soldiers who cared only for booty and 
retreated in the face of danger (“I wonder how such a soldier was able to defeat the well-trained and –bred 
Byzantine soldier,” Kurd ‘Ali asks); that the fact the Arabs retained bureaucrats and administrative 
structures in the conquered territories was a sign of weakness (and not of “tolerance” or tasamuh, as Kurd 
‘Ali prefers); that Islamic fiqh had its origins in Byzantine Christian theology; etc, in Majalla 2 (1922), 
271-281. 
92 Majalla 2 (1922), 271. 
93 Majalla 2 (1922), 275. 
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Islamic legacy. An institutional instance of the way Academy engaged with the Islamic 

legacy, on the other hand, would be some members’ espousal of a department of theology 

or school of Islamic law at the Syrian University. Shaykh Bahjat al-Bitar had delivered a 

lecture on the subject on 9 January 1925.94 It would not be established until 1954, as 

Kulliyat al-Shari‘a. Abdul-Karim Rafeq argues that the “delay” was due to the fact “that 

Islam had not been the dominant political force at the time either among the intellectuals 

or the masses. The dominant doctrines were patriotism, liberalism, nationalism, and the 

struggle for independence.”95 In the report for 1925-27, Kurd ‘Ali names a department of 

literature at the University as one of the Academy’s dear wishes for the upcoming year, 

but adds that others have also championed the “two missing branches” of theology and 

the sciences (al-alihiyyat wa-l-‘ulum).96 In the following year, Kurd ‘Ali praises the 

prime minister of the Syrian state, Taj al-Din al-Hasani, for actually issuing an order for 

the founding of a theology school. This addition to the University, according to Kurd 

‘Ali, would restore a level of “seriousness” that the Islamic sciences have not had in this 

“fertile ground” for centuries. At the same time, the school would “seal” the Islamic 

studies with the “color of the age and its modern styles.”97 Kurd ‘Ali and others thus 

imagined a school of theology or Islamic law for the Syrian University that would be the 

heir of Islamic studies in the Levant of bygone centuries, but which would also be up to 

modern standards.  

The impression of a worldly canon may be further borne out by the way the Academy 

94 Majalla 5 (1925), 59. 
95 Abdul-Karim Rafeq, “The Syrian University and the French Mandate, 1920-1946,” in Liberal Thought in 
the Eastern Mediterranean: Late 19th Century until the 1960’s, ed. Christoph Schumann (Leiden: Brill, 
2008), 84.  
96 Majalla 8 (1928), 11. 
97 Majalla 9 (1929), 4-5. 
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classified the subject matter of the lectures delivered over the course of their first decade 

in the annual report for 1929-30. The list begins with ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi’s 

inaugural lecture on the pre-Islamic poet Turfa ibn al-‘Abd on 17 April 1921, filed under 

“literature” (adab), and ends with another lecture by him on 26 December 1930, 

categorized as “history” (tarikh). The first year of lectures, 1921, saw three lectures 

classified as “literature,” four as “society,” and one apiece for “society and literature,” 

“literature and fiqh,” “literature and history,” and “law” (qanun). The lecture denoted 

with the explicitly religious term of fiqh was put together with “literature.” The lecture on 

law used the historically secular term of qanun (as opposed to shari‘a or fiqh) and was 

titled “Civil Rights in the East” (al-haquq al-madaniyya fi-l-sharq).98 Of course, the 

categories are not tidy, as the Academy itself recognized by bundling labels together. 

Judging by lecture titles or labels is not very reliable. “History,” “society,” and 

“literature” are categories that may accommodate the Islamic, that may be modified by 

the adjective “Islamic.” But the labels are noteworthy insofar as they point to how the 

Academy thought about the material, for what they did and did not call it.  

For the lectures delivered between 1921 and 1930, “History” alone was the most 

frequently identified subject, with 45 lectures, followed by 40 for “Literature” and 26 for 

“Society.” “Literature and History” numbered 14, “History and Society,” 12. History 

figures prominently in other combined categories, as well. Four lectures were delivered 

on “History and Geography,” 3 on “History, Literature, and Criticism [al-naqd],” 2 on 

“History and Economics,” 3 on “Medicine and History,” 3 on “History and Fiqh,” 1 on 

“Law [Huquq] and History,” and only 1 for “History, Literature, and Language.” Only 

one lecture was labeled with the term for Islamic doctrines (‘aqa’id), and that paired with 

98 Majalla 11 (1931), 22. 
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“history”, too.99 The preponderance of historical lectures is obviously important. While 

we tend to think of the body as a “language academy,” and one engaged with “language 

modernization”—or linguistic efforts orientated towards the present and future—it is 

evident that the members were very much concerned with producing and communicating 

a (comprehensive and coherent?) body of historical thought. The members sought to root 

their work in Arabic language and notions of Arab identity and Arab civilization in the 

fertile ground of pre-modern Arab history.100 

Yoav Di-Capua traces the rise of “academic history” in Egypt beginning in 1930, 

which flourished in great measure thanks to the efforts of the “doyen of Egyptian 

historiography,” Muhammad Shafiq Ghurbal. For Di-Capua, Egyptian academic history 

in some measure displaced royalist historiography, and distinguished itself from it as well 

as popular-nationalist history through its adoption of an “ideology of professionalism.” 

99 Majalla 11 (1931), 22-34. 
100 Six lectures, on the other hand, were classified as “Literature and Language.” The category of “Ethics” 
(akhlaq) numbered 16, “Ethics and Society” 3, “Ethics and History” 2, and one each for “Economics and 
Ethics,” “Literature and Ethics,” and “Ethics, Literature, and Language.” One lecture was delivered on 
“Ethics and Education,” the latter word being tarbiyya, which can carry the meaning of raising children, as 
in ‘Aziza al-Hashimi’s 22 November 1929 lecture for women, “Raising Babies [tarbiyyat al-tifl].” The 
considerable number of lectures that dealt with ethics is also noteworthy: both Muslims and Christians 
delivered lectures on ethics, indicating that the Academy did not consider this field of inquiry (or of human 
behavior) to be the purview of any single religion. Three lectures were granted this sole label of 
“Education” or tarbiyya, and one “Education and Health.” “Health” alone counted 5 lectures and one, 
“Health and Society.” The category of “Medicine” counted two. As far as notions of law, it is worth 
pointing out that Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) was never its sole category, but was paired three times with 
“Society” and once with “Literature” (as well as the three pairings with “History” already mentioned). One 
lecture tackled qanun and three the notion of law or legal rights as expressed by the term huquq. Eight 
lectures were devoted to “Economy” or “Economics” (iqtisad) and Faris al-Khuri delivered two on 
“Finance” (malliyya). Only one was categorized as “Natural Sciences [tabi‘iyyat]” and that, it appears, on 
the subject of perpetual motion; two were labeled “Art [fan],” by which was meant technical arts, as they 
treated the topics of Radium and alchemy (or “the industrial production of gold”). Only one lecture (by al-
Maghribi) was bestowed the category of ‘ilm, in the grouping of “Knowledge, History, and Literature,” 
apparently treating views of the ‘ulama in the councils of the Caliphs. One was intriguingly classified 
“Philosophy and Science [‘ilm] of Spirit” and titled, “The Modern Science of Spirituality.” Auditors were 
also treated to one lecture on “Travel” or “Voyaging” (rahla), one on “Travel and Society,” two on “Travel 
and the Description of Peoples [wasf al-shu‘ub],” and two on the “Description of Peoples” alone. These 
tallies include the first decade’s lectures, exclude a small handful that were not clearly categorized (such as 
lectures which were end-of-year summaries of Academy work), and count twice two-part lectures as well 
as the same lecture delivered separately to men and women, in Majalla 11 (1931), 22-34.  
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Yet in some respects, academic history retained royalist conventions (such as the 

“founder thesis” of Muhammad ‘Ali’s epochal rule) and practices (like the focus on the 

‘Abdin archive). Perhaps most importantly, Ghurbal is credited with “Egyptianizing” 

Egyptian history, that is, training myriad Egyptian students to research and write the 

history of Egypt, which had previously been the preserve, by and large, of foreign 

(Western) specialists.101 Similar dynamics seem to have been at play with the Damascus 

Academy over the 1920’s. The Academy survived its royal patron-state, but retained its 

Arabist cultural commitments. It modeled itself as a professional, world-class learned 

society and empowered its Syrian and Arab members to emulate and compete with 

Western orientalists. These impulses informed the Academy’s production of historical 

knowledge.  

Yet the Damascus Academicians accommodated their religious commitments, and 

read them in the light of history and in the service of science. The sources suggest that all 

three Christian founding members—‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf, Mitri Qandalaft, and Anis 

Sallum—took their faiths seriously, or else demonstrated strong connections to their 

religious communities. (The Academy would go on to include a significant number of 

Syrian and Arab Christians as active or corresponding members in its first decade: Faris 

al-Khuri, Fr. Anastas Mari al-Karmali, Jabir Dumit, Bulus al-Khuli, and Ilyas Qudsi, to 

name a few.) They notably contributed to the ecumenical and worldly strains in the 

Academy’s work. An instance of one of the Christian founding members’ weighing in on 

the work of a Muslim colleague is Qandalaft’s review of ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi’s 

textbook, Morals and Duties, in the February 1921 issue of the journal.102 Qandalaft 

101 Di-Capua, Gatekeepers, 13, 186-203. 
102 Qandalaft was born in Damascus in 1859. His father was in the silk business. He learned English from 

193 
 

                                                           



begins by noting the “obvious” fact that ignorance of “true” Islamic social principles is 

among the most significant causes of the present “mutual psychic aversion” among 

Eastern sects and of national division (al-shiqaq al-watani al-qawmi).103 Such ignorance 

is not limited to those non-Muslims who do not have the opportunity to read widely, but 

also afflicts the greater part of the masses as well as a number of the “proselytizers of 

modern learning and enlightened thought among Muslims themselves,” who are stricken 

by “illusions and diseased understanding.”104  

The Christian Qandalaft thus presumes to invoke correct Islamic teachings, or at least 

to deny that the greater part of his Muslim compatriots understand their own religion 

correctly—including not only conservative ‘ulama, but supposedly enlightened, modern 

Muslim thinkers, too. This ignorance is responsible for sectarian conflict and national 

disunity both. Qandalaft implicitly puts national unity on par with sectarian harmony, and 

suggests the former is contingent upon the latter. Qandalaft appears willing to suggest 

that the religious self-knowledge of the Muslim population must be perfected, and the 

Muslims’ sound relations with their non-Muslim compatriots assured, to serve the higher 

purpose of national concord. Thankfully, he continues, the Education Ministry has 

recognized the problem and charged al-Maghribi with producing what has proven to be 

an exceptional, systematically organized book on morals and duties.105  

Though al-Maghribi’s book was explicitly intended for Muslim schoolchildren, 

an American missionary, Ms. Crawford, and assisted her in translating a number of religious tracts. 
Qandalaft fell afoul of the Ottoman authorities during the war and was exiled to Anatolia. He returned to 
Damascus after the war, accepting appointments at the Tajhiz School and the Teachers’ College before 
being tapped to serve on the Education Council that would become the Arab Academy. He also taught at 
the Law School in Damascus before retiring in 1924 to Beirut. Demonstrating an interest in pedagogical 
thought, he translated two works by John Dewey, including The School and Society, as well as a work by 
Maria Montessori, though apparently they were never published, in Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 117-124. 
103 Majalla 1 (1921), 56.  
104 Ibid. 
105 Majalla 1 (1921), 56-57. 
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Qandalaft judges that it advances the state of the Arab umma as a whole. Al-Maghribi 

writes in such accessible, modern style that the reader imagines that, “though it is built 

upon [Prophetic] hadith and [Qur’anic] ’ayat, he is reading a purely modern, social work 

written for all people across differences of sect, creed, age, sex, [and class].”106 He 

maintains that it is no exaggeration to say that al-Maghribi’s book would have an even 

greater effect on the fair-minded non-Muslim than on the Muslim. For the former, the 

wisdom of said traditions and verses are new and fresh, due to what “the darkness of 

centuries has hid from him, and what human ignorance has bequeathed him.”107 

Qandalaft thus ends his review establishing Muslims’ and Christians’ parity of ignorance 

of true Islamic wisdom, which has been masterfully revealed by al-Maghribi’s modern 

pen. Qandalaft reaches across religious boundaries to hail al-Maghribi’s work, enacting 

the ecumenicalism of the Academy, and in doing so imagines al-Maghribi’s book 

crossing religious boundaries of the Arab umma at large. The ecumenicalism of the 

learned society serves as a model for greater society.  

The preacher Anis Sallum rose to the podium to deliver a lecture on 21 July 1921 that 

also treated themes of faith and knowledge, and which modified, or modernized, both 

categories.108 Just as Zaydan had highlighted pre-Islamic Nahda’s, and al-M‘aluf had 

106 Majalla 1 (1921), 57. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Anis Sallum was born in Hims in 1862. His family moved to Hama when he was seven years old so that 
his father could found and assume the ministry of that city’s first Evangelical church. Young Anis was sent 
to Mount Lebanon for high school, where he learned English. Sallum intended to enroll in the Syrian 
Protestant College (later renamed the American University in Beirut), but his father’s death compelled him 
to take over his position as preacher instead. He performed these duties admirably enough that in 1897 the 
Evangelical congregation in Damascus invited him to head their church. Two years later he was elected to 
represent Hama in the Provincial Council of the Syrian vilayet (al-Majlis al-‘Umumi). Like Qandalaft, 
Sallum was exiled to Anatolia by Jamal Pasha during the war. Khatib claims that upon his return to 
Damascus, Faysal’s Arab government charged Sallum alone to oversee the language of the diwans and 
official government correspondence, and to teach new government employees lessons in fusha Arabic. 
Finding this too heavy a burden for a single person, the government established the First Section of 
Authorship and Translation with four other members, which would evolve into the Education Council and 

195 
 

                                                           



traced ancient civilizations’ versions of the academy and the museum, so does Sallum 

provide an ancient (and so pagan) lineage for the broader concept of knowledge/science, 

or ‘ilm: as valued by Babylonians, Chaldeans, Persians, Phoenicians, Chinese, Indians, 

Greeks, and Romans.109 Sallum draws a parallel between the Roman Empire and the 

classical Arab Caliphates. Those states bestrode great swathes of the known world when 

they pursued learning, and shrank when they forsook it: Sallum does not state that the 

Arab-Islamic empires were possessed of qualitatively different or truer knowledge.110 

Sallum continues that scholars (‘ulama) enjoyed high status among the Arabs, such that 

the Caliphs themselves would “pour water on the hands of the scholars, spend their time 

among inkwells and notebooks, and build houses of science [‘ilm] as they built houses of 

worship.” The scholars Sallum points to made great strides in the natural sciences, and 

“took from the Greeks the principles of astronomy, engineering, mathematics, algebra, 

medicine, botany, and other sciences, and improved upon them all.”111 Thus, Sallum uses 

the term ‘ulama to denote scholars who worked in the worldly sciences and built upon 

the work of the ancient Greeks. He does not mention scholarly achievement in the 

religious sciences under the Umayyad and ‘Abbasid Caliphs.  

Sallum lists the benefits of modern science (‘ilm), which have all redounded to the 

comfort and happiness of human society in the here-and-now, beginning with the 

improvement in public health (curing diseases like smallpox and diphtheria, advancing 

surgery, lowering infant mortality, etc.)112 Sallum notes that modern science has 

then the Arab Academy. According to this account, Sallum would in a sense be the “first” member of the 
Arab Academy, in Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 53-60.  
109 Anis Salum, “Science,” in Lectures of the Arab Academy of Science in Damascus, 112. 
110 Salum, “Science,” in Lectures, 117. 
111 Salum, “Science,” in Lectures, 113. 
112 Ibid. 
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habituated the human mind to such exercises as observation, deduction, and analogical 

reasoning—for which last he uses the term qiyas, loaded with overtones of Islamic 

jurisprudence. He groups the sound citation of Islamic legal (shar‘i) texts and the 

judgments of Islamic jurists (al-fuqaha’) under the “legal sciences.”113 Sallum does not 

entirely exclude Islamic religious thought, but rather integrates it into his broader sense of 

knowledge. In arguing for science, Sallum cites the Qur’an, ‘Ali bin Abi Talib, and the 

Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan.114 Sallum also makes the point articulated 

by al-Maghribi in Morals and Duties and elsewhere that those who possess “correct” 

knowledge also know their rights and obligations, establishing a connection between 

learning and ethics, such that it is said that “when the schools are full, the prisons are 

empty.”115  

Sallum points out that three related propositions would be true, if science did in fact 

contradict faith: first, that science would unequivocally demonstrate the error of faith, or 

vice versa; second, that every scholar/scientist (‘alim) would be an unbeliever (kafir), and 

every religious person (dayyin) would be an ignoramus (jahil); and third, that the 

individual who delves further into science would be more and more confirmed in 

unbelief.116 What is most notable about Sallum’s treatment of this question is the fact he 

refers to both Muslim and Christian figures who were men of science as well as faith: the 

‘Abbasid Caliphs Abu J‘afar al-Mansur, Harun al-Rashid, and al-M’amun, and the 

eleventh-century polymath Ibn Sina; but also Isaac Newton, the geologist [Sir John 

113 Salum, “Science,” in Lectures, 114. 
114 Salum, “Science,” in Lectures, 121. 
115 Sallum thus contributes to the Nahda-era debate on personal ethics. Sallum followed up the present 
lecture with another on 24 November 1921, entitled “Knowledge through Action,” a highly moralizing 
speech on the virtues of hard work, in Lectures, 200-220. 
116 Salum, “Science,” in Lectures, 123. 
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William] Dawson, and the “American genius who served Syria for many years in 

medicine, education, and authorship…[Cornelius] Van Dyck.”117 The Christian Newton 

is in other words no kafir, no unbeliever. Ultimately, Sallum recasts and reconciles the 

categories of ‘ilm and faith, such that the first accommodates worldly as well as religious 

knowledge, and the second embraces Christianity as well as Islam. 

