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Introduction	
	
Multiple	identities	and	early	Arabic	journalism	
From	 the	 late	 fifteenth	 until	 the	 early	 twentieth	 century,	 the	
Ottoman	 Empire	 encompassed	 much	 of	 North	 Africa,	 the	 Middle	
East,	the	Caucasus,	and	the	Balkans.	The	language	of	administration	
of	the	Empire	was	the	Ottoman	language,	a	Turkish	language	with	
numerous	Arabic	and	Persian	loanwords.	The	dominant	religion	of	
its	administrators	was	Sunni	 Islam,	which	was	also	the	religion	of	
its	 ruler,	 the	 Sultan.	 However,	 the	 Empire	 was	 linguistically	 and	
religiously	 highly	 diverse.	 The	 Ottoman	 language	 was	 but	 one	 of	
numerous	languages	that	were	used	in	the	Empire.	Other	languages	
of	 the	 Empire	 were	 Greek,	 Bulgarian,	 Armenian,	 Albanian,	
Romanian,	and	Arabic,	to	name	only	a	few.	Similarly,	Sunni	Muslims	
formed	 but	 one	 of	 many	 religious	 communities,	 besides	 Twelver	
Shiites,	 Catholic	 Christians,	 Orthodox	 Christians,	 Armenian	
Christians,	Jews,	and	Druze.	
	 For	 centuries	 the	 minorities	 –mainly	 Christian–	 were	
imagined	 by	 Europeans	 as	 being	 under	 threat	 from	 a	 despotic	
Islamic	 Ottoman	 administration. 1 	In	 the	 nineteenth	 century	
European	 pressure	 and	 influence	 on	 Ottoman	 affairs	 mounted.	
Under	 the	 judging	 eyes	 of	 Europe,	 the	 position	 of	 minorities	 in	
Ottoman	 society	 became	 one	 of	 the	 topics	 of	 Ottoman	 reform	
policies,	 known	 as	 the	 Tanzimat	 reforms,	 that	 were	 aimed	 at	
modernizing	and	strengthening	the	Empire.	Key	reform	edicts	were	
the	 Hatt-ı	 Sherif	 decree	 of	 1839,	 the	 Hatt-ı	 Humayun	 decree	 of	
1856,	 and	 the	 Ottoman	 nationality	 law	 of	 1869.	 The	 first	 edict	
established	 the	 rule	 of	 law	 for	 all	 Ottoman	 subjects.	 The	 second	
edict	 established	 equal	 status	 irrespective	 of	 religion,	 thereby	
abolishing	 the	privileged	position	of	 the	Sunni	Muslims.	The	 third	

                                                 
1	On	the	representation	of	the	Ottoman	Empire	in	Europe,	see	Kuran-Burçoğlu	
2007	and	Çirakman	2002.	See	also	Makdisi	2000:	15-27	for	the	European	
perception	of	minorities	in	Ottoman	Lebanon.	
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edict	 stipulated	 that	 everybody	 who	 lived	 in	 the	 Empire	 was	 an	
Ottoman	citizen	unless	he	could	prove	otherwise.2	
	 These	 different	 edicts	 touched	 upon	 the	 issue	 of	 the	
identity	 of	 the	 different	 peoples	 in	 the	 Empire.	 It	 is	 this	 issue,	
identity,	 that	 forms	 the	 topic	 of	 this	 study.	 What	 the	 Ottoman	
policymakers	 formulated	 in	 these	 edicts	 was	 the	 ideal	 of	 unity	
against	 the	 background	 of	 a	 highly	 fragmented	 Empire,	 casting	
Turks,	 Arabs,	 Kurds,	 Bulgarians,	 Greek,	 Armenians,	 and	 other	
ethnic	 communities,	 in	 the	 role	 of	Ottomans.3	Similarly,	 they	 also	
cast	 Muslims,	 Christians,	 Jews,	 Druze,	 and	 other	 religious	
communities,	in	the	role	of	Ottomans.4	
	 The	 Arabs	were	 one	 of	 the	 largest	 linguistic	minorities	 of	
the	Empire,	and	they	were	 found	 in	 the	North	African	and	Middle	
Eastern	 provinces.	 They	 too	 were	 religiously	 highly	 diverse,	 and	
this	 diversity	 differed	 from	 province	 to	 province.	 The	 Ottoman	
provinces	in	what	is	currently	Syria	and	Lebanon	were	among	the	
most	religiously	fragmented.	Their	Arabic-speaking	population	was	
composed	of	Sunni	Muslims,	Twelver	Shia	Muslims,	Alawis,	Druze,	
Greek	 Orthodox,	 Greek	 Catholics,	 Maronites,	 Syriac	 Orthodox,	
Syriac	 Catholics,	 Jews,	 and	 others.5	Mutual	 relations	 were	 not	
always	 peaceful;	 in	 the	 period	 after	 1830	 sectarian	 tensions	
mounted,	eventually	erupting	in	fierce	fighting	in	the	year	1860.	In	
the	 area	 of	 Mount	 Lebanon,	Maronite	 Christians	 and	 Druze	were	
fighting	 for	hegemony.	 In	Damascus,	Christians	 and	Muslims	 took	
up	 arms	 against	 each	 other.6	Thousands,	 mostly	 Christians,	 were	
killed.	
	 Faced	 with	 these	 outbreaks	 of	 violence,	 some	 Arab	
intellectuals	 in	 Beirut	 and	 other	 places	 took	 up	 the	 task	 of	
interpreting	these	events	and	formulating	ways	of	avoiding	similar	
                                                 
2	On	the	Tanzimat	reforms,	see	Davison	1963;	Shaw	1977;	Findley	1980;	and	
Farah	2000.	A	specific	study	on	Syria	and	Lebanon	is	Maoz	1968.	
3	Zachs	2005:	90-95.	
4	Chapter	Two	of	this	thesis	addresses	what	this	new	Ottoman	‘role’	entails.	
5	The	Greek	Orthodox	and	Greek	Catholic	communities	used	Arabic	rather	than	
Greek	as	daily	language.	Most	Syriac	Orthodox	and	Syriac	Catholic	communities	
also	used	Arabic	as	daily	language;	a	minority	of	them	used	–and	continue	to	use–	
modern	Aramaic	variants.	
6	For	a	comprehensive	study	on	these	conflicts,	see	Fawaz	1994.	
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conflicts	 in	 the	 future.	One	of	 the	 ideas	 that	 they	proposed	was	a	
new	 framework	 of	 collective	 identity.	 They	 argued	 that	 identity	
should	 be	 derived	 from	 one’s	 fatherland,	which	was	 Syria,	 rather	
than	 from	 one’s	 religious	 community.7	The	 ideal	 of	 unity	 of	 all	
Syrians	was	aptly	formulated	in	the	Nafīr	Sūriya	(‘Trumpet	of	Syria’)	
pamphlets,	 the	first	of	which	appeared	in	1860,	only	months	after	
the	 hostilities	 had	 ended.	 In	 one	 of	 these	 pamphlets	 its	 author,	
Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī,	 states	 “O	 sons	 of	 the	 fatherland,	 you	 drink	 the	
same	water,	 breathe	 the	 same	 air,	 and	 speak	 the	 same	 language.	
The	 land	upon	which	 you	walk,	 your	 common	 interests	 and	 your	
customs	 are	 one.”8	Thus,	 al-Bustānī	 addressed	 Maronites,	 Druze,	
Sunni	Muslims,	Twelver	Shia	Muslims,	Greek	Orthodox,	et	cetera,	as	
Syrians.9	
	 The	nineteenth	century	is	also	the	century	of	the	‘discovery’	
of	Europe	by	Arab	 intellectuals.	 Lewis	points	out	how	Muslims	 in	
the	 Ottoman	 Empire,	 from	 the	 end	 of	 the	 eighteenth	 century	
onwards,	 became	 poignantly	 aware	 of	 European	 power	 and	
dominance.	This	awareness	sparked	an	 interest	 in	uncovering	the	
many	 differences	 between	 Europe	 and	 the	 Muslim	 world. 10	
Christian	Arabs	from	Syria	and	Lebanon	showed	a	similar	interest	
in	 Europe	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 centry.	 Writing	 specifically	 about	
intellectuals	 in	Beirut	and	Mount	Lebanon,	Heyberger	argues	 that	
Europeans	had	hardly	caught	their	attention	in	the	preceding	three	
centuries.	However,	the	situation	changed	dramatically	during	the	
nineteenth	 century.	 The	 writings	 of	 Christian	 Arab	 intellectuals	
became	 permeated	 with	 references	 to	 a	 European	 ‘Other’.	 Their	
concern	for	Europe	and	the	Europeans	highlighted	questions	such	
as:	 how	 and	 why	 are	 we	 different	 from	 Europeans?	 It	 is	 in	 this	
sense	that	Europe	functioned	for	Lebanese	intellectuals	as	a	mirror	
of	 their	 own	 community.11	In	 this	 context,	 both	 Muslim	 and	

                                                 
7	The	Syria	that	they	envisioned	does	not	exactly	correspond	with	the	state	of	
present-day	Syria,	but	also	included	the	area	of	what	is	now	the	state	of	Lebanon.	
8	Bustānī	[1860]	1990:	10.	
9	The	emergence	and	the	development	of	this	Syrian	identity	is	studied	by	Zachs	
2005.	
10	Lewis	1982:	295-308.	
11	Heyberger	2002:	10-22.	
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Christian	 Arab	 intellectuals	 started	 to	 think	 about	 themselves	 as	
Easterners.	
	 This	 study	 addresses	 the	 topic	 of	 identity	 in	 relation	 to	
nineteenth-century	Arab	 intellectuals	 from	modern-day	 Syria	 and	
Lebanon.	Until	 now	 I	 have	 referred	 to	 them	 as	Arab	 intellectuals,	
because	they	used	the	Arabic	language	as	means	of	communication.	
This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 they	 called	 themselves	 Arabs.	 It	 must	 be	
noted	 that	 the	 term	 ʿarab	 was	 generally	 limited	 to	 the	 nomadic	
Bedouins	 until	 well	 into	 the	 nineteenth	 century.12	This	 changed	
gradually	 during	 the	 second	half	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	when	
intellectuals	started	using	the	word	ʿarabī	and	ʿarab	in	reference	to	
a	 speaker	of	Arabic	and	 the	Arabic	 speaking	community.	 In	1859,	
Khalīl	 al-Khūrī,	 a	Christian	 intellectual	 from	Beirut,	used	 the	 term	
al-umma	al-ʿarabiyya	(approximately	‘the	Arab	nation’)	for	the	first	
time.13	Thus,	 al-Khūrī	 approached	 Bedouins,	 town-dwellers,	 and	
everybody	else	who	spoke	Arabic	as	Arabs.	
	 During	the	nineteenth	century	Beirut	was	a	dynamic	center	
of	 Arabic	 culture.	 A	 large	 number	 of	 books	were	 printed,	 various	
scholarly	 societies	 appeared,	 and	many	 schools	were	 founded.	 In	
addition,	 Beirut	 was	 the	 unequivocal	 center	 of	 Arabic	 journalism	
during	 the	 years	 1858-1880.14	Concomitantly,	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	
identification	with	the	city	is	discernible	in	the	writings	of	many	of	
its	early	journalists.15	These	journalists	saw	themselves	as	Beirutis.	
	 The	 present	 study	 deals	 with	 the	 issue	 of	 identity	 in	 the	
context	of	 early	Arabic	 journalism.	As	pointed	out	above,	 this	 is	a	
complex	issue.	Early	Arab	journalists	in	Beirut	could,	and	did,	refer	
to	themselves	as	Ottomans,	Syrians,	Easterners,	Arabs,	and	Beirutis.	
These	 are	 all	 different,	 but	 invariably	 sensible	 answers	 to	 the	

                                                 
12	Only	during	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	did	the	word	ʿarab	
acquire	the	association	with	the	community	of	the	speakers	of	the	Arabic	language.	
See	Firro	2009:	6-26.	
13	Zachs	2004:	34.	
14	On	the	emergence	of	private	Arabic	journalism,	see	primarily	Ṭarrāzī	1913a	and	
1913b,	and	Ayalon	1995:	28-49.	
15	In	1860	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	([1860]	1990:	64)	dwelled	on	the	difference	between	
Bedouins	and	the	inhabitants	of	Beirut,	displaying	a	strong	preference	for	the	
latter	group.	In	1870	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	(1870b:	58-60)	called	the	city	of	Beirut	his	
waṭan,	a	word	that	is	often	translated	as	‘fatherland’.	
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ostensibly	 simple	 question:	 who	 are	 we?	 I	 am	 interested	 in	 how	
early	 Arab	 journalists	 dealt	with	 this	 question.	 This	 book	 studies	
how	one	 of	 these	 journalists,	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī,	 approached	 issues	 of	
identity.	
	
Journalism	and	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	(1838-1931)	
Private	 Arabic	 journalism	 refers	 to	 the	 Arabic	 periodical	
publications	 that	 were	 founded	 at	 the	 initiative	 of	 private	
individuals	rather	than	government	officials	or	church	authorities.	
Private	Arabic	journalism	emerged	in	Beirut	with	the	publication	of	
the	 newspaper	 Ḥadīqat	 al-Akhbār	 in	 1858.16	Very	 soon	 Beirut	
became	the	indisputable	center	of	journalism.	At	the	start	of	1875,	
of	 the	 ten	Arabic	 periodical	 publications	 in	 the	world,	 eight	were	
published	 in	 Beirut.17	With	 very	 few	 exceptions,	 private	 Arabic	
journalism	in	the	early	years	was	a	Christian	affair.18	The	Christian	
entrepreneurs	 who	 founded	 periodicals	 were	 in	many	 cases	 also	
the	journalists	who	wrote	the	articles.19	Beirut	lost	its	prominence	
in	 journalism	when,	 in	 the	early	years	of	 the	1880s,	 the	 center	of	
gravity	shifted	to	Egypt.20	
	 One	of	the	early	Arab	journalists	who	were	active	in	Beirut	
was	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 (1838-1931),	 who	 is	 the	 central	 figure	 in	 this	
study.	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	led	a	peculiar	life.	He	was	born	in	1838	into	a	
Syriac	 Catholic	 family	 –a	 small	 Christian	 denomination	 in	 the	
Middle	East–	in	Derik,	a	town	in	Northern	Mesopotamia,	currently	
in	Turkey.	Educated	 in	Catholic	 schools	 in	Mount	Lebanon	and	 in	
Rome,	he	served	for	a	number	of	years	as	a	Catholic	priest	in	Beirut.	
While	occupying	this	position,	he	started	the	weekly	magazine	al-
Naḥla	(‘The	Bee’)	in	1870.	In	1876	he	settled	in	London,	where	he	

                                                 
16	For	this	newspaper,	see	Glaß	2001:	37-42.	Its	founder	and	editor	was	the	
aforementioned	Khalīl	al-Khūrī.	On	him,	see	Zachs	2004	and	Zachs	2011.	
17	Glaß	2004:	89.	The	other	two	private	periodicals	were	al-Jawāʾib	in	Istanbul	and	
Rawḍat	al-Madāris	al-Miṣriyya	in	Cairo.	Both	were	 also	under	heavy	government	
influence,	unlike	their	equivalents	in	Beirut.	
18	The	 only	 exception	 in	 Beirut	 was	 Thamarāt	al-Funūn,	 founded	 in	 1875	 by	 a	
Muslim.	Not	until	1886	did	another	non-Christian	start	a	periodical	in	Beirut.		
19	Ayalon	2008:	564.	
20	This	occurred	primarily	because	the	rules	of	censorship	became	much	stricter.	
See	Farah	1977	and	Cioeta	1979	for	more	information	about	this	issue.	
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republished	 al-Naḥla.	 In	 1890	 Ṣābūnjī	 found	 his	 way	 to	 Istanbul,	
where	 he	 acquired	 a	 position	 in	 the	 Ottoman	 bureaucracy	 as	 a	
translator	of	the	European	press.	Some	years	after	the	Young	Turk	
revolution	of	1908,	he	moved	to	Egypt	and	from	there	to	California,	
where	he	died	in	poverty	in	1931.21	
	 Ṣābūnjī	 repeatedly	 came	 into	 trouble,	with	 both	 his	 peers	
and	the	authorities.	Less	than	one	year	after	its	founding,	al-Naḥla	
was	 banned	 by	 the	 Ottoman	 authorities	 in	 Beirut,	 thereby	
becoming	 the	 first	 periodical	 publication	 to	 receive	 a	 ban	 in	 the	
history	 of	 Arabic	 journalism.	 As	 an	 immediate	 consequence,	
Ṣābūnjī	became	the	first	of	many	Syrian	émigré	journalists	in	Egypt.	
Three	 years	 later	 he	 was	 back	 in	 Beirut,	 where	 one	 of	 his	
pamphlets	caused	so	much	outrage	among	the	local	Maronites	that	
he	 had	 to	 flee	 the	 city.	 Ṣābūnjī	 often	 ventilated	 inconsistent	 and	
sometimes	blatantly	contradictory	opinions.	On	some	occasions	he	
spoke	 favorably	 of,	 for	 instance,	 his	 fellow	 journalist	 Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī,	the	Egyptian	nationalist	leader	Ahmad	ʿUrābī,	the	Ottoman	
Sultan,	 the	Ottoman	Empire,	English	colonialism,	and	 Islam,	while	
on	 other	 occasions	 he	 expressed	 negative	 opinions	 about	 these	
persons	and	topics.		
	 His	unpredictable	behavior	has	proven	difficult	to	interpret	
for	 scholars.	 Albert	 Hourani,	 the	most	 prominent	 historiographer	
of	 nineteenth-century	 Arab	 intellectuals,	 wrote	 that	 he	 had	 been	
“puzzled	for	many	years”	by	Ṣābūnjī.22	Gendzier,	the	biographer	of	
one	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 associates,	 called	 him	 an	 “odd	 character	 by	 any	
standards”.23	It	 is	 perhaps	 because	 of	 his	 unpredictability	 that	
Ṣābūnjī	 occupies	 a	 marginal	 position	 in	 scholarly	 literature	 on	
nineteenth-century	Arab	 intellectuals.24	The	present	study	aims	 to	
show	 that	 this	 lack	 of	 attention	 is	 undeserved.	His	 London-based	
magazine	 al-Naḥla,	 published	 during	 the	 years	 1877	 to	 1880,	 is	

                                                 
21	His	biography	will	be	discussed	in	detail	in	Chapter	Three	of	this	study.	
22	Hourani	1989.	
23	Gendzier	 1966:	 67.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 associate	 in	 question	 was	 James	 Sanua	 (Yaʿqūb	
Ṣannūʿ	in	Arabic).	
24	There	 are	 only	 three	 articles	 that	 discuss	 Ṣābūnjī	 in	 detail:	 Zolondek	 (1978),	
Fontaine	 (1969),	 and	Kramer	 (1989).	 Fontaine	 also	wrote	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 entry	 in	 the	
Encyclopaedia	of	Islam.	



Introduction 

7 

regarded	as	one	of	the	best	designed,	produced	and	written	Arabic	
magazines	of	the	early	period.25	In	addition,	his	oeuvre	consists	of	
more	 than	 forty	 pamphlets,	 books,	 periodicals	 and	 unpublished	
manuscripts.26	An	important	aim	of	the	present	study	is	to	bring	to	
light	 a	 number	 of	 hitherto	 undocumented	 and	 unstudied	 sources.	
These	 sources	 have	 shed	 new	 light	 on	 his	 biography,	 which	 is	
discussed	in	detail	in	the	third	chapter.	
	 In	the	present	study	I	approach	Ṣābūnjī’s	 journalistic	texts	
as	 a	 window	 on	 issues	 that	 pertain	 to	 identity	 and	 community,	
issues	 that	he	and	other	early	Arab	 journalists	were	exploring.	As	
pointed	 out	 above,	 persons	 such	 as	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 could	 refer	 to	
themselves	 and	 to	 their	 own	 community	 as	 Easterners,	 Syrians,	
Ottomans,	 Arabs,	 Christians	 and	 as	 Beirutis.	 Unlike	 other	
journalists,	Ṣābūnjī	could	also	refer	 to	himself	as	belonging	 to	 the	
community	 of	 Mesopotamians	 and	 Syriac	 Catholics. 27 	What	
concerns	me	is	how	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	navigated	through	the	different	
ways	of	defining	his	own	identity	and	community.	
	
Identities	as	self-view	
The	 multifariousness	 of	 one’s	 own	 community	 in	 nineteenth-
century	 Arabic	 journalism	 is	 not	 generally	 a	 topic	 of	 scholarly	
attention.	When	the	presence	of	different	identities	does	catch	the	
eye,	 scholars	 usually	 understand	 them	 as	 part	 of	 the	 self-view	or	
self-image	 of	 the	 person	 under	 discussion.	 This	 understanding	 is	
nothing	 special.	 When	 Ṣābūnjī	 refers	 to	 himself	 as	 Ottoman,	
Easterner,	and	Arab,	the	conclusion	must	be	that	he	viewed	himself	
as	 such.	 Concomitantly,	 these	 identities	 are	 taken	 to	 require	 no	
further	 discussion.	 From	 the	 starting	 point	 of	 self-view,	 I	 have	

                                                 
25	This	 is	the	opinion	of	Philippe	de	Ṭarrāzī,	 the	most	prominent	historiographer	
of	the	Arabic	press	(see	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	248-251).	
26	I	have	listed	these	in	the	second	appendix.	My	bibliography	corrects	and	
expands	Ṭarrāzī’s	(1913b:	78-81)	bibliography,	published	in	1913.	Note	that	
Ṣābūnjī	continued	to	publish	after	that	year;	these	are	therefore	not	included	in	
Ṭarrāzī’s	version.	
27	Note	that	the	term	Syriac,	suryānī	in	Arabic,	relates	to	the	Syriac	Aramaic	
language	or	heritage.	Syriac	should	not	be	confused	with	the	term	Syrian,	sūrī	in	
Arabic,	which	relates	to	a	Syrian	territory.	
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identified	 two	 approaches	 that	 further	 address	 the	 variety	 of	
identities	in	reference	to	one’s	own	community.		
	 The	first	approach,	which	I	will	call	the	‘overlap	approach’,	
is	 based	 on	 the	 observation	 that	 Ottomans,	 Syrians,	 Easterners,	
Arabs,	 and	 Beirutis	 are	 in	 no	 sense	mutually	 exclusive	 groups	 of	
people.	 This	 leads	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 Arab	 journalists	 in	 fact	
held	overlapping	self-views,	because	they	held	all	these	identities	at	
the	same	time.	The	idea	of	overlapping	self-views	is	most	succinctly	
articulated	by	Ernest	Dawn,	who	observed	that	“many,	perhaps	all,	
of	 the	 early	 Western	 influenced	 intellectuals	 of	 the	 Ottoman	
territories	and	Egypt	held	overlapping	selfviews	without	any	sense	
of	 contradiction”.28	Dawn	 also	notes	 that	nineteenth-century	Arab	
intellectuals	 “could	 have	 more	 than	 one	 waṭan	 [fatherland]	 and	
more	 than	 one	 nation	 (umma)”.29	Similarly,	 in	 reference	 to	 the	
Christian	 middle	 stratum	 in	 nineteenth-century	 Beirut,	 Fruma	
Zachs	 writes	 that	 “their	 self-image	 [was]	 a	 combination	 of	 four	
circles	of	overlapping	identities:	the	Eastern	(Sharq),	the	Ottoman,	
the	Arab,	and	the	new	circle	they	were	promoting,	the	Syrian”.30	
	 The	defining	aspect	of	the	overlap	approach	lies	in	the	mere	
observation	 that	 various	 identities	 ‘overlap’.	 To	 both	 Zachs	 and	
Dawn	 this	 observation	 functions	 as	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 more	
focused	 discussions.31	Neither	 Zachs	 nor	 Dawn	 systematically	
discusses	how	the	overlapping	identities	differ	from	each	other	in	
cultural,	 national,	 ethnic,	 linguistic,	 or	 religious	 terms.	Herein	 lies	
the	 difference	 with	 the	 second	 approach,	 which	 I	 will	 call	 the	
‘compartmentalization	approach’.	

                                                 
28	Dawn	 1991:	 7.	 The	 ‘Western	 influenced	 intellectuals’	 that	 Dawn	 uses	 also	
includes	 the	 early	 Arab	 journalists.	 I	 prefer	 to	 avoid	 referring	 to	 East-West	
transfers	 of	 information	 because	 I	 approach	 the	 East	 and	 the	 West	 as	 social	
constructs.	 I	 will	 devote	 more	 attention	 to	 this	 issues	 when	 discussing	 the	
methodological	and	theoretical	framework	below.	
29	Dawn	1991:	8.	
30	Zachs	 2005:	 168	 and	 most	 recently	 Zachs	 2011:	 95.	 The	 Christian	 middle	
stratum	also	includes	the	early	Arab	journalists,	with	very	few	exceptions.	
31	Dawn	focuses	on	the	Arab	identity,	and	how	this	identity	became	central	to	the	
political	ideology	of	Arab	nationalism,	and	Zachs	focuses	on	the	evolution	of	the	
Syrian	identity.	
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	 The	 compartmentalization	 approach	 attempts	 to	 associate	
every	 identity	with	 a	 particular	 element	 of	 the	 social	 experience.	
For	 example,	 one	 can	argue	 that	 the	Arab	 identity	derives	 from	a	
shared	culture,	 the	Ottoman	 identity	 from	a	 shared	state,	 and	 the	
Syrian	 identity	 from	 a	 shared	 nation.	 This	 is	 exactly	 what	 Abu-
Manneh	 argues	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī,	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
most	 prominent	 peer.	 Abu-Manneh	 points	 out	 that	 al-Bustānī	
worked	 tirelessly	 for	 the	 advancement	 of	 Arabic	 culture,	 that	 he	
preached	 loyalty	 to	 the	 Ottoman	 state,	 and	 that	 he	 regarded	 the	
Syrians	 as	 a	 nation.32	In	 addition,	 Abu-Manneh	 takes	 into	 account	
that	 his	 actions	 and	 writings	 were	 aimed	 at	 the	 overall	
improvement	 of	 the	 position	 of	 the	 Christians	 in	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire.	In	his	conclusion,	Abu-Manneh	compactly	illustrates	what	I	
call	 the	 compartmentalization	 approach	 towards	 multiple	
identities:	
	

“In	 the	 last	 analysis,	 however,	 [Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī]	 was	
concerned	 about	 the	 Christian	 communities	 and	 their	
destiny	within	 the	 context	of	 Syrian	 society	and	nation.	 In	
short,	in	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century	in	Syria,	
Bustani	 led	 the	 way	 culturally	 to	 Arabism,	 politically	 to	
Ottomanism,	and	inevitably	to	Syrian	nationalism.”33	

	
Thus,	Abu-Manneh	dissects	al-Bustānī’s	self-view,	and	then	isolates	
a	 Syrian	 national	 identity,	 an	 Ottoman	 political	 identity,	 an	 Arab	
cultural	identity,	and	a	Christian	religious	identity.	
	
The	problem	with	self-view	
Both	the	overlap	approach	and	the	compartmentalization	approach	
see	 the	 different	 identities	 as	 a	 reflection	 of	 the	 self-view	 of	 the	
persons	 under	 discussion.	 In	 this	 perspective,	 the	 study	 of	 the	
identity	of	persons	such	as	Ṣābūnjī	or	al-Bustānī	becomes	the	study	
of	 the	 image	 that	 they	 have	 of	 their	 own	 identity.34	On	 the	
individual	level,	identity	is	the	“mental	image”	or	“mental	silhouette”	
                                                 
32	Abu-Manneh	1980:	290,	295,	297.	
33	Abu-Manneh	1980:	300.	
34	The	discipline	of	imagology	studies	these	images.	See	Beller	2007.	
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that	 people	 hold	 of	 their	 own	 identity.35	The	 different	 identities	
that	 Arabic	 intellectuals	 dealt	 with	 then	 become	 different	mental	
images	 or	 silhouettes.	However,	 the	 start	 of	 this	 introduction	has	
highlighted	 the	 ambiguity	 and	 fluidity	 of	 many	 identities	 in	 the	
nineteenth-century	 Arabic	 context.	 Against	 this	 background,	 the	
question	is	whether	different	people	who	understand	themselves	as	
Syrian,	 Arab,	 or	 Eastern	 hold	 the	 same	 mental	 images	 of	 these	
identities.	The	following	two	examples	will	make	it	clear	that	this	is	
not	always	the	case.	
	 The	first	example	concerns	the	term	‘Arab’,	or	ʿarab.	In	the	
first	 half	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 this	 term	 denoted	 the	
community	 of	 the	 Bedouins,	 whereas	 it	 later	 denoted	 the	 entire	
community	of	Arabic	speakers.	At	a	certain	moment	in	time,	some	
speakers	 of	Arabic	would	be	 aware	of	 this	new	meaning	of	 ʿarab,	
while	other	speakers	would	be	unaware.	At	that	very	moment,	the	
first	category	could	refer	to	themselves	as	 ʿarab,	while	the	second	
category	would	not	do	so	because	the	new	meaning	of	ʿarab	would	
not	 have	 reached	 them.	 Thus,	 at	 that	 moment	 there	 were	 two	
interpretations	 of	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 ʿarab,	 as	 the	 term	 could	
point	to	two	differently	constituted	groups	of	people:	the	Bedouins	
or	the	entire	language	community.	
	 The	 second	 example	 concerns	 the	 term	 ‘Syrian’.	 In	 the	
rhetoric	of	 intellectuals	 such	as	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī,	 the	meaning	of	
‘being	Syrian’	was	inspired	by	the	experience	of	sectarian	violence	
in	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 To	 be	 Syrian,	 then,	 was	 framed	 as	 an	
answer	 to	 the	 social	 ills	 of	 religious	 polarization	 and	 sectarian	
violence.	In	the	logic	of	al-Bustānī	and	others,	to	be	Syrian	entailed	
taking	 up	 an	 ideological	 position	 vis-à-vis	 religious	 polarization	
and	 violence.	 However,	 the	 historical	 record	 shows	 that	 people	
who	were	from	the	Ottoman	province	of	Syria	–and	who	therefore	
were	 Syrians	 in	 al-Bustānī’s	 eyes–	 had	 fought	 bloody	 wars	 with	
each	 other.	 From	 al-Bustānī’s	 perspective,	 these	 people	 were	
unequivocally	Syrians,	but	they	did	not	act	in	conformity	with	what	
is	 expected	 or	 desired	 of	 Syrians.	 As	 such,	 al-Bustānī’s	 rhetoric	
about	being	Syrian	can	also	be	approached	as	reflecting	a	desire	to	

                                                 
35	Beller	2007:	4.	
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become	what	 one	 is	not,	 or	 not	 yet.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 being	
Syrian	is	not	part	of	an	existing	self-view.	What	is	important	is	that	
the	 Syrian	 identity	 can	 be	 derived	 from	 two	 different	 sources,	
either	 from	 a	 shared	 territory	 or	 from	 a	 shared	 reaction	 to	 the	
experience	of	sectarian	violence.	
	 The	 examples	 of	 the	 Arab	 and	 the	 Syrian	 identities	 show	
that	self-view	in	terms	of	collective	identities	is	problematic	in	the	
nineteenth-century	 Arabic	 context.	 These	 identities	 can	 be	
interpreted	 differently	 by	 different	 people,	 and	 can	 acquire	
different	meanings	at	the	same	time.	This	observation	can	easily	be	
extrapolated	 to	 the	 Eastern	 identity.	Who	 exactly	 are	Easterners?	
What	 is	 it	 that	Easterners	share?	From	what	do	Easterners	derive	
their	identity?	Do	Easterners	share	a	history?	Has	there	ever	been	a	
common	 ancestor	 to	 all	 the	 Easterners?	 Do	 Easterners	 share	 a	
culture?	 Or	 a	 territory?	 It	 is	 very	 unlikely	 that	 everybody	 who	
would	classify	himself	as	Easterner	would	answer	these	questions	
identically,	although	a	definite	answer	cannot	be	given.	
	 What	I	want	to	point	out	is	that	terms	that	denote	collective	
identities,	 such	 as	 Syrian,	 Arab,	 and	 Eastern,	 can	 be	 interpreted	
differently	by	people	who	understand	themselves	to	be	Syrian,	Arab,	
Eastern,	et	cetera.	The	possibility	of	diverging	meanings	in	case	of	
collective	 identities	 renders	 the	 idea	 of	 collective	 self-view	
problematic.	 The	 observation	 that	 different	 people	 ascribe	
themselves	 the	 same	 identity	 diverts	 attention	 away	 from	 any	
possible	discussion,	debate,	or	disagreements	about	the	meaning	of	
these	 and	 other	 collective	 identities.	 I	 set	 out	 to	 highlight	 any	
potential	 friction,	 disagreement	 or	 debate	 about	 the	 meaning	 of	
identities	 in	 the	context	of	early	Arabic	 journalism.	 In	order	 to	do	
so,	 the	 present	 study	 takes	 another	 approach	 towards	 identity	 in	
the	 context	 of	 early	 Arabic	 journalism,	 interpreting	 it	 not	 as	 self-
view	but	as	communicative	acts.	
	
Identities	as	communication	
In	 order	 to	 account	 for	 the	 possibility	 of	 different	 meanings	 of	
identities,	 I	 approach	 identity	 as	 something	 that	 is	 performed	 in	
communication.	The	central	and	most	fundamental	idea	that	lies	at	
the	 basis	 of	 the	 present	 study	 is	 that	 identity	 is	 something	 that	
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people	 refer	 to	 and	make	 use	 of	 in	 communication	with	 others.	 I	
focus	 on	 references	 to	 identities	 within	 their	 communicative	
context	in	order	to	take	into	account	the	possibility	that	identities	
can	 carry	 different	meanings	 in	 different	 situations.	 For	 example,	
the	word	 ʿarab	could	refer	to	the	Bedouins	in	one	situation,	but	 it	
could	refer	to	the	Arabic-speaking	community	in	another	situation.	
In	 this	 theoretical	 case,	 the	 word	 ʿarab	 refers	 to	 two	 differently-
constituted	groups	of	people	in	two	different	contexts,	even	though	
one	word	is	used.	This	observation	underscores	the	notion	that	the	
identity	ʿarab	should	be	analyzed	from	case	to	case,	from	reference	
to	reference.	
	 This	 study	 analyzes	 references	 to	 the	 identity	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
own	community.	He	could	frame	his	own	community	differently:	as	
Easterners,	Syrians,	Arabs,	Ottomans,	Christians,	Catholics,	Beirutis,	
Lebanese,	 and	perhaps	 in	more	ways	 too.	 In	very	 simple	words,	 I	
visualize	all	these	different	possible	identities	as	separate	marbles	
within	a	 large	bowl,	where	each	marble	represents	one	 identity.36	
Nineteenth-century	 Arab	 intellectuals	 can	 pick	 and	 choose	 a	
marble	from	the	bowl,	and	then	refer	to	the	identity	of	their	choice	
in	ways	that	they	see	fit,	as	part	of	their	communication	with	others.	
From	 this	 perspective,	 the	 different	 identities	 do	 not	 reflect	
overlapping	self-views	or	a	hybrid	 identity,	but	rather	a	spectrum	
of	tools	that	one	can	use	 in	communication	with	others.	Thus,	 the	
present	 study	 explores	 how	 Ṣābūnjī	made	use	of	 identities	 in	 his	
communication	with	his	readers.	Importantly,	I	do	not	dismiss	the	
idea	 that	 there	 are	 mental	 images	 or	 mental	 silhouettes	 that	
correspond	 with	 particular	 identities.	 What	 I	 am	 interested	 in	 is	
how	these	ambiguous	and	fluid	identities	are	used	by	individuals,	in	
communication	 between	 persons	 who	 perhaps	 hold	 different	
mental	images.	
	 The	present	study	takes	an	anti-essential	approach	towards	
identity.	This	means	that	I	dismiss	the	idea	that	there	are	objective	
and	unchanging	criteria	that	define	Syrians,	Arabs,	or	Ottomans.	In	
the	absence	of	objective	criteria,	what	remains	are	the	historically	
contingent	 meanings	 that	 people	 associate	 with	 identities.	 These	

                                                 
36	In	the	first	chapter	I	will	give	a	detailed	overview	of	my	method.	
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meanings	 are	 the	 constellation	 of	 practices,	 characteristics,	
features,	 and	 values	 that	 are	 normatively	 or	 conventionally	
understood	as	‘typically’	Syrian,	Arab,	or	Ottoman.	These	meanings	
help	 to	 shape	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 complex	 social	 world,	 in	
which	 individuals	 rarely	 act	 in	 conformity	 with	 the	 stereotypical	
Syrian,	 Arab,	 or	 Ottoman.37	From	 an	 anti-essential	 perspective,	
studying	 identities	 therefore	 starts	 with	 studying	 the	 practices,	
characteristics,	 features,	 and	 values	 that	 are	 couched	 in	 terms	 of	
identity.	 People	 do	 so	 by	making	 references	 to	 identities	 in	 their	
communication	with	others,	and	herein	lies,	again,	the	centrality	of	
communication	in	the	study	of	identities.	
	
Research	question	
The	 research	 question	 of	 this	 study	 is	 twofold.	 Firstly,	 how	 did	
Ṣābūnjī	use	references	to	identities	in	his	journalistic	texts	from	the	
period	 1870-1880?	 This	 period	 coincides	 with	 the	 “enthusiastic	
beginnings”	of	the	Arabic	private	periodical	press,	in	which	Ṣābūnjī	
was	a	participant.38	Secondly,	does	Ṣābūnjī’s	usage	of	references	to	
identities	 support	 the	 observation	 that	 identities	 in	 early	 Arabic	
private	journalism	are	ambiguous	and	fluid?	
	 In	 order	 to	 answer	 this	 question,	 the	 present	 study	
disregards	 any	 preconceived	 identities.	 In	 other	 words,	 I	 do	 not	
approach	or	understand	Ṣābūnjī	as	an	Arab,	an	Easterner,	a	Syrian,	
et	 cetera.	 Instead,	 I	 look	 for	 passages	 in	 his	 journalistic	 texts	 in	
which	 Ṣābūnjī	 refers	 to	 his	 own	 identity	 or	 to	 the	 identity	 of	 his	
own	community.	 I	 then	focus	on	the	passages	that	contain	further	
information	 about	 the	 identity	 that	 he	 refers	 to,	 information	 that	
relates	to	practices,	characteristics,	features,	and	values.	

                                                 
37	It	is	this	constellation	of	meanings	that	is	associated	with	an	identity	that	can	be	
called	a	mental	image.	However,	I	approach	this	mental	image	on	the	individual	
level.	This	study	thereby	explicitly	leaves	open	the	possibility	that	different	people	
hold	different	mental	images	of	the	same	identity.	
38	Ayalon	 1995:	 28-49.	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 published	 texts	 before	 1870	 and	 after	 1880	
but	 these	 are	 not	 included.	 His	 earlier	 works	 are	 excluded	 because	 they	 were	
educational	in	nature	and	not	journalistic.	After	1880	Ṣābūnjī	continued	to	publish	
journalistic	 texts,	 but	 these	 have	 unfortunately	 not	 surfaced	 yet.	 I	 refer	 to	 the	
bibliography,	 included	 in	 the	 second	 appendix,	 for	 an	 overview	 of	 his	 lost	
journalistic	works.	
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	 Subsequently,	 I	 approach	 the	 selected	 passages	 with	 two	
issues	 in	mind.	Firstly,	on	whose	behalf	does	Ṣābūnjī	 (pretend	to)	
speak?	Does	he	speak,	for	example,	as	an	Easterner,	as	an	Arab,	or	
as	a	Catholic?	Or	does	he	speak	as	an	Easterner,	as	an	Arab,	and	as	a	
Catholic	 at	 the	 same	 time?	 Secondly,	 which	 practices,	
characteristics,	features,	and	values	does	Ṣābūnjī	couch	in	terms	of	
the	 identity	under	 consideration?	 In	 this	 example,	 the	question	 is	
which	practices,	characteristics,	features,	and	values	are	presented	
as	‘typically’	Eastern,	Arab,	or	Catholic,	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	eyes.	
	 My	focus	on	identities	in	communication	is	geared	towards	
uncovering	 any	 friction,	 discussion,	 disagreement	 and	 debate,	
between	Ṣābūnjī	and	his	peers	or	between	Ṣābūnjī	and	his	reading	
public,	about	issues	of	identity.	It	is	the	aspect	of	conflict	that	draws	
attention	 to	 the	 presence	 of	 different	 and	 diverging	 meanings	 of	
identities	–the	ambiguity	and	fluidity	of	identities–	in	the	context	of	
early	Arabic	journalism.		
	
Source	material	
The	 source	 material	 of	 this	 study	 consists	 of	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
journalistic	texts	which	date	from	the	period	1870–1880.	With	very	
few	exceptions	Arabic	journalism	in	this	period	was	the	product	of	
Christians,	 such	 as	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī,	 who	 operated	 in	 what	 is	 now	
Lebanon.	 After	 1880	 –and	 thus	 outside	 the	 scope	 of	 this	 study–	
Arabic	 journalism	 transformed	 and	 matured.	 In	 the	 years	 1880-
1900	hundreds	of	magazines	appeared,	primarily	in	Egypt.39	
	 The	 following	 publications,	 in	 chronological	 order,	 are	
taken	into	account.	The	magazine	al-Naḥla	(‘The	Bee’,	Beirut,	1870)	
forms	 a	 rich	 and	 as-yet	 unexplored	 source	 for	 students	 of	 early	
Arabic	journalism.	To	a	lesser	extent	the	same	is	true	for	its	short-
lived	 successor,	 al-Naḥla	 wal-zahra	 (‘The	 Bee	 and	 the	 Flower’,	
Beirut,	1871).	 In	1874	Ṣābūnjī	published	 two	pamphlets	 that	deal	
with	a	 conflict	with	 the	Maronites	of	Beirut:	Tarjamatā	al-ʿallāma	
al-khūrī	 al-usqufī	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 wal-sayyid	 al-fāḍil	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	
(‘The	 biographies	 of	 the	 erudite	 priest	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 and	 the	
honorable	Yūsuf	al-Dibs’,	Beirut,	1874;	 I	abbreviate	 this	pamphlet	
                                                 
39	For	a	list	of	Egyptian	newspapers	from	this	period,	see	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	163-229,	
and	for	a	list	of	Egyptian	magazines,	see	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	275-332.	
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to	Tarjamatā)	and	Le	Decalogue	sur	le	Liban	(Liverpool,	1874;	it	 is,	
despite	 its	 French	 title,	 entirely	 in	 Arabic).	 I	 approach	 these	
pamphlets	as	public,	 journalistic	texts	because	of	their	association	
with	current	affairs.	These	two	pamphlets	also	appear	to	have	been	
unstudied	until	now.	Finally,	 in	1877	Ṣābūnjī	 started	his	bilingual	
magazine	al-Naḥla	 (London,	1877-1880).	This	magazine	has	been	
studied	before,	by	Leon	Zolondek.40	
	 Besides	 these	 publications,	 many	 additional	 sources	 have	
been	used	for	the	chapter	that	deals	with	Louis	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography.	
	
Structure	of	the	thesis	
The	 first	 chapter	 of	 this	 thesis	 gives	 a	 detailed	 overview	 of	 the	
methodology	 and	 theoretical	 framework.	 I	 use	 a	 combination	 of	
two	 approaches,	 Membership	 Categorization	 Analysis	 and	
Discourse	Analysis,	in	order	to	answer	the	research	question.	

The	second	chapter	gives	an	overview	of	the	historical	and	
discursive	context	in	which	Ṣābūnjī	was	active.	The	first	part	of	the	
chapter	discusses	the	emergence	of	the	idea,	underscored	by	many	
nineteenth-century	 Arab	 intellectuals	 from	 the	 period,	 that	 their	
society	or	community	was	backward	and	failing	vis-à-vis	the	West,	
Europe,	 or	 America.	 This	 interpretation	 of	 the	 social	 world	 led	
them	 to	 construct	 narratives	 of	 progress	 and	 reform,	 aimed	 at	
correcting	this	inferior	position.	The	second	part	gives	an	overview	
of	 the	 different	 identities	 that	 are	 relevant	 for	 Ṣābūnjī,	 such	 as	
Arabs,	Easterners,	and	Syrians.	

The	 third	 chapter	 contains	 important	 background	
information	about	Louis	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography.	During	the	course	of	
this	study,	various	unstudied	sources	were	found	and	subsequently	
used	in	compiling	this	chapter.	These	sources	provide	significantly	
more	 information	 on	 various	 aspects	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 life	 than	 was	
previously	 available,	 for	 instance	 on	 his	 relation	 with	 the	 Syriac	
Catholic	 Church.	 The	 chapter	 devotes	 special	 attention	 to	 the	
various	controversial	writings	that	Ṣābūnjī	produced.	What	stands	
out	is	the	variability	and	inconsistency	of	his	opinions.	

