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Note on Transcription


The transcription of Arabic words in this book is that of the Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd edn), with the following deviations: kh = kh; dj = j; sh = sh; þ = q. The transcription does not reflect the regressive assimilation (idghÁm) of the lateral in the definite article al with the so-called ‘sun letters’ (t, th, d, r, z, s, sh, Ò, Ô, Ã, Û, n): e.g. al-ÓahÔÁwÐ (and not aÔ-ÓahÔÁwÐ). In line with common usage, hamza is not transcribed in word-initial positions, whereas the so-called ‘nunation’ (tanwÐn) – regular indefinite inflectional noun endings – is dropped throughout (except in some cases for the accusative singular -an), as are the anaptyctic vowels of catenated speech. Place names appear in their common historical English forms – e.g. Aleppo (instead of Íalab) – or in transliteration, usually followed by an English equivalent in brackets, when it involves little-known towns or areas for which no established English form is available, e.g. ÓahÔÁ (Tahta). Arabic technical terms are transliterated and italicized, except for words such as ‘Islam’, ‘Muslim’ or ‘sultan’ where common sense has been allowed to prevail. Save for such familiar forms as ÝulamÁ’ (sing. ÝÁlim), plurals of isolated Arabic words appear in the singular with the English regular plural -s marker, e.g. sharÐfs (instead of shurafÁ’). The tÁ’ marbÙÔa noun end-marker is not rendered in transcription when it appears in pre-pausal positions, only when it is affixed to the head-noun in a genitive construction (status constructus), in which case it is transliterated as t, e.g. madrasa, but madrasat al-alsun.


Finally, a word about the dates. On the whole, only the Georgian dates are given, with the dates of the Muslim (lunar) Hijra calendar (which starts in 622 A.D., the year in which the Prophet MuÎammad emigrated from Mekka to Medina) added in the event of overlaps or ambiguity, in which case the Hijra calendar year comes first, e.g. 1236/1820–21.





Preface to the Second Edition


It is gratifying to note that the first edition of the book was very well received. In addition to its appeal to a wider audience interested in the early modern history of the Middle East and Alterist discourse, the book has enjoyed success as a text in university courses in the fields of Arabic literature, history, sociology and cultural anthropology.


If anything, the interest in RifÁÝa RÁfiÝ al-ÓahÔÁwÐ has increased in the English-speaking world, if references to him are a measure to go by. This is perhaps not as surprising as it seems in view of the fact that our protagonist has withstood the test of time and his views are as relevant now as they were over 150 years ago.


When faced with the prospect of a second edition, the question that arises is, of course, the extent to which the ‘old one’ needs to be revised and ‘updated’ lest it be out of step with contemporary scholarship. Whilst there is always room for improvement, change should not be an aim in itself, and it became clear that the second edition only required relatively minor amendments, additions and corrections.


Durham, August 2010





Preface


In more ways than one, the current work may be said to be an extension of my doctoral research into 19th-century Tunisian travellers to Europe. Time and again, I was struck by the huge importance of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s book to modern Arabic literature and the development of modern Arab political and social thought, as well as its essential value as a source for any historical study in the field of Muslim Alterist discourse. Furthermore, the author is inextricably linked with the cultural Renaissance (nahÃa) of Egypt, in which he was one of its driving forces, and has rightly been called the father of Egyptian nationalism and of modern Islamic educational thought, as well as being one of the forerunners of modern Arab historiography. In spite of this, it took until the last quarter of the 20th century before the book was translated into a European language, first into French by Anouar Louca, then into German by Karl Stowasser.1 Neither translation, however, was quite complete. The English-speaking reader, on the other hand, had to make do with a mere five and a half pages in a survey of modern Arabic literature.2 It is indeed extraordinary that in what must be called a veritable wave of translations of modern Arabic literature into English from the mid–1970s onwards, the 19th century is conspicuous by its absence. Naturally, to a large extent this may be ascribed to changes in literary tastes as well as other factors, among which one may cite the political situation in the Middle East, whereas the award of the Nobel Prize for literature to the Egyptian author NagÐb MaÎfÙÛ whetted the appetite of Western audiences for contemporary Arabic fiction. To be sure, most of the translations are aimed at the general public, yet the situation is not that different in the academic world, where research on Arabic literature seems to be split between that of the modern age (the 20th century or, more precisely, the latter half thereof) and that of the Middle Ages (the so-called ‘Classical’ or ‘Golden Age’ of Arabic literature), while the literary output of the 19th century is exploited predominantly by historians, political and social scientists, linguists, etc.


Despite a firm intention to produce an English translation of the book, circumstances – both academic and personal – for a long time precluded me from devoting the necessary time to the project. At the same time, it may be said to be both fortuitous and fitting that the translation should have been completed in the year marking the 200th anniversary of the author’s birth.


The introduction to the translation attempts to place both the book and its author in the appropriate historical context. However, it must be stressed that it has no pretensions to being a general study of the life and works of RifÁÝa al-ÓahÔÁwÐ. For while such an endeavour is long overdue in English (or in any other European language), the scope of the introduction is clearly delimited by the work in question.


I should like to take this opportunity to thank a number of people whose feedback has greatly contributed to this work. First and foremost, my thanks must go to Pierre Cachia (Columbia University) and Jacques Thiry (University of Brussels) who read early drafts of the work and provided many valuable and helpful comments and recommendations, which were subsequently incorporated into the definitive version. It stands to reason that I alone remain responsible for any remaining faults and errors. I should also like to extend my gratitude to Hossam El-Khadem (University of Brussels) and Robin Ostle (St John’s College, Oxford) for their encouraging feedback on my translation. I am also pleased to be able to thank Nieves Paradela Alonso and Marίa Luisa Ortega from the Universidad Autonóma in Madrid. Heartfelt thanks are equally due to the head of my college, Frans De Laet, for providing both logistical support and encouragement for my research. Finally, I owe a word of thanks to Saqi Books, and especially Sarah Al-Hamad, for their support and what sometimes seemed boundless patience.


 


1.  Though respectively completed in 1957 and 1966, both translations were published in 1988: A. Louca, TahÔÁwÐ. L’Or de Paris. Relation de voyage, 1826–1831, Paris (Sindbad), 342pp. (based on the 1849 edn); K. Stowasser, RifÁÝa al-ÓahÔÁwÐ. Ein Muslim entdeckt Europa. Die Reise eines Ägypters im 19. Jahrhundert nach Paris, Munich (C. Beck), 339 pp. (based on the 1834 edn).


2.  J. Haywood, 1971: 72–7.





PART ONE



INTRODUCTION






ONE



The ‘Egyptian’ Mission to Europe



Background



After destroying the power of the former rulers of Egypt, the slave-soldier dynasty of the MamlÙks,1 MuÎammad ÝAlÐ (1770–1849) – a former Albanian mercenary who had been part of the Ottoman force sent to oust the French from Egypt (with the help of the British) – found himself in total control of the country. In 1805, he was appointed walÐ (governor) by the Ottoman Sultan, to whose empire Egypt belonged, and received the honorary title of Pasha. It was clear from the start that the new ruler was not going to allow his dominion to continue its slumber of times past. Nothing if not ambitious, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ Pasha set about building a regional superpower (as well as a dynasty), which would on more than one occasion bring him into conflict with his liege lord in Constantinople. Having witnessed modern European warfare capability, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ realized that in order to further his ambition, he would require outside help in the guise of military aid from the West. It is not as if this approach was entirely new; indeed, the core of the Ottoman contingent sent to Egypt had been trained by German officers and constituted the first companies within the so-called ‘New Army’ (niÛÁm-i jedÐd ), set up by the ‘modernizing’ Sultan SelÐm III (1789–1807).2 Europeans had been involved in the modernization of Ottoman education since the first half of the 18th century, Count Claude-Alexandre de Bonneval (d. 1747) having founded the first school of geometry (hendesehane) in Constantinople in 1734,3 whereas the famous Franco-Hungarian engineer Baron de Tott (d. 1793) set up a technical college.4 These were followed by other institutes such as the Imperial Naval School (Mühendishane-i bahri-i hümayun, 1773) and the Military Engineering School (Mühendishane-i hümayun, 1784). The latter establishment marked the first milestone in the introduction of European-style education as its staff consisted for the most part of French military engineers.5 This school also gave a new impetus to the translation movement started under MuÒÔafÁ III (d. 1774), shifting its focus to military manuals, especially French ones.6 It was not until the reign of SelÐm III that European experts and army personnel were brought in to build and train a European-style army, whereas it is interesting to note that the young Napoleon Bonaparte was at one time put forward as the head of a military mission to Turkey.7 It was also in the same period of what can be called the Ottoman perestroika that for the first time permanent embassies were established in various European capitals: London (1793), Vienna (1794), Berlin (1795) and Paris (1796).8


Although at first MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s primary concern lay with all matters military, i.e. the formation of his own NiÛÁm al-jadÐd,9 he soon began to hatch far more ambitious plans, aimed at modernizing the entire country through the introduction of European sciences. The key to the project was, of course, education. And so, in addition to recruiting foreign military advisers and trainers, he chose the revolutionary path of sending people to the very places where these sciences had been developed.