 As with his historical account of the museum, ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf demonstrates 

an interest in and comfort with ancient non-Arab/Islamic traditions, particularly those of 

the Greeks.118 In December 1921, al-M‘aluf wrote a review of a manuscript in his 

personal possession, a translation of Aristotle on domestic economy (tadbir al-manzil). 

The Arabs also knew the branches of practical wisdom (al-hikma al-‘amaliyya), he 

writes.119 Al-M‘aluf distinguishes between the Frankish terms for “domestic economy” 

and “political economy,” and identifies the 9th-10th century al-Farabi as a practitioner of 

the latter in Arabic.120  

While on the one hand al-M‘aluf is ready to celebrate Arab exponents of supposedly 

Western or Greek sciences, on the other hand he is willing to identify the Greek 

provenance of Arab place names. In March 1923, al-M‘aluf defended claims he made as 

to the Greek origins of the names of certain Damascene neighborhoods, which Muhibb 

al-Din al-Khatib had allegedly criticized. Al-M‘aluf insists he is not the first or only 

117 Ibid. 
118 The mightily prolific al-M‘aluf was born to a Greek Orthodox family in Kafr ‘Aqab in the Matn district 
of Mount Lebanon. He taught briefly at the Jesuit Fathers’ School in the village before taking appointments 
at a string of Orthodox schools in Lebanon and Damascus, and was appointed to edit the Orthodox 
Church’s al-Na‘ama magazine in 1909 by the Patriarch Gregorious Haddad. Al-M‘aluf founded his own 
journal, al-Athar, in 1911, in which he reviewed manuscripts—an interest he would continue to pursue in 
the Academy journal. He is said to have written some 90 books between printed and manuscript works. 
Titles demonstrate an interest in local Lebanese histories, such as those of the town of Zahlé, about the 
Ottoman-era rulers Fakhr al-Din al-M‘ani II and Bashir Shihab II, the Yaziji family, and his own M‘aluf 
clan, in Khatib, Fi-Khamsin ‘Aman, 105-115. 
119 Majalla 1 (1921), 379. 
120 Majalla 1 (1921), 380. 
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person to make these observations, and cites Western orientalists, old Arab chroniclers, 

and archaeological evidence in support of his positions.121 “It is not shameful to say that 

Arabic words are of foreign [‘ajami] origin, because languages borrow from one 

another,” he states plainly.122 Al-M‘aluf can indulge his interlocutors with common and 

spurious Arabic etymologies for place names, like saying that the name for Aleppo, 

Halab, comes from Abraham milking (halaba) a grey cow. This may satisfy his critics 

and colleagues, but it would not satisfy “plain truth, sound history, and elevated 

science.”123 Al-M‘aluf is able to single out scholars of domestic and political economy in 

Arabic, and assign Greek origins to the names of Syrian locales, confident that both 

judgments accord with science.    

Muslim founding members demonstrated ecumenical and worldly qualities in their 

contributions to Academy business, as well. Shaykh Sa‘id al-Karmi had delivered a 

lecture two weeks before Sallum’s, on 8 July 1921, on the question of “How Human 

Society Should be Organized.” It is in effect a defense of religion, which he plainly 

deems the “strongest of social bonds, which are said to be religion, language, the 

homeland [al-watan], lineage, and [similitude of type].”124 Over the course of the lecture, 

though, al-Karmi makes subtle use of familiar, worldly notions and engages with non-

Islamic/Arab religious and cultural traditions. Al-Karmi begins by stating that God 

deliberately created human beings in a state of need and incapable of surviving apart 

from their species, unlike certain animals. “The human being is civil [madani] by nature,” 

121 Majalla 3 (1923), 78-81. 
122 Majalla 3 (1923), 82. 
123 Majalla 3 (1923), 83. 
124 Majalla 1 (1921), 227. 
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he states, though he backs up the claim not with Aristotle but with the Qur’an.125 The 

Greeks do appear later in his lecture, namely Antisthenes and Diogenes of the kalbiyya 

faction—that is, the “doggish” school of the Cynics. Al-Karmi cites the Cynics’ 

outrageous behavior (voiding their bowels in the streets, for example) as proof that the 

human mind cannot know true virtue without a heavenly law (shar‘a samawi).126 The 

ancient philosophers among the Greeks are classed in this respect with the Indians and 

the Chinese. In India, the Buddha had upended the caste system allegedly ordained by 

Manu, and in China, Confucius also overturned ancient laws, including, according to al-

Karmi, the immolation of widows and widowers.127  

For al-Karmi, the intellectual vicissitudes over the course of these civilizations’ 

histories are a function of human fallibility. Yet he still deals with these traditions with 

some respect: he grants Confucius the epithet “al-hakim” (the wise), and deems the 

Chinese imperial examination system one worth emulating.128 While al-Karmi’s lecture 

is an endorsement of Abrahamic and specifically Islamic tradition, he includes a 

“followed religion” as the first of six components of a “properly ordered” society, along 

with a strong ruler (or authority: sultan qahir), justice, security, prosperity, and hope.129 

Al-Karmi’s promotion of religion thus has a utilitarian, pragmatic dimension. Both al-

Karmi’s use of non-Arab/Islamic traditions and the ends to which he puts faith speak to 

qualities of worldliness. 

‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi also respectfully deals with non-Arab/Islamic traditions, 

specifically of Cambodian Buddhism, which he accords the status of true knowledge. He 

125 Majalla 1 (1921), 225-226 
126 Majalla 1 (1921), 229. 
127 Majalla 1 (1921), 228. 
128 Majalla 1 (1921), 228-229. 
129 Majalla 1 (1921), 227. 
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describes his fellow members and Academy president Kurd ‘Ali gathered together in the 

hall of the ‘Adiliyya one day, standing over a box that had shipped from Paris containing 

installments of a French encyclopedia. Al-Maghribi was drawn instead to the scraps of 

paper used to pack and cushion the volumes. He describes a premonition that these 

papers may possess valuable lessons worth conveying to the readers of the Academy 

journal. Among the sheets he found some ten soiled, ink-smudged pages that turned out 

to be a series of three letters translated from Sanskrit to French by Adhémard Leclère on 

the subject of reincarnation (al-tanasukh).130  

Al-Maghribi received confirmation from French orientalist and Academy member 

Louis Massignon that Leclère was, in addition to an accomplished French colonial 

administrator in Cambodia, a trusted expert in Cambodian history, language, and 

traditions. Leclère had noted by way of introduction that he had translated the letters for 

the sake of language practice, and that he hoped to gift his people (qawm) through his 

efforts something of scientific/scholarly value. Since al-Maghribi hoped to work on his 

French by parsing the letters and thought to pass on these bits of knowledge (luqat al-

‘ilm) to his readers, he was reminded of his own circumstances.131 

Al-Maghribi is quite certain that the original writer of these letters did not really 

intend to affirm the doctrine of reincarnation, but rather used it to “urge his people 

[qawm] to practice good deeds and virtue and to avoid evil and baseness.”132 Al-Maghribi 

proceeds to give a general introduction to the concept, beginning with the derivation of 

the term in Arabic. This school of thinking (mathhab) has a very long history among 

humankind, he observes. Herodotus writes that the ancient Egyptians were the first to 

130 Majalla 1 (1921), 86-87. 
131 Majalla 1 (1921), 87. 
132 Ibid. 
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teach it, and that Pythagoras picked it up from their priests in the sixth century before 

Christ (qabl al-masih).133 Al-Maghribi identifies [Charles] Fourier and Jean Reynaud as 

two recent European scholars and proponents of the doctrine. In fact, Islam has not been 

devoid of factions (furuq) that propound it: al-Maghribi provides a Qur’anic verse that 

has been used in its support (and then offers the “correct” interpretation of the ’aya).134 

Whatever al-Maghribi’s ultimate valuation of the concept, his attraction to scraps written 

in French detailing Cambodian beliefs points to his personal sense of curiosity and a 

considerable measure of worldliness. 

Western social models were clearly on Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali’s mind for his lecture 

and lead article for August 1921 on “Accounting in Islam” (al-Hisba fi-l-Islam), which is 

a description of the role of the muhtasib in the Islamic Middle Ages. This enforcer of 

public order and standards in the marketplace performed a religious function of 

“compelling the good [lit. ‘the recognized’] and forbidding the bad [lit. ‘the 

rejected.’]”135 His duties were very numerous, including inspecting weights and 

measures, slating certain buildings for demolition, rapping the knuckles of teachers who 

did the same too often to their students, preventing women and men from mingling in the 

streets (and cross-dressing), among many others. All manner of craftsmen, artisans, and 

professionals were subject to his supervision.136 The functions of the muhtasib are akin to 

those of modern-day departments of police and health and municipal councils, Kurd ‘Ali 

observes. Social conditions have grown more advanced “among other [peoples]” due to 

the division of labor and the increasing number of specialists, but the hisba office alone 

133 Majalla 1 (1921), 88. 
134 Majalla 1 (1921), 88-89. 
135 Majalla 1 (1921), 258. 
136 Majalla 1 (1921), 258-261. 
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used to attend to most of these needs.137 Kurd ‘Ali is also weighing in on the worldly 

question of “how human society should be organized,” and implicitly comparing Arab 

methods of the past with Western ones of the present. 

I have suggested above that the ecumenicalism and worldliness exemplified in the 

founding Academy members’ thought were products of the reforming late Ottoman 

Empire to appreciable extents. These qualities were fostered also by the transitional 

nature of the moment of the Academy’s founding. Political ideologies and even 

vocabularies had yet to harden. Arguably, this climate encouraged thinkers to look to the 

past for helpful models and to be receptive to influences outside Arabo-Islamic traditions.  

The founding members of the Academy might have replied that such worldliness and 

ecumenicalism were not new in Arab intellectual life, and point to the ‘Abbasid era 

engagement with Greek, Persian, and Indian legacies. Kurd ‘Ali implicitly compares his 

mixed company with the majm‘a founded under the Caliph al-M’amun, which he 

describes as “composed of those from religious communities and creeds [al-millal wa-l-

nahal] differing in doctrines [al-‘aqa’id], but united in the pursuit of the loftiest 

purposes.”138 Such claims buttress the Zaydanian narrative of recurrent Arab Nahda’s 

across history. The ecumenicalism and worldliness of the Arab Academy of Science in 

Damascus were products of its recent past and present moment, but also the conscious re-

enactment of qualities associated with much earlier periods of Arab cultural 

efflorescence.    

* Experimentation and Standardization 

At an Academy general session in March 1923, members read a letter from J‘afar al-

137 Majalla 1 (1921), 259, 262. 
138 Majalla 2 (1922), 353. 
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Hasani, the director of the Arab Museum whom they had sent to study at the École du 

Louvre in Paris. In it he informed his colleagues of the death of his mentor there, the 

French archaeologist Charles Clermont-Gannneau. Kurd ‘Ali then proposed suspending 

the proceedings for five minutes to “honor science and recognize the departed.”139 This 

then became a regular practice at general sessions if the occasion called for it.  

These commemorative moments served to affirm the Damascus Academy’s sense of 

fellowship with Western orientalists as well as with Arab scholars within and outside 

Syria. More, they represent the quality of experimentation that characterized much of the 

early Academy’s work. The new institution under new socio-political conditions tried out 

different techniques to assert its dignity and competence. At the same time, the five 

minutes’ silence is expressive of the drive towards standardization, inasmuch as it is the 

adoption of a practice common in the West. The moment of silence arose organically, in 

spontaneous reaction to developments within the Academy’s orbit and ranks. The 

Academy then adopted a well-worn practice to meet these circumstances in a conscious 

but not contrived fashion. As such, this development, though on one level mundane, is on 

another deeply symbolic of forces animating the Damascus Academy’s early business.   

Elements of experimentation and improvisation, and adept responses to contingent 

circumstances, characterized the very genesis of the Damascus Academy. Three Arabic-

language accounts of the Academy in Damascus suggest that the institution naturally 

formed under Faysal’s government to reverse the tide of Turkification (meaning here the 

Young Turks’ perceived promotion of the Turkish language in administration and 

education at the expense of Arabic). Yet the accounts make clear that a number of bodies 

were formed along the way that ultimately gave rise to the Academy. Al-Futayyih states 

139 Majalla 3 (1923), 94. 
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that Faysal’s government established the First Section of Translation and Authorship on 

28 November 1918. Its mandate was to teach Arabic classes to newly hired state 

employees and to replace Turkish administrative terms with Arabic ones.140 Muhammad 

Farid ‘Abdallah identifies a committee for the production of military terms under Yasin 

al-Hashimi.141 Mazin ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Mubarak writes in his informational booklet that 

the military government formed four original committees, with the Education Committee 

headed by Sati‘ al-Husri.142 On 12 February 1919 the Arab government consolidated 

matters into one Education Bureau (Diwan al-Ma‘arif). The presidency of the Bureau 

was granted to Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, “owner of al-Muqtabas newspaper, who had 

returned from Istanbul at that time.”143  

Al-Mubarak states that due to its “countless tasks” the Education Bureau did not 

“meet with success.” Kurd ‘Ali then purportedly proposed to his “friend” Rida Pasha al-

Rikabi, Faysal’s military governor in Damascus, the founding of a majm‘a along the lines 

of the Western academies.144 Al-Futayyih simply states that the Education Bureau was 

140 Al-Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 3. Al-Futayyih names the first “active members” of the section: Amin 
Suwayd, Anis Salum, ‘Izz al-Din ‘Ilm al-Din al-Tanukhi, ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf (noted to be from Zahlé 
in present-day Lebanon) and Shaykh Sa‘id al-Karmi (identified as the former Mufti of the Palestinian town 
of Tulkarm.) Men who “taught the employees Arabic and composition” include Salim al-Jundi, Anis 
Salum, and Khalil Mardam Bayk. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi, Faris al-Khuri, Rashid Baqdunis, ‘Abd al-
Rahman al-Shahbandar, Adib al-Taqqi, Habib Astafan, ‘Ajaj Nawayhid, and Nakhla Zurayq are said to 
have contributed to the “linguistic movement” in some capacity for the new state as well, Tarikh al-
Majm’a, 4.       
141 Muhammad Farid ‘Abdallah, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi wa-Ara’uhu fi-l-Lugha wa-l-Din, 51. 
142 Mazin ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Mubarak, Majm‘a al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya bi-Dimashq: T‘arif Tarikhi (2009), 4-
5. 
143 Al-Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a, 4-5. 
144 In his memoirs, published about two and a half decades after the events related in 1948, Kurd ‘Ali 
describes himself returning to Damascus from Istanbul after the cessation of hostilities in 1918, intent on 
resuming the publication of his newspaper (al-Muqtabas) and authoring books. His “old friend” Rida Pasha 
al-Rikabi soon called on him at his home and asked him to accept the presidency of the newly formed 
Education Bureau.144 Kurd ‘Ali declined, expressing disinclination for political life, when al-Rikabi 
grasped his own beard and said, “for the sake of this” (in a common gesture of entreaty). Kurd ‘Ali 
relented, on condition that al-Rikabi support him the whole time the latter is in office, vowing they would 
retire together. (The 1922 annual report gives the date of Kurd ‘Ali’s appointment as head of the Education 
Bureau of 12 February 1919.) While president of the Education Bureau, Kurd ‘Ali recalls writing to Sati‘ 
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divided into two entities: one dealing with general matters of education, and the other 

with “language, libraries, and antiquities.” Al-Rikabi’s Order No. 5698/2347 on 8 June 

1919 was issued to “avert potential confusion,” giving birth to the Arab Academy of 

Science in Damascus.  

The Academy presents a somewhat abbreviated version of its own history in the first 

issue of its journal in January 1921, barely five months after the Battle of Maysalun and 

only one month after France submitted the text of its Mandate to the League of Nations. 

In the article, “The Founding of the Arab Academy of Science,” the unnamed writer 

recounts how the new Syrian Arab government saw that “among the best and most 

effective means towards advancing the inhad [“rising,” from the same root as nahda] of 

the country [al-bilad]” was the founding of an Arab Scientific Academy.145 There is no 

recounting here of the rather ad hoc evolution of the Academy out of the Education 

Bureau and the earlier sections/committees. Nor does the state wait upon a proposal from 

a civilian friend of the military governor. Instead, a rational government clearly perceives 

the need for a Scientific Academy from its early days.  

Elsewhere, Academy accounts of its emergence sketch a longue durée of Middle 

Eastern intellectual and cultural life that almost suggests historical inevitability or 

apotheosis. Just as he would for the institution of the museum in his lecture the following 

year, ‘Isa Iskandar al-M‘aluf sought to establish an Eastern and Arabo-Islamic pedigree 

for the scientific academy itself in April 1921. He takes his readers on a tour that includes 

al-Husri in Istanbul, hoping al-Husri would accept the directorship of the two teacher training colleges in 
Damascus. This coincided with a campaign by al-Husri’s admirers for al-Husri to assume the position of 
General Director of Education, and al-Rikabi allegedly succumbed. Kurd ‘Ali then stayed at home in 
protest, and claims that al-Rikabi urged the employees of the Bureau to beg him to return to work, lest they 
lose their means of livelihood. Kurd ‘Ali consented, on condition that the Bureau be turned into a Scientific 
Academy attached directly to the governor’s office. Al-Rikabi agreed and issued his order to that effect, in 
Memoirs, vol 1, 277-278.   
145 Majalla 1 (1921), 2. 
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the School of Alexandria in Ptolemaic Egypt, the Sassanid center of learning at 

Jundishapur, the pre-Islamic Arabs’ Suq al-Hira and Suq al-‘Akaz, and the learned 

companies of ‘Abbasid Baghdad and neo-Umayyad Andalusia.146 Just as the museum 

maintains an institutional essence through the centuries, so too do al-M‘aluf’s academies 

hold fast to their commitments to learning across the pre-Islamic/Islamic divide and over 

succeeding Islamic states and dynasties.  

