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“Under Eastern Eyes”: East on West  
in the Arabic Press of the NahÃa Period1

“How many branches of the tree of tamaddun/civilization do we 
see, that die when their trunk/source is unable to nourish them. 
There is no real future for Syria or for its civilization unless it 
is interwoven with the threads of tamaddun and can integrate 
aspects of European culture, sowing them in the ground, and 
watering them with the sweat of its toilers.”2

(Ya‘qÙb ÑarrÙf, 1884)

Introduction: From Orientalism to Occidentalism

Edward Said’s Orientalism 3 (1978) introduced the important 
historical debate about the crystallization of Western identity/
culture versus the Other- the East. One of his main arguments was 

1. * Earlier version of this study was presented at the workshop in the Mediterra-
nean Programme: 9th Mediterranean Research Meeting, Florence and Montecatini 
Term, 2008. The workshop was conducted in the European University Institute-
Robert Schuman Centere for Advanced Studies. Participants in this workshop 
made significant comments, and I would like to thank them all. I am also grateful 
to Professor Ami Ayalon who read earlier versions of this paper.
2. Ya‘qÙb ÑarrÙf, “Al-NaÛr fÐ ÍÁÃirinÁ wa-MustaqbalinÁ,” al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 8 
(1884), p. 196. The first sentence was taken by ÑarrÙf from a poem which I could 
not trace. The other sentences are his own.
3. Edward W. Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London: Pen-
guin, 1978).
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that ‘in order to know who I am, I must know what I am not’. This 
concept created an imbalance in which the West predominates in 
the interaction between the two cultures. This simplistic, black-
and-white inference of the East’s inferiority did not expose the 
dynamic discourse between the two cultures. Instead, it created a 
static, biased debate which gave no expression to ideas and views 
of ‘The Other’/East concerning the Other/West. Makdisi’s article 
“Ottoman Orientalism”4 extended Said’s analysis of Orientalism by 
demonstrating how, in the process of modernization, the Ottoman 
Empire regarded its own Arab periphery as inferior. He did not 
elaborate on how this “Arab periphery” reacted to the encounter 
with its’ West.

One attempt to represent the East’s notions of the West brought 
forward the debate on the term Occidentalism, which over the years 
has received a variety of interpretations.5 One of the most recent and 
problematic interpretations appears in Occidentalism: A Short His-
tory of Anti-Westernism by Buruma and Margalit (2004); in which 
it is defined as “the dehumanizing picture of the West painted by 
its enemies.”6 Occidentalism is also interpreted as an anti-Western 
view which developed in the East during the post-colonial period, 
not only among fundamentalist and Islamic groups, but also among 
groups from the Far East. These groups not only opposed Western 

4. Ussama Makdisi, “Ottoman Orientalism,” American Historical Review, vol. 107, 
no: 3 (2002), pp. 1-32.
5. For other interpretations of the term Occidentalism see, Meltem Aniska, 
“Occidentalism: The Historical Fantasy of the Modern,” South Atlantic Quarterly, 
vol. 102, no: 2/3 (2003), pp. 378-379, footnote 77; James G. Carrier (ed.), 
Occidentalism: Images of the West (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995); Wang Ning, 
“Orientalism vs. Occidentalism,” New Literary History, vol. 28, no:1 (1997), 
pp. 57-67; Carter Vaughan Findley, “An Ottoman Occidentalist in Europe: Ahmed 
Midhat Meets Madame Gülner, 1889,” American Historical Review, vol. 103, no: 1 
(1998), pp 15-49; See also on Occidentalism as reflected in Art, Jill Beaulieu and 
Marry Roberts (eds.), Orientalism’s Interlocutors: Painting, Architecture, Photography 
( Durham and Londan: Duke University Press, 2002).
6. Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit, Occidentalism: A Short History of anti-West-
ernism (London: Atlantic Books, 2004), p. 5.
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culture but also diminished and de-legitimized it as “a poisonous 
materialist civilization.”7

My intention is to re-locate this developing discourse on Oc-
cidentalism, with its central question of how the East conceives 
the West, or what I term ‘the impression of 'The Other' by 'The 
Other'’, to the earlier period in the relationship between the two 
cultures, to the nahḍa (Arab awakening). I regard Occidentalism 
as the attitude, both negative and positive, of the East to the West 
during the first phase of this encounter. The term Occidentalism is 
charged with the issue of Orientalism, unavoidably inserting it into 
the debate. Since the “Eastern writers” chose to repeatedly refer to 
East versus West, I opted to remain loyal to their view of this de-
bate, even though the West was one of their many “others.”8

Post-colonial theories offer concepts enabling us to understand 
and interpret the cultural contact between East and West. Homi 
K. Bhabha contends that a new hybrid identity (subject-position) 
emerges from the interwoven elements of the two cultures. This 
replaces the established pattern with a mutual and mutable repre-
sentation of cultural differences located in-between, in a third space 
that give rise to new possibilities. According to Bhabha this hybrid 
third space is an ambivalent site in which cultural meaning and 
representation have no primordial unity or fixity.9

Influenced by these notions I contend that the cultural encoun-
ter between East and West not only resulted in the West’s view of 
the East as inferior, effeminate, backward etc., but also in the East 
viewing the West as its cultural ‘Other’. The result was a new puta-
tive Eastern identity, a modern (ruÎ al-‘aÒr) hybrid which attempted 
to amalgamate the two cultures – the traditional and the modern. 

7. Buruma and Margalit, Occidentalism: A Short History of anti-Westernism, p. 3.
8. One such example is the reference to the Muslim communities in Java and 
Malaysia in 19th century press in Beirut and Cairo, offering yet another society 
against which local intellectuals viewed their own. See, Michael Laffan, ““Another 
Andalusia”: Images of Colonial Southeast Asia in Arabic Newspapers,” Journal of 
Asian Studies, vol. 66, no:3, pp. 689-722.
9. Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994).
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Thus this Eastern/Arab identity was created in the process of ob-
serving, debating and, to some extent, adopting aspects of Western 
culture, so that the two-way dynamic between cultures was extend-
ed and became more complex. 

My article concentrates on the dynamics of this encounter, 
from the mid-19th century until the early 20th century especially 
as it appeared in the Arabic press of the nahḍa period, in particu-
lar in Greater Syria. The dynamics present the difficulties of the 
East in defining its own identity, elborating how this encounter 
impelled Eastern intellectuals to clarify, invent, or formulate their 
own Eastern identity, changing the main debate from Orientalism 
to Occidentalism.

Although, I have drawn some of the insights concerning this 
encounter between the cultures from previous research such as that 
of Albert Hourani, Hisham Sharabi, Bernard Lewis and Ibrahim 
Abu-Lughod,10 my main focus concentrates on the perception of 
the Sharq/East. This I examine through articles, correspondence 
and narrative fiction, particularly those incorporated in the five 
nahḍa journals.