The first to be sent was a Turk by the name of ÝUthmÁn NÙr al-DÐn (1797–1834), whose beginnings could hardly have been more humble as his father was a water carrier at MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s court. Nevertheless, for reasons still unclear, his name was put forward by Joseph Bokty, the consul-general of Sweden, who had been entrusted with selecting some boys for training in the European sciences in Italy. Although the initial idea was to send a group of students, ÝUthmÁn was the only one chosen, and in 1809 he left for Europe, returning to his native land only eight years later.10 After a brief spell in Switzerland and Germany, he proceeded to Italy, where he stayed for several years and studied engineering and military and naval sciences (in Livorno, Milan and Rome), and finally ended up in Paris, where he remained for a little over a year to study French, English and mathematics. In addition to educating himself, ÝUthmÁn was also charged with acquiring as many books as he could, as MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, though illiterate himself until his late forties, was interested in any and all books dealing with the modern sciences and technologies or any other subjects that could be useful in the training of officials and the advancement of the country.11


Naturally, these works would have to be translated as well as printed, and so in addition to purchasing presses in France and Italy, he in 1815 sent the 15-year-old Syrian-born NiqÙlÁ MassÁbikÐ (d. 1830) to Milan to learn the art of printing.12 He was accompanied by at least two other Syrian Christian students, RafÁ’Ðl MassÁbikÐ and IlyÁs ÑabbÁgh, who after a short and, it would seem, inauspicious stay in Milan went on to Turin where they took classes in, respectively, mathematics and chemistry.13


That the first students were sent to Italy was not exactly a coincidence. First of all, there were long-standing trading links between the two countries, and Italian city-states were the first to have diplomatic representation in Egypt (as well as in other Muslim lands). Second, it had the advantage of geographical proximity. Third, Italians made up more than two-thirds of the European expatriate community; predominantly traders, many also served as doctors or as officers in the Egyptian army. Finally, the presence of large Italian trading communities all along the Islamic shores of the Mediterranean meant that Italian was the most widely understood European language in both the Near East and North Africa. Indeed, at least one Muslim ruler, the Tunisian AÎmad Bey (1837–55) actually spoke it and conversed in it with the French King Louis-Philippe during a state visit to France in December 1846.14 The preferential linguistic relationship with Italy was reinforced through the lingua franca, the Romance-based commercial link language in use in the eastern and southern Mediterranean Basin since the Middle Ages. Within this creole, which was a mixture of several languages (both Eastern and Western), Italic dialects constituted the dominant Romance substratum.15


It is worth noting that none of these students was in fact a native Egyptian. The main reason for this was the fact that there were hardly any native Egyptian officials, nearly all being of foreign (Turkish, Georgian, Albanian) extraction, as indeed MuÎammad ÝAlÐ himself was. The Syrian Christian connection, on the other hand, went back to the French occupation of Egypt. Many of the Syrian expatriates, who had themselves escaped religious persecution at home or were descendants of refugees, established close links with the French administration, and because of their language skills (developed through long-standing trading contacts with Europeans) served as interpreters and liaison officers with the local population. In the face of Muslim opposition, Bonaparte very early on availed himself of the services of the local religious minorities (Syrian Christians, Copts) as they were most inclined towards the French cause. Minorities were also recruited into the French forces, a policy that would later become standard practice in the French military and was to be used with great success in other campaigns, notably in Algeria (e.g. the Zouaves). This led to the creation of a Greek legion, led by Colonel Papas Oglou, a MamlÙk renegade from Chios, who played a part in the suppression of the first Cairo insurgence of October 1798.16 By far the most significant creation, however, was an independent Coptic legion placed under the command of MuÝallim YaÝqÙb (1745–1801). From an ill-trained ragtag band, the legion grew into a disciplined fighting unit, which, by 1801, counted a staggering 24,000 men.17 In addition, French policy included the appointment of minorities to local government structures, which were dominated by Copts, who had the additional advantage of being wholly Egyptian and of having administrative experience, though they had never been allowed officially to hold public office.18 Bonaparte even appointed two Syrian Christians to his council of local dignitaries (DÐwÁn). Unsurprisingly, these types of collaboration with the foreign infidel, combined with rumours of plans for a semi-independent Egyptian state run by Copts,19 caused a great deal of bad blood among the Muslim population, which feelings were exacerbated by accounts of maltreatment of Muslims by their Christian compatriots, while, one may suspect, the privileged economic status of many Syrian Christians (and to a lesser extent Copts) did not help matters much either.20 As a result, many of them (though far fewer than one might expect), fearful of an anti-Christian backlash, accompanied the French expedition force home in self-imposed exile.21 Some would continue to play a role as intermediaries between the East and their adoptive France. Notable examples were the Syrians Michel Sabbag (MÐkhÁ’Ðl al-ÑabbÁgh),22 Joanny Pharaon (see below) and BÁsÐl Fakhr (Basile Fackr),23 and the Copt Ellious Bocthor (IlyÁs BuqÔur al-AsyÙÔÐ),24 all of whom made substantial contributions to Arabic studies in France and played a significant role as cultural intermediaries.


In Egypt, certain Christian orders (especially the Franciscans) had already in the 18th century actively pursued the idea of sending young Copts (and later Syrian Christian refugees) to Europe in order to train as missionaries.25 Though the policy was not as successful as it was in Syria and Lebanon, there is a record of at least one such student, a Coptic convert to Catholicism by the name of RafÁ’Ðl ÓÙkhÐ (Raphael Tuki). Originally sent to Rome as a child to be trained as a priest, he stayed on and compiled the very first printed book to be used in Egypt, the Missale Copto-Arabicum (1734), which, tellingly, was published by the Vatican Propaganda College.26 At about the same time, there also seems to have been an Egyptian-born Greek by the name of Constantin undergoing training as a Jeune de langue at the Paris-based Louis-le-Grand college.27 Initially, the Jeunes de langue were young Levantine boys, who were recruited by the Capuchins for missionary training and/or to serve as dragomen at French diplomatic postings in the Levant. In the 1720s, however, the Levantines were replaced by French students (often the offspring of French diplomatic staff in the East), as the former were deemed incapable of meeting the required standards to complete the extremely demanding and rigorous linguistic training.28


However, ÓÙkhÐ may not have been the first native Egyptian to receive instruction in Rome as records reveal the presence in France in the early 17th century of another Copt, a certain YÙsuf Ibn AbÙ Dhaqn (Josephus Abudacnus), who served as the main linguistic informant to the Dutch Arabist Thomas Erpenius (1584–1624) during the latter’s stay there (1609–11).29 Unfortunately, little is known about AbÙ Dhaqn, whose educational attainment seems to have been quite poor, since according to Erpenius he ‘could not read classical Arabic’ and was thus able to help the Arabist develop his conversational skills only.


Christians (and Jews) had always had more contacts with Europeans, and none more so than those of the Levant. Indeed, many Syro-Lebanese clerics received religious training in Europe, especially Rome. Arguably one of the first Levantines to spend a long period there was the Maronite JibrÁ’Ðl al-QilÁÝÐ, who had been ‘recruited’ by a Franciscan passing through his village around 1468. Three years later, he left for Italy where he was to stay for 23 years, after which he returned to his native Lebanon as a missionary.30 In 1583, the Papal authorities in Rome set up a Maronite seminary (Collegium Maronitarum), which produced a number of famous scholars, some of whom even settled in Europe,31 e.g. JibrÁ’Ðl al-ÑahyÙnÐ (Sionita),32 IbrÁhÐm al-ÍÁqilÐ (Abraham Ecchellensis),33 YuÎannÁ al-ÍaÒrÙnÐ (Hesronita),34 YÙsuf SimÝÁn al-SimÝÁnÐ (Assemanus).35 In addition to boosting Oriental studies in Europe through translations and research into Arabic language, literature and culture, these clerics were also the first native carriers of European culture in their homeland. Those who returned home played a crucial role as intermediaries between East and West because of their linguistic skills and intimate knowledge of European culture. These contacts between Syrian Christians and the West were also instrumental in the introduction of printing in the Near East, the St Antony monastery in QazÎayyÁ (Lebanon) obtaining its first (Syriac) press in 1610. The first Arabic press was set up in Aleppo in 1702, and others followed in al-Shuwayr (1734) and Beirut (1751).36 The missionary schools set up in the Near East by various orders (mainly Jesuits) formed another important avenue of contact with Europe; the most famous were the establishments at ÝAyn ÓÙra (1734) and ÝAyn Waraqa (1789).


MassÁbikÐ’s mission, which lasted four years, directly resulted in the creation in 1821 of the Official Government Press in the Cairo suburb of BÙlÁq.37 Though officially headed by ÝUthmÁn NÙr al-DÐn, MassÁbikÐ was in charge of the day-to-day running of the press that he had brought back from Italy. Interestingly enough, the very first book to roll off the press was an Italian-Arabic dictionary by the Syrian Melchite priest RafÁ’Ðl AnÔÙn ZakhÙr (1759–1831), who had been one of the official interpreters to the French occupation force.38 In the same year, the press started printing a Turkish-Arabic court bulletin for official use only, which was little more than a record of reports from the various government departments. This register was entitled JurnÁl al-Khidiw (‘The Khedivial Journal’), which thus became the world’s first printed Arabic periodical.39 Six years later, this was succeeded by a veritable official gazette, the WaqÁ’iÝ MiÒriyya (‘Egyptian Events’), with Shaykh Íasan al-ÝAÔÔÁr (see below) as its first editor. The first issue of this bilingual Turkish-Arabic publication, which later became al-WaqÁ’iÝ al-MiÒriyya, saw the light on 3 December 1828 (25 JumÁdÁ I 1244).40