Kurd ‘Ali takes much the same long view in his annual report for 1922, addressed to 

the President of the Syrian Union, Subhi Bayk Barakat al-Khalidi. Kurd ‘Ali motions to 

the same Jahili, ‘Abbasid, and Andalusian iterations before crediting the governments of 

modern civilization (al-hadara al-haditha) led by France with founding more permanent 

literary and scientific academies. The Academy in Paris received support from the 

“governments that succeeded each other in France,” and “material and moral support” 

from the scholarly and wealthy classes of the country, such that “the French language 

became the language of science, commerce, and politics in the West and East since the 

time of Louis XIV.” With the Egyptian Academy, Napoleon Bonaparte brought the 

modern form of the academy to the East during his short-lived occupation of Egypt.147  

Al-M‘aluf and Kurd ‘Ali’s narratives imply that the Arab state undergoing Nahda is 

simply reactivating a feature from earlier periods of Arab cultural efflorescence. This 

idea that “we have always had academies” sits in some tension, though, with the 

acknowledgement that a radically new form of Arab government needed to Arabize the 

language of administration at a particular historical juncture. The historical argument 

elides the Ottomans and fortifies links to historical eras in which the Arabs were 

146 Majalla 1 (1921), 99-104.  
147 Majalla 2 (1922), 354. 
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understood to have been in control of their political destinies.  

The claim of perennial Arab academies is also a challenge to reconcile with the well-

documented series of bodies that finally led to the Academy’s founding. The evolution of 

the Academy is in part the story of the combining and taking apart of various cultural and 

pedagogical interests of the new state, a process spurred along by some measure of 

bureaucratic muddling and personal rivalries. It seems Kurd ‘Ali tried to elide this aspect 

of the Academy’s becoming by stating in the same annual report that the “Arab Scientific 

Academy was known in the beginning as the First Section of Translation and Authorship, 

founded upon the formation of the Arab government at the end of the fall of 1918…”148  

Kurd ‘Ali seeks to root the Academy in an indigenous tradition of intellectual life but 

also to mark it as a product of “modern civilization” as represented by France. His 

narrative recognizes the body’s Faysali roots but defends its persistence into the Mandate 

with reference to the Parisian academy that has survived the “governments that succeeded 

each other in France.” These conceptions of the Academy’s origins and mission thus 

serve an objective of standardization, as well. The Damascus Academy is recognizable 

from the perspective of traditional practices and antecedents but is also in line with 

Western bodies that have similarly transcended political vicissitudes. It meets both gold 

standards of authenticity and modernity.  

The evolution of the Arab Academy is not the only part of its experience marked by 

elements of experimentation and improvisation, and which aimed at a quality of 

standardization. The same could be said for a handful of practices it would come to adopt 

in its first few years, such as the production of a journal, the format of its general 

sessions, the manner in which it selected and elected members, its organization of a 

148 Ibid. 
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public lecture series (particularly those for women), and its attempts to devise a document 

of by-laws.  

The first sentence of the first issue of the Academy journal, in the “Fatiha” (opening) 

of January 1921, informs its new readers that “it has become the custom of the scientific 

academies in the civilized countries to have their own journals.”149 Even at this early 

stage the Academy’s desire to participate in the custom and meet the standards of 

academic journal-production is evident. The purpose of such a journal is to publish 

articles by members and other contributors on “subjects in the different sciences and arts” 

in such a way as “to not go beyond the limits of its assignment.”150 The text anticipates 

that the journal will also share news of the work of the Academy and of “the internal 

efforts unique to it.”151 Kurd ‘Ali notes in a 1922 report that the first order of business for 

the Academy which reconvened after a suspension between November 1919 and 

September 1920 was to put out a journal.152 Already by the end of 1922, the Academy 

was able to boast eighty-five journal exchanges with the “most famous academies, 

universities, and libraries on the four continents of Asia, Africa, Europe, and 

America.”153 The following year this number rose to 119, and Kurd ‘Ali proudly notes 

that some of these parties initiated this exchange with the Academy, rather than the other 

way around.154  

The report for 1923 also asks of the contributors to the journal (principally, fellow 

active and corresponding members) to meet certain standards and expectations of 

149 Majalla 1 (1921), 1. 
150 Ibid. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Majalla 2, (1922), 356. 
153 Ibid. 
154 Majalla 4 (1924), 11. 
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publication. After expressing thanks, the report notes that the editorial committee of the 

journal takes into consideration the order in which articles arrived. It implores the 

correspondents not to rush to reproach the Academy for failing to print their pieces if 

they do not fit the subject of the journal or if they were deferred to the following year.155 

As far as the “friends” with whom the Academy exchanged journals are concerned, the 

Academy asks to be sent their issues regularly. Any delay on the Academy’s part to do 

the same should not be cause for cutting off the exchange completely, it states, perhaps 

revealing some uncertainty as to the young Academy’s ability to perform consistently.156 

In the report for the years 1925-1927, Kurd ‘Ali rhetorically asks, “What is the journal of 

the Scientific Academy in reality but its image and exemplar and a product of the Nahda 

in Arabic literature [?]”157 Kurd ‘Ali’s proud rhetorical question identifies the Academy 

journal as an integral part of the indigenous Nahda as much as it is a peer of world-class, 

Western journals.158  

The Academy’s annual and monthly reports, already cited here, are perhaps the 

richest sources of documentation in the journal. At least one annual report was compiled 

each year from 1921 to 1930, except for the years of the Great Syrian Revolt, 1925-27, 

155 Majalla 3 (1923), 390. The report also makes the reasonable request that members submit their articles 
in “clear handwriting,” Majalla 3 (1923), 391. 
156 Majalla 3 (1923), 390. 
157 Majalla 8 (1928), 8. 
158 Journal exchanges with Western bodies were a principal means by which the Academy signaled that it 
had “arrived” on the international stage of learned effort. So too were invitations to attend conferences and 
celebrations hosted by Western scholarly societies. As early as 1922 the Academy was formally invited to 
the centenary celebration of the Société Asiatique in Paris, and the 150th anniversary celebration of the 
Royal Academy in Brussels (l’Académie royale des Sciences, des Lettres et des Beaux-Arts de Belgique), as 
well as to the Orientalist Congress in Leipzig. All of these invitations were noted in the journal. Kurd ‘Ali’s 
notice about the invitation of the Belgian Academy in the June 1922 issue is particularly interesting, as it 
makes mention of the historical “phases” which that institution has passed through, from the period of 
Austrian rule, to that of Dutch rule, to “today, which is the age of Belgian independence.” One wonders if 
Kurd ‘Ali identified this trajectory with that of Syria and the Damascus Academy. Kurd ‘Ali also salutes 
the Belgian Academy’s “distinguished men” for their “service to science (‘ilm) and literature (al-adab),” 
which implies the universal value of these categories—rather than the value of Arabic learning and 
literature, specifically, Majalla 2 (1922), 191.  
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which caused the Academy to suspend some of its activities (though not the production of 

the journal); these years were covered by a single report. Monthly reports were compiled 

regularly for 1923 and 1924. The monthly reports for these two years are especially 

revealing of the work conducted at the Academy’s general sessions. The format of these 

sessions would grow more regular over time, as reflected by their increasingly formulaic 

reporting in the journal. (That is to say, both the conduct of the sessions and their 

reporting grew more standardized.) The general sessions were held weekly until October 

1923, after which point they were held bi-weekly.159 One year later, in October 1924, the 

members resolved to hold their general sessions at two o’clock in the afternoon on the 

two Fridays of every month that also featured the public lectures for men; the editorial 

committee of the journal would meet at the same time on the Fridays given over to the 

lectures for women. Both sets of lectures were then fixed to begin at three-thirty in the 

afternoon.160  

By 1923-24 the Academy had hit its stride as far as the general sessions and reports 

are concerned. Academy members went through the motions with a minor degree of 

variation. The reports begin by stating on what dates sessions were held that month, 

noting the attendance of the Academy president and members, sometimes giving their 

names and those of invited guests. The minutes of the last session would be read and 

signed by those who had attended. Recent gifts to the Academy would then be exhibited 

(usually books, manuscripts, and antiquities, but now and then a work of contemporary 

art or calligraphy, etc.) and correspondence from other parties read (often messages of 

thanks from newly elected members). After gifts and letters were reviewed, the members 

159 Majalla 3 (1923), 320. 
160 Majalla 4 (1924), 529. 
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would often delve into extraordinary matters. These included proposing candidates for 

membership and resolving to write to them to that effect; discussing the draft qanuns or 

by-laws of the Academy; debating what kind of presence the Academy should establish 

in Aleppo; pondering opening branch reading rooms of the Zahiriyya Library in other 

neighborhoods of Damascus;161 determining how prize money donated by Damascene 

notables should be distributed; etc. Sessions would often end with discussion of the latest 

installment of ‘“Slips of the Pen;” after consensus was reached, members would agree to 

run the feature in the forthcoming issue of the journal and in (unidentified) local 

newspapers. The reports then end by identifying who had delivered what lectures that 

month.  

 The Academy was also concerned to manage and grow its membership, and 

experimented with different practices to serve those ends. Most often a member would 

propose a candidate or candidates at a general session, in an exercise that seemed to fall 

somewhere between informal and formal sponsorship.162 In May 1924 the members read 

a letter from one of their fellows, Khalil al-Sakakini from Jerusalem, requesting (for 

unidentified reasons) his resignation from membership in the Academy. It was granted, 

161 The members discuss several times the merits of opening reading rooms in the neighborhoods of al-
Salhiyya (to serve the north of Damascus) and al-Midan (to serve the south.) Kurd ‘Ali is content that the 
Zahiriyya Library and the Museum are midway between the east and west of the city, e.g. Majalla 4 
(1924), 9-10.  
162 The reports only mention those candidates the members agreed to elect. Founding member ‘Isa Iskandar 
al-M‘aluf proposed the candidacy of the pharmacologist and scholar of Ethiopic, “le Chevalier” ‘Abdallah 
Bayk R‘ad, to be an active, non-employee member. R‘ad then delivered a speech on structural similarities 
between the Arabic and Ethiopic languages on 13 September 1922. Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali named Salim al-
Jundi, who delivered a speech on expanding the content of Arabic two weeks later, on 27 September. ‘Abd 
al-Qadir al-Maghribi identified the Tripolitan historian Jurji Yani, who in turn presented on the antiquities 
or ruins (athar) of Levantine Tripoli (Tarabulus al-Sham) on 8 November 1922. These induction speeches 
were not universally expected, of course, especially from Western orientalist members or candidates from 
further afield in the region. In May 1923, a letter was read from member Anastas Mari al-Karmali, who 
proposed the election of the German orientalist Ernst Hertzfeld and the two Iraqis, Jamil Sidqi al-Zahawi 
and Kazim al-Dijili. There are numerous instances of Kurd ‘Ali proposing orientalist members, too, in 
Majalla 2 (1922), 373; 3 (1923), 159. 
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and members then agreed to feel out candidates’ interest in joining before electing 

them.163 Western members were also asked to suggest their fellows for membership. In 

April 1924, members read a letter from Dutch member Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, 

who identified Eduard Mahler as the most worthy Hungarian orientalist to fill the space 

of the departed Ignaz Goldziher. At the same session, a letter was read from Henri 

Masset, French scholar based in Algeria, thanking the Academy for his election in place 

of his deceased colleague Rene Basset.164  

A report published in July 1925 suggests that the Academy considered the principle 

of electing candidates to take the place of others upon their death, but it is clear that this 

was not the only circumstance under which new members were admitted.165 The same 

report also notes that Academy members thought to limit their number to one hundred, 

though this, too, was clearly not applied: the annual report for 1928 provides the names 

of 115 members, including Syrians, Arabs from other countries, one member resident in 

Istanbul, three in India, one in Persia, and thirty-six orientalists from Western lands.166 

Indeed, Academy members were keen to expand the geographical representation of 

their membership, such that the place of origin was sometimes considered first, and then 

the worthies resident there identified. Aleppo was perhaps the first site of such concern: 

“the Majm‘a looked into electing corresponding members for it in the city of Aleppo,” 

reads the report from March 1923. Kurd ‘Ali at this session proposed the names of 

Shaykh ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Jabiri, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Kayyali, Shaykh Mas‘ud al-

Kawakibi, Monsignor Jirjis Mansh (“historian of pre-Islamic Aleppo and of the 

163 Majalla 4 (1924), 338. 
164 Majalla 4 (1924), 290. 
165 Majalla 5 (1925), 327. 
166 Majalla 9 (1929), 8-12. 
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Christians of Aleppo”), the cleric Jirjis Shalhat, Mikhail al-Saqqal, Shaykh Kamil al-

Ghazi, and Shaykh Raghib Tabakh (the last three also identified as historians of their 

city).167 Similarly, in April 1923 the Academy looked into electing a member from the 

“Alawites’ region,” and agreed upon Adwar Marqus.168 In June of that year, Kurd ‘Ali 

proposed Shaykh Sulayman Ahmad, “qadi [judge] of the Alawite tai’fa [sect] in Latakia” 

and Muhammad Zayd al-‘Abidin of Antakya (Antioch, later ceded to Turkey).169  

Closer to home, the Academy was keen to reach out to its Damascene public through 

its lecture series, and experimented with different techniques to do so. Kurd ‘Ali notes in 

1923 that the Academy’s hall was typically filled to capacity for the fifty-two Academy 

lectures for men that year, such that some auditors stood on their feet or crammed into the 

windows and doorways; he envisions building a larger auditorium in the manner of 

Western universities to accommodate demand.170  

Perhaps the Academy’s most notable experiment in this realm, however, was its 

167 Majalla 3 (1923), 95-96. At the same session, the Damascenes ‘Arif Bayk al-Nakdi and Shaykh Bahjat 
al-Bitar were also elected and accorded the local designation of “supporting members,” Majalla 3 (1923), 
96. 
168 Majalla 3 (1923), 127. 
169 Majalla 3 (1923), 191. Perhaps more telling of the Academy’s expansion than its own efforts are some 
farther-flung parties’ expressed desires to be included in the Academy’s spheres of activity. In January 
1924 a letter was read from Muhammad Sa‘id al-‘Urfi, “one of the scholars of Dayr al-Zawr,” asking that 
his “town receive something of the care of the Academy for the inhad of the language and the benefit of the 
young.” Member ‘Arif al-Nakdi proposed opening a reading room there in response. In June 1923 an article 
by Jamil al-Bahari was read from the magazine Majallat al-Zahra, published in Haifa, calling for the 
election of members of the Academy from among the leading lights of language and literature in Palestine. 
It was resolved to reply to al-Bahari with thanks and to ask him to propose the names of such worthy 
individuals, and also to identify Palestinian literary clubs and institutes with which the Academy can 
exchange its journal. Arab and Western countries were the principal, but not the only, domains eyed for 
expansion. During a session in July 1923, a letter was read from member Shaykh Rida al-Shabibi in Najaf, 
Iraq; the Academy had asked him to identify deserving candidates from Persia (bilad Faris). Al-Shabibi 
responded that most of the scholars of that land “have not mastered the language of the Noble Qur’an,” and 
those men who have are in positions that discourage them from accepting Academy membership. 
Undeterred, Kurd ‘Ali brought up the matter again in December of that year, and members proposed asking 
the Persian emissary (m‘atamad al-dawla) in Damascus for ideas. The annual report of 1923 indicates a 
total of 101 members of the Academy, an increase of 26 over the previous year, and avers that the 
Academy is “still scouring for members whose learning they can benefit from in the Jazira, Hijaz, Yemen, 
Persia, India, and South America,” in Majalla 4 (1924), 96-97; 3 (1923), 190-191, 223; 4 (1924), 50, 13-14. 
170 Majalla 4 (1924), 6-7. 
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initiative to introduce in 1923 a lecture series for women. Kurd ‘Ali notes the popularity, 

“exceeding all hopes,” of this new offering in the annual report for that year, which had 

seen ten such lectures. In plain paternalistic fashion he attributes the demand for lectures 

for women (or ladies: both al-nisa’ and al-sayyidat) to the fact that “woman, the partner 

of man in this life, has begun to sense her lack of knowledge,” and this “feeling of 

deficiency is the first step in the completion” or perfection of the self.171 Women’s 

lectures were delivered every two weeks in the first year of 1923. In January 1924 it was 

resolved to deliver them weekly, like the men’s, and also to successive, separate 

audiences of Muslim and Christian women, when before they were limited to Muslim 

women only.172  

As with the men’s lectures, both members and non-members of the Academy 

delivered the women’s lectures. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi is the most often identified 

presenter of the women’s lectures, which accords with the relative frequency with which 

he wrote articles in the Academy journal on issues of women and gender. It is noted on 7 

March and 20 June 1924 that both al-Maghribi and his daughter Na‘ima delivered 

lectures; in May 1924 the latter also delivered the text of a lecture prepared by ‘Isa 

Iskandar al-M‘aluf, who had fallen ill.173 At a general session held in January 1924, a 

letter was read from Masira Idlibi, identified as the director of a school in Damascus, 

“containing questions about the matter of woman, her duties, and the causes of her 

Nahda.” The members resolved to submit the issue to al-Maghribi, but Idlibi herself 

delivered a lecture on the general subject the following month, on 22 February.174 The 