                                                 
40	See	Zolondek	1978.	
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The	fourth	chapter	contains	the	first	case	study,	the	ban	of	
the	magazine	al-Naḥla	in	1870.	The	chapter	focuses	on	the	role	that	
identities	 played	 in	 the	 texts	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 wrote,	 texts	 that	
eventually	led	to	the	ban.	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	quarrelsome	articles	in	al-
Naḥla	that	targeted	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	and	his	son	Salīm	al-Bustānī.	
The	 Bustānīs	 protested	 to	 the	 Ottoman	 authorities,	 who	
subsequently	banned	al-Naḥla.	Ṣābūnjī	tried	to	circumvent	the	ban	
by	 starting	 al-Naḥla	wal-zahra	one	 week	 later,	 but	 this	 was	 –not	
surprisingly–	 also	 banned.	 He	 then	 went	 to	 the	 “free	 country”	 of	
Egypt	 in	 order	 to	 publish	 al-Naḥla	 al-ḥurra	 (‘The	 Free	 Bee’)	 in	
order	to	“correct	the	corruptions”	that	Buṭrus	and	Salīm	al-Bustānī	
had	disseminated.41	
	 The	fifth	chapter	contains	the	second	case	study,	 involving	
another	conflict	in	which	Ṣābūnjī	was	involved.	After	the	demise	of	
al-Naḥla	in	1870	Ṣābūnjī	left	Beirut	and	went	on	a	trip	around	the	
world.	Upon	his	return	in	1874	he	immediately	published	a	highly	
polemical	 and	 aggressive	 pamphlet	 targeting	 the	 Maronite	
archbishop	of	Beirut	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	(1833-1907).	This	pamphlet,	the	
Tarjamatā,	 sparked	 a	 religious	 conflict	 and	 was	 placed	 on	 the	
Vatican	index	of	banned	books.42	It	enraged	the	Maronites	in	Beirut	
to	 such	 an	 extent	 that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 safety	 could	 no	 longer	 be	
guaranteed	by	the	authorities.43	As	a	consequence	Ṣābūnjī	left	Syria,	
not	 to	 return	 for	 about	 forty	 years.	 He	 recorded	 the	 events	
surrounding	 this	 conflict	 in	 another	pamphlet,	Le	Decalogue	sur	le	
Liban.	This	conflict	is	of	interest	because	it	touches	upon	the	issue	
of	 religious	 identity	 and	 religious	 polarization,	 which	 was	 an	
important	concern	for	early	Arab	journalists.	This	chapter	analyzes	
references	 to	being	Maronite,	being	Christian	and	being	Lebanese	
in	the	Tarjamatā	and	in	the	Decalogue.	

                                                 
41	Unfortunately,	 no	 copy	 of	 al-Naḥla	 al-ḥurra	 has	 been	 located.	 Nevertheless,	
some	information	about	it	is	available,	and	this	is	discussed	in	the	fourth	chapter.	
42	It	 is	 listed	 under	 the	 Latin	 title	 Interpretatio	 doctorum	 Chorepiscopi	 Josephi	
David	 et	 rev.mi	 Josephi	 Debs	 auctoris	 libri	 cui	 titulus:	 Spiritus	 confutationis,	 per	
sacerdotem	Aloysium	Sabungi	Syrum.	See	Bujanda	2002:	794.	
43	This	 episode	 even	 made	 it	 to	 the	 New	 York	 Times	 on	 12	 July	 1874,	 see	 ‘A	
Missionary	Press	Closed’.	
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	 The	 sixth	 chapter	 contains	 the	 third	 case	 study.	 Ṣābūnjī	
restarted	the	magazine	al-Naḥla	in	1877	in	London.	It	was	bilingual	
in	 Arabic	 and	 English,	 and,	 unlike	 its	 predecessor	 with	 the	 same	
name,	 it	did	not	 include	violent	polemical	content.	 It	proved	to	be	
more	 successful	 than	 the	 Beirut-based	 magazine,	 even	 though	 it	
only	existed	for	three	years.	In	this	chapter	I	will	focus	on	the	fact	
that	 al-Naḥla	 had	 two	 publics,	 those	 who	 read	 Arabic	 and	 those	
who	read	English.	I	approach	these	two	audiences	as	two	identities:	
the	Anglo-Saxon	and	the	Arab	public.	With	this	in	mind,	I	compare	
the	 Arabic	 text	with	 the	 English	 text.	 This	 chapter	 discusses	 how	
Ṣābūnjī	makes	use	of	the	background	knowledge	that	is	associated	
with	these	two	identities.	

In	 the	 conclusion	 I	 will	 summarize	 the	 insights	 that	 are	
acquired	 when	 understanding	 identities	 in	 the	 context	 of	 early	
Arabic	 journalism	 as	 something	 that	 people	 make	 use	 of	 in	
communication	with	others.	

Finally,	 two	 appendices	 are	 included	with	 complementary	
information.	 The	 first	 appendix	 contains	 the	 original	 texts	 of	 the	
Arabic	quotes	that	are	discussed	in	the	case	studies.	These	quotes	
are	 explicitly	 indicated	 with	 the	 abbreviation	 qtd.	 followed	 by	 a	
number.	The	second	appendix	presents	a	bibliography	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	
works	which	 corrects	 and	 complements	 the	 existing	 bibliography	
from	1913.44	
	

                                                 
44	By	Ṭarrāzī	(1913b:	78-81).	
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1	
Methodology	and	theory	
	
Two	sides	of	references	to	identity	
The	 present	 study	 focuses	 on	 references	 to	 identities,	 made	 by	
Ṣābūnjī	 in	 his	 journalistic	 texts.	 On	 the	 most	 general	 level,	 this	
study	 understands	 these	 references	 to	 identities	 as	 signs,	 in	 the	
sense	 of	 Saussurean	 structural	 linguistics.	 Any	 reference	 to	 an	
identity	carries	two	sides:	a	signifier	and	a	signified.1	The	signifier	
is	the	explicit	word	that	is	used,	and	the	signified	is	what	the	word	
refers	to,	which	is	the	identity	under	consideration.	
	 I	also	follow	Saussure’s	idea	that	signs	are	arbitrary.	In	the	
case	 of	 identities,	 this	 implies	 that	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 East,	 for	
instance,	does	not	follow	from	some	intrinsic	characteristic	that	the	
East	or	 the	Easterners	possess.2	Instead,	 the	East	 is	meaningful	 in	
contrast	to	an	Other,	a	theoretical	non-East.	I	approach	the	relation	
between	 the	 East	 and	 non-East	 not	 necessarily	 as	 a	 binary	
opposition	 (such	 as	 East	 versus	 West),	 but	 rather	 as	 situated	
oppositions	in	which	the	meanings	of	East	and	non-East	depend	on	
the	context	of	production	of	 the	reference	to	the	East.	This	allows	
the	non-East	 to	manifest	 itself	 in	numerous	shapes,	depending	on	
the	 context	 of	 communication.	 The	 same	 principle	 allows	 for	
referring	 to	 Christians	 in	 contrast	 to	 Muslims,	 Jews,	 atheists,	 or	
other	 categories	 of	 people,	 depending	 on	 the	 context.	 Hence,	 this	
theoretical	principle	says	nothing	about	the	meanings,	expectations,	
norms,	and	conventions	that	are	associated	with	an	identity.	
	 As	 stated	 in	 the	previous	 chapter,	 the	present	 study	 takes	
into	 account	 the	 presence	 of	 different	 ideas	 and	meanings	 about	
identities.	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 I	 depart	 from	 Saussurean	
structural	 linguistics	 in	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 signified,	 the	
identity	 that	 is	 referred	 to.	 I	 do	 not	 approach	 the	 signified	 as	 a	
cognitive	unit,	as	one	mental	image	that	is	invoked	when	a	word	is	
used.	 Instead,	 I	 approach	 the	 signified	 as	 a	 discourse,	 as	 the	
constellation	 of	 the	 practices,	 characteristics,	 features,	 and	 values	

                                                 
1	Saussure	[1916]	1966:	65-67.	
2	Saussure	[1916]	1966:	67-69.	
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that	 are	 normatively	 or	 conventionally	 associated	 with	 the	 term	
that	is	used.	In	the	case	of	the	term	bedouin,	these	associations	and	
meanings	relate	to	their	independent	nature,	their	hospitality,	their	
skills	in	handling	animals,	their	living	in	tents	in	inhospitable	areas,	
their	warlike	 disposition,	 their	 continuous	 traveling,	 et	 cetera.	 As	
such,	the	term	bedouin	signifies	a	collection	of	different	associated	
features,	 and	 these	 associated	 features	 function	 as	 background	
knowledge	to	the	word	bedouin.3	I	therefore	approach	references	to	
identities	 as	 consisting	 of	 two	 sides:	 the	 first	 side	 is	 the	 explicit	
word	 that	 is	 used	 in	 order	 to	 denote	 an	 identity,	 and	 the	 second	
side	is	the	often	implicit	background	knowledge	that	 is	associated	
with	the	word.	
	 Ṣābūnjī	and	his	peers	referred	to	Eastern,	Syrian,	Lebanese,	
Arab,	 Ottoman	 identities,	 et	 cetera,	 by	 using	 the	 Arabic	 words,	
respectively,	sharqī,	sūrī,	lubnānī,	ʿarabī,	and	ʿuthmānī.	I	explore	the	
question	as	to	when	and	under	which	circumstances	Ṣābūnjī	used	
these	 and	 similar	 words.	 In	 order	 to	 answer	 this	 question	 both	
sides	of	identities	should	be	taken	into	account.	Firstly,	the	signifier,	
the	explicit	word	that	is	used	as	reference	to	an	identity,	should	be	
taken	 into	 account.	 In	 this	 light	 I	 intend	 to	 make	 explicit	 why	
Ṣābūnjī	 refers	 to	 identities	 in	 the	 context	 of	 communication.	 This	
demands	 a	 close	 understanding	 of	 what	 Ṣābūnjī	 intends	 to	
communicate	 to	 his	 reading	 public,	 i.e.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 communicative	
goals.	 Membership	 Categorization	 Analysis	 (MCA,	 discussed	 in	
detail	below)	gives	insight	into	these	issues.	Secondly,	the	signified,	
the	 background	 knowledge	 of	 meanings	 that	 are	 associated	 with	
the	 word,	 should	 be	 taken	 into	 account.	 This	 background	
knowledge	makes	 identities	 ‘fit’	 in	Ṣābūnjī’s	 communicative	goals.	
Discourse	 Analysis	 (also	 discussed	 in	 detail	 below)	 gives	 insight	
into	 questions	 regarding	 why	 some	 identities	 fit	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
communicative	 goals	 and	 others	 do	 not.	 The	 present	 study	
therefore	 combines	 two	 approaches,	 Membership	 Categorization	
Analysis	 and	Discourse	Analysis,	 in	order	 to	understand	Ṣābūnjī’s	
references	to	identities.	
                                                 
3	The	term	‘category	of	associated	features’	is	taken	from	Antaki	1998:	3,	and	the	
term	‘background	knowledge’	from	Kiesling	2006:	266.	These	terms	will	be	
discussed	in	more	detail	below.	
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First	side:	Membership	Categorization	Analysis	
An	 analysis	 of	 the	 first	 side	 of	 references	 to	 identities	 implies	 a	
focus	on	Ṣābūnjī’s	communicative	goals.	On	the	most	general	level,	
this	 thesis	 follows	 an	 ethnomethodological	 principle,	 which	
stipulates	that	everything	that	people	say	and	do	in	everyday	life	is	
a	 reflection	 of	 their	 understanding	 of	 what	 is	 going	 on	 around	
them.4	The	 everyday	 practices	 that	 people	 display	 produce	 social	
order,	and	are	therefore	topics	of	study.	
	 Harvey	Sacks	applied	this	ethnomethodological	principle	to	
the	study	of	communicative	processes.5	He	argues	that	social	order	
is	 produced	 and	 reproduced	 by	 making	 use	 of	 the	 features	 of	
language	 and	 primarily	 speech,	 through	 communication	 and	
interaction.	Sacks	asks	the	question	what	people	do	when	they	are	
interacting	with	others,	and	how	they	attempt	to	achieve	what	they	
want	 to	 achieve	 through	 language.	 In	 his	 hotrodder	 study,	 Sacks	
demonstrates	how	the	usage	of	the	term	‘hotrodder’	by	a	group	of	
teenagers	in	the	early	1960s	effectively	functioned	as	a	strategy	to	
include	Selves	and	exclude	Others,	 and	 to	distinguish	an	 in-group	
from	 an	 out-group.6	This	means	 that	 the	 identities	 that	 appear	 in	
the	language	that	people	produce,	both	in	speech	and	writing,	have	
functions	 in	 the	 communication	 with	 others,	 listeners	 and/or	
readers.	Sacks	argues	that	the	task	of	the	analyst	is	to	find	out	why	
and	 under	which	 circumstances	 people	 call	 themselves	 or	 others	
hotrodders.	 He	 thus	 argues	 that	 the	 communicative	 goals	 of	
language	users	 should	 be	 the	 focus	 of	 attention:	 the	 ascription	 of	
identity	 in	 different	 contexts	 thus	 becomes	 the	 topic	 of	 analysis,	
rather	than	the	 identities	themselves.	As	such,	 it	 is	not	 the	task	of	
the	 analyst	 to	 establish	 what	 hotrodder	 –or	 Syrian,	 Christian,	 or	
Easterner–	 really	 means,	 nor	 to	 determine	 who	 belongs	 to	 these	
groups	and	who	does	not	and	for	which	reasons.	
	 This	 reasoning	 forms	 the	 point	 of	 departure	 for	
Membership	Categorization	Analysis	(MCA).7	In	MCA,	references	to	

                                                 
4	Ethnomethodology	was	developed	and	described	by	Harold	Garfinkel	in	his	1967	
book	Studies	in	Ethnomethodology.	
5	1979;	1992.	
6	Sacks	1979:	15-21.	
7	See	primarily	Antaki	1998.	
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identities	 such	 as	 hotrodder	 or	 Syrian	 are	 understood	 as	 acts	of	
claiming	an	 identity,	 either	 for	 the	 speaker	 himself	 or	 for	 others.	
These	 acts	 are	 performed	 in	 communication,	 through	 the	 words	
that	are	used.	Language	users	do	so	 for	a	wide	variety	of	reasons,	
depending	on	what	they	want	to	say	–their	communicative	goals–	
and	 on	 the	 circumstances	 of	 communication.	 In	 other	 words,	
people	 refer	 to	 and	 make	 use	 of	 different	 identities	 in	 different	
contexts	for	varying	reasons.	From	this	perspective,	each	reference	
to	 an	 identity	 carries	 a	 situated	 function,	 and	 each	 reference	 is	
therefore	 a	 potential	 object	 of	 study.	 MCA	 redefines	 the	
relationship	between	identity	and	behavior.	It	is	not	the	identity	of	
someone	(the	“stabilized	entity”	of	the	Self8)	that	causes	his	actions,	
speech,	 or	 texts.	 Instead,	 it	 is	 the	 individual	 who	 structures	 and	
gives	 meaning	 to	 the	 social	 world	 by	 picking	 and	 choosing	 the	
available	identities,	and	using	them	within	communication.	

Charles	 Antaki	 and	 Sue	Widdicombe	mention	 five	 general	
principles	 of	 MCA,	 four	 of	 which	 are	 relevant	 in	 this	 study.9	The	
first	 principle	 stipulates	 that	 “for	 a	 person	 to	 ‘have	 an	 identity’	 –
whether	he	or	she	is	the	person	speaking,	being	spoken	to,	or	being	
spoken	 about–	 is	 to	 be	 cast	 into	 a	 category	 with	 associated	
characteristics	 or	 features”.10	The	 performative	 act	 of	 claiming	 an	
identity	thus	becomes	an	act	of	associating	the	individual	with	the	
characteristics	and	features	that	are	normatively	or	conventionally	
associated	with	the	collective	identity	that	is	invoked.	For	example,	
calling	 someone	 a	 Bedouin	 implies	 associating	 someone	with	 the	
hospitality	of	the	Bedouins,	their	independent	nature,	their	warlike	
disposition,	 et	 cetera.	 Claiming	 an	 identity	 is	 therefore	 an	 act	 of	
dividing	 the	 social	 world	 into	 different	 categories	 of	 people	 who	
have	 different	 characteristics.11	Importantly,	 from	 a	 theoretical	

                                                 
8	Gergen	1997:	161.	
9	Antaki	1998:	2-5.	The	fifth	is	relevant	only	for	talk	and	speech,	and	this	does	not	
apply	to	the	present	study.	
10	Antaki	1998:	3.	
11	The	 same	 principle	 also	 works	 the	 other	 way	 around:	 mentioning	 various	
characteristics	and	features	may	call	to	mind	particular	identities.	
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perspective,	 it	does	not	matter	 if	people	refer	 to	 themselves	or	 to	
others	when	claiming	an	identity.12	
	 The	second	principle	that	Antaki	and	Widdicombe	refer	to	
is	that	claiming	identity	is	“indexical	and	occasioned”.13	Indexicality	
refers	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 same	 identity	 can	 have	 a	 variety	 of	
different	 functions	 under	 different	 circumstances	 and	 situations.	
For	 example,	 if	 uttered	 by	 an	 economist,	 a	mathematician,	 an	 art	
historian,	or	an	activist	for	the	Palestinian	cause,	the	term	‘Arab’	is	
probably	used	with	different	meanings	and	associations.	Someone	
from	New	York	or	Mecca	or	Jerusalem	will	probably	mean	different	
things	and	have	different	associations	when	using	 the	same	 term,	
Arab.	The	point	to	be	stressed	is	that	the	same	identity,	in	this	case	
being	Arab,	can	be	 invoked	with	different	 functions,	depending	on	
who	utters	the	 invocation,	with	which	 intention,	and	under	which	
circumstances.	
	 Occasionality	 stresses	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 circumstances	 not	
only	 influence,	 but	 also	 inform	 which	 identity	 is	 invoked.	 When	
passing	through	customs	control,	 it	is	normative	and	conventional	
practice	that	people	are	categorized	by	their	citizenship	of	a	state,	
by	way	of	their	travel	documents.	The	classification	of	a	traveler	as	
Syrian	 is	 occasioned	 by	 the	 circumstances	 in	 which	 this	 Syrian	
person	 finds	 himself:	 passing	 through	 customs	 control.	 However,	
when	 the	 same	 Syrian	 person	 buys	 bread	 in	 a	 bakery	 he	 finds	
himself	in	a	different	situation,	which	demands	different	normative	
or	conventional	practices.	As	a	customer	he	is	expected	to	present	
money,	and	not	his	passport.	His	identity	as	Syrian	or	customer	is	
thus	 informed	by	 the	 circumstances.	 The	 occasionality	 of	 identity	
might	 also	 result	 in	 contrasting	 identities.	 The	 same	 Syrian	
customer	might	 characterize	 himself	 as	 old	 in	 a	 room	 filled	with	
children,	 and	 as	 young	 in	 a	 room	 filled	 with	 senior	 citizens.	 The	
identities	old	and	young	make	sense	because	of	the	occasion,	just	as	
the	identities	of	Syrian	and	customer.	

                                                 
12	In	 the	words	 of	 Derek	 Edwards	 (1998:	 17):	 “there	 is	 no	 explanatory	 primacy	
given	 to	 self	 categorization,	 as	 a	 psychological	 starting	 point	 for	 how	 everyone	
sees	the	world”	[original	emphasis].	
13	Antaki	1998:	4.	
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The	 third	 principle	 stipulates	 that	 referring	 to	 an	 identity	
“makes	 relevant	 the	 identity	 to	 the	 interactional	 business	 going	
on”.14	This	 principle	 highlights	 the	 ethnomethodological	 approach	
that	 stresses	 that	 topics	 of	 analysis	 are	 the	 identities	 that	 people	
themselves	 make	 relevant,	 through	 explicit	 references,	 implicit	
suggestions,	 or	 normative	 and	 conventional	 practices.	 They	
determine	when,	how,	and	with	which	meaning	identities	are	used.	
In	turn,	these	identities	are	relevant	for	analysis	when	they	invoke	
them.	The	analyst	should	only	take	those	identities	in	consideration	
that	 are	made	 relevant	 by	 the	 people	 themselves.	 This	 approach	
towards	 identities	 contrasts	 with	 an	 approach	 in	 which	 analysts	
decide	on	the	relevance	of	identities.	Simultaneously,	this	principle	
also	stipulates	that	references	to	an	identity	are	never	coincidental	
or	 meaningless.	 Instead,	 there	 is	 a	 reason	 that	 underlies	 every	
reference	 to	 an	 identity,	 and	 this	 reason	 is	 part	 of	 the	
communicative	goals	of	the	speaker	or	writer.	

The	 fourth	 principle	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 the	 third,	 and	
refers	to	the	idea	of	consequentiality.15	This	 idea	implies	that	only	
those	identities	that	have	a	visible	effect	on	the	interaction	that	 is	
going	on	should	be	taken	into	account.	For	example,	when	buying	
bread,	 presenting	money	 is	 an	 act	 that	 is	 the	 consequence	 of	 the	
identity	of	customer.	Put	differently,	asking	for	bread	and	paying	it	
serve	 as	 evidence	 that	 the	 person	 is	 indeed	 a	 customer,	 evidence	
that	 is	demanded	before	 the	analyst	can	conclude	 that	 the	person	
involved	 indeed	 is	 a	 customer.	 The	 last	 two	 points	 combined	 –
relevance	 and	 consequentiality–	 imply	 that	 analysts	 should	 not	
make	use	of	preconceived	identities	until	and	unless	 interlocutors	
themselves	 make	 these	 identities	 relevant	 and	 consequential.	 In	
this	 study	 this	means	 that	 I	do	not	 interpret	Ṣābūnjī’s	writings	or	
behavior	 as	 flowing	 from	 his	 Arab,	 Christian,	 or	 Eastern	 identity	
unless	Ṣābūnjī	himself	points	this	out.	

                                                 
14	Antaki	1998:	4-5;	Schegloff	1991.	
15	Antaki	 1998:	 5.	 Emanuel	 Schegloff	 (1991)	 first	 explored	 and	 applied	 the	
principles	of	relevance	and	consequentiality.	
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Two	final	points	should	be	stressed.	Firstly,	MCA	is	usually	
applied	to	speech	and	conversation,	and	not	to	texts.16	There	are,	of	
course,	 a	 number	 of	 differences	 and	 similarities	 between	 speech	
and	written	texts.	The	most	fundamental	similarity	is	that	both	are	
communicative	 means.	 For	 this	 reason	 David	 Silverman	 has	
pointed	 out	 that	 texts	 are	 also	 suitable	 and	 valuable	material	 for	
MCA,	and	the	present	study	follows	this	suggestion.17	

Secondly,	 in	 MCA	 references	 to	 collective	 identities	 are	
understood	as	acts	of	including	and	excluding	Selves	and	Others	in	
different	 categories.	 These	 acts	 should	 not	 be	 equated	 with	 any	
intentional	 desire	 of	 the	 language	 user	 to	 do	 so.	 Understanding	
references	to	identities	as	performed	acts	is	a	theoretical	approach	
that	 helps	 understand	 how	 identities	 function	 in	 communication.	
The	following	example,	relating	to	social	stigma,	demonstrates	that	
intention	does	not	always	underlie	acts	of	inclusion	and	exclusion:	
“John	 is	 overweight,	 he	 should	 go	 to	 the	 gym	 more	 often”.	 MCA	
finds	here	an	act	of	inclusion,	of	John,	in	the	category	of	overweight	
people.	 However,	 the	 context	 suggests	 that	 the	 intention	 of	 the	
language	 user	 is	 to	 exclude	 John	 from	 this	 category,	 because	 “he	
should	go	to	the	gym”.	This	example	demonstrates	that	the	acts	of	
inclusion	 and	 exclusion	 that	 are	 implicated	 by	 referring	 to	
identities	do	not	necessarily	 correspond	with	 the	 intention	of	 the	
language	user.	
	
MCA	and	Discourse	Analysis	
As	mentioned	above,	Membership	Categorization	analysts	focus	on	
the	process	of	ascribing	identity	within	communicative	contexts.	In	
the	words	 of	 Sue	Widdicombe:	 “their	 concern	 [of	 the	 analysts]	 is	
with	 the	occasioned	relevance	of	 identities	here	and	now	and	how	
they	are	consequential	 for	this	particular	 interaction	and	the	local	
projects	 of	 speakers”.18	MCA	 does	 recognize	 the	 presence	 of	
information	 that	 goes	 beyond	 the	 here	 and	 now	 of	 the	
communication.	 This	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 first	 principle	 of	 MCA,	

                                                 
16	This	applies,	for	instance,	to	Tracy’s	introductory	book	(2002)	on	identities	in	
everyday	talk.	
17	Silverman	1993:	59-89.	
18	Widdicombe	1998:	195.	Emphasis	added.	
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which	stipulates	that	‘having	an	identity’	means	being	cast	into,	or	
casting	 oneself	 into,	 a	 category	with	 associated	 characteristics	 or	
features.	MCA	presupposes	that	these	associated	characteristics	or	
features	are	known	among	the	participants	in	the	communication.	
In	 the	 hypothetical	 case	 that	 this	 background	 knowledge	 is	 not	
known,	 communication	 simply	 fails	 as	 the	 expressions	 that	 are	
used	by	the	speaker	or	author	become	non-sequiturs	for	the	reader	
or	listener.	

Derek	 Edwards	 shows	 how	 background	 knowledge	
mediates	 communication.	 He	 demonstrates	 how	 a	 woman	 who	
takes	part	in	a	relationship	counseling	session	invokes	associations	
with	married	women	–that	they	talk	about	their	children	and	their	
problems,	and	that	they	do	not	want	to	flirt	with	other	men	in	noisy	
clubs–	 by	 referring	 to	 herself	qua	married	woman,	 rather	 than	 ‘a	
girl’.19	A	 successful	 comprehension	 of	 her	 reference	 to	 being	 a	
married	woman	or	 a	 girl	 therefore	 demands	 an	 understanding	 of	
the	meanings	 that	 are	 associated	with	married	women	 and	 girls.	
When	 these	 meanings	 are	 understood,	 the	 listener	 understands	
that	 the	 speaker	 attempts	 to	 appear	 responsible	 and	 mature.	
Simultaneously,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 relationship	 counseling,	 the	
speaker	 also	 has	 an	 interest	 in	 being	 seen	 as	 a	 responsible	 and	
mature	person.	Thus,	the	background	knowledge	that	is	associated	
with	 the	 identities	 ‘married	 women’	 and	 ‘girls’	 inform	 her	
references	 to	 these	 identities,	 and	 this	 knowledge	 is	 therefore	 of	
vital	importance	for	understanding	references	to	identities.	

MCA	 does	 not	 aspire	 to	 explain	 where	 this	 background	
knowledge,	 shared	 by	 the	 participants	 in	 the	 communication,	
comes	 from.	 Nevertheless,	 this	 knowledge	 influences	 the	 way	
people	categorize	themselves	and	others,	as	it	informs	the	woman’s	
choice	of	labeling	herself	as	a	married	woman	and	not	as	a	girl.	The	
present	 study	 understands	 this	 background	 information	 as	 the	
second	side	of	identities.	This	background	knowledge	is	comprised	
of	many	 different	 characteristics,	 features,	meanings,	 and	 aspects	
that	are	normatively	or	conventionally	associated	with	the	identity.	
I	 approach	 these	 different	 meanings	 and	 associations	 not	 as	

                                                 
19	Edwards	1998:	30.	
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objective	givens,	but	as	variable	and	changing.	To	be	more	precise,	I	
approach	 these	 as	 social	 constructs,	 which	 are	 produced	 and	
reproduced	 in	 interaction	 and	 communication	with	 other	 people.	
From	 the	perspective	of	 social	 constructionism,	 each	 reference	 to	
an	identity	produces	and	reproduces	meaning.20	In	the	example	of	
the	 reference	 to	 married	 women,	 the	 speaker	 produces	 the	
association	with	responsibility	in	her	attempt	to	demonstrate	that	
she	 is	 responsible	 and	 mature.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 she	 repeats	 an	
existing	 sentiment	 about	 married	 women	 –that	 they	 should	 be	
responsible–	 and	 therefore	 reproduces	 this	 association.	 In	 other	
words,	the	speaker	reminds	the	listeners	that	married	women	are	
normatively	or	conventionally	responsible.	

From	 the	 perspective	 of	 social	 constructionism,	 the	
construction	of	meaning	 is	an	ongoing	process	 that	has	no	end	or	
goal.21	This	 constant	 production	 and	 reproduction	 of	 meaning	
highlights	the	fluidity	of	 the	meanings	of	 identities.	This	approach	
can	account	for	both	the	capacity	for	change	of	these	meanings	and	
the	 stability	 of	meanings	 that	 allows	 for	mutual	 understanding.	 I	
approach	 all	 the	 different	 meanings	 that	 are	 associated	 with	 an	
identity	 –the	 background	 knowledge–	 as	 social	 constructs.	 The	
transformation	 of	 the	 meaning	 of	 ʿarab	 is	 a	 fine	 example	 of	 this	
variability.	During	the	nineteenth	century	the	meaning	of	this	word	
shifted	towards	the	Arabic-speaking	community,	whereas	before	it	
was	usually	limited	to	the	Bedouins.		

The	 concept	 of	discourse	 helps	 us	 understand	how	people	
create	 identities	 from	 this	 constellation	 of	 different	 meanings.	
Michel	Foucault	and	Norman	Fairclough	have	argued	that	there	are	
social	 conventions,	 expectations,	 practices,	 ideologies,	 and	
normative	knowledge	that	function	as	a	lens	through	which	people	
perceive	 their	 environment.22	This	 lens	 provides	 people	 with	
interpretations	of	what	goes	on	in	their	social	world.	A	discourse	in	
the	 Foucauldian	 sense	 is	 an	 “entire	 interlocking	web	of	 practices,	

                                                 
20	De	Fina	2006:	2.	
21	De	Fina	2006:	2.	
22	De	 Fina	 2006:	 5-6.	 Source	 texts	 of	 Foucault	 and	 Fairclough	 are	 primarily	
Foucault	[1966]	1970:	17-45	and	78-124	and	[1969]	1974:	21-55,	and	Fairclough	
1989:	17-108.	
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structures,	 and	 ideologies:	 a	 system	 of	 understanding	 and	
expectation	that	prefigures	which	practices	and	interpretations	are	
available,	 and	 how	 practices	 and	 structures	 are	 understood”.23	
Importantly,	 discourses	 are	 socially	 shared.	 This	 means	 that	
discourses	 go	 beyond	 the	 level	 of	 the	 here	 and	 now	 of	 the	
communicative	 goals	 of	 language	 users	 themselves.	 Discourse	
Analysis	 therefore	 goes	 beyond	 the	 limits	 of	 Membership	
Categorization	Analysis.	

I	 approach	 the	 background	 knowledge	 –all	 the	 practices,	
characteristics,	 features,	 and	 values	 that	 are	 associated	 with	 an	
identity–	 as	 a	 discourse	of	identity.	 For	 example,	 all	 the	 practices,	
features,	 and	 characteristics	 that	 are	 associated	 with	 married	
women	 constitute	 the	 discourse	 of	 ‘married	 women’.	 This	
discourse	 informs	 the	 difference	 between	 what	 married	 women	
normatively	 or	 conventionally	 do	 or	 say	 –talking	 about	 their	
children	and	their	problems–	and	what	is	regarded	as	not	befitting	
married	women	–flirting	with	men	in	noisy	clubs.	It	is	the	discourse	
of	identity	that	‘guides’	the	woman	to	interpret	herself	as	a	married	
woman,	 and	 also	 guides	 her	 to	 present	 herself	 as	 such.	 In	 other	
words,	the	characteristics	that	are	associated	with	married	women	
make	this	identity	 ‘fit’	the	circumstances	of	the	communication,	 in	
Edwards’	 example	 a	 relationship	 counseling	 session.	 Discourse	
Analysis	 of	 identities	 studies	 the	 social	 conventions,	 expectations,	
practices,	 ideologies,	 and	 normative	 knowledge	 that	 lead	 people	
refer	to	identities.24	

A	 central	 point	 of	 departure	 in	 Foucauldian	 Discourse	
Analysis	 is	 the	 idea	 that	 there	 is	an	 interplay	between	power	and	
knowledge	 in	 producing	 discourses.	 Discourses	 are	 not	 only	
psychological	 constructs,	 mental	 imaginations,	 or	 mental	
silhouettes.	 They	 have	 coercive	 power	 over	 the	 practice	 and	
behavior	 of	 individuals.	 The	 identities	 that	 individuals	 construct	
are	 therefore	 not	 so	 much	 the	 result	 of	 the	 agency	 of	 the	
individuals	 themselves,	 but	 are	 merely	 the	 reflection	 of	 a	 wider	
discourse	of	identity.	In	other	words,	language	users	do	not	have	a	
choice	 in	 how	 they	 construct	 identities,	 but	 are	 merely	 ‘docile	
                                                 
23	Kiesling	2006:	262.	
24	De	Fina	2006:	5-6.	
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bodies’25	who	 are	 guided	 by	 the	 discourses	 that	 go	 beyond	 them.	
Thus,	an	 individual	 language	user	 is	understood	as	one	cog	 in	 the	
larger	wheel	of	discourses.	

This	aspect	of	Discourse	Analysis	 is	 incompatible	with	 the	
notion	of	indexicality	of	MCA,	the	idea	that	interlocutors	construct	
identities	 differently	 on	 different	 occasions,	 depending	 on	 their	
local	 projects	 in	 the	 here	 and	 now.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 highly	 counter-
intuitive	stance;	in	the	words	of	Barker	and	Galasinski,	“we	clearly	
have	 the	 existential	 experience	 of	 facing	 and	 making	 choices”.26	
Many	 scholars	 therefore	 find	 the	 inescapability	 of	 Foucauldian	
discourses	and	the	subsequent	elision	of	individual	agency	hard	to	
accept.	For	 instance,	Edward	Said	writes	 in	Orientalism	 (1979):	 “I	
do	 believe	 in	 the	 determinate	 imprint	 of	 individual	 writers	 upon	
the	 otherwise	 anonymous	 body	 of	 texts	 constituting	 discursive	
formations	like	Orientalism”.27	

In	the	discussion	on	the	relation	between	individual	actions	
and	the	social	 field	of	discourses,	Kiesling	offers	valuable	 insights.	
Kiesling	asks	the	question:	“Where	do	Discourses	come	from,	and	is	
the	 speaker	 just	 relying	 on	 pre-existing	 Discourses	 or	 is	 he/she	
doing	something	to	the	Discourses?”28	As	stated	above,	the	present	
study	 understands	 all	 the	 meanings	 that	 are	 associated	 with	 an	
identity	as	constitutive	of	a	discourse	of	identity.	In	addition,	these	
meanings	are	social	constructs	 that	are	produced	and	reproduced	
in	 communication	 and	 interaction	 between	 individuals.	 Each	
production	and	reproduction	of	one	of	these	meanings	is	therefore	
also	 an	 act	 of	 production	 and	 reproduction	 of	 the	 discourse	 of	
identity.	 Thus,	 referring	 to	 identities	 is	 both	 an	 individual	
communicative	act	and	an	act	of	recreating,	remaking,	and	reifying	
discourses	 of	 identity	 within	 the	 social	 context.	 In	 other	 words,	
discourses	 of	 identities	 are	 created	 by	 language	 users	 who	
individually	 recreate	 and	 make	 relevant	 the	 ideologies	 and	
meanings	 –the	 background	 knowledge	 that	 are	 constitutive	 of	
discourses–	associated	with	the	identity	within	the	social	context.	

                                                 
25	Foucault	[1975]	1979:	135-169.	
26	Barker	2001:	46.	
27	Said	1979:	23.	
28	2006:	285.	
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At	the	same	time,	discourses	offer	individual	language	users	
a	point	of	departure	in	their	own	construction	of	identities.	In	other	
words,	 the	 social	 and	 discursive	 field	 provides	 the	 individual	
language	 user	 with	 information	 about	 which	 identities	 ‘fit’	 the	
circumstances	of	the	communication.	In	the	example	of	the	married	
woman,	the	idea	that	married	women	are	responsible	informs	her	
labeling	 herself	 as	 such.	 References	 to	 identities	 therefore	 also	
reflect	a	discourse	of	identity.	In	this	light,	Kiesling	points	out	that	
referring	to	 identities	 is	part	of	an	ongoing	process	of	negotiation	
between	 individuals	 and	 their	 discursive	 context.	 Discourses	
simultaneously	 work	 top-down,	 because	 they	 present	 language	
users	with	 interpretations	with	which	 they	 give	meaning	 to	 their	
social	world,	 and	 bottom-up,	 because	 discourses	 of	 identities	 are	
made	 and	 remade	 by	 language	 users	 with	 every	 reference	 to	 an	
identity.29	

Finally,	 discourses	 should	 not	 be	 understood	 as	 uniform	
sets	 of	 background	 knowledge	 that	 are	 universally	 agreed	 upon.	
There	 may	 be	 multiple	 interpretations	 of	 the	 different	
characteristics	or	meanings	that	are	associated	with	an	identity.	In	
this	light	Michel	Foucault	states	that	discourses	are	dispersive,	that	
there	 are	 different	 possible	 interpretations	 of	 identities,	 and	 that	
this	incongruity	of	discourses	present	“spaces	of	dissension”.30	This	
leaves	open	the	possibility	that	identities	can	be	debated,	contested,	
and	questioned.	
	
Combining	the	approaches		
The	present	 thesis	 is	 a	 study	on	discursive	practices	 as	performed	
by	Louis	Ṣābūnjī,	and	specifically	on	referencing	practices.31	I	have	
defined	 two	 sides	 to	 identities:	 the	 explicit	 words	 that	 denote	
identities	 –the	 signifier–	 and	 the	 background	 knowledge	 that	
underlie	 these	 references	 to	 identities	 –the	 signified.	 I	 use	 MCA	
when	 discussing	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 explicit	 references	 to	 identities	 and	
Discourse	 Analysis	 when	 discussing	 the	 background	 knowledge	

                                                 
29	Kiesling	2006:	285-286.	
30	Foucault	[1969]	1974:	152.	
31	See	Tracy	(2002:	21-24,	45-61)	for	an	introduction	to	discursive	practices,	
referencing	practices,	and	identities.	
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that	 is	 associated	with	 identities.	However,	 these	 two	approaches	
are	not	entirely	complementary;	some	remarks	on	the	combination	
of	MCA	and	Discourse	Analysis	are	necessary.	

On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 strength	 of	 Discourse	 Analysis	 in	
studying	 identities	 vis-à-vis	 MCA	 lies	 in	 the	 synthesis	 between	
individual	 actions	 and	 the	 social	 and	 discursive	 context	 that	 go	
beyond	 the	 individual.	On	 the	other	hand,	 the	 strength	of	MCA	 in	
studying	 identities	 vis-à-vis	 Discourse	 Analysis	 lies	 in	 the	
understanding	of	how	people	 in	real-life	situations	classify	people	
into	 different	 categories.	 In	 this	 study	 I	 will	 combine	 both	
approaches.	 I	 will	 focus	 on	 the	 identities	 that	 are	 made	 relevant	
and	 consequential	 by	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī.	 The	 ethnomethodological	
principle	of	MCA	that	prioritizes	the	perception	of	social	life	by	the	
people	 themselves	 is	 therefore	 central.	 Moreover,	 the	 MCA	
principle	that	references	 to	 identities	are	performative	acts,	made	
in	order	 to	organize	and	give	meaning	 to	 the	 social	world,	 is	 also	
maintained.	 References	 to	 identities	 are	 thus	 understood	 as	
occasioned,	 performative	 acts	 of	 claiming	 identities,	 done	 by	
interlocutors	 as	 local	 projects	 in	 the	 here	 and	 now	 for	 varying	
reasons.	
	 A	 strict	 approach	 of	 the	 principle	 of	 indexicality	 of	 MCA	
implies	 that	 the	 social	 context	 is	 occasioned	 within	 the	 local	
projects	of	language	users.	For	this	reason	MCA	prescribes	that	the	
analyst	should	not	take	into	account	any	extra-textual	context,	such	
as	 discourses,	 if	 the	 language	 user	 does	 not	 make	 this	 context	
relevant	and	consequential.	Kiesling	has	criticized	this	strict	usage	
of	 indexicality.32	He	 demonstrates	 how	 associations	 with	 African-
American	men,	homosexuality,	and	masculinity	in	general	informed	
the	usage	of	term	‘bitch	boy’	among	a	group	of	American	fraternity	
members,	without	 referring	 to	 or	 mentioning	 African-Americans,	
homosexuals,	men,	and	women	in	the	first	place.33	These	fraternity	
members,	however,	invoked	the	background	knowledge	associated	
with	 African-Americans,	 homosexuals,	 and	 men.	 In	 the	 example	
discussed	 by	 Kiesling,	 the	 fraternity	 member	 emulated	
                                                 
32	2006:	274-275.	
33	Kiesling’s	work	is	based	on	research	conducted	in	the	early	1990s	in	Virginia	
among	white	(non-African-American)	university	students	(Kiesling	2006:	270).	
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stereotypical	African-American	speech.	The	background	knowledge	
of	 the	 fraternity	 members	 concerning	 African-American	 speech	
was	 sufficient	 for	 the	 participants	 in	 the	 communication	 to	 know	
who	 they	were	 imitating	 and	what	 they	were	 talking	 about.	 This	
knowledge	 enabled	 them	 to	 understand	 that	 their	 speech	was	 an	
implicit	reference	to	a	collective	identity.	
	 With	 this	 analysis	 Kiesling	 shows	 that	 the	 background	
knowledge	 that	 is	 associated	 with	 an	 identity	 –the	 discourse	 of	
identity–	 can	 also	 be	 indexed	 and	 invoked	 as	 part	 of	 the	
communicative	 goals	 of	 language	 users.	 By	 understanding	
discourses	of	identity	as	something	that	language	users	can	refer	to	
and	make	relevant,	discourses	also	become	a	resource	that	can	be	
used	in	order	to	refer	to	an	identity.	In	other	words,	discourses	of	
identities	are	also	tools	with	which	 language	users	categorize	and	
make	sense	of	their	social	environment.	They	are	able	to	do	so	by	
implicitly	 referring	 to	 an	 identity,	 by	 relying	 on	 the	 background	
knowledge	that	is	associated	with	the	identity	under	consideration.	
Language	users	can	therefore	make	use	of	discourses	of	identity	in	
their	local	projects	in	the	here	and	now	for	varying	reasons.	It	is	for	
this	reason	that	the	following	chapter	is	devoted	to	an	overview	of	
the	 relevant	 discourses	 of	 identity.	 This	 overview	 is	 important	
because	the	discourses	of	identity	that	are	current	in	the	context	of	
nineteenth-century	 Arabic	 journalism	 can	 be	 made	 relevant	 and	
consequential	by	Ṣābūnjī	without	explicitly	referring	to	them.	
	 In	conclusion,	Kiesling	has	highlighted	that	 language	users	
can	invoke	both	sides	of	identity.	Firstly,	the	speaker	can	explicitly	
refer	 to	 an	 identity	 by	 referring	 to	 someone	 as,	 for	 instance,	
African-American.	Secondly,	 the	speaker	can	 implicitly	 refer	 to	an	
identity	by	relying	on	the	background	knowledge	that	is	associated	
with	 the	 identity	 –in	 the	 example,	 by	 imitating	 African-American	
speech.	 The	 present	 study	 follows	 Kiesling’s	 realization	 that	
language	users	can	invoke	both	sides	of	identities.	
	
The	public	sphere	
As	pointed	out	above,	I	approach	references	to	identities,	made	as	
part	of	communication	by	individual	language	users,	as	constitutive	
of	 discourses	 of	 identities	 that	 are	 socially	 shared	 among	 the	
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members	of	a	community.	Habermas	postulates	a	useful	distinction	
between	 private	 communication	 and	 public	 communication.34	
Private	communication	takes	place	in	the	confined	surroundings	of	
the	 family	 and	 of	 the	 house,	 while	 public	 communication	 takes	
place	 in	situations	 that	are	accessible	 to	many	people	who	do	not	
necessarily	 know	 each	 other.	 The	 public	 sphere	 is	 historically	
contingent,	 which	 means	 that	 it	 can	 appear,	 change	 form,	 and	
disappear	again	 in	 the	course	of	history.	The	private	sphere	 lacks	
this	aspect,	as	private	communication	does	not	acquire	essentially	
different	 forms	 during	 different	 periods	 and	 across	 different	
cultures.	 One	 of	 the	media	 that	 people	 use	 for	 communication	 in	
the	 social	 arena	 –the	 public	 sphere–	 is	 journalism.	 The	 present	
study	analyzes	communication	that	takes	place	in	public	texts,	and	
primarily	journalistic	texts.	
	 In	her	analysis	of	the	Arabic	magazine	al-Muqtaṭaf,	Dagmar	
Glaß	discusses	the	contours	of	the	public	sphere	of	Ṣābūnjī	and	his	
peers.35	Glaß	 refers	 to	 Schulze,	 who	 briefly	 addresses	 the	 public	
sphere	of	nineteenth-century	Egypt	 in	 the	context	of	his	 study	on	
twentieth-century	 Islamic	 thought.	 Schulze	 discerns	 three	 public	
spheres,	 which	 he	 differentiates	 according	 to	 the	 media	 that	 are	
used	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 their	 publics:	 the	 intellectuals,	 the	 Islamic	
scholars	 (or	 ʿulamāʾ),	 and	 the	 Sufis.	 It	 is	 the	 first	 group,	 the	
intellectuals,	 that	 is	 of	 importance	 to	 the	 present	 study.	 They	
communicate	among	each	other	through	the	press,	printed	books,	
and	learned	societies.36	The	periodical	press,	in	particular,	sets	the	
intellectuals	 apart	 from	 the	 ʿulamāʾ	 and	 the	 Sufis	 during	 this	
period.37	Because	 of	 the	 prominence	 of	 journalism,	 a	 substantial	
part	of	the	corpus	of	the	present	study	is	taken	from	the	periodical	
press.	A	second	aspect	 that	sets	 the	 intellectuals	apart	 from	other	
public	 spheres	 is	 the	 character	 of	 their	 intended	 audience.	 The	
intellectuals	addressed	the	public	at	large,	rather	than	one	religious	
community	or	one	demarcated	group	of	 government	officials.	 For	
this	reason	I	use	the	term	‘public	intellectuals’	in	the	present	study.	