Encountering the West: Attitudes of the Press

Bonaparte’s traumatic invasion of Egypt at the end of the 
18th century marked the beginning of an immense incursion of 
Western culture into the East and of a powerful dialogue between 
the two sides.11 First impressions of this encounter can be seen in 

10. Albert Hourani, Arabic Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939 (London-Ox-
ford-New-York: Oxford University Press, 1970); Ibrahim A, Abu-Lughod, Arab 
Rediscovering Europe (Princeton N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1963); Hisham 
Sharabi, Arab Intellectuals and the West: The Formative Years 1875-1914 (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1970); Bernard Lewis, Islam and the West (New-York, Oxford 
University Press, 1993); Bernard Lewis, The Middle East and the West (New-York: 
Haper and Row, 1964).
11. See for example on the 18th century, Fatma Müge Göçek, East Encounters West: 
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the writings of the Egyptian historian al-JabartÐ (1753-1825) and 
the Lebanese intellectual and poet NiqÙlÁ Turk (1763-1828).12 Un-
til this time, Sharq/East and Gharb/West13 were mainly regarded 
as geographical designations. From the 19th century onward, as we 
shall see, East and West increasingly acquired cultural connota-
tions as well. Among writers of the nahḍa period, in geographical 
terms the Sharq/East (the Arab East) included mainly Persia in the 
East, Greater Syria and Egypt, and on occasion as far as Tunis in 
the West. Some writers went emphasised that the Arab East was an 
integral part of a greater East, implying regions as remote as the Far 
East.14 When using the term West, nahḍa writers generally referred 
to Europe (mainly England and France) and America. Alongside 
these terms and perceptions, both before and after the nahḍa pe-
riod, a geographical division also existed inside the Islamic world/
Caliphate. On the one side al-Mashriq - the Muslim-Arab region 
that included: Iraq, Persia, BilÁd al-ShÁm, the Arab Peninsula, and 
sometimes Egypt and on the other side the Maghrib which included 
non-Arab Muslim regions such as North Africa and Andalusia.15 

France and the Ottoman Empire in the Eighteenth Century (New York, Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1987). 
12. George M. Haddad, “The Historical Work of Niqula al-Turk 1763-1828,” 
Journal of the American Oriental Society (1961), pp. 247-251; RifÁ‘a RÁfi‘ al-
ÓahÔÁwÐ, al-DÐwÁn al-NafÐs fÐ ‘ÏwÁn BÁrÐs Aw TakhlÐs al-IbrÐz fÐ TalkhÐs BÁrÐs 
(Beirut: al-Mu’asasa al-‘Arabiyya lil-DirÁsÁt wal-Nashr, 2002). Ed. ‘AlÐ AÎmad 
Kan‘Án.
13. The word Sharq (East) implies ‘sunrise’ or, in some cases, the sun itself. The 
root Sh-r-q also means light, beauty, wisdom and good. The meaning of Gharb 
(West) is ‘where the sun goes down’, i.e. sunset.
14. SalÐm wrote of Egypt as “the most important region in the Sharq al-‘ArabÐ” 
(Ahamm aqÔÁr al-Sharq al-‘ArabÐ), describing the era of the Hadives (such as Taw-
fÐq) as a return to Egypt’s magnificent past. See, SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-Ta‘ÒÒub al-
DÐnÐ wal-‘UÒba al-Jinsiyya,” al-JinÁn, vol. 13 (1882), pp 33-35; SalÐm al- BustÁnÐ, 
“al-Sharq,” al-JinÁn, vol. 1 (1870), pp. 15-17; SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-IÒlÁÎ,” al-JinÁn, 
vol. 2 (1871), pp. 213-216.
15. In classical and medieval Arabic poetry and literature, critics used to separate 
between Mashriq and Maghrib mainly between the literary productions of Syria, 
Iraq, and Egypt and that of Andalusia. Thus the geographical separation eventu-
ally created a cultural difference inside the world of Islam. ÑalÁÎ al-DÐn al-Munjid, 
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The nahḍa period was the time when observation and examina-
tion of the West became integral to the evolving process of East-
ern self-discovery. The West was encountered through media such 
as travelogues by merchants and intellectuals who described what 
they saw in the West.16 There were also translations, such as that of 
Robinson Crusoe (1861) by BuÔrus al-BustÁnÐ, one of the most distin-
guished intellectuals of the nahḍa. Speeches and lectures about the 
West were delivered to cultural societies.17 

The journals of Greater Syria, often produced as private ini-
tiatives of the Beiruti middle class of merchants and intellectuals 
working side by side, expanded this discourse more intensively into 
the public sphere. At this stage, the participants in the debate, both 
writers and readers were mainly the local elite and bourgeoisie/
middle class of women and men, Muslims and Christians that was 
developing as a result of the expansion of economic and cultural 
activities with Europe. In many cases the writers of these journals 
received their education in missionary schools making them famil-
iar with Western culture. 

In 1858 the first private Arabic newspaper in Beirut, ÍadÐqat 

al-AkhbÁr, was published by KhalÐl al-KhÙrÐ, a Greek Orthodox 
Christian Arab. Its’ publication continued until the beginning of 
the 20th century.18 In Istanbul, another journal, al-JawÁ’ib, was pub-
lished between the years 1861-1883 by a Syrian named AÎmad FÁris 

al-Mashriq fÐ NaÛar al-MaraghÁriba wal-AndalusiyyÐn fi al-QurÙn al-WustÁ (Beirut: 
DÁr al-KitÁb al-JadÐd, 1963). 
16. For example, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, al-DÐwÁn al-NafÐs fi ‘ÏwÁn BÁrÐs; FransÐs FatÎallÁh 
MarrÁsh, RiÎlat BÁrÐs (Beirut: al-Mu’asasa al-‘Arabiyya lil-DirÁsÁt wal-Nashr, 
2004). QÁsim Wahab (ed.); SalÐm Bustrus, al-Nuzha al-Shahiyya fÐ al-RiÎla al-
SalÐmiyya 1855 (Beirut, al-Mu’asasa al-‘Arabiyya lil-DirÁsÁt wal-Nashr, 2003). 
Ed. QÁsim Wahab.
17. See for example, BuÔrus al-BustÁnÐ, “KhitÁb FÐ al-Hay’a al-IjtimÁ’iyya wal-
MuqÁbala bayna al-‘AwÁ’id al-‘Arabiyya wal-Ifranjiyya (1869), in YÙsuf QuzmÁ 
khÙrÐ (ed.), A‘mÁl al-Jam‘iyya al-‘Ilmiyya al-SÙriyya 1868-1869 (Beirut: DÁr al-
HudÁ, 1990), pp. 204-217.
18. The newspaper stopped publication either in 1909 or in 1911. This article 
includes only the first ten years (1858-1868) of ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr.
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al-ShidyÁq. From 1870 until 1886 the periodical al-JinÁn was pub-
lished by the BustÁnÐs, a Maronite family some of whose members 
(such as BuÔrus and SalÐm) converted to Protestantism. From 1875 
to 1908 ThamarÁt al-FunÙn was established by Jam‘iyat al-FunÙn who 
appointed ‘Abd al-QÁdir QabbÁnÐ as its editor. Towards the end of 
the 19th century, within the framework of the late nahḍa in Egypt, 
two other significant journals were established by Christian Arab 
Syrians who immigrated from Beirut to Egypt. Al-MuqtaÔaf (1876-
1884, Beirut), (1884-1952, Cairo)) was published by two Arab edi-
tors Ya‘qÙb ÑarrÙf and FÁris Nimr and the second, al-HilÁl (1892- ) 
was published by JurjÐ ZaydÁn. These journals resembled their Eu-
ropean counterparts but were adapted to local taste. It is difficult to 
estimate the number of subscribers or readers but, based on the in-
formation available, it seems that during the first few months of the 
publication of ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, the newspaper had approximately 
400 subscribers, while al-JinÁn had 1500.19 We also know that al-

