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Jurji Zaidan was one of the leading thinkers of the Arab renaissance.Through his historical
novels, his widely read journal, al-Hilal, which is stillpublished today, and his scholarly works, he
forged a new cultural Arabidentity. In this book, Philipp shows how Zaidan popularized the idea
ofsociety that was based on science and reason, and invoked its accessibilityto all who aspired
to progress and modernity.In the first section, Philipp traces the arc of Zaidan’s career, placing
hiswritings within the political and cultural contexts of the day and analyzinghis impact on the
emerging Arab nationalist movement. The second partconsists of a wide selection of Zaidan’s
articles and book excerpts translatedinto English. These pieces cover such fields as religion and
science, societyand ethics, and nationalism. With the addition of a comprehensive
bibliography,this volume will be recognized as the authoritative source on Zaidan,as well as an
essential contribution to the study of Arabic cultural history.

Scholars of modern Middle Eastern history, Middle Eastern and Arab nationalism, and the
Nahda in particular will find this book to be an original, useful, and entertaining study of the life
and works of a heretofore relatively obscure Ottoman intellectual and pan-Arab thinker. ― the
HistorianThe excellent work of Philipp, Kilpatrick, and Starkey will make the seminal
contributions of Jurji Zaidan far more accessible to a wider readership. The Zaidan Foundation’s
work is laudable. Scholars, however, should be careful not to let the emphasis on one man with a
family foundation behind him overshadow other significant actors in the cultural and social
drama of a fascinating age. ― International Journal of Middle East StudiesWhile Philipp’s
analysis and selection of articles may not provide original material to scholars familiar with fin-de-
siècle intellectual, literary, and cultural history of the Arab world, it serves as a helpful resource
for teaching al-nah?ah (in English) at the undergraduate and graduate level. Likewise, it provides
a lucid and descriptive introduction to Zaydan’s theories of language, history, and society, while
providing soundly translated original texts that truly represent his oeuvre and worldview. ―
Journal of Arabic LiteratureIn this extensive study, Thomas Philipp brings to light the significant
intellectual contributions of Jurji Zaidan to the Arab Nahda, or awakening, in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. ― Review of Middle East Studies --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.About the AuthorThomas Philipp retired in 2008 from the Friedrich-Alexander-
Universität Erlangen- Nürnberg, where he taught Modern History and Politics of the Middle East
for twenty years. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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NamesForewordJurji Zaidan and His WorksJurji Zaidan (1861–1914) was a prolific writer whose
objective was to inform and educate his Arab contemporaries about the modern world, their
shared past, and their national identity. He is considered to be one of the intellectual leaders
who laid the foundation for a pan-Arab secular national identity.Zaidan was the archetypical
member of the Arab Nahda (Awakening) at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. He belonged to a new intellectual elite whose education was not based on traditional
or religious learning. Jurji Zaidan was an autodidact whose only college training was one year
spent in the medical department of the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut. It came to an abrupt
halt because of a strike resulting from a schism between the administration and some teachers
over the firing of a faculty member for having expressed favorable views about the theory of
evolution. The young Zaidan was a student leader and a strong proponent of reinstalling the
professor in his position.His writings as a historian, linguist, and political and social commentator
bore the strong imprint of his scientific and evolutionary outlook and shaped his analytic
approach in all these areas. His works gave a distinctly secular outlook to the emergence of the
Arab nationalism of the times. Many other Arab writers both Christian (like Zaidan) and Muslim
promoted similar political and social values, but Zaidan was one of the movement’s leaders. His
multivolume works on Arab literature and Islamic civilization as well as his monographs on
history and language testify to his scholarly endeavors in all these areas. He was especially
concerned about spreading education to as many people as possible—as his efforts to establish



a simplified, modern form of standard written Arabic show. This concern led him to the innovative
idea of writing historical novels in simple prose to inform and educate the public about Arab and
Islamic civilization. He founded the monthly magazine al-Hilal in 1892, which has been
published without interruption to this day. Al-Hilal remains a treasure trove for the student of
intellectual and social history of the time and is a source of much of the material for this
book.Zaidan may be best remembered today as one of the pioneers in the composition of
historical novels within the modern Arabic literary tradition and in their serialization in magazines.
The twenty-one historical novels he wrote are popular to this day. They were regularly reprinted
every decade or so since they were first serialized. To date more than one hundred translations
of his novels into twelve languages were made—and many were translated into several
languages. The novels cover an extensive period of Arab history, from the rise of Islam in the
seventh century until the decline of the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth. The particular
manners, lifestyles, beliefs, and social mores of those periods, as well as political events,
provided the context within which Zaidan wove adventure and romance, deception and
excitement. They were therefore as much “historical” as “novels,” reminiscent of the historical
novels of Alexandre Dumas in France and Sir Walter Scott in Britain, though Jurji Zaidan’s
novels more closely reflect actual historical events and developments.About This BookThe
central theme of this book is to demonstrate how Jurji Zaidan’s secular analysis of history and
language influenced the evolution of his pan-Arab nationalist thought. It traces the manifold
relationships linking Zaidan’s thinking as a historian and linguist and his views on Arab
nationalism. The seminal contribution of this work is that it is the first to analyze Zaidan’s thought
on history, language, and nationalism as an integrated whole.The volume consists of three parts.
The first and main part consists of an essay that demonstrates Jurji Zaidan’s secular approach
to the analysis of Arab and Islamic history and the evolution of language, especially the Arabic
language. It goes on to assess how this approach influenced the secular pan-Arab nationalism
that Zaidan spearheaded, which was the defining characteristic of the Nahda. The essay draws
on articles published in al-Hilal between 1892 and 1914 as well as Zaidan’s scholarly works. The
second part consists of twenty-nine articles and excerpts from his scholarly works that were
translated for this book. They were chosen for their relevance to the topics covered in the essay.
The third section constitutes the first comprehensive bibliography of Jurji Zaidan’s works, both in
Arabic and all the languages into which his works have been translated over the past century,
along with a compilation of works about Zaidan.Heavily influenced by his exposure to science in
general and evolution in particular during his sole year at university, Zaidan’s writings make
numerous references to natural laws, evolution, and other scientific principles. But with few
exceptions Zaidan left it to the reader to determine how these laws specifically apply to social
phenomena. There are, of course, basic differences between scientific laws, which can be
tested and reduced to broad and simple axioms that are predictable and measurable, and social
laws that are complex, imprecise, and neither general nor simple. But these differences should
not obscure what scientific laws have in common with Zaidan’s secular interpretations of social



phenomena—namely that neither relies on metaphysical or divine explanations. In Zaidan’s
view, historical and linguistic changes resulted from human actions—either those of individuals
or of groups motivated by a common interest. The notion that human actions were responsible
for change according to rational explanations was similar to, and no less revolutionary than,
moving from creationism to evolution. In both cases the influence of God—as creator, driving
force, or provider of higher meaning to natural or human events—became limited. This was a
world where man could influence his destiny more than ever before and where dynamic change
therefore became desirable.The modern world that Jurji Zaidan and his contemporaries in the
Nahda were exposed to was characterized by orderly progress within a stable framework.
Newtonian physics reflected a certain, predictable, and orderly world; the uncertainties of
twentieth-century physics were yet to come. The theory of evolution and the survival of the fittest
were applied to social phenomena by social Darwinists who believed that things were being
perfected in response to a changing environment. In the international arena the Western model
of political and economic development with its liberal values provided the best model for the
developing world to emulate in order to become part of the civilized world. There were no
competing models of progress that the twentieth-century ideologies of communism and fascism
would bring. With few exceptions, conservatives and progressives agreed on the need for
modernization but differed on its pace and the need for compromise with traditional values. For
the Arab intelligentsia of the times, certain progress toward Western ideals was in the air.This
was Jurji Zaidan’s political, cultural, and scientific environment and it may explain both the
revolutionary and the evolutionary aspects of his work. The secular approach to social
phenomena—explaining change in purely human terms without divine intervention—was indeed
revolutionary, even though Zaidan was always a theist who believed in the afterlife. His secular
approach to history and language made Arab identity the predominant bond among Arab-
speaking peoples, displacing both religion and regional nationalisms as the primary bonds. In
this view Arabs needed to consider themselves as Arabs, first; and as Moslems, Christians, or
Jews; or Egyptian, Syrian, Phoenician, or Ottoman; second. His secular pan-Arab nationalism
was seen as a threat by religious purists, both Moslems and Christians. That is why when he
was attacked—and attacked he was—the attacks were directed much more at the secularism of
his approach than at the findings and conclusions of his works. Zaidan was also attacked by
Egyptian nationalists, such as Mustafa Kamel who rejected Zaidan’s pan-Arabism,
notwithstanding their own secular outlook. Zaidan’s analysis was revolutionary but the
implications he drew were moderate and evolutionary—perhaps influenced by the gradualism
he saw in the natural world as well as his nonconfrontational nature and his desire to promote
peaceful change. Whatever the reasons, even though Jurji Zaidan’s thought was revolutionary,
he himself, like most of his contemporaries, argued forcefully in his writings for a measured and
gradual approach to political and social change based on factual information and rational
analysis.This secular pan-Arab nationalism, spawned by the Nahda, evolved and thrived in the
twentieth century. It prevailed as an ideology and legitimization for political power in the nation-