The second stage in MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s grand educational designs was, of course, the provision of schooling at home. At the time, the Egyptian educational system, like that in other Islamic countries, consisted of religious schools (kuttÁbs), usually attached to mosques, where Muslim children received rudimentary religious instruction and were taught basic reading and writing skills. As for the country’s famous university-mosque, al-Azhar, this provided little general education, concentrating on religious sciences and the Arabic language, whereas the job opportunities of its graduates were limited to preaching or scribal duties.41 Things were not much different for the Coptic minority, whose children also received little more than basic instruction, and for whom no higher education was available at all. The first step towards the creation of a specialized school system intended to provide both present and future officials in his administration with the necessary skills came in 1816, when MuÎammad ÝAlÐ set up a school at the Citadel where the palace MamlÙks were taught calligraphy and arithmetic. Soon afterwards, the curriculum was expanded to include Turkish, Persian and Italian, as well as basic military training.42 In 1820, a geometry school was also set up, which was primarily aimed at training land surveyors. At the request of ÝUthmÁn NÙr al-DÐn, this school was in May 1821 relocated to BÙlÁq, where he had set up a library at the palace of IbrÁhÐm Pasha, the viceroy’s son and heir apparent, with the books he had purchased in Europe.43 One of the teachers at this school was the French architect Pascal Coste, who would later make a name for himself with his research on Arab and Islamic architecture.44 In 1825, the school was again moved, this time to QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ, and was renamed Madrasa jihÁdiyya (‘Military School’).45 ÝUthmÁn, who had been put in charge of the BÙlÁq school, retained his position and moved with it to its new premises. Like the earlier avatars, the Military School was not accessible to Egyptians, allowing only Turkish, Georgian, Armenian, Greek and Kurdish students.46 Indeed, the viceroy’s intention was to train an Ottoman aristocracy to form the backbone of his power, for which purpose he ordered the purchase of white slaves in Constantinople.47 MuÎammad ÝAlÐ realized, however, that despite the presence of foreign teachers (predominantly Italians, Italian also being the chief medium of instruction), the school would not be able to deliver either the level or the diversity of education he wanted, whereas he was also mindful of the inherent dangers of teaching through interpreters.48 He therefore instructed his adviser on foreign matters, Boghos Bey YÙsuf, to arrange a study stay in Europe for a group of students. In January 1826, the latter contacted Drovetti,49 the French consul-general, and asked him to which country the contingent should be sent. Though himself of Italian extraction, Drovetti strongly argued in favour of France, claiming that religious prejudice in Italy, combined with anti-Egyptian feeling over the country’s war with Greece, would make life difficult for the students.50 At the same time, it should be said that as early as 1811, the French, in the guise of Edme-François Jomard51 – the editor of the monumental Description d’Egypte – had already submitted a ‘plan pour la civilisation de l’Egypte par l’instruction’ (via Drovetti), under which Egyptian students would go to France for training in the modern sciences.52 In fact, it went back even further than that. Bonaparte, himself, saw education, especially French education, as a means of conquering the minds of people and of spreading the ideas and principles of the French Revolution and civilization. As such, it was just another propaganda tool – albeit a very powerful one – like the celebration of Islamic festivals and Bonaparte’s expressions of admiration of Islam, or the incorporation of locals into the French army. Shortly after taking Malta (on the way to Egypt), he ordered that a group of some 60 Maltese boys from the island’s most prominent families be sent to France for education, with a view to creating a local élite imbued with French ideas and the French Cause. Unfortunately, he soon discovered that this policy would not work with Muslim notables in Egypt; at the same time, his attention was needed for more pressing practical matters, such as fighting battles and controlling a generally hostile population.53


Shortly before ÝUthmÁn NÙr al-DÐn left Paris at the end of his study stay, Jomard entrusted him with another copy of the proposal to give to the viceroy.54 However, ÝUthmÁn’s loyalties lay with Italy, and he did not press the issue with MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, who decided to postpone things.55


Despite intensive lobbying by both the pro-Italian faction within the highest echelons of his administration (led by Boghos and ÝUthmÁn) and British diplomats, the viceroy in the end decided the tug of war in favour of Drovetti. One may speculate that the arrival shortly before of a group of French officers (led by General Boyer) to train the Egyptian military was a factor that strongly pleaded in favour of France.56 Furthermore, to one such as MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, most of whose modernization projects were aimed at increasing his military capability, the military superpower status of France (and the advantages to be drawn from this) must have been a powerful element of persuasion as well. Indeed, at the very moment the viceroy took his decision, construction work on two frigates was going on at the Marseilles shipyards.57 In addition to motive, there came also opportunity with the arrival of a French ship, La Truite, in Alexandria in March 1826. After being received at the court by the viceroy, the captain of the vessel, a certain Robillard, went on to pay an official visit to General Boyer’s training camp at AbÙ ZaÝbal. Nothing if not mercurial, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ decided to strike while the iron was hot and ordered the formation of the student contingent so that they could sail to France on La Truite.



The Students



Initially, the group consisted of forty-four members, chosen (as was the case for most court appointments) mainly for reasons of favouritism rather than on merit or ability, many of them hailing from leading Cairene families.58 Only eighteen of the students had been born in Egypt; the others were Circassians, Greeks, Georgians, Armenians (the most prominent among them being the ArtÐn brothers)59 and Turks, whereas two (MuÒÔafÁ MukhtÁr Efendi and AÎmad Efendi) came from MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s hometown of Kavalla. As a result, the majority were Turkish-speaking, though some of the Turkish-speakers could also converse in Arabic, while others had some Italian. None of them knew any French. All of them were Muslims, except for the four Armenian Christians.


The educational background of the students was quite poor: eleven of them had had no education whatsoever and few could boast more than an elementary knowledge of arithmetic. Twenty-five of them had spent some time at the BÙlÁq and/or QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ schools, while three (RifÁÝa, AÎmad al-ÝAÔÔÁr, and MuÎammad al-DashÔÙÔÐ) had studied at al-Azhar.


In terms of age, the students also made up a motley crew, the youngest (the Cairo-born MuÎammad AsÝad) being barely fifteen (the other six below the age of eighteen were also born in Egypt), whereas the eldest, the Turk Íasan al-IskandaranÐ (one of the leaders) was thirty-seven. The average age was twenty-one (nineteen of the students were below that age), which meant that, at twenty-four, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was only slightly older than the others.


The group was led by three high officials, ÝAbdÐ Efendi and the aforementioned MuÒÔafÁ MukhtÁr Efendi and Íasan al-IskandarÁnÐ, who were destined for training in, respectively, civil administration, military organization, and naval engineering and administration.60


The ‘second-class’ status of the students of native Egyptian stock became clear from the studies for which they were destined. While the Turks, Circassians and Armenians were slated for military and administration-related courses, naval, and political sciences – i.e. all leading directly to high office within government – the Egyptians dominated in more ‘practical’ fields such as natural history, metal founding, mechanics, engraving and typography, and chemistry, all of which were held in relatively low esteem by the ruler, who did not set great store by what he considered to be purely academic pursuits of no immediate use to him or his government.


The students left Cairo on 18 March and set sail for Alexandria on board small boats. The journey, which involved several stops at villages along the way, took four days. They were put up at the viceroy’s sumptuous Alexandria palace to await their departure for France some twenty-three days later. On 13 April, the party boarded the ship, which sailed the following day.


From Alexandria, they went towards Crete, then to Sicily, where they dropped anchor off Messina and stayed for five days (28 April–3 May), without, however, being allowed on shore because of quarantine regulations. Then they continued their journey towards Naples, thence sailing on to Corsica (12 May) and Marseilles. After a sea journey lasting thirty-two days, the ship finally docked in Marseilles on 15 May 1826. The adventure was about to begin. But before recounting their experiences in Europe, it is time to take a closer look at the most famous member of the mission and the author of the only account of it.
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TWO



Life of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ



Auspicious Beginnings1



The small market town of ÓahÔÁ (Tahta) lies on the west bank of the Nile in Upper Egypt (al-ÑaÝÐd), some 430 km south of Cairo, midway between the district capitals AsyÙÔ (Asyut) and ÑuhÁj (Sohag). Once the site of a temple dedicated to the god Horus, the town never occupied a prominent place in history. However, it was here that on 14 October 1801, as the last French soldiers were leaving Egyptian soil in defeat, a young baby boy was born into a noble and wealthy family of sharÐfs,2 whose branches could be found all over Upper Egypt.


On his father’s side, his lineage went all the way back to the Prophet MuÎammad via his daughter FÁÔima, and his ancestors included the famous mystic saint (walÐ) SÐdÐ JalÁl al-DÐn AbÙ Þl-QÁsim (d. 1361), who gave his name to the mosque and Qur’Án school (madrasa) in the town. The boy’s mother, FÁÔima, was the daughter of AÎmad al-FarghalÐ al-AnÒÁrÐ, whose ancestry went back to the Medinese Khazraj tribe, who are commonly designated as al-AnÒÁr, i.e. ‘Helpers’ (of the Prophet), in recognition of their assistance to the Prophet after his flight from Mekka (622 A.D.). The boy’s proud parents named their only child RifÁÝa, after one of his mother’s ancestors, RifÁÝa b. ÝAbd al-SalÁm al-KhaÔÐb (‘the Preacher’) al-AnÒÁrÐ, whose tomb is still today a popular pilgrimage site.3 The family enjoyed great respect and standing within the community, several members being judges (qÁÃÐs) and scholars (ÝulamÁ’); his maternal uncles, for instance, included the grammarian and poet AbÙ Þl-Íasan ÝAbd al-AzÐz al-AnÒÁrÐ, the ÍadÐth (religious traditions) expert ÝAbd al-Ñamad al-AnÒÁrÐ, and the ShÁfÝÐ faqÐh (legal scholar) FarrÁj al-AnÒÁrÐ. In traditional Muslim society, great kudos was conferred upon families of such pious ancestry, and throughout his life RifÁÝa would remain extremely proud of his noble descent, referring to it on several occasions.4


Like so many rural families, the AbÙ Þl-QÁsim witnessed a dramatic reversal of fortunes with the introduction of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s land reforms, which included the abolition of the iltizÁm (tax farming) system.5 RifÁÝa’s father was one of those tax farmers (multazim) whose property was expropriated, as a result of which he was reduced to poverty overnight. So, after a relatively carefree childhood, during which RifÁÝa got much of his early education from his uncles, he left ÓahÔÁ with his parents in 1813, as his father desperately sought means to provide for his family. After staying with relatives from the AbÙ QuÔna family at Mansha’t al-NÐda (near the district capital of JirjÁ), they went on to QinÁ (Qena) and thence to FarshÙÔ (east of NagÝ ÍammÁdÐ), before returning to their native town, where they moved in with the mother’s family. RifÁÝa’s father died soon afterwards. It was during those three years on the road that RifÁÝa, whose intellectual ability had already manifested itself, learned the entire Qur’Án by heart under the supervision of his father. He had also started studying some of the texts in use at the al-Azhar mosque with the help of his uncles.