HilÁl and MuqtaÔaf were popular. The latter with a circulation of 
about 3000 in 1892.20

As these newspapers were agents of identity, the issue of the 
encounter between the East and the West was fundamental. It in-
corporated imperative discourses of the time such as: modernity, 
modernization, Westernization, liberalism, reforms and roles of 
women and men. The dialogue was not monolithic; on the con-
trary it was diverse and vibrant. This is evident in the correspond-
ence, articles, and translations of historical and social novels and 
of short stories, all of which were published in the local press. All 
of them endeavoured to tackle the issue of Western culture, each 
with its own emphasis. JawÁ’ib seems to have been relatively at-
tuned to Western culture, al-JinÁn, called for a selective adoption 
of Western mores, ThamarÁt al-FunÙn like Other journals, called 

19. Henry Harris Jessup, The Women of the Arabs (New York: Dodd and Mead, 
1982), p. 136.
20. Beth Baron, “Readers and the Women’s Press in Egypt,” Poetics Today, vol.15, 
no:2 (1994), p. 228.
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for a progressive and civilized mutamaddina – 21 Arab/Eastern cul-
ture, but also emphasized that Islam has its own tamaddun IslÁmÐ 
(advanced Islamic culture) that is in accordance with sharÐ‘a (Is-
lamic law).22

Until the 1880s the dialogue with the West was largely cultural 
and not political. This dialogue was common to all the journals in 
that the East recognized ‘The Other’, with its own reservations. The 
writers firmly believed that civilization should be multi-cultural, 
but emphasized that each culture should safeguard its own unique-
ness. KhÙrÐ, editor of ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, wrote: “Every nation has 
its specific culture, which suits its own morals and manners […] 
We like the English to be English, the French to be French, and the 
Arab to be Arab.”23

As in travel books of this time, Arab writers were ambivalent 
towards the West. On one hand they viewed its innovations, cul-
tural materialism, and its order with enthusiasm, amazement, and 
even with admiration. On the other hand they applied caution 
and suspicion, criticizing Western morality, humanity, religious 
attitudes and materialism. However there was an awareness that, 

21. Tamaddun was the opposite of TawaÎÎush (Barbarianism). In general it em-
bodies the meaning of an urbanized and civilised living. MadÐna (city) derives from 
the same root (m-d-n). The intellectuals of the nahÃa believed that true (ÎaqÐqÐ) 
tamaddun exists in organized cities founded on justice, ÎuqÙq jumhÙriyya (public’s 
rights) and public order. Thus, it was perceived as an ideal condition of society. 
Reference to someone as Mutamaddin meant that he was urban and educated. 
Nevertheless the term was freely used among intellectuals, becoming a flexible gen-
eralisation that is still a complex socio-cultural concept. Although literally trans-
lated as “civilization/being civilised” or “advancement,” the term is multifaceted 
and reflects subjective opinions, varying according to author and subject matter.  
For more details see, BuÔrus al-BustÁnÐ, “Tamaddun,” DÁ’irat al-Ma‘Árif, vol. 6, 
pp. 213-215; Fruma Zachs, The Making of a Syrian Identity: Intellectuals and Mer-
chants in Nineteenth-Century Beirut (Leiden: Brill, 2005), pp. 66-67.
22. Unknown author, “Mustaqbal al-IslÁm,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1214 (1899), 
pp. 2-3; This attitude can be seen also in al-HilÁl: R. N (Egypt), “al-Tamaddun al-
IslÁmÐ wa-bi-MÁdhÁ QÁma,” al-HilÁl, vol. 3 (1894), pp. 381-384.
23. KhalÐl al-KhÙrÐ, “Way…Idhan Lastu bi- IfranjÐ,” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, issue 93 
(1859).
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ultimately, the adoption of Western culture could endanger the 
existence of the local culture. Aware the power of the press,24 the 
writers believed that they must call for the safeguarding of local 
culture while emphasizing that familiarity with ‘The Other’ was 
essential for its’ advance. 

The editors regularly exposed their readers to debates and articles 
from the European press, some of which were translated into Ara-
bic. They published serialized essays on Western history. In publica-
tions such as al-HilÁl and al-MuqtaÔaf many issues opened with a col-
umn entitled Famous events and distinguished figures. Many of these 
“events” occurred in Western history, and many of the “figures”, 
both women and men were European. Local figures were also repre-
sented. Western innovations, technology and science predominated 
in every issue.25 This mass of information was not always driven 
by fear, but rather by curiosity about ‘The Other’ and by trying to 
understand why the West was so advanced while the once illustrious 
Arab culture, a leader in philosophy, mathematics and so on, had 
advanced so little. Was it our fault? What went wrong? 

The writers suggested several answers. KhÙrÐ, editor of ÍadÐqat 

al-AkhbÁr tried to explain the high levels of morality and literature 
among the English in his article “On the English Nation”26. He 
believed this was due to their having preserved their culture as a 
“national” faith. Even though they may be cold and boring, their 

24. Unknown author, “MabÁÎith ‘Ilmiyya Adabiyya Ta’rÐkhiyya: al-‘Ilm wal-
JarÁ’id,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1193 (1898), p. 6; Unknown author, “FÐ 
ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr,” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, issue 48 (1858), p. 1; Unknown author, 
“al-JarÁ’id wa-FawÁ’iduhÁ, JarÁ’id al-‘ĀÒima,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1201 
(1898), p. 1-2.
25. Unknown author, “Al-JarÁ’id wa-FawÁ’iduha, JarÁ’id al-‘ĀÒima,” ThamarÁt 
al-FunÙn, pp. 1-2.
26. KhalÐl al-KhÙrÐ, “FÐ al-‘Umma al-InklÐziyya,” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, issues 66, p. 2 
and issue 68 (1859), p. 2. See also, Unknown author, “TabdhÐr al-Sharq wa-TabdÐr 
al-Gharb,” al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 1 (1876), pp. 110-112; Unknown author, “TabdhÐr 
al-Sharq wa-TabdÐr al-Gharb, ” al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 8 (1883), pp. 143-145; Unknown 
author, “MadÐnat BÁrÐs, al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 16 (1892), pp. 105-112; Unknown au-
thor, “MadÐnat Lundun,” al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 16 (1892), pp. 161-168.
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patriotism, order and diligence are of the highest standard. The 
English love their country and will do whatever they can for its 
sake. As a member of the bourgeoisie KhÙrÐ, conceived an ‘ideal 
society’ based on hard work, diligence, and discipline: qualities, he 
believed, that were lacking in the Arab culture of his days.