states that came into being with the breakup of the Ottoman Empire. It then reached an apogee
after World War II when it was adopted and strongly promoted by a number of military republican
revolutionary regimes that rebelled against the Western liberal model that had been espoused
by most Arab states in the early years of their independence. Its influence waned in the closing
decades of the twentieth century when regional nationalisms reasserted themselves and
especially and more recently when nonsecular Islamic fundamentalist forces increasingly
challenged established authority.Jurji Zaidan and The Zaidan Foundation—A Personal NoteJurji
Zaidan was my grandfather—a heritage that is a source of great honor as well as humility. He
died many years before I was born. When I have been asked on more than one occasion if I
knew him, I routinely answered “no” without giving the question further thought. However, one
surprising and unintended consequence of the present work was to discover how much I really
did know him after all. His beliefs and values were passed on to me through his two sons—my
father Choucri and my Uncle Emile, sometimes quoting him directly, but more often not. I recall
on so many occasions my father arguing strongly for the existence of the Hereafter and God: he
did not refer to his father but he could have been reading from some of his articles translated for
this volume! One of my Uncle Emile’s favorite sayings was, “In the end truth always prevails.”
This saying was even inscribed on his desk—but it never occurred to me that it was also the title
of one of the articles translated in this book! It forcefully conveyed my grandfather’s business
ethic, which was reinforced by attributes of objectivity—balance, perspective, good judgment,
and never letting one’s own personal considerations influence what was or was not published.
All this, in addition to his hard work and erudition, did much to explain his success in so many
different fields.For a variety of reasons, the United States became my adopted country. Though
my professional life did not touch on either literature or journalism, I decided after my retirement
to establish the Zaidan Foundation with the mission of enhancing intercultural understanding in
general and between the Western and Arabo-Islamic cultures in particular. Whether we are in
the midst of something as dramatic as a “clash of civilizations” is debatable. What is not is that
many of the misunderstandings between the Western and Arab and Islamic worlds often begin
and are greatly magnified by the limited, or erroneous, knowledge that each culture has about
the other. To this end the Foundation’s first program is the international dissemination of the
secular and progressive view of the Arab and Islamic heritage through the study and translation
of the works of Jurji Zaidan. This is particularly timely and has a distinctly modern flavor more
than a century after these views were being developed. And it is a fitting tribute to Zaidan’s
legacy that new studies and translations are being published around the hundredth anniversary
of his death.More specifically, the Zaidan Foundation is supporting the following projects:1. One
writer aptly described Jurji Zaidan as being “many men within one man”: not only a historian and
linguist but also a historical novelist, an educator, a proponent for strengthening the role of
women, a journalist, a publisher, and a successful businessman. The current work is designed
to spark debate on these themes, which the Foundation is happy to sponsor and invite other
scholars to pursue. This initial work should encourage a broadening of studies on Zaidan’s



works into areas that go beyond history and language to cover his contributions in the social
areas—education, the role of women, his political views, his assessment as a historical novelist,
and the like. A recent Symposium on Jurji Zaidan’s Contributions to Modern Arab Thought and
Literature, which was sponsored by the Library of Congress and the Zaidan Foundation, is a first
step in this direction.12. The Foundation has so far sponsored the translation of five of Zaidan’s
twenty-one historical novels into English by translators who are all eminent literary scholars in
their own right. In the hundred years since they were written almost all these novels were
translated into one or more languages—there were more than one hundred translations but
surprisingly none of the novels was translated into English. Of the five novels two are set in
Spain, two others are set during the ‘Abbasid period, and the fifth novel deals with
Saladin.2Acknowledgments and ThanksThe Zaidan Foundation was fortunate to have Professor
Thomas Philipp, a leading expert on the life and thought of Jurji Zaidan, undertake this work. He
continues to write on the development of Arab thought in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries and has an abiding interest in the economic, social, and intellectual history of the
Eastern Arab provinces during Ottoman rule. His doctoral thesis was published in 1979 as Gurgi
Zaidan: His Life and Thought. He has written a history of the Syrian emigration to Egypt between
1725 and 1975 and also an economic and political history of the city of Acre between 1730 and
1831. He organized and edited the proceedings of three international conferences in Erlangen
on the history of Greater Syria during Ottoman times. Most recently we coedited the
Proceedings of a Symposium held at the Library of Congress in June 2012, Jurji Zaidan’s
Contributions to Modern Arab Thought and Literature, published by the Zaidan Foundation. He
has taught at universities in the Middle East and the United States of America. Thomas Philipp
held the position of Professor of Politics and Modern History of the Middle East at the Friedrich-
Alexander Universität, Erlangen until his retirement in 2008.3The Foundation was also fortunate
to have two noted scholars, Professors Hilary Kilpatrick and Paul Starkey, translate the al-Hilal
articles and the other selected writings of Jurji Zaidan. Dr. Hilary Kilpatrick lives and teaches in
Lausanne; she has published on modern and classical Arabic literature and is currently
researching Arabic literature in the early Ottoman period. She is the translator of Ghassan
Khanafani’s Men in the Sun (Boulder, CO: Lynne Reinner, 1999). Professor Paul Starkey was the
Head of the Arabic Department at Durham University, UK, until his retirement in 2012. He is the
author of several books on Arabic literature, most notably Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2006), and has translated many Arab literary works, most recently a
historical novel by Jurji Zaidan, Saladin and the Assassins (Bethesda, MD: Zaidan Foundation,
2013).While the Foundation is happy to sponsor various studies on Zaidan it does not
necessarily endorse all the findings or conclusions of those works and invites others to pursue
the analysis and interpretation of Jurji Zaidan’s multifaceted contributions.1. Jurji Zaidan (1861–
1914).Many persons too numerous to mention have helped in various aspects of the Zaidan
Foundation’s work from its original inception to advising on its program and reviewing its
products. Foremost among these are Ambassador Hussein A. Hassouna, until recently the



ambassador of the Arab League to Washington, DC; Ambassador Clovis F. Maksoud, Professor
of International Relations and Director of the Center of the Global South at American University;
and Edmond Asfour and Bassem Abdallah—all members of the Foundation’s Advisory Council.
Professor Thomas Philipp was instrumental in helping launch the Jurji Zaidan project following a
fortuitous meeting after several decades. Last but not least my greatest debt is to my wife Hada
Zaidan and our son George Zaidan Jr. for their support of all aspects of this project. Indeed, the
original idea of the Jurji Zaidan program came from Hada, who had more than a marital interest
in this project as her grandfather, Jabr Dumit, was one of Jurji Zaidan’s closest friends. In
addition to their general and unstinting support, both she and George Jr. aided in the design of
the program and made detailed reviews and many suggestions on the projects sponsored by the
Foundation.2. Jurji Zaidan with his family circa 1908. From left to right: wife Maryam, daughter
Asma, son Emile, and Jurji holding in his lap his youngest son Choucri (Shukri).George C.
ZaidanPresidentThe Zaidan FoundationBethesda, MarylandNotes1. The Zaidan Foundation
published the Proceedings of this Symposium, held in June 2012 at the Library of Congress, in a
volume titled Jurji Zaidan’s Contributions to Modern Arab Thought and Literature, which was
edited by George C. Zaidan and Thomas Philipp (Bethesda, MD: Zaidan Foundation, 2013). It is
available at . More information about the Zaidan Foundation and its activities can be found on
the Foundation’s website at .2. The following lists these five translated novels in historical
chronological order, which were published by the Zaidan Foundation and are available at :The
Conquest of Andalusia, translated by Roger Allen. Bethesda, MD: Zaidan Foundation, 2011.The
Battle of Poitier: Charles Martel and Abd al-Rahman, translated by William Granara. Bethesda,
MD: Zaidan Foundation, 2012.The Caliph’s Sister: Harun al-Rashid and the Fall of the Persians,
translated by Issa J. Boullata. Bethesda, MD: Zaidan Foundation, 2012.The Caliph’s Heirs:
Brothers at War: The Fall of Baghdad, translated by Michael Cooperson. Bethesda, MD: Zaidan
Foundation, 2012.Saladin and the Assassins, translated by Paul Starkey. Bethesda, MD: Zaidan
Foundation, 2012.3. Ğurğī Zaidān: His Life and Thought, Beiruter Texte u. Studien 3 (Beirut: F.
Steiner, 1979). References to other works written or edited by Thomas Philipp mentioned in this
paragraph are given in the Bibliography of Sources Quoted in This Book.PrefaceTo revisit after
almost four decades one’s earliest attempts at scholarly work and research is a unique
opportunity. The result is, of course, a mixed one. Some insights still seem to stand, and parts of
those have been included in this essay. Scholarship on the Middle East, however, has developed
substantially, as has our knowledge. The theory of nationalism has received fresh impulses from
new questions and innovative research. This has certainly made it possible to analyze Zaidan’s
nationalist thought in greater depth. Rereading my own earlier study and Jurji Zaidan’s work, I
have realized that nationalism per se was not as central to his work as I had thought earlier.
However, I found that the disengagement of Arab history from Islamic history through using
evolutionary theory for a secular analysis was the innovative achievement of Zaidan’s work.
Applying such secular analysis not only to the history but also to the language and culture of the
Arab people led almost by necessity to the reconstruction of an Arab cultural history, an Arab



identity, and the idea of Arabism.The shift from an Islamic history, in which the Arabs play a
certain role in the manifestation of the divine will, to an Arab history, in which Islam constitutes
one of several Arab civilizational phases, occurring before and after Islam, is the focus of this
volume. Since nothing of Zaidan’s scholarly work has—with one exception—ever been
translated into a Western language, it was decided early on to include translations of relevant
essays or passages of Zaidan’s writings in order to familiarize the reader with Zaidan’s own texts
and to illustrate the arguments and interpretations made in the essay. The translations were
chosen with care as representative of Zaidan’s thought on specific subjects. The reader is
seriously invited to refer to the relevant translations while reading the essay.This is not to say that
the texts are representative of all of Zaidan’s thought. They only illuminate the topics of history
and language in the context I spoke of above. In fact, a great number of topics are not included,
such as Zaidan’s sociological thought; his political ideas; his support of the emancipation of
women; and his enormous role in the development of modern Arabic literature, especially the
development of the Arabic novel. Their omission does not imply that they are not important but
only that there are physical limits to a book. The hope for this study is that it will further the
interest in Zaidan’s work and will lead to more studies on a whole range of other
topics.Innovative concepts, novel questions, and the passage of time can open different
approaches to research, enabling scholars to gain new insights from the same materials. I am
indebted to Dr. George C. Zaidan and the Zaidan Foundation for providing me with the
opportunity to immerse myself anew in the subject, which I thought I had left behind a generation
ago. For the pleasure of this experience and for our fruitful cooperation I would like to thank
George Zaidan.Special thanks go to Professor Jens Hanssen for reading through the whole
manuscript, offering constructive criticism, and sharing generously his own thoughts on the
subject with me. I think back with much pleasure to our conversations—long-distance and
personal—during the two last years. I would also like to thank Professor Anne-Laure Dupont for
reading the manuscript. She herself has written a brilliant study on Jurji Zaidan, and I thank her
for catching a number of factual errors. I am also obliged to the two anonymous readers for
pointing out flaws and raising pertinent questions. Mary Starkey did a marvelous proofreading
job. My thanks go to her and all those who helped edit the text. Needless to emphasize, any
remaining mistakes are mine.Last but not least it is difficult to express the full measure of my
gratitude toward my wife, Mangol Bayat. She encouraged me to join this venture and with much
patience and love kept me going through some difficult times.Thomas PhilippA note on
transliteration in this work: To make the reading less cumbersome, Arabic book and journal titles
as well as proper nouns and names have been rendered in the English text of the essay, the
footnotes, and the translated articles in a simplified form of transliteration. However, Arabic
technical terms and those expressing particular concepts have been rendered in full
transliteration. Arabic book titles, quotations, and also names appear in full transliteration in the
footnotes and bibliographies. The transliteration follows the rules suggested by the International
Journal of Middle Eastern Studies with one exception: the silent alif in the article al-is shown by a