171 Majalla 4 (1924), 7. 
172 Majalla 4 (1924), 98. 
173 Majalla 4 (1924), 338. 
174 Majalla 4 (1924), 146. 
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journal notes that Misra Adli delivered a lecture on the subject of nursing and raising 

children on 23 May 1924, and on 21 November 1924, Marie ‘Ajami, editor of the 

magazine al-‘Arus (The Bride), delivered a lecture titled, “Woman in History.”175 In his 

annual report for 1924, Kurd ‘Ali notes with satisfaction how these four women delivered 

lectures on raising and educating youth, and literature (and possibly mores: adab), and 

expresses the hope that women will take responsibility for the women’s lecture series in 

the future.176 

It is rather striking that the Academy conducted its early affairs with a growing sense 

of routine in the absence of a guiding or binding document. When Kurd ‘Ali points out 

the Academy “did not desist from working according to the plan it drew up for itself five 

years ago,” he seems to be referring to a hypothetical or informally understood plan.177 In 

his history of the Academy, al-Hamzawi observes that the early work of the majm‘a was 

characterized by “ambiguity and generality,” and that it would be nearly a decade after its 

founding before its “Basic Law” (al-qanun al-’asasi) would be committed to text, in the 

form of Order No. 35 of 5 May 1928.178 Al-Futayyih and al-Hamzawi note that an 

175 Majalla 4 (1924), 338, 580. 
176 Majalla 5 (1925), 19-20. That the Academy saw itself as performing a kind of social experiment with 
the women’s lecture series is communicated by al-Maghribi in a lecture delivered in April 1923, which was 
reprinted in the Academy journal nearly a decade later in December 1932. Al-Maghribi had originally 
delivered the lecture to an audience of women, titled “Twelve Celestial Orbs in Egypt, Sham, and Aleppo,” 
which extracted biographical information about a dozen notable women from the tenth Islamic century 
from Najim al-Din al-Ghazi’s compilation, al-Kawakib al-Sa’ira. The text as reproduced makes clear that 
the lecture was delivered a second time the following week to an audience of men. In his prefatory remarks, 
al-Maghribi explains he is doing so more greatly to “reassure” (itm’inan) men as to the Academy’s lecture 
series for women and to increase their “acceptance” (iqbal) of it. Al-Maghribi also notes that he had geared 
his lecture towards the “state of our women [halat nisa’ina] in terms of their knowledge of the Arabic 
language,” and so apologizes to his fellow men for the simple style of his talk. In other words, the 
Academy performed this novel function (modifying oratorical style as it did so) then tested the waters with 
Damascene men. It is obviously significant that the lecture’s text, along with al-Maghribi’s qualifications, 
were reproduced almost ten years later for the wider (and predominantly male) journal readership, in 
Majalla 12 (1932), 641. 
177 Majalla 4 (1924), 3-4. 
178 Hamzawi, Majm‘a al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya bi-Dimashq wa-l-Nuhud bi-l-‘Arabiyya: Wad‘a al-Mustalahat 
wa-Islah Awda‘a al-Lugha (Tunis: Dar al-Turki li-l-Nashr, 1988), 21-22. 
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“Internal Order” (al-nizam al-dakhli) for the Academy would not be formally 

propounded until August 1943.179   

Nevertheless, there are indications in the monthly and annual reports for 1922-1924 

that such texts were already being drafted, and that members were even looking into the 

law (qanun) of the Syrian University itself (to which the Academy would be joined 

during the years 1923-26). It may be said that reviewing and debating the by-laws or 

guiding principles of the Academy was an integrated part of Academy business, rather 

than such laws or principles dictating Academy business, at this early stage in the life of 

the Academy.180     

   The pursuit of a regulating document was a means by which the Academy sought to 

integrate institutional norms and to regularize and standardize its affairs. When the Syrian 

government and Mandate authorities eventually approved such a document, however, it 

also integrated the Academy into an institutional framework, namely that comprising the 

Syrian University. By Order No. 132 of June 1923, the Academy’s President and 

members were to play vital roles in the administration of the University of which they 

were now part.181  

179 Hamzawi, al-Nuhud bi-l-‘Arabiyya, 15.  
180 The annual report for 1922 simply states that members “looked into the law of the Academy” at some 
general sessions during the year. The same is noted in March 1923, and in the next month of April a draft 
was given to member ‘Arif Bayk al-Nakdi “to review and submit his observations” about it. The same 
month, al-Nakdi read the twenty-seven articles of the qanun of the Syrian University “one by one,” which 
took up almost the rest of the session; almost another whole session was given over to the same document 
in May, such that a third unscheduled session was held to complete the task. In November 1923 the text of 
the “Internal Law” of the Academy (al-qanun al-dakhli) was reviewed; many of its articles were modified 
and the rest postponed to a future session. In the following month of December the draft law (qanun) of the 
Academy was read once more, and after discussion it was decided to present it to the government for 
approval. It is not clear if this happened, though, because Salim al-Jundi’s own observations about the 
Basic Law of the Academy were read in January 1924—well into the regular stride of the general sessions, 
and half a year after the Academy had been joined to the University. In fact, the “Internal Order” was read 
again and emended as late as October 1924; in Majalla 2 (1922), 373; 3 (1923), 95, 127, 128, 388; 4 
(1924), 50, 97, 529. 
181 According to Article III of the Order, the President of the Syrian Federation chooses the rector of the 
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The Academy’s marriage to the University would prove relatively short-lived. A short 

notice in the August 1926 issue of the journal titled, “The Independence of the Academy 

of Science” informs that Kurd ‘Ali had petitioned the authorities on 11 February 1926 for 

the separation of the Academy and its dependent branches (the Library and Museum) 

from the University and to tie it “procedurally” to the Ministry of Education instead. He 

had asked to do so from a “desire to lessen the administrative relations that incapacitate 

[the Academy] from speedily conducting its ample daily work, and so follow the way of 

most of the academies of the world.”182 Kurd ‘Ali makes the same complaint about 

“lengthy procedures and meaningless restrictions” hampering Academy work in his 

report for 1925-27, which he describes as typical of departments of state in bureaucratic 

governments (al-dawawin fi-l-hakumat al-qartasiyya).183 Kurd ‘Ali appeals to an 

international standard of academic autonomy while voicing an equally universal 

grievance against government red tape.  

Nevertheless, Kurd ‘Ali strove to stage his (institution’s) return to the Syrian 

University from among the directors (or deans) of the two faculties and the Academy president—the 
Academy president can also be University rector. The following article stipulates that the rector is assisted 
by a University Council consisting of the two deans, the Academy president, three professors from each 
faculty, and three other members of the Academy—thus Academicians compose four out of twelve 
members (one-third) of the University Council. The University Council’s principal duties are to organize 
the draft budget of the University, attend to its Internal Regulations (le reglement interieur), compose the 
examination juries, hire and fire professors, nominate students for scholarships to France, and expel rule-
breaking students. Just as the Order established the University Council, so too did it establish a Council of 
Professors for each faculty, as well as an Academy Council composed of all of the members of the 
Academy. The two Professors’ Councils are generally patterned after the broader University Council, and 
Article XIII states that the Academy Council possesses “all the attributions enumerated in Article XII”—
namely, those granted to the Professors’ Councils. The Order states that the Arab Academy is directed by a 
President appointed like the deans of the faculties (chosen from among his fellows and confirmed by the 
President of the Syrian Federation;) he is assisted by the Academy Council and provisionally directs the 
Arab Museum. The Arab Academy has its seat in Damascus but will constitute a section of corresponding 
members in Aleppo. The Academy Council devotes its sessions to “the reception of works in history, 
archaeology, linguistics, etc.” and may institute prizes to encourage the development of letters and 
sciences, to be formally conferred by the University Council, in 1SL/600/24 (1923). L’Instruction Publique. 
Arrête No. 132 signed 15 June 1923. 
182 Majalla 6 (1926), 384. 
183 Majalla 8 (1928), 6. 
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University through his project for a faculty/department of literature. He expresses the 

wish as early as in his 1922 annual report that the Academy’s lecture series would serve 

as fertile ground for a future cohort to teach in a School of Literature at the University.184 

In his report to the Education Ministry on the subject in 1926, Kurd ‘Ali envisions 

graduating students capable of assuming teaching and administrative positions in the 

schools, posts in the diwans (bureaus, departments) of government, and of filling the 

ranks of the “free professions” such as journalism and theater.185 Kurd ‘Ali thus imagines 

the Academy producing lecturers who will staff a future Department of Literature, which 

in turn will produce students able to serve the government. His 1926 report even included 

a draft of by-laws for the proposed department.186 In his general report for 1925-27, Kurd 

‘Ali claims to have consulted the programs of study for seventeen French departments of 

literature, as well as those of universities in Geneva, Lausanne, Brussels, Istanbul, 

Algeria, and Egypt—once again, striving towards standardization.187    

Order No. 135 of 8 May 1928 finally fixed the Organic Statute of the Academy, and 

was signed by the president of the Syrian state, Taj al-Din al-Hassani, and Muhammad 

Kurd ‘Ali as Minister of Education. The order confirmed it as a “learned society having 

as its goal the conservation and perfection of the Arabic language, and erudite research 

into the history of Syria and of the Arabic language.” With its seat in Damascus, the 

Academy can have a section in Aleppo and corresponding members in other countries, 

and Syria’s national museums fall under its scientific patronage. The French High 

Commissioner approves the nomination of Academy president and of regular members. 

184 Majalla 2 (1922), 356. 
185 Majalla 6 (1926), 310. 
186 Majalla 6 (1926), 312-313.  
187 Majalla 8 (1928), 12. 
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The order sketches the means by which the president is elected; describes the functions of 

the Academy Council, consisting of all the active members, which assists the president; 

and indicates the Academy’s general, regular expenses. The Academy’s moral 

personality and budgetary autonomy are respected. Kurd ‘Ali is well-placed as Minister 

of Education, who is designated by the order to liaison between the Academy and the 

Syrian head of state and the High Commissioner.188 

The Academy was constructed and held together by many parties, yet aimed to assure 

itself some autonomy. Kurd ‘Ali was a willing participant within the constraints of the 

Mandate regime, which he skillfully navigated to further the Academy’s interests. Kurd 

‘Ali and the Academy subscribed to Western models and standards of intellectual and 

institutional life, making the Damascus Academy the site of their reconstruction and 

translation. The following chapter will further examine the Academy’s positions with 

respect to Western political power as inscribed in the Mandate state, and Kurd ‘Ali’s 

relations to Western intellectual power as expressed in orientalist scholarship. 

In May 1928, then, the French High Commissioner and the Syrian personnel of state 

issued the Academy’s Organic Statute. The Annual Report for the following year, 1929-

1930, describes the Academy’s first decade as a phase of practice or training, of 

“exploration and gathering strength.”189 Later it notes that the Academy has passed from 

its period of “infancy” to that of “grown youth,” from setting its foundations to the stage 

of construction.190  

Together the statute and this tone of a new kind of self-consciousness suggest that in 

188 MAE.N, 1SL/600/58 (1928). L’Instruction Publique. Arrête No. 135 fixant le statut organique de 
l’Académie Arabe et de la Bibliothèque Nationale de l’État de Syrie. 
189 Majalla 11 (1931), 1. 
190 Majalla 11 (1931), 3. 
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some ways the Academy’s phase of experimentation had drawn to a close by the end of 

its first decade. The Academy was now settling in for its long-term business; similarly to 

how “the Parisian Academy has proceeded with the French language.”191 The Academy 

is like the French Academy in the way it values the legacy (turath) of the grandfathers, it 

states. The Annual Report expresses an interesting admission on this point: that the 

Academicians in their scientific/scholarly leanings and manner of deep study are more 

“meticulous conservatives” than they are “speedy renewers” of the language and letters, 

unlike some unnamed intellectuals in society at large.192 The Academy at age ten is still a 

novel institution with a dynamic remit: young, growing, enriched by its experimentations 

on multiple levels. But at the same time it regards itself as conservative for valuing the 

Arabic cultural heritage and emulating venerable institutions like the Académie française. 

The ways in which these attitudes echoed the conservative outlook of the French are part 

of the story of the following chapter. 

The prevailing climate of uncertainty following the dismemberment of the Ottoman 

Empire after the Great War arguably encouraged Syria’s thinkers to focus on cultural 

programs rather than political objectives. Intellectuals embarking upon the uncertain 

post-Ottoman landscape after 1918 emphasized ‘ilm (science, learning, knowledge) at the 

expense of hurriyya (freedom, liberty), canon rather than constitution. If they were not 

free to live as equal imperial citizens, within their newly delimited national and mandated 

borders they might be free to work as equal partisans of the Arabic language.  

Yet it is possible to overstate the trajectory from political advocacy to scholarly 

activity: the relations of politics to culture as represented in the Academy’s early career 

191 Majalla 11 (1931), 2. 
192 Majalla 11 (1931), 1. 

221 
 

                                                           



were entangled, ambiguous, and marked by seeming paradoxes, too. The character of the 

political order influenced the life of the language academy, and the academy aligned 

itself with the political order in important respects. The Academy openly served the 

Faysali state, and more discretely echoed the French Mandate’s aims—while claiming to 

serve the Syrian/Arab umma throughout. Yet the Academy and its president insisted they 

were removed from politics and dedicated to purely scholarly work, and sought 

institutional autonomy in the hazy space between state and society. Still, over the course 

of their first decade as after, the Academicians produced scholarship with clear political 

content and significance, such as historical studies and engagements with the work of 

Western orientalists. These conflicted relations between political imperatives and cultural 

work are what are most broadly at stake in the early Academy’s story. 
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Chapter 5: In the Shadow of the Mandate and by the Light of Western Learning:  
Canon Formation in a Quasi-Colonial Context 

 
 

The previous chapter has attempted to demonstrate how the Arab Academy of 

Science in Damascus shared dynamics with the three succeeding political orders over the 

territory of modern Syria: ecumenicalism and worldliness with the late Ottoman state; 

experimentation and standardization with the Faysali/Arabist and French Mandatory 

regimes. The present chapter takes another look at the Damascus Academy’s processes of 

institutional consolidation and national canon formation in the early Mandate period and 

finds further “productive imprints” of the Mandate’s quasi-colonial form of rule on the 

learned body.  

Elements of ambivalence marked the Academy’s relations with the Mandate state. 

The Academy under the leadership of Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali assumed a range of 

positions towards the state in order to assure its corporate autonomy and integrity. The 

president presented his institution as a national asset that transcended political 

vicissitudes; it was a servitor of the (Syrian Arab) nation rather than an appendage of the 

(French colonial) state. At the same time, the Academy and Kurd ‘Ali identified with the 

French authorities in significant respects. The Academy shared cultural values with the 

French and emulated their cultural practices. It was animated by conservative attitudes of 

gradualism in terms of the education and preparation of Syrians for independence. Such 

attitudes accorded with the Mandate System’s guiding principles, as sanctioned by the 

League of Nations, which in turn resonated with the French imperial “civilizing mission.” 

The French Mandate authorities and the Damascus Academicians were both in the 

business of civilizing Syrians.  
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This chapter also investigates the Academy and Kurd ‘Ali’s relations with Western 

orientalists, specifically those scholars of Islam, Arabic language and literature, and Arab 

history who were elected members of the Damascus Academy. The Academy 

encountered Western intellectual power embodied in the orientalists just as it did Western 

political power as inscribed in the Mandate state. Kurd ‘Ali was sensitive to orientalist 

scholarship he believed to be motivated by “fanaticism” (ta‘assub), and did not hesitate 

from criticizing such work in the Academy journal and elsewhere. Still, Kurd ‘Ali 

counted Western orientalists as participants, partners, and indeed pioneers in the modern 

Arab Nahda. More, certain orientalists presented themselves in the same light through 

their contributions to the Damascus Academy. Kurd ‘Ali insisted on the Academy’s 

distance from politics, which he averred was committed to “pure” science and cultural 

work. A number of the orientalists echoed these claims, as well. This distancing 

permitted Kurd ‘Ali and his Western counterparts to elide disparities in political power 

and engage in an “imagined community” of learned collegiality. The Academy and its 

orientalists thus broadened the ecumenical scope of their project and produced a 

universalized discourse of Nahda, science, civilization, progress, and modernity. 

 

* The Academy and the Mandate State 

The Academy was a quasi-state body, first under Faysal’s quasi-sovereign Arab 

kingdom, then under the French Mandate’s quasi-colonial regime. Kurd ‘Ali was able to 

further his and the Academy’s interests by associating it more closely with state power at 

critical junctures. He agreed to head Faysal’s Education Bureau in February 1919 so long 

as the military governor, Rida Pasha al-Rikabi, extended him effective support. Kurd ‘Ali 
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also insisted on attaching the Academy to Rikabi’s office when it split from the rest of the 

Education Bureau the following June.1 Faysal’s government dissolved the Academy in 

November 1919, citing budgetary constraints. Kurd ‘Ali was named Minister of 

Education after the arrival of the French in September 1920 and used his clout to re-

establish the Academy at that time.2 In his annual report for 1923, Kurd ‘Ali thanks the 

President of the Syrian Union, Subhi Bayk Barakat al-Khalidi, for securing the life of the 

Academy (threatened by unnamed enemies) by attaching it directly to his office through 

the founding of the Syrian University, decreed by the French in June of that year.3 Kurd 

‘Ali then switched tacks and lobbied the government for the separation of the Academy 

from the university. He achieved this goal in March 1926. Henceforth the Academy 

would be administratively tied to the Education Ministry.4 This proved convenient, as 

Kurd ‘Ali served as Minister of Education again when the Academy’s Organic Statute 

was propounded in May 1928.5 Whether under Faysal’s kingdom or the Mandate state, 

Kurd ‘Ali shrewdly navigated official channels to protect and promote his project.  