A series of articles entitled “The differences between the East 
and the West” discusses this proposition further. It is remarkable 
that the writers’ emphasis is on the differences rather than the 
similarities between the cultures.27 They compared the two cultures 
regarding matters of dress, customs, social, economic and moral 
differences. They focused on the issue of education especially for 
women and children which they observed as vital for the progress of 
their society.28 It is also evident that the Eastern intellectuals grasped 
the Western understanding that modern societies and nations are 
founded on the modern family.

In 1871 AÎmad FÁris al-ShidyÁq, editor and publisher of al-

JawÁ’ib, published one of the most interesting of these articles, 
“The difference between East and West”.29 ShidyÁq was familiar 
with Western culture. He was a man of the world who spent much 
of his life in Lebanon, Egypt, Malta, Istanbul, and Tunis, and 
lived in France and England for more than 15 years. A colourful 
personality who was born a Maronite, became a Protestant, and 
finally converted to Islam. Unlike other writers he focused mainly 
on daily life in Europe. He was fascinated by the West, but also 

27. SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-Sharq wal-Gharb,” al-JinÁn, vol. 7 (1877), pp. 742-746; 
Unknown author, “al-Sharq wal-Gharb,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1183 (1898), 
p. 2; Unknown author, “TabdhÐr al-Sharq wa-TadbÐr al-Gharb,” al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 
1, pp. 110-112; Unknown author, “TabdhÐr al-Sharq wa-TabdÐr al-Gharb,” al-Mu-
qtaÔaf, vol. 8, pp. 143-145; AÎmad FÁris al-ShidyÁq, “FÐ al-Farq ma bayna al-Sharq 
wal-Gharb,” in SalÐm al-ShidyÁq (ed), Kanz al-Ragha’ib fÐ MuntakhabÁt al-JawÁ’ib, 
vol. 1 (Istanbul: MaÔba‘at al- JawÁ’ib, 1288-1871), 7 vols, pp. 87-101.
28. Unknown author, “Al-‘ilm wal-Tarbiyya aw KitÁb min Sirr Taqaddum al-InklÐz 
al-SaksÙniyyin,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1243 (1889), p. 2; Unknown author, 
“al-‘Ilm wal-Tarbiyya aw KitÁb min Sirr Taqaddum al-InklÐz al-SaksÙniyyin,” 
ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1244 (1889), p. 3.
29. al-ShidyÁq, “ FÐ al-Farq ma bayna al-Sharq wal-Gharb,” pp. 87-101.
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recognised it as more corrupt and unjust than the East, and em-
phasized the misery of its peasants.

ShidyÁq believed that the main differences between the cul-
tures lay in education, family life, and commerce. He focused 
mainly on the difference between the roles of European and East-
ern/Arab women. He argued that European women educate their 
children before they start school, while the Eastern women fill 
their children’s heads with tales and superstitions, and most of 
the children do not even attend school. Hence, Eastern children 
are weak and cowardly compared to European children who are 
proud, active, full of initiative, and contribute to society. He em-
phasized that education is a major issue in European society, with 
many libraries and books on education written by distinguished 
men. However, ShidyÁq also believed that the fault in the East lies 
with the men who keep women in subjection, thereby injuring 
the nation. 

Other writers vacillated between blaming themselves and blam-
ing Western society for the state of Eastern society. In 1877, SalÐm 

al-BustÁnÐ, editor of al-JinÁn, wrote his article “The East and the 
West.”30 He describes a cultural war planned by the West, through 
which it would eventually dominate the East. It is obvious that 
SalÐm’s description of the struggle between the cultures is bor-
rowed from the terminology of the Muslim conquests (futÙÎ al-

IslÁm). The conquest of the East by the West is described as futÙÎ 

al-bilÁd or al-futÙÎ al-tijÁriyya and not, for example, iÎtilÁl al-bilÁd. 
He concentrated on the West’s domination of the East as a form of 
cultural, rather than political, imperialism. In an apologetic tone, 
he reminds his readers that Islam did the same in the past, referring 
to the Muslim conquest in the 7th century. He calls his readers to 
join forces, to be patriotic, and to reform their society. He cautions 
them not to be influenced by Western flattery, because this is only 
a strategy for making them dependent on the West. He warns that 

30. SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-Sharq wal-Gharb,” al-JinÁn, pp. 742-746.
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after the West has emptied their pockets it will turn to the Far East 
(al-Sharq al-AqÒÁ). 

However, Salim also proposed a solution for the East.31 Observe 
Westerners and learn their innovations, just as the West once learned 
from their Moorish forebears. He believed that in a multi-cultural 
world (ikhtilÁÔ al-umam) mutual cooperation among nations is es-
sential. They should take from the West what suits their society, and 
at the same time sell to the West whatever they can. 

Some writers, who were aware of the enthusiasm of ‘The Oth-
er’, attempted to warn their Western readers by pointing out some 
of the perils. For example, Ya‘qÙb ÑarrÙf wrote an article, on The 
Dangers of Rapid [European] Advancement (tamaddun ØrÙbÐ).32 As a 
critic expressing post-colonial ideas long before post-colonialism, 
he examined the consequences of encounters between Europe and 
other cultures. ÑarrÙf warned the “Easterners” against European 
culture, as being harmful to every society it comes into contact 
with, even to the point of a decline in population in these socie-
ties. He based his article on the research of Dr. Watson (?), citing 
the societies of South America, Hawaii, Australia and India as cas-
es in point. He emphasized that the encounter that brought new 
cultural codes and customs to these societies also introduced dam-
aging practices such as the consumption of alcohol and a change 
in dress code. ÑarrÙf concludes by telling his Eastern readers not to 
be fearful of European culture, but to be wary. 

In a lecture given at the Syrian School for Girls, in Beirut, Ñar-

rÙf declares that there are some who think that if a weak nation is 
integrated into a stronger one, it is obvious that the stronger will 
overcome the weaker. In his opinion the case of Syria is different. 
Western culture cannot swallow Syrian culture because wherever 

31. See also, Unknown author, “Mustaqbal al-IslÁm,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn; Un-
known author, “al-JarÁ’id wa-FawÁ’iduhÁ, JarÁ’id al-‘ĀÒima,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, 
p. 1.
32. Ya‘qÙb ÑarrÙf, “AÃrÁr al-Tamadun al-SarÐ‘,” al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 9 (1884-1885), 
pp. 284-288.
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Syrians compete with Westerners they are equal or even stronger. 
At the same time Syrians must be careful to pay close attention to 
achieving more and to being less influenced by the West.33

Women also participated in this discussion and a journalistic 
dialogue was conducted between female and male readers. Two 
women responded to this article of ÑarrÙf’s. One of the women, 
Shams ShaÎÁda from ZaÎla, did not accept ÑarrÙf’s position. In 
her opinion, the harm caused by the West’s influence on the East 
is greater than its benefits.34 From the point of view of cultural 
damage, like ÑarrÙf, ShaÎÁda points to the increased consump-
tion of alcoholic drinks, and to the increased permissiveness in 
the family.