The First Exile



In 1817, after a two-week boat voyage on the Nile, mother and son arrived in Cairo, where RifÁÝa enrolled at al-Azhar, the undisputed centre of learning in the Near East. Here, he received a classical training in the religious sciences and Arabic (grammar and rhetoric) from some of the most eminent scholars of his day, among them IbrÁhÐm al-BÁjÙrÐ (grammar and Qur’Án exegesis),6 Íasan al-BurhÁn al-QuwÐsnÐ,7 MuÎammad al-DamanhÙrÐ,8 and MuÎammad Ibn ShÁfiÝÐ al-FaÃÁlÐ (ÍadÐth),9 whose attention he attracted by writing an urjÙza (a poem in the rajaz metre) on the unity of God (tawÎÐd).10 However, the one who would have the greatest influence on the young ÝÁlim was Shaykh Íasan al-ÝAÔÔÁr (see below), who instilled in his protégé a love of learning and a passion for poetry, while arousing his interest in medicine, astronomy, history and geography, as well as in the new European sciences that he had witnessed first-hand during his visits at the Institut d’Egypte. At al-Azhar, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ also studied several works of ÒÙfism (taÒawwuf), and under Shaykh al-BukhÁrÐ he read the famous KitÁb al-Íikam (‘Book of Maxims’) by the ÒÙfÐ Ibn ÝAÔÁ’ AllÁh al-IskandÁrÐ (d. 1309), a member of the ShÁdhilÐ brotherhood.11 He also received instruction from AÎmad b. ÝAlÐ al-DamhÙjÐ (d. 1848), who would become shaykh al-Azhar, i.e. Rector, in 1838. A member of the Khalwatiyya order (ÔarÐqa),12 he was a khalÐfa (official representative) of the famous Shaykh ÝAbd AllÁh al-SharqÁwÐ13, a contemporary of the historian al-JabartÐ.


While still a student, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ regularly returned to the south, where he did some teaching at the YÙsufÐ mosque in the west-bank town of MallawÐ (c. 50km south of al-MinyÁ) and that named after his ancestor in his native ÓahÔÁ. During his first classes, at the end of his first year at al-Azhar, he already impressed scholars with his lectures on ÑughrÁ al-ÑughrÁ, a famous theological work by the Moroccan-born MuÎammad AbÙ ÝAbd AllÁh al-SanÙsÐ (d. 1490).14 After four years at al-Azhar, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ received several ijÁzas, i.e. permissions from shaykhs to teach their courses, and as from 1821 he, too, became a lecturer at al-Azhar. It seems that he had a natural talent for teaching and soon made a name for himself, specializing in ÎadÐth, logic, rhetoric, poetry and prosody. Besides the already-mentioned urjÙza, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ during his student days also composed a khÁtima (‘conclusion’) to the famous treatise of syntax entitled QaÔr al-nadÁ wa ball al-sadÁ (‘The Dripping of Moisture and the Beneficent Wetness’) by Ibn HishÁm al-AnÒÁrÐ (1309–60).15 In his early teaching career at al-Azhar, he is known to have composed at least two other didactic poems; one on geometry (no doubt under the influence of al-ÝAÔÔÁr) – of which two verses have been preserved in the TakhlÐÒ (see Sixth Essay, Seventh Section) – and one on the methodology (muÒÔalaÎ) of ÎadÐth.


However, life for a young scholar like Shaykh RifÁÝa, as he was now known, was not exactly a bed of roses, not least because of the paltry salary. In order to supplement his meagre income and support his mother, he was compelled, like so many of his colleagues, to seek remunerated employment elsewhere. It is worth pointing out that even established shaykhs had a number of sidelines and were not, provided the price was right, averse to teaching private classes or performing religious ceremonies for private individuals. No lesser man than the above-mentioned al-SharqÁwÐ – the shaykh al-Azhar – made a start on what would eventually become quite a fortune through gifts received for the performance of dhikrs (ÒÙfÐ rituals involving the repetition of specific formulae in glorification of God) at the houses of wealthy patrons.16 In al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s case, the obvious thing was, of course, teaching, and in addition to private classes to the sons of the Turkish elite of Cairo, he also taught a few hours a week at a private school for MamlÙks, which had been set up by MuÎammad LÁzughlÐ. It was his former mentor al-ÝAÔÔÁr who came to the rescue and intervened on his behalf to secure a post as a preacher (wÁÝiÛ) in one of the units of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s newly founded niÛÁm jadÐd (1824). This marked a milestone in the young man’s life as it brought him for the first time into close contact with Europeans (mostly Frenchmen), who had been employed by the viceroy to train his army. Second, it was while in the military that al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was able to see first-hand some of the effects of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s modernization programme. And when, two years later, it was decided to send a student contingent to France, al-ÝAÔÔÁr quite naturally thought this would be a great opportunity for his former pupil and had him appointed imÁm to provide the group with religious guidance during their stay in the heathen Europe. In the end, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ stayed in Paris for five years and the experiences, know-how and skills acquired during his Paris days, which will be discussed in the next chapter, were to have a decisive and lasting impact on the cultural and scientific development of his native country.



Íasan al-ÝAÔÔÁr: An Early Reformist ÝÀlim



Although initially MuÎammad ÝAlÐ had relied strongly on the ÝulamÁ’, his modernization of the state quickly gave rise to bad blood among Ýulama’.17 A notable exception was Íasan al-ÝAÔÔÁr (1766–1835), who, as we have seen, was to play an important role in the life of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, and thanks to whom the latter was included in the student mission to France.18


The son of a small perfume merchant (ÝaÔÔÁr) of Moroccan extraction, al-ÝAÔÔÁr seems to have been endowed with an exceptional mind, and despite his rather irregular attendance of classes at al-Azhar, combined with work in his father’s business, he qualified at a very early age as a teacher and eventually (1830–34) became shaykh al-Azhar, in which position he quickly gained a reputation for his wide interests, which extended beyond the traditional sciences of Arabic and religious exegesis.19


When the French invaded Egypt, al-ÝAÔÔÁr, like so many of his fellow ÝulamÁ’, fled to Upper Egypt, where he stayed for some eighteen months. Upon his return to Cairo, he was one of the few ÝulamÁ’ to establish contact with members of the Institut d’Egypte, and was invited to witness their experiments; he even taught Arabic to several of them.20 His visits to the Institut at the sumptuous Íasan KÁshif palace,21 and his close intercourse with French scholars aroused his interest in the modern European sciences and raised the awareness of their importance to the development of his own country. It seems he was particularly impressed with the printing press, the large numbers of books the French had at their disposal and the fact that they had been designed to facilitate the acquisition of knowledge.22 In al-ÝAÔÔÁr’s personal account of his relations with the French, he refers to them as ‘peaceful people’, who ‘are violent only towards those that make war on them’. He even reports that the French scholars invited him to stay with them, but after some hesitation the shaykh wisely declined the offer as he realized it would have made him an outcast in his native society.23 For all of the above, it would be stretching a point to call al-ÝAÔÔÁr a reformer or modernizer, let alone a Westernizer, as there is no question of a coherent ideological construct of any shape or form. Yet, his views of the ways in which Islamic society should advance clearly prefigured the ideas formulated by such people as Khayr al-DÐn al-TÙnisÐ, MuÎammad ÝAbduh or indeed RifÁÝa al-ÓahÔÁwÐ. Like them, he believed that the answers lay not in blindly copying Europe, but rather in taking those things that could benefit their native societies and by rediscovering the wealth of Islamic culture and sciences, many of which were at the basis of modern European technology and inventions. He was very much part of a traditional Islamic scholarly tradition, as his literary output clearly shows, and it is therefore difficult to see that he could have conceived of ‘progress’ as being rooted in anything other than Divine Law.


While he was impressed by French technology and progress, he was far less so by the general frivolous behaviour of the French troops, who squandered all their money ‘between the muleteer and the wine-merchant’ (bayna ÎammÁr wa khammÁr), a reference to the popular donkey races organized in the streets of Cairo.24


This ‘modernist’ shaykh also stood out from his fellow Islamic scholars by his Wanderlust, which took him all over the Ottoman Empire. He left Egypt in March 1803, with the intention of travelling to the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire.25 Sailing first to Istanbul, he subsequently made his way (for reasons still unknown) to the town of Shkodër – then also known as Iskandariyyat al-Arna’Ùd (‘Alexandria of the Albanians’) or Iskandariyyat al-RÙm (‘Alexandria of the Byzantines’) – where he taught, and had a wife and child, both of whom died.26 By the middle of 1808, al-ÝAÔÔÁr had returned to Istanbul, where he met with the highest religious authority in the Ottoman Empire, the shaykh al-IslÁm (Grand Mufti), ÝArab-ZÁdeh MeÎmed. Al-ÝAÔÔÁr presented him with one of the works he had written during his stay in Shkodër, entitled TuÎfat gharÐb al-waÔan fÐ taÎqÐq nuÒrat al-shaykh AbÐ Þl-Íasan (‘The Foreigner’s Gift in the Report on the Victory of Shaykh AbÙ Þl-Íasan’),27 on which ÝArab-ZÁdeh wrote a glowing eulogy.