It is not difficult to find evidence of Kurd ‘Ali’s sympathies for the French, or for the 

cultural and civilizational ideals France represented. Kaïs Ezzerelli illuminatingly 

documents the evolution of relations between France and reform-minded Syrian Arabists 

like Kurd ‘Ali, between the Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and the outbreak of the First 

World War in 1914. Arabists who protested French imperialism in North Africa (as Kurd 

‘Ali did in his highly influential al-Muqtabas newspaper) nevertheless hoped to enlist 

1 Kurd ‘Ali, Memoirs, vol 1, 277-278. 
2 Majalla 2 (1922), 354. 
3 Majalla 4 (1924), 3. 
4 Majalla 6 (1926), 384. 
5 MAE.N, 1SL/600/58 (1928). L’Instruction Publique. Arrête No. 135 fixant le statut organique de 
l’Académie Arabe et de la Bibliothèque Nationale de l’ État de Syrie. 
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France as a supporter of reforms and Ottoman decentralization as Arab relations with the 

Turkish leadership of the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) began to fray.6 French 

officials oscillated between a diplomatic commitment to Ottoman territorial integrity, 

suspicions of British plans to support the attachment of Syria or the Levant to Egypt, and 

courting Arabist reformers, while being pressured from the French colonial lobby (le 

parti colonial) to press for French historic rights and intervention in Syria.7 Kurd ‘Ali 

came around to writing more favorably pro-French articles in al-Muqtabas, praising for 

instance French educational missions in Syria, and developing what Ezzerelli helpfully 

calls a “Francophile critique” of French policy.8 These years of contact prepared both 

Kurd ‘Ali and the new French Mandate authorities to collaborate when the former 

assumed the positions of Minister of Education and President of the Arab Academy over 

the 1920s.9  

This chapter considers Kurd ‘Ali’s relations with the French Mandate state in its first 

decade after World War I, as well as his relations with Western orientalists.  France was 

no longer a potential source of support or threat, but the confirmed trustee of the neo-

colonial arrangement that was the League of Nations Mandate for Syria. Kurd ‘Ali 

continued to work through the Mandate’s ideological and institutional parameters to 

advance his interests. The cultural terms of the encounter shifted somewhat significantly.  

If Kurd ‘Ali and other Arabists sought French support for “reform” in the late and 

revolutionary Ottoman state, then in a sense they sought French guidance towards 

6 Kaïs Ezzerelli, “Les arabistes syriens et la France de la révolution jeune-turque à la Première Guerre 
mondiale (1908-1914) : l’exemple de Muḥammad Kurd Ali,” in Bulletin d’Études Orientales, t. LV (2004), 
p. 88-94. 
7 Ezzerelli, “Les arabistes syriens,” 86-87. 
8 Ezzerelli, “Les arabistes syriens,” 94-100. 
9 Ezzerelli, “Les arabistes syriens,” 103. 
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“civilization” in post-Ottoman, Mandate Syria.  

As mentioned, Kurd ‘Ali credited Napoleon for introducing the modern version of the 

scientific academy to the Middle East at the turn of the nineteenth century.10 In 1922, 

Kurd ‘Ali acknowledged that his Academy “undeniably resembles the Parisian Academy, 

organized on its example and seeking light from its beacon…for it is an influence of 

French civilization mixed with something of our traditions.” He hopes to emulate the 

French Academy “though on a smaller scale,” expanding with the scope of 

knowledge/science in the Arab nation.11 In his 1922 report, Kurd ‘Ali thanks both the 

“national government” (al-hukuma al-wataniyya) and the “Mandate government” (al-

hukuma al-muntadaba) for supporting the Academy’s mission. The latter is singled out 

for praise because it “naturally knows more than others what delicious fruits this tree 

bears for countries.”12 There is little reason to doubt the sincerity of Kurd ‘Ali’s 

admiration for French cultural ideals. Kurd ‘Ali may have genuinely held these views and 

also intentionally expressed them to further the Academy’s interests.    

For their part, French officials often “saw fit to frame their cultural interactions with 

the Syrians and the Lebanese as an exercise in cultural diplomacy, rather than a civilizing 

project,” hoping to “disguise their unpopular political objectives.”13 While Jennifer M. 

Dueck argues that French officials’ emphasis on “cultural diplomacy” grew stronger in 

the later years of the Mandate, elements of it are in evidence in their dealings with the 

Academy from the beginning of their tenure in Syria. On 1 September 1921 the “Mandate 

government saw fit to honor science and work” by inducting Shaykh Sa‘id al-Karmi, then 

10 Majalla 2 (1922), 354; 8 (1928), 680-681. 
11 Majalla 2 (1922), 354.  
12 Majalla 2 (1922), 368. 
13 Jennifer M. Dueck, The Claims of Culture at Empire’s End: Syria and Lebanon under French Rule 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 10. 
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Vice President of the Academy, into the French Légion d'honneur. Col. Georges Catroux 

paid homage on behalf of the French High Commission to the “noble institution” of the 

Academy, the object of the “solicitude of the Mandate government,” and to the “noble 

language” it serves. Addressing al-Karmi’s colleagues, Catroux declaimed that the 

French nation has always been committed to “intellectual enlightenment” and has always 

been an “admirer of your Arab culture.” Catroux also validated Syrian national sentiment 

by praising al-Karmi’s “ardent and luminous patriotism” and by describing the Academy 

as the conservator of “your national language and literature.” Syrians were still, however, 

in a process of national becoming: Catroux expresses confidence that if his audience 

manages to wed the “spirit of modern science” to “your ancient forms of language and 

civilization,” they will march towards progress with the assured support of the Mandatory 

Power.14 Kurd ‘Ali reports that on the same date Catroux had promised that the Arab 

Academy shall remain as a manifestation (mazhar) of the care of the Mandate 

government and French umma, as though it embodied the aspirations and values of the 

French nation as much as the Syrian/Arab one.15  

On 4 February 1927, the French High Commissioner’s delegate Pierre Alype and his 

assistant attended Kurd ‘Ali’s lecture on the tenth-century thinker Abu Hayyan al-

Tawhidi, which was translated for them by an interpreter. Alype also attended the general 

session which followed, where members held five minutes of silence in memory of 

French corresponding member Clement Huart. The members also inconclusively 

discussed the idea of delivering a lecture on the social dimensions of Islam in Arabic and 

14 Majalla 1 (1921), 278-279. 
15 Majalla 2 (1922), 368. 
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French for the benefit of Europeans resident in Damascus.16 In the 1925-1927 report, 

Kurd ‘Ali thanks former High Commissioner Henri de Jouvenel for his gift of 10,000 

Francs to the Academy at a time of especial need.17 Even more distant parties in French 

officialdom engaged in this support and cultural diplomacy: the report for 1921 notes that 

the “esteemed French Education Ministry” gifted the Academy 78 books, and “his 

Excellency Maréchal [Hubert] Lyautey, the French governor of Marrakesh,” or Resident-

General of Morocco, 15 books.18 In his memoirs, Kurd ‘Ali recalls High Commissioner 

Henri Ponsot cannily expressing words to the effect that the French are teachers in Syria, 

but at the Academy they learn.19 Whether the Academy was truly an exceptional site of 

French humility is less important than the notion that the Academy may have been an 

exceptional site of such diplomatic overtures. 

Politic respect was thus one posture the French assumed towards the Academy. It 

may have been one tack the French took in direct dealings with the institution and in the 

absence of cause to do differently. Yet archival records reveal a mix of French attitudes 

towards the Academy that were communicated internally, which ranged from seeming 

perplexity to an anxiety to control and manage the institution. In October 1924, High 

Commissioner Weygand responded to an inquiry from the Spanish consul in Beirut, who 

had expressed his government’s interest in sending a group of Spanish Army officers, 

functionaries, and interpreters to Syria to study Arabic and Islamic law. Weygand had 

asked his delegate through the General-Secretariat of l’Instruction Publique about 

potential facilities. The delegate wrote back that the Arab Academy “is to this day but a 

16 Majalla 7 (1927), 173. 
17 Majalla 8 (1928), 11. 
18 Majalla 1 (1921), 395. 
19 Memoirs 1 (1948), 285. 
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gathering of persons versed in philological, literary, and historical studies” who publish a 

monthly journal and host lectures on Fridays. The Academy and the Law School may in 

the future “become an important intellectual center for the Arab countries,” but does not 

think they could at present offer the Spanish officers efficacious instruction. It strikes the 

delegate as “still premature to offer access to the Arab University and Muslim intellectual 

milieux” to such students. Weygand ultimately wrote to the Spanish Consul that the Law 

School and the Arab Academy were “still in a period of organization” and suggested that 

“our institutions of higher learning in North Africa” may better fulfill the wishes of his 

government.20 The exchange demonstrates that the French were able to limit the 

Academy’s contacts with outside parties but still did not have a firm sense of the 

institution’s nature, and rather incongruously imagined it in relation to universities in 

other majority Muslim and Arab domains of their empire. 

The proposed separation of the Academy from the Syrian University also occasioned 

French reflection on the nature of the learned body and the best method of exercising the 

state’s power upon it. An observer from l’Instruction Publique in May 1926 referenced 

the consolidation of higher studies in France brought about by Louis Liard’s university 

reform movement beginning in 1896; even recently the Université de Paris had absorbed 

two heretofore independent organs, l’Institut de Cancer and l’École de Physique et de 

Chimie de la Ville de Paris. Such a model avoids the multiplication of expenses and the 

doubled employment of administrative and scientific personnel, among other advantages, 

the official pointed out. For it is likely that the now-separated Law School and Arab 

Academy will ask for their own libraries, which is problematic as “Arab juridical 

20 MAE.N, 1SL/600/28 (1924). L’Instruction Publique. Dossier: “Projet envoi de fonctionnaires espagnols 
en Syrie.” 
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literature is not always neatly differentiated from theological and mystical literature” 

(though the Academy already had its own private library and oversaw the Zahiriyya 

Library separately from the Law School). The writer considered that the French 

Mandatory power (la puissance mandataire) would have more influence over a single, 

centralized entity, rather than over a “series of separated organs directly dependent on the 

Syrian administration.” The observer is concerned that the separation of the Academy is 

nothing more than a question of personal convenience, as Academy president Kurd ‘Ali 

“poorly tolerates being under the administrative dependence of the [University] rector,” 

obviously “insufficient cause” for the separation.21  

On 25 January 1927, Gabriel Bounoure, the head of les Services de l’Instruction 

Publique, wrote a note appended to a draft of a statute for the Arab Academy, which he 

feared grants the institution “attributions which seem to outstrip the normal ones of a 

society of this kind.” The Academy does not only “defend and magnify” (defendre et 

illustrer) the national language, but directs the Library and Museums and produces 

official publications. It has become, he writes, “a veritable under-secretariat of State 

composed in the shadow of the [Education] Ministry.” It should not concern itself with 

such administrations of state services, for “services of state must remain with the state.” 

The Academy should not stray from its linguistic commitments and seek to “exercise a 

part of the public power” (la puissance publique).22  

Finally, an annual report compiled by l’Instruction Publique for 1927 somewhat 

differently characterizes the Arab Academy as an “institution of state like the occidental 

21 MAE.N, 1SL/600/46 (1926). L’Instruction Publique. Note au sujet du Statut de l’Université de Damas 
pour le Secretaire-Général. 
22 MAE.N, 1SL/600/48 (1927). L’Instruction Publique. Note au sujet du projet de Statut de l’Académie 
Arabe de Damas. Signed by Bounoure, le Chef des Services de l’Instruction Publique du Haut-
Commissariat on 25 January 1927. 
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[Western] literary and scientific academies.” It freely elects its members and fixes its 

program of erudite work, and has benefitted from this freedom. More, the Academy has 

“observed a prudent political neutrality.” Yet the official fears that some of Kurd ‘Ali’s 

own reports on the Academy indicate that the “spirit of academic freedom has 

hypertrophied there to the point of forgetting the true nature of the Academy, proclaiming 

that it is no longer an institution of state but a subsidized society. This danger has not 

escaped the local government.” The Academy has had no kind of regulating document 

(espece de reglement) since its separation from the University the previous year; hence 

the office of the Delegation has been assisting in drafting one to be approved by the High 

Commission and executed by the government without delay.23  

The French reports variably characterize the Academy as a body to be organized to 

maintain the influence of the Mandatory power, an encroacher upon the state’s 

prerogatives, and a state institution. It is commended as a politically prudent body, but 

one that should also be subject to an approved set of regulations. The Academy also 

appears as a body that could easily overstep its remit, however that is defined, especially 

under Kurd ‘Ali’s leadership. That the French did not have a firm sense of the Academy’s 

proper role and were conflicted as to how to handle it suggest that the Academy was not 

fully integrated into the machinery of state. It would thus seem that Kurd ‘Ali did 

generally succeed in charting a “middle course” for his body, benefitting from state 

sponsorship for his project but maintaining its semi-independence for his, and its, own 

purposes. 

The French authorities’ conflicted attitudes and policies towards the Academy are 

understandable, as the Academy’s relations to nationalist politics (including the campaign 

23 MAE.N, 1SL/600/53 (1927). L’Instruction Publique. Rapports annuels des États. 
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or struggle for independence from France) and to the Syrian/Arab nation itself were 

ambiguous even as Kurd ‘Ali expressed them. Notably, Kurd ‘Ali voiced anxieties during 

the Great Syrian Revolt against the French Mandate, which lasted from 1925 to 1927, and 

which prompted the Academy to suspend their general sessions and public lectures for 

about a year out of “caution and prudence” (al-hazar wa-l-hazm).24 The French noted in 

their own annual report for the League of Nations for 1925 that the “events of October 

have interrupted the conference series sponsored by the Academy” and other activities.25  

As in the previous annual reports, Kurd ‘Ali stresses in the 1925-27 account the 

continuity and consistency of the Academy’s work since its founding under the Arab 

government in June 1919. Only two intervals witnessed interruption, he writes: the first 

between December 1919 and September 1920, when fitna (discord) raged throughout the 

land (diyar), at which point the Faysali government dismissed the Academy members and 

suspended its sessions. The second interruption resulted from this latest Shami revolt (al-

thawra al-shamiyya al-akhira), though the impact is visible only to those within the 

Academy or who observe its movements closely. When the troubles subside, the 

Academy “returns to its work with greater strength of purpose and broader experience” 

than before.26  

Kurd ‘Ali does not detail the nature of the first period of fitna, which may be an 

allusion to strife resulting from dislocations effected by the First World War, or to 

opposition to Faysal, or else the first stirrings of revolt against the French. It may be that 

Kurd ‘Ali does not wish to injure the memory of Faysal’s kingdom or is exercising 

caution in referring to anti-French activities. If the latter is the case, Kurd ‘Ali may be 

24 Majalla 8 (1928), 7. 
25 MAE.N, 1SL/600/37 (1925). L’Instruction Publique. Note pour le rapport a la Société des Nations, 1925.  
26 Majalla 8 (1928), 1-2. 
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indirectly reassuring the French, as the Academy returned to business following the fall 

of Faysal’s state—the imposition of French rule in 1920 was not a bad thing for the 

Academy, in other words. Would French “pacification” of the Revolt yield the same 

stability necessary for the Academy to function?  

In any case, the pairing of the two times of troubles strips both of political content; 

political violence and instability are anathema to Kurd ‘Ali’s Academy whatever their 

origin or character. While he claims that the impact of the revolt on the Academy was 

limited and almost imperceptible, Kurd ‘Ali also describes the “nerves of science” as 

especially “sensitive,” the first things to be affected by the “conditions of society in the 

days of shocks and convulsions.” But because the Academy never strayed beyond the 

“limits of its purely scientific calling,” it was able to live in the “shadow of peace, 

isolated from religious conflicts and political machinations.”27 Using military imagery 

that would have been effective at its time, Kurd ‘Ali describes scientific academies as 

beneficent forces that “invade” a territory of ignorance and civilize/build it up 

(tu‘amiruha). The obstacles in their path will only be removed, he writes, when the 

doctrine of commitment to the public interest becomes “rooted in every heart that beats 

with patriotism and nationalism [al-wataniyya wa-l-qawmiyya],” so that Syrian citizens 

may participate with the Academicians in restoring to the umma its glory and pride.28  

Kurd ‘Ali thus variously characterizes the Academy as immune to politics or 

particularly sensitive to them; an undertaking that reposes reflectively in the “shadow of 

peace” or a crusading force for enlightenment; apolitically scientific or high-minded 

27 Majalla 8 (1928), 1-2. In his address to the Seventeenth Orientalist Congress at Oxford, Kurd ‘Ali notes 
that Arab and orientalist studies in the West itself would slacken and strengthen according to the “proclivity 
of governments and the calm [hudu’] of social conditions,” Majalla 8 (1928), 681. 
28 Majalla 8 (1928), 3. 
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service to patriotic and national commitments. By assuming these ambivalent positions, 

Kurd ‘Ali is able to use the language of the rebels and thus challenge them, by invoking 

patriotic and nationalistic ideals, but also lead the charge of the civilizing mission for 

Syria, thus appropriating the claims of the French.29 In his ambivalent characterizations, 

the Academy serves the contending parties’ respective purposes more legitimately.  

At times, Kurd ‘Ali was challenged to describe the Academy’s relation to the 

Syrian/Arab nation. He did so not so much as a theoretical exercise as an effect of 

soliciting support from both the authorities and the public for his institution’s mission. 