Íannih YannÐ of Tripoli, who came from one of the leading edu-
cated families in the city, also responded. Íannih did not agree with 
ShaÎÁda, and insisted that the advantages of Western civilization 
were greater than the harm incurred. She felt that the West had 
many ways of helping her society such as schooling, newspapers, 
and the railway.35 

The admiration of the West was sometimes tempered by the 
ridicule of Western morality, behaviour36 and materialism, and 
by ridiculing the Westernized woman. In 1885 under the caption 
“The New Fashion” an illustration of a woman with her belong-
ings placed on top of her bustle appeared as a mockery of Western 
women’s fashions.37 The press praised Eastern dress by reporting 

33. Ya‘qÙb ÑarrÙf, “Al-NaÛr fi ÍaÃirinÁ wa-MustaqbalinÁ,” Al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 8 
(1884), pp. 193-199.
34. Shams ShaÎÁda, “MaÃÁrr al-Tamadun al-ØrÙbÐ wa-ManÁfi‘uhu,” Al-MuqtaÔaf, 
vol. 9 (1885), pp. 565-566.
35. Íannih YannÐ, “MaÃÁrr al-Tamadun al-ØrÙbÐ wa-ManÁfi‘uhu,” Al-MuqtaÔaf, 
vol. 10 (1885), pp. 36-37. 
36. The attitude towards Western morality was ambivalent. In some contexts it 
was conceived as positive, especially when in line with eastern standards. In others, 
such as the behavior of women, it was negative. 
37. See, “MulaÎ,” al-JinÁn, vol. 16 (1885), p. 702: Fruma Zachs, The Making of a 
Syrian Identity,  p. 76.
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that at the Chicago World Fair in 1893 arose a discussion about 
the need to modify women’s dress, especially the corset, since it was 
detrimental to the female body and health. The writer informs his 
readers that the conclusion of the debate was a return to traditional 
loose-fitting dress, similar to that worn by Eastern women. This, 
he believed, indicated that America, despite all its progress, now 
understood what Eastern people had known long before.38 Writers, 
proud of their culture, called on their readers to unite through their 
religion and/or culture, to conduct reforms, and to preserve their 
heritage.

At this stage the debate gradually concentrated on what to take 
or not to take from Western culture. This was one of the reasons 
that many writers of the nahḍa period insisted on distinguishing 
between modernization and Westernization as a means of clarifying 
to their readers what should and what should not be borrowed from 
the West. Most discourses encouraged modernization while push-
ing aside Westernization. 

The writers cautioned time and again against mistaking the su-
perficialities of Western culture (tamaddun khÁrijÐ) for an advanced 
and modern society reformed from within (tamaddun dÁkÎilÐ). Cer-

38. See for example, Unknown author, “MalÁbis al-NisÁ’,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, 
issue, 936 (1893); Unknown author, “MalÁbis al-NisÁ’,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, is-
sue 1001 (1894); ‘Abd al-BÁsit FatÎallÁh, “LubÙs al-Ñayf wa-NaÒÐj al-WaÔan,” 
ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, issue 1287 (1900), p. 3. ‘AfÐfa Azn, “ BÁb TadbÐr al-Manzal: 
Al-MalÁbis wal-ZÐna, al-MuqtaÔaf, vol. 19 (1895), pp. 216-218. Other women 
participated in this debate. Maryam MakÁrÐyÙs (1860-1888) was one of the most 
learned and outstanding women of her time. She conducted a cultural salon in 
Syria and wrote an article about the superstitious beliefs of the West, and con-
cluded her essay with the statement that the Westerners have as many such beliefs/
superstition as there are in her own society. Another example is HannÁ KasbÁnÐ 
KÙrÁnÐ (1870-1898), from Kfar ShÐmÁ, a poet and journalist that obtained her 
education in the American school for girls in Tripoli and Beirut. She was voted the 
first female representative from Greater Syria to the Chicago World Fair (1893). At 
the closing session she delivered a speech talking about the virtues of the Eastern 
woman and speaking in favor of the East and its society. She delivered her speeches 
garbed in Eastern clothes. See, JÙrj KallÁs, Al-Íaraka al-Fikriyya al-NasÁwiyya fÐ 
‘AÒr al-NanÃa, 1849-1923 (Beirut: DÁr al-JÐl, 1996), p. 255; Maryam MakÁrÐyÙs, 
“Ba‘Ã ÍurÁfat al-Ifranj,” al-MuqtaÔf, vol. 5 (1880), pp. 169-171.
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tain practices became associated with the appropriation of superfi-
cial Western culture and its values, like materialism, greed, dressing 
ostentatiously.

These concepts of the nahḍa writers are in line with Eisens-
tadt’s multiple modernities. This challenged the narratives of West-
ern modernity by showing that modernization does not necessarily 
imply Westernization.39 It also includes some pluralistic features of 
Western modernity. In keeping with the nahḍa, this indicated that 
modernity presented a historical and intellectual challenge to the 
established norms, as it adopted, rejected, distorted, or was simply 
refashioned according to contexts other than Western ones. As we 
shall see, Eastern journalists tried to analyze the specific character-
istics of civilization, not only in terms of their approximation to 
the West, but also in their own terms and in terms with those of 
modernization. 

The Third Space: Re-Shaping Eastern Culture

Throughout the period of the nahḍa press we see that the pro-
posed solution for the East’s confrontation with the West was to 
redefine Eastern/Arab culture. The writers believed that this was the 
only way, that they were on the brink of a new era (al-‘aÒr al-jadÐd) 
heralding in the East regaining its former prominence and hope-
fully even transcending the West once again.40 Traditional Eastern 

39. For more details see, S. N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus, vol. 
129, 1 (2000), pp. 1-29; Deepak Lal, “Does Modernization Require Westerniza-
tion?” Independent Review, vol. 5 (2000), pp. 5-24; Nilüfer Göle, “Snapshots of 
Islamic Modernities,” vol. 129, 1 (2000), pp. 99-117; See also, Keith. D. Waten-
paugh, Being Modern in the Middle East: Revolution, Nationalism, Colonialism, and 
the Arab Middle Class (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006), 
p. 16.
40. Unknown author, “MabÁÎith ‘Ilmiyya Adabiyya Ta’rÐkhiyya: al-‘Ilm wal-
JarÁ’id,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, p. 6; Unknown author, “FÐ ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr,” 
ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr; Unknown author, “al-JarÁ’id wa-FawÁ’iduhÁ, JarÁ’id al-
‘ÀÒima” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, pp. 1-2.
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society would necessarily be transformed, to make it more open, 
advanced and egalitarian. 