After a brief residence near or in the town of Üsküdar (Scutari), al-ÝAÔÔÁr slowly embarked on his homeward journey, with stops in Izmir, Damascus (where he arrived in April 1810) and Jerusalem, after which he toured Palestine. He subsequently returned to Damascus (May 1811) and resumed his teaching at a city madrasa (religious school) until leaving for Mekka to perform the pilgrimage. And so, in 1813, after a sojourn abroad of a decade, al-ÝAÔÔÁr found himself once again on his native soil. It seems he almost immediately took up his teaching post at al-Azhar, where, just a few years later, he would have the young al-ÓahÔÁwÐ as one of his pupils. Despite the age difference, a close friendship quickly developed between them, and the shaykh imparted his wide erudition in non-traditional sciences such as medicine, geometry, astronomy, geography and history, as well as in Qur’Án and ÎadÐth exegesis, logic and Arabic grammar and rhetoric, on all of which he is known to have written treatises.28


Meanwhile, al-ÝAÔÔÁr’s intellectual standing continued to grow and did not remain unnoticed at the court, where he was held in high esteem by the ruler himself. MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s respect for al-ÝAÔÔÁr was, one may suspect, further increased by the obvious endorsement by the latter of his modernization policies, which apparently brought him in conflict with his long-time friend, the historian ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn al-JabartÐ (1753–1826),29 who fiercely opposed both the introduction of European (infidel) sciences and practices and the ruler’s absolutist governance.


It was thanks to the favour al-ÝAÔÔÁr enjoyed with MuÎammad ÝAlÐ that he was able to have his favourite disciple, RifÁÝa al-ÓahÔÁwÐ – one of the few native Egyptians – appointed to the student mission, albeit primarily as imÁm.


The next stage in al-ÝAÔÔÁr’s official career came with his appointment as editor of the official gazette, WaqÁ’iÝ MiÒriyya, in 1828, and he reached the pinnacle of his career in 1831 when he rose to the rank of shaykh al-Azhar, and thus became the highest religious authority in the land. He remained in this post until his death four years later (April 1835).



Return of the Prodigal Son



In late spring of 1831, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ returned to his native land, secure in the belief that his benefactor was pleased with him and that great things lay ahead. However, things did not immediately pan out as one would have expected. To be sure, his mentor was duly impressed with his pupil’s account of his stay in Europe, as al-ÓahÔÁwÐ himself explained in a letter written to Jomard shortly after his arrival back home:


Le Cheykh el-Islam lui-même, qui a lu mon voyage, en a été très satisfait, et m’a promis d’écrire à son Altesse pour l’engager à le faire imprimer, regardant cette publication comme le moyen le plus efficace d’engager les musulmans à aller chercher les lumières à l’étranger, et venir ensuite les propager et les naturaliser dans leur pays.30


In the same letter, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ also pointed out the favour he received from his fellow Azhar ÝulamÁ’:


Comme mon oncle, qui est devenu mon beau-père, se trouve être le mouphti du Cheikh el-Islam, j’ai été généralement bien accueilli des oulémas; et ce qui prouve en faveur de la civilisation de l’Egypte c’est que plusieurs d’entre eux sont venus me trouver de leur propre mouvement, en me priant de leur enseigner la langue française.31


And although it was encouraging that he was at least given a chance to work in his chosen profession, his first position, as a translator and French teacher at the School of Medicine (madrasat al-Ôibb) at AbÙ ZaÝbal,32 was not exactly abrim with career opportunities. His colleagues at the school included the Tunisian-born Shaykh MuÎammad b. ÝUmar al-TÙnisÐ (1789–1857), the Syrian émigré YÙÎannÁ (ÍannÁ) ÝAnÎÙrÐ – not to be confused with the author (and Paris-trained physician) ÍannÁ ÝAnÎÙrÐ (1836–1890) – and YÙsuf FirÝawn, all of whom played an important role in the early translation movement of European scientific works. The early career of al-TÙnisÐ, who was in charge of revising medical manuals, in many ways resembled that of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ in that he too was an Azhar graduate and a former preacher in the Egyptian army.33 ÝAnÎÙrÐ, for his part, was the chief translator at the medical school, and translated a great many French works (often via an Italian version) on medicine, anatomy and the natural sciences (physics, botany),34 while FirÝawn35 – a relative of the French interpreter ‘Joanny (or Jean) Pharaon’ (YÙÎannÁ FirÝawn), whose son Florian became the first Arab editor of the French newspaper Le Figaro36 – produced a number of translations in the areas of anatomy, veterinary science and pharmacology. One of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s first students at the school was MuÎammad ÝAlÐ BÁshÁ al-BaqlÐ (1813–76), who was a member of the twelve-strong contingent of medical students sent to Paris for further study by Clot-Bey. He later became one of Egypt’s first modern surgeons – which earned him the sobriquet al-ÍakÐm (‘the Physician’) – as well as a driving force in the modernization of the country’s healthcare system.37 Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s literary output during this early period consisted of a translation of Cyprien-Prosper Brard’s Minéralogie Populaire (1832) and of Georges-Bernard Depping’s Aperçu Historique sur les Moeurs et Coutumes des Nations (1833), both of which had been completed during his Paris stay. In addition, he revised a translation by YÙsuf FirÝawn (with corrections by MuÒÔafÁ Íasan KassÁb) of a French veterinary manual, al-TawÃÐÎ li-alfÁÛ al-tashrÐÎ al-bayÔarÐ (‘The Clarification of Terms Related to Veterinary Anatomy’)38. Besides his teaching and translation duties, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ also headed the ‘preparatory’ school (madrasa tajhÐziyya) attached to the Medical School. Finally, one may also presume that much of his time in this early period was taken up by the revisions of the ÓakhlÐÒ, to which he added a number of chapters (see below).


His new career and the increased financial security39 also allowed him to start thinking about starting a family. He married one of the daughters of his uncle, Shaykh MuÎammad al-AnÒÁrÐ, who at the time occupied the position of amÐn al-fatwÁ, i.e. deputy to the Rector of al-Azhar. The couple would have several children, including two sons, ÝAlÐ FahmÐ and BadawÐ Bey, the former of whom followed in his father’s footsteps and rose to high office in the civil service (see below).40


In 1833, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was transferred to the military school (madrasat al-Ôobjiyya) at Óura, a few miles south of Cairo, where he replaced the French Orientalist Koenig Bey41 as chief translator. His duties included the translation as well as the supervision and revision of translations of works related to geometry and military science. It seems that his stay at the school was far from a happy one, owing in no small measure to the animosity on the part of the principal of the school, the Spaniard Don Antonio de Seguerra Bey, a former member of the short-lived liberal parliament of Cádiz.42 According to J. Heyworth-Dunne,43 this should be viewed against the ideological struggle between the Saint-Simonians and those opposed to their ideas. The leading figure of the former group was Barthélémy Prosper Enfantin (1796–1864), who had been a close associate of Saint-Simon’s, and was known by his adepts as ‘Le Père’ (Father) Enfantin (in reference to his status as high priest within the movement which early on asserted itself as a ‘church’). He had arrived in Egypt in October 1833, together with a group of supporters, and immediately set about realizing his master’s dream of constructing a canal linking the Red Sea with the Mediterranean.44 In Egypt, the Saint-Simonian ideas of the omnipotence of modern science and technology held great appeal for such prominent members of the French expatriate community as SulaymÁn Pasha al-FaransÁwÐ (Colonel Joseph Sève), MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s chief foreign military adviser, Ferdinand de Lesseps, who was then vice-consul of France in Egypt, and the brilliant engineers Linant de Bellefonds and Charles Lambert, all of whom would acquire huge fame in their chosen fields. Egypt, in fact, occupied a crucial place within the Saint-Simonian Christian Socialist ideology as it was seen as the stepping stone in their mission to bring Africa into the global fold. The country was considered to be at the crossroads of the past in all its glory and splendour and the modern dream of a brotherhood uniting all men, European technology and science being the cure for all ills. The Suez canal symbolized this union and ‘brotherhood’ between the different continents separated by the Mediterranean. However, while there was indeed serious opposition to the Saint-Simonians in Egypt, J. Heyworth-Dunne’s claim that this was responsible for souring relations between al-ÓahÔÁwÐ and Seguerra does not really stand up to scrutiny. For one thing, there was the timing; al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s arrival at the school predated the start of the Saint-Simonians’ Egyptian ‘crusade’. And while Seguerra was indeed hostile to Saint-Simonian ideology, there is no indication that at that time al-ÓahÔÁwÐ had any contacts with the people around Enfantin or that he embraced their ideas. And even though one may conjecture that he would have agreed with several of their proposals, there is nothing to suggest that he ever became an adept of the Saint-Simonian ideology. Indeed, there is no clear proof to support the view that Seguerra Bey disliked al-ÓahÔÁwÐ because he suspected the latter of being sympathetic to the Saint-Simonian ideals as a result of his study stay in France, or because he resented French control over and influence on educational policy. One cannot rule out more mundane personal reasons either.