Like his colleague ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi and other contemporaries, Kurd ‘Ali 

employed a range of territorial vocabulary to signify Syria or the Syrian nation. In his 

annual report for 1922, for instance, Kurd ‘Ali uses forms of the terms qitr (region), diyar 

(domains), and bilad (country) in addition to umma (nation).30 He intends for the 

Academy to continue to serve science, language, and literature, “preparing the path” for 

“Syrians to benefit from it [the Academy], so that it can become a source of confidence 

for all,” thereby serving “the Syrian name especially and the Arab name in general.”31 

Kurd ‘Ali in these cases uses national(ist) terms when expressing aspirational sentiments, 

29 Kurd ‘Ali gives vent to his mixed feelings about the Syrian Revolt 1925-26 in his 1948 memoirs, in 
which he describes the two most difficult times of his life: the years of the Great War 1914-1918, during 
which he still managed to range throughout the empire, and the Syrian Revolt (al-thawra al-Surriyya) 
1925-26, for the duration of which he was confined to the four kilometers around his home. He was afraid 
should he stray he would be either labeled as siding with the rebels, some of whom, he notes, were in it for 
winning spoils, while others nobly rose up for right and freedom; or else be accused of going along with the 
French authority. The wise one at such times does not broadcast his views and plays blind and ignorant, he 
writes. Kurd ‘Ali felt his views that revolt “damages and destroys and produces little compared to what it 
expends” would be unwelcome in an atmosphere of raised passions. Kurd ‘Ali claims that General 
[Charles] Andrea offered him the Ministry of Education up to four times over the years of revolt. Should he 
accept, Kurd ‘Ali responded, he would be killed in his bed by the rebels. “We will protect you,” Andrea 
allegedly promised. “Protect yourselves first,” Kurd ‘Ali is said to have answered. Accepting a ministry 
with a revolt raging is meaningless, especially that of education—for what education, what schools are 
there in a time of revolt? In Memoirs, vol 2, 522-523.  
30 Majalla 2 (1922), 354, 370. 
31 Majalla 2 (1922), 357-358. 
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or sentiments of affirmation and empowerment—looking forward to heightened 

Syrian/Arab/national “pride” or “confidence” through the development of the institutions 

in question.  

Kurd ‘Ali also indicates his sense of the geographical extent of the Syrian nation. He 

asks in his report for an allocation of 6000 SL in the next year’s budget for the founding 

of a library and museum in Aleppo, to be affiliated as well with the Academy, “so that al-

Shahba’ will have what her sister al-Fayha’ has of these two institutions,” he writes, 

employing the literary epithets for Aleppo and Damascus, respectively. For it is well-

known that Aleppo of old “was one of the centers of learning in Syria, and it will not be 

long [until]…it regains the place it had of learning in the Middle Ages, [becoming] a 

magnet for scholars and students” once more. Kurd ‘Ali recognizes the rich and distinct 

history of Aleppo, though it is bound within the same entity of Syria.32 In fact, “Aleppo is 

not alone among Syrian cities in deserving a museum and a library;” Kurd ‘Ali wishes 

the same, eventually, for “Hims, Hama, Latakia, Tripoli, Sidon, Suwayda’, Tadmur, 

Ba‘albek, and other cities of Sham.”33 Kurd ‘Ali uses the terms Syria and Sham 

synonymously, and the territory encompasses cities that have been clearly separated from 

Syria in the French Mandate for Lebanon.  

Yet perhaps Kurd ‘Ali’s most interesting statements are in the concluding paragraph of 

his annual report-cum-lecture for 1922, as far as the relations of the nation to the state, 

and of the Academy to both, are concerned. What, he asks his audience/readers, are 

“academies, schools, museums, libraries,” and other cultural institutions but “an image of 

32 Majalla 2 (1922), 369. 
33 Ibid. 
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the nation, giving it its best representation?”34 The Academy used to rely principally on 

the government for support, but “today it is in need of the active support of the nation,” 

for the “assistance of the government stops at a certain point, but the assistance of the 

nation is unlimited; it is the source and the rest is derivative.”35 Kurd ‘Ali implores the 

government of the Syrian Union to attend to what the “previous governments that 

succeeded one another upon this diyar have neglected…for nations live on their moral as 

they do on their material assets.”36 Kurd ‘Ali’s intention is to ask for material support 

from the Syrian public and state, but in the process he distinguishes between the nation 

and the government. The nation endures while governments come and go, and the moral 

or cultural assets the Academy serves are co-extensive with the (eternal) nation. The 

Academy is not a quasi-state institution or an extension of the state’s interests, but a 

manifestation of the nation, and in fact the best such manifestation. In supporting the 

Academy, the Syrian (or Syrian-Arab) nation serves itself. 

Two years later, in 1924, Kurd ‘Ali laments that while the national (watani) “and 

Mandate authorities do not delay in extending a hand of support” to the Academy, the 

masses of the national population (al-wataniyyin) continue to assume “the posture of the 

spectator… the time has come for them to extend it their true support, believing that this 

work of ours is for them, of them, and from them.” After all, the “civilized peoples do not 

get impressive museums and libraries except through the encouragement of the 

knowledgeable and wealthy of their sons.”37 Kurd ‘Ali understood that nurturing a public 

spirit of support of such institutions was a long-term project, as when he writes later in 

34 Majalla 2 (1922), 370. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Majalla 5 (1925), 5.  

237 
 

                                                           



1928 that the well-endowed “academies, museums, and libraries that dazzle us in the 

West are the children of long centuries.”38 Just as ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi sought to 

educate Syria’s citizens in national ethics, so is Kurd ‘Ali educating the Syrian public 

about national cultural life.  

But Kurd ‘Ali understood that this was a lesson that would be imparted and learned 

over many years. Science by nature requires the appropriate span of time to bear its fruits, 

Kurd ‘Ali observes in his 1923 report.39 As noted in the last chapter, Kurd ‘Ali states in 

the annual report for 1929-30 that the first ten years of the Academy’s life were a period 

of practice and training, of exploration and gathering strength. Still, ten, twenty, or thirty 

years count for little in the life of science.40 The Academy remains in its fresh, groping 

youth and serving science is inherently a long, dogged undertaking. The young Syrian 

nation is just beginning to profit from both. This conservative, gradualist vision resonated 

profoundly with French conceptions of their mission in Syria.   

 

* The President and the Orientalists 

The 1929-1930 report provides the names and nationalities of the thirty-seven Western 

orientalists who had by then been elected corresponding members of the Damascus 

Academy. It also notes the names of the eight Western scholar-members who had died in 

that first decade of the Academy’s career.41 Collectively, their scholarly output represents 

38 Majalla 8 (1928), 3. 
39 Majalla 4 (1924), 5. 
40 Majalla 11 (1931), 1-2. 
41 The orientalist members in 1929-30 are identified as Marçais in Tunis; Massé in Algeria; Guy in Fez 
[Morocco]; Ferrand, Dussaud, Massignon, and Bouvat in Paris [France]; Guidi and Nallino from Italy; Asín 
Palacios from Spain; Lopes from Portugal; Montet and Hess from Switzerland; Snouck-Hurgronje, 
Houtsma, and Arendonk from Holland; Margoliouth, Bevan, and Krinkow from Britain; Hommel, Sachau, 
Brockelmann, Horovitz, Herzfeld, Hartmann, and Mittwoch from Germany; Zetterstéen from Sweden; 
Oeustrup, Buhl, and Pedersen from Denmark; Mzik from Austria; Mahler from Hungary; Kowalski from 
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an imposing edifice of highly specialized knowledge in a multiplicity of languages.  

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1979) inspired a plethora of studies across the social 

sciences on the legacies of the Western traditions of study of the Orient, particularly of 

Islam and the Middle East. Both the orientalists and their critics have produced vast 

literatures, in other words. In the following pages, I do not evaluate the studies of the 

individual orientalists, or claim to stage a fundamental intervention into the contemporary 

scholarly debate about the role of their work in power relations. Rather, I draw on limited 

sources from the remarkable case of the Damascus Academy, which was able to provide 

a space for more direct engagement between Western orientalists of the early twentieth 

century and the Syrian and Arab thinkers who were their contemporaries. I thereby hope 

to draw attention to certain shared features of a discourse held between Western and 

Syrian members of the Damascus Academy.  

In their contributions to the Academy journal, a few of the Western orientalists 

provide accounts of their lives as well as of the history and state of their field of study in 

their home countries. Their accounts include a number of hallmarks or claims in common 

with each other and, seemingly, with what a Syrian member of the Academy such as 

Kurd ‘Ali would say about scholarly service to the Arabic language. Arab and Western 

members of the Academy expressed shared values and conceptions about their scholarly 

commitments, sometimes in similar terms and images.  

In particular, Kurd ‘Ali and his Western counterparts often invoked the trope of 

“friendship” to describe their cross-cultural contacts. Kurd ‘Ali and the orientalists prized 

Poland; Krackovski from Russia; Musil from Czechoslovakia; Macdonald from the USA; and Karsikko 
from Finland. The Western members who are listed as deceased are Ignaz Goldziher from Budapest; 
Martin Hartmann from Berlin, Rene Basset from Algeria; Eugenio Griffini from Cairo, Commandant 
Malinjoud from Damascus; Browne from Cambridge, Clement Huart from Paris, and Michaud from 
Tangiers, Majalla 11 (1931), 14-16. 
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a style of scholarship that was simultaneously objective and sympathetic towards its 

object of study (Islam, Arab history, literature, and society etc.). Both the orientalists and 

Kurd ‘Ali, like many of his Arab peers, subscribed to a historical narrative of Middle 

Eastern, Arab or Islamic “decline,” roughly spanning the Ottoman era. Just as 

importantly, however, both parties observed and often celebrated the flourishing Nahda 

of Arab self-rediscovery in modern, recent times. At times they characterized the 

flowering of interest in Arabo-Islamic letters in the West as a Nahda—even as integrally 

the “same Nahda.”      

Edward Said famously described the “sheer knitted-together strength” of the 

Orientalist discourse which Western experts recycled and reproduced, and through which 

the Orient was denied the opportunity to represent itself.42 The Damascus Academy 

provides an instance of a historical site at which Western and Arab thinkers participated 

in “knitting together” a discourse on the study of Arabic language, literature, and history.  

In his 1983 article, Joseph H. Escovitz identifies Said’s Orientalism, published four 

years before, as only the most recent work in a line of criticism of the scholarly tradition. 

The “Syrian intellectual and activist, Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali” was an earlier critic.43 

Escovitz details Kurd ‘Ali’s methodology in refuting orientalists’ charges in the first 

volume of his Islam and Arab Civilization (1934). Kurd ‘Ali’s analysis of orientalists’ 

contentions about Islamic history here is “more detailed, more extensive, and often more 

negative than elsewhere” in his writings (Kurd ‘Ali’s earlier, more positive appraisals of 

orientalism are, in contrast, “extremely factual and free of value judgments,” in 

42 Said, Orientalism, 6.  
43 Joseph H. Escovitz, “Orientalism and Orientalists in the Writings of Muhammad Kurd Ali,” in 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 15, no. 1 (Feb., 1983), 95. 
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Escovitz’s estimation).44 Escovitz demonstrates how Kurd ‘Ali would paraphrase 

particular orientalists’ critical judgments of Islamic history or society and then seek to 

“overwhelm [these] hostile remarks by sympathetic ones,” also by Western orientalists.45 

Kurd ‘Ali considered the Belgian-born, Lebanese-based Jesuit Fr. Henri Lammens to be 

the “greatest enemy of Muslims and Arabs among the Orientalists,” and Kurd ‘Ali’s 

“favorite Orientalist” was Gustave LeBon.46 Robert Irwin reproduces the main points of 

Escovitz’s analysis, identifying Kurd ‘Ali as “one of the first to challenge the intellectual 

hegemony of the Orientalists,” and including him in his chapter on the “Enemies of 

Orientalism.”47 

But would it be accurate to think of Kurd ‘Ali as an inveterate enemy of orientalism 

and orientalists? Could Kurd ‘Ali, or any other Arab intellectual, contest the “intellectual 

hegemony” of Western scholars actually as a peer, or as a partner or even as a friend? 

Kurd ‘Ali’s 1934 work surely represented a particular stance in his spectrum of 

engagement with these Western specialists. Yet it is significant that the text of the first 

volume of Islam and Arab Civilization originated with a request by a delegate to the 

Eighteenth Congress of Orientalists in Leiden in 1931 for Kurd ‘Ali to speak on the 

subject, and that Kurd ‘Ali consistently cited favorable Western scholars in support of his 

argument, as Escovitz himself points out.48 Kurd ‘Ali regarded Western orientalists as 

authorities and a potential source of validation.  

Three years before the Orientalist Congress in Leiden, Kurd ‘Ali had the opportunity 

to address the Seventeenth Congress of Orientalists at Oxford University, in August 

44 Escovitz, “Orientalism and Orientalists,” 97, 96. 
45 Escovitz, “Orientalism and Orientalists,” 99. 
46 Escovitz, “Orientalism and Orientalists,” 100, 101. 
47 Irwin, Dangerous Knowledge, 310. 
48 Escovitz, “Orientalism and Orientalists,” 95, 99. 
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1928. In it he presents a narrative of decline and Nahda that featured hallmarks of the 

discourse shared with the orientalists—indeed, halfway through his speech he reminds his 

audience that “this story is one you know.”49 He begins with the doubtlessly familiar 

assertion that the Arab countries, or lands (bilad al-‘arab) had become enervated (futur) 

by the eighth century Hijra (about one century before the Ottoman conquest of the 

Levant and Egypt in the early 16th century CE), their populations content to bask in the 

glories of the past.50  

While the Arab East languished, Westerners were experiencing their own Nahda and 

avidly seeking knowledge, gathering texts and printing (so “reviving”) the works of the 

Greeks and Romans, Kurd ‘Ali continues. They also revived the old works of the Arabs, 

insofar as they had served as the “sole link” between ancient and modern civilization. 

“Thus the Nahda of Arabic literatures began to course slowly through some of the 

regions [aqtar] of Europe,” Kurd ‘Ali observes.51 The revival of Arabic texts in Europe is 

nothing other than the Nahda of Arabic letters itself. The Nahda of Arabic literatures is a 

function or by-product of the European Nahda. Or put differently, not only are Western 

efforts an integral part of the Arab Nahda, but the revival of Arabic letters had been an 

earlier, integral part of the European Nahda. 

Kurd ‘Ali returns to this theme of what would in effect be a global Nahda later, after 

noting the milestones represented by Napoleon in Egypt and Muhammad ‘Ali “the Great” 

who followed him—figures whose importance mainly lies in the cross-cultural mixing 

they initiated. Kurd ‘Ali recognizes on behalf of his fellow Arab intellectuals that their 

learned efforts are but a “small sampling” of their Western counterparts’, and that Arabs 

49 Majalla 8 (1928), 682. 
50 Majalla 8 (1928), 680. 
51 Ibid. 
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in comparison lack the “spirit of care and proficiency.” But he has hope that soon enough 

the Arabs will develop their ability to “investigate the most subtle questions” (a Western 

aptitude that stirs among Arabs a “happy envy,” Kurd ‘Ali confesses).52 After all, the 

minds of Arab thinkers today are not inferior to their ancestors’ or to Europeans’. If 

anything, the Arabs have the greater right to revive the heritage of their (own) ancestors, 

and “science is not the property of a single nation or individual.”53 Kurd ‘Ali ends his 

address by calling for “science and light” (al-‘ilm wa-l-nur) to be the basis of the 

“effective collaboration” between East and West.54 In short, Western and Arab efforts 

and minds serve the same objective, science, which is universal. This line of argument is 

what allows Kurd ‘Ali to hail the advances of the modern Arab Nahda (particularly as 

manifested in Egypt and the Levant) as comparable to both the height of the early Arab 

states and the level of contemporary European attainment.55   

Could Western and Arab scholars pursue science as partners, rather than enemies, 

oppressors, and victims—rather ever than as teachers and students, or leaders and 

followers? Kurd ‘Ali and the orientalist members of the Academy often answered in the 

affirmative by deploying a vocabulary or discourse of “friendship.” The orientalist and 

sometime consultant to the Mandate state, Louis Massignon, was invited to deliver a 

lecture in the hall of the Arab Law School in Damascus on 19 November 1920. The 

lecture was printed in the first issue of the Academy journal (January 1921) under the 

title, “The Life of an Orientalist.” Kurd ‘Ali introduced the Frenchman as “an old dear 

friend, but rather an old, dear friend of the Islamic East,” a scholar of spirituality who 

52 Majalla 8 (1928), 682. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Majalla 8 (1928), 685. 
55 Majalla 8 (1928), 683. 
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combined in his person the spirits of West and East.56 Kurd ‘Ali approvingly describes 

Massignon’s military service for his country (watan) at the Dardanelles in the First World 

War and hails him as the “model of the French patriot, embracing the old and modern 

sciences, far from fanaticism, abstaining from falsehood.”57 Kurd ‘Ali claims that 

Massignon exhibits true French patriotism, or French character at its best, which is 

imbued with the hallmarks of the untainted and sympathetic scholar, the ideal Kurd ‘Ali 

derived and demanded from the West. 

Massignon’s lecture expressly treats themes of encounter and the possibility of 

productive, personal, almost intimate relationships “between the East and West, and in 

particular between Islam and Christianity, and more particularly between Syria and 

France.”58 East and West are defined in essentially religious terms, with the respective 

nationalities as subsets within their religio-civilizational blocs. Accordingly, Massignon 

notes in this lecture fundamental differences between Eastern and Western language and 

thought: the Semitic languages are spiritual in nature and the Aryan bodily or corporeal, 

and Eastern thought is ahead of Western in reconciling science with religion.59 

Massignon adds to the Western/Eastern and Christian/Muslim distinctions the racial 

categories of Aryan and Semite, and the association of Easterners/Semites/Muslims with 

the “spiritual.” Despite these differences, encounter and engagement between the two 

camps is not only possible, but necessary: “you are in need of us, and we are in need of 

you.”60  

The spiritually-minded Massignon is not overly concerned with the economic causes 

56 Majalla 1 (1921), 22. 
57 Majalla 1 (1921), 22-23. 
58 Majalla 1 (1921), 24. 
59 Majalla 1 (1921), 25. 
60 Majalla 1 (1921), 24. 
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of contact between West and East: “true, we cannot live without bread, but the question is 

higher and more lasting than that, it is a question of thought.”61 Massignon illustrates this 

kind of sympathetic understanding with references to his wartime experiences of shared 

calamity and camaraderie in the trenches, and to his personal encounters with Shaykh 

Mahmud al-Alusi in Iraq and Shaykhs Tahir al-Jaza’iri and Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi in 

Syria. He concludes that the “bringing together of hearts does not happen by way of 

politics, as some claim, but by way of friendship.”62 Differences in power are for 

Massignon no obstacle in the pursuit of sympathetic and scholarly bonding across 

cultures. Actually, political relations do not need to be revised or modified for Western 

and Arab hearts to draw close. 