Local journalists demanded the formulation of a body of Arabic 
literature that would be no less important than that of Europe. 
They called for pride in their glorious Eastern culture (al-Sharq 

al-‘AzÐm), 41 which was a reservoir of their unique local heritage. 
They believed that literature was the basic tool for achieving cul-
tural and social progress which, in turn, would lead to modern 
development.42 

In 1861 KhÙrÐ, proud of his Eastern culture, and defending it 
against the patronizing West, wrote: 

“The Europeans were surprised by Arab writers who emulated 
them, and were astounded that to some extent, some Syrians 
followed the art of European fiction. As if they [the Europe-
ans] did not know that Eastern-Arab skills and talents could… 
produce writers… who might well be deemed equal to Moliere 
and Racine”.43

The revival of Arabic as the language of the East was crucial. 
The writers implied that Arab backwardness was due to the in-
capacity of Arabic to allow the expression of the modern idiom. 
They called for a change from Arabic’s familiar traditional and lim-
ited religious content, and for confronting it with the challenges 
of modern life.44 

The importance of re-defining the eastern culture to local society 
was also manifested in the first authentic Arabic fiction which was 

41. See also Unknown author, “ Mustaqbal al-IslÁm,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, pp. 2-3; In 
1920’s and 1930’s similar ideas were presented in Egypt. See, for more details, Israel 
Gershoni, Egypt between Distinctiveness and Unity: The Search for a National Identity 
1919-1948. (Hebrew) (Tel-Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1980), pp. 139-161.
42. Unknown author, “FaÒl AdabÐ,” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, issue 24 (1858), p.3.
43. al-KhÙrÐ, “Way…Idhan Lastu bi- IfranjÐ” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, issue 151 (1861), 
pp. 2-3. Unknown author, “FaÒl AdabÐ,” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr.
44. Unknown author, “FÐ ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr,”ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr.
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published in the nahḍa press, Way…Idhan Lastu bi IfranjÐ (Alas, I’m 
not a Foreigner).45 This novella by KhÙrÐ, was serialised in ÍadÐqat 

al-AkhbÁr consecutively from 1859 to 1861.46 
This was a journey that the author and his readers made into 

self awareness and into discovering their Eastern culture. From the 
outset, KhÙrÐ emphasized that diffusing one culture with another 
is important for progress, but replacing one culture with another 
is dangerous.47 The novella called its readers to become “modern 
Easterners” rather than “modern Europeans.” As I believe that 
this novel is characteristic of the manner in which authors of then 
contemporary journals presented the importance of being East-
ern, I choose to digress in order to elaborate on it.

KhÙrÐ’s narrator begins his journey by criticising the symptoms 
of “Europeanization” (tafarnuj) in Beirut, the first city he visits. 
He insists that the Beirutis have moved away from their traditional 
Eastern culture, and are aping the Westerners. He then visits Alep-
po and Mt. Lebanon, and concludes that in Aleppo the people still 
preserve their Eastern traditions. They have the finest musicians 
in the Sharq and their city symbolizes the essence of their culture. 
This is reflected in the poetry of Lamartine, the French poet who 
visited in 1832.48 KhÙrÐ relates the story of an Aleppo family. The 
father, MikhÁlÐ is a grotesque figure who would do anything in or-
der to become European. He adopts European identity through his 
name, clothes, language and food, and despises his Arab culture.49 
He wants to marry his daughter ImÐlÐ to a European. His wife, a 
truly Eastern woman, remains faithful to her Arab heritage.

45. Ibid, issues, 93, 3/1 (November 1859) to issue 151, 7/23 (March 1861).
46. Basiliyus Bawardi, “First Steps in Writing Arabic Narrative Fiction: The Case 
of ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr,” Die Welt des Islams, vol. 48 (2008), pp. 190-192.
47. al-KhÙrÐ, “Way…Idhan Lastu bi- IfranjÐ,” ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, issue 93 (1859), 
p. 3.
48. Ibid, issue 97 (1859), p. 3-4.
49. Ibid, issue 98 (1859), pp. 3-4.
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IdmÙnd (Edmond), a young Parisian who has Arab antecedents, 
comes to the city. MikhÁlÐ believes that he is the scion of a distin-
guished Parisian family and on visiting IdmÙnd (Edmond), he intro-
duces himself as European in origin. He brags about his European 
watch and explains that, even though he married an Arab, he has 
educated his daughter in Western manners. But when IdmÙnd asks 
what she has learnt, it becomes obvious that MikhÁlÐ does not really 
know what a European education includes. Meanwhile, IdmÙnd, 
tired of European life in Paris, tells MikhÁlÐ that he came to Aleppo 
in order to find his Eastern roots.50 MikhÁlÐ is happy. He decides 
that IdmÙnd is the perfect husband for his ImÐlÐ, even though she is 
in love with a young Arab, As‘ad. 

Shortly after, IdmÙnd is invited to dinner at MikhÁlÐ’s house. 
This scene was intended for the bourgeoisie to see how ridiculous 
they look when they try to act as Westerners, and deals mainly with 
European table manners. MikhÁlÐ explains the importance of eating 
with knife and fork. He then brags about serving coffee with milk as 
the appropriate mutamaddin. He is angry with his wife for not serv-
ing the courses in the correct order, as at a true Western dinner.51 
As‘ad understands what is going on and is offended, especially when 
IdmÙnd stays the night at MikhÁlÐ’s house. 

Later, that evening IdmÙnd receives a letter which he reads and 
throws out of the window, and then immediately informs MikhÁlÐ 
that he has to leave.52 MikhÁlÐ begs him not to go, and hints that he 
wants him to marry his daughter. IdmÙnd answers that this is impos-
sible since, as a European, he cannot marry an Arab woman. This 
scene is the peak of the plot, exposing MikhÁlÐ’s identity crisis. He 
throws a tantrum, shouting: Way…Idhan Lastu bi IfranjÐ.53 It is the 
first time he understands that, try as he may to be European, the 
Europeans will not see him as such. 

50. Ibid, issue 103 (1859), pp. 3-4.
51. Ibid, issue 106 (1860), p. 3; issue 108 (1860), pp. 2-3.
52. Ibid, issue 124 (1860), pp. 2-3.
53. Ibid, issue 131 (1860), pp. 3-4.
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In the meantime ImÐlÐ reads the letter that IdmÙnd had discard-
ed. It reveals that IdmÙnd did not arrive in the East in order to travel 
or find his roots, but as a servant running from his Parisian master 
who has accused him of stealing. The letter was from his father 
who tells him that the thief has been caught, and he can return. So 
MikhÁlÐ is not a distinguished European, and nor is IdmÙnd. KhÙrÐ 
is implying that appearances are deceptive, that not all that seems 
European is really so. 

At the end of the story the harsh consequences of abandoning 
one’s Eastern culture are revealed. Due to MikhÁlÐ’s aspiration to 
become European, ‘Asad decides not to continue his relationship 
with ImÐlÐ, and leaves for Italy. 