His second year at the school marked a turning point in his career, with the release of the TakhlÐÒ.45 The same year (1834) also saw the publication of his revision of YÙsuf FirÝawn’s translation of a geographical treatise, entitled Kanz al-mukhtÁr fÐ kashf al-arÁÃÐ wa ‘l-biÎÁr (‘Selected Treasure in the Discovery of Regions and Seas’).46 His interest in geography also resulted in a geographical manual, al-TaÝrÐbÁt al-shÁfiyya li murÐd al-jughrÁfiyya (‘Healing Translations for the Student of Geography’), which was based on the works of Humboldt, Maissas and Michelot;47 further, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s conquest of Syria was more than coincidental to the writing of the (unpublished) RisÁla fÐ jughrÁfiyÁ bilÁd al-ShÁm (‘Geography of Syria’).48


In early autumn of the same year (1834), Egypt was once again struck by the plague, which entered the country by sea (allegedly through a Greek vessel), just as it had done during the first epidemic of the century (1813–25), and Alexandria was the first victim. Despite frantic attempts by the authorities to confine the deadly disease to the port, it quickly spread inland. In February 1835, it reached Cairo, whence it continued to Upper Egypt, where Luxor and the Fayum oasis recorded their first casualties as early as May.49 Shortly after the first deaths were reported in Cairo, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ left his post and returned to his native ÓahÔÁ, where he stayed for six months in an attempt to protect himself against the disease, though the difficult working conditions at the school may have played a role as well. It was during this unauthorized ‘sabbatical’ that he completed the translation of the first volume of Conrad Malte-Brun’s Précis de Géographie Universelle, which he had started towards the end of his Paris stay. Upon his return to Cairo, he presented it to MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, who was clearly impressed with the endeavour as the young translator received a generous financial emolument, alongside a promotion to the military rank of ÒÁghaqÙl aghÁsÐ.50 Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s travelogue, to which his mentor al-ÝAÔÔÁr had written the preface, had also found much favour with the ruler (though less so with the average population),51 who ordered a translation into Turkish, the mother tongue of the overwhelming majority of government officials. The task was entrusted to Rustam Efendi BÁsim (Rüstem Besim). It was published in 1839 by the government press (al-maÔbaÝa al-amÐriyya) in BÙlÁq under the title SefÁrat nÁme-ye RifÁÝat Bey. MuÎammad ÝAlÐ was so taken with the book that he had it distributed to all of his high officials and students at the new schools, and even sent copies to Constantinople, where it attracted much interest from the Sublime Porte.52 The timing of the publication is quite interesting as it came amidst extensive reforms in Turkey with the promulgation of the so-called ‘Noble Rescript’ (hatt-i ¢erif) at Gülhane, which marked the beginning of the tanÛÐmÁt (constitutional reform laws) period.53 It is not difficult to imagine that the political chapters in al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s text would have struck a chord with the reformers in Istanbul.


Upon hearing of the strained working relationship between al-ÓahÔÁwÐ and the head of the school, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ relieved him from his post, and appointed him librarian at the QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ school. As it happened, shortly afterwards, de Seguerra himself was ousted as a result of intensive French lobbying. It was during al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s time at QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ that he put some of his ideas regarding education on paper in the form of a report, which he submitted to the ruler and in which he called for the creation of a school for translators. The proposal was accepted and al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was put in charge of carrying it out. Translating and the training of translators thenceforth became his main activity in a career that was to span four decades.



Teacher, Trainer, Translator, Editor (1835–49)



The venue of the Language School (madrasat al-alsun),54 which is the direct precursor to the modern Faculty of Languages of the University of ÝAyn Shams in Cairo (ÝAbbÁsiyya), was the splendid palace once owned by the MamlÙk ruler MuÎammad al-AlfÐ Bey in the sophisticated Azbakiyya (Ezbekiyya) quarter.55 Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ wasted no time in shaping the establishment to his own ideas and aspirations. The set-up was in many ways exceptional for the time. First, there was the fact that al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was the only native Egyptian director within the ‘modern’ Egyptian educational system; other schools (at least those preparing students for a career in government or the military) were headed by Turks, who were often seconded by Europeans. Second, and more important, all of the students at the school were native Egyptians, as opposed to Turks (or Circassians, etc.) who made up the student population in other government schools. Initially, the number of students was limited to 50 and later on to 150, and the course of study was set at four years, after which time graduates were automatically awarded the rank of army lieutenant. Although the original idea seems to have been to select an equal number from both Lower and Upper Egypt, the composition reveals that most of them came, like their principal, from the ÑaÝÐd region.56 The students were recruited from the ‘preparatory’ schools. Their ages varied between fourteen and eighteen. Among the first student contingent we find al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s future biographer, ÑÁliÎ MajdÐ (d. 1881), who would become a famous author and educator in his own right.57 Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was determined to provide a broad education and in addition to languages (French, English, Italian, Turkish, Arabic), the curriculum contained subjects like geography, mathematics and history, as well as French and Islamic law. As a result, it was the only school at that time that offered a truly general education, without a direct link with military affairs. Naturally, all depended on the quality of the teaching and al-ÓahÔÁwÐ took great pains in putting together a faculty that was up to the task. Most of them were AzharÐs, among them al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s former teacher al-DamanhÙrÐ (see above).58 Originally, there were also three French teachers, who were replaced by graduates from the school as from 1839.


Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ displayed the same zeal and unflagging commitment and enthusiasm in his new task as he had done during his Paris student days. In addition to his duties as director (nÁÛir) and as a member (together with such leading representatives from the expatriate French community as Clot-Bey, Lambert and Hamont) of the newly created (1836) Schools Council (dÐwÁn al-madÁris), which was led by one of the former leaders of the Egyptian student mission in Paris, MuÒÔafÁ MukhtÁr Bey, he launched himself headlong into his teaching, giving classes that could last three or even four hours and sometimes teaching late in the evening or before dawn.59 His other line of activity centred on translation, his own and the revision of those of others, while the responsibility of producing manuals for the school also fell on his shoulders.60 In 1841, a translation adjunct (qalam al-tarjama) was added to the school, which was naturally also headed by al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, and its fifty-strong faculty consisted mainly of graduates from the Language School.61 His enthusiasm and the overall quality of the teaching at the Language School meant that, very soon after its foundation, students began publishing their translations, albeit under the careful supervision of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ. In total, the school would produce 2,000 translations of foreign (European and Turkish) works.62 The choice of books clearly reflected both al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s predilections (with a clear dominance of historical works) and French training inasmuch as it involved works he had read in Paris. Among them one may cite TÁrÐkh al-falÁsifa al-YÙnÁniyyÐn (‘History of Greek Philosophers’) by ÝAbd AllÁh Íusayn al-MiÒrÐ;63 TanwÐr al-mashriq bi-Ýilm al-manÔiq (‘Light of the East on the Science of Logic’) by KhalÐfa MaÎmÙd;64 al-DirÁsa al-awwaliyya fi Þl-jughrÁfiyÁ al-ÔabÐÝiyya (‘Basic Study of Natural Geography’), by AÎmad Íusayn al-RashÐdÐ;65 BidÁyat al-qudamÁ’ wa hidÁyat al-ÎukamÁ’ (‘Beginnings of the Ancients, and Gift from the Wise’), a history of Creation and the Prophets consisting of a compilation of several French and Arabic works, by MuÒÔafÁ Sayyid AÎmad al-ZarÁbÐ, ÝAbd AllÁh AbÙ Þl-SuÝÙd and MuÎammad ÝAbd al-RÁziq;66 Qarrat al-nufÙs wa Þl-ÝuyÙn bi-siyar mÁ tawassaÔa min al-qurÙn (‘Delight of the Soul and the Eyes in the Journeys of What Lies between the Centuries’), a history of the Middle Ages, based on French and Arabic works, with translations by MuÒÔafÁ Sayyid AÎmad al-ZarÁbÐ;67 MaÔÁliÝ shumÙs al-siyar fÐ waqÁ’iÝ KarulÙs al-thÁnÐ Ýashar (‘The Rising Suns in the Life and Times of Charles XII’), a translation of Voltaire’s history of Charles XII of Sweden, by MuÎammad MuÒÔafÁ al-BayyÁÝ;68 NaÛm al-la’ÁlÐ fÐ sulÙk fÐ-man Îakama FiransÁ wa min qÁbilihim ÝalÁ MiÒr min al-mulÙk (‘Pearls of Wisdom Regarding Those Who Have Ruled France and a Comparison with Egyptian Kings’), a history of the kings of France by ÝAbd AllÁh AbÙ Þl-SuÝÙd,69 and ItÎÁf al-mulÙk al-alibbÁ’ bi taqaddum al-jamÝiyyÁt fÐ bilÁd UrubbÁ (‘Presents of the Wise Regarding the Progress of Societies in European Countries’), a translation of Robertson’s history of the reign of Charles V, by KhalÐfa MaÎmÙd.70 As the topics moved away from the purely scientific (and military), Egypt witnessed the emergence of a veritable translation movement – the second in Arab history (the first being that of mediaeval Greek translations) – encompassing all arts and sciences and in which al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was both the formidable driving force and one of the principal contributors.71


Naturally, his exacting schedule at the school left little time for his own translations in the early period. Between 1837 and 1841, his output in this field was restricted to the publication of his translation of Malte-Brun’s geography (see above) and of Legendre’s Eléments de Géométrie – which he had also started in Paris.72


Judging by the high-flying careers of the alumni of the Language School and the Translation Section, the school was clearly a success.73 Besides the already-mentioned Ñ. MajdÐ, the graduates included people such as MuÎammad QadrÐ Pasha (d. 1888), who played a pioneering role in Egypt’s legal reforms and eventually became Justice Minister;74 MuÎammad ÝUthmÁn Bey JalÁl (1829–94), who translated many French literary classics (including plays by Racine and Molière, and La Fontaine’s fables) and is often credited with being one of the precursors of the modern Arabic novel and theatre;75 and ÝAbd AllÁh AbÙ Þl-SuÝÙd (1821–78) – the founder of Egypt’s first private newspaper, WÁdÐ Þl-NÐl (1866) – who went on to make a name for himself as a poet, journalist and author.76 The long-term vision of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ also manifested itself in the fact that many of the graduates tended to join the faculty, before setting off on their careers in the country’s administration. MuÎammad ÝAlÐ also seemed to be favourably impressed with the work at the Language School and, in recognition for services rendered, its nÁÛir was promoted to the rank of major in the infantry (binbÁshÐ biyÁda mulkiyya).


There is little doubt that the organization and curriculum of the Language School were a direct result of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s stay in France and constituted the first attempt at realizing his vision of an education that would combine (local Muslim) tradition and a modern European approach, even though it would take a few more decades before he would express these views within the framework of a more comprehensive cultural reformist thought.