                                                 
34	Habermas	[1962]	1989:	1-14.	
35	Glaß	2004:	59-61.	
36	Schulze	1990:	39.	
37	Glaß	2004:	60.	
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The	 group	 of	 public	 intellectuals	 is	 also	 discernible	 in	 Syria,	 and	
Ṣābūnjī	was	one	of	them.	

Journalistic	texts	are	very	suitable	for	MCA	because	of	their	
association	with	news	and	current	affairs.	Magazines	appear	every	
month	 or	 every	week,	 and	 newspapers	 appear	with	 even	 shorter	
intervals.	 This	 temporality	 demands	 that	 authors,	 editors,	 and	
publishers	 –the	 public	 intellectuals–	 continuously	 produce	 new	
texts	in	order	to	fill	the	new	issue	of	the	periodical	publication.	At	
the	same	time,	the	reading	public	demands	new	texts	that	respond	
to	 their	 interests	 or	 expectations.	 As	 a	 corollary	 of	 this	
entanglement	 between	 authors	 and	 the	 reading	 public,	 the	
meanings	 that	 journalistic	 texts	 convey	 between	 the	 two	 parties	
are	framed	by	the	contemporary	circumstances.	It	is	for	this	reason	
that	public	 intellectuals,	 through	their	texts,	contribute	to	shaping	
the	discursive	background	of	 the	here	and	 the	now	of	production	
and	 usage,	 of	writing	 and	 reading.	 This	 aspect	 is	 in	 line	with	 the	
principle	of	MCA,	which	stipulates	that	referring	to	identities	is	an	
act	 that	 should	be	 interpreted	 in	 the	 light	of	 the	circumstances	of	
the	interaction	that	is	going	on.	Consequently,	journalistic	texts	are	
better	 source	 material	 for	 MCA	 than,	 for	 instance,	 diaries	 or	
collections	of	poetry.	
	 As	 pointed	 out	 at	 the	 start	 of	 the	 introduction,	 the	 Arab	
world	witnessed	significant	changes	 in	 terms	of	 self-identification	
during	the	nineteenth	century.	Against	this	background,	topics	that	
relate	to	identity	possibly	became	subject	to	discussion	and	debate	
in	journalistic	texts,	and	this	is	what	I	will	study	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	texts.	I	
intend	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 these	 discussions	 by	 focusing	 on	
passages	 that	 give	 information	 about	 what	 Easterners,	 Syrians,	
Arabs,	 et	 cetera,	were	 like	or	how	they	were	expected	 to	be.	This	
approach	is	geared	towards	highlighting	any	different	 ideas	about	
Easterners	 or	 Syrians,	 and	 therefore	 towards	 highlighting	 the	
development	 of	 controversies	 about	 identity.	 John	 Bowen	 has	
performed	 a	 similar	 study	 on	 the	 development	 of	 controversies	
about	 Islam	 among	 a	 rural	 Indonesian	 ethnic	 group,	 the	 Gayo.38	
Bowen	 looked	 at	 how	 Gayo	 men	 and	 women	 negotiate	 their	

                                                 
38	Bowen	1993.	
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identity	 as	Muslims	 in	 the	 context	 of	 universal	 ideas	 “about	what	
Islam	 is	 or	 ought	 to	 be”,39	and	 of	 local	 religious	 or	 spiritual	
practices	that	may	conflict	with	these	universal	ideas.	
	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 quarrelsome	 character	 is	 an	 advantage	 when	
attempting	to	unearth	controversies.	As	will	be	shown	in	this	study,	
Ṣābūnjī	 often	 came	 into	 conflict	with	 his	 peers	 and	his	 superiors.	
Various	of	 these	 conflicts	were	 expressed	 in	his	publications,	 and	
were	therefore	“on	public	display”.40	As	argued	by	Agassi	and	Van	
de	Breevaart,	 it	 is	 public	 display	which	defines	polemics	 vis-à-vis	
other	forms	of	contest	and	criticism.41	Consequently,	polemics	form	
a	special	category	of	public	texts.	In	the	most	simple	form	there	are	
three	 parties	 to	 any	 polemic:	 the	 two	 opposing	 factions	 and	 the	
public.	 The	 two	 opposing	 factions	 struggle	 for	 “the	 monopoly	 of	
cultural	 legitimacy	 and	 the	 right	 to	 confer	 or	 withhold	 this	
consecration”	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 public.42	In	 other	words,	 the	 two	
warring	factions	are	competing	for	authority	and	legitimacy	in	the	
eyes	 of	 the	 public.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 the	 public	 “serves	 as	 a	
jury”	and	therefore	“plays	a	decisive	role”.43		
	 It	is	important	to	remember	that	there	is	a	link	between	the	
public	 sphere	 and	 the	 emergence	 and	 spread	 of	 discourses	 of	
identity.	 Benedict	 Anderson	 has	 pointed	 out	 how	 communities	 –
collective	 identities–	 become	 imagined	 under	 the	 influence	 of	
print-capitalism	in	the	form	of,	primarily,	newspapers.44	He	argues	
that	 the	 experience	 of	 reading	 the	 same	 information	 at	 the	 same	
time	 fosters	 a	 sense	of	 community	among	many	different	 readers	
who	do	not	know	each	other.	
	 In	 addition,	 I	 argue	 that	 the	 contents	 of	 public	 texts	
contribute	 to	 a	 sense	 of	 community	 as	 well.	 In	 the	 nineteenth-
century	Arabic	context,	various	communities	could	be	imagined.	In	
the	absence	of	a	clear-cut	nation,	I	shift	the	focus	to	discourses.	As	
social	 constructs,	 discourses	 of	 identities	 are	 produced	 and	

                                                 
39	Bowen	1993:	8.	
40	Agassi	1988:	2.	
41	Agassi	1988:	1-2;	Breevaart	2005:	25-26	
42	Bourdieu	1971:	178,	found	in	Breevaart	2005:	25.	
43	Breevaart	2005:	26.	
44	Anderson	[1983]	2006:	34-36.	
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reproduced	 by	 language	 users	who	 refer	 to	 identities.	 Articles	 in	
newspapers	 and	magazines	 that	 touch	 upon	 the	 topic	 of	 identity,	
for	instance	by	referring	to	the	own	community	as	Easterners	or	as	
Syrians,	 makes	 this	 topic	 unavoidable.	 From	 this	 perspective,	
public	 intellectuals	and	 their	periodical	publications	 contribute	 to	
the	 emergence	 and	 transformation	 of	 ideas	 about	 identity	 and	
community,	and	therefore	to	discourses	of	identity	that	go	beyond	
the	private	level	of	the	family	and	the	house.	
	
Theoretical	framework	
So	 far,	 a	 number	 of	 theoretical	 principles	 on	 which	 this	 study	 is	
based	 have	 been	 discussed.	 I	 will	 briefly	 summarize	 these	 here	
again.	First,	the	present	study	assumes	that	references	to	identities	
were	 made	 in	 order	 to	 be	 understood	 by	 their	 readers.	 Starting	
from	 this	 assumption,	 I	 approach	 any	 references	 to	 identities	 as	
indeed	understood	by	the	readers,	or	at	least	understandable	to	the	
intended	public.	By	contrast,	communication	fails	when	the	people	
do	 not	 understand	 each	 other,	 or	 do	 not	 have	 access	 to	 the	
background	 knowledge	 that	 is	 associated	with	 the	 identities	 that	
are	 referred	 to.	 In	 that	 case,	 references	 to	 identities	 are	 non	
sequiturs	and	unsuitable	for	analysis.	
	 The	second	and	the	third	principles	derive	from	structural	
linguistics.	 According	 to	 the	 second	 principle,	 references	 to	
identities	are	understood	as	signs	 that	 consist	of	a	 signifier	and	a	
signified.	The	signifier	refers	to	the	word	that	denote	identities,	and	
the	signified	refers	to	the	background	knowledge	that	is	associated	
with	the	word.	The	third	principle	stipulates	that	identities	acquire	
their	meaning	 in	 contrast	 to	 an	Other.	 This	 theoretical	 Other	 can	
take	a	variety	of	different	shapes	and	meanings,	depending	on	the	
context	 of	 communication.	 Hence,	 the	 East	 is	 the	 East	 because	 it	
contrasts	 with	 a	 non-East.	 Importantly,	 this	 non-East	 is	 a	
theoretical	concept	that	informs	references	to	the	East;	it	does	not	
necessarily	equate	with	the	West,	or	perhaps	with	the	North	or	the	
South.	
	 The	 fourth	 principle	 focuses	 on	 the	 signified	 background	
knowledge,	 on	 the	 meaning	 of	 an	 identity.	 I	 approach	 this	
background	 knowledge	 as	 the	 constellation	 of	 all	 the	 different	
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associations	with	the	identity	under	consideration.	In	the	example	
of	 the	 identity	 Bedouin,	 these	 associations	 include	 their	
independent	 nature,	 their	 hospitality,	 their	 skills	 in	 handling	
animals,	 their	 living	 in	 tents	 in	 inhospitable	 areas,	 their	 warlike	
disposition,	their	continuous	traveling,	et	cetera.	I	approach	each	of	
these	 associations	 as	 a	 social	 construct,	 which	 is	 continually	
produced	 and	 reproduced	 in	 social	 interaction,	 predominantly	 in	
language.	 Constructing	 identities	 is	 therefore	 an	 ongoing	 process.	
From	this	perspective,	identities	are	not	essential	or	objective,	but	
rather	 fluid.	 This	 principle	 secures,	 firstly,	 that	 language	 users	
understand	 each	 other	 when	 they	 speak	 about	 an	 identity,	 and	
secondly,	 that	 the	 meanings	 and	 associations	 of	 identities	 are	
capable	of	transformation.	
	 The	 fifth	principle	applies	 to	 the	position	of	 the	 individual	
language	 user	 within	 his	 social	 environment.	 The	 concept	 of	
discourses	 connects	 these	 two	 elements.	 I	 approach	 the	 social	
construction	 of	 identity	 as	 taking	place	 in	 an	 ongoing	negotiation	
between,	on	the	one	hand,	individual	language	users	who	talk	and	
write,	 and	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 discourses	 of	 identity	 which	
determine	what	 they	can	normatively	and	conventionally	 say	and	
write.	 In	 terms	 of	 identity,	 referring	 to	 an	 identity	 is	 both	 a	
communicative	act	performed	by	 the	 language	user,	and	an	act	of	
reproduction	 and	 reification	 of	 a	 discourse	 of	 identity.	 When	
language	 users	 refer	 to,	 for	 instance,	 the	 perceived	 spirituality	 of	
the	 East,	 they	 do	 so	 as	 part	 of	 their	 communicative	 acts.	
Simultaneously,	 the	 listener	 or	 reader	 is	 reminded	 that	 the	 East	
indeed	is	spiritual.45	
	 Finally,	and	perhaps	superfluously,	 I	approach	identity	not	
as	 a	 characteristic	 that	 people	possess	 and	 that	makes	 them	who	
they	are.	 Instead,	I	approach	identities	as	tools	with	which	people	
aim	to	achieve	communicative	goals.	In	this	respect,	referring	to	an	
identity	 is	 an	 act	 that	 is	 performed	 as	 part	 of	 communication,	
depending	on	the	context	and	on	the	intention	of	the	language	user.	
	
	

                                                 
45	The	spirituality	of	the	East	plays	a	pivotal	role	in	Chapter	Four.	
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Overview	of	the	method	
What	 remains	 to	be	 addressed	 is	 a	 short	 overview	of	 the	 specific	
steps	 that	 I	will	 follow	 in	 the	case	studies,	 in	Chapters	Four,	Five,	
and	Six.	
	 Firstly,	 I	will	 select	 the	passages	 from	 the	 source	material	
that	include	references	to	an	identity.	I	will	analyze	these	passages	
by	asking	two	questions:	(1)	On	whose	behalf	does	Ṣābūnjī	pretend	
to	speak?	(2)	Which	practices,	characteristics,	features,	and	values	
does	Ṣābūnjī	couch	in	terms	of	the	identity	under	consideration?	
	 Secondly,	 I	 will	 analyze	 the	 reference	 through	 the	
perspective	 of	MCA,	 by	 discussing	 how	 Ṣābūnjī	 uses	 identities	 as	
part	 of	 his	 communicative	 goals.	 Specifically,	 I	 will	 discuss	 how	
Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 identities	 relevant	 and	 consequential	 for	 the	
communication	that	goes	on.	
	 Thirdly,	 I	 will	 analyze	 the	 reference	 through	 the	
perspective	 of	 Discourse	 Analysis.	 Why	 Ṣābūnjī	 can	 make	 some	
identities	relevant	and	consequential,	and	others	not,	is	a	matter	of	
discourses	of	 identity	 that	 are	 socially	 shared.	 I	will	 address	how	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 references	 to	 identity	 simultaneously	 reflect	 and	
reproduce	discourses	of	identity.	
	 Fourthly,	I	will	take	into	account	the	discursive	background	
against	 which	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 active.	 I	 will	 relate	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 usage	 of	
identities	with	a	number	of	phenomena	that	relate	to	identity	and	
that	 will	 be	 discussed	 in	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 chapter.	 These	
phenomena	are	the	emergence	of	a	Syrian	identity	in	Chapter	Four,	
sectarianism	 and	 religious	 polarization	 in	 Chapter	 Five,	 and	 the	
idea	of	native	failure	vis-à-vis	foreign	success	in	Chapter	Six.	It	is	to	
this	discursive	background	that	I	will	now	turn.	
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2	
Discursive	background,	collective	identities	
	
Ṣābūnjī’s	journalistic	texts	acquired	their	meaning	within	the	social	
discursive	context	of	early	Arabic	journalism.	This	chapter	gives	an	
account	of	 the	discursive	background	against	which	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	
was	active.	

Ṣābūnjī	worked	in	many	cities	around	the	world,	including	
Beirut,	London,	Cairo,	Istanbul,	and	New	York.	Life	in	each	of	these	
cities	was	different,	and	rooted	in	different	historical	circumstances.	
It	 is	 arguably	 impossible	 to	 attempt	 to	 describe	 one	 general	
discursive	 background	 to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 writings.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 a	
pragmatic	choice	had	to	be	made,	and	I	decided	to	focus	on	the	city	
of	Beirut.	As	will	be	discussed	in	more	detail	below,	Arabic	private	
journalism	 took	shape	 in	 this	 city.	After	about	1880	many	Beiruti	
journalists	ventured	abroad	and	took	with	them	their	experience	in	
journalism.	 In	 this	 way	 the	 early	 Beiruti	 periodical	 publications	
also	functioned	as	blueprints	for	Arab	journalists	in	other	places.	In	
addition,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 periodicals	 and	 pamphlets	 from	 Beirut	 form	 a	
substantial	part	of	the	source	material	of	the	present	study.	It	is	for	
these	 reasons	 that	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 discursive	 background	 of	
Beirut.	

The	 first	 part	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 devoted	 to	 Arab	 and	
Ottoman	perceptions	of	 the	place	of	 their	 own	community	within	
the	 larger	 picture	 of	 the	 social	world.	As	we	will	 see,	 a	 recurrent	
interpretation	 of	 both	 Arabs	 and	 Ottomans	 in	 the	 nineteenth	
century	was	 that	 they	 lagged	 behind	 Europe.	 The	 second	 part	 of	
this	 chapter	 gives	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 various	 ways	 of	 imagining	
one’s	 community	 vis-à-vis	 other	 communities.	 The	 relevant	
collective	identities	that	I	will	touch	upon	include	Arabs,	Ottomans,	
Easterners,	and	Syrians.	
	
2.1	 Pre-modern	to	modern	
In	 his	 2004	 book	 The	Birth	 of	 the	Modern	World	 1780-1914,	 C.A.	
Bayly	 argues	 that	 areas	 all	 around	 the	 world,	 including	 the	
Ottoman	 Empire,	 witnessed	 a	 transition	 from	 a	 state	 of	 pre-
modernity	to	modernity	roughly	simultaneously.	This	transition	is	
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reflected	by	various	developments,	such	as	the	religious	revivalist	
movements,	 the	expansion	of	professional	administration,	and	the	
crystallization	of	different	nations.46	What	concerns	me	here	is	how	
people	 themselves	 interpreted,	 gave	meaning,	 and	made	 sense	 of	
the	 changing	 world	 around	 them.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 discursive	
aspect	 of	 the	 transition	 from	 pre-modern	 to	 modern	 is	 what	
matters	 in	 the	 present	 study.	 As	will	 be	 discussed	 in	more	 detail	
below,	 I	 follow	 Michel	 Foucault,	 who	 suggests	 that	 a	 historically	
contingent	 understanding	 of	 the	 passage	 of	 time	 underlies	
discursive	modernity.	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 I	 start	 this	 chapter	
with	a	focus	on	time.	
	
Time	
Johannes	 Fabian	 argues	 that	 imagining	 societies	 as	modern	vis-à-
vis	 pre-modern,	 backward	 vis-à-vis	 advanced,	 and	 barbaric	 vis-à-
vis	civilized,	demands	an	understanding	of	time	that	is	historically	
contingent.	 In	 particular,	 his	 argument	 goes,	 European	 thought	
witnessed	 transformations	of	 the	understanding	of	 the	passage	of	
time	 over	 the	 course	 of	 centuries.	 In	 the	 Middle	 Ages,	 time	 was	
essentially	 biblical	 time,	 and	 history	 started	with	 the	 Creation	 of	
the	 world.	 This	 event	 was	 imagined	 as	 having	 taken	 place	 a	 few	
thousand	years	earlier.	Biblical	time	lost	its	centrality	when,	in	the	
late	 sixteenth	 and	 early	 seventeenth	 centuries,	 the	 presence	 of	
other	 accounts	 of	 chronology	 and	 history	 were	 recognized,	
including	 those	 of	 the	 classical	 world	 and	 the	 Babylonians.	 This	
‘secularization’	 of	 time,	 however,	 did	 not	 essentially	 change	 the	
understanding	 of	 how	 many	 years	 the	 past	 had	 seen.	 This	 only	
happened	 in	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 when	 the	
naturalization	of	 time	made	the	past	expand,	 from	thousands	 into	
millions	 and	 eventually	 billions	 of	 years.	 This	 shift	 towards	
naturalized	 time	 severely	 altered	 the	 perception	 of	 the	 relation	
between	the	past	and	the	present.47	

The	idea	that	the	past	encompassed	billions	of	years	made	
it	possible	to	imagine	patterns	of	evolutionary	progress	in	terms	of	
a	timeline,	along	a	continuous	stream	of	time.	This	is	exactly	what	
                                                 
46	See	primarily	Bayly	2004:	199-243	and	395-450.	
47	Fabian	[1983]	2002:	1-35.	
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happened,	 according	 to	 Johannes	 Fabian	 and	 Michel	 Foucault,	 in	
the	early	nineteenth	century.	Foucault	theorized	an	epistemic	shift	
in	Western	thought	in	the	early	nineteenth	century,	which	enabled	
understanding	 the	 present	 as	 the	 contingent	 outcome	 of	 gradual	
processes	 that	had	taken	place	earlier.	According	to	Foucault,	 this	
shift	 heralded	 the	 modern	 episteme.	 Europeans	 came	 to	
understand	 that	 the	 world	 is	 the	 way	 it	 is	 because	 the	 past	 has	
made	 it	 so.48	In	 the	 case	 of	 paleontology	 and	 geology,	 emerging	
disciplines	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 the	 shift	 that	 Fabian	 and	
Foucault	 describe	 resulted	 in	 a	 sound	 and	 consistent	
understanding	 of	 processes	 of	 historical	 change	 within	 this	
continuous	stream	of	time.	When	applied	to	the	human	populations	
that	were	found	around	the	world,	the	evolutionary	paradigm	had	
other	 consequences.	 Fabian	 argues	 that	 the	 consequence	 of	
naturalized	 time	 was	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 particular	 taxonomy	 of	
human	 variety	 that	 aspired	 to	 accommodate	 all	 the	 societies,	
practices,	and	identities	of	the	world	within	one	universal	scheme.	
Through	 the	 lens	 of	 the	 passage	 of	 time,	 different	 societies	 were	
imagined	 as	 living	 in	 different	 times,	 as	 these	 societies	 occupied	
different	 stages	 in	 the	 continuous	 stream	 of	 time.	 In	 this	
understanding	 expressions	 such	 as	 primitive	 and	 advanced,	
barbaric	 and	 civilized,	 or	 pre-modern	 and	modern	 denote	 stages	
within	 a	 temporal	 hierarchy.	 Western	 observers	 imagined	 non-
Western	African	and	Asian	‘primitives’	as	living	in	the	past,	and	this,	
according	to	Fabian,	rationalized	scientific	study	in	the	form	of	the	
discipline	of	anthropology.	

The	temporal	hierarchy	made	it	possible	to	envision	human	
societies,	 practices,	 and	 identities	 along	 an	 axis	 that	 ranges	 from	
the	 past	 to	 the	 future.	 In	 this	 framework,	 the	 ‘past’	 stands	 for	
backwardness,	 barbarism,	 failure,	 and	 decrepitude,	 while	 the	
‘future’	 stands	 for	 progress,	 civilization,	 advancement,	 success.	
Following	this	logic,	people	who	were	understood	as	primitive	and	
backward	were	in	need	of	reform,	so	as	to	catch	up	with	the	stream	
of	 time	 and	 acquire	 a	 higher	 position	 on	 the	 hierarchy.	 From	 the	
European	 perspective,	 Europe	 was	 imagined	 as	 advanced,	

                                                 
48	Foucault	[1966]	1970:	xxii,	217-221,	250-253.	
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successful,	progressed,	and	modern.	Europe	was	therefore	distinct	
from	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world,	 which	 was	 imagined	 as	 the	 locus	 of	
primitive,	 tribal,	 backward,	 or	 savage	 societies.	 This	 inequality	 in	
the	 temporal	 hierarchy	 became	 a	 fundamental	 legitimation	 for	
imperial	 policy,	 justifying	 foreign	 rule	 over	 so-called	 backward	
areas.49	It	was	the	‘white	man’s	burden’	to	bring	advancement	and	
success	 to	 the	 primitive	 peoples	 abroad.	 The	 idea	 was	 that	 the	
primitives	could	advance	 through	European	 intercession,	and	 this	
legitimized	 European	 colonial	 domination.	 Importantly,	 this	
ideologically	 inspired	 treatment	 of	 others	 depended	 on	 a	
historically	 contingent	 understanding	 of	 the	 relation	 between	 the	
past	and	the	present.	

Both	 Fabian	 and	 Foucault	 stress	 that	 the	 notion	 of	
naturalized	 time	was	distinctly	European	or	Western,	 and	 so	was	
the	ensuing	perception	of	the	non-West	as	primitive	and	backward.	
For	 the	 present	 study,	 I	 focus	 on	 the	 underlying	 logic	 of	 this	
European	 perspective,	 and	 in	 this	 light	 two	 principles	 stand	 out.	
Firstly,	 all	 the	 different	 societies	 around	 the	 world	 share	 one	
universal	 humanity,	 as	 a	 common	ground.	Based	on	 this	 common	
ground,	 Africans	 can	 be	 meaningfully	 compared	 with	 the	
inhabitants	 of	 Beirut	 or	 with	 Europeans.	 Secondly,	 time	 is	
understood	 essentially	 as	 a	 continuous	 stream.	 The	 perceived	
differences	between	Europeans	and	Africans	can	then	be	viewed	as	
variations	 in	 how	 far	 ‘up’	 or	 ‘down’	 they	 are	 in	 the	 temporal	
hierarchy.	 These	 two	 points	 combined	 result	 in	 an	 inescapable	
need	 to	 reach	 a	 higher	 position	 on	 the	 hierarchy,	 to	 realize	
progress	and	civilization.	

As	will	 be	 discussed	below,	 this	 underlying	 logic	was	 also	
adopted	 by	 people	 outside	 the	 West	 and	 outside	 Europe.	 Both	
Ottoman	 policymakers	 and	 Arab	 intellectuals	 came	 to	 perceive	
their	society	as	backward	and	failing	vis-à-vis	Europe.	In	response,	
they	 proposed	 different	 answers	 to	 the	 question	 of	 how	 their	
inferior	positions	could	be	overcome.	In	the	course	of	this	study,	I	
refer	to	these	different	answers	as	narratives	of	reform.	
	
                                                 
49	A	well-known	expression	is	‘The	West	and	the	Rest’.	Fabian	([1983]	2002:	137)	
credits	Marshall	Sahlins	(1976)	with	this	expression.	
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European	time	in	the	Ottoman	territories	
The	 Ottoman	 Empire	 developed	 under	 different	 historical	
circumstances	 than	 Europe.	 Makdisi	 has	 argued	 that,	 before	 the	
nineteenth	 century,	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 legitimated	 itself	 in	
religious	 terms,	 by	 representing	 itself	 as	 a	 superior	 Islamic	 state,	
and	 this	 continued	 until	 well	 into	 the	 nineteenth	 century.50	This	
status	 quo	 did	 not	 demand	 reform	 from	 the	 state.	 During	 the	
middle	of	the	nineteenth	century,	however,	European	narratives	of	
reform	 began	 to	 penetrate	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire.	 As	 Makdisi	 and	
Deringil	 point	 out,	 Ottoman	 policymakers	 adopted	 the	 European	
logic	 of	 naturalized	 time,	 resulting	 in	 an	 unavoidable	 need	 to	
reform,	 to	 reach	 an	 as-yet	 unattained	 state	 of	 progress	 and	
advancement.51	Especially	 after	 1856,	 European	 elites	 of	 London	
and	 Paris	 came	 to	 be	 imagined	 as	 the	 metaphor	 of	 success	 and	
progress	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 Ottoman	 policymakers.	 Faced	 with	 this	
perceived	 superiority,	 the	 Ottomans’	 aim	was	 to	 realize	 progress	
and	civilization	through	reform.	In	other	words,	it	was	their	aim	to	
change	 the	 status	quo,	whereas	previously	 it	was	 to	maintain	 the	
status	 quo. 52 	Distinctly	 Ottoman	 narratives	 of	 reform	 were	
produced,	and	these	were	grounded	in	the	Ottoman	circumstances,	
even	 though	 they	 were	 based	 on	 the	 principles	 of	 naturalized	 –
European–	time.	

The	 clearest	 articulation	 of	 Ottoman	 reform	 narratives	
were	the	Tanzimat	reforms	of	 the	nineteenth	century	which	were	
aimed	at	creating	a	unified	bureaucratic	state	 that	was	capable	of	
imposing	 its	 policies	 on	 all	 the	 corners	 of	 the	 empire.53	These	
corners	of	the	empire	were	imagined	as	the	locus	of	what	Makdisi	
called	 Ottoman	 Orientalism.	 The	 Ottoman	 elites	 understood	 the	
minorities	in	the	Empire,	such	as	Arabs,	Armenians,	and	Kurds,	as	
uncivilized,	 undeveloped,	 or	 otherwise	 simple,	 leading	 to	 an	
‘Ottoman	 man’s	 burden’	 of	 bringing	 light	 to	 these	 pre-modern	
peripheries.	 Simultaneously,	 Istanbul	 was	 perceived	 as	 the	 most	
advanced,	civilized,	and	modern	place	within	the	empire.	Thus,	an	

                                                 
50	Makdisi	2002b:	771.	
51	Makdisi	2002b:	778;	Deringil	1999:	135-165.	
52	Makdisi	2002b:	771,	778.	
53	Makdisi	2002b:	768-796.	
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Ottoman	 narrative	 of	 reform	 was	 created,	 based	 on	 a	 center,	
Istanbul,	which	was	separated	from	a	periphery,	epitomized	by	the	
‘desert	tribes	of	Arabia’.	Moreover,	the	separation	between	Istanbul	
and	 the	 periphery	 was	 not	 only	 spatially	 understood,	 but	 also	
temporally.	Istanbul	was	imagined	as	further	up	the	stream	of	time,	
whereas	the	periphery	lagged	behind,	 in	need	of	the	progress	and	
advancement	 that	policies	 from	 Istanbul	could	bring.	The	modern	
challenge	of	the	Ottoman	Empire	thus	became	to	unify	the	different	
stages	of	progress	 that	were	 found	 throughout	 the	Empire	within	
one	 Ottoman	 modernity.	 The	 Tanzimat	 reforms	 reflected	 this	
agenda.54	

Closely	associated	with	this	development	was	the	idea	that	
all	 the	 inhabitants	 within	 the	 empire	 shared	 one	 Ottoman	
identity.55	On	 this	 communal	 basis	 the	 Tanzimat	 reforms	 were	
framed:	the	goals	of	progress	and	advancement	were	applicable	to	
the	 entire	Empire	 and	 to	 all	 the	Ottomans,	 not	 only	 to	 the	 desert	
tribes	of	Arabia	or	other	backward	peoples.	Attempts	at	integrating	
the	Ottoman	Empire	therefore	reflect	and	reproduce	a	discourse	of	
collective	identity,	Ottomanism	or	Osmanlılık,	that	came	into	being	
during	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 For	 this	 reason	 the	 discourse	 of	
‘being	 Ottoman’	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 a	 political	 agenda:	 to	 reform	 the	
Ottoman	Empire	in	order	to	achieve	advancement	and	progress.	

European	 and	 Ottoman	 narratives	 of	 reform	 also	
penetrated	 Syria.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 most	 prominent	 peer	 was	 Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī	 (1819-1883),	 and	 I	 have	 mentioned	 him	 already	 in	 the	
introduction.56	Born	 to	 a	Maronite	 family	of	high	 standing,	Buṭrus	
received	 the	 best	 possible	 education.	 He	 became	 close	 to	 the	
American	Protestant	missionaries,	working	for	them	as	a	translator	
and	as	a	 teacher	 in	a	missionary	school	 in	Abeih,	Mount	Lebanon.	
Al-Bustānī	 also	 became	 one	 of	 the	 earliest	 converts	 to	
Protestantism	 of	 the	 mission.	 Stephen	 Sheehi	 points	 out	 how	
Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	came	to	understand	his	own	community	as	part	
of	 the	universal	history	of	mankind.	Within	 this	universal	history,	

                                                 
54	Makdisi	2002b:	779.	
55	Makdisi	2002b:	779-780.	
56	Sheehi	 2011:	 57-78.	 The	 following	 biographical	 information	 about	 Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī	is	taken	from	Sheehi’s	article.	
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the	concerns	for	all	societies	are	identical:	 to	realize	progress	and	
civilization.57	One	fundamental	pillar	of	this	universal	history	is	the	
logic	of	the	stream	of	time;	al-Bustānī	applied	this	logic	to	his	local	
circumstances.	 He	 speaks	 of	 a	 ladder	 of	 civilization	 (sullam	 al-
tamaddun),	 consisting	 of	 steps	 (darajāt)	 between	 a	 conceptual	
state	 of	 barbarism	 (tawaʿʿur	 or	 tawaḥḥush)	 towards	 a	 state	 of	
civilization	 (tamaddun).	 Following	 this	 logic,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	
elevate	 the	 people	 (rafʿ	 al-shaʿb),	 one	 by	 one	 and	 little	 by	 little	
(shayʾan	 fa-shayʾan)	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 the	 highest	 steps	 (asmā	
darajāt)	 of	 civilization.58	As	 Ussama	 Makdisi	 has	 also	 noted,	 al-
Bustānī	 reproduced	 the	 outlines	 of	 nineteenth-century	 European	
colonialist	 discourse	 almost	 verbatim,	 and	 the	 continuous	 stream	
of	time	is	clearly	discernible.59	

Al-Bustānī	imagined	the	state	of	‘civilization’	of	the	Arabs	as	
between	 that	 of	 the	 European	 elites	 and	 that	 of	 the	 ‘cannibals	 of	
Africa’.	 Interestingly,	 on	 one	 occasion	 he	 specifies	 the	 temporal	
distance	 between	Europe	 and	 the	Arabs:	 it	 is	 four	 hundred	 years	
that	the	Europeans	are	in	advance	vis-à-vis	the	Arabs.60	According	
to	al-Bustānī,	barbarism	is	to	civilization	not	only	as	dark	is	to	light,	
and	 as	 beast	 is	 to	 human,	 but	 also,	 significantly,	 as	 the	 African	
cannibals	 are	 to	 the	 Parisian	 and	 British	 elites,	 and	 as	 the	 Arab	
Bedouins	are	to	the	inhabitants	of	Beirut.61	

The	 parallels	 with	 the	 Ottoman	 imagination	 are	
conspicuous:	 al-Bustānī	 reproduced	 Ottoman	 notions	 of	 the	
barbarity	of	the	desert	tribes	of	Arabia	–the	pre-modern	within	the	
Ottoman	 Empire–	 and	 of	 the	 civilization,	 or	 tamaddun,	 of	 the	
European	elites.	Similarly,	according	 to	al-Bustānī’s	 interpretation	
of	the	local	circumstances,	Beirut	was	further	up	the	stream	of	time	
than	 outlying	 areas.	 Beirut	 was	 imagined	 as	 the	 center	 and	 the	
Arabian	 deserts	 as	 the	 periphery,	 just	 as	 Ottoman	 policymakers	
imagined	Istanbul	as	their	center	and	the	Arabian	deserts	as	their	

                                                 
57	Sheehi	2004:	46-75.	
58	Bustānī	[1860]	1990:	64-66.	
59	Makdisi	2002a:	614.	See	also	Karam	Rizks	survey	of	al-Bustānī’s	understanding	
of	the	social	world	in	1869	(Rizk	2002).	
60	Bustānī	[1859]	1999:	xxviii,	found	in	Heyberger	2002:	16.	
61	Bustānī	[1860]	1990:	64.	
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periphery.	These	 taxonomies	 are	 local	 interpretations	of	 the	 local	
social	environment,	perceived	through	a	lens	that	aspired	to	locate	
all	 human	 variety	 across	 the	 globe	 along	 the	 axis	 ‘advanced-
backward’.	
	
The	‘mantra’	of	progress	and	civilization	
As	 pointed	 out	 above,	 the	 idea	 that	 different	 areas	 and	 collective	
identities	 occupy	 different	 stages	 of	 progress	 resulted	 in	 varying	
interpretations	 of	 the	 social	 world.	 Europeans,	 Ottoman	
policymakers,	and	Arab	 intellectuals	had	a	different	perception	of	
their	 primitive	 and	 advanced	people,	 as	well	 as	 their	 centers	 and	
peripheries.	The	narratives	of	reform	that	were	formulated	in	this	
light,	such	as	European	colonial	discourse	and	Ottoman	Orientalism,	
were	manifestations	of	this	need	to	realize	progress	and	civilization.	

For	 Arab	 intellectuals	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 the	
concern	 for	 progress	 and	 civilization	 made	 it	 increasingly	
unavoidable	that	all	aspects	of	social	life	were	judged	along	the	axis	
of	 advancement	 and	 backwardness.	 With	 each	 reference	 to	
tamaddun	 (civilization),	 taqaddum	 (progress),	 najāḥ	 (success),	
tawaḥḥush	 (barbarity),	 or	 tawaʿʿur	 (roughness),	 the	 necessity	 to	
become	 progressed	 and	 civilized	 became	 increasingly	 compelling	
and	explicit.	In	spite	of	this	shared	concern,	there	were	no	uniform	
answers	 to	 the	 question	 of	 what	 exactly	 civilized	 and	 barbaric	
meant,	 and	 this	 ambiguity	 resulted	 in	 varying	 interpretations	 of	
these	 terms.	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 Stephen	 Sheehi	 saliently	
speaks	of	the	“mantra	of	progress	and	civilization”	 in	reference	to	
the	 conflicting	 articulations	 of	 terms	 such	 as	 progress	 and	
backwardness. 62 	Particularly	 problematic	 for	 these	 Arab	
intellectuals	 was	 –and	 arguably	 still	 is–	 the	 issue	 of	
‘Westernization’,	 or	 tafarnuj,	 and	 its	 relation	 to	 progress	 and	
civilization.	

In	 theorizing	 this	 aspect,	 Sheehi	 argues	 that	 nineteenth-
century	Arab	intellectuals	were	engaged	in	a	Master-Slave	struggle	
with	 the	West.63	Sheehi	 points	 out	 that	 individuals	 like	Buṭrus	 al-
                                                 
62	Sheehi	2004:	136.	
63	See	 Sheehi	 2000	 and	 Sheehi	 2004.	 Sheehi	 based	 this	 analysis	 primarily	 on	 al-
Bustānī’s	early	works,	Khuṭba	fi	Ādāb	al-ʿArab	(1859),	and	Nafīr	Sūriya	(1860).	
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Bustānī	imagined	their	own	society	as	failing	in	the	eyes	of	Europe.	
Al-Bustānī	interpreted	widely	diverging	practices,	such	as	sectarian	
violence	and	religious	polarization,	but	also	the	disregard	for	books	
and	reading	among	the	Arabs,	as	manifestations	of	this	failure.64	By	
contrast,	 the	 West	 was	 understood	 as	 successful,	 and	 therefore	
became	 the	 “referent	 for	 progress”.65	Within	 this	 framework	 of	
native	 failure	 vis-à-vis	 foreign	 success,	 the	 West	 became	 firmly	
embedded	within	the	social	consciousness	of	Arab	intellectuals.	In	
response	 to	 the	 perceived	 native	 failure,	 intellectuals	 postulated	
and	 narrated	 a	 hypothetical	 ‘ideal	 Arab’.	 This	 ideal	 Arab	 was	
represented	as	progressed	and	advanced,	as	someone	who	worked	
for	the	welfare	and	reform	of	 the	community,	and	who	would	not	
succumb	to	fanaticism	and	violence.	

To	many	nineteenth-century	Arab	intellectuals,	the	relation	
between	 the	 postulated	 ‘ideal	 Arab’	 and	 the	 superior	 West	 was	
deeply	problematic.	On	 the	 one	hand,	 the	 hypothetical	 ideal	Arab	
needed	 to	 be	 imagined	 as	 capable	 of	 realizing	 progress	 and	
advancement	 for	 the	 community	 without	 foreign	 intercession.	
Simply	emulating	 the	 foreigner	maintained	 the	 idea	of	 an	 inferior	
‘material	Arab’	who	was	unable	to	direct	its	own	success,	and	who	
needed	to	be	paternalized	by	an	external	party.	On	the	other	hand,	
the	West,	epitomized	by	the	European	elites,	provided	the	model	of	
progress	 and	 advancement	 that	 the	 Arabs	 sought	 to	 achieve.	 In	
other	 words,	 the	 foreigner	 determined	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 game	
according	 to	which	 the	Arabs	needed	 to	play.	 Sheehi	 finds	 in	 this	
conflict	 a	 Hegelian	Master-Slave	 struggle	with	 the	West,	 and	 it	 is	
this	uneasiness	about	the	discursive	function	of	the	West	for	Arab	
subjectivity	that	generated	much	discussion	and	debate.	

One	 of	 the	 most	 contested	 topics,	 and	 one	 of	 the	 most	
visible	examples	that	illustrate	this	conflict,	was	Western	clothing.	
Critics	contended	that	shifting	to	Western	clothing	was	a	symbol	of	
unwanted	Westernization,	 native	 shallowness,	 and	 native	 failure.	
Fruma	Zachs	reproduces	an	image	from	al-Jinān	in	which	Western	
dress	 is	 ridiculed.66	Similarly,	 Sjoerd	 van	 Koningsveld	 discusses	
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Islamic	 debates	 about	 whether	 exchanging	 Islamic	 head-gear	 for	
European	hats	is	desirable	or	objectionable.67	

In	 general,	 tafarnuj,	 and	 its	 adjective	 mutafarnij,	 had	 a	
pejorative	 meaning,	 and	 was	 used	 to	 criticize	 those	 who	 were	
(imagined	 as)	 distancing	 themselves	 from	 their	 own	 society.	 This	
general	 meaning	 made	 it	 possible	 to	 rebuke	 people	 who,	 for	
instance,	 dressed	 too	 ‘mutafarnij’,	 or	 who	 acted	 too	 ‘worldly’.68	
Nevertheless,	 it	 was	 not	 always	 clear	 what	 tafarnuj	 and	 its	
adjective	mutafarnij	entailed,	and	therefore	there	were	no	clear-cut	
boundaries	 that	 separated	 tafarnuj	 from	 the	 non-pejorative,	 the	
sound,	and	the	acceptable.	It	was	at	the	discretion	of	the	individual	
to	 interpret	widely	diverging	practices	or	values,	such	as	clothing,	
gender	 relations,	 religion,	 smoking,	 class	 relations,	 as	 tafarnuj	 or	
not.	
	
The	Nahḍa	
As	pointed	out	above,	many	nineteenth-century	Arab	 intellectuals	
shared	the	analysis	that	native	society	was	failing	vis-à-vis	a	more	
successful	 West.	 The	 activities	 that	 they	 undertook	 in	 order	 to	
struggle	 against	 this	 inferiority	 are	 associated	 with	 the	 so-called	
Nahḍa.	 This	 term	 refers	 to	 an	 ‘awakening’	 of	 Arab	 culture	which	
was,	in	the	words	of	Ami	Ayalon,	essentially	“an	idealistic	desire	to	
contribute	 to	 the	 edification	 of	 society”.69	It	 is	 often	 loosely	
translated	 as	 “the	 Arab	 cultural	 revival”,70	“the	 Arabic	 literary	
renaissance”,71	or	“the	Arab	renaissance”.72	Beyond	these	generally	
vague	notions,	there	are	remarkably	few	precise	definitions	of	the	
Nahḍa.	As	will	be	discussed	below,	different	authors	give	different	
characteristics	of	this	development.	However,	there	are	two	central	
themes	that	return	in	discussions	about	the	Nahḍa.	Firstly,	its	aim:	
innovation	of	the	native	cultural	and	literary	production.	Secondly,	
the	role	of	Europe,	or	the	West,	as	influence	upon,	or	model	for,	this	
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innovation.73	These	 two	 aspects	 clearly	 resonate	 in	 Dagmar	 Glaß’	
definition:	
	

“Die	 “arabische	 Renaissance”	 bedeutet	 vor	 allem	
Verwestlichung	und	insofern	eine	Wiedergeburt	durch	den	
Zugriff	 auf	 ein	 modernes,	 aber	 fremdes	 kulturelles	
Referenzsystem.”74	

	
Two	 other	 recurrent	 characteristics	 are	 the	 period	 when	 it	 took	
place	 –between	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 and	
roughly	 the	 First	World	War–	 and	 its	 locus,	 primarily	 Egypt	 and	
Syria,	 and	 later	 in	 other	 places	 in	 the	 Middle	 East.	 Tomiche	
articulates	 this	 approach	 as	 follows:	 “The	 substantive	 Nahḍa	 is	
used	 to	 designate	 the	 rebirth	 of	 Arabic	 literature	 and	 thought	
under	Western	 influence	 since	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 nineteenth	
century.”75	

A	 number	 of	 recurrent	 disagreements	 also	 appear	 in	
scholarly	 literature.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 fundamental	 points	 of	
discussion	 is	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 Islamic	 reformers,	 such	 as	
Muḥammad	 ʿAbduh	 (1849-1905),	 Jamāl	 al-Dīn	 al-Afghānī	 (1838-
1897),	 and	 Muḥammad	 Rashīd	 Riḍā	 (1865-1935),	 are	 to	 be	
situated	within	or	outside	 the	Nahḍa.	Tomiche	 explicitly	 excludes	
them,	instead	postulating	a	second	movement	of	Islamic	reformism	
that	was	different	 from	the	Nahḍa.	Elizabeth	Kassab,	on	the	other	
hand,	 includes	them;	about	Muḥammad	 ʿAbduh	she	writes	that	he	
“remains	 a	 towering	 figure	 of	 the	 first	 Arab	 nahda”.76	A	 second	
disgreement	 is	 that	 the	 word	 Nahḍa	 often	 seems	 to	 apply	 to	 a	
movement	 that	 seeks	 cultural	 renewal	 and	 innovation,	 and	 at	 the	
same	 time	 a	 countermovement	 that	 seeks	 to	 limit	 these	
innovations.	 Mixing	 these	 two	 meanings	 can	 lead	 to	 remarkable	

                                                 
73	The	idea	of	the	West	as	model,	however,	is	not	universally	accepted	by	scholars.	
Tibawi	(1971)	for	instance,	challenges	this.	
74	Glaß	2004:	2.	
75	Tomiche	1993.	
76 	Kassab	 2009:	 28.	 Following	 Abdallah	 Laroui	 (Laroui	 1976),	 Kassab	
distinguishes	 between	 a	 first	Nahḍa	 (nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 centuries)	
and	a	second	Nahḍa	(post-1967).	
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contradictions.	 In	 an	 article	 on	 Saʿīd	 al-Shartūnī	 (1849-1912),	 a	
Beiruti	 intellectual	 who	 was	 engaged	 in	 a	 number	 of	 cultural	
activities,	 Patel	 writes	 that	 al-Shartūnī	 “died	 in	 1912	 after	
establishing	himself	among	 the	 leading	 literati	of	 the	nahḍah”.77	A	
few	 pages	 further	 Patel	 contradicts	 this	 earlier	 statement	 by	
arguing	that	al-Shartūnī	was	a	“critic	of	the	Nahḍa”	who	displayed	
“a	 strong	 conservative	 taste	 for	 earlier	 writings”.78	This	 minor	
inconsistency	 is	 not	 necessarily	 an	 inaccuracy	 in	 the	 article,	 but	
rather	 a	 reflection	 of	 a	 recurrent	problem:	 the	 ambiguity	 of	what	
the	term	Nahḍa	means.	