straight single quotation mark thus [ ′ ] and not by a dash.PART ONEJurji Zaidan’s Secular
Analysis of History and Language as a Foundation of Arab NationalismThomas
PhilippIIntroductionJurji Zaidan was one of the great pioneers of the Nahda Movement. As a
scholar and scientist he was a relentless promoter of new ideas, concepts, and knowledge; he
considered it his mission to enlighten and educate society. Zaidan was also a creative interpreter
of language and an innovative historian. He was one of the first and certainly among the most
important and prolific authors to write historical novels and serialize them. A self-made man, he
was also an entrepreneur and a businessman. As a member of the bourgeoisie, Zaidan was well
accepted and respected in modern Cairene society, and nothing would have been further from
his mind than the thought of radical or violent revolutionary change. Yet his radical new thought,
which he so successfully spread through his innovative journal al-Hilal,1 his novels, and his
scholarly works, contributed in essential ways to the transformation of Arab society.Today
Zaidan is mainly remembered in the Arab world for his historical novels. Several generations of
Arabs were introduced to their own history through these novels, and even to this day, over a
hundred years after their initial publication, they are periodically reprinted. However, by contrast,
Zaidan’s scholarly works on Arab history, the Arabic language, and Arab literature, as well as his
reflections on society, are hardly acknowledged today.2 In Anglo-European scholarship on the
modern Middle East, Zaidan is practically unknown and his contribution to the articulation of
Arab nationalism is hardly perceived, although recently a new interest in his novels can be
observed in the field of comparative literature. Various reasons can be given for this situation,
and we will discuss some of them later. But certainly the most important one is to be found in the
historiography of Arab nationalism or, to be precise, in its two narratives, the English and the
Arabic.The English narrative of Arab nationalism was for a long time determined by George
Antonius’s book on the subject.3 Antonius himself was the child of Syrian immigrants in Egypt.
He later took employment with the British Mandate’s authorities in Palestine and became a
prominent member of the Arab Palestinian movement.4 In his book, he located the origins of
Arab nationalism in Syria—and especially in Beirut—among Christian Arabs educated by the
missionaries. But according to Antonius, they learned many languages and lost touch with
Arabic; hence, they lost their interest in Arab nationalism. The decisive moment for this
development, Antonius said, was the switch from Arabic to English as the language of
instruction at the Syrian Protestant College. The education of Muslim Arabs was much poorer
than what was offered in the missionary schools, but it was in Arabic. In this way, according to
Antonius, the Muslim Arabs became the torchbearers of Arab nationalism against the
‘Abdülhamidian tyranny. From here Antonius continued directly to individuals such as Kawakibi5
as among the torchbearers.6 The whole structure of his narrative later focuses on political
events during and after World War I in geographical Syria, where he worked, was politically
engaged, and, presumably, had access to documents. Clearly Egypt did not belong to this
narrative, including by implication everything that happened in Egypt—for instance the whole
Arab Nahda Movement that was developed and promoted predominantly by the Syrian



immigrants in Egypt. Zaidan, of whom and of whose work Antonius certainly must have been
aware, is not even mentioned in the index of his book. One generation later Sylvia Haim also
failed to mention Zaidan or include him in her anthology, which was published in 1962 and
republished in 1976.7 Yet she was by 1954 very critical of Antonius as a historian.8Also in 1962,
Albert Hourani published his seminal work, but he made only a fleeting reference to the role of
the journals al-Muqtataf and al-Hilal. He remarked somewhat later: “But perhaps it was Jurji
Zaidan who did more than any other to create a consciousness of the Arab past.”9 Cleveland
observed in 1971: “In conjunction with al-Husri’s contributions, Constantine Zurayq’s The
National Consciousness10 and Ali Nasir al-Din’s The Arab Question11 are generally recognized
as the outstanding initial [sic] attempts to introduce the basic concepts of nationalism and unity
to the Arabs.”12 Note here that there is not a word about Zaqi al-Arsuzi,13 Antun Sa‘adeh,14 or
Michel ‘Aflaq,15 national thinkers and contemporaries of al-Husri; nor is there any mention of
their predecessor Jurji Zaidan.In the late 1970s monographs about persons as well as
intellectual history became unpopular in historiography.16 Class analysis and structuralism were
the new approaches. Ernest Dawn demonstrated how such approaches could be used with
excellent results.17 His work dealt mainly with Arab ruling elites before and after the collapse of
the Ottoman Empire, and it did not show much interest in the intellectuals and ideologues of
Arab nationalism. In 1991 a book appeared that looked specifically at the beginnings of Arab
nationalism. But it, too, continued what had by now become a tradition: Zaidan’s name cannot
even be found in the index, his works are not mentioned in the general bibliography on primary
sources, and there is no mention of him in the footnotes of any article.18 This tradition was
continued in 2003 by Yasir Suleiman.19 He deals summarily with the period before World War I
and chooses, of all people, Ibrahim al-Yaziji as an example for the development of language,
although al-Yaziji20 was highly critical of the language simplifications made by the Nahdawis.
Suleiman then moves to Sati‘ al-Husri as the “most important exponent of the ideology of Arab
nationalism”21 and deals with his approach to Arabic.The Arabic version of the narrative of Arab
nationalism is quickly summarized—and Cleveland was its first victim by taking Sati‘ al-Husri too
much at face value. Al-Husri liked to quote German Romantic and nationalist thinkers of the early
nineteenth century such as Johann G. Fichte, Friedrich E. D. Schleiermacher, and Ernst M.
Arndt. By the time al-Husri became a proponent and spokesman of Arab rather than Turkish
nationalism, some twenty-five volumes of Zaidan’s journal al-Hilal along with his scholarly works
were readily available to him. But he never discussed particular positions of Zaidan or even
mentioned him in his work, though there were many themes of common interest he shared with
Zaidan, such as the role of the Arab language and the reinterpretation of the Jahiliyya.22 This is
especially peculiar since we can assume that al-Husri was familiar with the works of Zaidan,
even if only through reading al-Hilal. But al-Husri does not mention his contemporary Zaqi al-
Arsuzi either, and the latter returns the favor.23 Al-Arsuzi, when discussing the importance of the
Arabic language in Arab nationalism, referred frequently to his professor at the Sorbonne, Henri
Bergson, but never to Zaidan. Antun Saadeh and, to my knowledge, Michel ‘Aflaq also never



referred to the works of Zaidan. These writers’ motives in not mentioning Zaidan in their works
might differ: for example, Antonius simply was not interested in the Arab Nahda beyond certain—
limited—aspects of it in Beirut. Others apparently felt that deriving arguments for Arab
nationalism from European thinkers would invest them with more legitimacy than quoting other
Arab intellectuals.The present volume is an attempt to rectify the neglect of Zaidan’s scholarly
work and to evaluate his intellectual contribution to the “Arab Awakening.”24 On the surface he is
today vaguely known as a thinker on Arabism and a promoter of Arab nationalism. Though this
observation is not false, his real intellectual contribution lay in the way he came to view and
promote Arabism. The theme of this study is to show how Zaidan replaced a religious model of
explanation for historical change with a secular one borrowed from the modern natural sciences,
in particular the theory of evolution. Zaidan was able thereby to separate Arab history and the
Arabic language from Islamic history or, to be more precise, to transform the latter into one
phase of Arab history, which, in his view, stretched from antiquity until his own days. The
influence of the Enlightenment’s vision of man as a thinking, responsible individual guided by
reason and even more by the natural sciences and the theory of evolution led him to a
secularized analysis of history and culture. A radically secular view lay at the root of Zaidan’s
nationalism and his vision of the development of Arab society. His analyses of Arab history and
literature provided an Arab identity that in turn constituted the basis for Arab nationalism.Since
the French Revolution, nationalism was a driving power to restructure empires, tribes,
ethnicities, and enlightened absolutist states into modern nation-states. The basic idea of
nationalism is as simple and attractive as it is historically highly questionable: “The doctrine
holds that humanity is naturally divided into nations, that nations are known by certain
characteristics which can be ascertained, and that the only legitimate type of government is
national self-government.”25 It should be added that one of this doctrine’s most important
characteristics was the assumption that every such nation lived exclusively in a well-
circumscribed, contiguous territory with inhabitants that spoke the same language. Much ink and
more blood were spilled over the next two hundred years to make this doctrine a physical and
historical reality.Historically, there existed two principal ways of establishing a nation-state. In the
first case a centralized sovereign state already existed with its own infrastructure and defined
borders and an “official”—that is, administrative—language. An absolute monarch was deposed
by a class or group, with the claim of the right of the people to self-government. It was the task of
intellectuals before and after the revolution to establish the fact that subjects indeed constituted
one nation and that its members were citizens with inalienable rights. Given the territorial
circumscription of the state and its centralized organization, this was not so difficult. The real
task of the new political elite was to convert the existing institutions of the state into forms that
would enable self-government and political participation by the citizen. France is the obvious
example for this case, even though it would take a full century after the Revolution for Parisian
French to become firmly established as the official language, while the true separation of state
and church came only at the beginning of the twentieth century. In the Middle East, Egypt under