The reputation of the school soon extended across the borders of Egypt and attracted the attention of the Tunisian ruler AÎmad Bey, who also shared MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s dream of creating a modern (Europeanized) industrialized state. In March 1840, the Bey set up a military school (maktab ÎarbÐ).77 It was first located within the walls of the beylical Bardo palace before moving to its own premises in former army barracks. It was the Regency’s very first government-run secular school, and as such its foundation marked the first step towards the creation of a European-style educational system. The Bardo school was organized on the principle of a French Ecole Polytechnique and modelled on the Istanbul School of Military Sciences and MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s Artillery School. Like the Egyptian schools, the Bardo Military school was headed by Europeans, who also made up the teaching staff.78 Its first director was a former instructor of the Ottoman army and sometime member of its general staff, the Piedmontese captain Luigi Calligaris.79 The curriculum was patterned on that of contemporary European military academies (particularly St Cyr), and included engineering, mathematics and surveying; French was a core subject and, like in Egypt and Constantinople, ‘became not only the symbol, but virtually the content of cultural modernity’.80 Apart from instruction, the school had to provide translations (especially of European military manuals) and, of course, train students for this purpose. In this movement, the poet MaÎmÙd QÁbÁdÙ played a crucial role.81 In total, some forty translations were made, either directly from French or indirectly via Turkish.82 A great many of these military translations were made before the advent of printing, and it is interesting to find that the official government press would print only two! This may be explained by the fact that, as from the 1860s, the Bey’s military efforts were severely curtailed because of financial difficulties. Furthermore, it is useful to point out that, unlike in Egypt, where the translation movement started with ‘practical’ sciences but then developed in other areas, Tunisia never went beyond the first stage. At the same time, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ may have influenced the educational policy of the statesman Khayr al-DÐn al-TÙnisÐ, who also had an unwavering belief in the ‘civilizing’ role of education and had been equally impressed with European education. Indeed, though the two men never met, they clearly admired each other.83


In the 1840s, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s career continued to soar, several other adjuncts being added to the Language School, among them a ‘preparatory’ school (1841), a Faculty of Islamic Law (Madrasat al-sharÐÝa al-IslÁmiyya, 1847), a Faculty of Accountancy (1845) and a Faculty of Land Management (1846). And if this was not enough, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ in 1841 put his brightest star in charge of the European library (kutubkhÁna) of QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ, and in the following year, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was appointed editor-in-chief of the official Gazette, al-WaqÁ’iÝ al-MiÒriyya, in order to modernize what was essentially a poorly edited rag.84 And so, once more, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ followed in the footsteps of his mentor, al-ÝAÔÔÁr, who had been the first editor. Although al-ÓahÔÁwÐ managed to introduce a number of changes – the first of which was the use of Arabic rather than Turkish (up until then all articles were written in this language and then translated into Arabic) – it seems that his benefactor was not ready for the kind of overhaul his protégé had in mind. Indeed, after about a year, in which al-ÓahÔÁwÐ published a number of articles dealing with general political issues – both European and Muslim – the content of the Gazette slowly but surely drifted back to its earlier staid format of government announcements and panegyrics on the ruler. One may speculate that the change of tack was the result of pressure from MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, who had perhaps obtained more than he had bargained for. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine that he would have welcomed any kind of political commentary (even if it was laudatory) inspired by novel European ideas, lest it should burgeon and become a source of political criticism that might be difficult to quell afterwards.


Nevertheless, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ continued to enjoy MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s favour; in 1844 he was promoted to lieutenant-colonel and two years later, after submitting the third and final part of his translation of Malte-Brun’s Universal Geography, he rose to the rank of colonel (amÐr alÁy al-rafÐÝa) and was thenceforth entitled to add the honorific ‘Bey’ to his name.


As the reign of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ drew to a close, dire times lay ahead of RifÁÝa Bey, who would fall victim to the vicissitudes of political life. In the last years of his rule, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s increasingly failing physical and mental health caused him to withdraw from the day-to-day business of government and in 1848, his son IbrÁhÐm Pasha took over the reins of power, but unfortunately died in November of that year – nine months before the demise of his father. The great viceroy was succeeded by his grandson (the son of the late ÓÙsÙn), ÝAbbÁs I, who would hold the throne until 1854. The irony of history is such that the last endeavour in this most fertile period of al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s life was the revision of the TakhlÐÒ, the book that had brought him fame and recognition. The second edition appeared in 1849, just a few months before the death of his benefactor.



The Second Exile (1850–54)



The new vali – as the rulers of Egypt were known in the Ottoman hierarchical nomenclature – did not share his grandfather’s interest and belief in European inventions and his reign has traditionally been associated with a reversal of his predecessor’s policies, driven by a profound anti-European sentiment. However, it would seem that many of his decisions were rooted in pragmatism, rather than xenophobia. To be sure, ÝAbbÁs resented the foreign influence, especially by the French, on Egypt, yet to extrapolate this to a hatred of all things European is, at best, an exaggeration. At need, he was not averse to calling upon European expertise, as was the case for the railway (Cairo-Alexandria), which was built by a British company.85 Furthermore, although he closed down the Ecole Militaire Egyptienne in Paris, he continued to send students to Europe – albeit in smaller numbers – for further education, with missions to France,86 as well as to England, Italy, Austria and Prussia.87


That a new wind was blowing at the court became clear almost from the start of ÝAbbÁs’ rule, with the closure (as was the case for al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s Language School) or merger of the modern schools set up by his grandfather. Unfortunately, for al-ÓahÔÁwÐ this was only the beginning. Indeed, there seem to have been darker forces at work in his fall from grace since he himself in no uncertain terms held the action by a certain ‘prince’ (baÝÃ al-umarÁ’)88 responsible for his being sent to the Sudan, ostensibly to set up and head a primary school in Khartoum for the offspring of Egyptian officials resident in the region. At the same time, one may suspect that the publication of the second edition of the TakhlÐÒ may also have played a part, as its author’s attention to the French parliamentary system must have left a less than favourable impression on the Khedive.


Al-TahÔÁwÐ arrived in the Sudan in 1850 for a stay that was to last for four years.89 The Sudan was Egypt’s equivalent of the Gulag and many a dissenter found himself struggling to survive in the disease-infested swamp that was Khartoum. The death toll tended to be astronomical and al-ÓahÔÁwÐ himself reported that half of the Egyptians that shared his exile died as a result of some epidemic or other.90 One of them was his long-time friend and fellow student in Paris, MuÎammad BayyÙmÐ, who succumbed to illness in 1852.91 It was also here that the French author Charles Didier (the founder of the homonymous publishing house) met al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, whom he likened to ‘Denis in Corinth’, as he taught children how to read in order to make a living, adding however that ‘notre magister prenait assez bien son parti et se résignait, en bon musulman, aux décrets d’Allah’.92


During his exile, he translated Fénelon’s Les Aventures de Télémaque, under the title of MawÁqiÝ al-aflÁk fÐ waqÁ’iÝ TilÐmÁk (‘The Orbits of the Celestial Bodies in the Adventures of Telemachus’).93 This was the very first story of Greek mythology to be translated into Arabic.94 However, in view of the circumstances one may speculate that it was not this aspect that attracted al-ÓahÔÁwÐ to this classic of French literature (1699). Originally written by the French archbishop and theologian François de Salignac de la Mothe-Fénelon (1651–1715) for his pupil, the grandson (and heir-apparent) of Louis XIV, the book is much more than a mere account of the adventures of Odysseus’ son Telemachus. Composed in the then popular tradition of ‘Mirrors for Princes’, Les Aventures de Télémaque was above all intended to serve as a guide for good – i.e. just and wise – government for the future king. One should hasten to add, however, that this literary genre was by no means unknown in Arabic literature, with its long tradition of ‘wisdom’ literature. The earliest ‘Mirrors for Princes’ were translations from Pahlavi or Indian tales, the most famous of which is undoubtedly KalÐla wa Dimna, adapted by the Persian-born Ibn MuqaffaÝ (d. 757).95 In his book, Fénelon expressed the core of his political ideas, criticizing despotism and praising rulers who encourage justice, education and trade.96 Indeed, it is not difficult to see how Fénelon’s admonitions struck a chord with one who was the victim of an absolutist decision. Fénelon’s thought left a lasting impact on al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, in whose later, more philosophical, works many of the ideas and recommendations of the 17th-century French theologian resurfaced. Finally, one may point to the fact that Fénelon’s other major work, Traité de l’Education des Filles (1687), may have been a direct inspiration for al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s own al-Murshid al-amÐn li Þl-banÁt wa ÞlbanÐn (‘The Trustworthy Guide for Girls and Boys’).97


The humiliation of exile was clearly heavy to bear, and al-ÓahÔÁwÐ on several occasions requested that he be allowed to return to Cairo, and even wrote an 84-verse eulogy (wÁfir metre) for Íasan Pasha, the KatkhudÁ (Interior Minister), imploring him to intercede on his behalf.98 All his entreaties were in vain, however, and he states that his prayers were answered only after composing a long laudatory poem on the Prophet MuÎammad (qaÒÐda nabawiyya), which was a takhmÐs (five-fold amplification) of an ode by the 11th-century Yemeni poet ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn Ibn AÎmad al-BuraÝÐ.99


For obvious reasons, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ thought it politic to shelve his TilimÁq, at least for the time being, and it took until 1867 before the book was finally published (in Beirut!),100 but even then it caused quite a stir at the court.


As far as al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s reversal of fortunes is concerned, there is, however, still one mystery to be resolved: who was this ‘prince’ (namely, a high official) who brought about his downfall? Although his name is not given, it was more than likely a man who had become his arch-rival and with whom he would on several other occasions come into conflict. It was, of course, none other than ÝAlÐ MubÁrak (1824–93), who also played a hugely important role in the history of modern Arabic education and culture.