 KhÙrÐ concludes his message: 

“We should not be impressed by everything that is European, 
or approve of everything that is Arab […] So limit yourself to 
European science and art, and work hard to revive Eastern cul-
ture (tamaddun SharqÐ) in a manner suited to the spirit of the 
nation as rooted in its literature and art for forty generations. Be 
a civilized Arab rather than an incomplete European.”54 

What, then, is Eastern culture? What are the essential char-
acteristics of the “true/modern” Easterner? As we saw previously, 
newspapers helped not only to define ‘The Other’, but also to 
shape the local. The writers believed that some of the scientific 
achievements of the West were derived from Eastern achieve-
ments in the past. In effect, their position was that Eastern culture 
could never be dominated by Western culture, and that materi-
alism is temporary, while spirituality (referring to their culture) 
is eternal.55 Hence they preached for what they perceived as “a 

54. Ibid, issue 151 (1861), pp. 2-3.
55. See for more details, SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “MarkazunÁ,” al-JinÁn, vol. 3 (1872), 
p. 154; SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-NumÙ al-Tabi‘Ð lil-Duwal,” al-JinÁn, vol. 11 (1880), 
pp. 641-643.
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truly ideal Eastern society” (al-tamaddun al-ÎaqÐqÐ as opposed to 
tamaddun wahmÐ), i.e. the proper creation of an advanced society 
with modern parameters. These ideas are evident not only in the 
serialised fictional narratives but also in articles published in the 
journals. These literary efforts were designed to educate readers on 
how to advance themselves and their eastern society. The serials 
first appeared in ÍadÐqat al-AkhbÁr, but the periodical al-JinÁn was 
the most outstanding of this genre.56

In most of these tales, the hero and heroine were good exam-
ples of how to be modern/new Arab/easterner.57 The new Eastern 
woman was often presented as the one who safeguards her own 
culture, selectively adjusting occidental codes to the needs of her 
society. She wears Western-style clothing modestly; she can speak 
several languages but prefers to speak her mother tongue – Arabic. 
Like Zenobia, the Eastern queen, she was presented as a highly 
moral being, as a woman who abided by the Eastern qualities of 
modesty and honour, acquired education and knew her rights and 
obligations. She would be devoted to her nation, while excelling 
in her family duties and in raising the new generation.58 The new 
Eastern man is similarly sensitive and moral. He preserves his cul-
ture and is devoted to his family and his nation.59 Men were told 

56. For further details see, Sharon Halevi and Fruma Zachs, “Asma (1873): The 
Early Arabic Novel as a Social Compass,” Studies in the Novel, vol. 39, no: 4 (2007), 
pp. 416-430. Other examples of narrative fictions in al-Jinan were Bint al-‘AÒr 
(1875), Fatina (1877), Salma (1878-79), and Samya (1882).
57. At this point it should be noted that the overlapping and blurred ideas and 
terms in the present article reflect the blurring and overlapping in 19th century 
texts. In fact, the discussion on the characteristics of Eastern culture is a continua-
tion side of the ongoing discussion about modernization vs. Westernization.
58. For example: “Al-Jawaz wa-Mu’ashirÁt al-‘IyÁl fÐ ØrubÁ,” ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, 
issue 930, (1893), p. 3; Un-known author, “al-‘Ilm wal-mar’a, ThamarÁt al-FunÙn, 
issue 1220 (1899), pp. 8-9. and the novels: SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “AsmÁ,” al-JinÁn, vol. 
4 (1873), especially pp. 31, 67, 69, 103, 176, 213, 251, 283, 358, 749. See also 
Halevi and Zachs, “Asma (1873): The Early Arabic Novel as a Social Compass,” 
pp. 416-430.
59. For example, Unknown author, “al-fatÁt al-Sharqiyya fÐ Àkhir al-Qarn al-TÁsi‘ 
‘Ashr,” al-HilÁl, vol. 6 (1897), pp. 169-174. And also an article on the Eastern 
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not to marry for money, but to choose a girl with qualities. They 
should also be versed in agriculture and commerce - the traditional 
Eastern professions. 

Negative figures of both women and men were portrayed as gro-
tesque and superficial, empty characters whose whole purpose in 
life was to become Westerners. They were presented as uneducated, 
unpatriotic, foolish and self-centred.60 

Hence, we can say that the intellectuals strove to revive Eastern 
culture by combining the “good” values of two distinct cultures; the 
universally valid ideas of modernity such as freedom from tyranny, 
dignity, orderliness, equality, and tolerance with those of the Arab 
culture such as non-materialism, humility, charity, and respect for 
tradition. The task of reconciling or sifting through different values 
to create a coherent system and worldview was not an easy one and 
it created a dichotomy in Eastern culture between modern and tra-
ditional, local and foreign, self and ‘The Other’. 

The following insights further clarify how the contemporary 
Arab authors conceived and defined the East. First and foremost 
at the core of Eastern culture was the magnificent Arab cultural 
history. The basic components of Eastern culture were those of 
the Arab culture, to the extent that ‘Easterner’ was equivalent to 
Arab. The preference for the term ‘Eastern’ permitted a suitable 
counterpart to ‘Western’ –. multi-national, multi-territorial, and 
multi-ethnic. ‘Eastern culture’ included Arab identities such as 
Egyptian and Syrian; different religions such as Islam or Chris-
tianity. It retained the territorial uniqueness of the regions un-
der it, but served as a cultural, regional framework for all. This 
somewhat “secular” interpretation of Eastern culture was espe-
cially marked among the Christian Arab writers who comprised 

boy: Unknown author, “al-Shabb al-SharqÐ fÐ Àkhir al-Qarn al-TÁsi‘ ‘Ashr,” al-
HilÁl, vol. 6 (1897), pp. 333-340; Fruma Zachs, The Making of a Syrian Identity, 
pp. 191-197.
60. Halevi and Zachs, “Asma (1873): The Early Arabic Novel as a Social Com-
pass,” pp. 420-421. 
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the majority of the authors of these journals. Although a religious 
minority, they strove to be integrated into a society whose major-
ity was Muslim.61 

At the same time, especially among Muslim writers there existed 
a religious-focused framework in Eastern culture, which empha-
sized Islam as the core of this culture and emphasised the sharÐ‘a 
as one of the loftiest judicial systems in the world, typified by legal 
flexibility and founded on the principles of justice and liberty.62 
This Islamic modernist thought was regarded as an expression of 
the Muslim Arabs’ need to adapt modern European concepts and 
to lament the loss of Islamic glory. These writers, in order to con-
front the West and yet retain their own identity, tried to show that 
Islam includes rational interpretations suitable for modern times. 
They tried to prove that Islam is more open and attentive than 
the West, and represents the essence of the East. They related to 
Islam not just as a religion, but also as a codex of social and po-
litical laws, a basis for Eastern society. They maintained that the 
principles of jumhÙriyya and the rules of government originated 
in the East and that in some aspects it is superior to the West. For 
example, in its treatment of the poor and of women.63 The writers 
did not view the East and the West as two monolithic cultures/