Muhammad ‘Ali,26 until the ‘Urabi Rebellion in 1882, was the perfect example of this case. His
state was very comparable to states of Enlightened Absolutism in Europe. He established a
centralized administration; Arabic gradually became the official language and Cairo was the seat
of power. The borders of Egypt also were definitively established, albeit much against the will of
Muhammad ‘Ali, when the European powers forced Egypt out of Syria in 1840. In the years after
Muhammad ‘Ali’s rule the army became increasingly Egyptianized and the first Egyptians
entered the officer corps. One of them was ‘Urabi, who, in alliance with key members of the
recently established parliament, tried to reduce the powers of the ruler. The rebellion of 1882 led
to the British occupation and ended the first attempt to establish a measure of self-rule.In the
second case there is no centralized sovereign state that can easily form a nation-state. Here the
task of the intellectual and the national ideologue was to establish a consciousness among a
certain population—not defined territorially by political borders. That population would acquire a
national identity that eventually would enable it to stake out a territory on which to build a nation-
state. Here the emphasis must be much more on common origins, culture, language, and history
precisely because a state that coincided with the spread of the population as a structural frame
is missing. In this case a much larger value is attached to the emotional unity of the nation than
to the rights of the individual and the participatory structure of power. The borders of the territory
to be converted into a nation-state are typically fairly vague. In Europe, the first example was
Germany, which because of its strategic position in central Europe and the vagaries of history
never had formed a single centralized state. The German national movement was consequently
characterized by its preoccupation with language and German history, real or imagined, and a
heavy emphasis on the emotional unity of the people.In the Middle East the relevant example is,
of course, Bilad al-Sham27 or, as it was increasingly called in the second half of the century,
“Syria.” Though geographically a relatively well-defined territory, this entity had never coincided
with a single political entity in its long history. The region had always been either part of a larger
empire because of its geostrategic importance or had been split into a number of mini-states,
often playing proxy for one or the other neighboring empire. Hence the uncertainty in the early
Arab nationalist movement about whether “Syria” referred to all the Arab lands, to Bilad al-Sham,
or perhaps only to Lebanon. This uncertainty, however was counterbalanced by the construction
of a national Arab history, stretching from Hammurabi to modern civilization, and the successful
creation of a profoundly reformed modern Arab print language understood by all literate Arabic
speakers.This short and somewhat schematic sketch of the course of national movements is not
designed to create the impression that national movements were neat affairs with clear-cut
results. Too many other factors, such as internal power struggles and international relations,
interfered with such a linear development. For the doctrine of nationalism to have any semblance
of realism required that nations and their territories be made to coincide. This happened more in
the twentieth century than in the nineteenth with mass migrations, expulsions, deportations, and
ethnic cleansing of whole population groups. Sometimes formal administrative actions were
taken, such as the transfer of populations between Turkey and Greece in 1923. The results were



always the same: many lost lives and massive streams of refugees in both the Middle East and
Europe.The point I want to make with this sketch is to clarify the link between national ideology
and national political action. The doctrine of nationalism was such a radical break with past
experiences that it needed the work of scholars and ideologues to construct secular histories
and national languages, to legitimize national movements, to create a new national identity, and
to claim a specific territory as their own. To be effective, every national program and political
action needed the work of scholars and ideologues.Other aspects of Zaidan’s work, such as the
development of his political thought after the Young Turk Revolution, his position on gender
issues, or his literary work (the historical novels), have been largely left out of this essay. The
reason for this is not that secularization did not touch them (it did) but rather due to the mundane
limits of space. One of the purposes of this study is to familiarize the English reader with
Zaidan’s own writings that are pertinent to the issues dealt with in the essay. Considering the
enormous scope and output of his writings, those that will be discussed here can only be a very
small, but hopefully representative, selection of the topics he covered and of his thought. It is
hoped that additional studies will deal with other aspects of Zaidan’s work and will help to define
and establish even more the role he played in modern Arab thought and the impact the Nahda
had upon him.The term “Nahda” comes from the Arabic root n-h-ḍ, which means “a single act of
rising, a motion or movement . . . also power, ability, strength.”28 In 1870 the term lacked any
particular abstract meaning or connotation of a specific historical event.29 When in 1868 al-
Yaziji addressed his famous ode to the Arabs, “Arise Ye Arabs and Awake,” he did not use the
term.30 During the following twenty years, however, the term with this specific connotation must
have become accepted. In 1888 al-Muqtataf used the term in connection with the contemporary
development of Arab medicine.31 In 1892 an article by Zaidan titled “The Latest Egyptian
Nahda” appeared in the first volume of his magazine al-Hilal.32 Neither in 1888 nor in 1892 is
the term explained, which implies that readers were by then familiar with it.The term al-Nahḥa is
most often translated as “Renaissance” or “Arab Renaissance,” just as the European
Renaissance is translated in Arabic as al-nahḍa al-urubbiyya. To speak of the Nahda as a
Renaissance suggests a European frame of history as a reference and as a normative standard
of historical development. Such terminology, ironically, has always implied a European denial of
historical development in Arab society or, for that matter, in the entire non-European world. The
“normative” sequence of Renaissance, Humanism, Reformation, Revolution, and so on could
not be recognized in non-European histories. Therefore Europeans considered only their own
historical sequence to represent valid phases of progress. This denial of historical progress led
in the worst case to a racist sense of European superiority and in its most benign version to the
claim these historical phases had taken centuries to develop in Europe and would take as long
in the non-European world. Following the assumed normative character of European historical
development was expected as a development that each culture had to experience on its own. If
the European experience was not available to them, historical maturity of these cultures would
be pushed into an uncertain future.The Arab Nahda—henceforth I shall use the Arabic term—is



also often described as a movement of renewal and innovation in Arabic literature.33 This is
true; but it was much more than that. It referred to, reproduced, and analyzed in the widest sense
all aspects of modernity as it was developing in Europe and America—in contrast to the
European Renaissance, which referred to a classical period of the past. But it would be wrong to
reduce the Nahda to a mere “translation movement” and a copying of the concepts and ideas of
modernity. In the process of translating, summarizing, or adapting texts into Arabic, the works
were analyzed, criticized, and put into a relevant Arab societal context. More than that, they were
publicly debated by the newly introduced literary genre of periodicals, which created a new
educated and politically savvy public.34The antecedents of the Arab Nahda can be traced to the
first half of the nineteenth century in Egypt and Syria, and possibly to the eighteenth century in
the latter region. Al-Jayyusi identifies Aleppo as the first center of a classicist revival of Arabic,
where Christians attended classes with Muslim shaykhs. She claims that in Syria—in contrast to
Egypt, where education was monopolized by al-Azhar—clerks and secretaries, too, played a
role in poetry and belles-lettres.35 In the first generation she includes Jirmanus Farhat (1670–
1732), a Maronite patriarch, lexicographer, grammarian, and poet, “first of the arabized Syrians
[Christians] to achieve classical purity and style.” He studied in Aleppo with Christian and Muslim
scholars.36 In 1789 a Maronite priests’ seminary was established in ‘Ayn Waraka, Mount
Lebanon, where the language of instruction was Arabic. Some participants in this early Nahda,
like Butrus al-Bustani and Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, received their first training at the new
seminary, though they never entered the priesthood.37Immediate precursors, which then
overlapped with the Nahda, strictly speaking, were a group in Mount Lebanon consisting of
Butrus al-Bustani,38 Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq,39 and Nasif al-Yaziji;40 and in Egypt, ‘Abdallah
Nadim.41 They all came from educated families and were trained in Arabic language and
literature, in contrast to the later Nahdawis, who often had hardly any formal education, like
Zaidan himself.42 Their concern was the perceived decay of the Arab language, and they
attempted a revival of the classical language. Composing dictionaries of the Arabic language (al-
Bustani) or grammars (al-Shidyaq), reviving classical forms of Arabic literature such as the
rhymed rhythmic prose of the maqāma (Nadim and al-Yaziji)—all were attempts to preserve the
classical forms of language and literature. One could speak of an early Nahda, feeding on a
neoclassicist revival. Though, without a doubt, those who had participated in one or the other
form in the Bible translation projects43 were aware of and had to acknowledge the need for a
simplified language to address a wider and often uneducated public. The issue arose not only
with the composition of simple textbooks for schools but also with the publication of a new genre
of literature in Arabic, the journal, to which most Nahdawis contributed in one way or another.
Clarity of style and readability became another issue for the early participants of the Nahda.The
difference between the early Nahda, or neoclassicist revival, and the later Nahda Movement is
perhaps best explained in terms of their aims for the Arabic language. The former wanted to
revive classical forms of literature, and the elaborate classical style of writing was meant to
express learnedness or poetic refinement. The later Nahda Movement saw its main goal as the



simplification of the written language to make it also accessible to the poorly educated reader. In
time these two tendencies overlapped considerably. Even the aforementioned Bible translation
project raised the issue of stylistic simplicity. Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, for instance, was much
more innovative than other classicists: he adopted a highly elaborate and decorative style. Its
exaggerated use of synonyms led Zaidan to claim that it “made our educated people shy away
from him.”44 Zaidan was a relentless protagonist of a simple and clear style, which should
explain content to the reader rather than impress him with the learnedness of the author. But as
late as 1910 Ibrahim al-Yaziji wrote a long essay against what he considered to be the faulty use
of Arabic in newspapers.45 This was a direct attack on the lack of formal training in Arabic
literature of the members of the later Nahda Movement.New research is elaborating the point of
how far the representatives of the early Nahda distinguished themselves from the subsequent
Nahda not only by their formal education in the Arabic language and literature but also in holding
onto their interest in aesthetics, drawn from the classical literature and their search for harmony
in nature. This contrasted sharply with the haphazard educational experience of the Nahdawis,
their orientation toward modern civilization coming from Europe, and a profound concern with
the marketability of their print product to new classes of readers.46Even the early Nahdawis,
who studied in the priests’ seminary ‘Ayn Waraka, such as Butrus al-Bustani and Ahmad Faris
Shidyaq, would not pursue theological studies or careers as priests. Hardly any converted to
Protestantism. Most often the Nahdawis were instead attracted to the Freemasons. They
believed in the Enlightenment and relied on rational thought, took an interest in the modern
sciences, and discussed theories explaining the phenomena of nature. They had no vested
interest in the classical Arabic language or literature, either emotional or intellectual. As Zaidan
observed in his autobiography:At that time, i.e., after the unrest of the sixties, there developed a
third class amongst the people of Beirut [in addition to the elite and the masses] educated in the
Christian missionary schools. . . . This third social group was determined to change the social
norms from what they were to what they became, so that the contemporary morals of Beirut
became comparable with the most advanced habits and customs of the Europeans.47And, we
might add, they also changed the meaning and content of education.Zaidan had discussed
various aspects of the Nahda ever since 1892, when he first published his journal al-Hilal. He
was the first to make the Nahda a topic of his historical studies.48 He believed that the
movement had started in Egypt under Muhammad ‘Ali, who wanted to reform his army and most
other aspects of society. It is with Muhammad ‘Ali’s rise to power that Zaidan dated the end of
Ottoman Egypt and the beginning of the modern history of Egypt. In the Egyptian context he
recognized Rif‘at al-Tahtawi49 as one of the pioneers of this Nahda. At the same time, though,
he also mentioned the Syrian contemporaries of al-Tahtawi—Butrus al-Bustani, Nasif al-Yaziji,
and Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq—as being part of the Nahda Movement. In his opinion the Nahda
came into its own in Syria only after sectarian unrest in 1860.The Nahda started to gain its own
momentum after the unrest in Mount Lebanon in the 1840s and 1850s, and especially after the
large sectarian unrest in 1860 in Damascus and the Syrian hinterland. Eventually its center