Elizabeth	 Kassab	 offers	 an	 elegant	 solution	 to	 this	
ambiguity	by	using	the	term	Nahḍa-debates.79	She	thereby	suggests	
that	the	Nahḍa	should	be	understood	as	a	culture	of	discussion	and	
debate,	 driven	 by	 a	 desire	 for	 advancement	 and	 progress,	 and	
manifested	 in	 cultural	 production.	 In	 this	 understanding,	 the	
various	 intellectual	 debates	 make	 the	 Nahḍa,	 and	 not	 one	
particular	strand	of	thought,	movement	or	ideology.	

Obviously,	these	Nahḍa-debates	took	place	in	many	places.	
Nevertheless,	Beirut	particularly	stands	out,	especially	in	the	latter	
half	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century.80	During	 this	 period	 the	 city	
witnessed	 a	 notable	 upsurge	 in	 cultural	 productivity	 that	 was	
unequalled	by	any	other	Arab	city.	The	Nahḍa	was	manifest	in	the	
number	of	printing	presses,	books,	and	periodical	publications	that	
flourished.	 In	 1850	 there	were	 four	 presses	 in	 the	 city;81	in	 1900	
there	 were	 twenty-two.	 The	 total	 print	 run	 of	 books,	 pamphlets,	
newspapers,	 and	 magazines	 that	 were	 published	 in	 the	 period	
1850-1900	 reached	 hundreds	 of	 thousands,	 while	 in	 the	 years	
1800-1850	 there	 were	 almost	 none.	 The	 first	 Arabic	 private	
magazine	 in	 Beirut,	 Ḥadīqat	 al-Akhbār,	 was	 founded	 in	 1858.	
Between	1870	and	1880	Beirut	became	the	first	Arabic	city	with	a	
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78	Patel	2009:	83.	
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80	The	first	two	parts	of	Ṭarrāzī’s	history	of	the	Arab	press	(Ṭarrāzī	1913a	and	
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flourishing	private	 journalistic	 industry.82	By	1900	 fifty-four	more	
periodicals	had	been	established.83	

In	 the	 period	 up	 to	 1875	 most	 private	 publications	 were	
marginal	 and	 disappeared	 very	 quickly.	 The	 first	 Arab	 media	
entrepreneur,	 responsible	 for	 the	 first	 private	 Arabic	 newspaper,	
was	Rizq	Allāh	Ḥassūn	(1824-1880),	who	later	became	acquainted	
with	 Ṣābūnjī	 in	 London.84	Mirʾāt	al-Aḥwāl	 was	 the	 first	 periodical	
publication	aimed	at	a	general	public,	rather	than	at	members	of	a	
religious	 community	 or	 a	 demarcated	 group	 of	 government	
employees,	 such	 as	 al-Waqāʾiʿ	al-Miṣriyya	 in	 Egypt.	 After	Ḥadīqat	
al-Akhbār	was	 founded	in	Beirut,	others	soon	followed	and	Beirut	
developed	 into	 the	unequivocal	hub	of	Arabic	 journalism.85	At	 the	
start	 of	 1875,	 of	 the	 ten	 Arabic	 private	 periodical	 publications	
worldwide,	eight	were	published	 in	Beirut.86	In	addition,	 in	Beirut	
alone	 fourteen	 other	 periodicals	 had	 appeared	 and	 disappeared	
already	 before	 1875. 87 	Beirut	 maintained	 its	 journalistic	
prominence	 until	 about	 1880,	 when	 Sultan	 Abdul	 Hamid’s	 strict	
rules	of	censorship	caused	many	Syrian	journalists	to	move	to	the	
more	 liberal	 Egypt.88	In	 Cairo	 and	 Alexandria,	 Arabic	 journalism	
exploded;	 in	 the	 years	 1880-1900	 hundreds	 of	 magazines	 and	
newspapers	were	founded	there.89	
	
	

                                                 
82	Ayalon	2008:	562.	
83	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	5-9	and	107-109.	Many	of	these	periodicals	existed	for	only	a	
short	period.	
84	In	1855	 in	 Istanbul,	Ḥassūn	 founded	Mirʾāt	al-Aḥwāl,	which	existed	 for	a	 little	
over	 a	 year	 and	 which	 primarily	 focused	 on	 the	 Crimean	 war	 of	 1853-1856.	
Hassūn	 later	 published	 a	 different	 newspaper	 (albeit	 under	 the	 same	 name)	 in	
London,	during	the	years	1872-1873	(Ṭarrāzī	1913a:	55).	
85	For	this	magazine,	see	Glaß	2001:	37-42.	
86	Glaß	2004:	89.	Moreover,	 the	other	 two	(al-Jawāʾib	 in	 Istanbul	and	Rawḍat	al-
Madāris	al-Miṣriyya	in	Cairo)	were	under	heavy	government	influence.	
87	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	312-313.	
88	For	 accounts	 of	 Hamidian	 censor,	 see	 Farah	 1977	 and	 Cioeta	 1979.	 An	
interesting	contemporary	account	of	the	arbitrariness	of	the	censorship	policies	is	
Sarkīs	1896.	
89	For	a	list	of	newspapers,	see	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	163-229,	and	for	a	list	of	magazines,	
see	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	275-332.	
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Christian	prominence	
Private	 Arabic	 journalism	 in	 primarily	 Beirut	 was	 dominated	 by	
Christians,	such	as	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	and	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī.90	First	of	all,	
it	 is	 interesting	 to	 connect	 this	 aspect	with	 the	 foreign	 American	
missionaries	 who	 were	 present	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon	 and	 who	
engaged	 in	 the	 same	 activities.	 In	 the	 years	 1851-1871	 these	
foreign	 missionaries	 published	 seven	 different	 Arabic	 titles	 in	
Beirut.91	Their	 publications	 might	 have	 provided	 a	 blueprint	 for	
publications	 by	 later	Arab	 intellectuals,	 and	 the	missionaries	 also	
provided	a	printing	infrastructure	that	made	it	possible	to	produce	
texts	 on	 a	 level	 that	was	 hitherto	 impossible.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	
their	 influence	 and	 their	 reach	must	 not	 be	 overestimated,	 since	
most	of	their	Arab	publications	disappeared	within	a	year.	

Secondly,	 economic	 aspects	 explain	 the	 prominence	 of	
Christians	 in	 journalism.	After	about	1830,	 the	economy	of	Mount	
Lebanon	 became	 integrated	 with	 the	 world	 economy,	 and	
especially	with	 the	 French	 economy,	where	 Lebanese	 silk	was	 in	
high	demand.92	The	result	was	a	dramatic	economic	transformation	
of	 Mount	 Lebanon	 from	 a	 subsistence	 economy	 to	 a	 cash	 crop	
economy	based	on	silk	exports	 to	Europe.93	Before	 this	 transition,	
most	 scholars	distinguish	between	 two	 separate	 classes	 in	Mount	
Lebanon,	 the	 ruling	 elite	 on	 the	 one	hand	 and	 the	 commoners	 or	
ahālī	 on	 the	 other	 hand.	 Fruma	 Zachs	 distinguishes	 between	 the	
landowners	 and	 the	 land	 cultivators,	 “with	 no	 social	 mobility	
between	 them”.94	Similarly,	 Akram	 Fouad	 Khater	 distinguishes	
between	 the	 shuyukh	 (sheikhs)	 and	 the	 peasants;	 people	 were	
simply	born	in	either	of	these	two	classes.95	Makdisi	argues	that	the	
social	 order	 was	 a	 sophisticated	 and	 rational	 system,	 based	 on	

                                                 
90	The	only	exception	in	Beirut	was	Thamarāt	al-Funūn,	 founded	in	1875	by	ʿAbd	
al-Qādir	Qabbānī.	Not	 until	 1886	did	 another	 non-Christian	 start	 a	 periodical	 in	
Beirut.	 With	 few	 exceptions	 the	 same	 Christian	 prominence	 is	 visible	 in	 other	
parts	of	the	Arab	world.	One	such	exception	was	the	Jewish	James	Sanua,	who	first	
published	his	Abū	Naẓẓāra	periodical	in	Paris	in	1878.	
91	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	312-313.	
92	Labaki	1983:	81.	
93	Firro	1990:	151-152.	
94	Zachs	2005:	15.	
95	Khater	2001:	20.	
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allegiance	and	obedience.96	He	argues	that	families	were	associated	
with	social	ranks,	and	their	positions	in	the	social	hierarchy	did	not	
change	if	they	fell	into	poverty	or	accumulated	wealth.97	

This	 strict	 hierarchical	 division	 into	 two	 groups,	 also	
referred	to	as	the	old	regime,	gradually	changed	when,	during	the	
early	 nineteenth	 century,	 a	 third	middle	 stratum	 emerged.	 Zachs	
traces	the	beginning	of	this	development	to	the	rule	of	Amīr	Bashīr	
II	 (1788-1840).	 Thanks	 to	 primarily	 trading	 and	 silk	 production,	
the	 wealth,	 influence,	 and	 power	 of	 a	 group	 of	 merchants	 and	
traders	gradually	increased.98	Amīr	Bashīr	II	fostered	these	mainly	
Christian	traders	and	relied	on	them	on	various	occasions,	and	they	
eventually	 formed	a	distinct	 third	 class	between	 the	elite	 and	 the	
ahālī.99	Concomitantly,	 the	 strict	 boundaries	 of	 the	 old	 regime	
became	 less	 strict,	 and	 this	 heralded	 a	 breach	 with	 the	 past.	
Various	 representatives	 of	 the	 old	 classes	 (both	 landowners	 and	
former	peasants	who	had	managed	to	acquire	wealth)	joined	ranks,	
forming	a	new	middle	stratum.	Consequently,	the	balance	of	power	
shifted	towards	the	new	middle	stratum,	and	away	from	the	elite.	

As	 the	most	 important	 port	 of	 the	 eastern	Mediterranean,	
Beirut	 became	 the	 primary	 center	 of	 this	 middle	 stratum.	 The	
emerging	wealthy	middle	 class	 of	mostly	 Christians	 constituted	 a	
new	reading	public,	and	they	were	willing	to	pay	for	information.100	
As	such,	the	urban	setting	of	Beirut	proved	to	be	a	breeding	ground	
for	 various	 cultural	 developments	 that	 are	 associated	 with	 the	
Nahḍa.	 Many	 authors,	 journalists,	 educators,	 consular	 clerks,	 and	
entrepreneurs,	 again	 most	 of	 them	 Christians,	 became	 active	 in	
writing	 and	 printing	 in	 Beirut.	 On	 this	 basis,	 Zachs	 argues,	 the	
middle	stratum	was	not	only	composed	of	economic	professionals	
such	as	merchants,	but	also	of	intellectuals	who	engaged	in	cultural	
production.101	

                                                 
96	Makdisi	2000:	29.	
97	Makdisi	2000:	34.	
98	Zachs	2005:	16	
99	Zachs	 2005:	 17-18.	 Khater	 (2001:	 31-38)	 dates	 the	 emergence	 of	 this	middle	
stratum	to	about	1860.	
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A	 third	 factor	 that	 led	 to	 the	 prominent	 position	 of	 the	
Christians	 in	 cultural	 production	 was	 the	 relatively	 high	 level	 of	
literacy	 and	 education	 of	 Christians	 in	Mount	 Lebanon,	 especially	
later	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century.102	However,	 these	 literacy	 rates	
should	not	be	overestimated.	Ayalon	estimates	 the	 reading	public	
as	merely	a	 few	percentiles	of	 the	 total	population.103	In	1868,	 al-
Bustānī	wrote	that	he	had	to	“search	hard”	in	the	markets	of	Beirut	
before	 he	 could	 find	 someone	who	 could	 read.104	For	 this	 reason,	
Glaß	rightly	warns	against	‘Presseeuphorie’105	when	discussing	the	
potential	 impact	of	Arabic	printed	material.	Rather	 than	 speaking	
of	a	middle	stratum,	both	Glaß	and	Ayalon	prefer	to	speak	about	a	
reading	 elite,	 predominantly	 composed	 of	 young	 men	 living	 in	
cities,	with	Christians	forming	the	majority.	

Two	 other	 points	 should	 be	 mentioned:	 firstly,	 the	
Tanzimat	 reforms	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire,	 and	 secondly,	 the	
political	stability	after	the	sectarian	civil	war	of	1860.	The	reforms	
authorized	the	emancipation	of	Christian	minorities	in	the	Ottoman	
Empire,	and	in	this	light	encouraged	the	Christians	to	step	into	the	
limelight.106	The	 sectarian	 civil	 war	 in	Mount	 Lebanon	 took	 place	
primarily	 between	 Christian	 Maronites	 and	 Druze,	 with	 the	
Maronites	 suffering	 the	 heaviest	 losses.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 many	
Christians	 fled	 the	 Mountain	 and	 found	 a	 new	 home	 in	 Beirut,	
transforming	it	into	a	predominantly	Christian	city	by	1861.107	The	
ensuing	 period	 of	 stability	 and	 freedom	 of	 the	 press	 proved	
favorable	to	the	development	of	Christian	journalism.	
	
2.2	 Discourses	of	Collective	Identities	
	
Territorial	and	national	identities	
In	 the	 following	 pages	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 relevant	 discourses	 of	
identity.	 I	 will	 not	 present	 an	 exhaustive	 list	 of	 all	 the	 different	
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identities.	 Two	 criteria	 determine	 which	 identities	 are	 discussed.	
Firstly,	 the	 identities	 should	 have	 a	 territorial	 association.	 For	
example,	the	Ottoman	state	gives	the	Ottoman	identity	a	territorial	
association.	Similarly,	the	area	that	is	called	Syria	gives	the	Syrian	
identity	a	 territorial	association,	and	 the	area	 in	which	 the	Arabic	
language	 is	 the	 lingua	 franca	 gives	 the	 Arab	 identity	 a	 territorial	
association.	This	criterion	 for	 inclusion	means	that	 identities	such	
as	gender,	age,	or	class,	are	not	dealt	with	here.	As	will	be	discussed	
below,	 many	 religious	 identities	 in	 the	 context	 of	 nineteenth-
century	 Ottoman	 Syria	 also	 carried	 territorial	 associations;	 the	
Maronites	 were	 understood	 as	 primarily	 from	 Mount	 Lebanon,	
people	from	Jabal	ʿĀmil	were	likely	to	be	Twelver	Shia,	the	Ḥawran	
area	is	associated	with	Druze,	et	cetera.108	

I	 introduce	 the	 criterion	 of	 territorial	 association	 as	 an	
analytical	 tool	 in	order	 to	 shed	 light	on	 the	 issues	of	 identity	and	
community.	However,	I	do	not	suppose	that	all	the	people	who	live	
in	 one	 territory	 share	 the	 same	 group	 feeling	 or	 claim	 the	 same	
identity.	This	aspect	is	also	underlined	by	Groiss,	who	argues	that,	
before	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 large	 territorial	 identities	 barely	
played	a	role	in	the	social	 imagination.	Instead,	“one	was	attached	
to	one’s	own	city,	or	village,	and	its	immediate	vicinity”.109	

Groiss’	 observation	 leads	 to	 the	 second	 criterion	 of	
inclusion:	 the	 social	 group	 that	 forms	 the	 collective	 identities	
should	be	large.	The	definition	of	‘large’	is	of	course	open	to	debate,	
but	what	is	important	is	that	the	group	is	so	large	that	it	becomes	
imagined.	 I	 thereby	 follow	 Benedict	 Anderson’s	 idea	 that	 a	
community	 becomes	 imagined	 when	 there	 are	 so	 many	 group	
members	that	nobody	would	ever	be	able	to	know	or	meet	all	of	his	
fellow	members.110	I	 also	 follow	Anderson’s	 idea	about	 the	power	
of	 print-capitalism,	 and	 specifically	 newspapers,	 which	 catalyzed	
the	emergence	of	these	imagined	communities.	He	argues	that	the	
shared	experience	of	 reading	 the	 same	newspapers	and	 the	 same	
texts,	by	many	 individuals	who	do	not	know	each	other,	 fosters	a	

                                                 
108	Jabal	ʿĀmil	is	located	in	present-day	southern	Lebanon;	Ḥawran	is	a	plateau	on	
the	border	between	present-day	Syria	and	Jordan.	
109	Groiss	2011:	30.	
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feeling	of	belonging	to	the	same	community.	The	shared	experience	
that	print-capitalism	offered	“made	it	possible	for	rapidly	growing	
numbers	 of	 people	 to	 think	 about	 themselves,	 and	 to	 relate	
themselves	to	others,	in	profoundly	new	ways”.111	As	pointed	out	in	
the	 previous	 chapter,	 this	 study	 also	 recognizes	 that	 the	 articles	
that	 are	 read	 contribute	 to	 the	 emergence	 of	 imagined	
communities.	
	 The	identities	that	are	discussed	include	the	Arab,	Ottoman,	
Syrian,	 Lebanese,	 Eastern,	 and	 Beiruti	 identities.	 As	 will	 be	
discussed	 in	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 pages,	 various	 of	 these	
identities	acquired	political	connotations	in	the	twentieth	century.	
Arab,	 Syrian,	 and	Lebanese	nationalists	 ventured	 to	 create	nation	
states	for	their	respective	communities.	However,	in	the	nineteenth	
century	 these	 nationalist	 movements	 were	 not	 yet	 crystallized.	
Ṣābūnjī	 and	his	peers	used	 terms	such	as	Syrians	and	Easterners.	
The	 former	 group	 eventually	 became	 politicized	 in	 a	 nationalist	
movement	while	the	latter	did	not,	but	this	was	obviously	unknown	
to	Ṣābūnjī	and	other	nineteenth-century	 intellectuals.	 It	 is	 for	 this	
reason	 that	 I	 approach	 references	 to	 the	 Syrian	 identity	 as	 not	
essentially	different	 from	references	to	the	Eastern	 identity	 in	the	
nineteenth	century:	both	refer	to	imagined	communities.	
	 Thus,	 my	 approach	 does	 not	 favor	 those	 identities	 that	
eventually	 grew	 into	 nationalist	 movements.	 As	 a	 consequence	 I	
will	also	devote	attention	to	other	identities,	and	most	extensively	
to	 the	Eastern	 identity.	The	case	studies	 in	 the	 following	chapters	
will	show	that	the	idea	that	‘we’	are	Easterners	was	commonplace	
among	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 his	 peers.	 However,	 the	 meaning	 of	 ‘being	
Eastern’	for	the	people	who	understand	themselves	as	such	has	not	
yet	 received	 scholarly	 attention.	 Herein	 lies	 one	 of	 the	
contributions	of	this	study	to	the	scholarly	literature.		
	 In	what	 follows,	 I	will	address	the	relevant	 identities	 from	
three	different	perspectives:	 the	national	perspective,	 the	political	
perspective,	 and	 the	 religious	 perspective.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 this	
chapter	I	will	discuss	the	Eastern	identity.	
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Identities	from	a	national	perspective	
When	 discussing	 collective	 identities	 in	 terms	 of	 imagined	
communities,	 the	 usual	 approach	 is	 to	 see	 these	 communities	 as	
nations.	The	Arabs,	Syrians,	and	Ottomans	can	 then	be	seen	as	an	
Arab	nation,	a	Syrian	nation,	and	an	Ottoman	nation.	In	theorizing	
these	various	nations,	 I	 reject	 the	 idea	 that	 there	are	objective	or	
essential	criteria	 that	determine	these	nations.	As	a	starting	point	
in	this	discussion,	the	concept	of	ethnie	is	suitable.	In	his	studies	on	
nationalism,	 A.D.	 Smith	 argues	 that	 modern	 nineteenth-century	
nationalist	movements	were	premised	on	the	presence	of	existing	
groups	 of	 peoples,	 ethnies,	 that	 had	 already	 crystallized	 into	
distinct	 social	groups	before	 the	nineteenth	century.	According	 to	
Smith,	nationalism	is	the	politicization	of	the	pre-existing	ethnie.112	
To	the	present	study	the	concept	of	ethnie	 is	promising	because	it	
focuses	 on	 intersubjective	 group	 feelings,	 thereby	 relegating	 the	
decision	 of	 ‘being’	 a	 nation	 to	 the	 people	 involved	 themselves.	 By	
contrast,	 it	 is	 not	 the	 analyst	 who	 formulates	 collective	 national	
identities	 by	 prioritizing	 particular	 characteristics,	 such	 as	
language,	cultural	practices,	or	historical	background.	The	focus	on	
the	people	involved	themselves	suggests	that	the	concept	of	ethnie	
is	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 ethnomethodological	 approach	 that	 is	
applied	in	this	thesis.		

However,	 the	 idea	 that	 people	 themselves	 create	 their	
nation	 is	 problematic	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 and	
Mount	 Lebanon	 because	 of	 its	 fragmented	 social	 and	 religious	
composition.	 Kais	 Firro	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 different	 religious	
groups	 had	 different	 traditions	 of	 identity	 in	 Syria	 during	 the	
nineteenth	 century. 113 	He	 shows	 that	 Sunni,	 Twelver	 Shia,	
Christians,	 Druze,	 and	 Nusayris/Alawis	 attached	 different	
meanings	 to	 terms	 that	 denote	 community	 and	 identity,	 such	 as	
waṭan	 (usually	 translated	 as	 ‘fatherland’),	 umma	 (usually	
understood	 as	 referring	 to	 the	 community	 of	 Muslims;	 in	 other	
contexts	 it	 is	 often	 translated	 as	 ‘nation’),	 and	 ʿaṣabiyya	 (often	
translated	 as	 group	 solidarity).	 Thus,	 different	 religious	
communities	held	different	discourses	of	collective	identities.	As	a	
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consequence,	 specific	 discourses	 of	 identity	 emerged	 in	 specific	
religious	 communities.	 These	 discourses	 of	 identity	 only	 reached	
certain	 parts	 of	 the	 population	 of	 a	 territory,	 while	 other	 parts	
maintained	different	ideas	about	community	and	identity.	

A	case	in	point	was	the	emergence	of	a	Syrian	identity.	Firro	
shows	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 fatherland	 (waṭan)	 was	 developed	 by	
one	 particular	 social	 group,	 Syrian	 Christian	 intellectuals.	 This	
discourse	aspired	to	define	their	community	as	the	total	population	
of	the	fatherland,	irrespective	of	religion.	Hence,	to	‘be’	Syrian	was	
explicitly	 framed	 against	 the	 sectarianism	 and	 the	 religious	
polarization	 that	 devastated	 Mount	 Lebanon	 in	 the	 nineteenth	
century	 (I	 will	 return	 to	 this	 topic	 below).	 Significantly,	 this	
particular	discourse	of	identity	was	developed	by	a	small	group	of	
people	 –a	 number	 of	 Syrian	 Christian	 intellectuals–	 but	 it	
pretended	 to	 include	 a	 much	 wider	 group,	 namely	 the	 total	
population	 of	 the	 Syrian	 fatherland.	 The	 other	 people	 who	 were	
found	 in	 this	 Syrian	 fatherland,	 however,	 maintained	 different	
interpretations	of	‘us	versus	them’,	as	Firro	points	out.	
	 In	 the	 Ottoman	 context,	 I	 approach	 ethnie	 as	 specifically	
referring	 to	 a	 non-religious	 collective	 identity	 based	 on	 a	 shared	
communal	 history	 that	 took	place	 in	 a	 shared	 fatherland,	 such	 as	
the	Ottoman	 fatherland,	 or	 the	 Syrian	 fatherland.	Defining	 a	 non-
religious	ethnie	or	nation,	and	answering	the	question	as	to	who	or	
what	this	nation	was,	was	not	an	easy	task	for	nineteenth-century	
Arab	 intellectuals.	 In	 the	 words	 of	 Hakim-Dowek,	 postulating	 a	
‘nation’:	
	

“entailed	the	selection	of	a	‘nation’	from	among	a	plethora	
of	races,	ethnic	groups,	religious	communities,	parochial	
groupings,	tribal	confederations,	and	other	political	
associations,	and	presented	a	challenging	and	puzzling	
endeavour	to	the	would-be	nationalists	and	nationalist	
propagandist.”114	
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Within	 this	 complex	 situation,	 various	 ethnies	 can	 be	 discerned,	
such	 as	 Arabs,	 Lebanese,	 Syrians,	 and	 Ottomans,	 and	 these	 are	
mentioned	 in	 the	 writings	 of	 many	 intellectuals,	 including	 Louis	
Ṣābūnjī.	 These	 collective	 identities	 are	 in	 no	 way	 mutually	
exclusive	and	also	do	not	bear	witness	to	any	hierarchy.	Most	Arab	
intellectuals	 in	 Beirut	 seemed	 to	 understand	 themselves	 as	
belonging	to	the	groups	of	Syrians,	Lebanese,	Arabs,	and	Ottomans	
at	 the	 same	 time.	 It	 is	 also	 important	 to	 underline	 that	 these	
discourses	of	identity	had	their	own	particular	backgrounds.	‘Being	
Ottoman’	 is	 informed	 by	 the	 political	 status	 quo,	 namely	 the	
Ottoman	 Empire	 in	 which	 Arab	 intellectuals	 worked	 and	 lived.	
‘Being	 Arab’	 is	 informed	 by	 the	 linguistic	 situation	 of	 the	 area.	
‘Being	 Lebanese’,	 as	 Carol	 Hakim-Dowek	 argues,	 was	 closely	
related	to	Maronite	Christianity	in	Mount	Lebanon	and	its	contacts	
with	 France,115	and	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 Syrian	 identity	 developed	
primarily	 among	 a	 Christian	 middle	 stratum	 of	 merchants	 and	
intellectuals	in	Beirut	during	the	nineteenth	century.116	
	 The	Arab	 identity	 demands	 further	 discussion.	 As	 already	
pointed	 out	 in	 the	 introduction,	 the	 term	 ʿarab	 did	 not	
conventionally	denote	the	community	of	the	speakers	of	the	Arabic	
language.	 Instead,	 the	 term	was	generally	 limited	 to	 the	Bedouins	
until	 far	 into	the	nineteenth	century.117	When	Khalīl	al-Khūrī	used	
the	term	al-umma	al-ʿarabiyya	(approximately	‘the	Arab	nation’)	in	
1859,	he	was	probably	the	first	who	applied	the	term	 ʿarab	 to	the	
entire	community	of	Arabic	speakers.118	Khalīl	al-Khūrī	was	one	of	
the	earliest	Arab	journalists	in	Beirut,	and	in	this	sense	he	was	one	
of	Ṣābūnjī’s	peers.	

What	ethnie	discourses	have	 in	common	 is	 the	association	
between	a	group	of	people	and	a	fatherland.	As	Choueiri	points	out,	
this	 fatherland	should	be	 loved	by	 its	 inhabitants	and	 is	 therefore	
more	 than	 merely	 the	 place	 of	 habitation.119	The	 concept	 of	 a	
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fatherland	that	is	loved	by	its	inhabitants	is	historically	contingent,	
allegedly	introduced	into	the	Arab	world	by	Rifāʿa	al-Ṭahṭāwī.120	In	
his	account	of	his	stay	in	Paris,	published	in	1834,	he	sketched	an	
image	of	the	world	as	essentially	comprising	different	nations	with	
different	 characteristics,	 and	different	 countries	 that	 are	 loved	by	
their	 inhabitants.	 On	 this	 basis	 he	 formulated	 the	 Egyptian	
fatherland.	 Simultaneously,	 Ottoman	 Turkish	 intellectuals	
postulated	an	Ottoman	vatan,	the	Ottoman	fatherland,	based	on	the	
same	 principle.121	Thus,	 the	 concept	 of	 a	 fatherland	 could	 have	
reached	Syria	from	different	directions.	

Unlike	 al-Ṭahṭāwī’s	 patriotism	 in	 Egypt,	 the	 Syrian	
patriotism	 that	 appeared	 in	 the	writings	 of	 intellectuals	 in	 Beirut	
was	profoundly	influenced	by	the	experience	of	sectarian	violence	
of	1860.	Prior	to	this	time	sectarianism	had	already	been	perceived	
as	a	corrupting	force	by	some	indigenous	intellectuals,	such	as	the	
aforesaid	Khalīl	al-Khūrī	in	1858.122	However,	the	violence	of	1860	
made	 it	poignantly	clear	 that	something	had	to	change.	Buṭrus	al-
Bustānī	 (1819-1883)	most	 emphatically	 proposed	 the	 concept	 of	
‘fatherland’	as	a	response	to	the	sectarian	tensions.	Al-Bustānī	was	
the	foremost	“ideologue	of	the	age”123	and	it	is	for	this	reason	that	I	
have	mentioned	him	a	number	of	times	in	the	previous	pages.	Only	
months	after	the	end	of	the	hostilities,	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	published	
a	 number	 of	 waṭaniyyas,	 or	 patriotic	 pamphlets,	 under	 the	 title	
Nafīr	Sūriya	 (‘Trumpet	 of	 Syria’).	 In	 these	 pamphlets	 he	 explicitly	
advocated	 unity,	 peace,	 and	 love	 for	 the	 Syrian	 fatherland	 as	 a	
viable	answer	to	the	wrongs	of	religious	polarization	and	violence.	
The	notion	of	a	fatherland	appeared	prominently	in	his	rhetoric;	he	
anonymously	signed	each	pamphlet	with	the	pseudonym	‘Lover	of	
the	 fatherland’.124	The	 idea	 of	 a	 religiously	 neutral	 fatherland,	 in	
which	all	the	different	religious	communities	are	united,	therefore	
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overview	of	his	 ideas	 about	 Syrian	patriotism.	 See	 also	Abu-Manneh	1980:	 287-
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finds	its	immediate	source,	or	perhaps	its	raison	d’être,	in	religious	
polarization	 and	 sectarian	 violence.	 In	 other	 words,	 al-Bustānī’s	
call	 for	 love	 of	 the	 fatherland	 is	 meaningful	 because	 the	 people	
whom	 he	 addressed	 did	 not	 love	 their	 fatherland	 or	 their	
compatriots.	 Instead,	 the	 implication	 is	 that	 the	 people	whom	 al-
Bustānī	 addressed	 ‘loved’	 their	 religious	 community	 and	 their	
coreligionists.	This	remark	is	relevant	when	references	to	religious	
identities	are	analyzed.	

In	 conclusion,	 the	 Syrian	 patriotism	 that	 al-Bustānī	 and	
other	propagated	was	a	modern	phenomenon	that	was	consciously	
produced	 because	 it	 did	 not	 exist	 among	 large	 parts	 of	 the	
population.	In	addition,	the	particular	origin	of	Syrian	partiotism	–a	
small	 elite	of	Christian	 intellectuals–	 in	 combination	with	 the	 low	
rates	 of	 literacy,	means	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 Syrian	 fatherland	
would	 have	 reached	 only	 small	 segments	 of	 the	 population,	 even	
though	al-Bustānī	and	others	enthusiastically	disseminated	it.	As	a	
discourse	of	identity	it	co-existed	with	various	other	discourses	of	
identity	 that	 informed	 group	 identity,	 such	 as	 tribe,	 village,	 class,	
and	 primarily	 religious	 denomination.	 Importantly,	 Syrian	
patriotism	was	 articulated	 as	 a	 response	 to	 sectarianism,	 but	 the	
former	 did	 not	 eclipse	 the	 latter.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 sectarianism	
remained	 a	 powerful	 social	 force	 in	 Syria	 and	 Lebanon	 up	 to	 the	
present.125	

A	 final	 remark	 on	 the	 relation	 between	 ethnie	 and	
nationalism	should	be	made.	Nationalism	postulates	 the	 ideal	of	a	
nation	 living	within	a	political	entity	(the	nation	state),	coinciding	
with	 a	 certain	 geographical	 area	 (the	 fatherland).	 As	 such,	
nationalism	 is	 the	 ideology	of	 a	politicized	ethnie.126	Nevertheless,	
the	 Ottoman	 context	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 demonstrates	 the	
presence	 of	 ethnies	 without	 political	 connotations.	 Fruma	 Zachs	
analyzes	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 Syrian	 identity,	 a	 Syrian	 nation,	 a	

                                                 
125	Primarily	 Makdisi	 2000:	 96-117.	 Interestingly,	 at	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 twentieth	
century	the	meaning	of	‘being	Syrian’	among	Christian	Syrians	who	had	emigrated	
to	 the	 United	 States	 transformed.	 They	 only	 referred	 to	Christian	 Syrians	when	
using	 the	 term	Syria	and	Syrian.	 In	 this	 light	 the	 term	Syria	 sometimes	acquired	
anti-Muslim	and	anti-Ottoman	connotations	(Groiss	2011:	44-46).	
126	Leerssen	2006:	14.	
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Syrian	fatherland,	and	a	Syrian	history	complete	with	Syrian	heroes	
and	 heroines,	 such	 as	 queen	 Zenobia,	 which	 was	 distinctly	 non-
political.127	The	 agents	 who	 constructed	 this	 ‘Syrianism’	 (such	 as	
Salīm	al-Bustānī,	the	son	of	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī)	simply	did	not	attach	
any	political	significance	to	being	Syrian,	and	thus	did	not	develop	
Syrian	 nationalism.	 With	 very	 few	 exceptions,	 these	 intellectuals	
recognized	the	Ottoman	state	as	the	 legitimate	polity.	 It	 is	 for	this	
reason	 that	 one	 should	 distinguish	 between	 non-political	 ethnies,	
such	 as	 Syrian	 patriotism	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 and	 the	
politicized	ethnies	 that	prospered	as	nationalist	movements	 in	the	
Arab	world	in	the	twentieth	century.	I	will	now	turn	to	the	political	
aspect	of	collective	identities.	
	
Identities	from	a	political	perspective	
The	 previous	 discussion	 on	 ethnie,	 and	 particularly	 the	 Syrian	
ethnie,	shows	that	‘national’	identities	did	not	always	carry	political	
connotations	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 nineteenth-century	 Ottoman	
Empire.	Because	of	the	close	associations	of	the	term	‘nation’	with	
the	 political	 ideology	 of	 nationalism,	 it	 is	 perhaps	 not	 justified	 to	
call	 the	 Syrian	 ethnie	 a	 nation.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 Ottoman	 identity	
obviously	did	carry	political	connotation,	and	al-Bustānī’s	political	
allegiance	was	clearly	with	the	Ottoman	Empire.	Al-Bustānī	“never	
failed	 to	 advocate	 allegiance	 to	 the	 [Ottoman	 Empire]”,	 and	 he	
“believed	 that	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 peoples	 and	 the	
interests	of	 the	state	were	 identical	on	the	question	of	preserving	
the	 unity	 of	 the	 Empire”.128	This	 observation	 again	 demonstrates	
the	 need	 to	 distinguish	 political	 identity	 from	 ethnie-identities	
when	studying	patterns	of	identity	and	allegiance	during	the	Nahḍa	
era.	
	 To	 the	 Syrian	 Christians	 who	 developed	 non-religious	
collective	 ethnie	 identities,	 the	Ottoman	 Empire	was	 the	 polity	 in	
which	they	were	living.	In	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	
most	 local	 intellectuals	 preached	 allegiance	 to	 the	 Ottoman	 state	
and	 the	 Sultan,	 just	 like	 al-Bustānī.129	Nevertheless,	 it	 is	 doubtful	
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Discursive background, collective identities 

63 

whether	 this	 political	 status	 quo	 provided	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 the	
Arab	 provinces	 with	 any	 sense	 of	 identity	 during	 the	 nineteenth	
century.	Similarly,	 the	question	is	whether	the	Ottoman	allegiance	
of	 Arab	 intellectuals	 demonstrates	 the	 presence	 of	 a	 political	
ideology	that	stipulated	that	the	Ottoman	‘nation’	should	live	in	the	
Ottoman	 fatherland.	 Abu-Manneh	 points	 out	 that	 al-Bustānī	 was	
most	 concerned	 about	 maintaining	 the	 strength	 of	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire	 in	 the	 face	 of	 European	 influence.	 This	 strength	 was	
threatened	 by	 internal	 instability,	 such	 as	 the	 sectarian	 violence	
and	 the	 religious	 polarization	 that	 he	 witnessed	 around	 him.130	
From	 this	 perspective,	 al-Bustānī’s	 Ottomanism	 does	 not	 have	
anything	to	do	with	an	Ottoman	nation,	or	with	a	history	or	culture	
that	 is	 shared	 by	 all	 Ottomans.	 Instead,	 al-Bustānī’s	 Ottomanism	
was	 an	 intellectual	 product,	 premised	 on	 the	 particular	mundane	
developments	that	he	saw	around	him.	

Thus,	 the	 Ottomanism	 of	 al-Bustānī	 and	 many	 other	
nineteenth-century	intellectuals	was	not	a	manifestation	of	a	wider	
national	 movement	 among	 the	 Arab	 population	 that	 aimed	 at	
uniting	all	 the	Ottomans	 in	an	Ottoman	fatherland.	 If	anything,	al-
Bustānī’s	arguments	 in	 favor	of	Ottomanism	unveil	 the	absence	of	
such	 an	 Ottoman	 nationalism.	 If	 being	 Ottoman	 was	 a	 strong	
collective	identity	in	Syria,	then	there	would	have	been	no	need	for	
al-Bustānī	 to	 argue	 for	 it	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 From	 this	perspective,	
his	 Ottomanism	 unveils	 that	 he	 sees	 the	 Ottoman	 population	 as	
failing	to	act	in	accordance	with	what	is	expected	of	them.	Again,	al-
Bustānī	 saw	 sectarian	 violence	 as	 a	 manifestation	 of	 this	 failure.	
This	 perspective	 again	 underscores	 the	 primacy	 of	 religious	
identification	 for	 many	 persons	 who	 from	 another	 angle	 would	
count	as	Syrians	or	Ottomans.	

Finally,	 Arab	 nationalism	 is	 worth	 mentioning	 separately.	
Normally,	 references	 to	 the	 Arab	 identity	 during	 the	 nineteenth	
century	 generally	 carried	 no	 political	 connotations.	 However,	 a	
small	number	of	nineteenth-century	references	to	the	Arab	identity	
did	carry	political	connotations.131	Interestingly,	a	number	of	these	
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references	are	by	the	hand	of	Louis	Ṣābūnjī.	In	1881,	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	
published	 the	 pamphlet	 al-Ittiḥād	al-ʿArabī	 (‘The	 Arab	 Union’),	 in	
which	 he	 argued	 that	 the	 Ottoman	 claim	 to	 the	 Caliphate	 was	
illegitimate,	 and	 that	 the	 Caliphate	 should	 return	 to	 the	 hands	 of	
the	 Arabs.	 Also	 in	 1881,	 Ṣābūnjī	 anonymously	 published	 a	 leaflet	
with	 the	 name	 Bayān-nāma	 al-Umma	 al-ʿArabiyya,	 in	 which	 he	
urged	 the	 Arabs	 to	 free	 themselves	 from	 the	 Turks.	 Both	 the	
pamphlet	 and	 the	 leaflet	 are	 discussed	 in	 more	 detail	 in	 the	
following	chapter.	
	
Religious	identities	and	sectarianism	
Ussama	Makdisi	 has	pointed	out	how,	during	 the	period	between	
1830	 and	 1860,	 religion	 became	 “the	 only	 authentic	 basis	 for	
political	claims”	 in	Mount	Lebanon.132	In	multi-religious	areas	 this	
bond	between	religion	and	politics	potentially	 leads	 to	conflicting	
claims	 and	 to	 violence.	 It	 is	 this	 phenomenon	 that	 I	 refer	 to	 as	
sectarianism.	

Makdisi	 shows	 that	 sectarianism	 was	 not	 the	 traditional	
situation	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon	 for	 centuries,	 but	 that	 it	 was	 an	
essentially	 modern	 phenomenon	 that	 developed	 during	 the	
nineteenth	century.	He	argues	that	in	the	late	eighteenth	and	early	
nineteenth	 centuries	 there	 was	 an	 image	 of	 Mount	 Lebanon	 in	
Europe	as	a	Christian	bastion	within	an	essentially	hostile	 Islamic	
surrounding.	 This	 polarized	 image	 of	 society	 did	 not	 correspond	
with	 the	 social	 reality	 that	 was	 perceived	 by	 the	 Lebanese	
themselves:	pre-modern	society	in	Mount	Lebanon	was	much	more	
divided	in	terms	of	elite	versus	commoners,	regardless	of	religious	
affiliation,	than	in	terms	of	different	religions.133	

Under	 European	 pressure,	 the	 Ottomans	 reinvented	 the	
religious	 communities	 –and	 primarily	 religious	 minorities–	 as	
subjects	of	policy	and	reform,	and	religious	differences	became	the	
cornerstone	 of	 changes	 in	 Imperial	 policy.	 The	 most	 evident	
reflections	 of	 these	 changes	 can	 again	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 Tanzimat	
reforms	of	the	nineteenth	century,	and	in	particular	the	1856	Hatt-ı	
Humayun,	 which	 stipulated	 equality	 before	 the	 law	 of	 all	 the	
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subjects,	 irrespective	 of	 religion.	 This	 step	 authorized	 the	
emancipation	 of	 Christians	 in	 the	 empire,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	
uprooted	 the	 traditional	 patterns	 of	 allegiance	 and	 accentuated	
religious	differences.134	In	1842	religious	differences	lay	at	the	base	
of	 changes	 in	 policy:	 Mount	 Lebanon	 was	 partitioned	 into	 a	
Christian	 north	 and	 a	 Druze	 south.	 This	 so-called	 dual	
Qaimmaqamiyya	 immediately	 problematized	 the	 position	 of	
Christians	 in	 the	 Druze	 areas,	 and	 of	 the	 Druze	 in	 the	 Christian	
areas.	The	tensions	between	Maronites	and	Druze	mounted	in	the	
years	 1840-1860,	 and	 culminated	 in	 the	 1860	 civil	 war	 in	which	
thousands	died.135	As	a	consequence,	the	dual	Qaimmaqamiyya	was	
abolished	 in	 1861	 and	 Mount	 Lebanon	 was	 recreated	 as	 an	
Ottoman	 Mutasarrifate,	 ruled	 by	 a	 Christian	 governor	 who	
reported	directly	to	the	Sultan.	

The	 sectarianism	 that	 uprooted	 Mount	 Lebanon	 was	 the	
local	corollary	of	Ottoman	and	European	reform	projects,	in	which	
religion	played	 a	pivotal	 role.	 The	 result	was	 that	 the	meaning	of	
religion	 and	 of	 the	 religious	 identity	 changed	 dramatically.	 The	
allegiance	of	the	commoners	to	the	traditional	elite	crumbled	while	
sectarian	 tensions	 rose.	 Once	 violence	 erupted,	 sectarianism	
snowballed	 as	 the	 commoners	 blamed	 the	 elite	 for	 failing	 to	
provide	 security.	 For	 the	 same	 reason,	 the	 attempts	 of	 the	 Druze	
and	 Maronite	 elite	 to	 stop	 the	 commoners	 from	 attacking	 each	
other	 were	 unsuccessful.	 Sectarianism	 and	 the	 violence	 it	
generated	 in	 1860	 therefore	 was	 an	 “evident	 breakdown	 of	
mechanisms	of	social	control”.136	

The	 emergence	 of	 sectarian	 violence	 highlights	 the	
importance	 of	 religious	 identification	 in	 nineteenth-century	
Ottoman	 Lebanon.	 As	 pointed	 out	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 I	
approach	 identity	as	something	 that	people	do	 in	communication,	
and	 associations	 that	 relate	 to	 identities	 as	 social	 constructs.	
Against	 the	 background	 of	 sectarian	 violence,	 one	 of	 the	
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associations	 that	 people	 have	 about	 their	 antagonists	 is	 that	 they	
pose	 a	 danger:	 the	Maronites	 posed	 a	 danger	 vis-à-vis	 the	Druze,	
and	 vice	 versa.	 As	 a	 social	 construct,	 this	 association	 about	 the	
religious	antagonist	becomes	more	deeply	engrained	with	each	act	
of	sectarian	violence.	