61. The cultural/secular definition of the term Sharq appears to have been more 
in use among Christian Arab intellectuals who were influenced by Western dis-
course since many of them had studied in American missionary schools. Muslim 
writers tended to use Sharq, with its cultural connotations, towards the end of the 
19th century. They emphasized religious and, to a lesser extent, cultural aspects, 
and thus generally used the term ‘Islam’ rather than ‘The East’ vis a vis the West. 
See for example, MuÎammad Kurd ‘AlÐ, al-IslÁm wal-ÍaÃÁra al-‘Arabiyya (Cairo: 
MaÔba‘at al-Ta’lÐf wal-Tarjama wal-Nashr, 1968), pp. 195-252. 
62. Meir Hatina, “Where East Meets West: Sufism, Cultural Rapprochement, 
and Politics”, International Journal of Middle East studies, vol. 39, Issue 3 (2007), 
pp. 389-409.
63. This attitude can be seen especially in the newspaper ThamarÁt al-FunÙn. 
See other examples, Unknown author, “al-ÑiyÁm wal-Tamaddun,” al-ManÁr, vol. 
2 (1900), pp. 673-678; Unknown author, “al-Zakat wal-Tamaddun,” al-ManÁr, 
vol. 2 (1900), pp. 721-725; YÙsuf NiqÙlÁ, “AsbÁb InÎiÔÁÔ al-Sharq, al-Hay’a al-
IjtimÁ‘iyya al-Sharqiyya,” al-ManÁr, vol. 1 (1897-1898), pp. 886-889.
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entities. This was not a confrontation of fixed identities and cul-
tures but a multi-layered conception. ‘East’, and also ‘West’, was 
a fluid term with varying interpretations conceived differently by 
different Arab communities and the perception of the encounter 
between them lies in the combined interpretation of these socie-
ties and cultures.

Furthermore, partly due to the encounter with the West, the 
term Sharq in the nahḍa press, was not merely geographic. It 
gradually became a cultural definition with cultural connotations. 
Alongside its geographical terms (al-Sharq, al-Mamalik al-Sharqi-

yya, al-AqÔÁr al-Sharqiyya), cultural interpretations were also em-
bedded in terms such as: al-Shu‘Ùb al-Sharqiyya, AhÁlÐ al-Sharq, 
al-Umma al-Sharqiyya, al-Tamaddun al-SharqÐ, and SharqiyyÙn.64 
Among writers of the nahḍa, and beyond the world of Islam 
(mashriq and maghrib), the emphasized geographical and cultural 
division was mainly between East (Sharq) and West (Gharb),65 
and if until the nahḍa, this encounter was in many cases perceived 
to be religious, between Christianity and Islam, it seems that un-
der the nahḍa, it represented an encounter between two unlike 
cultures. 

64. SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “MarkazunÁ,” al-JinÁn, p. 154: AÎmad FÁris al-ShidyÁq, “FÐ 
al-Farq Ma bayna al-Gharb wal-Sharq,” pp. 87-101.
65. The definitions Sharq and Gharb are more frequent than mashriq and maghrib 
as geographical terms in dictionaries and encyclopedias published during the nahÃa 
period. It seems that this division between Sharq and Gharb, together with the 
schooling of the American missions helped to create this distinction among intel-
lectuals of the nahÃa. For more details see, Ibn ManÛÙr, “Sharq,” LisÁn al-‘Arab, 
vol. 10 (Beirut: DÁr ÑÁdir, ?), pp. 183-189; BuÔrÙs al-BustÁnÐ, MuÎÐÔ al-MuÎÐÔ, 
Vol. 1 (Beirut, 1867), pp. 1076-1077. BustÁnÐ gave the geographical meaning of 
the term; J. G. Hava, “al-Sharq”, al-FarÁ’id al-Duriyya, 4 ed (Beirut, 1982), p. 
362. Hava defined it as the sunrise, and as the East or the Levant, which included 
the coastline between Alexandretta and Gaza; Edward William Lane, “Sharq,” 
Arabic-English Lexicon, Book 1, Part 4 (New-York: Frederick Ungar, 1956), pp. 
1539-1541: Edward William Lane, “Gharb,” Arabic-English Lexicon, Book 1, Part 
6 (New-York: Frederick Ungar, 1956), pp. 2240-2244.
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Conclusion

In Eastern eyes, the division between East and West was in-
fluenced by Western discourse, driven by the concept of its own 
identity vs. that of ‘The Other’, and that the East, despite all its 
self-criticism was a magnificent culture, neither backward, nor in-
ferior to the West. The writers of the nahḍa press, emphasized that 
the rehabilitation of Eastern culture concurrently with moderniza-
tion was essential. They did not suggest discarding ‘The Other’, 
but rather the renewal of itself. ‘The Other’ was not rejected as 
harmful, it was acceptable as long as it did not impose itself on 
the East. Perhaps this was an attempt to construct a world with 
two distinct cultures that would enrich each other, existing side by 
side, but each of them safeguarding its own. In the discussion of 
Occidentalism in the nahḍa period the patronizing or contemptu-
ous attitude of Orientalism was not evident, because the East had 
its own pride and a critical attitude. At that stage, the East’s view 
of the West was essentially critical and ambivalent – a love-hate 
relationship. In this context, the writing of the nahḍa journals was 
crucial. 

Some of the patterns and insights of the 19th century have fil-
tered down to the 20th century. In articles66 on the wars between 
the Ottoman Empire and Russia, or the British conquest of Egypt 
in 1882, from the 1880s onwards, it can be seen that some of this 
cultural discourse and terminology was gradually politicized from 
1880’s onwards. This process continued till the beginning of the 
20th century, especially after the agreements signed after the First 

66. For example, SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “TaÎfÐdh Mu‘Áhadat BirlÐn lil-Duwal allatÐ 
lahÁ MaÒÁliÎ fÐ al-Sharq,” al-JinÁn, vol. 9 (1878), pp. 607-609; SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, 
“Kutiba ‘alÁ al-Sharqiyyin an yajlibÙ MaÃÃÁrratahum bi-aydihim,” al-JinÁn, vol. 
10 (1879), pp. 33-34. SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-WizÁra al-Baritaniyya al-JadÐda wa-
SiyÁsatuhÁ fÐ al-Sharq,” al-JinÁn, vol. 11 (1880), pp. 257-259; SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, 
“al-MudÁkhalÁt al-ØrÙbiyya fÐ al-Sharq,” al-JinÁn, vol. 12 (1881), pp. 385-386; 
SalÐm al-BustÁnÐ, “al-Ta‘ÒÒub al-DÐnÐ wal-‘UÒba al-Jinsiyya,” pp. 33-35.
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World War. With time, as the ideological discourse became more 
extreme and the barriers between East and West grew, some Muslim 
groups saw the West as illegitimate. At this point the situation was 
reversed; some Western observers believe that the East constitutes 
a danger to Western civilization. But let it be noted that from the 
nahḍa period until today “… no occidental, even the most fervent 
holy warrior, can ever be entirely free of the occident.”67

Fruma Zachs
(Haifa University)

67. Buruma and Margalit, Occidentalism: A Short History of Anti-Westernism, 
p. 144.