shifted from Beirut to Cairo in the early 1880s, where it flourished for another generation. Several
reasons can account for this shift: the missionary schools of the Americans in Lebanon provided
more young men (and some young women) with a modern education than the region could
absorb; the Syrian Protestant College, which was the focal point of this new intelligentsia,
switched in 1882 from Arabic to English as a teaching language; censorship under Sultan
‘Abdülhamid II became more repressive; and, at the same time in Egypt under British control, the
cotton-driven economy stabilized and expanded and job opportunities for people with modern
skills increased. It also helped that Lord Cromer, Britain’s consul in Egypt and its de facto ruler,
was apparently of the opinion that in a population with a 90 percent illiteracy rate, journalists and
other indigenous writers were not dangerous and were therefore not worth the trouble of
censoring.The development of a secular educated class, the intelligentsia, constituted a clear
departure from traditional society. Its members were no political radicals—they never clamored
for the overthrow of the Ottoman Empire, and even the voices against the British occupation
were few and far between. The vision of most was for a very gradual change of society that they
themselves were called upon to guide. However, the ideas, concepts, and worldviews that they
so successfully introduced and established were of an explosive character, questioning and
challenging just about everything that had characterized and distinguished premodern society.
From the sources of the legitimacy of political power to systems of education, the structure of
society, and the concepts of knowledge and science—every aspect of premodern society was
questioned.The transitions between premodern and modern society differ according to time and
place, leading to endless debates. In a global sense a decisive transition is one that proceeds
from a worldview determined by a metaphysical teleology to one in which the belief of progress
in this world grows out of the assumption that man is capable of rational action to improve his lot
and that of society, as well as an understanding of and reliance on the power of the laws of
nature. Marxism in Christian society and Zionism in Jewish society are typical examples of
shifting salvation from a metaphysical place to one on earth. All national movements, claiming
the right to sovereignty and self-rule, reflect this transfer. The Enlightenment and the French
Revolution may be considered as the beginnings of this transition. In the Middle East the first
formal step in this direction was taken in 1839 with the Hatt-i Humayun of Gülhane, the
document that initiated the first Tanzimat period in the Ottoman Empire and promised among
other things the equality of all subjects before the law, regardless of religion. In the Arab world it
was the later Nahda Movement, starting in the middle of the nineteenth century, that created a
mental earthquake felt throughout society. The Nahda was a revolutionary movement, the
political results of which became evident during and after World War I.Secularization has been
and is a long-drawn-out process. Without necessarily going as far back as Harvey Cox, claiming
that “the disenchantment of nature begins with Creation; the desacralization of politics with the
Exodus,”50 it is safe to say that secularization is a major defining characteristic of a modern
society (perhaps even the defining characteristic). “Secularization is man turning his attention
from worlds beyond and toward this world and this time (saeculum = this present age),” Cox



says. Religion no longer provides the dominant interpretation of the events of this world. Even
though, according to Cox, “the forces of secularization have no serious interest in persecuting
religion . . . secularization simply bypasses and undercuts religion and goes on to other things. It
has relativized religious world views and thus rendered them innocuous.”51 Differently
formulated, secularization is the “assertion of autonomy of large aspects of life, for instance,
politics, law, science, art, and customs vis-à-vis religion.”52 Secularization is the process of the
disengagement of man’s interpretation of this world from religion.The dichotomy between the
secular and the sacred has often been exaggerated. In all recognizable human history, as
opposed to myth, the secular and the sacred existed next to each other and were intertwined.
The separation of church and state existed, de facto, since the early Middle Ages in Europe.
Despite the claim that Islam permeated all aspects of society and a separate church was
therefore not needed, the state and its regions were typically centered around powerful, secular
elites and not based on consensus of the Muslim community. Most often the representatives of
religion were even dependent on the state run by secular elites, as only the latter could
guarantee security. Yet, the overall perception of the world order, the interpretation of life and its
meaning in this world, was shared by all as resting in a transcendental God who could at any
moment show His immanence in this World, as had been the case with the Ten Commandments
given on Mount Sinai or the revelations to the Prophet Muhammad.Secularism goes far beyond
the secular character of political power or of any incidental action by human beings, that is to
say, action that has no sacred quality. Secularism also challenges directly the authority of the
sacred to interpret the cosmic order, the order of society, and the life of the individual.
Secularism thereby becomes an essential part of modernity, asserting legitimate autonomy of
various aspects of human life and nature. Recently Talal Asad has contributed to the debate on
the understanding of secularism. He observes in the Christian worldview an increasing
separation of God from this world:But there is more at stake here than the immanence or
transcendence of divinity in relation to the natural world. The idea of “nature” is itself internally
transformed. For the representation of the Christian God as a being sited quite apart in “the
supernatural” world signals the construction of a secular space that begins to emerge in early
modernity. Such a space permits “nature” to be reconceived as manipulatable material,
determinate, homogenous, and subject to mechanical laws. Anything beyond that space is
therefore “supernatural”—a place for fanciful extension of the real world peopled by irrational
events and imagined beings. This transformation had a significant effect on the meaning of
myth.53Beginning in the seventeenth century, during the scientific revolution, nature became the
first major subject of scientific studies in the search for observable and testable laws in nature—
hence the expression “natural sciences.” Asad shifts from the preoccupation with studying
nature, whose full development he locates in the eighteenth century, to the politics of secular
liberalism in the nineteenth century, an ideology that was extremely influential in the Nahda
Movement and, not surprisingly, is also reflected in Zaidan’s thought. He ascertains that the
central principles of liberalism rest on assumptions about the nature of mankind and of society,



which are frequently questioned, such as the equality of all humans and the existence of certain
rights within human nature.54 With Canovan he points out that in the eighteenth century ideas of
liberalism were attached to a distinctive conception of nature as deep reality. Subsequently in
the nineteenth century, liberals invoked nature as a realm more real than the social world, an
understanding that gave them grounds for optimism about political change. The terminology of
natural rights referred not simply to what men (and later, women too) should have but to what
they did in fact possess in the reality of human nature that lies beneath the distorted world as it
now appears.55He then poses the question of why the early liberal thinkers relied so much on
nature as a point of reference. He assumes that in their thinking nature itself was a source of
explanation and justification. But I would suggest that for most of the nineteenth century the
modern scientific knowledge of nature and its laws was far more advanced than that of any of
the social or human sciences. Hence it seemed that the natural sciences were by far more
reliable as a source of reference of authoritative knowledge.According to Asad the idea of
human freedom and equality actually implied a counterworld—a mythical world—that provided
freedom and equality, just because it was “natural” and without civilizational distortions.56
Quoting Canovan he shows how the founding myth of secular liberalism about the nature of
human beings is essential to legitimize secular liberalism as a project to be realized, rather than
as a truth in need of discovery.57 Expressed differently, the sacred and the secular remain
interwoven because secular liberalism, too, relied on a myth for its legitimization. The secular
and the sacred remained intertwined, as reflected in Fritz Stern’s astute observation, speaking
of imperial Germany, where he notes a process of “the secularization of religion and a
sacralization of the throne.”58Asad believes that the new science of sociology, using the theory
of evolution, provided evidence of a cruel and hierarchical nature. This weakened secular
liberalism at the end of the nineteenth century was to be revived, according to Asad, only after
World War II in its confrontation with fascism and communism. It seems, though, that secular
liberalism had a longer lease on life if we look at the various constitutional revolutions in the
Middle East and elsewhere before World War I. They were driven by the ideas of equality,
freedom for all human beings, and democratic rule based on constitutionalism. The above-
mentioned optimism found in nature could also be found in the theory of evolution or, more
precisely, in a misunderstood yet very popular version of evolution. In this version, the concept of
the survival of the fittest—meaning nothing more than what best fits an incidental mutation in the
environment—was confused or replaced with the idea of the best, strongest, most virtuous,
intelligent, and just values, which promised to raise society to higher levels of progress. This
became the basis for an unshakeable faith in progress, which was only destroyed, for different
reasons, in Europe as well as in the Middle East, during and after World War I.Jurji Zaidan relied
heavily, as we will see in what follows, on the laws of nature and, more specifically, on the laws of
evolution as a point of reference and source of legitimization for the approach he developed to
the history of culture, language, and even religion, albeit somewhat more discreetly for the latter.
He was a firm believer in the idea of progress, which for him not only was possible but followed



inevitably from the laws of evolution. At the same time, though, he had his doubts about human
nature. These doubts became acute with the Constitutionalist movement, an expression of
secular liberalism, which led to the Young Turk Revolution in 1908, of which he became an
enthusiastic supporter. Asad articulates this ambivalence, which was felt not only by Zaidan but
by most of his Nahda contemporaries and many thinkers in Europe:In fact liberal democracy . . .
expresses the two secular myths that are, notoriously, at odds with each other: The
Enlightenment myth of politics as a discourse of public reason whose bond with knowledge
enables the elite to direct the education of mankind, and the revolutionary myth of universal
suffrage. . . . The secular theory of state toleration is based on these contradictory foundations:
on the one hand elite liberal clarity seeks to contain religious passion, on the other hand
democratic numbers allow majorities to dominate minorities, even if both are religiously
formed.59This was precisely the greatest bone of contention for the supporters of the Young
Turk Revolution in the multiethnic and multisectarian Ottoman Empire. For a long time they
believed—somewhat naively—in the efficacy of the newly established constitution to overcome
these contradictions. Kurzman elaborates the point somewhat differently:Positivist Liberalism
faced a theoretical problem: . . . how to reconcile openly desired rule of the intellectuals with the
often-proclaimed sovereignty of the people? The solution lay in the belief that an enlightened
population would freely choose enlightened leaders. With proper education the voters would be
able to identify and surely prefer the expounders of truth and progress, namely the
intellectuals.60In the “solution” Kurzman offers to the predicament, he touches upon the same
issue as Asad, mentioning the “discourse of public reason.” It is basically the “free space,” which
Habermas believes to be necessary for the public venting and exchange of ideas and the
formulation of a workable degree of consensus. Here Asad raises an important question that
troubled Zaidan and his contemporaries enormously: “If the performance of free speech is
dependent on free listening, its effectiveness depends on the kind of listeners who can engage
appropriately with what was said, as well as the time he or she has to live in.”61 We find
repeatedly the question asked by Zaidan and other Nahdawis, implicitly and explicitly, namely
whether the public they spoke to was prepared for the great changes the educated elite planned
for society. Most often the answer was that more education of the masses was needed before
they could participate in the political discourse. Sometimes, as in the case of Zaidan, it meant a
somewhat hesitant return to the idea of a constitution limiting the ruler rather than granting
political rights to the masses.Jurji Zaidan was perhaps more willing than his counterparts in
Europe to support the notion that liberal democracy and nationalism were related projects, that
is to say, people had to be educated about these projects and trained so as to become effective
participants in the political discourse. The colonized citizen already faced a European model
with regard to the public space of politics. With his faith in progress—evolutionary or otherwise—
he could believe that his own society would join this modern world in the foreseeable future. As a
nationalist he was in need of his own history, as was his European counterpart, to legitimize his
claim to a nation. The longing for an idealized past that would show the way into a utopian future