I	 want	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 reproducing	
negative	 associations	 about	 different	 religious	 communities	 does	
not	always	or	necessarily	go	hand	in	hand	with	violence.	As	a	social	
construct,	the	association	that	Maronites	and	Druze	pose	a	danger	
may	 well	 be	 produced	 and	 reproduced	 in	 communication	 and	
interaction,	 in	text	or	speech.	Along	these	lines	polemical	writings	
come	 to	mind.	 They	may	 also	 contribute	 to	 negative	 associations	
about	other	religious	communities,	to	religious	polarization,	and	to	
a	climate	in	which	sectarianism	can	surface	and	thrive.		

In	addition,	reproducing	the	negative	aspects	of	a	different	
religion	 does	 not	 always	 or	 necessarily	 take	 place	 in	 a	 political	
context.	 It	 is	 therefore	 necessary	 to	 distinguish	 between	 the	
construction	of	the	religious	identity	as	an	ongoing	social	process	–
through	 discourse	 and	 practice–	 and	 the	 politicization	 of	 the	
religious	identity	that	is	properly	called	sectarianism.	
	 Maronite	 sectarianism	 should	 receive	 special	 attention	
because	 it	 has	 associations	 with	 the	 Lebanese	 identity.	 Carol	
Hakim-Dowek	has	drawn	attention	to	the	fact	that,	roughly	around	
1840,	some	Maronite	Christians	and	French	foreigners	for	the	first	
time	 expressed	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 Christian	 Emirate,	 to	 be	 founded	 in	
Mount	 Lebanon.	 This	 idea,	 however,	 was	 not	 much	 more	 than	 a	
fantasy.	 The	 idea	 of	 a	 Lebanese	 state	was	more	 or	 less	 forgotten	
until	it	was	revived	in	the	first	years	of	the	twentieth	century	by	a	
number	of	local	intellectuals.	These	intellectuals,	however,	rejected	
the	Christian	and	Maronite	character	of	the	proposed	state	that	was	
envisioned	 sixty	 years	 earlier.	 Instead,	 they	 propagated	 a	
religiously	neutral	Lebanon,	 idealized	as	 the	 fatherland	 for	all	 the	
Lebanese	 irrespective	 of	 religious	 affiliation. 137 	Nevertheless,	
Hakim-Dowek’s	analysis	shows	that	in	the	middle	of	the	nineteenth	
century	 a	 discourse	 developed	 that	 connected	 one	 particular	
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collective	 identity,	 the	 Maronite	 Christian	 one,	 with	 one	
geographical	area,	Mount	Lebanon.	This	discourse	was	not	solely	a	
European	 fantasy	 or	 an	 Ottoman	 interpretation	 of	 the	 social	
composition	of	Mount	Lebanon,	but	was	adopted	by	local	Maronite	
agents,	 even	 though	 presumably	 only	 by	 a	 tiny	 proportion	 of	 the	
local	population.	

Finally,	 Hakim-Dowek	 warns	 against	 understanding	 ‘the	
Maronites’	and	‘the	Druze’	as	coherent	groups	in	the	1860	conflict.	
She	 points	 out	 that	 the	 internal	 cohesion	 of	 religious	 groups	 in	
Mount	 Lebanon	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 should	 not	 be	
overestimated.	 For	 example,	 the	Maronite	 defeat	 in	 the	 sectarian	
violence	of	1860	largely	happened	because	of	the	“divisions	of	the	
Maronites	and	their	lack	of	solidarity	and	concern	for	the	Maronite	
cause”. 138 	During	 skirmishes	 in	 1860,	 Maronite	 factions	
accidentally	 shot	at	 each	other.139	This	anecdote	perhaps	 suggests	
the	 absence	 of	 effective	 leadership,	 but	 it	 also	 points	 to	 a	 lack	 of	
unity.	 The	 anecdote	 demonstrates	 that	 ‘being	 Maronite’	 in	 fact	
covers	up	a	social	reality	that	is	much	more	complex.	The	internal	
divisions	 and	 factions	 of	 the	Maronites	 should	 not	 be	 overlooked	
when	 analyzing	 religious	 communities.	 Hence,	 the	 social	 groups	
that	 analysts	 usually	 distinguish	 (such	 as	 ‘the	Maronites’	 fighting	
‘the	 Druze’)	 could	well	 be	 a	 simplified	 representation.	 This	 point	
also	 legitimizes	 an	 ethnomethodological	 approach	 towards	 issues	
on	identity	in	the	context	of	nineteenth-century	Mount	Lebanon.	
	
The	East	as	identity	
The	Easterners,	as	a	collective	identity	that	denotes	a	group	of	‘us’,	
deserves	 special	 attention	 because	 it	 lacks	 obvious	 national,	
political,	 or	 religious	 dimensions.	 From	 a	 structural	 perspective,	
the	 constitutive	 Other	 of	 the	 East	 and	 of	 the	 Easterner	 are	 the	
‘foreigner’	 and	 the	 ‘outsider’,	 or,	 in	 other	words,	 people	who	 are	
normatively	 understood	 as	 “not	 from	 here”.	 In	 this	 light	 the	
Easterners	 as	 a	 category	 is	 meaningful	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 people	
who,	 geographically,	 do	 not	 belong	 to	 or	 in	 the	 East.	 From	 a	
theoretical	 perspective	 this	 observation	 is	 significant,	 as	 it	
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generated	various	reflections	on	the	East-West	dichotomy	that	are	
grounded	in	subaltern	theory.	
	 Orientalism,	Edward	Said’s	study	on	the	construction	of	the	
East	 in	 European	 sources,	 emphasizes	 the	 difference	 in	 power	
between	 the	East	and	Europe	 in	 the	nineteenth	century.	The	East	
was	subjected	to	Europe,	both	discursively,	through	representation,	
and	also	directly,	through	political	domination	in	a	colonial	context.	
For	 the	 subjected	 Easterners	 themselves,	 the	 presence	 of	 a	
hegemonic	 power	may	well	 reverberate	 in	 their	 self-view.	 In	 this	
context	 Joep	 Leerssen’s	 concept	 of	 auto-exoticism	 is	 useful.	 This	
concept	 refers	 to	 stereotypical	 representations	of	 the	–subaltern–	
Self	 that	 find	 their	 origin	 in	 stereotypes	 held	 by	 a	 –hegemonic–	
Other.140	Deringil	gives	examples	of	auto-exoticism	in	the	Ottoman	
context.	He	 shows	 that	 in	 the	 late	nineteenth	and	early	 twentieth	
centuries	 Ottoman	 policymakers	were	 obsessed	with	 their	 image	
abroad.	 Faced	 with	 European	 discourses	 that	 represented	 the	
Ottoman	Empire	as	backward	and	exotic,	the	Ottomans	undertook	
much	 effort	 to	 resist	 and	 counteract	 such	 representations.	Hence,	
they	 prohibited	 Sufi	 performances	 of	 dancing	 dervishes	 in	 the	
streets	of	New	York	and	attempted	to	make	use	of	the	international	
congresses	 and	 world	 fairs	 to	 portray	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 as	 a	
‘normal’	 modern	 state.	 These	 attempts	 are	 premised	 on	 the	 idea	
that	 some	 Ottoman	 practices	 should	 be	 suppressed	 because	 they	
indeed	were	seen	as	backward	and	exotic.141		

Carrier	 proposes	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 self-view	 of	
subaltern	Easterners	in	a	way	that	is	similar	to	Leerssen’s	concept	
of	 auto-exoticism.	 He	 approaches	 the	 stereotypical	 self-view	 of	
subaltern	 groups	 without	 taking	 the	 origins	 of	 these	
representations	 into	 account.	 He	 then	 proposes	 the	 term	 ‘ethno-
Orientalism’	 in	 reference	 to	 the	 self-view	 of	 the	 non-Westerners	
themselves,	 and	 ‘ethno-Occidentalism’	 in	 reference	 to	 the	 image	
that	 the	 non-Westerner	 holds	 about	 the	 Western	 Other.142	His	
approach	 is	 inspired	 by	 the	 desire	 to	 distinguish	 between	
discourses	of	Selves	and	Others	that	are	maintained	by	hegemonic	
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groups	and	by	subaltern	groups,	opting	to	use	the	addition	‘ethno-’	
for	 the	 latter.	 Lindstrom143	and	 Woltering144	agree	 with	 Carrier’s	
analysis	 in	 general	 but	 disagree	 with	 his	 terminology.	 They	 use	
auto-Orientalism	 rather	 than	 ethno-Orientalism	 when	 discussing	
the	self-view	of	the	non-Western	Self,	and	I	follow	this	suggestion.	
	 Confusingly,	the	terms	Orientalism,	ethno-Orientalism,	and	
auto-Orientalism	are	often	used	in	reference	to	any	subaltern	non-
Western	 group	 or	 area.	 This	 is,	 for	 instance,	 the	 case	 for	 the	
Melanesians	 that	 are	 the	 focus	 of	 Lindstrom’s	 study	 on	
Occidentalism.145	These	Melanesians	would	not	refer	to	themselves	
as	 Easterners.	 This	 contrasts	 with	 nineteenth-century	 Arab	
intellectuals,	including	Ṣābūnjī,	who	explicitly	and	repeatedly	refer	
to	 themselves	 as	 Easterners,	 or	 sharqiyyīn	 in	 Arabic.	 This	 explicit	
usage	 demonstrates	 that	 the	 East,	 and	 the	 discourse	 of	 being	
Eastern,	played	an	important	role	in	their	social	consciousness.	

Deringil’s	examples	of	 the	dancing	girls	and	Sufi	dervishes	
show	 that	 certain	people	who	classified	 themselves	 as	Easterners	
perceived	 their	 own	 society	 indeed	 as	 backward.	 Even	 for	
Easterners,	 the	 West	 –epitomized	 by	 Western	 elites–	 was	 often	
associated	 with	 advancement,	 while	 the	 East	 –epitomized	 by	 the	
desert	 tribes	 of	 Arabia,	 dancing	 dervishes	 and	 other	 exoticisms–	
was	associated	with	backwardness.146	It	 is	 for	this	reason	that	 the	
East	must	adapt	to	the	West,	and	not	the	other	way	around.	At	the	
same	time,	however,	nineteenth-century	Arab	intellectuals	rejected	
the	 Westernization	 (tafarnuj)	 that	 they	 perceived	 around	 them,	
and	 rebuked	 those	 who	 acted	 too	 foreign,	 too	 Western,	 or	 too	
‘Frankish’.	These	two	conflicting	meanings	of	the	West	again	justify	
an	 ethnomethodological	 approach	 towards	 issues	 of	 identity,	 as	
Ottomans	or	Easterners	could	refer	to	the	West	with	a	positive	and	
with	a	negative	connotation.	

One	 last	 remark	on	 the	relation	between	East	and	West	 is	
necessary.	 There	 is	 an	obvious	 geographical	 relation	between	 the	
East	 and	 the	West.	 It	 is	 therefore	 tempting	 to	understand	explicit	
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references	to	the	East	and	Easterner	 in	nineteenth-century	Arabic	
texts	as	mirroring	a	discourse	about	the	West	and	the	Westerners.	
East-West	dichotomies	did	appear	explicitly	around	1870.	In	1861	
Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 spoke	 of	 the	 benefits	 of	 civilization	 (‘fawāʾid	al-
tamaddun’)	 that	came	“from	the	direction	of	 the	West”.147	In	1870	
Ṣābūnjī	referred	to	Augustine	of	Hippo	as	“one	of	the	pillars	of	the	
West”.148	In	 the	 mid-1880s	 the	 concept	 ‘West’	 had	 crystallized	
sufficiently	 for	 the	 Beiruti	 magazine	 al-Muqtaṭaf	 to	 regularly	 use	
the	terms	al-gharb	without	further	explanation.149	However,	as	will	
be	 seen	 in	 the	 next	 chapter,	 references	 to	 the	 East	 also	 occur	
without	 references	 to	 a	 West.	 This	 implies	 that	 the	 hypothetical	
‘non-East’,	 as	 constitutive	Other	 that	makes	 references	 to	Eastern	
and	 East	 meaningful,	 does	 not	 necessarily	 demonstrate	 that	 the	
term	 ‘West’	 is	 also	 meaningful	 and	 understood.	 Put	 differently,	
references	 to	 the	 East	 (al-sharq)	 or	 Easterner	 (sharqī)	 obviously	
are	meaningful,	but	 it	 is	 imprecise	to	conclude	anything	about	the	
discursive	West	on	the	basis	of	such	references.	
	 For	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī,	 the	 Easterners	 and	 the	 Westerners	 as	
collective	 identities	 are	 especially	 significant	 because	 he	 worked	
both	in	London	and	New	York	–imagined	as	located	in	the	West–	as	
well	 as	 in	 Beirut,	 Cairo,	 and	 Istanbul	 –imagined	 as	 located	 in	 the	
East.	 The	 contrast	 between	 the	 discursive	 East	 and	 West	 is	
potentially	very	pronounced	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	al-Naḥla	magazine,	when	
it	was	published	bilingually	 in	both	English	and	Arabic	during	the	
years	 1877-1880.	 This	 magazine	 will	 be	 addressed	 in	 the	 last	
chapter	of	the	present	study.	
	
Conclusion	
The	 discourses	 of	 identity	 summarized	 above	 all	 have	 their	 own	
particular	 characteristics	 and	 backgrounds.	 For	 example,	 the	
national	ethnie	discourse	of	the	Christian	Syrian	intellectuals	was	a	
theoretical	 construct,	 invented	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 challenges	 of	
religious	polarization.	As	 such,	 Syrian	patriotism	was	 the	product	
of	 a	 tiny	 elite	 –a	 newly	 emerging	 Christian	 middle	 class–	 who	
                                                 
147	‘min	al-jiha	al-gharbiyya’	(Bustānī	[1860]	1990:	67).	
148	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	162.	
149	Woltering	2011:	21,	Kenny	1976.	
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claimed	 the	 right	 to	define	 identity	 for	 the	 rest	of	 the	population.	
This	 shows	 that	 Syrian	 patriotism	 was	 a	 response	 to	 the	
observation	that	people	did	not	think	in	terms	of	national	solidarity,	
but	 rather	 in	 religious	 terms.	 In	 general,	 the	 same	 is	 true	 for	 the	
Ottomanism	 of	 al-Bustānī.	 However,	 collective	 identification	 in	
terms	 of	 religious	 affiliation	 was	 not	 an	 intellectual	 response	 to	
perceived	social	 ills.	Religious	polarization	was	 the	 local	corollary	
of	 European	 and	Ottoman	 reform	projects,	 and	 as	 such	 appeared	
without	native	theorists	arguing	for	it.	Despite	this	difference,	both	
national	and	religious	 identities	are	 resources	 for	 interlocutors	 to	
invoke	in	language.	
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3	
Bio-bibliographical	sketch	of	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	
	

“This	 is	 the	 biography	 of	 an	 eccentric	 man,	 the	 likes	 of	
whom	the	past	centuries	have	only	seen	few	(…)	Minimally	
concerned	with	the	vanities	of	the	world	during	good	times,	
and	very	patient	during	hard	times.	To	him,	the	world	and	
its	delights	are	mere	objects,	of	which	he	only	takes	what	he	
needs	 in	 life.	 He	 is	 gripped	 by	 the	 love	 for	 freedom	 and	
independence,	 under	 all	 circumstances.	 His	 nature	 has	
driven	 him	 to	 learn	 the	 skills	 that	 civilization	 requires	 of	
him,	 so	 that	 he	 can	 provide	 for	 his	 needs	 independently	
when	 the	 times	are	hard.	So	he	 learned	making	shoes	and	
clothing,	 embroidery,	 carpentry,	 mechanics,	 chemistry,	
medicine,	 photography,	 trading,	 cooking,	 making	 sweets,	
and	 so	on.	He	 studied	 ten	 languages,	mathematics,	 and	all	
the	sciences	 that	his	 intellect	could	encompass.	 [He	did	all	
this]	 in	 order	 to	 become	 the	most	 independent	 person	 in	
his	activities,	and	the	most	professional	in	his	actions.”	

	
The	quote	above	is	 from	Ṣābūnjī’s	unpublished	Arabic	biography,1	
written	 in	about	1890	by	the	English	mathematician	George	Frost	
(1816-1896),	 who	 had	 learned	 Arabic	 from	 Ṣābūnjī. 2 	His	
description	 is	 somewhat	 theatrical	 and	 pedantic,	 but,	 as	 will	 be	
shown	 in	 this	 chapter,	 it	 does	 illustrate	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 biography	 fairly	
well.3	In	particular,	his	eccentricity	and	his	desire	to	independently	
steer	 his	 own	 course	 seems	 to	 be	 an	 accurate	 reflection	 of	 his	
character.	 The	 present	 chapter	 presents	 a	 bio-bibliographical	 of	
Louis	Ṣābūnjī.	
                                                 
1	Only	the	first	49	pages	of	this	manuscript	are	preserved.	It	is	kept	in	the	library	
of	 the	 University	 of	 Istanbul,	 shelf	 mark	 A6926.	 Its	 title	 page	 is	 given	 in	 the	
appendix.	 The	Arabic	manuscript	 does	 not	 carry	 a	 title,	 but	 I	 list	 it	 as	Tarjamat	
ṣāḥib	nashrat	al-Naḥla.	 In	 the	 footnotes	 I	 refer	 to	 it	 as	 “Frost	 1890”.	 I	 thank	Mr.	
Özcan	Geçer	for	pointing	out	this	manuscript	to	me.	
2	George	Frost	was	a	mathematician	who	 “studied	 thirty	 languages	and	dialects”	
(Boase	1965:	365).	
3	It	seems	that	Frost	wrote	the	biography	under	the	guidance	of	Ṣābūnjī	himself.	It	
is	possibly	for	this	reason	that	the	biography	does	not	include	any	critical	notes.	
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Frost’s	 biography	 is	 partially	 preserved,	 and	 remained	
unstudied.	 Its	 presence	 was	 nevertheless	 known	 to	 Philippe	 de	
Ṭarrāzī,	who	mentions	 it	 in	 his	 bibliography	 of	 Ṣābūnjī.4	Ṭarrāzī’s	
work	was	published	in	1913	–when	Ṣābūnjī	was	still	alive–	and	still	
remains	the	most	important	source	for	information	about	Ṣābūnjī.	
Many	details	that	Ṭarrāzī	provides	are	not	encountered	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	
texts.	 It	 is	 therefore	 likely	 that	 they	 knew	 each	 other	 personally.	
They	 both	 belonged	 to	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 church,	 and	 they	 both	
were	living	in	Beirut	in	1870.5		

In	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 a	 number	 of	
studies	about	Ṣābūnjī	appeared.	In	1969	Jean	Fontaine	published	a	
short	 and	 very	 general	 profile	 of	 Ṣābūnjī	 which	 focused	 on	 his	
religious	beliefs.6	Fontaine’s	 account	 is	based	on	archival	material	
and	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 own	 texts.	 In	 1978	 Leon	 Zolondek	 published	 an	
article	 that	 discusses	 the	 years	 between	 1876	 and	 1890	 when	
Ṣābūnjī	lived	in	London.7	Finally,	in	1978	Martin	Kramer	wrote	an	
article	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 relation	 with	 Wilfrid	 Scawen	 Blunt,	 an	
English	aristocrat	and	poet	who	was	also	one	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	financiers.	
Kramer	based	his	article	on	the	correspondence	between	Blunt	and	
Ṣābūnjī	 in	 the	 early	 1880s.8	Besides	 these,	 in	 1998	 Azmi	 Özcan	
published	a	biographical	overview	of	Ṣābūnjī	in	Turkish.9	

The	 present	 chapter	 aims,	 firstly,	 to	 expand	 upon	 these	
earlier	studies	and,	secondly,	to	present	an	updated	profile	of	Louis	
Ṣābūnjī.	The	chapter	 is	 largely	based	on	sources	 that	have	not	yet	
been	systematically	studied,	such	as	Frost’s	biography.	The	chapter	
follows	 a	 chronological	 order,	 starting	 with	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 birth	 in	 a	
small	town	in	Northern	Mesopotamia	in	1838	and	ending	93	years	
later	with	his	death	in	Los	Angeles	 in	1931.	 I	have	divided	his	 life	
span	 into	 three	 phases.	 The	 first	 phase,	 from	 his	 birth	 until	 his	
arrival	in	Great	Britain	in	1875,	is	characterized	by	the	prominence	
                                                 
4	1913b:	71-81.	
5	In	addition,	Philippe	de	Ṭarrāzī’s	father,	Naṣr	Allāh,	was	the	financier	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	
al-Naḥla,	published	in	Beirut	in	1870	(Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	47).	
6	1969:	 99-102.	 This	 article	 was	 reprinted	 in	 1996	 (Fontaine	 1996:	 29-34).	
Fontaine	also	wrote	the	entry	about	Ṣābūnjī	in	the	Encylopaedia	of	Islam	(2nd	ed.).	
7	1978:	102-115.	
8	1989:	771-780.	
9	1998:	117-128.	
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of	the	Syriac	Catholic	Church.	Earlier	studies	do	not	contain	much	
information	about	 this	period;	 the	present	study	 therefore	 fills	an	
important	 gap.	 The	 second	 phase,	 from	 1875	 until	 his	 move	 to	
Istanbul	 in	 1890,	 coincides	 with	 the	 years	 that	 are	 discussed	 in	
detail	by	Zolondek.	I	have	found	some	new	material,	but	Zolondek’s	
study	 remains	 the	 best	 source	 of	 information	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
biography	 during	 these	 years.	 By	 taking	 into	 account	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
earlier	 and	 later	 years,	 I	 have	 been	 able	 to	 add	 a	 number	 of	
interpretations	 to	 Zolondek’s	 work.	 The	 most	 important	
interpretation	 is	 that	 his	 biography	 during	 his	 British	 years	 is	
characterized	by	a	political	awakening	that	was	entirely	absent	 in	
the	earlier	phase,	and	by	his	detachment	 from	the	Syriac	Catholic	
Church.	The	third	phase,	from	1890	until	his	death	in	1931,	is	also	
largely	ignored	by	earlier	studies.	I	have	been	able	to	find	a	number	
of	new	sources	which	shed	new	light	on	his	biography	during	the	
last	years	of	his	 life.	 In	spite	of	 this,	his	biography	 for	 these	years	
remains	sketchy.	

This	is	not	the	place	to	give	an	extensive	biography	of	Louis	
Ṣābūnjī.	 Instead,	 I	 focuses	 on	 three	 aspects.	 Firstly,	 I	 devote	
attention	 to	 the	 rough	 contours	 of	 his	 biography,	 including	 his	
places	of	residence,	occupations,	his	networks,	et	cetera.	Secondly,	I	
will	 focus	on	the	pursuits	and	affairs	that	Ṣābūnjī	attached	special	
importance	 to,	 as	 reflected	 in	 his	 various	 publications.	 Thirdly,	
special	 attention	 is	 given	 to	 the	 inconsistent	 and	 contradictory	
opinions	on	a	variety	of	topics	that	he	ventilated	in	his	texts.	In	this	
chapter	 I	 will	 provide	 a	 comprehensive	 interpretation	 for	 this	
puzzling	aspect	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	oeuvre.	
	
3.1	 Mesopotamia,	Mount	Lebanon,	Rome	(1838-1875)	
	
Early	years	(1838-1865)	
Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 born	 on	 7	 November	 1838	 as	 Yūḥannā	 (John)	
Ṣābūnjī	 in	Derik,	now	a	town	in	Turkey,	about	40	kilometers	west	
of	Mardin	and	about	60	kilometers	south	of	Diyarbakır.10	His	birth	
                                                 
10	In	 another	 source	 Ṣābūnjī	 gives	 the	date	 as	 21	April	 1838	 (Ṣābūnjī	 1919b:	 i);	
Fontaine	argues	that	he	was	baptized	on	20	April	1833	(Fontaine	1996:	29),	but	
this	is	certainly	incorrect.	
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name	John	was	used	until	he	was	given	the	name	Louis	at	the	age	of	
fifteen	(see	below).	The	area	around	Derik	and	Mardin	is	known	in	
Arabic	 as	 al-Jazīra,	 and	 in	 English	 as	 Northern,	 or	 Upper,	
Mesopotamia.	It	is	located	on	the	borders	of	present-day	northern	
Iraq,	 northeast	 Syria,	 and	 southeast	 Turkey.	 His	 father	 Jacob	
(Yaʿqūb)	Ṣābūnjī	was	an	engineer	and	an	architect	in	the	service	of	
the	Ottoman	Empire	who	was	 responsible	 for	 constructing	public	
buildings.	 His	 ancestors	 were	 originally	 from	 Şanlıurfa	 (ancient	
Edessa,	 also	 known	 as	 Urfa	 and	 al-Rahā),	 but	 Jacob	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	
already	settled	in	Diyarbakır	before	John	was	born.11	Jacob	Ṣābūnjī	
must	 have	 been	 a	 successful	 and	wealthy	 government	 official.	 In	
1846,	 at	 the	 age	 of	 8	 years,	 John	 traveled	 with	 his	 father	 to	 the	
town	of	 Jermuk,	hundreds	of	miles	away	 in	modern-day	Armenia,	
“in	order	to	bathe	in	its	mineral	and	sulfuric	waters”.12	It	is	safe	to	
assume	 that	 such	 a	 trip	 was	 outside	 the	 possibilities	 of	 the	 vast	
majority	of	the	population	of	Diyarbakır	at	that	time.	Jacob	Ṣābūnjī	
died	at	the	age	of	61	in	Diyarbakır,	and	John’s	mother	died	in	1899,	
aged	85.13	

John	had	at	least	three	brothers	and	one	sister.	Two	of	his	
brothers	also	rose	to	prominence.	Firstly,	George	(Jirjis,	1840-1910)	
became	 the	 leading	 photographer	 of	 Beirut,	 and	 one	 of	 the	most	
famous	 Arab	 photographers	 of	 his	 time.14	Secondly,	 Alexander	
Malcolm	 (Iskandar	 Malikī,	 1849-1921)	 easily	 superseded	 his	
brother	 Louis	 in	 eccentricity.	 Also	 known	 as	 Alexander	 Malcolm	
Jacob,	 his	 life	 became	 enshrouded	 in	 fantastical	myths.15	He	 led	 a	
highly	unusual	life	as	a	trader	in	antiquities	and	jewels	in	India,	as	a	
magician,	and	as	a	political	informant.	He	lent	his	name	to	the	Jacob	
Diamond,	 the	 eighth	 largest	 known	 diamond	 in	 the	 world.	 In	
addition,	 he	 stood	 model	 for	 the	 characters	 Lurgan	 Sahib	 in	
                                                 
11	Frost	 1890:	 1.	His	 parents	 lived	 in	Diyarbakır,	 but	 because	 of	 the	plague	 they	
fled	to	Derik	where	John	was	born.	
12	Frost	1890:	4.	Jermuk	is	still	a	spa	town	in	Armenia.	
13	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	156.	She	is	buried	in	the	island	of	Büyükada,	near	Istanbul,	where	
Louis	lived	later	in	his	life.	I	thank	Mr.	Özcan	Geçer	for	this	information.	
14	On	George	Ṣābūnjī,	see	Sheehi	(2007:	179-182	and	2012:	408-410)	and	Debbas	
(2001:	49-50).	
15	For	 example,	 the	 story	 goes	 that	 he	was	 an	Armenian	 Jew	who	was	 sold	 as	 a	
slave	when	he	was	ten,	and	that	he	performed	the	Hajj	to	Mecca.	
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Rudyard	 Kiplings	 novel	 Kim	 (1901)	 and	 Mr.	 Isaacs	 in	 Francis	
Marion	 Crawford’s	 novel	 of	 the	 same	 name,	Mr.	Isaacs	 (1882).	 A	
biography	of	Alexander	Malcolm	has	recently	appeared	 in	 India.16	
Two	more	siblings	are	also	known:	an	older	brother	named	Michael	
(Mīkhāʾīl),	 who	 died	 in	 or	 before	 1863,	 and	 a	 sister	 Warda.17	
Besides	 these	 siblings,	 a	 number	of	 other	 family	members	 can	be	
identified.	Abraham	(Ibrāhīm)	was	the	son	of	his	deceased	brother	
Michael,	 and	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 took	 care	 of	 his	 upbringing,	 first	 in	
Beirut,	 and	 later	 in	 London.	 Abraham	 still	 lived	 in	 that	 city	 in	
1909.18	Philippe	(Fīlīp)	was	the	son	of	George	Ṣābūnjī,	and	Sophie	
was	 a	 daughter	 of	Warda.19	In	 addition,	 two	 other	 photographers	
with	the	surname	Ṣābūnjī,	possibly	nephews,	were	active	in	the	late	
nineteenth	century:	a	certain	M.	Sabounji	was	listed	in	Cairo,	while	
David	(Dāwud)	Ṣābūnjī	was	active	in	Jaffa.20	
	 Jacob	 Ṣābūnjī,	 John’s	 father,	 was	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Syriac	
Catholic	 Church,	 a	 small	 denomination	 that	 traces	 its	 origin	 to	
Syriac	 Orthodox	 Christians	 who	 had	 converted	 to	 Catholicism	 in	
the	preceding	two	centuries.21	Since	the	early	seventeenth	century	
Catholic	European	missionaries	had	been	present	in	Syria,	and	the	
Syriac	 Orthodox	 community	 was	 an	 important	 target	 because	 of	
their	 perceived	 weakness. 22 	The	 activities	 of	 the	 Catholic	
missionaries	resulted	in	a	schism	that	created	a	short-lived	Syriac	
Catholic	Church	 in	Aleppo	 in	 the	 1660s,	which	disappeared	 again	
around	 the	 year	 1700.	 After	 1776	 a	 group	 of	 Syriac	 Orthodox	
clergymen	 from	 Syria	 and	 Northern	 Mesopotamia,	 under	 the	
                                                 
16	His	biography	was	written	by	John	Zubrzycki	under	the	title	The	Mysterious	Mr	
Jacob	(2012).	Alexander	Malcolm	is	often	mentioned	by	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	in	his	diary	
(see	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	115,	126,	134,	247,	248,	317,	361,	372).	
17	On	Michael,	see	Frost	1890:	17.	On	Warda,	see	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	115,	126,	189.	
18	Ḥallāq	 1874:	 25	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 2007:	 34,	 357.	 Abraham	 was	 also	 employed	 by	
Louis	 as	 his	 printer	 in	 London.	His	 name	 appears	 on	 the	 title	 pages	 of	al-Naḥla	
during	June	and	July	1878.	
19	On	Philippe	and	Sophie,	see	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	115,	126,	189,	366.	
20	For	M.	Sabounji,	see	Sheehi	2007:	180,	and	for	David	Sabounji,	see	Debbas	2001:	
50	and	Sheehi	2007:	180.	
21	I	use	Syriac	here	because	the	liturgical	language	of	these	Catholic	and	Orthodox	
churches	 is	 Syriac.	 For	 further	 background	 information	 on	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	
Church,	see	primarily	O'Mahony	2006	and	2010.	
22	Frazee	1983:	132-134.	
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leadership	of	Mīkhāʾīl	Jarwa	(1731-1800),	converted	to	Catholicism,	
effectually	 re-establishing	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Church.	 This	 time,	
oppression	 forced	 Jarwa	 to	 resettle	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon	 where	 he	
enjoyed	 the	 protection	 and	 support	 of	 the	 local	 –Catholic–	
Maronites.	 There,	 far	 away	 from	 his	 co-religionists	 in	 Syria	 and	
Northern	 Mesopotamia,	 Jarwa	 founded	 the	 Sharfa,	 or	 Charfet,	
monastery	 in	 the	year	1786.23	At	 the	 time	of	 John’s	birth	 in	1838,	
the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 church	 had	 about	 15,000	 members,24	and	 in	
1853	 it	 counted	 five	 bishops,	 in	 Mardin/Diyarbakır,	 Damascus,	
Aleppo,	Mosul,	and	al-Nabk/al-Qaryatayn.25	

At	 the	 age	 of	 eleven,	 John	 left	 Diyarbakır	 for	 the	 Sharfa	
monastery	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon	 where,	 on	 3	 January	 1850,26	he	
enrolled	 in	 its	 school.	Ṣābūnjī’s	description	of	 the	school	 is	highly	
unfavorable.	The	head	of	the	school,	Yūsuf	Ḥāyik,	was	uneducated	
and	 incompetent,	 and	 educational	 standards	 were	 very	 low.	
According	 to	 Ṣābūnjī,	 the	 students	 were	 kept	 busy	 by	 carrying	
bricks	 and	 stone,	 and	 by	 constructing	 new	 buildings	 for	 the	
monastery.27	On	his	own	account,	John	left	the	school	as	a	result	of	
these	hardships	and	went	 to	Aleppo	 in	1852.	There,	 at	 the	age	of	
only	 thirteen	 or	 fourteen	 years	 old,	 he	 joined	 bishop	 Anṭūn	 al-
Samḥīrī	 (1801-1864).	 Together	 they	 returned	 to	 Sharfa	 where	
Ṣābūnjī	enrolled	in	the	school	again	on	23	November	1853.28	

The	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Patriarch,	 Buṭrus	 Jarwa,	 died	 in	 1851	
and	 the	 election	 for	 a	 new	Patriarch	 took	 place	 on	 30	November	
1853	in	Sharfa.	It	was	for	this	reason	that	al-Samḥīrī	made	his	trip	
to	 Sharfa.	 In	 this	 period	 the	 church	 was	 still	 very	 much	 in	 its	
formative	phase,	having	only	four	bishops	available	for	the	position	
of	 patriarch,	 including	 al-Samḥīrī.	 The	 elections,	 in	 which	 al-
Samḥīrī	himself	was	elected	as	the	new	Patriarch,	were	followed	by	
                                                 
23	Chalfoun	 1980:	 222.	 The	 Sharfa	 monastery	 and	 school	 is	 very	 close	 to	 the	
Maronite	Patriarchate	at	Bkerké,	Mount	Lebanon.	
24	Frazee	1983:	294.	
25	Frost	1890:	6.	
26	Based	 on	 sources	 in	 the	 Sharfa	 monastery,	 Fontaine	 states	 2	 January	 1851	
(1996:	29).	
27	Frost	1890:	6.	
28	Fontaine	 1996:	 29.	 The	 biography	 of	 Frost	 argues	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 been	 al-
Samḥīrī’s	secretary	in	the	year	1853,	but	this	is	possibly	an	overstatement.	
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the	 first	 Syriac	 Catholic	 synod	 ever.29	On	 the	 same	 occasion	 John	
Ṣābūnjī,	 at	 the	age	of	15,	was	promoted	 to	 the	rank	of	 subdeacon	
(rutbat	al-abūdiyākun)	and	from	that	moment	on	he	became	known	
as	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	or	John	Louis	Ṣābūnjī.30	Soon	after	the	election,	the	
new	Patriarch	al-Samḥīrī	went	to	Rome	in	order	to	present	himself	
to	 the	 Pope.	 Through	 al-Samḥīrī’s	 intercession,	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	
accepted	 as	 a	 pupil	 at	 a	 Catholic	 college	 in	 Rome,	 the	 Collegio	
Urbano.	In	late	1854	Ṣābūnjī	left	Sharfa,	and	on	29	January	1855	he	
enrolled	at	this	college.31	

All	pupils	of	the	Collegio	Urbano	came	from	countries	that	
were	considered	targets	for	Catholic	missionary	activity.	During	the	
nineteenth	century	the	average	student	population	was	about	110,	
comprising	 students	mainly	 from	 the	 Balkans	 and	 the	 Near	 East.	
They	 were	 trained	 for	 a	 position	 in	 the	 clergy	 in	 their	 native	
countries.32	The	college	was	officially	aligned	with	the	Propaganda	
Fide,	officially	known	as	the	Sacra	Congregatio	de	Propaganda	Fide.	
This	missionary	institution	was	founded	in	1622	and	was	aimed	at	
spreading	the	Catholic	faith	over	the	world.33	The	Propaganda	Fide	
was	also	directly	 involved	with	 the	Syriac	Catholic	Church	during	
the	 nineteenth	 century.	 It	 regulated	 to	 a	 large	 extent	 its	 internal	
affairs,	 as	 it	 confirmed	 the	 appointments	 of	 Patriarchs	 and	
approved	 the	 Synod	 proceedings.34	Ṣābūnjī’s	 move	 to	 Rome	 also	
bears	witness	to	the	close	ties	between	the	Vatican	and	the	Syriac	
Catholic	 Church.	 Ṣābūnjī	 stayed	 at	 the	 school	 for	 eight	 and	 a	 half	
years,	 studying	 a	 variety	 of	 topics	 and	 acquiring	 a	 doctorate.	 In	
1909	 Ṣābūnjī	 held	 Italian	 citizenship,	 possibly	 acquired	 as	 a	
consequence	of	his	education	in	Rome.35	

                                                 
29	O'Mahony	2010:	147.	
30	Frost	1890:	7.	Fontaine	(1996,	29)	writes	that	Ṣābūnjī	became	subdeacon	on	25	
March	 1853;	 this	 is	 remarkable	 because	 both	 Frost	 (on	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 account)	 and	
Fontaine	(on	the	basis	of	the	Sharfa	registers)	note	that	Ṣābūnjī	was	not	present	at	
Sharfa.	
31	Fontaine	1996:	30.	
32	Jezernik	n.d.	
33	Guilday	1921.	
34	O'Mahony	2010:	142;	Patelos	1981:	357.	
35	Ṣābūnjī	 2007:	 354.	 His	 brother	 Alexander	 Malcolm	 asserted	 in	 1899	 on	 his	
passport	application	(see	Zubrzycki	2012:	opp.	p.169)	that	his	parents	held	Italian	
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On	21	 June	1863	Ṣābūnjī	 left	Rome	and	boarded	a	ship	 to	
Alexandria.	 He	 traveled	 overland	 to	 Cairo,	 Jerusalem,	 Beirut,	
Aleppo,	 Diyarbakır,	 and	 finally	 Mardin,	 where	 he	 arrived	 in	
November	 1863.	 Mardin	 was	 the	 seat	 of	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	
Patriarch,	 and	after	his	years	of	 study	 in	Rome	Ṣābūnjī	presented	
himself	to	Patriarch	al-Samḥīrī.	There,	after	hesitation	on	Ṣābūnjī’s	
part,	al-Samḥīrī	ordained	Ṣābūnjī	and	in	December	1863	he	arrived	
in	his	hometown	Diyarbakır,	where	he	settled	as	a	priest.36	

Since	 1862	 Diyarbakır	 had	 had	 a	 resident	 Syriac	 Catholic	
bishop,	Philip	ʿArkūs	(1827-1873).37	Within	half	a	year	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	
arrival	in	the	city,	the	two	became	involved	in	a	conflict	on	priestly	
conduct.	 Ṣābūnjī	 allegedly	 recreated	or	walked	 in	 a	 garden	which	
ʿArkūs	 viewed	 as	 unsuitable	 for	 priests.	 Looking	 for	 support,	
Ṣābūnjī	approached	the	Patriarch	al-Samḥīrī,	but	he	passed	away	in	
June	1864.	With	the	Patriarch	deceased,	ʿArkūs	became	the	highest	
church	 authority	 in	 the	 area.	 In	 the	 summer	 of	 1864	 the	 relation	
between	Ṣābūnjī	and	ʿArkūs	had	become	so	tense	that	ʿArkūs	more	
or	 less	 exiled	 Ṣābūnjī	 from	 Diyarbakır.	 It	 is	 not	 only	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
account	in	which	ʿArkūs	is	depicted	as	a	difficult	and	controversial;	
other	sources	also	attest	this.38	In	1866,	two	years	after	al-Samḥīrī	
had	 died,	 ʿArkūs	 succeeded	 him	 as	 Patriarch	 in	 a	 dubious	 deal.	
Allegedly,	ʿArkūs	acquired	the	Patriarchy	in	exchange	for	waiving	a	
claim	on	the	accumulated	finances	of	the	deceased	al-Samḥīrī.	The	
course	of	events	severely	compromised	the	position	of	 ʿArkūs	and	
strained	his	relation	with	the	Vatican	for	a	number	of	years.39	

After	 his	 departure	 from	 Diyarbakır,	 Ṣābūnjī	 went	 to	
Aleppo,	 where	 he	 stayed	 with	 the	 local	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Bishop	
George	Shalḥa	(1818-1891)	for	two	days.40	He	then	traveled	to	the	

                                                                                                           
citizenship.	 As	 is	 apparent	 from	 Zubrzycki’s	 biography,	 Alexander	Malcolm	was	
notoriously	unreliable.	There	are	no	other	indications	that	suggest	that	the	Ṣābūnjī	
family	was	of	Italian	origin.	
36	Frost	1890:	13-24.	
37	Patelos	1981:	352.	
38	Patelos	1981:	353-362;	O'Mahony	2010:	148.	
39	O'Mahony	2010:	148.	Patelos	(see	source	above)	gives	a	detailed	account	of	the	
charges	of	simony	against	ʿArkūs.	
40	Shalḥa	 succeeded	 ʿArkūs	 as	 Patriarch	 in	 1874.	 For	 the	 list	 of	 Syriac	 Catholic	
Patriarchs,	see	Sélis	1988:	214-215.	
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Sharfa	 monastery	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon,	 where	 he	 stayed	 a	 few	
months.	Half	a	year	later,	George	Shalḥa	appointed	Ṣābūnjī	as	head	
of	 the	 Beirut	 parish,	 which	 counted	 about	 a	 hundred	 Syriac	
Catholics	in	1852.41	The	number	was	probably	higher	in	1864,	but	
Beirut	 was	 definitely	 not	 a	 major	 Syriac	 Catholic	 city.	 Ṣābūnjī	
arrived	in	the	city	around	April	1865.	
	
Beirut	(1865-1874)	
At	 the	 time	 Ṣābūnjī	 arrived	 in	 Beirut,	 the	 city	 was	 a	 center	 of	
literary	 and	 cultural	 innovation.42	Especially	 for	 printing	 and	
education	the	1860s	and	1870s	were	a	decisive	period.	The	various	
journals	and	newspapers	that	were	initiated	in	this	period	shaped	
to	 a	 large	 extent	 the	 future	 contours	 of	 Arabic	 journalism.43	
Simultaneously,	 various	 schools	 were	 founded,	 significantly	
altering	 the	 educational	 system	 of	 Beirut	 and	 Ottoman	 Syria.44	
Ṣābūnjī	 thus	 arrived	 at	 the	 right	 time	 and	 place,	 and	 he	 became	
heavily	involved	both	in	publishing	and	education.	

Ṣābūnjī’s	interest	in	education	most	prominently	appears	in	
the	 founding	 of	 a	 school	 for	 his	 community,	 the	 ‘Syriac	 School’,	
which	 opened	 in	 1867	 and	 which,	 according	 to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 own	
account,	eventually	counted	100	pupils.45	The	opening	of	the	Syriac	
School	was	preceded	by	two	other	schools	that	deserve	discussion.	
In	1863	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	started	the	‘National	School’	(al-Madrasa	
al-Waṭaniyya)	 in	 Beirut,	 which	 was	 explicitly	 founded	 as	 a	 non-
denominational	 school,	open	 to	everybody.46	This	 aspect	 reflected	
al-Bustānī’s	 narrative	 of	 national	 unity,	 which	 he	 framed	 as	 a	
response	 to	 the	 sectarian	 violence	 that	 had	 devastated	 Mount	
Lebanon	 in	 1860.	 The	 non-denominationalism	 of	 al-Bustānī’s	
school	clearly	contrasts	with	the	religious	basis	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	school.	
Nevertheless,	 Ṣābūnjī	 alleges	 that	 there	 were	 children	 of	 various	

                                                 
41	O'Mahony	2010:	146.	
42	The	most	comprehensive	account	of	Beirut	during	this	period	is	given	by	Kassir	
(2003:	158-297).	
43	Ayalon	1995:	28-29.	
44	Diab	1983:	117.	
45	Al-Madrasa	al-Suryāniyya,	see	Frost	1890:	33.	
46	Abu-Manneh	1980:	294.	