The theme of friendship and interpersonal relationships appears in Kurd ‘Ali’s various 

writings as well.63 He includes ten orientalists in his book of profiles of modern writers 

and men of the Nahda, al-Mu‘asirun (The Contemporaries), along with anecdotes of his 

personal encounters with most of them, as he does for some of the Arab figures in the 

same work. Kurd ‘Ali mentions he met Cambridge scholar Edward Browne at 

Muhammad ‘Abduh’s sessions in Cairo, where they amiably exchanged ideas; Kurd ‘Ali 

then visited him in Cambridge.64 He had also met Ignaz Goldziher in Hungary, where he 

marveled at the notion of “an Israelite [sic.] teaching the Muslims’ Book [the Qur’an] to a 

61 Ibid. 
62 Majalla 1 (1921), 28. 
63 Fellow Academicians recognized the exceptional scope of their president’s personal relations with 
Western orientalists. At an Academy session on 23 March 1922, Kurd ‘Ali recounted to his colleagues his 
encounters with European scholars on his last Western voyage, praising their work and endorsing a number 
of them for Academy membership. Academy member Faris Bayk al-Khuri, a rather cosmopolitan figure 
himself, responded that the rest of the Academy did not know the scholars in question, but are prepared to 
defer to Kurd ‘Ali’s judgment if they are of the learned stature of the orientalists who had already joined. 
Majalla 2 (1922), 153-159. 
64 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 107. 
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group of Christians” at the University of Budapest.65 The American Protestant missionary 

Cornelius Van Dyck had prescribed a set of eyeglasses for sixteen year-old Kurd ‘Ali 

when he had visited him in Beirut. Kurd ‘Ali fondly recalls Van Dyck encouraging him 

to ignore the mockery he was sure to meet with in his village and instead revel in the 

beauty of the world.66 Kurd ‘Ali also describes receiving a letter shortly after the 

founding of the Damascus Academy from Eugenio Griffini in Milan, which expressed 

hopes for a new age of justice and knowledge-sharing among the nations (umam) of the 

Mediterranean Sea.67 Prince Leone Caetani generously granted Kurd ‘Ali access to his 

large private library during his visit to Rome. Caetani had labored his whole life for the 

“mutual understanding of East and West, and their collaboration in the path of 

civilization.”68  

Kurd ‘Ali praises Caetani as the model of the free and noble scholar whose scholarship 

was “stripped of [ulterior] purposes” and lauds his stance in the Italian Parliament against 

his country’s invasion of Libya.69 It is a characteristic judgment of Kurd ‘Ali’s: on the 

one hand he expects neutrality and “pure” scholarship from orientalists, but on the other 

hand he hails some orientalists’ favorable political positions and expressions of affection 

for Islam or Arab culture. Kurd ‘Ali tells us that the “shaykh of orientalists in Italy,” 

Carlo Alfonso Nallino was offered the “highest political positions in Italy, but he did not 

wish to depart from the way of scholars.”70 Yet Nallino was not just politically neutral 

but a scholar “close to us in thought and manners;” he “truly loved the Arabs and Arabic” 

65 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 134. 
66 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 315-316. 
67 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 478. 
68 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 325. 
69 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 325, 323. 
70 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 298, 304. 
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and wrote and lectured in such a way that the Arabs loved him in return.71  

Kurd ‘Ali delivers evolving verdicts on the work of French scholar Eduard Montet for 

similar reasons. Kurd ‘Ali had thanked Montet in person in Geneva for his “positive view 

of Islam,” which the latter had demonstrated by arguing that Islam had not spread 

through the sword, and that the Prophet Muhammad strove to raise his compatriots from 

the level of a barbaric religion (of paganism) and a decadent civilization. Europeans who 

write like you without partisanship are few, Kurd ‘Ali told Montet, and thanked him on 

behalf of science.72 But later in his career Montet appeared to change his tune under the 

influence of Marechal Hubert Lyautey, the “shaykh of the colonizers,” and came to 

endorse France’s civilizing mission in North Africa. Thus the “devils of politics use ruses 

to seduce everyone of good repute to serve their purposes,” is Kurd ‘Ali regretful 

conclusion.73  

The theme of friendship and interpersonal relationships appears in some of the other 

orientalists’ contributions to the Academy journal, as well. The Finnish member Karsikko 

wrote about the founding father of Arabic studies in his country, Georg August Wallin, 

who endured great hardships on his journey to the Middle East in 1843. Wallin visited the 

Arabian Peninsula, Baghdad, Basra, Damascus, and elsewhere, adopting the “mores and 

characteristics” of the Bedouin he settled among. He dressed in their clothing and 

performed medical care for them; “he was loved by the Arab tribes and he loved them.”74 

Wallin’s five-volume memoirs relaying his six years in the Arab countries continue to 

excite in the “hearts of the inhabitants of the cold countries a hot love for the Arabs and 

71 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 305. 
72 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 109. 
73 Kurd ‘Ali, al-Mu‘asirun, 110. 
74 Majalla 3 (1923), 258-259. 
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an intense longing to know about their beautiful countries [awtan],” according to 

Karsikko.75  

The Dutch Houtsma indicates the importance of such relations for his forerunners, too: 

Erpenius, the founder of the Dutch Nahda in Arabic studies was lucky to meet in Paris 

Algerian and Moroccan Arabs, and Golius maintained a lifelong correspondence with 

Arab friends he met on his travels.76 After outlining the prodigious scope of output in 

Dutch orientalist studies, epitomized by the Brill publishing house in Leiden, Houtsma 

casts the whole relationship of Holland to the Middle East in intimate terms: “Holland is 

far from the East physically, but close in terms of what it prints of it, and the good 

cultural bonds it bears [towards it]” he concludes.77  

Russian member Ignaty Krackowski writes in especially personal terms of the origins 

of his passions for the East and the Arabic language. Growing up in Tashkent, 

Krackowski’s first words were in his nanny’s Uzbek, and his eyes fell first on the 

“mosques and Eastern markets, the diversity of nationalities [umam] and sects [tawa’if], 

the different kinds of clothing” that impressed him greatly.78 The life of science and the 

world of the East attracted him with a “magical power.”79 Krackowski describes his 

travels through the Middle East in 1907-1909, where he met with the “famed Arab 

kindness” he will always cherish from scholars including Jurji Zaydan, Ahmad Zaki 

Pasha, Khalil al-Sakakini, As‘af al-Nashashibi, and Fr. Louis Cheikho.80 Krackowski 

prays for another opportunity to visit the Arab countries and meet with its noble 

75 Majalla 3 (1923), 259. 
76 Majalla 4 (1924), 64-65. 
77 Majalla 4 (1924), 69. 
78 Majalla 7 (1927), 122. 
79 Majalla 7 (1927), 123. 
80 Majalla 7 (1927), 125. 
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thinkers.81  

Like Massignon, Ignaz Goldziher fondly recalls his time spent with Shaykh Tahir al-

Jaza’iri during his time in Damascus in his letter expressing thanks for his election to the 

Academy.82 In his memorial article for Edward Browne, Oxford’s Laudian Professor of 

Arabic David Samuel Margoliouth describes his young subject as so moved by his love 

for the Turks that he wanted to volunteer in their army against the Russians.83 Browne’s 

attachment to the Persians also led him to champion their constitutional movement in the 

British press.84 Passing away before his seventieth birthday, Browne’s life’s work had 

been to pave the way for good understanding between Westerners and Easterners, 

Margoliouth writes.85  

The orientalists’ accounts characterize their encounter with Arabic language and 

literature with personal affect and closeness on one hand, and emphasize the purity of 

their scientific engagement on the other. In this way they shared both poles of Kurd ‘Ali’s 

sense of sympathetic scholarship. Some of the orientalists claim to study Arabic for its 

own sake or for the sake of science, and wish to spread (nashr) knowledge of it within 

their societies. The Russian Krackowski and the German Fritz Krenkow describe 

themselves as intensely bookish types devoted to learning. Krenkow recalls a youth spent 

in study, learning a number of European languages and Farsi “with no teacher beyond a 

book.”86 Even when later in life he owned a textile factory in Leicester, England and 

employed over a thousand workers, and had amassed a fortune “not to be sneezed at,” he 

81 Majalla 7 (1927), 125. 
82 Majalla 1 (1921), 387. 
83 Majalla 6 (1926), 130. 
84 Majalla 6 (1926), 132. 
85 Majalla 6 (1926), 130. 
86 Majalla 9 (1929), 169. 
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spent every free hour poring through scholarly texts.87 Krackowski describes himself as 

his parents’ youngest child, weak and prone to illness, growing up amid the learned 

tomes of his father and grandfather’s library. His youth impressed upon him a love of 

solitude and a melancholy that continues to afflict him to his day of writing.88 Both 

describe their lives as wholly dedicated to scholarship. Both beseech God that their last 

mortal wish is to continue to study, publish, and spread Arabic and Islamic literatures.89 

Margoliouth and Goldziher also express their desire to advance the Eastern sciences 

despite their confessed inabilities.90  

Houtsma describes the indefatigable Dutch tradition to know the noble Arabic 

language and grasp the secrets of its literatures.91 He describes a Dutch pioneer in Arabic 

studies, A. Reland, as producing work “free of taint of Christian fanaticism, and books 

with pure scientific purposes.”92 The Danish Pedersen writes about the efforts “we 

expend in the Far North in studying the languages and civilizations of the East.”93 He 

praises his predecessors Rasmussen for his “prolific beneficial work in spreading Arabic 

studies in our country [bilad]” and Oestrup for educating “the Danish public about the 

conditions of the East through newspapers and magazines.”94 The Finnish Wallin in the 

mid-nineteenth century was also animated by a desire to spread Arabic literature.95 

Academy member Karsikko describes a national respect for learning in Finland (with “a 

school in every village”) and reckons the further his nation advances in science and 

87 Majalla 9 (1929), 169. 
88 Majalla 7 (1927), 122.  
89 Majalla 9 (1929),171 and 7 (1927), 126. 
90 Majalla 1 (1921), 386-397. 
91 Majalla 4 (1924), 67. 
92 Majalla 4 (1924), 66. 
93 Majalla 4 (1924), 175. 
94 Majalla 4 (1924), 172, 174. 
95 Majalla 3 (1923), 258. 
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catches up with the rest of Europe, the more the scope of study of the Arabic language 

will expand.96 The individual and national pursuits of knowledge of Arabic language and 

culture in the West are earnest, committed, and purely scholarly undertakings. 

The Finnish Karsikko, the Dutch Houtsma, the Danish Pedersen, and the Swedish 

Zettersteen trace their own or their country’s study of Arabic as arising from an earlier, 

primary concern with studying the Hebrew of the Torah.97 It thus emerged organically, 

with scholarly integrity, from an earlier commitment to Biblical study—rather than as an 

appendage to empire. They salute those intrepid pioneers in their national traditions that 

recognized the merits of Arabic for its own sake. The Dutch Houtsma, Zettersteen the 

Swede and Clement Huart the Frenchman point to the epochal influence of the 

nineteenth-century scholar Sylvestre de Sacy, whom Irwin calls the founder of modern 

orientalism; the Russian Krackowski also recalls approaching de Sacy’s works first.98 

Houtsma writes that de Sacy’s brilliance left Dutch orientalism in his shade.99 According 

to Zettersteen, it was through de Sacy that the lamp of Arabic studies was truly raised, 

with students from all countries (bilad) flocking to “scoop from his sea of knowledge.”100 

Huart describes his illustrious countryman as the inciter of a Nahda in Arabic studies, 

who “opened—not for France alone, but for all of Europe—a new door in the study of the 

Arabic language.”101 Kurd ‘Ali echoes the valorization of de Sacy in his address to the 

Seventeenth Orientalist Congress, calling him the “imam of Arabists in the West.”102 

These orientalist members of the Arab Academy outline the history of their scholarly 

96 Majalla 3 (1923), 258, 260. 
97 Majalla 3 (1923), 259; 4 (1924), 64; 4 (1924), 170; 4 (1924), 442.  
98 Majalla 7 (1927), 123. 
99 Majalla 4 (1924), 66. 
100 Majalla 4 (1924), 444. 
101 Majalla 5 (1925), 160. 
102 Majalla 8 (1928), 681. 
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field in the West, which arose from study of Biblical Hebrew, and which has been 

attended to with sympathetic understanding and seriousness of purpose. The accounts 

meticulously record the contributions of chains of master-scholars across generations, 

with de Sacy playing a pivotal role for the whole European field. The study of Arabic has 

known periods of true efflorescence in the West in which knowledge of its sciences 

advanced and spread. The Nahda’s of Arabic study in the West are not qualitatively 

different from what would arise in Arab lands themselves. Western orientalists offered 

themselves as partners in this effort of revival; as expressed, for example, in the humbled 

words with which Margoliouth, Goldziher, and Krackowski describe the honor of their 

Academy election.103  

Kurd ‘Ali, for one, was prepared to accept this offer of Western partnership. He was 

not ignorant of political motivations. But in the mutually sustained world of learned 

equality and collegiality, he was able to elide disparities in political power. Thus he is 

able to claim in his annual report for 1929-1930 that the Academy elects members from 

nations great and small, irrespective of national might—and so happens to have the same 

number of Danish as British members (three).104 It is significant that Kurd ‘Ali does not 

juxtapose, say, France and Syria as great and small nations. Kurd ‘Ali as a colleague is 

able to take a worldly view of the disparities between any states, even between states in 

the West alone. All differences in power are equal and equally irrelevant in the light of 

learning. 

Of course, such an attitude may have served the French Mandate authorities just fine. I 

have mentioned how Louis Massignon explicitly denied that political action or change 

103 Majalla 1 (1921), 386-387; 7 (1927), 126.  
104 Majalla 11 (1931), 6. 
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would bring Western and Arab hearts closer together, but that “friendship” would instead. 

The notion raises the question as to whether the “friendship discourse” on the part of the 

orientalists was primarily meant to maintain or reinforce power imbalances, or render 

them invisible—to serve empire, as it were, with a smile. At the other end, the (insistent?) 

invocation of friendship on behalf of Arab thinkers like Kurd ‘Ali may have been 

intended to call into being a parity of relations, to demand mutual respect built on equal 

dignity, to roll back the fact of domination. 

That it is indeed difficult to glean the “real” motivations of orientalists and the “true” 

implications of their works may be conveyed by telling (even jarring) moments in Said 

and Irwin’s respective studies of the subject. Irwin, one of Said’s most trenchant critics, 

characterizes many Western practitioners of Eastern studies as eccentrics and romantics, 

far removed from the centers of power and policy-making in their home countries.105 In 

fact, Irwin notices “a marked tendency for Orientalists to be anti-imperialists,” due to 

their “enthusiasm” for the cultures they studied.106 Said thus unjustly maligned these 

well-intentioned, sympathetic scholars as complicit as a class in colonial domination. Yet 

Irwin also deems Kurd ‘Ali’s embittered reaction to Fr. Henri Lammens’ scholarship to 

be “entirely understandable,” given the latter’s “ferocious and religiously motivated 

hostility towards Islam.”107 Some orientalists were not big-hearted enthusiasts for the 

region, after all. 

Said, on the other hand, seems to suspend his categorical, critical judgment of 

orientalism when he reflects on the legacies of Louis Massignon and Hamilton Gibb. Said 

virtually gushes at Massignon’s “unrestricted range of research” in pursuit of the 

105 Irwin, Dangerous Knowledge, 7. 
106 Irwin, Dangerous Knowledge, 204, 228.  
107 Irwin, Dangerous Knowledge, 311. 
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universal “esprit humaine” in the Orient; the manner in which he drew “effortlessly on 

the entire corpus of Islamic literature; his mystifying erudition;” his “dazzling 

interpretative gifts” and “considerable literary gifts” which allowed him to “cross 

disciplinary and traditional boundaries in order to penetrate to the human heart of any 

text.”108 Indeed, Sadik Jalal al-‘Azm critiqued Said precisely for his enthusiasm for 

Massignon’s own enthusiasm for the Arab and Muslim East.109 Said in this respect may 

be in the company of that earlier critic of orientalism and admirer of Massignon, Kurd 

‘Ali himself. 

Perhaps even more striking is Said’s judgment of Gibb. Said deems it a “tribute to 

Gibb’s extraordinarily sympathetic powers of identification with an alien culture” that he 

could oppose secular nationalism in the Orient  

in such a way as to seem to be speaking for the Islamic orthodox community. How much such 
pleading was a reversion to the old Orientalist habit of speaking for the natives and how much it 
was a sincere attempt at speaking in Islam’s best interests is a question whose answer lies 
somewhere between the two alternatives.110  

 

Is Gibb speaking for Muslims as an authority bent on domination, or as a friend? Said 

seems unsure, though he is prepared to credit Gibb with extraordinary sympathetic 

powers. While Said’s conclusion that the answer lies “somewhere between” these two 

extremes reads at first almost like a disappointing abdication, it may in fact be a 

discerning statement about the ambiguity and ambivalence of the intellectual encounter 

between West and Middle East. 