was not part of the secular colonial citizen’s liberal nationalism before World War I. Such longing
was rather typical for European Romantic and conservative nationalists. In the Middle East its
appearance was typically associated with religious fundamentalism. It was precisely the
emancipation from religion-dominated worldviews that enabled Zaidan to construct a secular,
national Arab history.Unabashedly, Zaidan traced the historical origins of modernity to Europe
as did the majority of the Nahdawis of the second generation. They felt they could fully adopt
and participate in this European modernity and the progress it promised. Well before the British
occupation of Egypt in 1882 there existed a tension in the thinking of the Nahdawis between the
admiration for Europe and the fear of domination by European imperialism. But a global
resentment against Europe was restricted to traditional religious scholars until World War I.
Zaidan was fully aware of the profound changes this Nahda brought about. It shows how far he
had gone in his lifetime of work to disengage Arab culture from Islamic history. For him it
confirmed the ability of the Arab people to participate fully in a civilization (modern civilization)
that was distinct from the Islamic one. To trace the mental path he took to reach this conclusion
will be a major theme of the following essay.IIJurji ZaidanA Short BiographyThere is a wealth of
information on Zaidan’s childhood and youth, perhaps more than for any other notable Arab
personality before him.62 We have information not only on his parents, education, and
apprenticeships but also about his feelings, relationships, ambitions, and likes and dislikes. The
major reason for this abundance of information is the fact that Zaidan is, as far as we know, the
first Arab to write an autobiography in the modern meaning of the term. A “modern
autobiography” is actually an oxymoron. Autobiographical information abounds in European and
Islamic medieval literature, but it tends to occur in texts accidentally or implicitly. When it is
presented as a coherent narrative, the focus is not on the narrator himself but, for instance, on
the manifestation of God’s will. In the classical Arabic literary genre of ṭabaqāt, bio-
bibliographical dictionaries, the author often includes his own biography, tarjama, at the
alphabetical or chronological place where it belongs. It generally follows the normative patterns
of all the others in that particular work, and its purpose is to supply all the relevant information
relevant for the purpose of the study. A late but typical example is to be found in ‘Ali Pasha
Mubarak’s geographical work on Egypt, where his own biography appears under the entry
“Birinbal,” his own birthplace, simply to offer all the information worth knowing about the
village.63 The autobiography proper is a modern phenomenon, and it presupposes a radically
new worldview that positions the self as a reasonable, responsible being at the center of events
and in possession of his own history. A sense has to develop for what Franz Rosenthal calls the
“awareness of the intrinsic value of the uniquely personal.”64 Or, as a more recent formulation
states, “the curiosity of the individual about himself, the wonder he feels before the mystery of
his own destiny, is thus tied up with the Copernican revolution.”65 Two formal characteristics of
the autobiography follow from this self-awareness: the author, the narrator, and the main subject
of the narrative are the same; and the structure of the narrative will almost always be
chronological.66A precursor of the autobiography in Arabic is Muntakhabāt al-jawāb ‘ala ‘qtirāḥ



al-aḥbāb by Mikha’il Mishaqa,67 a contemporary of ‘Ali Pasha Mubarak. Mishaqa’s own life is
not the main topic of his book, but he does attempt to link the fate of his family and his own
development in a meaningful causal relationship to the events of his time. When Zaidan wrote a
full-fledged autobiography in 1908, he knew of Mishaqa and his work. Though Zaidan was a
pioneer in the genre of autobiography, he hardly can be called the founder of autobiographical
writing in Arabic. Selected parts of his autobiography were published in al-Hilal during 1954.68
The full manuscript was not published until 1968, when Taha Husayn had already influenced a
whole generation of autobiographical writings with his Ayyam, published in 1926.69The
immediate impetus for Zaidan’s decision to write his autobiography was perhaps his son Emile’s
departure in 1908 to study at the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut,70 the very place where
Zaidan père had started his own studies some thirty years earlier The autobiography covers the
first twenty-two years of Zaidan’s life, breaking off in the middle of a sentence; we know of no
reason why he did not return to it. Nevertheless, as far as it goes, it is a real autobiography in the
modern sense of the term and thus differs radically even from Mishaqa’s work.Zaidan was born
in Beirut on 14 December 1861. Beirut found itself in a century-long growth trend that expanded
its population from 6,000 inhabitants in 1820 to 150,000 in 1905. It belonged, with Alexandria,
Haifa, Mersin, Izmir (Smyrna), Trieste, and Odessa, to those Mediterranean cities that grew in
the nineteenth century from villages or small towns to trading ports with several hundred
thousand inhabitants. They were part of the European-dominated world economic system,
opening up inland markets to European goods and supplying Europe with raw materials such as
cotton, tobacco, silk, grain, leather, and so on. In 1861 Beirut was just emerging from twenty
years of sectarian unrest in Lebanon and Syria, which climaxed in the 1860 massacre of
Christians in Damascus during which some 5,000 were killed. The European powers had taken
an active part in the sectarian unrest. The French had supported the Maronites and the British,
the Druze. French troops had landed in Beirut following the massacre in Damascus and, just a
few months before Zaidan was born, a new political order was established that made Mount
Lebanon an autonomous province of the Ottoman Empire.The Zaidan family had fled the unrest
in Mount Lebanon, moving to Beirut just as the first outbursts of violence erupted in the 1840s.
They were not alone. Future close friends had experienced a similar fate. In 1860 Faris Nimr’s
mother had fled with her son to Jerusalem after his father was killed during the unrest. Later they
moved to Beirut. The family of Shahin Makarius also fled in 1860 to Beirut. Ya‘qub Sarruf,71
however, did not come as a refugee. In 1866 he applied to the Syrian Protestant College as a
regular student.72 With the influx of refugees from the fighting in Mount Lebanon, the population
of Beirut roughly doubled between the early 1850s and mid-1860s to about 60,000
inhabitants.73 “The post-war period from 1860 to the creation of the provincial capital of Beirut in
1888 was a foundational moment in Beirut’s history in which local notables, merchants, and
public moralists joined forces in an attempt to formulate a modern vision for Beirut.”74Those
were the years of Zaidan’s childhood and youth described in his autobiography. He provides the
details of the modest circumstances of his family, the small and frequently changed apartments,



and his mother’s attempts to add to the family income by baking bread for others while his father
was running various eateries. The boy Jurji was required to work in them, and he obtained a
close-up view of the lower classes. He hated his smelly job, the vulgarity of the customers and
the storytellers. His environment is not, however, the real focus of his narrative. The main theme
remains the emotional and intellectual growth of the boy, a process convincingly described from
his own point of view. In his search for role models, for instance, Jurji first looked to the ruffians
and young toughs who hung out at his father’s eatery. But soon he had to admit to the discomfort
he felt in their company. Try as he might, he was not cut out to be a “tough guy.” Formal education
was provided by an ignorant priest who made his pupils learn psalms by heart without any
understanding of the text. The application of a collection of different-sized sticks established the
priest’s authority in class. The limits of this sort of education were quickly reached, and Jurji’s
parents attempted to launch him in a career as a shoemaker. It was a reflection upon the
changing times that they insisted he should become a shoemaker for “European” shoes. This
apprenticeship did not work out, and he was sent to a shopkeeper as bookkeeper and manager
—without success. It was only when he had made the acquaintance of students and members of
the new intelligentsia in Beirut that he felt he had found himself. Then he could admit his distaste
for the bad manners, boorishness, and vulgarity that seemed the norm in his own social
surroundings. The boy’s intellectual gifts and his hunger for knowledge had been disregarded by
his father, who believed that any education beyond reading, writing, and basic arithmetic was a
waste of time. Only Jurji’s mother, of whom he always spoke with tenderness, had recognized
his potential and tried to steer him away from working in his father’s restaurant. In the end it was
the boy himself who found the channels through which he could direct his intellectual curiosity
and drive, and finally he was accepted as a medical student at the Syrian Protestant
College.Zaidan was an autodidact. He had no formal training in Arabic language and literature,
not to speak of the canon of Koranic studies and its ancillary sciences. His first encounter with
education was the school of the neighborhood priest, of which he only remembered the threat of
being beaten and the mindless recitation by heart of psalms. After “graduating” from this school,
he was sent to a school set up by refugees from Damascus after 1861, where he was to learn
the basics of writing and arithmetic, so as to be able “to write a name [of a client] and put next to
it what he owed.”75 The principal of the school was a self-taught mason who nevertheless was
able to awaken Zaidan’s interest in learning. After the school was closed down he continued in a
new school founded by the former principal. When he was eleven his father took him out of this
school, apparently feeling that he had learned enough for the keeping of accounts and the
running of the eatery. Four years passed in this environment “during which I did not read a book
and did not learn a word until I forgot what I had learned in the school.”76 Only when he made
friends with some students of the new missionary schools and was accepted into their circle did
he begin to read. He read voraciously and haphazardly whatever happened to be available on
the market. Of particular interest to him were the natural sciences. For the classics, he read the
works of al-Mutanabbi and Ibn al-Farid, which had just reached the market in printed form.77 Of