Bio-bibliographical sketch of Louis Ṣābūnjī 

82 

different	religious	denominations	among	the	pupils	of	his	school.47	
This	suggests	that	the	school	was	not	open	only	to	members	of	his	
religious	community	

The	 second	 important	 school	 that	 should	 be	mentioned	 is	
the	Syrian	Protestant	College	(SPC),	which	was	opened	in	1866	by	
American	 Presbyterian	 missionaries.	 It	 rapidly	 became	 the	 most	
prominent	 institution	 of	 higher	 education	 in	 Ottoman	 Syria,	 and	
Ṣābūnjī	 was	 hired	 as	 an	 instructor	 of	 Latin.48	Besides	 teaching	 in	
the	Syriac	 school	 and	 the	SPC,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 taught	 the	 children	of	
Franco	 Pasha	 (1814-1873),	 the	 Ottoman	 governor	 of	 Mount	
Lebanon,	 who	 hired	 him	 for	 this	 task	 in	 1868.49	Three	 of	 Franco	
Pasha’s	 children	 eventually	 became	 high-ranking	 Ottoman	
diplomats.50	In	 addition,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 explicitly	 advocated	 female	
education	 in	 1866,51	even	 though	 in	 1901	 he	 would	 lament	 its	
allegedly	corruptive	influence.52	

Besides	 teaching,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 produced	 three	 educational	
books.	 His	 first	 book,	 Uṣūl	al-qirāʾa	al-ʿArabiyya	wal-tahdhībāt	al-
adabiyya	 (‘The	 Principles	 of	 Reading	 Arabic	 and	 of	 Literary	
Education’,	 Beirut,	 1866)	 is	 an	 instruction	 book	 for	 students	 of	
Arabic.	 The	 second	 book,	 al-Mirʾāt	 al-saniyya	 fī	 al-qawāʿid	 al-
ʿUthmāniyya	 (‘The	 Sublime	 Mirror	 of	 Ottoman	 Grammar’,	 Beirut	
1867)	 is	 an	Arabic	 translation	of	 an	Ottoman	grammar	book.	The	
original	Ottoman	book,	written	by	Mehmed	Fuad	Pasha	and	Ahmet	
Cevdet	Pasha	and	published	in	1850,	is	significant	because	it	is	an	
attempt	at	simplifying	and	modernizing	the	Ottoman	language.	 Its	
aim	 was	 to	 stimulate	 literacy	 by	 bringing	 the	 Ottoman	 language	
more	in	line	with	the	day-to-day	language	of	the	Turkish	speaking	
community.53	The	 third	 book	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 published	 in	 Beirut,	 in	
1868,	was	a	collection	of	poetry	by	ʿUmar	ibn	al-Fāriḍ,	a	medieval	
                                                 
47	Frost	1890:	33.	
48	Tibawi	1966:	181.	
49	Frost	1890:	41.	
50	Akarli	1993:	194.	
51	Ṣābūnjī	1866:	63-100.	
52	Ṣābūnjī	 1901:	 151-155.	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 writes	 that	 he	 used	 to	 have	 a	 favorable	
opinion	on	female	education,	but	that	this	changed	after	he	saw	that	it	resulted	in	
‘vice	and	corruption’	(al-radhāʾil	wal-fasād,	Ṣābūnjī	1901:	152).	
53	Mardin	2006:	324-325.	
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Egyptian	 poet.	 This	 publication	 included	 the	 full	 set	 of	 Arabic	
diacritics,	or	ḥarakāt,	as	a	learning	aid	for	students.	
	 Ami	 Ayalon	 has	 pointed	 out	 that	 the	 distinction	 between	
authors,	publishers	and	printers	 in	nineteenth-century	Beirut	was	
rather	blurred.54	Ṣābūnjī	was	no	exception	to	this	rule.	In	1865	he	
brought	an	old	Syriac	printing	press	from	the	Sharfa	monastery	to	
Beirut.55	This	 press	 had	 been	 acquired	 by	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	
Patriarch	 Buṭrus	 Jarwa	 in	 the	 year	 1820,	 but	 was	 never	 used	 at	
Sharfa.56	It	 is	 unclear	 whether	 Ṣābūnjī	 succeeded	 in	 printing	
anything	 on	 it,	 as	 there	 are	 no	 publications	 before	 1877,	 in	 any	
language,	that	can	be	firmly	traced	to	this	press.57	Ṣābūnjī	returned	
the	press	to	Sharfa	in	1870.58	
	 Ṣābūnjī’s	most	important	literary	accomplishment	in	Beirut	
was	 the	 publication	 of	 his	 magazine	 al-Naḥla	 in	 May	 1870.	 As	
discussed	in	the	previous	chapter,	Arabic	private	journalism	was	a	
recent	phenomenon	 in	Beirut.	The	year	1870	witnessed	a	 sudden	
boom	 in	 journalism,	 with	 the	 launch	 of	 seven	 different	 titles	 in	
Beirut	alone,	including	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī’s	al-Jinān	and	Ṣābūnjī’s	al-
Naḥla.	 The	 latter	 magazine,	 al-Naḥla,	 was	 a	 weekly	 magazine	
consisting	 of	 16	 pages.	 Al-Naḥla	 existed	 for	 only	 eight	 months;	
following	 a	 conflict	 with	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 it	 was	 banned	 by	 the	
Ottoman	authorities	after	the	31st	issue,	of	24	December	1870.	The	
ban,	as	well	as	the	character	of	al-Naḥla,	will	be	discussed	in	detail	
in	the	following	chapter.	
	 Another	 field	 in	 which	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 active	 was	
photography.59	His	biographer	Frost	claims	that	Ṣābūnjī	introduced	
                                                 
54	Ayalon	2008:	564.	
55	Nasrallah	1949:	67-68.	
56	Coakley	2006:	62.	
57	Coakley	2006:	62.	Significantly,	Ṣābūnjī	himself	claimed	that	in	the	period	1865-
1870	 he	 printed	 books	 in	 Arabic,	 Syriac,	 and	 Turkish	 (Frost	 1890:	 32).	 This	
information	was	taken	over	by	Ṭarrāzī	(1913b:	72)	and	probably	from	Ṭarrāzī	by	
Nasrallah	(1949:	68).	Nasrallah	specifically	claimed	that	Ṣābūnjī’s	first	book,	Uṣūl	
al-qirāʾa	al-ʿArabiyya	wal-tahdhībāt	al-adabiyya,	was	printed	on	this	press,	but	the	
book	itself	does	not	give	any	information	on	this	issue.	It	is	certain	that	his	other	
books,	as	well	as	his	al-Naḥla	magazine	(1870),	were	printed	on	other	presses.	
58	Nasrallah	1949:	68.	
59	For	 the	 role	 and	 function	 of	 photography	 in	 nineteenth-century	 Beirut,	 see	
Sheehi	2007.	
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photography	 in	 Beirut,	 and	 that	 he	 experimented	 with	 the	
necessary	chemicals	until	he	was	satisfied	with	the	results	in	1869.	
In	 1875	 and	 1876	 he	 was	 awarded	 patents	 for	 inventions	
concerning	photography.60	He	 subsequently	 taught	 the	 techniques	
to	 his	 brother	 George,	 who	 became	 Beirut’s	 most	 prominent	
photographer. 61 	Some	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 later	 publications	 include	
photographs,	such	as	his	collection	of	poetry	or	Dīwān	(1901)	and	
his	travel	account	of	(probably)	1890.	However,	photographs	were	
rather	 expensive	 additions;	 his	 collection	 of	 poetry	 was	 printed	
without	 them,	 and	 the	 images	 were	 to	 be	 ordered	 and	 paid	 for	
separately.62	Most	images	in	his	other	publications	are	lithographs.	
	 Perhaps	because	of	the	problems	with	censorship	in	Beirut,	
and	perhaps	also	because	of	the	problematic	relationship	with	the	
Syriac	Catholic	Patriarch	 ʿArkūs,	Ṣābūnjī	 left	Beirut	and	started	 to	
travel	 abroad.	 In	 August	 1871	 he	 boarded	 a	 ship	 bound	 for	
Palestine,	 and	 he	 only	 returned	 to	 Beirut	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	
year	1874.	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	a	travel	account	which	was	published	in	
four	parts	in	1890,	of	which	only	one	part	has	been	found.63	In	spite	
of	 this,	 based	 on	 the	 one	 issue	 and	 on	 other	 sources	 a	 general	
outline	of	the	trip	can	be	reconstructed.64	It	is	certain	that	his	first	
stop	had	been	Egypt.	In	1871	he	published	a	pamphlet	in	Cairo,	al-
Naḥla	al-ḥurra,	 in	which	he	 continued	his	 conflict	with	Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī.	Ṣābūnjī	thereby	became	the	first	Syrian	émigré	intellectual	
in	Egypt,	 to	be	 followed	about	 a	decade	 later	by	many	more	who	
fled	 Hamidian	 censorship.	 From	 Egypt	 he	 traveled	 to	 the	 United	
States,	 via	 France	 and	 London.	 It	 seems	 that	 the	 year	 1872	 was	
largely	 spent	 in	 the	United	States;	his	Dīwān	mentions	New	York,	
New	 Jersey,	 Chicago,	 Sacramento,	 and	 San	 Francisco.	 In	 the	 same	

                                                 
60	The	first	in	Manchester	(Zolondek	1978:	102)	and	the	second	in	Paris	(Debbas	
2001:	49).	
61	Frost	1890:	40.	
62	Ṣābūnjī	1901:	547-548.	
63	The	complete	collection	of	issues	was	apparently	only	seen	by	Jean	Fontaine	in	
the	late	1960s	(1969:	100),	and	he	dated	it	to	1896.	However,	it	had	already	been	
published	and	read	by	an	Ottoman	official	in	January	1891	(Ṣābūnjī	2007:	73),	and	
for	this	reason	I	date	it	to	1890.	
64	The	other	sources	are	his	Dīwān,	and	two	English	publications	(Ṣābūnjī	1919b:	i,	
ii	and	Ṣābūnjī	1923:	13-20).	
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year	 he	 published	 two	 pamphlets	 in	 America,	 one	 on	 the	 Syriac	
Catholic	liturgy	and	one	on	the	state	of	affairs	of	Syria.65	From	San	
Francisco	he	 traveled	 to	 Japan	 and	China,	 and	 the	 year	1873	was	
largely	 spent	 in	 East	 Asia.	 He	 returned	 to	 Beirut	 via	 the	 Arabian	
peninsula	and	Egypt.	Ṣābūnjī	claimed	to	be	the	first	‘Semite’	to	have	
traveled	around	the	world.66		
	 One	 of	 the	 two	 pamphlets	 published	 in	 America	 in	 1872,	
Old	Mother	 Phoenicia	 and	 her	 Young	 Daughter	 America,	 deserves	
some	attention.67	In	this	pamphlet	Ṣābūnjī	speaks	on	behalf	of	 the	
Syrians	and	more	specifically	the	Christian	Syrians.	The	text,	which	
was	 possibly	 also	 given	 as	 a	 lecture,68	was	 primarily	 aimed	 at	
raising	awareness	among	the	American	public	about	the	sorry	state	
of	the	Christian	Syrians.	Ṣābūnjī	attacks	Islam	and	the	Muslims:	
	

“The	Mahometans	 [sic]	 have	 obscured	 the	 beauty	 of	 their	
lands,	debased	its	magnificence,	stripped	it	of	its	ornaments,	
torn	 its	 royal	 mantle,	 overturned	 its	 splendid	 throne,	
shattered	 its	 scepter,	 torn	 the	 crown	 from	 its	 brow,	
annihilated	 the	 strength	 of	 its	 empire,	 destroyed	 its	
celebrated	 lyceums,	 burned	 its	 rich	 libraries,	 ruined	 its	
industry,	 and	 crushed	 out	 the	 vast	 commerce	 of	 the	
Phoenician	 nation	 (…),	 laid	waste	 its	 fertile	 fields,	 sowing	
them	with	the	bones	and	skulls	of	the	wretched	inhabitants,	
and	 watering	 them	 with	 the	 blood	 of	 the	 miserable	
Syrians.”69	

	
In	addition,	Ṣābūnjī	alleged	that	Muhammad	was	a	“false	prophet”,	
that	 Islam	 was	 a	 “lewd	 and	 brutal	 religion”,	 and	 that	 the	 Quran	
contained	 “deceitful	 promises	 and	 carnal	 pleasures”.	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	
                                                 
65	Ṣābūnjī	1872a;	Ṣābūnjī	1872b.	
66	Ṣābūnjī	1919b:	i,	ii.	
67	In	the	early	twentieth	century	the	concept	of	Phoenicia,	or	al-Fīniqiyya	in	Arabic,	
became	a	fundamental	part	in	the	narrative	of	Lebanese	nationalism.	In	1872	this	
term	did	not	yet	carry	this	political	association.	See	Kaufman	2004:	21-54	for	the	
emergence	of	this	narrative	in	the	nineteenth	century.	
68	Its	title	page	states	that	it	is	a	“historical	lecture	given	in	America”.	It	is	
unknown	whether	this	lecture	was	ever	given.	
69	Ṣābūnjī	1872a:	27-28.	
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framed	 his	 criticism	 of	 Islam	 in	 terms	 of	 gender,	 denouncing	
polygamy,	 concubinage	 with	 female	 slaves,	 veiling,	 and	 divorce	
practices	 that	 disadvantaged	 women.	 He	 described	 the	 Turks	 as	
“pusillanimous”	 for	 forbidding	women	 to	 learn	 to	 read	and	write,	
and	he	argued	that	the	Sharia	allegedly	taught	that	women	had	no	
souls.70	
	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 was	 not	 the	 first	 text	 in	 which	 a	 Christian	 Arab	
ventilated	 anti-Islamic	 sentiments.	 In	 1859	 another	 Arab	
intellectual	from	Syria,	Rizq	Allāh	Ḥassūn,	finished	a	book	in	which	
he	propagated	similar	views.71	In	around	1877	Ḥassūn	and	Ṣābūnjī	
became	 acquainted	 in	 London,	 where	 they	 found	 themselves	 in	
similar	 circumstances,	 as	 Arab	 journalists	 abroad.72	Significantly,	
none	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 other	 writings	 reveal	 similar	 opinions	 towards	
Islam	or	Muslims.	This	is	perhaps	understandable,	as	it	is	unlikely	
that	 such	 anti-Islamic	 sentiments	 would	 have	 met	 a	 favorable	
reception	 in	 Syria.	 Nine	 years	 after	 Old	 Mother	 Phoenicia	 was	
published	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 aggression	 towards	 Islam	 had	 seemingly	
vanished.	In	1881	Ṣābūnjī	enthusiastically	engaged	in	the	debate	on	
the	 position	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 Sultan	 as	 the	 leader	 of	 the	 Islamic	
community,	 leading	 a	 contemporary	 observer,	 Wilfrid	 Scawen	
Blunt,	(see	below)	to	describe	Ṣābūnjī	as	“much	more	in	sympathy	
with	Islam	than	with	his	own	faith.”73		
	 Upon	 returning	 in	 Beirut	 in	 early	 1874,	 Ṣābūnjī	
immediately	started	publishing	again.	In	March	1874	he	published	
a	 vehemently	 anti-Maronite	 pamphlet	 under	 the	 rather	
unexceptional	 title	Tarjamatā	al-ʿallāma	al-khūrī	Yūsuf	Dāwud	wal-
sayyid	al-fāḍil	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	(‘Biographies	of	the	erudite	priest	Yūsuf	
Dāwud	 and	 the	 honorable	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs’).	 In	 the	 Tarjamatā	 he	
speaks	 about	 the	 “simple	 cave-dwelling	 inhabitants	 of	 Mount	
Lebanon”,	about	the	“hills	of	Lebanon	that	are	entirely	enshrouded	
in	 the	 mist	 of	 ignorance”,	 and	 about	 the	 Maronite	 clergy	 who	

                                                 
70	Ṣābūnjī	1872a:	22-28.	
71	This	book,	Ḥaṣr	al-lithām	ʿan	al-Islām,	was	never	published,	but	 it	 is	preserved	
as	a	manuscript	(Ayalon	2001:	63).	
72	Tarrāzī	(1913b:	248)	alleged	that	they	also	cooperated	in	Ḥassūn’s	newspaper	
Mirʾāt	al-Aḥwāl,	but	this	cannot	be	verified	from	the	existing	copies.	
73	Blunt	1907:	86.	
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cajoled	its	inhabitants	into	believing	that	Yūḥannā	Mārūn,	founder	
of	the	Maronite	community,	was	a	saint.74	Because	of	its	polemical	
contents,	the	pamphlet	enraged	the	Maronites	in	Beirut	to	such	an	
extent	 that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 safety	 could	not	be	guaranteed.	All	 copies	of	
the	 Tarjamatā	 were	 confiscated	 by	 the	 authorities.	 Within	 days	
Ṣābūnjī	left	Syria,	only	returning	40	years	later.	A	few	months	after	
these	 events	 took	 place	 the	 pamphlet	was	 added	 to	 the	 Vatican’s	
list	of	banned	books.75	This	conflict	will	be	analyzed	in	detail	in	the	
fifth	chapter	of	this	thesis.	
	
Relations	with	the	Syriac	Catholic	Church	
As	 a	 Catholic	 priest	 he	 joined	 the	 staff	 of	 the	 Syrian	 Protestant	
College	in	1866.	While	staying	in	Europe	and	America,	he	allegedly	
maintained	 “a	 number	 of	 amorous	 adventures”	 with	 foreign	
ladies.76	In	 addition,	 Blunts	 remark	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 sympathy	 for	
Islam	also	raises	questions	on	his	religious	conviction.	Against	this	
background,	 some	 scholars	 have	 speculated	 on	 the	 religious	
convictions	of	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	and	his	relation	with	his	church.	 Jean	
Fontaine	discerns	a	certain	 looseness	towards	the	Catholic	 faith.77	
Louis	Cheikho	and	Albert	Hourani	even	went	as	far	as	stating	that,	
in	later	years,	Ṣābūnjī	had	simply	lost	his	faith.78	On	the	other	hand,	
Ṭarrāzī,	 who	 probably	 knew	 Ṣābūnjī,	 wrote	 that	 he	 always	
maintained	personal	religious	beliefs,	despite	various	conflicts	with	
the	higher	clergy.79	In	any	case,	Ṣābūnjī’s	concern	for	religion	never	
faded,	and	 it	appears	most	clearly	 in	 the	religious	painting,	which	
he	authorized	to	make	in	1908	and	which	is	depicted	and	discussed	
later	in	this	chapter.	

Ṣābūnjī’s	 position	 within	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 clergy	 was	 a	
rather	 ambivalent	 one.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 he	 maintained	 friendly	
relations	with	various	high	ranking	clergymen.	Thanks	to	Patriarch	
                                                 
74	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	10-12.	
75	Bujanda	2002:	794.	
76	Fontaine	 1969:	 100.	 Fontaine	 does	 not	 refer	 to	 a	 source	 for	 these	 amorous	
adventures.	
77	Fontaine	(1969:	102)	writes	that	“he	did	not	show	much	piety,	and	cultivated	it	
even	less.”	
78	Shaykhū	1926:	152;	Hourani	1980:	93.	
79	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	77.	Ṭarrāzī	did	not	specify	Ṣābūnjī’s	convictions	any	further.	
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al-Samḥīrī	 (in	 office	1853-1864)	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 received	 a	 thorough	
education	in	Rome,	and	thanks	to	the	same	person	he	had	acquired	
the	position	of	priest.	Throughout	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography	al-Samḥīrī	is	
represented	 as	 an	honest	man,	 aiming	 to	develop	and	expand	his	
community.	 Thanks	 to	 Patriarch	 Shalḥa	 (in	 office	 1874-1891)	
Ṣābūnjī	 acquired	 the	parish	of	Beirut,	 arguably	 the	most	dynamic	
cultural	city	of	the	Arab	world	at	the	time.	A	third	high	official	with	
whom	 Ṣābūnjī	maintained	 good	 relations	was	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	
Archbishop	 in	 Damascus	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 (1829-1890)80	who	 also	
played	 a	 prominent	 role	 in	 the	 conflict	 between	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 the	
Maronites,	to	be	discussed	in	the	fifth	chapter	of	this	thesis.	

On	 the	other	hand,	 relations	with	 the	Patriarch	 ʿArkūs	 (in	
office	1866-1873)	were	very	strained,	ever	since	they	both	worked	
in	 Diyarbakır	 in	 1863.	 ʿArkūs	 was	 Patriarch	 during	 most	 of	
Ṣābūnjī’s	period	as	 a	priest	 in	Beirut.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	position	 in	Beirut,	
away	 from	 the	 centers	 of	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Christianity,	might	 have	
given	him	some	autonomy,	but	it	is	clear	that	Patriarch	ʿArkūs	from	
time	to	time	interfered	with	Ṣābūnjī’s	affairs.	Two	examples	of	this	
interference	are	mentioned	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography.	Firstly,	Ṣābūnjī	
decided	to	learn	how	to	play	the	piano,	but	he	was	prohibited	to	do	
so	by	the	Patriarch	ʿArkūs,	who	argued	that	music	was	a	frivolous	
activity	unworthy	of	priests.81	Secondly,	Ṣābūnjī	was	employed	as	a	
teacher	 by	 the	 Syrian	 Protestant	 College	 in	 Beirut	 and	 by	 the	
Ottoman	governor	of	Mount	Lebanon,	Franco	Pasha.	Ṣābūnjī	stated	
that	he	accepted	these	positions	 in	order	 to	alleviate	his	allegedly	
problematic	 financial	 situation,	 but	 again	 ʿArkūs	 forbade	 him	 to	
engage	 in	 these	 activities.82	It	 is	 unclear	 whether	 Ṣābūnjī	 obeyed	
ʿArkūs,	 but	 it	 seems	 certain	 that	 his	 relation	 with	 the	 church	
authorities	gradually	deteriorated	during	his	presence	in	Beirut.	

Simmering	in	the	background	was	another	a	conflict	on	the	
Latinization	of	the	Syriac	Catholic	liturgy,	a	topic	that	touched	upon	
the	 relationship	 between	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Church	 and	 the	
Vatican.	 In	 July	 1866,	 Ṣābūnjī	 sent	 a	 letter	 to	 the	 prefect	 of	 the	
Propaganda	 Fide	 in	 Rome,	 complaining	 about	 ʿArkūs’	 behavior	
                                                 
80	Dāghir	1956:	355-356.	
81	Frost	1890:	41.	
82	Frost	1890:	44.	



Bio-bibliographical sketch of Louis Ṣābūnjī 

89 

towards	Catholic	missionaries	who	propagated	the	use	of	Latin	as	
the	liturgical	language	instead	of	Syriac.83	In	the	light	of	the	various	
later	conflicts	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	life,	it	is	not	unreasonable	to	suggest	that	
his	 complaint	was	 inspired	 by	 his	 dislike	 of	 ʿArkūs.	 It	 is	 perhaps	
fitting,	 then,	 to	 see	 in	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 complaint	 about	 the	 issue	 of	 the	
Latinization	 of	 the	 Syriac	 church	 an	 excuse	 to	 express	 this	
antipathy	of	ʿArkūs	to	higher	authorities.	

ʿArkūs’	disapproval	of	various	of	his	activities	undoubtedly	
contributed	to	Ṣābūnjī’s	drifting	away	from	the	church	authorities.	
According	to	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography,	“Patriarch	ʿArkūs	spoiled	his	life”	
in	 Beirut	 and	 he	 lamented	 his	 position	 “as	 a	 toy	 in	 the	 hands	 of	
those	who	do	 not	 appreciate	 his	 value”.84	It	 can	 be	 surmised	 that	
the	 church	 authorities	 were	 unhappy	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 sudden	
departure	 and	 absence	 from	 the	 parish	 for	more	 than	 two	 and	 a	
half	years.	However,	the	conflict	with	ʿArkūs	did	not	drive	Ṣābūnjī	
away	 from	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Church.	 Upon	 his	 return	 in	 1874	
Ṣābūnjī	enthusiastically	sided	with	the	Syriac	Catholic	bishop	Yūsuf	
Dāwud	 in	 a	 theological	 discussion	 about	 the	 origins	 of	 the	
Maronites,	which	Dāwud	conducted	with	the	Maronite	Archbishop	
of	Beirut	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	(1833-1907).85	This	issue	will	be	discussed	
in-depth	in	Chapter	Four	of	the	present	study.	

On	 the	 basis	 of	 an	 unknown	 source	 Fontaine	 writes	 that	
eventually,	in	1889	in	London,	Ṣābūnjī	entirely	gave	up	his	position	
as	a	priest	for	the	Syriac	Catholic	Church.86	This	claim	is	somewhat	
dubious	 because	 he	 continued	 to	 maintain	 relations	 with	 the	
Patriarchs	Shalḥa	and	Raḥmānī	(in	office	1898-1929)	after	1889.87	
Through	Ṣābūnjī’s	intercession,	the	Syriac	Catholic	Church	was	able	
to	acquire	a	piece	of	land	in	Şişli,	Istanbul	in	1899.88	In	addition,	the	
painting	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 commissioned,	 depicting	 the	 different	
                                                 
83	Patelos	1981:	358-359.	
84	Frost	1890:	47.	
85	This	topic	is	discussed	in	detail	in	Chapter	Five.	
86	1969:	100.	Fontaine	found	this	information	handwritten	in	the	margin	of	one	of	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 books,	 the	 exact	 location	of	which	 is	unknown.	 In	 the	Encyclopaedia	of	
Islam,	 Fontaine	 refers	 to	 the	 year	 1899,	 but	 this	 should	 likely	 be	 read	 as	 1889	
because	Ṣābūnjī	was	not	in	London	at	the	later	date.	
87	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	37,	152,	259.	
88	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	152,	289.	
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religions	 and	 finished	 in	 1908	 (discussed	 in	 detail	 below),	
prominently	 displays	 himself	 as	 a	 priest	 of	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	
Church.89	
	
3.2	 London	(1875-1890)	
	
Upon	fleeing	Beirut,	Ṣābūnjī	 traveled	to	Liverpool,	and	 from	there	
to	 the	United	States	 for	a	 second	 time,	where	he	stayed	 for	a	 few	
months.	 In	1875	he	 returned	 to	Great	Britain,	 first	 to	Manchester	
and	 later	 to	 London,	 where	 he	 settled	 for	 nearly	 14	 years.90	As	 I	
have	mentioned	above,	Ṣābūnjī’s	 life	 in	 the	period	1876-1890	has	
received	 more	 attention	 by	 scholars	 than	 other	 periods.	 This	 is	
partly	because	of	the	high	quality	of	the	new	version	of	his	al-Naḥla	
magazine	that	Ṣābūnjī	published	in	London	during	the	years	1877-
1880,	 and	 partly	 because	 of	 his	 political	 activities.	 In	 particular	
Leon	Zolondek	presents	important	information	about	this	period.91		

Ṣābūnjī’s	 move	 to	 Great	 Britain	 in	 1875	 heralded	 a	 new	
phase	in	his	life,	a	phase	in	which	the	Syriac	Catholic	Church	hardly	
played	a	role.	Given	the	prominence	of	 the	Syriac	Catholic	Church	
in	Ṣābūnjī’s	earlier	texts,	its	disregard	is	a	significant	shift.	Instead,	
Ṣābūnjī’s	writings	after	his	move	to	Great	Britain	are	characterized	
by	 a	 political	 awakening	 that	 was	 absent	 before.	 Politics	 was	
generally	avoided	earlier,	and	al-Naḥla	of	1870	explicitly	excluded	
it.92	Closely	 associated	 with	 this	 new	 focus	 on	 politics	 was	 the	
expansion	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 social	 network	 which,	 within	 a	 few	 years	
after	his	arrival	in	London,	included	a	number	of	important	figures	
in	national	and	 international	politics.	Some	of	 these	persons,	such	
as	 Sultan	Barghash	of	 Zanzibar,	 and	 the	Khedive	 Ismāʿīl	 of	 Egypt,	
funded	 Ṣābūnjī	 in	 his	 various	 activities,	 particularly	 in	 the	
publication	 of	 his	 revived	 magazine	 al-Naḥla.	 His	 political	

                                                 
89	Ṣābūnjī	 1919b:	 67.	 This	 detail	 of	 the	 painting	 is	 also	 reproduced	 by	 Ṭarrāzī	
(1913b:	48).	
90	Ṣābūnjī	1919b:	ii.	
91	For	a	comprehensive	account	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography	during	these	years	I	refers	
to	 Zolondek’s	work	 (1978).	 In	 this	 chapter	 I	 present	 a	 general	 survey	with	 key	
data,	expanded	by	a	number	of	interpretations	and	new	sources.	
92	In	general,	Ṣābūnjī	also	adhered	to	this	self-imposed	limit.	
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awakening	 during	 the	 years	 1875	 until	 1890	 is	 furthermore	
remarkable	 because	 his	 political	 preferences	 sometimes	
diametrically	 oppose	 each	 other.	 This	 puzzling	 aspect	 will	 be	
discussed	in	the	following	pages.		
	
Ḥassūn,	Badger,	and	Barghash	
When	 Ṣābūnjī	 arrived	 in	 London,	 the	 city	 was	 the	 home	 of	 Rizq	
Allāh	Ḥassūn	(1824-1880).	Ḥassūn	has	already	been	mentioned	in	
this	study,	as	the	author	of	an	anti-Islamic	text,	and	as	the	founder	
of	 the	 first	 private	 Arabic	 newspaper	 in	 history	Mirʾāt	 al-Aḥwāl	
(Istanbul,	 1855).93	This	 newspaper	 ceased	 to	 appear	 in	 the	 same	
year,	but	was	revived	by	Ḥassūn	in	London	in	1876	under	the	same	
title.	Ṣābūnjī	and	Ḥassūn	had	various	things	in	common:	both	were	
from	 Syria,	 both	 were	 Christians,	 both	 went	 to	 school	 in	 Mount	
Lebanon,	 both	 were	 interested	 in	 poetry,	 and	 both	 engaged	 in	
polemics.	
	 In	 spite	 of	 their	 common	 ground,	 the	 two	 had	 markedly	
different	 careers:	 Ḥassūn	 had	 worked	 in	 Ottoman	 government	
service	 in	 Istanbul	 and	was	 sent	 to	 Syria	 as	 a	 translator	 after	 the	
sectarian	violence	that	took	place	in	Mount	Lebanon	and	Damascus	
in	 1860.	 For	 a	 short	 time	 Ḥassūn	 was	 also	 responsible	 for	 the	
levying	 of	 taxes	 on	 tobacco.	 However,	 in	 1862	 he	 fell	 in	 disgrace	
with	 the	 Ottoman	 authorities	 and	 was	 thrown	 into	 jail.	 After	 his	
release	 he	 traveled	 to	 Russia,	 learned	 Russian,	 and	 stayed	 there	
until	 about	 1867.	 He	 subsequently	 went	 to	 London,	 where	 he	
finally	settled	down.	There	he	published	a	few	collections	of	poetry	
that	are	noted	for	 its	 innovative	qualities,94	wrote	a	catalogue	of	a	
collection	of	Arabic	manuscripts,95	and	republished	Mirʾāt	al-Aḥwāl.	
	 Presumably	because	of	his	experiences	in	Syria	in	1860	and	
his	dismissal	from	government	service,	Ḥassūn	emerged	in	London	
as	a	 fierce	critic	of	the	Ottomans	and	he	ventilated	these	opinions	

                                                 
93	For	information	on	Ḥassūn,	see	primarily	Ayalon	2001	and	Ṭarrāzī	1913a:	105-
110.	
94	Moreh	1998:	154;	Haywood	1979.	
95	A	 Catalogue	 of	 the	 Bijapur	 Manuscripts.	 MS,	 British	 Library,	 cat.nr.:	 Mss	 Eur	
D562/31.	



Bio-bibliographical sketch of Louis Ṣābūnjī 

92 

in	Mirʾāt	al-Aḥwāl.96	The	overarching	theme	of	this	newspaper	was	
his	concern	about	Turkish97	misbehavior	towards	the	Christians	of	
the	Ottoman	Empire,	and	the	activity	and	inactivity	of	Great	Britain	
and	Russia	in	these	matters.	Ḥassūn	and	Ṣābūnjī	knew	each	other;	
they	 both	 cooperated	 in	 the	 compilation	 of	 the	 English–Arabic	
dictionary,	published	by	George	Percy	Badger	(see	below).	Ṭarrāzī	
also	states	that	Ṣābūnjī	cooperated	with	Ḥassūn	in	the	publication	
of	 Mirʾāt	 al-Aḥwāl	 as	 its	 political	 editor,98	but	 Ḥassūn	 explicitly	
denies	this	in	the	newspaper.99	

In	 April	 1877	 the	 first	 issue	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 revived	 al-Naḥla	
appeared	 in	 London,	 and	 it	 continued	 to	 be	 published	 until	 May	
1880.	The	bilingual	magazine	appeared	fortnightly,	and	each	issue	
consisted	of	about	20	pages.	Al-Naḥla	magazine	was	one	of	the	best	
Arabic	 magazines	 in	 terms	 of	 contents	 and	 appearance	 at	 the	
time.100	Its	 most	 eye-catching	 asset	 were	 the	 many	 illustrations,	
which	clearly	distinguished	al-Naḥla	from	the	other	contemporary	
Arabic	magazines.101	One	of	the	most	elaborate	pictures	to	be	found	
in	al-Naḥla	was	a	magnificent	two-page	drawing	of	the	steam-yacht	
‘Glasgow’,	escorted	by	a	spouting	whale.102	Imagery	of	this	size	and	
level	of	detail	was	unseen	in	the	history	of	Arabic	journalism.	
	

	

                                                 
96	I	 have	 found	 21	 issues,	 at	 the	 British	 Library,	 the	 Dār	 al-Kutub	 in	 Cairo,	 and	
Harvard	library.	The	earliest	issue	(nr.	2)	is	dated	26	October	1876,	and	the	latest	
(nr.	34)	is	dated	7	June	1877.	
97	Ḥassūn	overwhelmingly	talks	about	the	Turks	(al-Atrāk)	and	Turkey	(Turkiyya)	
when	referring	to	the	Ottomans	and	the	Empire.	This	usage	reflects	the	negative	
connotations	that	the	term	‘turk’	carried	in	the	nineteenth	century,	also	in	Arabic	
sources	(see	Suleiman	2003:	71-72).	
98	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	248.	
99	In	 an	 announcement	Ḥassūn	writes	 that	 he	 received	 books	 for	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī,	
which	 Ḥassūn	 ‘found	 strange’	 as	 he	 was	 the	 only	 person	 involved	 in	Mirʾāt	al-
Aḥwāl	(Ḥassūn	1876:	3,	dated	8	December	1876).	
100	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	250.	
101	The	 images	 of	al-Naḥla	were	 perhaps	 rivaled	 by	 those	 of	 James	 Sanua	 in	 his	
Abū	Naẓẓāra,	published	during	the	years	1877-1907	in	Paris.	Sanua’s	handwritten	
illustrations,	however,	were	of	a	distinctly	different	style.	
102	Ṣābūnjī	 1878:	 216-217.	 The	 ship	 was	 ordered	 by	 Barghash,	 the	 Sultan	 of	
Zanzibar,	who	also	financially	supported	al-Naḥla.	



Source: al-Naḥla 1(14), dated 1 January 1878, London, p.216-217.   
Image reproduced by permission of the British Library (14599.e.1)
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In	 its	 third	 year	 al-Naḥla	 turned	 into	 an	 Arabic-only	
magazine,	 appearing	monthly	 rather	 than	 fortnightly.	 From	 April	
1878	onwards,	 Ṣābūnjī	was	 in	 the	 possession	 of	 a	 printing	 press,	
which	he	used	for	printing	al-Naḥla.	He	also	used	this	press	to	print	
a	 travel	 account	 of	 the	 visit	 of	 Sultan	 Barghash	 of	 Zanzibar	 to	
London,	 and	 an	 Arabic	 translation	 of	 an	 eighteenth	 century	 book	
The	Economy	of	Human	Life	by	Robert	Dodsley,	 in	an	edition	of	50	
copies.103	The	contents	of	al-Naḥla	will	be	discussed	in	more	detail	
in	the	sixth	chapter.	

Zolondek	 surmises	 that	 Rizq	 Allāh	 Ḥassūn	 introduced	
Ṣābūnjī	to	George	Percy	Badger	(1815-1888),	an	English	Orientalist,	
Anglican	minister	and	compiler	of	an	English-Arabic	dictionary.104	
Badger	 presumably	 introduced	 Ṣābūnjī	 to	 Sultan	 Barghash	 of	
Zanzibar,	 who	 became	 Ṣābūnjī’s	most	 important	 benefactor	 for	 a	
number	 of	 years.105	Sultan	 Barghash	 (1837-1881,	 in	 office	 1870-
1881)	 is	 credited	 for	 reforming	 and	modernizing	his	East	African	
Sultanate:	 he	 built	 roads,	 buildings,	 and	 a	 water	 supply,	 and	
thereby	modernized	Zanzibar	town,	now	known	as	Stone	Town.	He	
also	 brought	 the	 first	 printing	 press	 to	 Zanzibar	 in	 1879	 and	 the	
second	in	1884,	and	these	presses	produced	a	number	of,	primarily	
religious,	 Arabic	 books.106	Most	 importantly,	 Barghash	 played	 a	
role	 in	 British	 foreign	 policy	 in	 the	 early	 1870s.	 It	 was	 at	 the	
explicit	instigation	of	the	British	authorities	that	Barghash	banned	
the	extensive	slave	trade	in	Zanzibar	in	1873.107	

One	of	the	British	officials	who	took	part	in	the	negotiations	
that	led	to	the	abolition	of	the	slave	trade	was	the	abovementioned	

                                                 
103	Risālat	al-iqtiṣād	fī	al-ḥayāt	al-bashariyya;	translated	by	J.	Catafago;	one	copy	is	
preserved	at	the	British	Library,	London.	
104	Wilfrid	Blunt,	who	is	discussed	below,	later	wrote	that	Ṣābūnjī	had	done	most	
of	 the	work	 for	 the	 dictionary	 (Blunt	 1907:	 86),	 and	 this	 information	 had	 been	
taken	 over	 by	 various	 other	 sources	 (such	 as	 Sadgrove	 2005:	 155).	 However,	
Zolondek	has	shown	that	Blunt	and	Badger	were	incompatible	characters,	and	the	
quote	about	Ṣābūnjī’s	diligence	and	Badger’s	presumed	negligence	is	therefore	of	
little	value	(Zolondek	1978:	107-108).	
105	Zolondek	1978:	103.	
106	Sadgrove	2005:	152.	
107	About	the	abolition	of	the	slave	trade	in	Zanzibar,	see	primarily	Lyne	1905	and	
Coupland	1939.	
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Percy	Badger.	Two	years	 later,	 in	June	and	July	of	1875,	Barghash	
visited	Great	Britain	 and	France,	 and	Badger	was	 assigned	 as	 the	
Sultan’s	official	 interpreter	 for	his	visit	 to	Great	Britain.	Barghash	
arrived	 in	 England	 on	 8	 June	 1875,108	and	 three	 days	 later	 an	
official	 welcome	 reception	 took	 place	 in	 London	 amidst	 heavy	
rain.109	The	Sultan’s	 trip	was	meticulously	recorded	by	Barghash’s	
secretary	 Zāhir	 bin	 Saʿīd,	 and	 based	 on	 the	 latter’s	 notes	 and	
contemporary	 newspaper	 accounts,	 Ṣābūnjī	 compiled	 a	
comprehensive	 Arabic	 account	 of	 the	 Sultan’s	 visit.	 Ṣābūnjī	
subsequently	 printed	 the	 travel	 account	 in	 1879	 under	 the	 title	
Tanzīh	al-abṣār	wal-afkār	fī	riḥlat	Sulṭān	Zanjabār	 (‘The	Recreation	
of	the	Sight	and	Mind;	A	Narrative	of	the	Visit	of	His	Highness	the	
Sultan	of	Zanzibar’).	It	 is	a	detailed	account,	 illustrated	with	many	
drawings	 of	 the	 persons	whom	 Barghash	met	 and	 of	 the	 sites	 of	
interest	 that	 he	 visited.	 It	 recounts	 the	 various	 official	 events,	
dinners,	and	visits	of	the	Sultan,	but	also	excursions	to	the	zoo,	the	
races,	 and	 the	 beach	 at	 Brighton.110	It	 has	 been	 reprinted	 three	
times	 in	 the	 last	 thirty	 years,	 but	 for	 some	 reason	 it	 has	 not	
received	scholarly	attention.111	

There	are	no	 reasons	 to	assume	 that	Ṣābūnjī	met	Barghash	
during	his	trip	in	1875,	a	time	when	the	former	probably	resided	in	
Manchester.	 The	 very	 first	 issue	 of	 al-Naḥla,	 dated	 4	 April	 1877,	
already	prominently	featured	Sultan	Barghash.	This	suggests	firstly	
that	Barghash	 financed	al-Naḥla	 from	the	start,	 and	secondly	 that	
Ṣābūnjī	came	into	contact	with	Badger	around	1876.112	In	any	case,	
Zolondek	notes	that	“the	citations	praising	him	[Barghash]	are	too	
numerous	to	mention”	in	al-Naḥla.113	

In	exchange	 for	 funds	Ṣābūnjī	not	only	praised	Barghash	 in	
al-Naḥla,	but	the	Sultan	also	employed	him.	This	is	reflected,	firstly,	
                                                 
108	Ṣābūnjī	1879:	13.	
109	Ṣābūnjī	1879:	15.	
110	For	a	second	contemporary	report	of	Barghash’s	visit	to	Great	Britain,	see	Lyne	
1905:	90-95.	
111	It	 is	 not	 mentioned	 by	 Abu-Lughod	 (1963)	 nor	 by	 Newman	 (2002)	 in	 their	
overview	of	nineteenth-century	Arabic	travel	accounts.	
112	Both	Blunt	and	Ṭarrāzī	write	that	Barghash	was	an	important	financer	(Ṭarrāzī	
1913b:	250;	Blunt	1907:	87).	
113	Zolondek	1978:	111,	n21.	
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by	 the	 travel	 account	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 compiled,	 and	 secondly,	 by	 the	
translations	that	Ṣābūnjī	made	for	Barghash.	Preserved	at	the	Rare	
Books	 Library	 of	 the	 University	 of	 Istanbul	 is	 an	 autograph	
manuscript	 of	 Ṣābūnjī,	 containing	 Arabic	 translations	 of	 British	
reports	 and	 letters	 discussing	 the	 abolition	 of	 the	 slave	 trade	 in	
Zanzibar	in	1873.114	Most	of	the	reports	were	written	by	the	official	
British	 negotiator,	 Sir	 Bartle	 Frere	 (1815-1894),	 who	 presented	
them	 to	 the	 parliament	 of	 the	United	Kingdom	 in	 the	 years	 1872	
and	1873,	immediately	before	the	official	abolition.	The	manuscript	
also	 includes	 a	 large	 body	 of	 correspondence	 between	 various	
persons	involved	in	the	negotiations.	Perhaps	the	most	interesting	
letters	are	 those	by	Barghash	himself,	 summarized	and	translated	
into	English	by	Badger,	and	again	translated	into	Arabic	by	Ṣābūnjī	
at	 Barghash’s	 request.	 These	 letters	 give	 a	 fascinating	 view	 on	
Barghash’s	complicated	position	between	 international	politics	on	
the	one	hand	and	local	concerns	on	the	other	hand	(qtd	1):	
	

“A	few	Arabs	visited	me	this	afternoon,	and	I	told	them	about	
what	 the	 English	 government	wanted	 from	 us	 [to	 cease	 all	
slave	 trade	 activities].	 They	 told	 me	 in	 unison	 ‘we	 don’t	
accept	this;	we	do	not	ruin	ourselves	with	our	own	hands’.	I	
told	 them	 that	 if	 we	 ignore	 their	 demand,	 they	 send	 their	
ships	and	force	us	to	do	so.”115	

	
Sultan	 Barghash,	 apparently	 interested	 in	 English	 intelligence	 on	
these	matters,	authorized	Ṣābūnjī	to	make	these	translations,	albeit	
only	 years	 after	 the	 events	 that	 the	 manuscript	 describe	 took	
place.116	Based	 on	 the	 internal	 evidence	 in	 al-Naḥla	 and	 on	 the	
colophon	 of	 the	 slavery	manuscript,	 it	 seems	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	was	 in	
Barghash’s	 service	during	 the	 years	 1877-1881.117	The	only	proof	
                                                 
114	See	in	the	bibliography	Ṣābūnjī	1881.	
115	Ṣābūnjī	1881:	43.	
116	The	manuscript	includes	exact	dates;	Ṣābūnjī	started	writing	it	on	15	July	1878,	
and	he	finished	it	in	the	year	1881.	
117	Ṭarrāzī	 (1913b:	 73)	 states	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 in	 Barghash’s	 service	 for	 eight	
years	but	 this	 is	not	 substantiated	by	other	sources.	Fontaine	 (1996:	30)	alleges	
that	 Ṣābūnjī	 spent	 a	 few	 years	 in	 Zanzibar,	 but	 there	 are	 no	 indications	 that	
Ṣābūnjī	ever	visited	Zanzibar,	nor	any	other	part	of	Africa	except	Egypt.	
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of	 contact	 between	 Barghash	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 after	 1881	 is	 the	
presence	of	a	manuscript	 in	 the	Zanzibar	National	Archives	about	
the	 Egyptian	 nationalist	 leader	 Aḥmad	 ʿUrābī,	 which	 must	 have	
been	written	by	Ṣābūnjī	after	1883.118	
	
Jamāl	al-Dīn	al-Afghānī	in	al-Naḥla	
One	of	 the	various	persons	 to	whom	Ṣābūnjī	paid	attention	 in	al-
Naḥla	 is	 Jamāl	 al-Dīn	 al-Afghānī.119	He	 is	 regarded	 as	 one	 of	 the	
most	important	Islamic	reformers	of	the	nineteenth	century,	and	it	
is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 their	 relation	 is	 worth	 discussing	 in	 some	
detail.	