Dietrich Jung describes the Hungarian master orientalist Ignaz Goldziher as a “nodal 

point in oriental studies and beyond” over the turn of the twentieth century. His life was 

108 Said, Orientalism, 264-267. 
109 Sadik Jalal al-‘Azm, “Orientalism and Orientalism in Reverse,” in Orientalism: A Reader, ed. Alexander 
Lyon Macfie (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 225.  
110 Said, Orientalism, 263. 
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“tightly knitted into the network of orientalists, sociologists and theologians” in the West, 

and he had “numerous direct and indirect relations with Muslim intellectuals.”111 For 

Jung, Goldziher’s life is a rich slice of the sum total of relationships whereby Western 

orientalists and Muslim reformers knitted together what Jung calls the “essentialist image 

of Islam” of the “emerging global public sphere.”112 This chapter has suggested other 

discourses Western orientalist and Syrian and Arab members of the Academy knitted 

together, about the intrinsic value of the Arabic language and its literatures, which are to 

be served by devoted souls and flourishing Nahda’s. Together the Academy and its 

orientalists developed and engaged in a discourse of decline, efflorescence, objectivity, 

and sympathy in the study of Arabo-Islamic culture. They knitted this discourse together 

whether they did so as “true friends” or not.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

111 Dietrich Jung, Orientalists, Islamists and the Global Public Sphere: A Genealogy of the Modern 
Essentialist Image of Islam (Sheffield: Equinox, 2011), 157, 159. 
112 Jung, Orientalists, Islamists, and the Global Public Sphere, 83. 
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Conclusion 

The association of the Arabs with their language, and the pride of place they accorded 

it, are notions with long and apparently sound pedigrees. “[A]s far back in history as we 

can see them,” Albert Hourani memorably wrote, “the Arabs have always been 

exceptionally conscious of their language and proud of it, and in pre-Islamic Arabia they 

possessed a kind of ‘racial’ feeling” that encouraged them to think in collective terms.1 

“Of course, some form of Arab consciousness has existed throughout the history of the 

Arabs,” Adeed Dawisha similarly, more recently observes, drawing on Hourani’s own 

examination of the 14th century historical philosopher Ibn Khaldun.2 It was “Islam and 

the Arabic language that preserved this sense of belonging through the ages,” according 

to Dawisha. Even the rise of the Ottoman Turks “in no way diminished the place of the 

Arabic language,” which as the universally recognized “sacred language…retained its 

elevated status as the medium for law and religious studies” in their Empire.3 This 

perennial consciousness of Arabic language is a true legacy for Dawisha, even though 

modern Arab nationalism is a distortion of history that has jostled many longstanding 

identities held by different communities and strata for preeminence in post-Ottoman 

lands. In other words, one can validate an Arab exceptionalism about language without 

endorsing the claims of Arab nationalism. 

Yasir Suleiman, in his study of the social import of language ideology and cultural 

politics, argues that elements of “modern Arab political thought [trade] on lexically 

1 Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age, 1798-1939 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983), 260. 
2 Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism in the Twentieth Century: From Triumph to Despair (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2003), 16. 
3 Dawisha, Arab Nationalism, 16-17. 
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motivated tropes that hark back to debates that took place in the first centuries of Islam.”4 

The “language-identity link,” whereby the “former is said to reflect the character of the 

latter,” lies “at the centre of a web of ideas that dominated early Muslim thought.”5 Thus 

the modern activation of this ideology and its associated tropes have “deep historical 

resonances” for Arabs today.6 Suleiman here is saying much the same thing as Hourani 

and Dawisha, though with a greater sense of disjuncture between the present and the pre-

modern past, and a greater sense of the orchestration, even manipulation, of ideas about 

language in modern Arab thought. 

To be sure, Hourani, Dawisha, and Suleiman are not arguing simply for the perennial 

centrality of the Arabic language in Arab identity from pre-Islamic to modern times. 

Besides whatever other change and discontinuities they may ascribe to the long centuries 

of Arabo-Islamic history, all three scholars note a fundamentally new development in the 

modern era, which gave the Arabic language a new social role and political valence. This 

development is, essentially, the rise of Arab nationalism. “That those who speak Arabic 

form a ‘nation’, and that this nation should be independent and united,” Hourani states, 

“are beliefs which only became articulate and acquired political strength during the 

present century” (that is, the twentieth century).7 For Dawisha, the “nationalist 

narrators…all agreed on the centrality of the Arabic language as a unifying force” by the 

middle of the twentieth century.8 They thereby privileged national identity as “most 

deserving of paramount loyalty,” sidelining other identities that the new national 

4 Yasir Suleiman, Arabic in the Fray: Language Ideology and Cultural Politics (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2013), 55. 
5 Suleiman, Arabic in the Fray, 52, 89. 
6 Suleiman, Arabic in the Fray, 94. 
7 Hourani, Arabic Thought, 260. 
8 Dawisha, Arab Nationalism,14. 
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population had until then held simultaneously.9 Suleiman confesses to having “some 

sympathy” for the “perennialist” nature of nationalist discourse, but still sees through the 

“unwarranted antiquity that it attributes to the Arab nation.”10 It is the “resonance” of an 

“archived set of themes” in Arabic thought on language over the longue durée that has 

abetted the rise of modern nationalism, in his analysis.11 All three scholars concur that 

language is central to nationalist discourse. But it is perhaps helpful to think of even that 

centrality as an active, dynamic one—in some sense a staged one. Considering to what 

uses modern Arab thinkers have put this central feature of language, the many ways they 

have understood it, opens more doors than simply affirming the obviousness or 

naturalness of this centrality. 

It is impossible to deny the existence of a venerable tradition of Arabic language 

study dating back to the first Islamic centuries. It is also clear that modern nationalism 

has invested the Arabic language with new political significance, and that Arab 

nationalism has been one of the most consequential ideologies in modern Arab and 

Middle Eastern history. But it would be to do an injustice to the complexity of both pre-

modern and modern Arab thought to imagine that Arab thinkers of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries put this historical tradition of study exclusively in the service of 

modern nationalism. Thought about language is complex enough to register the 

impressions of many influences and serve multiple purposes. 

This dissertation has attempted to highlight some of these influences and purposes 

that have characterized the life of Arabic in modern Arab thought. The second chapter 

traced the influence of evolutionary and historicist thought on Jurji Zaydan, who used 

9 Dawisha, Arab Nationalism,16, 15. 
10 Suleiman, Arabic in the Fray, 55. 
11 Suleiman, Arabic in the Fray, 89. 

258 
 

                                                           



these two modern intellectual currents to desacralize both Arabic and the very concept of 

knowledge, and to disturb the traditional scholarly elite who served as their guardians. 

Zaydan approached the history of the living language with a sense of discovery. Though 

the origins of Arabic were difficult to trace, Zaydan wrote in ecumenical terms of its 

descent through the Semitic family tree. Even the etymologies of key religious and 

cultural terms possessed surprises for Zaydan. Consequently, students and scholars of 

language must demonstrate dynamism in their thinking to match that of their subject, and 

Zaydan was eager to nurture exactly this new educated elite. The second chapter also 

featured two sets of varying views and voices to illustrate the many ways language 

became enmeshed in social and political questions at times of momentous change, in one 

case openly, and in the other under (or between) the covers of dictionaries. Though the 

differences between the surveys suggests a move to more programmatic cultural work, 

the ranges of the responses to both make it difficult to discern a dominant, still less 

dogmatic, understanding of Arabic’s social nature or political role. 

Zaydan sought to intrude on the purview of the old scholars of language, and to 

redefine the nature of their studies. But he was still attached to the division of educated 

elite and common mass. ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Maghribi, the subject of third chapter, was 

clearly committed to the educability of the public. Al-Maghribi sought to determine the 

source of linguistic authority and to manage the process of the language’s modernization 

through the collaboration of intellectuals and for the benefit of ordinary speakers. In 

similar ways he struggled with the source of authority in the Islamic umma, at times 

privileging religious mujtahids, at other times motioning towards the Caliph, who must 

nevertheless operate within a constitutional order as modeled by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, 
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the second Caliph of Islam. Al-Maghribi bore witness to the humbling and destruction of 

the Ottoman state, but through this period of great dislocation, he held firm to the 

revelation of Islam and the discerning human mind. Surely together they could inform an 

ethical system that may guide the new national population towards social excellence.  

The fourth chapter suggested ways the three succeeding political orders over the 

territory that became modern Syria influenced the thought of the members of the 

Damascus Academy and contributed to the life of their institution. The Academicians’ 

intellectual energies were not only devoted to a potential, imagined nationalist political 

order, but were shaped by the actual regimes under which they operated. The Arab 

Academicians shared an orientation towards the future with the late Ottoman, Faysalist, 

and French Mandatory regimes. Arab nationalism as an ideology could accommodate 

Arabic-speakers of different religious backgrounds, but in this respect it was prefigured 

by the inclusive promise of imperial citizenship of the late Ottomanizing state and the 

Young Turk Revolution of 1908. Intellectuals like the Damascus Academicians were 

primed for the ecumenicalism of the modern Arabic modernization effort. The novelty 

and sense of experimentation that marked the Academy mirrored similar dynamics 

animating Faysal’s kingdom and the French Mandate for Syria. Like the Faysali and 

Mandate states, Academy President Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali appealed to global standards 

to further the interests of the institution. 

Whereas modern nationalism may emphasize indigenist purity, the fifth chapter has 

explored the extent to which study of the Arabic language and its literatures served as a 

basis for cross-cultural encounters between scholars of the West and of the Arab world. 

Both sides participated in a “discourse of friendship” that bridged sympathetic minds. 
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This discourse may have masked disparities in power and political commitments, or it 

may have served as a means of critique or subversion of the same. It may have 

simultaneously expressed a sincere belief that the pursuit of science elevated all its 

devotees. The relations of the Academy and its orientalists widened the ecumenical 

embrace of Arabic language study to include global conceptions of knowledge/science 

and of the Nahda itself. 

The first decade’s work of the Arab Academy of Science in Damascus is instructive 

for the study of the Nahda and furthers research in multiple directions. It furnishes the 

site for revisiting the supposedly disinterested, “merely” expressive and communicative 

tool of language. It encourages us to re-examine the equally natural-seeming centrality of 

this phenomenon to constructions of national(ist) identities. It suggests language and 

nationalism are related in varying and potentially contentious ways, and also suggests 

they can be disassociated. The case of the Arab Academy points to the ways other global, 

local, historical, and novel intellectual legacies have been joined to the study of language.   

The Damascus Academicians came to grips with history, seeking out cultural 

treasures from the past like the Arabic manuscripts they photographed abroad and printed 

at home, and setting them into a narrative of Arab becoming. The more recent Ottoman 

past was a challenging historical legacy and one that inspired a range of attitudes. The 

case of the Arab Academy thus provides instances of modern Arab thinkers’ multiple 

readings of history and historical thought. As mentioned, the institution of the Academy 

shared ideological commonalities with various political regimes, but always posed as an 

educator of both the state and greater society, performing their work competently and 

serving their interests faithfully. The Arab Academy presents ways to think of 
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intellectuals’ social roles. Zaydan, al-Maghribi, and Kurd ‘Ali hoped to organize 

intellectuals to produce a vetted corpus of knowledge for the benefit of their societies. 

The Damascus Academy also invites ways to rethink the roles of Western intellectuals in 

the study of the Middle East, too, as the early Academy’s relations with its Western 

orientalist members invite returning to this controversial historiographical issue. The 

discourse of global Nahda that Arab and Western Academicians engineered is a complex 

case for global modern intellectual history.    

Two general observations may be made in closing, the first having to do with the 

scope of the Damascus Academy’s work, and the second having to do with the span of it. 

First, while Zaydan’s books and articles specifically on language have been analyzed 

here, any cursory skim through the pages of his newspaper (al-Hilal), his scholarly 

tomes, or his widely-read historical novels makes clear he was a man of many interests. 

This dissertation has deliberately attempted a broader look at al-Maghribi’s contributions, 

in politics, religion, ethics, and society. Neither Zaydan nor al-Maghribi was exclusively 

engrossed in matters of language, and isolating their thoughts about language from the 

rest of their concerns is in certain ways a contrived exercise. The Arab Academy was also 

not “only” dedicated to preserving or modernizing the Arabic language. It is significant, 

of course, that the Academy was not renamed the Academy of the Arabic Language in 

Damascus until 1960, to conform to its Cairene counterpart during the United Arab 

Republic between Syria and Egypt. It was until then named the Arab Scientific Academy, 

or ‘ilmi—the Arabic term, as we have seen, with a long pedigree relating to notions of 

learning and knowledge.  

In terms of the particular task of coining new words—the task with which the 
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Academy is associated in the minds of many Syrians today—the second issue of the 

Academy journal (February 1921) features an article titled “Reform of the Language of 

Departments of State” (islah lughat al-dawawin), along with tables of new administrative 

terms approved and offered by the Academy.12 In his study of the contemporary 

Arabization (t‘arib) movement, Mamduh Muhammad Khasara cites figures to the effect 

that the Academy in its third and fourth decades (over the 1940s and 1950s) listed 5200 

new words in its journal.13 But he also notes that the Academy did not establish a 

specialized committee for coining new terminology until 1956.14 The Academy, as we 

have seen, grew out of the expansive remit of King Faysal’s Education Bureau in 1919, 

and was charged from the outset with administering the Zahiriyya Library and the Arab 

Museum. It hosted highbrow public lectures and corrected “slips of the pen.” The range 

of topics covered in its journal articles suggests it did attempt to live up to its mission, as 

expressed in the Organic Statute of 1928, to produce “erudite research into the history of 

Syria and of the Arabic language,” and indeed into the history of the broader Arabo-

Islamic world.15 In short, the case of the Arab Academy of Damascus is important not 

only for what it tells us about the modern career of the Arabic language, but also about 

modern thought, in general, in the Arabic language. 

Second, the longevity of the Damascus Academy’s career is an obvious fact. The 

Academy, born under Faysal’s short-lived kingdom, survived the French Mandate and 

persevered into the independence period and through the era of military and Baathist rule 

12 Majalla 1 (1921), 43-46. 
13 Mamduh Muhammad Khasara, al-T‘arib: Mu’assasatuhu wa-Wasa’iluhu (Beirut: al-Resalah Publishers, 
1999), 17. 
14 Khasara, al-T‘arib, 19. 
15 MAE.N, 1SL/600/58 (1928). L’Instruction Publique. Arrête No. 135 fixant le statut organique de 
l’Académie Arabe et de la Bibliothèque Nationale de l’État de Syrie. 
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(including the almost equally short-lived Union with Egypt, 1958-1961). Along with the 

Syrian University (later the University of Damascus), it is perhaps modern Syria’s oldest 

continually existing national institution. Indeed, the Academy has been holding sessions 

in Damascus to the day of writing, while much of the rest of the country is engulfed in its 

unspeakable calamity. As recently as 11 September 2008, the President of the Syrian 

Arab Republic, Bashar al-Asad, signed Legislative Decree No. 50, which affirmed, 

among other things, the Academy’s corporate personality, its financial and administrative 

independence, and its connection to the Ministry of Higher Education.16  

This most recent decree echoes language and maintains institutional relations that 

date from the Organic Statute of 1928, and which were reiterated and reaffirmed in 

Legislative Decree No. 90 as signed by independent Syria’s first President, Shukri al-

Quwattli, on 30 June 1947.17 Like the 1947 document, the 2008 decree describes the 

Academy’s aims as including the preservation of the Arabic language, making it suitable 

for modern times (or to serve “the needs of developed life”), to study the history of the 

Arab umma and its relations with other civilizations, to revive the heritage (turath) of the 

Arabs in the sciences, arts, and literature, etc.18 The repeated language of the Academy’s 

statutes and decrees speaks to a persistence of ideas about language, civilization, and 

cultural work that have harmonized with or been accommodated by the ideologies of the 

succeeding regimes in Syria. It also speaks to the retention of state and institutional 

practices across the quasi-colonial period and into the era of independence. 

16 Website of the Academy of the Arabic Language in Damascus. http://www.arabacademy.gov.sy/#. 
Accessed 1 November 2015. 
17 Ahmad al-Futayyih, Tarikh al-Majm‘a al-‘Ilmi al-‘Arabi (Damascus: Matba‘a al-Taraqqi, 1956), 244-
252. 
18 Website of the Academy of the Arabic Language in Damascus. http://www.arabacademy.gov.sy/#. 
Accessed 1 November 2015. 
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Khasara surveys the state of the Arabization (t‘arib) movement, its institutions and 

mediums, or methods on the eve of the millennium, in 1999. His first chapter offers 

overviews of the nine academies in the Arab world today, beginning with the Damascus 

Academy, the historical first, as well as the Union of Arabic Language Academies.19  He 

describes other organizations and associations involved in the Arabization/language 

modernization effort, including the Arabization Coordination Office (Maktab Tansiq al-

T‘arib) in Rabat, Morocco, the Higher Institute of Arabization in Sudan, and the 

Arabization Section of the Gulf Cooperation Council. These various institutions have 

held conferences on Arabization, collaborated in the compiling of dictionaries, and 

continue to share the field with independent scholars and writers, university departments, 

and numerous publications across the Arab world. It is in fact possible to speak of a 

regional Arabization or “t‘arib industry” today, with the Damascus Academy one hub 

among many. Kurd ‘Ali in 1922 anticipated that his Academy would expand with the 

expansion of knowledge/science in the Arab umma; certainly the regional Arabization 

movement in general has so expanded.  

Zaydan, al-Maghribi, and many of their contemporaries argued that the Arabic 

language is a dynamic, even living being, and hence capable of adapting and evolving to 

meet the needs of the modern age—indeed that it must adapt and evolve. Whatever the 

strengths of their arguments as expositions of Arabic’s inherent or historical dynamism, it 

seems clear that through their efforts and those of their many successors, modern Arab 

intellectuals have engaged in a dynamic process of language modernization, and complex 

debates about the Arabic language.     

19 The academies are located in: Syria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, Sudan, the Palestinian 
Territories, and Libya, from Khasara, al-T‘arib, 141.  
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