ÝAlÐ MubÁrak: ‘The Father of Education’ (AbÙ Þl-TaÝlÐm)



Twenty-three years al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s junior, ÝAlÐ MubÁrak was born in the small Delta village of BirinbÁl al-JadÐda (Daqahliyya province), where his father was the local imÁm.101 His early life held little promise of a career of any sort. In line with tradition, he received his early education in the village Qur’Ánic school (kuttÁb), but the young boy found it hard to adjust to the severe discipline of the classroom and ran away. After surviving a bout of cholera, he was tracked down by his father, who took him home. Unable to convince his son to return to the classroom and the sadistic and venal teacher, he decided that a trade would be the next best thing, and so ÝAlÐ became an apprentice to a carpenter. It did not take long, however, before relations between the fractious youth and his master were soured to such an extent that the latter terminated the apprenticeship agreement. It seems the argument centred on the bakshÐsh (kickbacks) received by the carpenter, though the young boy himself was not averse to accepting bribes. In fact, this combination of envy, greed and ambition was to remain the dominant feature in ÝAlÐ MubÁrak’s life and career.


Increasingly desperate, ÝAlÐ’s father sent his wayward son to a tax collector, hoping that this trade would appeal to him. But when one day the boy helped himself to his salary that had not been paid for three months, the clerk filed charges and the young boy was put into prison. It was only through an extraordinary case of luck that his father was able to obtain a pardon from MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, himself, who happened to be visiting the region. Already well versed in the ways of the world, young ÝAlÐ curried favour with his gaoler, who took pity on the child convict, and when a high official was looking for an assistant the guard suggested him. A sample of his scribal skills, accompanied by a suitable bakshÐsh, resulted in his being hired. This was to mark a turning point in ÝAlÐ’s career. When meeting his new master, ÝAnbar Efendi, for the first time, he was shocked to find that he was a former Abyssinian slave. In his autobiography, he expressed his wonder and surprise at finding a Negro occupying a government position, nearly all of which were, of course, pre-empted for Turks.102 Eventually, he found out that the reason for the slave’s ascension to government office lay with his training at the QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ school, at which he had been among the first batch of students. Spurred on by ambition and single-mindedness, ÝAlÐ from then on had only one goal in mind – to be enrolled at that school. The first step towards achieving his ambition was to get into the government education system through one of its elementary schools, where the most promising students were selected to continue at QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ. So, the former school dropout, jailbird and general troublemaker applied for, and was accepted at a school in the town of Minyat al-ÝIzz. Soon after, he got what he wanted as he was selected to leave for Cairo. He was all of twelve years old.


Though he had finally achieved what he had so desperately wished for, reality hit hard. His time at QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ was not a happy one; the level of teaching was quite poor and living conditions were almost unbearable. As a result of the draconian regime of strenuous physical exercise, military drills and undernourishment, the young boy ended up in hospital. Yet, in spite of admonitions from his father, who even made arrangements to ‘spring’ his son from the sick ward, MubÁrak continued. Three years later, he was admitted to the BÙlÁq-based Engineering School (muhandiskhÁna), which had been founded in 1834 and was led by Lambert Bey.


When, in early 1844, SulaymÁn Pasha al-FaransÁwÐ was putting together a contingent of students for training in Paris at what was to become the Ecole Militaire Egyptienne, ÝAlÐ MubÁrak did not fail to make himself noticed. As the mission, which eventually comprised thirty-seven students, was also to include MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s sons Íusayn and ÍalÐm, as well as IbrÁhÐm’s sons IsmÁ’Ðl (the future Khedive) and AÎmad – for which reason it subsequently became known as the baÝthat al-anjÁl (‘the Mission of the Descendants’) – the ambitious MubÁrak realized the benefits to be drawn from an association with the princes, and training in the modern sciences, which would secure his future.103 The school, which was located at the rue du Regard (off the fashionable rue du Chèrche Midi, near the Boulevard Raspail), was led by one of al-ÓahtÁwÐ’s fellow students in Paris, the Armenian IÒÔifÁn Bey (see below).104 Furthermore, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s son, ÝAlÐ FahmÐ, was also among the first batch of students! The school curriculum, drawn up by another veteran of the first mission, E. Jomard, was intended to prepare the students for the French military academies. In view of the royal connections of some of the students, the school was often the venue of grand receptions and galas (with visits by the heir apparent to the French throne and other members of the royal family). In May 1846, the school was inspected by IbrÁhÐm Pasha, who was then on an official visit to France, and the students formed an honorary guard when he was officially received by Louis-Philippe.105 While the young Beys and princes enjoyed the high life of the capital,106 the more humble-born students applied themselves diligently to their work, and ÝAlÐ MubÁrak and his two friends ÍammÁd ÝAbd al-ÝAÔÐ and ÝAlÐ ÝIbrÁhÐm, in particular, consistently ranked highest in their class. It was also during MubÁrak’s Paris studies that he, like al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, displayed a particular interest in history.


In January 1847, the three friends were admitted to the Artillery and Engineers’ School in Metz, where they attended classes for two years. A few months into their practical training in an Engineering unit, upon the accession to the throne of ÝAbbÁs Pasha, the European adventure suddenly came to an end as all students were recalled to Egypt.


Upon his return to his homeland, ÝAlÐ MubÁrak set about building a career that would cover all fields, from education to government, the military and trade. Promoted to the rank of captain, he took up his first professional appointment as a teacher at the artillery school (maktab al-Ô½bjiyya) of Óura. Shortly afterwards, however, he began his ascendance to power, when he and his two Paris schoolfriends were invited to act as the Khedive’s personal advisers, ÝAlÐ IbrÁhÐm becoming tutor to ÝAbbÁs’ son, IlhÁmÐ. With disarming honesty, MubÁrak later reminisces that this call to the corridors of power filled him with great apprehension as he was quite aware of the drawbacks to a close association with the Khedive and his entourage.107 One of the projects in which he threw himself with his usual gusto was the reorganization of the government schools – many of which had been closed by ÝAbbÁs (including, as we have seen, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s Language School), who had also considerably reduced the government budget for education – into one single establishment with MubÁrak, of course, at its head (1850–54). The picture of this period that emerges from his memoirs is that of a tireless organizer, administrator, and manager, who even found time to teach classes (especially physics and architecture), write schoolbooks, draw up curricula, and inspect literally every aspect of the educational experience (including the clothing, food, and indeed general welfare of the students).108 As a student, he had frequently lamented the lack of textbooks at Egyptian establishments, a hiatus he now set about remedying with a vengeance. With the help of his teachers, he continued the work of the defunct Language School and its Translation adjunct, and produced a number of textbooks. In order to meet distribution demand, he set up movable type and lithograph presses at the Engineering College, where sixty thousand (!) copies of schoolbooks were printed for various government schools, while atlases and other illustrated materials were lithographed. The teaching methods, too, were subject to radical changes. He introduced some of the methods he himself had been able to try and test in France, whereas his ordeal of the first year at QaÒr al-ÝAynÐ may also have had something to do with his strong opposition to corporal punishment in his classrooms.


Though there is no proof that MubÁrak actively plotted against other stars in the Egyptian educational firmament, it is, to say the least, significant that two days after gaining control over the new programme, IbrÁhÐm Adham Pasha109 was dismissed as head of the Department of Education, whereas his protégé al-ÓahÔÁwÐ was banished to the Sudan a few months later. It is unclear when the rivalry between MubÁrak and al-ÓahÔÁwÐ started, and whether it was simply a matter of conflicting personalities, political rivalry, or resentment at the favour al-ÓahÔÁwÐ had enjoyed with MuÎammad ÝAlÐ. Whatever the case may be, there is little doubt that MubÁrak did not have a great deal of personal liking for al-ÓahÔÁwÐ.


MubÁrak’s fortunes changed abruptly with the arrival of the new Khedive, SaÝÐd, when he, as a result of court intrigues, found himself dispatched to the Crimea to join the Egyptian forces who were fighting the Russians on the side of the Ottomans. Nothing if not resilient, the mercurial MubÁrak took the entire experience into his stride and even learned Turkish during a four-month stay in Istanbul. There was no real improvement in his situation when he returned from his travels in 1857, and for a while it seemed as if his bright career had just been a damp squib. At one point, he even contemplated retiring to the country and continuing his existence as a farmer.110 The rest of SaÝÐd’s reign brought little solace for MubÁrak, with brief stints in lowly positions in government departments alternating with periods of viceregally imposed unemployment. Teaching remained in his blood, however, and when IbrÁhÐm Adham Pasha was in search of someone to teach the three Rs to Egyptian officers and NCOs, MubÁrak jumped at the opportunity ‘of sharing the benefits of knowledge’ with his compatriots.111 By all accounts, it was somewhat of a back-to-basics approach, with the great educator being reduced to teaching his students ‘on the hop’ as it were, sometimes teaching the alphabet by writing the letters in the sand with his students sitting around in makeshift tents doubling as classrooms. His experiences later culminated in textbooks on geometry,112 mathematics and engineering,113 biology,114 and the teaching of Arabic reading and writing.115


During the last months of SaÝÐd’s reign, MubÁrak’s life was at a particularly low ebb, both professionally and personally. But then, in 1863 the Khedive died and was succeeded by MubÁrak’s former schoolmate from the Ecole Militaire Egyptienne, IsmÁÝÐl, whose ambition it was to turn Egypt into the continent’s superpower, within which the adoption of European culture was a key component. Suddenly, MubÁrak’s future looked a great deal brighter again. After nine long lean years, the reign of the westernizing Khedive would coincide with the most productive and rewarding period in MubÁrak’s life.116
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