The	 first	 encounter	 between	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 al-Afghānī	 took	
the	form	of	an	exchange	of	opinions,	which	is	briefly	discussed	by	
Keddie.120	In	October	1878	al-Afghānī,	who	resided	in	Egypt	at	that	
time,	 had	 published	 a	 violent	 anti-British	 text	 in	 the	 Egyptian	
newspaper	 Miṣr. 121 	He	 argued	 that	 the	 English	 are	 selfish	
plunderers,	 liars,	 expansionists,	 and	 bad	 colonial	 administrators.	
Ṣābūnjī	took	notice	of	this	article,	and	discusses	it	in	an	Arabic-only	
article	 that	 appeared	 in	 al-Naḥla	 in	 November.122	In	 this	 article,	
entitled	 ‘Miṣr	 wa-Afghān	 wal-Ingilīz’	 (‘Egypt,	 Afghans,	 and	 the	
English’),	 Ṣābūnjī	writes	 that	 he	 agrees	with	 some	 of	 al-Afghānī’s	
statements	 and	 disagrees	with	 others,	 and	 that	 “historical	 events	
show	us	 that	some	of	 [al-Afghānī’s]	statements	exceed	 the	proper	
bounds.”	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 relates	 that	 Badger	 had	 translated	 al-
Afghānī’s	 polemical	 text	 into	 English,	 and	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	
discussed	 it	 with	 some	 British	 politicians,	 who	 remain	 unnamed.	
Miṣr	 reprinted	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 article	 from	 al-Naḥla,	 and	 al-Afghānī	

                                                 
118	Mkelle	 1981:	 19-20.	 It	 seems	 that	 no	 other	 material	 of	 Ṣābūnjī	 survives	 in	
Zanzibar	(Sadgrove	2005:	156).	
119	This	was	already	noted	by	Kedourie	(1966:	19-20),	Keddie	(1972:	102-103),	
and	Kudsi-Zadeh	(1970:	6,7,11,29;	1968:	197-206).	
120	Keddie,	 however,	 did	 not	 address	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 contributions,	 besides	 those	 that	
have	appeared	in	Miṣr.	
121	The	 original	 Arabic	 article	would	 have	 appeared	 in	 issue	 16	 of	Miṣr,	 but	 this	
issue	was	not	 found.	 It	 is	also	absent	 in	al-Afghānī’s	Tatimmat	al-bayān	 of	1879,	
which	was	not	seen	by	Keddie	(see	Keddie	1972:	103	n37).	What	we	do	have	 is	
Badger’s	partial	translation,	published	in	al-Naḥla	(see	below).	
122	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	169.	
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responded	to	 it	 two	weeks	 later,	again	 in	Miṣr.123	Al-Afghānī	again	
stresses	 the	 reproachable	 behavior	 of	 the	 British	 vis-à-vis	 the	
Afghans.	

Soon	 after,	 Ṣābūnjī	 responds	 with	 an	 article	 in	 which	 he	
writes	 that	 al-Afghānī’s	 remarks	 about	 the	 English	 are	 one-sided	
generalizations,	that	there	are	many	British	individuals	who	defend	
the	 Afghans	 and	 who	 disagree	 with	 the	 official	 British	 policy	 on	
Afghanistan.124	Ṣābūnjī	 illustrates	 this	 anti-essential	 image	 of	 the	
English	by	pointing	out	 that	 the	 “freedom	of	opinions,	 freedom	of	
the	 press,	 and	 freedom	 of	 newspapers”	 in	 Britain	 enables	 al-
Afghānī	 to	 ventilate	 his	 opinions	 in	 the	 British	 press	 in	 the	 first	
place.	 This	 argument	 is	 substantiated	 by	 a	 lengthy	 summary	 of	
Badger’s	 English	 translation	 of	 the	 original	 anti-British	 text	 from	
Miṣr.	 This	 English-only	 summary,	 entitled	 ‘An	 Afghan	 on	 the	
English’,	appeared	in	the	same	issue	of	al-Naḥla.125	

It	 seems	 that	 al-Afghānī	 did	 not	 respond	 to	 Ṣābūnjī	 again.	
Ṣābūnjī,	however,	did	mention	him	a	 few	times	 later.	 In	a	 lengthy	
bilingual	 commentary	on	 the	Anglo-Afghan	War	of	1878-1880,	he	
referred	to	al-Afghānī	in	a	negative	sense,	as	one	of	the	Easterners	
who	 unfairly	 equate	 the	 British	 Government	 with	 the	 British	
people.126	Contrasting	with	 this	 critical	 reference	 is	 a	 short	article	
that	appeared	in	May	1879	in	al-Naḥla.127	This	article,	‘Ikhṭār	nabīl	
ilā	al-sharqiyyīn’	(‘Noble	admonition	for	the	Easterners’,	discussed	
in	 detail	 in	 Chapter	 Six),	 quotes	 al-Afghānī,	 who	 stimulates	 the	
Easterners	 to	 regain	 their	 pride	 and	 independence	 by	 acquiring	
knowledge.	 Without	 any	 reservation	 Ṣābūnjī	 lauds	 al-Afghānī’s	
analytical	 insight.	Similarly,	 in	October	1879	Ṣābūnjī	criticizes	 the	
Khedivial	 authorities	 in	 Egypt	 for	 al-Afghānī’s	 arrest	 and	

                                                 
123	The	two	articles	are	featured	in	issue	21	(22	November	1878)	and	issue	23	(6	
December	1878)	of	Miṣr.	Found	in	Keddie	1972:	103	n37.	
124	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	195-196,	206-207.	
125	The	 summary	 is	 also	 translated	 into	 French	 (Kudsi-Zadeh	 1968:	 200-203).	
Badger’s	 complete	 translation	 appeared	 in	 the	 Homeward	 Mail,	 probably	 in	
November	1878.	
126	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	289-292,	301-304;	the	article	dates	to	15	March	1879.	The	
English	version	prominently	mentions	al-Afghānī’s	name,	but	 the	Arabic	version,	
perhaps	significantly,	omits	his	name	and	merely	speaks	of	‘some	Easterners’.	
127	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	365.	
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deportation	from	Egypt.128	This	article	again	favorably	discusses	al-
Afghānī	 and	 presents	 him	 as	 an	 important	 intellectual.	 The	
remaining	issues	of	al-Naḥla	do	not	contain	any	more	articles	by	or	
about	al-Afghānī.129	

It	is	unclear	whether	Ṣābūnjī	personally	knew	al-Afghānī	in	
this	period.	Only	in	the	summer	of	1871	were	the	two	in	the	same	
country,	Egypt,	at	the	same	time.	It	is	unlikely	that	they	met,	given	
their	 different	 concerns	 and	 occupations	 at	 that	 moment.	 In	 any	
case,	 al-Afghānī	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 been	 in	 contact	with	 each	 other	
before	 January	 1883,	 as	 is	 clear	 from	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 correspondence	
with	Wilfrid	Blunt	(see	next	section).	
	
Blunt	and	Egyptian	Nationalism	
After	 al-Naḥla	 ceased	 to	 appear	 in	 1880,	 the	 most	 important	
person	within	 the	 social	 network	 of	 Ṣābūnjī	 for	 a	 few	 years	 was	
Wilfrid	 Scawen	 Blunt	 (1840-1922),	 an	 English	 aristocrat,	 former	
diplomat,	and	poet	who	became	fascinated	by	the	Islamic	and	Arab	
world.	 Together	 with	 his	 wife	 Lady	 Anne	 Blunt	 (1837-1917),	 he	
had	 traveled	 to	various	areas	of	 the	Middle	East	during	 the	years	
1873-1879,	including	Algeria,	Mesopotamia,	Nejd	(presently	part	of	
Saudi	 Arabia),	 and	 Persia.130	Blunt	 subsequently	 devoted	 much	
time	 and	 effort	 to	 the	 subject	 of	 Islamic	 reform,	 on	 which	 he	
published	a	book	in	1882	under	the	title	The	Future	of	Islam.	Blunt	
was	 also	 interested	 in	 the	 Egyptian	 nationalist	movement	 and	 its	
leader	 Ahmad	 ʿUrābī	 (1841-1911).	 As	 is	 apparent	 from	 Blunt’s	
different	publications,	Ṣābūnjī	played	an	important	role	for	Blunt	in	
both	 issues,	 as	 intermediary	 and	 translator	 of	 the	 Arabic	 letters	
that	were	sent	to	him.131	In	return,	Blunt	financed	Ṣābūnjī.	

                                                 
128	Ṣābūnjī	1879-1880:	22.	
129	One	anonymous	article	 in	al-Naḥla,	 ‘On	our	unfortunate	 intestine	divisions’	 in	
English	 and	 ‘al-Taqassum	 aṣl	 al-fasād’	 in	 Arabic	 (Ṣābūnjī	 1877-1878:	 241),	 is	
attributed	to	al-Afghānī	by	Kudsi-Zadeh	(1970:	11).	However,	this	is	not	the	case;	
the	error	is	based	on	an	incorrect	reading	of	Kedourie’s	texts	(cf.	Kedourie	1966:	
19;	1964:	52).	
130	Hourani	1980:	91.	
131	The	 persons	 who	 sent	 letters	 to	 Blunt	 included	 Aḥmad	 ʿUrābī,	 Muḥammad	
ʿAbduh,	 and	 also	 the	 Sultan	 of	 Zanzibar,	 to	 whom	 Ṣābūnjī	 probably	 introduced	
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Ṣābūnjī	was	hired	as	an	instructor	of	Arabic	for	Lady	Anne	
Blunt	 in	1880,	and	through	her	Ṣābūnjī	was	 introduced	to	Wilfrid	
Blunt.132	Ṣābūnjī	 remained	 in	 Blunt’s	 service	 until	 the	 end	 of	
1883.133	In	spite	of	their	close	contact	Blunt’s	various	publications	
contain	 a	 number	misrepresentations	 about	 Ṣābūnjī,	 and	 they	 do	
not	 seem	 to	 be	 entirely	 trustworthy.	 About	 al-Naḥla	 Blunt	wrote	
that	 it	 preached	 Islamic	 religious	 reform	 “on	 the	 most	 advanced	
lines	 of	 thought”,134	a	 statement	 that	 is	 wishful	 thinking	 if	 not	
plainly	 incorrect.135	Similarly,	 Blunt	 incorrectly	 asserts	 that	 al-
Naḥla	 “denounced	 him	 [Sultan	 ʿAbd	 al-Ḥamīd]	 especially	 as	 an	
usurper	 of	 the	 title	 of	 Emir	 el	 Mumenin	 and	 Caliph”,136	and	 he	
erroneously	 writes	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 done	 most	 of	 the	 work	 on	
Badger’s	dictionary.137	It	is	possible	that	Ṣābūnjī	himself	incorrectly	
informed	Blunt	about	his	antecedents.	

An	 important	 source	 on	 the	 relation	 between	 Blunt	 and	
Ṣābūnjī	are	the	letters	that	Ṣābūnjī	sent	to	Blunt,138	and	these	have	
been	 investigated	 by	 Martin	 Kramer.139	A	 short	 summary	 of	 the	
information	about	Ṣābūnjī’s	life	in	these	years,	as	found	in	Kramer’s	
article,	suffices	here.	In	November	1881	Blunt	left	for	a	trip	to	the	
Arabian	 peninsula	 because	 of	 his	 interest	 in	 Islamic	 reform.	
However,	 he	 did	 not	 venture	 beyond	 Cairo,	 where	 he	 became	
fascinated	with	Aḥmad	ʿUrābī,	the	leader	of	the	Egyptian	nationalist	
movement	at	that	moment.	Six	months	later,	Blunt	sent	Ṣābūnjī	to	
Egypt	 in	 order	 to	 function	 as	 his	 intermediary	with	 ʿUrābī,	while	
Blunt	 stayed	 in	 England.	 In	 this	 capacity	 Ṣābūnji	 witnessed	 the	
British	 bombardment	 of	 Alexandria	 in	 July	 1882	 on	 board	 a	 ship	
                                                                                                           
Blunt.	 For	Blunt’s	 publications,	 see	 in	 the	bibliography	Blunt	 1907;	 1921;	 1909;	
1919;	1911.	
132	Kramer	1989:	771.	
133	Blunt	1907:	299.	
134	Blunt	1907:	87.	
135	This	is	also	noted	by	Kedourie	(1966:	19).	
136	Blunt	1907:	87.	 It	was	not	al-Naḥla	 that	denounced	 the	 Sultan,	 but	 two	 later	
pamphlets.	
137	Badger	and	Blunt	had	been	 in	conflict,	and	 in	this	 light	Zolondek	(1978:	105)	
interprets	Blunt’s	suggestion	that	Ṣābūnjī	“did	the	main	work”	as	a	sneer	towards	
Badger.	
138	Kept	at	the	West	Sussex	Library.	
139	Kramer	1989.	
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anchored	in	the	harbor.	Among	the	European	refugees	on	the	ship,	
Ṣābūnjī	was,	in	his	own	words,	“the	only	one	who	wished	good	luck	
and	 success	 to	 Arabi	 [ʿUrābī]	 and	 his	 colleagues.”140	In	 December	
1882	 ʿUrābī	 was	 tried	 for	 his	 insurgency,	 convicted	 and	 sent	 to	
Ceylon	 in	 exile,	 where	 he	 remained	 until	 1901.	 In	 October	 1883	
Blunt	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 traveled	 to	 Ceylon	 together	 in	 order	 to	 visit	
ʿUrābī	 there.	 However,	 upon	 arrival	 in	 Colombo	 their	 paths	
separated,	 quite	 literally,	 as	 Ṣābūnjī	 left	 “and	 did	 not	 any	 more	
return”	to	Blunt.141	

The	 reason	 for	 their	 sudden	 separation	 is	 unclear,	 but	
within	months	Ṣābūnjī’s	perception	of	ʿUrābī	changed	180	degrees,	
calling	 the	 latter	“the	biggest	 liar	 I	ever	saw	in	my	 life”.142	Ṣābūnjī	
expressed	his	antipathy	towards	ʿUrābī	not	only	in	al-Naḥla,	which	
he	revived	for	the	third	time	in	1884,143	but	also	in	his	unpublished	
biography	of	 ʿUrābī.144	This	 change	of	position	 towards	 ʿUrābī	not	
only	strained	his	relationship	with	Wilfrid	Blunt,	who	remained	on	
friendly	 terms	 with	 ʿUrābī,	 but	 with	 many	 other	 figures	 in	 the	
Egyptian	 nationalist	 movement	 too.	 Both	 Zolondek	 and	 Kramer	
assume	 that,	 because	 of	 his	 changed	 position	 towards	 ʿUrābī,	
Ṣābūnjī	 found	 a	 new	 patron	 in	 the	 deposed	 Egyptian	 Khedive	
Ismāʿīl.145	This	claim	is	credible,	as	Ṣābūnjī	himself	wrote	that,	after	
his	return	from	Ceylon	in	1883,	he	visited	the	ex-Khedive	Ismāʿīl	in	
Naples,	 who	 confided	 to	 him	 that,	 “had	 I	 remained	 the	 ruler	 of	
Egypt	Arabi	[ʿUrābī]	would	never	have	dared	to	stir	a	finger.”146	

In	 his	 concern	 for	 the	 reformation	 of	 Islam,147 	Blunt	
established	 ties	 with	 Islamic	 modernizers,	 and	 specifically	 with	
Muḥammad	 ʿAbduh	(1849-1905).	He	was	 introduced	to	 ʿAbduh	in	
January	 1881	 in	 Cairo,148	and	 was	 undeniably	 impressed	 by	 him.	

                                                 
140	Blunt	1907:	556.	
141	Blunt	1909:	19.	
142	Letter	 dated	 6	 January	 1884.	West	 Sussex	 Library.	 The	 cause	 of	 the	 quarrel	
seems	to	have	been	financial	in	nature.	
143	Kramer	1989:	779.	
144	See	Mkelle	1981:	19-20.	
145	Kramer	1989:	779;	Zolondek	1978:	108.	
146	Ṣābūnjī	1919b:	viii.	
147	Blunt	1907:	92.	See	also	his	book	The	Future	of	Islam.	
148	Blunt	1907:	105.	
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Blunt	used	his	portrait	on	the	title	page	of	his	Secret	History	of	the	
English	 Occupation	 of	 Egypt	 (1907),	 and	 they	 remained	 in	 close	
contact	 for	 years.	 It	 is	 unclear	 if,	 or	 to	 what	 extent,	 Ṣābūnjī	
maintained	 ties	with	 ʿAbduh,	 and	 it	 is	 also	 unclear	whether	 they	
ever	 met.	 In	 any	 case	 Ṣābūnjī	 translated	 the	 Arabic	 letters	 that	
ʿAbduh	 sent	 to	 Blunt	 into	 English.149	Two	 years	 later,	 Blunt	 also	
established	 ties	with	 Jamāl	 al-Dīn	 al-Afghānī.	 In	 a	 letter	 dated	 10	
January	 1883	 Ṣābūnjī	 writes	 to	 Blunt	 that	 “my	 friend	 Jamal-oud-
Din”	 is	 anxious	 to	 meet	 him	 on	 13	 January	 1883.150	This	 letter	
makes	it	clear	that	Ṣābūnjī	introduced	al-Afghānī	to	Blunt.	

Many	 years	 later,	 in	 1925,	 the	 magazine	 al-Manār	
republished	two	of	al-Afghānī’s	articles	about	British	foreign	policy.	
According	to	al-Manār	these	two	articles	were	originally	published	
in	January	1883	in	al-Naḥla,	when	al-Afghānī	made	a	short	visit	to	
London.151	This	 statement	 suggests	 that	al-Naḥla	 continued	 to	 be	
published	after	1880,	but	 there	 is	no	convincing	proof	 that	 this	 is	
the	 case.152	In	 addition,	 the	 reliability	 of	 al-Manār’s	 reference	 is	
debatable	because	it	was	recorded	more	than	forty	years	after	the	
events	took	place.	

On	 14	 September	 1883	 Blunt	 met	 al-Afghānī	 again,	 this	
time	in	Paris.153	Also	present	at	this	meeting	were	Ṣābūnjī	and	the	
Egyptian	 James	 Sanua	 (1839-1912).	 Sanua	 is	 best	 known	 for	 the	
Abū	Naẓẓāra	magazines	 that	he	published	during	 the	years	1877-
1907	 in	 Paris.	 These	 publications	 made	 Sanua	 the	 most	 famous	
Egyptian	 nationalist	 journalist	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century.154	It	 is	
                                                 
149	Letter	from	Ṣābūnjī	to	Blunt,	dated	19	April	1882.	West	Sussex	Library.	
150	Letter	 dated	10	 January	1883.	West	 Sussex	 Library.	 In	 19	 January	 al-Afghānī	
was	already	in	Paris	(Keddie	1972:	183).	
151	Kudsi-Zadeh	1970:	7,	11.	The	two	articles	appeared	in	al-Manār	25	(dated	25	
March	1925):	p.756-760.		
152	See	also	Zolondek	1978:	108.	
153	Blunt	 1909:	 12-14;	 1911:	 45.	 Importantly,	 at	 this	 moment	 al-Afghānī	 and	
ʿAbduh	were	corresponding,	but	did	not	yet	form	a	couple.	Only	in	late	1883	did	
ʿAbduh	 join	 al-Afghānī	 in	 Paris.	 From	 then	 on	 they	 started	 working	 together,	
primarily	 in	 the	 publication	 of	 their	 1884	 newspaper	 al-ʿUrwa	 al-Wuthqā.	 See	
Keddie	1972:	186-188,	213.	
154	For	information	on	Sanua,	see	primarily	Gendzier	1966.	The	term	‘nationalist’	
does	 apply	 on	 Sanua	 because	 his	 aims	 were	 decidedly	 political	 in	 nature.	 The	
credo	of	his	magazine	was	‘Egypt	for	the	Egyptians’.	
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likely	that	Ṣābūnjī	and	Sanua	knew	each	other	in	September	1883.	
Al-Naḥla	was	 in	 its	 first	 year	 pro-British,	 but	 it	 gradually	 became	
more	 critical	 of	 British	 foreign	 policy	 during	 the	 following	 years.	
This	 shift	 eventually	 brought	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 Sanua	 in	 agreement	 in	
their	rejection	of	British	colonial	rule	in	Egypt.	Sanua	also	praised	
Ṣābūnjī	 in	 1880	 and	 again	 in	 1883.155	In	 addition,	 in	 1883	 Sanua	
mentioned	 in	 his	 journals	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 defended	 the	 Egyptian	
nationalist	party	in	London.156	

Sanua’s	 magazines,	 appearing	 under	 a	 variety	 of	 titles	 in	
order	to	circumvent	the	censor,	stand	out	because	of	their	satirical	
and	 critical	 tone	 towards	English	 interference	 in	Egyptian	 affairs.	
The	 magazines	 were	 generally	 bilingual	 in	 (sometimes	 colloquial	
Egyptian)	 Arabic	 and	 French,	 and	 included	 drawings	 by	 Sanua	
himself.	Sanua	was	highly	critical	of	the	Egyptian	khedives	Tawfīq	
and	 especially	 Ismāʿīl,	 who,	 he	 repeatedly	 argued,	 squandered	
Egypt	and	allowed	the	British	to	take	control.	Sanua	also	harbored	
a	 personal	 hatred	 towards	 Ismāʿīl,	 as	 the	 latter	 had	 expelled	 him	
from	 Egypt	 in	 1878	 for	 political	 reasons.	 “Isma‘il	 invariably	
appeared	 in	 Sanua’s	work	 as	 a	 fat,	 corrupt	 pharaoh”	 as	 Gendzier	
observed.157	As	 discussed	 above,	 four	 months	 after	 Ṣābūnjī	 met	
Sanua,	the	former	turned	against	ʿUrābī,	angering	the	Sanua.	Again	
two	years	later	their	friendship	was	restored	and	Ṣābūnjī	published	
about	a	dozen	articles	in	Sanua’s	magazines	during	the	years	1886-
1891.158	
	
The	Arab	Caliphate	
As	pointed	out	above,	Blunt	argued	that	Islam	should	be	reformed	
in	order	to	prosper,	and	al-Afghānī	shared	this	analysis.	However,	
they	 did	 not	 share	 the	 proposed	 political	 solution.	 In	 particular,	
they	 disagreed	 on	 the	 position	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 and	 the	
Sultan.	Al-Afghānī	regularly	appears	as	an	advocate	of	an	Ottoman	
Caliphate.159	However,	to	Blunt	it	was	the	Ottoman	Turks	who	were	

                                                 
155	See	in	the	bibliography	Sanua	1880	and	1883.	
156	Zolondek	1978:	108.	
157	Gendzier	1966:	63.	
158	Zolondek	1978:	108-110.	
159	Kedourie	1965:	200.	
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responsible	 for	 the	 perceived	 decay	 of	 the	 Muslim	 world.	 Blunt	
suggested	 that,	 in	order	 to	achieve	progress,	 the	Caliphate	should	
be	 taken	 out	 of	 the	 hands	 of	 the	 Turks	 and	 be	 returned	 to	 the	
Arabs.160	Blunt	is	credited	as	the	person	who	first	popularized	this	
idea	through	his	articles	in	the	Fortnightly	Review,	which	were	later	
collected	in	his	book	The	Future	of	Islam,	published	in	1882.161		

Martin	Kramer	suggests	that	either	Ṣābūnjī	or	an	associate	
of	 both	 Blunt	 and	 Ṣābūnjī,	 G.C.M	 Birdwood	 (1832-1917),	
introduced	the	idea	to	Blunt.162	Blunt	himself	mentioned	Ṣābūnjī	or	
the	Persian	ambassador	in	London,	Malkum	Khān	(1833-1908),	as	
his	source.163	In	any	case,	Ṣābūnjī	was	involved.	In	January	1881	he	
published	 a	 pamphlet	 in	 London	 under	 the	 title	 al-Khilāfa	 (‘The	
Caliphate’),164	in	which	 he	 outright	 rejected	 the	 Ottoman	 claim	 to	
the	 Caliphate,	 and	 allegedly	 “urged	 the	 Arabs	 to	 rise	 against	
Ottoman	Rule”.165	Ṣābūnjī	thereby	became	one	of	the	earliest	Arab	
critics	of	the	Ottoman	Empire.	The	publication	of	this	pamphlet	was	
preceded	by	Blunt’s	articles	propagating	essentially	the	same	ideas,	
but	there	is	no	reason	to	believe	that	Blunt	had	financed	al-Khilāfa.	
In	any	case,	Ṣābūnjī	never	ventilated	such	opinions	in	the	issues	of	
al-Naḥla,	 which	 had	 appeared	 in	 the	 previous	 three	 years.	 Ram	
Lakhan	Shukla	and	Azmi	Özcan	have	found	some	revealing	details	
about	 al-Khilāfa	 in	 a	 letter	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 sent	 to	 his	 brother	
Alexander	Malcolm	in	India.	The	Ottoman	authorities,	through	the	
Ottoman	 ambassador	 in	 London,	 Musurus	 Pasha,	 tried	 to	 silence	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 anti-Ottoman	 voice.	 To	 accomplish	 this	 the	 ambassador	
offered	 him	 fifty	 pounds.	 In	 his	 turn	 Ṣābūnjī	 demanded	 5,000	
pounds	 in	 cash,	 an	 enormous	 amount	 that	 would	 deter	 Musurus	

                                                 
160	For	more	information	on	Arab	opposition	to	ʿAbd	al-Ḥamīd’s	position	as	Caliph,	
see	Buzpinar	1996.	
161	Kramer	1986:	10.	
162	1986:	10-13.	
163	1907:	87.	
164	Of	 this	pamphlet	 only	 its	 title	page	 is	 partially	 known;	 it	 is	 printed	 in	 a	 later	
publication	of	Ṣābūnjī	(1917:	35).	
165	Özcan	1993:	113;	Özcan	1997:	120.	 I	write	allegedly	here,	because	Özcan	has	
not	 seen	 the	 pamphlet	 himself.	 He	 found	 his	 information	 in	 archives	 in	 India.	
Shukla,	 whom	 Özcan	 does	 not	 mention	 in	 his	 work,	 had	 pointed	 to	 the	 same	
sources	in	1973	(cf.	Shukla	1973:	203-204).	
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Pasha.166	The	 ambassador	 subsequently	 approached	 an	 Indian	
resident	 of	 London,	 who	 then	 published	 another	 short-lived	
periodical	 with	 the	 title	 al-Ghayra	 with	 the	 sole	 purpose	 of	
counterbalancing	al-Khilāfa.167	
	 It	 appears	 that	 al-Khilāfa	 was	 one	 isolated	 pamphlet.	
However,	it	was	soon	followed	by	another	pamphlet	under	the	title	
al-Ittiḥād	 al-ʿArabī	 (‘The	 Arab	 Union’),	 which	 was	 probably	
financed	by	Blunt.168	Its	aim	was,	according	to	Ṭarrāzī,	to	unite	the	
Arabs	against	the	Turks,	and	it	allegedly	featured	similar	polemical	
contents	as	al-Khilāfa.169	The	cover	prominently	depicted	the	Kaʿba	
in	 Mecca,	 evoking	 strong	 associations	 with	 Islam.170	Al-Ittiḥād	al-
ʿArabī	 witnessed	 three	 issues	 until	 it	 ceased	 publication	 because	
Ṣābūnjī	 understood	 that	 “there	 was	 no	 hope	 for	 concord	 among	
them	[the	Arabs]”.171	It	is	difficult	to	assess	the	influence	or	reach	of	
these	 pamphlets,	 but	 they	 allegedly	 had	 “a	 wide	 circulation	 in	
India”,	and	“found	their	way	in	every	city	of	Turkey”.172	His	brother	
Alexander	Malcolm,	who	worked	as	a	 jeweler	 in	 India,	apparently	
aided	 the	 spread	 of	 Louis’	 pamphlets	 in	 India.173	In	 any	 case,	 it	
seems	 that	Ṣābūnjī	did	not	express	anti-Ottoman	sentiments	after	
1881	anymore.	Interestingly,	this	softening	of	the	tone	towards	the	
Ottomans	 was	 mirrored	 by	 Wilfrid	 Blunt,	 who	 also	 took	 a	 more	
moderate	position	during	the	years	1883	and	1884.174	

                                                 
166	£5,000	in	1880	is	equal	to	about	£241,550	in	2005.	See	the	currency	convertor	
of	the	British	National	Archive:	http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/currency/	
167	Ṭarrāzī	 1913b:	 252;	 Shukla	 1973:	 203-205;	 Özcan	 1993:	 114.	 According	 to	
Ṭarrāzī	the	Indian	founder	of	al-Ghayra	was	not	only	ignorant	and	short-sighted,	
but	 also	 emaciated	 and	 disfigured	 from	 smallpox.	 Shukla	 writes	 that	 al-Ghayra	
“called	upon	all	Muslims	to	make	common	cause	in	the	endeavour	to	exterminate	
Christians	 from	 the	 countries	 occupied	 by	 Muslims”,	 but	 this	 is	 likely	 to	 be	
incorrect.	
168	Kramer	1989:	776-777.	
169	1913b:	252.	Ṭarrāzī	also	states	that	three	issues	were	produced,	but	none	have	
been	found.	
170	Its	cover	is	also	printed	in	a	later	publication	of	Ṣābūnjī	(1917:	33).	
171	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	252.	
172	Özcan	1993:	113-114;	Shukla	1973:	204.	These	representations	are	perhaps	
somewhat	exaggerated.	
173	Zubrzycki	2012:	27.	
174	Zolondek	1978:	107.	
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Jacob	M.	Landau	discusses	an	Arabic	anti-Turkish	leaflet	(or,	
as	 Landau	 calls	 it,	 a	 handbill)	 from	 March	 1881,	 with	 the	 title	
Bayān-nāma	 al-Umma	 al-ʿArabiyya.175	Various	 scholars	 mention	
this	 leaflet	 as	 one	 of	 the	 first	 expressions	 of	 Arab	 nationalism.176	
The	 leaflet	was	printed	on	one	 side	 so	 that	 it	 could	be	 glued	 to	 a	
wall.	 It	 appeared	 in	 various	 places	 around	 the	 Middle	 East,	
including	 Baghdad,	 Khartoum,	 and	 Algeria.	 It	 addressed	 both	
Christians	 and	 Muslims	 and	 urged	 them	 to	 liberate	 themselves	
from	 the	 Turks.	 It	 is	 signed,	 anonymously,	 by	 the	 ‘Society	 for	
Watching	Over	the	Rights	of	the	Arab	Millet’.	Landau	surmised	that	
its	author	“was	probably	Muslim,	well-versed	in	Arabic	and	with	a	
better	 than	 average	 grasp	 of	 both	 Ottoman	 affairs	 and	 world	
events”.177	Unknown	to	Landau,	Shukla	has	found	archival	sources	
in	India	that	indicate	that	this	handbill	was	produced	by	Ṣābūnjī	in	
2,000	 copies.178 	Other	 circumstantial	 evidence	 that	 points	 to	
Ṣābūnjī	is	that	the	leaflet	was	apparently	printed	in	London,179	that	
Wilfrid	 Blunt	 also	 wanted	 to	 publish	 an	 Arabic	 newspaper	 to	
subvert	Ottoman	authority,180	and	that	Muslims	and	Christians	are	
both	 addressed	 even	 though	 Islam	 played	 a	 more	 prominent	
role.181	Ṣābūnjī	 never	 mentioned	 this	 handbill	 anywhere,	 but	 the	
indications	that	point	to	him	are	convincing.	For	this	reason	I	have	
added	 the	Bayān-nāma	 to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 bibliography	 that	 is	 found	 in	
the	appendix	of	the	present	study.	

The	 last	 letters	 that	Ṣābūnjī	sent	 to	Blunt	date	 from	1884,	
and	 in	 the	 next	 several	 years	 not	 much	 is	 known	 about	 him.	 He	
revived	al-Naḥla	in	1884	for	a	short	period,	assuming	an	aggressive	
anti-ʿUrābī	 tone.182	He	 wrote	 a	 number	 of	 articles	 in	 Sanua’s	

                                                 
175	Landau	1977.	
176	Dawn	1991:	25;	Groiss	2011:	52;	Suleiman	2003:	242;	Kayalı	1997:	34.	
177	Landau	1977:	218.	The	 full	 text	 is	 also	given	by	Landau	 in	 this	 article,	 in	 the	
original	Arabic	and	in	an	English	translation.	
178	Shukla	 1973:	 203-205.	 I	 thank	 Mr.	 John	 Zubrzycki	 for	 mentioning	 Shukla’s	
book	to	me.	
179	Zeine	1966:	65.	
180	Kramer	1989:	777.	
181	This	aspect	is	mentioned	by	Landau.	
182	Kramer	1986:	780,	n27.	No	copy	of	this	periodical	or	pamphlet	has	been	found.	
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magazines,	mainly	lamenting	the	English	occupation	of	Egypt.183	He	
also	 worked	 as	 an	 instructor	 of	 Arabic	 in	 the	 Imperial	 Institute,	
where	 he	 taught	 George	 Frost,	 who	 later	 wrote	 the	 partially	
preserved	 biography	 of	 Ṣābūnjī.	 This	 institute,	 which	 still	 exists	
under	 the	 name	 Commonwealth	 Institute,	 was	 founded	 in	 the	
1880s	 as	 a	 permanent	 exhibition	 where	 the	 British	 population	
could	 “wonder	 at	 the	 benefits	 colonial	 rule	 afforded	 them”.184	It	
commenced	 teaching	 foreign	 languages	 in	 the	autumn	of	1889.	 In	
addition,	 he	 assisted	 the	 Iranian	 ambassador	 in	 Britain,	 Malkum	
Khān	 (in	 office	 1873-1889),	 in	 publishing	 the	 first	 issue	 of	 his	
Persian	magazine	Qānūn,	 dated	 21	 February	 1890.185	Qānūn	 later	
became	recognized	as	an	important	magazine	advocating	reform	in	
Persia.186	There	 is	no	reason	to	suggest	that	Ṣābūnjī	continued	his	
assistance	to	the	ambassador	after	this	initial	issue.	
	
Islam	
A	 final	 note	 should	 be	 made	 regarding	 the	 issue	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
position	towards	 Islam.	His	pamphlets	al-Khilāfa	 and	al-Ittiḥād	al-
ʿArabī	from	1881	represented	Islam	in	a	decidedly	positive	manner.	
The	latter	pamphlet	prominently	depicts	the	Kaʿba	in	Mecca	on	its	
cover.	In	addition,	Blunt	wrote	that	Ṣābūnjī	was	“more	in	sympathy	
with	 Islam	 than	 with	 his	 own	 faith”,	 a	 statement	 that	 was	 taken	
over	 by	 Hourani	 and	 Kedourie.187	Nine	 years	 earlier,	 however,	
Ṣābūnjī	had	 referred	 to	 Islam	as	a	 “lewd	and	brutal	 religion”,	and	
vilified	Muslims,	the	Quran,	and	the	Sharia	in	Old	Mother	Phoenicia	
and	 her	 Young	 Daughter	 America.	 In	 order	 to	 maintain	 his	
credibility	in	1881	it	can	be	assumed	that	Ṣābūnjī	had	an	interest	in	
keeping	this	1872	pamphlet	away	from	his	public.188	

                                                 
183	Zolondek	1978:	109-110.	
184	MacKenzie	1984:	122,	127.	
185	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	58,	61,	67.	
186	On	 this	 magazine,	 see	 primarily	 Algar	 1973:	 185-205.	 Algar’s	 book	 also	
contains	a	reproduction	of	the	first	page	of	the	first	 issue,	edited	by	Ṣābūnjī	(but	
his	name	is	not	mentioned).	Qānūn	has	been	reprinted	in	Tehran	in	1976.	
187	Hourani	1983:	269;	Kedourie	1966:	19.	
188	After	Ṣābūnjī	had	died	under	suspicious	circumstances	in	1931,	the	Los	Angeles	
Times	wrote	the	following:	“A	report	that	the	aged	man	[Ṣābūnjī]	might	have	been	
murdered	because	of	semipolitical	writings	about	the	former	Turkish	Sultan	also	
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It	can	of	course	be	argued	that	Ṣābūnjī	simply	changed	his	
mind	 between	 1872	 and	 1881.	 I	 find	 this	 explanation	
unsatisfactory,	 first	 of	 all	 because	 several	 other	 conspicuous	
changes	of	opinion	are	also	found	in	his	writings.189	I	would	argue	
that	the	sentiments	expressed	in	both	publications	were	written	in	
order	to	please	his	intended	reading	public.	Thus,	al-Khilāfa	and	al-
Ittiḥād	al-ʿArabī	were	written	in	order	to	align	with	the	sentiments	
and	 opinions	 of	 an	 Islamic	 and	 Arab	 readership,	 who	 would	
appreciate	a	pro-Islamic	and	pro-Arab	message.	This	hypothesis	is	
supported	 by	 a	 passage	 in	 one	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 letters	 to	 Blunt.	
Referring	 to	 the	anti-Ottoman	al-Ittiḥād	al-ʿArabī,190	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	
that	 “you	 [Blunt]	see	now	that	 I	did	all	 I	 could	 to	make	 the	paper	
attractive	&	interesting	to	the	Arabs.”191	Thus,	the	statement	shows	
that	 al-Ittiḥād	 al-ʿArabī	 was	 inspired	 by	 the	 idea	 to	 ‘make	 it	
interesting’	for	the	Arabs.	This	interpretation	seems	more	credible	
than	the	interpretation	that	Ṣābūnjī	changed	his	mind	on	the	topic	
of	Islam	over	the	years.	

By	 contrast,	 Old	 Mother	 Phoenicia	 was	 an	 English	 text,	
written	 in	order	 to	 raise	awareness	of	 the	 inferior	position	of	 the	
Christians	in	Syria.	Its	reading	public	would	have	consisted	of	non-
Muslim	 Americans	 who	 were	 interested	 in	 the	 Orient,	 or	 in	 the	
Holy	 Land.192	Thus,	Old	Mother	Phoenicia	acquired	 its	 meaning	 in	
the	context	of	generally	negative	ideas	about	Islam,	about	the	Turks,	
and	about	Turkish	misbehavior	towards	Christian	minorities	in	the	
Ottoman	 Empire,	 held	 by	 the	 American	 public.193	Again,	 the	
absence	 of	 any	 other	 indications	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 held	 anti-Islamic	

                                                                                                           
was	 discounted	 by	 the	 police.	 They	 declared	 they	 learned	 that	 a	 political	 work	
written	 by	 him	 when	 he	 first	 came	 to	 this	 country	 some	 years	 ago	 had	 been	
burned	in	a	New	York	fire”	(Los	Angeles	Times	1931d:	2).	It	seems	that	this	report	
refers	to	Old	Mother	Phoenicia,	published	almost	sixty	years	earlier.	
189	These	changes	of	opinion	will	be	discussed	in	more	detail	in	the	last	section	of	
the	present	chapter.	
190	Kramer	1989:	776.	
191	Letter	dated	12	May	1882.	West	Sussex	Library.	
192	It	is	important	to	note	that	the	large	scale	emigration	of	Christian	Syrians	to	the	
USA	 only	 started	 about	 a	 decade	 later	 (Akarli	 1993:	 61);	 consequently	 his	
audience	would	not	have	consisted	of	Christian	Syrians.	
193	Beller	2007:	315-319,	389-393.	
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views,	 in	 combination	 with	 the	 contradictory	 indications	
mentioned	 above,	 suggest	 that	 Old	 Mother	 Phoenicia	 does	 not	
necessarily	reflect	his	personally	held	conviction.	

Interestingly,	 in	 1899	 a	 number	 of	 Christian	 Syrian	
immigrants	in	America	formed	‘The	Society	of	Young	Syria’,	which	
attacked	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 along	 essentially	 the	 same	 lines	 as	
Ṣābūnjī	did	in	Old	Mother	Phoenicia.194	Unlike	Ṣābūnjī	 in	his	earlier	
pamphlet,	the	Society	of	Young	Syria	had	a	political,	and	specifically	
a	nationalist,	goal:	to	liberate	the	Syrians	from	Ottoman	domination.	
Ṣābūnjī,	at	that	time	in	the	service	of	the	Ottoman	Sultan	(discussed	
in	the	following	section)	wrote	negatively	about	this	movement.	He	
compared	it	with	the	failed	nationalist	movement	of	ʿUrābī	in	Egypt,	
and	he	argued	that	its	founding	members	were	naïve	dreamers.195	
In	 the	 light	 of	 these	 conflicting	 sentiments	 and	 statements,	 it	 is	
almost	 impossible	 to	 reconstruct	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 true	 opinion	 on	 Islam	
and	Christianity.	In	these	cases	it	is	the	circumstances	in	which	he	
wrote	that	reverberate	through	his	texts.	
	
3.3	 Istanbul,	America	(1890-1931)	
	
In	the	service	of	the	Sultan	
In	2007	Ṣābūnjī’s	diary,	 covering	 the	years	1888-1892	and	1899-
1910,	was	published	in	Turkish,	and	this	diary	is	an	indispensable	
source	for	Ṣābūnjī’s	biography	after	his	London	years.196	From	this	
diary	his	activities	and	concerns	can	be	reconstructed.	In	London	in	
1889	 Ṣābūnjī	 started	 The	 Foreign	 Concessions	 Company,	 a	
company	 that	 was	 aimed	 at	 capitalizing	 on	 the	 railroad	
construction	 in	 the	Ottoman	Empire.197	Ṣābūnjī	was	to	 function	as	
an	 intermediary	 between	 British	 investors	 in	 London	 and	 the	
                                                 
194	Groiss	2011:	44-46.	
195	This	article	is	included	in	his	diary	(Ṣābūnjī	2007:	164-166).	The	editor	of	the	
diary	writes	 in	 the	 introduction	(p.9)	 that	 this	and	other	articles	were	originally	
not	part	of	the	diary	but	inserted	later.	
196	This	diary	was	originally	written	in	Arabic.	It	was	translated	into	Turkish	and	
published	 serially	 in	 the	 1950s	 in	 a	 Turkish	 newspaper.	 It	 was	 republished	 in	
2007	 (see	 in	 the	bibliography	Ṣābūnjī	 2007).	The	 location	of	 the	original	Arabic	
manuscripts	is	unknown.	I	thank	Mr.	Özcan	Geçer	for	this	information.	
197	Zolondek	1978:	115,	n104.	Ṣābūnjī	was	its	largest	shareholder.	
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Ottoman	authorities,	who	were	 looking	 for	parties	 to	develop	 the	
infrastructure	of	the	Empire.	In	the	autumn	of	1889	he	made	a	two-
month	visit	to	Istanbul,	and	in	February	1890	he	settled	there.	His	
diary	mentions	 three	 commercial	 projects,	 the	most	 important	 of	
which	was	the	attempt	to	acquire	the	concession	to	build	a	railroad	
from	Tripoli	 (now	Lebanon)	 to	Basra	(now	Iraq)	near	 the	Persian	
Gulf.	Bypassing	the	Suez	channel,	 this	route	would	offer	a	second,	
potentially	profitable,	 traveling	option	to	 India.	The	company	also	
vied	 for	 the	 concession	 for	 drying	 a	 swamp	 near	 Izmit.	 As	 the	
furthest	inland	port	in	Anatolia,	this	town	was	strategically	located	
on	the	proposed	route	to	the	Persian	Gulf.	In	addition,	the	company	
was	 interested	 in	 developing	 a	 coal	 mine	 near	 the	 Black	 Sea,	
presently	in	the	Bartın	province	of	Turkey.198	

Ṣābūnjī	was	unable	to	acquire	any	of	these	concessions,	and	
his	 competitor,	 the	 Lebanese	 Yūsuf	Muṭrān,	 acquired	 the	 railroad	
concession	on	behalf	of	French	investors.199	The	other	two	projects,	
seemingly	 less	 prioritized,	 also	 failed.	 Nevertheless,	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	
been	 able	 to	 establish	 relations	 with	 a	 number	 of	 high	 ranking	
Ottoman	officials,	and	this	Ottoman	network	proved	useful.	It	was	
through	the	minister	of	education	Munif	Pasha	that	he	was	offered	
a	position	in	the	Ottoman	bureaucracy,	in	the	service	of	Sultan	ʿAbd	
al-Hamid	 II,	 in	1891.200	As	a	 secretary-interpreter,	 his	 task	was	 to	
monitor	 the	European	press	 coverage	about	 the	Ottoman	Empire.	
Ṣābūnjī	was	 employed	 in	 the	 period	1891	until	 1909,	 and	during	
this	 time	 he	wrote	 a	 number	 of	 articles.201	He	 eventually	 lost	 his	
function	as	monitor	of	the	European	press,	but	he	was	then	hired	as	
the	teacher	of	the	Sultan’s	son	Burhān	al-Dīn	(1885-1949).	In	spite	
of	the	recurrent	issues	about	his	remuneration	that	are	mentioned	

                                                 
198	See	primarily	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	39-52.	
199	Ṣābūnjī	 2007:	 15-16.	 Note	 that	 in	 1890	 the	 railway	 network	 of	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire	was	very	limited.	Construction	on	the	Baghdad	railway	only	began	in	1904	
by	German	parties,	after	long	negotiations	with	the	French	and	the	Ottomans.	See	
McMurray	2001	for	more	information.	
200	On	Munif	Pasha,	see	Mango	1993:	573.	
201	Ṣābūnjī	 himself	 stated	 that	 he	 wrote	 “more	 than	 three	 hundred	 articles”	
(Ṣābūnjī	1909:	1),	but	this	figure	is	possibly	exaggerated.	
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in	 his	 diaries,	 Ṣābūnjī	made	 a	wealthy	 impression	 to	 Blunt	when	
the	two	met	in	London	in	1909.202	

Ṣābūnjī’s	position	in	the	service	of	Sultan	 ʿAbd	al-Ḥamīd	II	
was	 quite	 remarkable.	 Only	 ten	 years	 earlier	 his	 pamphlets	 had	
expressed	 anti-Ottoman	 sentiments	 that	 targeted	 the	 very	 same	
Sultan.	Ṣābūnjī’s	position	somewhat	resembled	that	of	Jamāl	al-Dīn	
al-Afghānī,	who	lived	in	a	“gilded	cage”	in	Istanbul	during	the	years	
1892-1897.203	The	 two	 possibly	 maintained	 relations,	 but	 this	 is	
uncertain	 as	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 diaries	 over	 the	 years	 1893-1899	 are	
missing.204	However,	 the	 differences	 between	 the	 two	 are	 more	
pronounced,	 as	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 free	 to	 go	 as	 he	 pleased,	 and	 he	
apparently	did	not	have	any	conflicts	with	the	Ottoman	authorities.	