their contemporaries he mentioned Nasif al-Yaziji and Asad Ibrahim al-Shududi.78 He read
Lisan al-Hal,79 a biweekly on politics, literature, and sciences, and subscribed to the monthly al-
Muqtataf, dealing mainly with science and technology; both had a pioneering role in the
development of journalism in Arabic. With the possible exception of Nasif al-Yaziji, none of the
authors had training in classical Arabic language or literature, and all were sooner or later
involved in the educational enterprise of the American missionaries in Lebanon. In preparation
for his entry exams to the medical school Zaidan also read a number of books on science in
Arabic translation and, most importantly for him, he read Samuel Smiles’s book Self-Help.80 He
probably read many more books but even this short list, which he supplied himself, makes a
salient point: here was a new educational elite in the making that came most often from no
distinct social background, had very little knowledge of classical Arabic literature, and had
hardly any training in the religious sciences—the mainstay of traditional education. Frequently
they were gifted autodidacts and all were influenced by their friendships, studies, and
collaboration with the American missionaries.Zaidan tells us of the fears and anxieties of the boy
and adolescent, his excitement on reading books, his guilt feelings about masturbation, his
friendships, and his admiration for his mother. His growth, the events that shaped him, the
widening of his emotional and intellectual horizons, and his coming to terms with himself—all are
described convincingly from the boy’s point of view.Yet at the same time, it is the almost fifty-
year-old author of the autobiography who is speaking, looking back on his youth, interpreting it
and giving it meaning in the context of his whole life. Jurji Zaidan, the well-established bourgeois
in Cairo, recognized and respected in intellectual circles, had indeed come a long way. The
message and the meaning of the autobiography are clear: it is the story of the self-made man.
The motif of the story, if not a “rags to riches” theme, was at least the tale of a journey from lowly
social origins to a respected bourgeois life, which threads itself through the whole
autobiography. It is the story of life as a journey, but a journey made under one’s own willpower
and intellectual drive.81Even though Zaidan never continued his autobiography beyond his
childhood and youth in Beirut, he not only provides us with historical facts and biographical data
but also gives meaning to his life by interpreting it for the reader. His life was the story of a
journey from Beirut to Cairo, from humble beginnings to material comfort and respectable social
status, from the narrow confines of his father’s eatery and the priest’s modest education and
crudeness to his own journalistic enterprise and the scholarly expansion of his intellectual
horizons. It was a tale of the triumph of moral values and a model for a modern life. The story
was well worth telling, if only to his son, who just then was striking out on his own.Three aspects
described in Zaidan’s autobiography bear closer scrutiny: the theme of the self-made man, the
strike at the Syrian Protestant College in 1882, and the role of knowledge and education in his
life and that of society. Having read unsystematically but widely, as a nineteen-year-old he came
across a book freshly translated from English into Arabic by Ya‘qub Sarruf that shook him
profoundly: Self-Help by Samuel Smiles, translated into Arabic as The Secret of Success. Only
three years before Darwin published his On the Origin of Species and just when Spencer began



to develop what would later be called “social Darwinism,” Smiles formulated some concepts that
were typical of the laissez-faire liberalism of mid-century Victorian society: any individual could
improve his position in society if he had talent and the disciplined willpower to use it. It was a
kind of individualist social mobility that stood, of course, in complete contrast to any socialist or
Marxist concept of improving the lot of a whole class collectively. Though Zaidan read a great
deal, he hardly mentions the names of books, and only in the case of Self-Help does he tell us of
the impact it had:Vigor and zeal sprang up in me. Too great was the enthusiastic impact it had on
me to read about the lives of men who reached the highest achievements by their own diligence
and efforts and self-reliance. Among them barbers and shoemakers, servants, artisans and
maids who rose through their eagerness and vigilance to the station of great people. When I
read a few pages I would be so agitated that I could not sleep any longer or be calm, and, finding
myself tied down, [self-]pity would overcome me and I would get depressed. So I would put the
book aside and until today I have not finished reading it.82Terms such as “hard work,”
“punctuality,” “discipline,” “self-reliance,” and “perseverance” abound in his autobiography. These
social values became, if anything, even more pronounced in his later life. In 1897 a book by E.
Demolins, very much in the same moral vein as Smiles’s book, appeared in French and within
only one year was translated into Arabic: A quoi tient la supériorité des Anglo-Saxons?83 Only
weeks after its appearance in Arabic, Zaidan wrote an essay in al-Hilal called “The Eastern
Youth” in which he discouraged young people from seeking government employment. What was
needed for the country was a young generation concentrating on agriculture, trade, and industry.
Dedicated hard work would make up for an initial lack of money. Entrepreneurs were needed, not
government employees.84 Ten years later he would make the same argument, when writing the
biography of the Damascene Salim Sidnawi, owner of the largest department store in Cairo:As
far as scholars, merchants or professionals are concerned who achieved their wealth or
greatness through their own efforts and faith, their biographies set a good example for the young
generation—an ounce of example is better than a pound of instruction . . . we are in greater need
of biographies of merchants who are self-made men and who became rich by lawful means
befitting the conditions of success.85Clearly he also perceived his life story as such an example
of the self-made man.The second episode, the student strike at the Syrian Protestant College in
1882, was equally of formative importance in the life and thought of the young Zaidan.86 Soon
after the foundation of the college in 1866 a dispute had broken out over the introduction of
English as the teaching language. In the academic year 1879–1880 English was introduced
throughout the college with the exception of the medical school. The issue divided the faculty
into “liberal” and “conservative” camps, the latter demanding the elimination of Arabic as a
teaching language. But this division was not only about the language of instruction. It also
included the more basic question as to the role Protestant doctrine should play in the education
provided by the college. This discussion came to a head over the issue of the validity and
admissibility of Darwin’s theory of evolution. The liberal camp centered on Cornelius van
Dyck,87 who was a physician and the only nontheologian among the missionaries—who were



not exactly the avant-garde of modern thought in the Western world. He was supported by his
son William, who joined the faculty in 1880. He held evolutionary views and had brought
Darwin’s book with him to Beirut. His colleague in medical school E. R. Lewis, a physician and
ordained minister, also belonged to the circle, as did Faris Nimr and Ya‘qub Sarruf, who had
been hired as “native tutors” in the college—Sarruf for Arabic, mathematics, and physics, Nimr
for astronomy and Latin.88 In 1876 they had started the journal al-Muqtataf, in which the themes
of modern science, and especially the natural sciences, were prominent from the beginning.
Articles about Darwin and the theory of evolution had already appeared there before Lewis’s
speech triggered a crisis.In 1882 Lewis gave the commencement speech, in which he spoke
positively about the theory of evolution.89 This provided an excuse for the conservative camp to
take action against the liberals. Lewis was dismissed. Students who went on strike in protest
were locked out of the campus. Eventually Cornelius van Dyck and some liberal colleagues
resigned. Many of the students refused to return to the college.It is noteworthy that during the
whole dispute between the faculty and the students in connection with the students’ right to
protest and go on strike, Darwin’s theory of evolution was hardly mentioned and freedom of
speech only indirectly. The students’ argument turned around a legalistic point that they had
joined the college and paid their fees under the assumption that Lewis would be their chemistry
teacher. In a similar manner the faculty never argued that Lewis did anything objectionable by
speaking favorably about Darwinism. They simply claimed that students had no right whatsoever
to interfere with the hiring and firing policies of the college.Unequivocal proof that the real issue
had been the theory of evolution and its suppression in the Syrian Protestant College can be
found in the college’s annual reports, which reveal that from January 1883 on, every teacher
appointed to the college had to sign a Declaration of Principles. The declaration was a manifesto
of Protestant dogma that implied the incompatibility of support for any part of the theory of
evolution and a teaching position in the college. In 1884 the appointments of Nimr and Sarruf
were not renewed. With this last step the college finally lost its role as a center for the rapidly
evolving new intelligentsia of the Arab world.Zaidan commented in his autobiography on Lewis’s
speech, which was about Darwin’s theory that “in no regard did his lecture oppose religion.”90
But his view was altogether new and the men of religion thought it contradictory to the
fundamentals of Christianity.91 Zaidan never tells us whether he was by that time already a
supporter of Darwinism. For the participants of the Nahda, Darwinism was more than just
another scientific theory. It seemed to promise the key to a scientific explanation and analysis
not only of nature but of human society and its history. The importance of modern science in
general and Darwinism in particular for the new Arab intelligentsia was that it seemed to provide
a secular, rational alternative to tradition and religion: “The religion of science was a declaration
of war on older religions.”92 Zaidan had been an early subscriber to al-Muqtataf, and became a
close friend of Nimr and Sarruf. They all were in close contact with Cornelius van Dyck and E. R.
Lewis. They also met at places such as Shams al-Birr, a branch of the British YMCA, and in the
Freemason lodges. The same enthusiastic belief in science and rationality that made the new



educated classes adopt Darwinism made them join the Freemasons. The latter provided, like
the early scientific and literary societies, a space where people could meet regardless of
religious affiliation and join in the enlightened vision of universal rationality. When the students
organized their protest against the college, Zaidan, who had been elected chairman of the
organization, had this to say about the solidarity of the students: “All were acquainted with each
other and accustomed to meetings in the College itself and in the Society Shams al-Birr and
some of them in the Freemasons.”93 Zaidan had been a very active participant in this protest
movement. Through his activities, he had joined with a fraternity of students and some
professors who were committed to the primacy of the natural sciences and increasingly
considered scientific truth the way to improve society. This network of literary societies and
Freemasonry would provide him with social and intellectual support and personal friendships all
his life, in Lebanon as well as in Egypt: “In 1888 a good number of people, tied to each other by
their stay at the American College in Beirut, their love for Arabic literature and the experience of
emigration, found themselves in the same lodge in Cairo.”94 Dupont summarizes the role the
Freemasons played in Zaidan’s life and that of others: “To be a Freemason meant making a
choice of adhering to modernity while reinventing at the same time a tradition of learned or
mystic sociability, typical for the Arab and Muslim world.”95 Later Zaidan would even write a
history of the Freemasons.96 But his membership seems to have become rather passive, just as
was the case with his membership in the Greek Orthodox Church.The third aspect concerns
education. The importance of education was, of course, closely linked to the image the
Enlightenment had developed of the human being, possessing reason, able to acquire
knowledge, and using both to make responsible decisions and shape the world around him. The
image of the self-made man, so important to Zaidan, was quite close to the idea of the survival
of the fittest individual rather than of the fittest group, not owing anything to society. Zaidan
disdained any form of socialism and class loyalty. Self-reliance was decisive. But Zaidan’s
survival had heavily depended on his ability to acquire an education. It had been his means to
gain bourgeois respectability. Yet, education was much more than the achievement of
respectability. The Enlightenment had endowed each individual with reason and the ability of
learning. In principle, education was to be universally accessible. Such premises led to a new
educational project whose task was to transform the whole of society through education. It was
to change society from a situation of weakness, mired in tradition, to taking its full place among
modern and “progressive” societies. The self-made man who by his own virtues rose in society
without any debt to others contrasted sharply with the teacher and reformer whose mission was
to elevate the whole society to a new level of civilization and progress. Who else but the
talented, the knowledgeable, and those familiar with modern sciences, the educated and
intellectual members of the Nahda, were able to fulfill this role of teacher and reformer? Zaidan
embraced both roles—that of the self-made man and that of the teacher/reformer—and with that
an intellectual tension that would accompany him throughout his life. Though the two roles were
linked through the function that education played individually or generally in both, in the end the



role of the teacher of society became the dominant, more creative, and productive one.97The
strike at the college ended in defeat for the students. The faculty did not concede anything, and
the liberal element was purged; some students submitted to the new demands of the college,
others refused and never returned. In 1883 Zaidan, following so many of his contemporaries
both in and outside the college, left for Egypt, recently occupied by the British. Once in Egypt he
quickly gave up the idea of continuing his medical studies. He worked for a while as editor of the
newspaper al-Zaman.98In the fall of 1884, after two years in Egypt, occupied with various jobs,
he joined the Wollesley expedition as a translator99 together with his friend Jabr Dumit.100 This
military adventure to defeat the Mahdi and save General Gordon ended in failure sometime in
the middle of 1885. Zaidan had to look for a job once more. Together with his friend he decided
to go back to Beirut and study languages. The year 1885–1886 must have been intellectually a
very intense period for him. Not only did he immerse himself in the study of Semitic languages
(Hebrew and Syriac),101 he also resumed contact with his former friends and teachers, first and
foremost Cornelius van Dyck, and he participated actively in the debates in such groups as al-
Majma‘ al-‘Ilmi al-Sharqi,102 whose leading members were Cornelius van Dyck, Ya‘qub Sarruf,
Faris Nimr, and Butrus and Salim al-Bustani.103 It had been founded in 1882 as a successor to
the defunct al-Jam‘iyya al-‘Ilmiyya al-Suriyya,104 which was founded in 1852 by Butrus al-
Bustani. The new society, however, also included American and European members.105In the
summer of 1886 Zaidan traveled to London, again joined by his friend Jabr Dumit. They spent a
few months in the reading rooms of the British Museum where Zaidan acquainted himself with
the works of European Orientalists. They had planned to stay longer, but with the oncoming
winter Zaidan’s health deteriorated and he returned to Cairo, which he was to make his
permanent home. The next five years were a restless time for Zaidan, as he tried to find his way
professionally. He worked for over a year as an administrative manager in the office of al-
Muqtataf, which Nimr and Sarruf had in the meantime transferred from Beirut to Cairo. Even
though his father criticized him harshly for not choosing a “remunerative” profession such as
medicine or law,106 he continued to develop his career as a writer. He wrote a book on the
history of the Freemasons and on the modern history of Egypt; he accepted a job as head
teacher of Arabic in a Greek Orthodox school; and in 1890 he published his History of the World
with the equally grandiloquent subtitle From Creation till Today.In 1891 things came together for
Zaidan. With Najib Mitri, a compatriot from Beirut, he founded a printing enterprise that they
called Matba‘at al-Ta’lif. It was a small affair in a few rooms with a hand-driven printing machine.
Their collaboration soon ended, and Najib Mitri opened a new publishing house, which he called
Dar al-Ma‘arif.107 Zaidan kept the press and called it Matba‘at al-Hilal. During the same year he
came out with his first historical novel, The Fugitive Mamluk,108 which was so successful that
he felt he could give up teaching in the Greek Orthodox School. From that time on he worked as
an independent writer, journalist, novelist, linguist, and historian, all fields in which he was an
autodidact.In 1891 he also finally married Maryam, a girl he had met four years earlier. She was
an orphan, a trained teacher, and from Lebanon like himself. His parents bitterly opposed this



liaison because they felt it was a mismatch. Friends had to intercede and in 1888 the parents
finally agreed to the marriage.109 Yet it took another three years before they actually married.
Apparently there existed objections on the other side as well. Maryam’s family felt that Zaidan
was not good enough for Maryam because he came from a lower social class, and it was only
through Jabr Dumit’s intervention that they changed their minds.110 Some of Zaidan’s
experiences during this difficult time flowed into his only nonhistorical novel The Lovers’
Struggle.111Maryam and Jurji had four children: Farid, Emile, Asma, and Choucri, born in 1891,
1893, 1895, and 1900, respectively. The firstborn died in infancy. The last two surviving
grandchildren are George C. Zaidan, son of Choucri; and Nadim, son of Emile. Two great-
grandchildren survive: George Jr., son of George C. Zaidan, and Bassem Abdallah, grandson of
Asma. From Jurji Zaidan’s letters to his son Emile in Beirut and from the reminiscences of his
children, expressed in many conversations with this author in the early 1970s, one gains the
impression that the family was very close, intimate, and loving.After Zaidan had established
himself permanently in Cairo he helped bring his brothers and three sisters from Beirut. Two of
his brothers, Mitri and Ibrahim—the latter for only a few years—worked with him at Matba‘at al-
Hilal. A third one, Yusif, became a successful businessman in Cairo. Work, indeed, must have
become the keynote of Zaidan’s life. Since his earliest childhood it had been impressed upon
him that one should never waste one’s time.112 His capacity for work was astounding. In 1892
he started his single most important project, the publication of the journal al-Hilal. A large part of
his time must have been consumed by this enterprise. For a long time he was not only its sole
author but also combined manager, editor, and sales agent. From 1891 on he also wrote a novel
every year. After a certain routine had established itself, and he had delegated the managerial
aspects of the journal to his brothers, he found time and energy to write scholarly works;
beginning in 1899 he wrote one volume almost every year until his death.Whenever he had time
left over from his work, Zaidan spent it with his family and friends. Salama Musa describes him
as an “extrovert, stout, jocular man with a great many friends.”113 In the letters Zaidan wrote to
his son Emile while the latter was studying in Beirut, one finds the names of a veritable stream of
friends and visitors who frequented Zaidan’s home, especially on Tuesday nights when a regular
soirée was held. Members of the Cairene cultural elite would attend, including journalists,
writers, and sometimes even teachers from al-Azhar. European Orientalists visiting Cairo would
also join on these occasions.Zaidan might have been, in the words of Musa, an “extrovert” but
only with respect to his friends. On the whole, he was a very private man who shied away from
active participation in political organizations and public appearances. For a while he had been
an active member of the Freemasons (not exactly a public organization) but it was not of great
importance to him. Later he left the Masons. Perhaps he did not care much for organized forms
of socializing. Though he was baptized in the Greek Orthodox Church, he was not active either
in the Greek Orthodox community or church activities.114 He became an enthusiastic supporter
of the Young Turk Revolution, but when asked to run in elections to the reestablished Ottoman
parliament he declined, claiming others were better suited than he.115Zaidan was inclined to



accept an offer for a public position only once, in 1910, when he was invited to teach Islamic
history at the newly founded Egyptian University. The offer was an official recognition of his
scholarly merits and, as one of the first to clamor for the establishment of a university, it
vindicated his own views on education. Zaidan considered accepting the position, but the affair
ended in disaster. Even before he began teaching, his appointment was canceled by the
university, which found itself under pressure from Muslim quarters to dismiss Zaidan from the
position.116 It was a humiliating affair and “left a stain of bitterness in his heart.”117The life of a
private writer suited his temperament best. He was a man of the written word, not of public
speech and organizations. He saw his role as an educator of society, but he spent time in a
classroom only in times of economic need. The positive upshot of the “university affair” was a
very original book on the history of Ottoman Egypt, which Zaidan composed from notes he had
already compiled for lecturing in the university.118By the time he died completely unexpectedly
in Cairo on 21 July 1914 at the age of fifty-three, he had established himself in a little over twenty
years as one of the most prolific and influential thinkers and writers, educators, and intellectual
innovators in the Arab world.IIIReligion, Science, and EvolutionBy the time Jurji Zaidan’s interest
in his own education became a driving force in his life, the term ‘ilm, knowledge or science, had
already experienced a change in meaning. In particular the plural, al-‘ulūm, had lost its traditional
religious sense and acquired the meaning “modern sciences,” especially “natural sciences.” As a
teenager he had subscribed to the newly founded magazine al-Muqtataf, which was subtitled as
a “journal for sciences and technology.” In it Zaidan read about solar eclipses and the weather,
which aroused his curiosity about the laws of nature. It was also in this magazine that he first
read about evolutionary theory. When he finally came close to realizing his dream to study at the
Syrian Protestant College, he chose medicine, mainly because of its greater financial benefits.
There followed his first—and only—year in the medical school, where he studied biology, botany,
anatomy, physiology, and pharmacology with great delight—though the science he enjoyed most
was chemistry “because through it man sees the world as he has never seen it before.”119 He
also enjoyed, after some initial difficulties, the study of Latin, and at year’s end he received a
prize for best performance in Latin. Regardless of the subject he studied, he was of a sharp mind
and quick comprehension. He seemed to learn effortlessly. His first encounter, however, was
with the natural sciences. Only in London, in the British Library, would he read the works of
Orientalists and thus be introduced to the human sciences such as history and linguistics. He
became convinced that the laws of nature, especially evolution, could also be applied to these
sciences.In Zaidan’s autobiography, mention of religion is noticeably lacking. The only contact
he seems to have had with his Greek Orthodox faith was the painful experience of learning to
recite psalms he did not understand. He never mentions going to church during his childhood.
As Dupont points out, the only two times that he mentions his family’s membership in the Greek
Orthodox community is to establish his Arab origins and urban Beiruti identity.120 At the college
he was, of course, exposed to the tenets of Protestantism. But he did not convert to
Protestantism, as did Faris Nimr and Ya‘qub Sarruf. Nor did he become an atheist, as did his



contemporary Shibli Shumayyil,121 although he later became strongly critical of the
instrumentalization of religion by the political and religious elites.122 His attitude toward religion
was also informed by his awareness that he was living in a society where religious affiliation was
still of the utmost importance and where his position as a Christian writing about Islamic history
was, to say the least, highly sensitive.123From the time of the strike at the college Zaidan was
faced with the question of the relationship between religion and science. He took his cue from
Cornelius van Dyck:Dr. van Dyck was liberal in thought and word and did not mind speaking out
frankly about these things which his colleagues and others in the group of clerics avoided
discussing. Dr. van Dyck was a God-fearing man, his conviction being based on understanding
and thought. He cared little for the details and trivialities to which some religious zealots cling
and which have absolutely nothing to do with religion. But he held fast to the essentials of the
Christian religion, unmindful of its external aspects and its superficialities if they contradicted the
principles of science. When a new theory of scientific thought appeared and presumably
contradicted these superficialities he would nevertheless respect it and examine it from the point
of view of the scientist as, for instance, the evolutionary theory and similar theories of the
philosophy of natural scientists.124
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LR, “Recommend. This book is well-written. I like Zaidan’s stories and books, so this background
is very interesting.”
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