From	 1904	 onwards	 Ṣābūnjī	 occupied	 a	 magnificent	
mansion	 on	 the	 island	 of	 Büyükada,	 the	 ‘Bee	 Hive	 Hotel’.	 Now	
known	as	the	Sapuncakis	Köşkü,	 it	can	still	be	seen	in	the	eastern	
part	of	the	island.	The	house	has	recently	been	restored,	after	it	had	

been	 neglected	 for	 years.	 Its	 tympanum	 is	
decorated	with	the	title	page	of	his	London-
based	 al-Naḥla,	 carved	 out	 of	 stone.205	The	
fence	 is	 decorated	with	 elaborate	 bees.	 The	
house	 prominently	 features	 the	 Eye	 of	
Providence,	 suggesting	 associations	 with	
Freemasonry. 206 	Ṣābūnjī’s	 letterhead	 also	
features	Masonic	symbolism	(see	the	image),	
which	 again	 suggests	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 a	

Freemason.	Elie	Kedourie	writes	about	Nahḍa	intellectuals	that	“to	
be	a	 freemason	was	 to	show	one’s	dislike	of	orthodox,	 traditional	
religion,	 the	 power	 it	 gave	 to	 ecclesiastics,	 and	 the	 hatreds	 and	

                                                 
202	Blunt	1921:	250.	
203	Jomier	1962:	418.	
204	His	1892	diary	is	extant,	but	it	does	not	mention	al-Afghānī.	
205	On	 this	 house,	 see	 Tuğlacı	 1989:	 396-401.	 However,	 Tuğlacı	 erroneously	
attributes	the	building	to	a	Yorgi	Sapuncakis,	who	opened	a	flower	shop	in	1874.	
This	 shop	 grew	 into	 a	 chain	 of	 flower	 shops	 in	 Istanbul,	 under	 the	 name	 of	
Sabuncakis.	I	thank	Mr.	Özcan	Geçer	for	this	information.	Ṭarrāzī	(1913b:	76)	also	
gives	an	image	of	the	house.	
206	Searching	for	“sabuncakis”	or	“sapuncakis”	on	the	internet	yields	many	photos	
of	the	house,	both	before	and	after	the	restauration.	
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divisions	 it	promoted	and	perpetuated”.207	This	could	easily	apply	
to	Ṣābūnjī	too.	

Besides	 devoting	 himself	 to	 his	 official	 tasks,	 Ṣābūnjī	
published	 his	 collection	 of	 poetry	 in	 Alexandria	 (1901),	 and	 he	
wrote	 a	 number	 of	 manuscripts	 in	 Arabic	 and	 Ottoman	 that	 are	
preserved	 in	 Istanbul.208	It	 can	be	assumed	that	Ṣābūnjī’s	position	
in	 the	 service	 of	 the	 Sultan	 limited	 his	 freedom	 of	 expression,	
especially	on	such	high-profile	issues	as	the	Caliphate.	In	this	light	
it	is	to	be	expected	that	his	writings	are	biased	towards	the	Sultan,	
the	 Ottoman	 Empire,	 and	 Ottoman	 policy	 in	 general.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
writings	from	this	period,	though,	supersede	this	expectation;	they	
are	 extremely	 laudative	 towards	 the	 Sultan	 and	 the	 Ottoman	
administration,	 and	 occasionally	 they	 diametrically	 oppose	 his	
earlier	 statements	 on	 the	 Arab	 Caliphate	 and	 on	 Islam.	 Two	 of	
Ṣābūnjī’s	Arabic	treatises	can	justly	be	classified	as	propaganda	for	
the	Ottoman	claim	to	the	Caliphate.	

The	 first	 treatise,	dated	after	1897,	 is	an	eulogy	on	Sultan	
ʿAbd	 al-Ḥamīd	 II,	 under	 the	 title	Nubdha	muqtaṭafa	min	tarjamat	
ḥāl	al-Ḥaḍra	al-Sulṭāniyya	 (‘Abridged	 Excerpt	 from	 the	 Biography	
of	 His	 Highness	 the	 Sultan’).209	It	 treats	 a	 range	 of	 topics,	 all	 of	
which	 stress	 the	 beneficiary	 role	 of	 the	 Sultan	 for	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire.	About	the	Caliphate,	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	that	the	Sultan	(qtd	2)	
“spared	 no	 efforts	 to	 unite	 them	 [the	 Muslims]	 in	 the	 great	
Caliphate,	 of	 which	 he	 is	 the	 firm	 cornerstone	 and	 the	 strong	
foundation,	and	make	them	into	one	union	‘as	if	they	were	a	solid	
structure’	 (sura	 al-Ṣaff,	 āya	 4)210	who	 support	 each	 other”.	 About	
Islam	and	 the	spread	of	 Islam	 in	 the	West,	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	 (qtd	3):	
“And	among	the	wonderful	things	that	happen	during	his	Caliphate	
is	 the	 spread	 of	 Islam,	 even	 in	 the	 largest	 cities	 of	 Europe	 and	
America	 such	 as	 London,	 Liverpool,	 Paris,	 New	 York,	 and	 others.	
These	 include	 building	mosques,	 opening	 schools,	 and	 publishing	
religious	texts	there	[in	Europe	and	America]	in	English	and	French	
in	 order	 to	 widen	 the	 sphere	 of	 influence	 of	 this	 faith	 in	 the	

                                                 
207	1966:	20.	
208	See	the	bibliography	for	more	information.	
209	It	is	preserved	at	the	University	of	Istanbul.	
210	English	translation	of	this	Quranic	verse	is	by	Marmaduke	Pickthall.	
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Christian	 dominions	 and	 the	 European	 capitals”.211	In	 addition,	
Ṣābūnjī	 approvingly	 quotes	 the	 former	 American	 ambassador	 to	
the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 Alexander	 Terrell	 (in	 office	 from	 1893	 until	
1897).212	He	 pointed	 out	 that	 the	 Christian	 minorities	 in	 the	
Ottoman	Empire	(qtd	4)	“were	never	oppressed	by	the	Muslims	or	
by	 government	 officials	 only	 because	 they	 were	 Christians”,	 and	
that	 the	 Turks	 (qtd	 5)	 “surpass	 any	 other	 nation	 in	 integrity,	
hospitality,	 courage,	 and	 manliness.	 The	 Turks	 are	 paramount	
when	it	comes	to	culture	and	good	morals”.213	
	 The	second	treatise,	entitled	Al-Nabadhāt	al-Siyāsiyya	(‘The	
Political	Excerpts’),	dates	to	1904;	it	mainly	targets	Russian	foreign	
policy	 vis-à-vis	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 and	 Japan.214	The	 Ottoman	
Empire	and	the	Russian	Empire	had	a	long	history	of	conflicts.	The	
most	recent	conflict	was	the	Russo-Turkish	War	of	1877	and	1878,	
which	was	closely	followed	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	al-Naḥla	 (and	in	which	he	
adopted	 a	 pro-Ottoman	 position).	 In	 his	 1904	 treatise	 Ṣābūnjī	
attacks	not	only	the	Russians	for	being	oppressive	and	abusive,	but	
also	Syrian	Christians	who	emigrated	to	America.	Ṣābūnjī	observed	
that	 they	 side	 with	 the	 Russians	 (qtd	 6)	 “only	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	
unity	 of	 the	 religion	 and	 faith	 [Christianity]”.	 Ṣābūnjī	 relates	 this	
shortsightedness	to	“their	reproachable	Eastern	fanaticism”,	and	he	
continues	a	 few	pages	 later	by	suggesting	that	(qtd	7)	“one	pagan	
or	Buddhist	Japanese	is	better	than	a	thousand	Christian	Russians	
who	are	 fanatic	and	oppressive”.215	It	 is	difficult	 to	assess	 to	what	
extent	 –or	 if–	 any	 of	 these	 expressions	 tell	 us	 anything	 about	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 true	 position	 towards	 Russians,	 Japanese,	 Muslims,	 or	
British.	
	
The	‘heroic	Young	Turks’	
Ṣābūnjī’s	position	in	the	service	of	the	Sultan	apparently	came	to	an	
abrupt	 end	when	 ʿAbd	 al-Ḥamīd	 II	was	deposed	 in	April	 1909	by	
the	Young	Turks.	One	year	 earlier,	 in	 July	 1908,	 the	Young	Turks	

                                                 
211	Ṣābūnjī	n.d.b:	40-42.	
212	US	Department	of	State,	Office	of	the	Historian	2008.	
213	Ṣābūnjī	n.d.b:	74-75.	
214	It	is	also	preserved	at	the	University	of	Istanbul.	
215	Ṣābūnjī	1904:	22-26.	
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had	 succeeded	 in	 establishing	 an	 Ottoman	 constitution,	 thereby	
undermining	 the	 absolute	 power	 of	 the	 Sultan.	 In	 the	 months	
between	 these	 events	 Ṣābūnjī	 found	 himself	 between	 the	 two	
opposing	camps.	His	position	 in	the	entourage	of	 the	Sultan	stood	
in	 ill	 contrast	 with	 the	 political	 agenda	 of	 the	 revolutionaries.	 In	
other	words,	Ṣābūnjī	found	himself	on	the	side	of	the	losing	party,	
ʿAbd	 al-Ḥamīd	 II.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 context	 that	 he	 published	 The	Free	
Ottoman	in	1909,	bilingually	in	English	and	Ottoman.	

The	 Free	 Ottoman	 is	 an	 elaborate	 attempt	 to	 save	 face	
towards	 the	 revolutionary	 Young	 Turks.	 Throughout	 the	 text	
Ṣābūnjī	 attempts	 to	 sketch	 his	 position	 vis-à-vis	 the	 Sultan,	 the	
Sultan’s	(former)	policymakers,	and	the	revolutionary	Young	Turks	
–the	“heroic	Young	Turks”216–	as	favorably	as	possible.	For	example,	
Ṣābūnjī	suggests	that	he	had	already	for	years	advocated	the	same	
policies	 as	 the	 Young	 Turks	 now	 proposed,	 but	 that	 he	 was	
counteracted	by	influential	Ottoman	government	officials	who	had	
an	 interest	 in	 preserving	 the	 status	 quo.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 he	
suggests,	 firstly,	 that	 the	 Sultan	 did	 not	 listen	 to	 his	 sound	
arguments	 and	 secondly,	 that	 the	 Sultan	was	merely	 a	 puppet	 of	
other	 high	 Ottoman	 government	 officials,	 “poisoning	 the	mind	 of	
H.I.M.	 [His	 Imperial	 Majesty]	 the	 Sultan	 with	 treacherous	
reports”.217	He	 thereby	 also	 understates	 Sultan	 ʿAbd	 al-Ḥamīd	 II’s	
intellectual	and	personal	capabilities.	In	general,	The	Free	Ottoman	
depicts	 the	Sultan	as	passive	and	pliable,	 and	also	as	a	despot,	 as	
will	be	shown	below.	
	 The	 publication	 of	 The	 Free	 Ottoman	 is	 also	 remarkable	
because	of	its	ambiguous	representation	of	Islam.	On	the	one	hand	
Ṣābūnjī	 champions	 Islamic	 reform	 and	 argues	 that	 the	 new	
Ottoman	 constitution,	 bypassing	 the	 Sultan,	 is	 perfectly	 in	
conformity	with	 Islamic	 law.218	On	 the	 other	 hand	 he	 argues	 that	
the	 Quran	 is	 largely	 copied	 from	 Jewish	 and	 Christian	 sources,	
thereby	dismissing	the	prevailing	Islamic	position	on	the	Quran.	He	
then	concludes	that	“no	one	cognizant	of	the	obvious	sources	from	
whence	its	constituent	parts	were	mainly	derived	can	for	a	moment	
                                                 
216	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	3.	
217	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	28.	
218	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	12-20.	
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believe	 it	 [the	Quran]	 to	 have	 been	 penned	 under	 the	 immediate	
inspiration	of	God”.219	

Finally,	 ʿUrābī	 also	 returned,	 albeit	 as	 a	 caricature	 of	
Islamic	 fatalism.	Ṣābūnjī	 suggested	 that	 ʿUrābī	 failed	 to	defeat	 the	
British	because	his	religious	practices	allowed	the	British	to	move	
forward.	 Rather	 than	 fighting,	 he	 was	 “wasting	 his	 time	 in	
repeating	 to	 his	 soldiers	 and	 the	 surrounding	 people	 the	 usual	
Mussulman	 formula	 ‘God	 Almighty	 is	 just	 and	 Great,	 and	 He	will	
help	us	to	drive	the	English	troops	away’”.	Ṣābūnjī	then	concludes	
that	 “God	 is	 Great!	 There	 is	 no	 mistake	 about	 that;	 but	 the	 time	
when	the	Almighty	sent	His	Angel	to	exterminate	the	hostile	armies	
of	Senaharib	has	long	since	gone	by,	and	God	Almighty	has	in	place	
of	 the	 exterminating	 angel	 allowed	 man	 to	 invent	 and	 use	 the	
‘Maxim’,	the	‘Krupp’,	and	the	‘Armstrong’	gun”.220	
	
Representing	the	Sultan	
Over	 the	 years,	 significant	 shifts	 are	 discernible	 in	 the	
representation	 of	 Sultan	 ʿAbd	 al-Ḥamīd	 II	 and	 of	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire	 in	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 writings.	 His	 al-Naḥla	 of	 1877-1880	 was	
significantly	pro-Ottoman,221	but	this	position	had	already	changed	
in	1881	when	he	denounced	Sultan	ʿAbd	al-Hamid	II	as	a	usurper	of	
the	 Caliphal	 title,	 and	 allegedly	 “urged	 the	 Arabs	 to	 rise	 against	
Ottoman	 Rule”.222	Ten	 years	 later	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 hired	 by	 the	 very	
same	 Sultan,	 overcoming	 any	 earlier	 objections	 towards	 an	
Ottoman	Caliphate.	Again	a	few	years	later,	Ṣābūnjī	argued	that	the	
Sultan	was	the	“firm	cornerstone”	of	the	Great	Caliphate.223	Finally,	
in	 1909,	 Ṣābūnjī	 called	 the	 Sultan	 a	 despot	 who	 ruled	 with	
“complete	 indifference	 as	 to	 the	 immorality	 of	 the	 means	 he	
employed	for	the	accomplishment	of	his	end”.224	

Noticing	the	inconsistency	between	al-Naḥla	and	al-Khilāfa,	
Azmi	Özcan	states	 that	“for	some	reason	he	[Ṣābūnjī]	changed	his	

                                                 
219	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	27.	
220	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	33.	
221	Zolondek	1978:	103.	
222	Özcan	1997:	120.	
223	Ṣābūnjī	n.d.b:	40.	
224	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	47.	
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attitude	 and	 turned	 against	 the	 Ottomans”.225	I	 question	 the	 idea	
that	Ṣābūnjī	changed	his	mind.	Instead	I	argue	that	Ṣābūnjī	simply	
wrote	what	his	intended	audience	wanted	to	hear,	and	what	would	
be	most	 advantageous	 for	 him	 to	write	 under	 the	 circumstances.	
This	makes	it	very	difficult,	and	perhaps	impossible,	to	assess	what	
Ṣābūnjī	really	thought	about	the	Sultan	and	the	Ottoman	Empire.	I	
want	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 idea	 that	 his	 writings	 mirror	 the	
ideological	and	political	circumstances	in	which	he	wrote.	

A	comparison	between	the	Nubdha	muqtaṭafa	and	The	Free	
Ottoman	 makes	 this	 mirror-function	 overtly	 clear.	 The	 first	 text	
was	 written	 when	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 part	 of	 the	 entourage	 of	 –and	
therefore	 financially	 dependent	 on–	 the	 Sultan.	 It	 is	 not	
coincidental	that	the	Nubdha	muqtaṭafa	turned	out	to	be	essentially	
a	eulogy	of	the	Sultan.	In	the	second	text,	The	Free	Ottoman,	Ṣābūnjī	
writes	that	the	Sultan	had	destroyed	“the	traditional	institutions	of	
the	 Ottoman	 Empire”	 and	 had	 replaced	 it	 with	 “a	 personal	
despotism	direct	in	its	actions	and	unlimited	in	its	sway”.226	Hinting	
at	the	Young	Turk	revolution,	he	continues	by	referring	to	ʿAbd	al-
Ḥamīd	II	as	a	“willing	instrument	in	the	new	order	of	things”	and	as	
an	 “uncomplaining	 lamb	 [who]	 allowed	 himself	 to	 be	 shorn	 of	
much	 of	 his	 old	 autocratic	 rights	 and	 privileges”.227	The	 text	 is	
accompanied	 by	 an	 image	 that	 pathetically	 depicts	 the	 Sultan;	
rather	 than	 ruling	 an	 empire,	 he	 is	 caring	 for	 a	 baby	 that	
symbolizes	the	Ottoman	Parliament	(see	image).	

From	 these	 two	 examples	 it	 becomes	 clear	 that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
representation	 of	 the	 Sultan	 cannot	 be	 seen	 in	 isolation	 of	 the	
political	 and	 ideological	 circumstances	 in	 which	 his	 texts	 were	
produced.	A	change	 in	 the	circumstances,	 such	as	 the	Young	Turk	
revolution,	is	therefore	reflected	in	the	representation	of	the	Sultan.	
The	same	aspect	is	discernible	in	the	contradictory	representation	
of	Islam,	discussed	above.		
	
	
	
                                                 
225	Özcan	1997:	120.	
226	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	47.	
227	Ṣābūnjī	1909:	46-51.	



Source: The Free Ottoman (1909). Istanbul, p.49.
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After	1908	
In	 1908	 Ṣābūnjī	 commissioned	 a	 large	 painting,	which	 illustrated	
the	different	religions.	Of	this	painting,	measuring	4	by	2.5	meters,	
a	photograph	is	preserved	at	the	Library	of	Congress,	from	which	it	
was	 possible	 to	 reconstruct	 the	 original	 painting.228	It	 consists	 of	
thirteen	columns,	depicting	thirteen	different	religions.	It	visualizes	
the	 idea	 that	all	 the	different	 religions	are	derived	 from	the	 ‘pure	
natural	 religion’,	 which	 is	 depicted	 prominently	 at	 the	 highest	
position	in	the	center.	Six	religions	are	depicted	on	each	of	its	side.	
To	 the	 left	 are	 the	 Egyptian	 religion,	 Mosaic	 religion	 (Judaism),	
Christian	 religion,	 Moslem	 religion	 (sic),	 Protestant	 religion,	 and	
the	Greek	Church.	To	 the	 right	 are	 the	Assyrian	 religion,	Mithraic	
religion,	 Brahman	 religion,	 Buddhist	 religion,	 Pagan	 religion,	 and	
the	Syrian	(sic)	Catholic	religion.	A	variety	of	scenes,	temples,	and	
activities	 that	 are	 associated	with	 these	 religions	 are	 depicted	 in	
their	respective	columns.	Remarkable	is	the	prominent	position	of	
the	Syriac	Catholic	Church.	 In	spite	of	 its	numerical	 insignificance	
and	 its	 comparatively	 short	 history,	 it	 is	 depicted	 as	 standing	 on	
equal	footing	with	the	other	religions.	

It	 is	 clear	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 attached	 much	 importance	 to	 this	
painting,	taking	it	with	him	on	his	subsequent	journeys.229	In	1909	
he	 also	 played	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 making	 wax	 sculptures	 of	 the	
individuals	 it	 depicts,	 but	 this	 was	 not	 carried	 out.230	Ṣābūnjī	
published	 two	 texts	 about	 it,	 recording	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	
individual	 images	 and	of	 the	 painting	 in	 its	 entirety.231	He	 argued	
that	 the	 different	 religions	 are	 all	 manifestations	 of	 a	 “divine	
prerogative	instilled	in	the	human	mind”,	a	“sublime	and	heavenly	
impulse”	 of	 the	 Creator	 of	 the	 Universe.	 As	 such,	 the	 different	
religions	 do	 not	 form	 a	 hierarchy,	 but	 are	 rather	 represented	 as	
equal	vis-à-vis	each	other.	The	careful	observer,	however,		
                                                 
228	See	 in	 the	 bibliography,	 Library	 of	 Congress,	 Prints	 &	 Photographs	 Online	
Catalog	n.d.	
229	See	for	 instance	Ṣābūnjī	1917:	6-10,	and	the	two	texts	that	he	wrote	about	 it:	
n.d.a	and	1919b.	
230	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	359.	
231	The	first	Illustrated	Key	(Ṣābūnjī	n.d.a,	probably	published	in	1909)	counted	40	
pages,	while	 the	 second	Key	to	the	Historico-Religious	Chart	 (Ṣābūnjī	 1919b)	was	
136	pages	long.	



Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington D.C. (LC-F81-15795)
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understands	 that	 the	 Syriac	 Catholics	 receive	 disproportionate	
attention.	 The	 juxtaposition	 of	 the	 various	 religions,	 just	 as	 the	
primacy	 of	 a	 ‘pure	 natural	 religion’,	 may	 also	 suggest	 a	 Masonic	
perspective.	

After	the	Sultan	was	deposed	in	1909,	Ṣābūnjī	remained	for	
a	few	years	in	his	house	on	Büyükada	Island.232	He	then	traveled	to	
Beirut,	where	 he	 returned	 for	 the	 first	 time	 after	 40	 years.	 From	
there	he	went	 to	Egypt	 in	1914,	where	he	was	at	 the	outbreak	of	
the	 First	World	War.	 He	 stayed	 in	 Egypt	 for	 three	 or	 four	 years,	
publishing	at	least	one	pamphlet	in	1917.	In	1918	Ṣābūnjī	traveled	
to	the	United	States.	US	Immigration	records	show	that	he	arrived	
in	Seattle	on	24	October	1918,	on	board	of	the	aptly	named	Arabia	
Maru.	 The	 octogenarian	 was	 the	 only	 non-Japanese	 on	 the	 ship,	
which	 came	 from	 Yokohama.	 His	 nationality	 is	 recorded	 as	
‘Assyrian’,	 his	 last	 residence	 as	 Alexandria,	 Egypt,	 and	 his	
destination	 as	 Washington,	 D.C.233	Ṣābūnjī	 spent	 the	 last	 thirteen	
years	 of	 his	 life	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 During	 these	 years	 he	
published	 an	 Arabic	 book	 about	 attaining	 longevity,234	an	 English	
explanation	 of	 his	 large	 religious	 painting,235	and	 an	 English	
fictional	story	about	the	private	life	of	Sultan	ʿAbd	al-Ḥamīd	II.236	

In	 spite	 of	 his	wealthy	 appearance	 in	 1909,	 Ṣābūnjī	 spent	
the	 last	 few	 years	 in	 poverty	 in	 a	 hotel	 in	 Los	 Angeles,	 living	 on	
charity.	Besides	an	old	watch,	his	painting	was	“virtually	[his]	only	
worldly	possession”,	and	even	this	had	“practically	no	value	except	
to	a	religious	zealot”.237	His	death	at	the	age	of	93	on	24	April	1931	
sparked	 some	 attention	 in	 the	 Los	 Angeles	 Times	 because	 it	
happened	 under	 suspicious	 circumstances.	 Two	 persons	 were	
arrested	on	suspicion	of	involvement	with	his	death,	and	five	days	
later	a	jury	found	them	guilty	of	robbery	and	murder.238	However,	
the	 autopsy	 suggested	 a	 natural	 death,	 and	 none	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 few	
                                                 
232	Ṣābūnjī	1917:	6-7.	
233	Information	retrieved	from	Ancestry.com,	accessed	2	November	2011.	
234	Ṣābūnjī	1919a,	published	by	the	Syrian-American	Press,	New	York.	
235	Ṣābūnjī	1919b,	published	by	Mr.	A.	de	Martino	of	the	Italian	Library,	New	York.	
236	Ṣābūnjī	1923,	published	by	the	Real	American	Syndicate,	Jersey	City.	
237	Los	Angeles	Times	1931b.	
238	Los	Angeles	Times	1931a.	The	information	that	he	was	murdered	returned	in	a	
few	later	sources,	such	as	Kaḥḥāla	(1959:	161).	



Bio-bibliographical sketch of Louis Ṣābūnjī 

121 

possessions	were	gone,	ruling	out	robbery	as	a	motive.	Initially,	the	
police	 were	 “unable	 to	 decide	 whether	 it	 was	 a	 murder	 or	 an	
accident”,239	but	 eventually	 they	 concluded	 that	 his	 death	 was	
caused	by	a	fall	against	the	bathtub.240	In	the	end,	even	his	death	at	
a	very	advanced	age	might	not	be	what	it	seems:	an	enigmatic	end	
to	an	equally	enigmatic	character.	
	
Freedom	as	a	central	theme	
If	 there	was	 any	 central	 concern	 in	 Ṣābūnjī’s	writings	 throughout	
his	life,	it	must	have	been	the	desire	to	freely	express	his	opinions,	
even	though	these	were	inconsistent	and	unsteady.	This	concern	is	
already	manifest	 in	 the	 conflict	with	 the	 Bustānīs	 in	 1870,	which	
will	 be	 discussed	 in	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 chapter.	 Ṣābūnjī	
observes	 that	 the	 intelligentsia	 fight	 each	 other	 on	 the	 scientific	
battleground	 with	 ‘the	 pens	 between	 the	 fingertips’,	 and	 then	
argues	that	there	is	nothing	wrong	with	such	a	war.241	After	he	was	
prohibited	 from	 publishing	 in	 Beirut,	 his	 search	 for	 freedom	 of	
expression	 inspired	him	 to	 emigrate	 to	Egypt,	which	he	 explicitly	
calls	 a	 free	 country.242	His	move	 to	 London	 in	 1876	 following	 his	
conflict	 with	 the	 Maronites	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 in	 this	 light.	
Undoubtedly,	 the	 freedom	 of	 the	 press	 in	 London	 facilitated	
expressing	 the	 anti-Ottoman	 sentiments	 that	 he	 articulated	 in	al-
Khilāfa	 and	 al-Ittiḥād	al-ʿArabī	 in	 1881.	 Ṣābūnjī	 explicitly	 praises	
the	freedom	of	the	press	in	England	in	the	pages	of	his	al-Naḥla,	for	
instance	in	his	response	to	Jamāl	al-Dīn	al-Afghānī’s	representation	
of	 the	 British	 people.	 In	 1880	 the	magazine,	 by	 then	Arabic-only,	
devoted	 a	 lengthy	 article	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 freedom,	 in	 which	
Ṣābūnjī	 finds	 parallels	 between	 “the	 freedom	 that	 the	 foreigners	
always	demand”	and	the	freedom	that	the	pre-Islamic	Arabs	in	the	
Christian	 Lakhmid	 kingdom	 of	 al-Ḥīra	 –presently	 in	 Iraq–	
enjoyed.243	
                                                 
239	Los	Angeles	Times	1931a.	
240	Los	Angeles	Times	1931d	and	1931c.	
241	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	162. 
242	Bibliotheca	Alexandria	n.d. 
243	Ṣābūnjī	 1879-1880:	 108-109.	 In	 particular	 he	 discusses	 the	 pre-Islamic	 Arab	
king	 al-Nuʿmān	 ibn	 al-Mundhir,	 who	 ruled	 during	 the	 late	 sixth	 century	 (on	 al-
Nuʿmān,	see	Shahîd	1995:	119). 
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Around	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 praise	
for	 European	 and	 American	 freedom	 of	 expression	 became	more	
explicit.	The	theme	figures	prominently	 in	his	diaries	of	1899	and	
1900,	in	which	he	refers	to	the	freedom	of	Europe	and	particularly	
the	United	States.244	His	praise	acquires	an	almost	 theatrical	 form	
in	 his	 1904	 treatise	 on	 Russian	 foreign	 policy,	 al-Nabadhāt	 al-
Siyāsiyya,	 which	 is	 shortly	 discussed	 above.	 He	 applauds	 Great	
Britain	 and	 America	 for	 the	 freedom	 that	 they	 allow,	 and	 he	
concludes	 the	 treatise	by	 stating:	 “Long	 live	 freedom	 in	any	 time!	
Let	 oppression	 disappear	 from	 every	 country!”245	The	 title	 of	 his	
1909	publication,	The	Free	Ottoman,	also	bears	witness	to	his	ideal.	

At	 the	 age	 of	 80	 Ṣābūnjī	 emigrated	 to	 the	United	 States,	 a	
country	 that	 he	 had	 visited	 twice	 before,	 in	 1872	 and	 1874.	 It	 is	
likely	 that	 the	 freedom	 of	 expression	 that	 was	 available	 there	
contributed	to	the	favorable	impression	that	he	had	of	this	country.	
By	 the	 time	 he	 arrived,	 in	 October	 1918,	 the	world	 had	 changed	
dramatically	 since	 the	 time	 that	 he	 had	 engaged	 in	 journalism.	
While	in	the	United	States	he	was	unable,	or	perhaps	unwilling,	to	
regain	 the	prominent	position	 that	he	held	 in	earlier	decades.	His	
involvement	 with	 international	 politics	 and	 with	 journalism	 was	
reduced	 to	 memories,	 as	 was	 the	 material	 wealth	 that	 he	 had	
enjoyed	while	 in	 Istanbul.	 He	 spent	 his	 last	 years	 in	 poverty,	 far	
away	 from	 Northern	 Mesopotamia,	 Beirut,	 Rome,	 London,	 and	
Istanbul.	His	death	in	a	hotel	on	the	West	Coast	of	the	United	States	
powerfully	 symbolizes	 his	 biography.	 Constantly	 vacillating	
between	an	East,	various	fatherlands,	and	his	religious	community,	
his	life	was	that	of	an	intellectual	who	was	nowhere	really	at	home.	
	
Final	note:	Ṣābūnjī	as	gauge	
In	this	chapter	various	inconsistencies	and	contradictory	opinions	
have	 been	 mentioned.	 I	 have	 explained	 these	 by	 suggesting	 that	
Ṣābūnjī	wrote	what	his	intended	audience	wanted	to	read,	what	he	
imagined	 what	 his	 intended	 audience	 wanted	 to	 read,	 or	 what	
would	be	most	advantageous	to	write.	As	he	pointed	out	in	a	letter	
to	 Blunt,	 Ṣābūnjī	 attempted	 to	make	 his	writings	 ‘interesting’	 for	
                                                 
244	See	for	instance	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	160-166	and	216. 
245	Ṣābūnjī	1904:	26. 
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his	 target	 audience.	 This	 explains	 why	 a	 change	 of	 context	 and	
target	 audience	 is	 mirrored	 by	 a	 sometimes	 dramatic	 change	 in	
opinions.	

The	 idea	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 wrote	 what	 his	 intended	 readers	
wanted	to	hear	means	that	Ṣābūnjī’s	texts	not	only	give	insight	into	
his	opinions	and	concerns	–and	even	this	is	questionable–	but	also	
into	 those	 of	 his	 target	 audience.	 This	 aspect	 is	 an	 asset	 to	 the	
present	 research.	 In	 the	 following	 three	 case	 studies,	 I	 approach	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 journalistic	 texts	 as	 a	 window	 into	 the	 issues	 about	
community	 and	 identity,	 outlined	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter.	 His	
responsiveness	 in	 adapting	 to	 his	 social	 environment	 potentially	
makes	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 writings	 more	 illuminating	 than	 those	 of	 less	
pliable	 and	 less	 inconsistent	 individuals	 like	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 or	
Khalīl	al-Khūrī.	 It	 is	along	these	 lines	 that	 I	approach	Ṣābūnjī	as	a	
gauge	with	which	to	gain	insight	into	the	concerns	and	opinions	of	
his	 target	audience,	particularly	 those	 that	 relate	 to	 the	practices,	
characteristics,	 features,	 and	 values	 of	 the	 identity	 of	 their	 own	
community.	
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4	
The	Bee	in	conflict	with	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	(1870)	
	

“One	 day	 a	 boy	 saw	 a	 bee	 [naḥla]	 that	 sat	 on	 a	 flower	
[zahra].	 The	 boy	 was	 very	 thoughtless	 and	 started	 to	
confront	 the	 bee	 with	 hatred	 and	 aggression.	 The	 bee	
noticed	 this,	 turned	 towards	 him,	 and	 stung	 him	 between	
the	 eyes.	 He	 immediately	 fainted	 and	 fell	 to	 the	 ground,	
beating	it	with	his	hands	and	his	feet.	Then	his	father,	who	
was	a	peasant	 farmer,	heard	him.	At	 that	very	moment	he	
was	ardently	working	with	an	unrefined	pen,	which	he	used	
to	write	letters	to	his	friends.	He	put	the	pen	aside,	hurried	
to	his	son,	carried	him	to	the	house,	and	asked	the	mother	
of	the	boy	to	cure	him.	His	wife	said	to	him:	‘bring	me	some	
honey	of	 the	bee	that	stung	him,	as	this	will	cure	the	boy’.	
Her	husband	then	said	to	her:	‘Alas	woman,	what	to	do	now,	
because	the	bee	who	stung	him	is	dead’.	She	said:	‘But	how	
and	when?’	He	then	said:	‘Well,	our	ancestors	already	knew	
that	a	bee	dies	when	it	stings	a	person’.	When	he	said	this,	
the	 bee	 suddenly	 buzzed	 around	 him,	 and	 he	 jumped	
around	 in	 fright	of	 it.	He	wanted	 to	chase	 it	 away,	but	 the	
bee	was	more	 headstrong	 than	 him	 and	 stung	 him	 in	 his	
gloomy	face.	(…)	The	woman	said:	 ‘Tell	me,	when	will	you	
stop	being	stupid?	(…)	God	did	not	give	the	bee	a	weapon	to	
destroy	itself,	but	to	protect	itself	from	its	enemy.”1	

	
Soon	 after	 Ṣābūnjī	 started	 his	 magazine	 al-Naḥla	 in	 1870,	 he	
initiated	 a	 polemic	 with	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 and	 his	 son	 Salīm	 al-
Bustānī.	 This	 chapter	 deals	 with	 this	 polemic,	 which	 unfolded	 in	
different	 periodicals.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 side	 was	 represented	 in	 al-Naḥla	
and	al-Naḥla	wal-zahra,	and	the	Bustānīs’	side	was	represented	in	
their	two	periodicals,	al-Jinān	and	al-Janna.	Ṣābūnjī	came	off	worst;	
both	his	magazines	were	banned	by	the	Ottoman	authorities	while	
the	 Bustānīs	 were	 allowed	 to	 continue	 their	 periodicals.	 The	
parable	 above	 is	 taken	 from	 al-Naḥla	 wal-zahra;	 it	 gives	 a	

                                                 
1	Shalfūn	1871:	13.	
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metaphorical	 account	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 conflict	with	 the	Bustānīs	 from	
the	 former’s	 perspective.	 The	 bee	 (Ṣābūnjī)	 is	 represented	 as	 the	
victim	of	aggression,	by	the	son	(Salīm)	and	by	the	father	(Buṭrus).	
The	son	is	heedless	and	immature	and	perhaps	also	frail.	The	father	
is	 simple,	 naïve	 and	 distinctly	 pre-modern	 for	 unquestioningly	
accepting	 knowledge	 that	 is	 handed	 down	 through	 the	 ages.	 The	
woman	is	represented	as	reasonable	and	intelligent,	and	sides	with	
the	bee.	She	explains	that	both	the	son	and	the	father	are	ignorant,	
and	that	the	bee	merely	reacts	to	what	they	do	to	it.2	

The	 first	part	of	 this	 chapter	 consists	of	 an	account	of	 the	
relations	 between	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 the	 Bustānīs	 and	 of	 their	 polemic.	
Besides	a	short	article	by	Yazbak	and	a	few	lines	by	Zolondek,	this	
conflict	has	not	yet	been	studied.3	The	second	part	analyzes	 those	
passages	from	the	polemic	that	gives	information	about	identities.	
The	 identity	 that	plays	 the	most	prominent	 role	 in	 the	polemic	 is	
the	 Eastern;	 others	 that	will	 be	 discussed	 are	 the	 Syrian	 identity	
and	 different	 religious	 identities.	 Following	 the	 principles	 of		
Membership	 Categorization	 Analysis,	 I	 will	 analyze	 how	 Ṣābūnjī	
makes	 these	 identities	 relevant	 and	 consequential	 as	 part	 of	 his	
communicative	 goals.	 The	 third	 part	 will	 discuss	 my	 conclusions	
about	these	references	to	collective	identities.	
	
4.1	 Ṣābūnjī	and	the	Bustānīs	
	
Key	players	and	their	magazines	
The	Christian-Druze	 conflict	 of	 1860	was	 followed	by	 a	 period	 of	
‘long	peace’	and	prosperity	for	Mount	Lebanon	and	Beirut.4	During	
the	two	decades	after	1860,	Beirut	became	the	most	vibrant	center	
of	cultural	life	in	the	Arab	world.	The	year	1870	was	to	be	a	crucial	
year	 for	 Arabic	 journalism.	 In	 that	 year	 alone	 seven	 periodicals	
were	 launched	 in	 Beirut,	 including	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 al-Naḥla,	 Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī’s	al-Jinān,	and	Salīm	al-Bustānī’s	al-Janna.	

                                                 
2	Interestingly,	bees	do	die	when	they	sting	a	person.	
3	Yazbak	1957;	Zolondek	1966:	102.	
4	The	 term	 ‘long	peace’	 is	 a	 reference	 to	 the	 title	 of	Akarli’s	 book	 (1993),	which	
discusses	this	period.	
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Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī’s	 role	 as	 the	 architect	 of	 a	 new	national	
and	religiously	neutral	consciousness	has	often	been	stressed.5	To	
al-Bustānī,	 the	 inter-confessional	 riots	 of	 1860	 demonstrated	 the	
necessity	of	embracing	a	religiously	neutral	waṭanī-identity	based	
on	 a	 shared	 Syrian	 fatherland,	 rather	 than	 a	 religiously	 inspired	
identity	based	on	the	religious	communities.	Al-Bustānī	repeatedly	
articulated	this	idea,	firstly	in	his	Nafīr	Sūriya	pamphlets	of	1860.6	
In	addition,	al-Bustānī’s	National	School	(‘al-Madrasa	al-Waṭaniyya’)	
was	grounded	on	the	same	principle.7	In	January	1870	al-Bustānī’s	
al-Jinān	magazine	 appeared	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 becoming	 “the	 first	
major	 Arabic	 literary,	 historical,	 socio-political,	 and	 educational	
journal	of	the	Arab	world”.8	It	was	also	al-Jinān	in	which	al-Bustānī	
propagated	 patriotic	 unity.	 Its	motto,	 printed	 on	 the	 first	 page	 of	
the	first	 issue,	underscores	this	unequivocally:	 ‘Ḥubb	al-waṭan	min	
al-īmān’	 (approximately	 ‘Love	 of	 the	 fatherland	 is	 [an	 article]	 of	
faith’).	 Al-Jinān	 was	 published	 fortnightly,	 and	 addressed	 a	 wide	
range	 of	 subjects,	 including	 politics,	 society,	 history,	 and	
geography.9	Dagmar	Glaß	notices	the	priority	that	al-Jinān	accords	
to	 objective	 coverage	 of	 political	 events.	 She	 also	 underlines	 the	
religious	 neutrality	 of	 al-Jinān,	 carefully	 avoiding	 sectarian	
tensions.10	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	died	in	1883,	but	his	family	members	
continued	al-Jinān	until	1886.11	

Fruma	 Zachs	 analyzes	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 Syrian	 non-
religious	identity	in	the	writings	of	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	and	others.12	
In	his	review	of	Zachs’	book,	Kedar	asks	the	question	whether	there	
was	 “any	 opposition	 to	 the	 writing	 of	 those	 Christian	 Arab	
intellectuals	she	describes?	Was	there	writing	in	newspapers	or	in	
books	 that	 expressed	 opposition	 to	 al-Bustānī	 and	 his	

                                                 
5	Zachs	2005;	Sheehi	2004;	Sheehi	2000.	
6	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	was	not	the	very	first	to	propagate	this	idea,	as	Khalīl	al-Khūrī	
already	 called	 for	 patriotic	 unity	 in	 1858	 (Zachs	 2005:	 163-164).	 However,	 al-
Bustānī	was	the	most	outspoken	person.	
7	See	primarily	Hanssen	2005:	164-168.	
8	Zolondek	1966:	144.	
9	On	al-Jinān,	see	primarily	Eissa	2000	and	Glaß	2004:	134-139.	
10	Glaß	2004:	136,	138.	
11	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	45-47.	
12	Zachs	2005.	
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proclivities?”13	As	 will	 be	 demonstrated	 in	 this	 chapter,	 this	 is	
indeed	the	case.	In	December	1870	Ṣābūnjī	would	vigorously	attack	
al-Bustānī’s	 religiously	 neutral	waṭanī-identity	 in	 the	 pages	 of	 his	
new	magazine	al-Naḥla.	

Ṣābūnjī	 started	 his	 magazine	 in	 May	 1870,	 and	 it	 closely	
resembled	al-Jinān	in	appearance,	size,	and	subjects.	In	general,	the	
contents	 of	 al-Naḥla	 were	 very	 varied.	 The	 first	 page	 of	 the	 first	
issue	 (see	 the	 image)	 presents	 an	 outline	 of	 the	 contents	 that	al-
Naḥla	 planned	 to	 address.	 He	 mentioned	 eight	 topics:	 science,	
industry,	 history,	 linguistics,	 and	 domestic	 and	 foreign	 events	
(ḥawādith	waṭaniyya,	 and	ḥawādith	ajnabiyya),	humorous	articles,	
and	short	stories.	This	first	issue	included,	among	others	topics,	the	
use	of	animals	 for	mankind,	 tobacco,	 the	benefits	of	 industry	over	
trade,	and	human	sacrifice	among	Babylonians	and	the	Assyrians.	

Interestingly,	 the	 outline	 of	 al-Naḥla	 also	 explicitly	
mentions	 what	 the	 magazine	 will	 avoid:	 religious	 and	 political	
subjects.	 The	 statement	 that	 religious	matters	 are	 omitted	 brings	
al-Naḥla	 in	 agreement	with	Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī’s	 policy	of	 religious	
neutrality.	 At	 some	 point	 Ṣābūnjī	 jettisoned	 the	 principle	 of	 not	
discussing	 religion;	 as	will	 be	 discussed	 below,	al-Naḥla	 attacked	
al-Jinān	for	propagating	atheism.	The	second	subject	to	be	avoided,	
politics,	was	indeed	generally	avoided,	and	this	aspect	sets	al-Naḥla	
apart	 from	 al-Jinān.	 As	 a	 consequence	 the	 absence	 of	 articles	 on	
current	 affairs	 is	 remarkable;	 only	 the	 Franco-Prussian	War	 that	
started	in	July	1870	generated	some	attention	of	the	periodical.14	

It	 seems	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 wrote	 most	 of	 al-Naḥla’s	 articles	
himself,	 but	 there	 were	 also	 other	 contributors.	 One	 of	 them,	
Bishāra	 Zalzal	 (1851-1905),	 later	 became	 a	medical	 doctor	 and	 a	
regular	 contributor	 to	 other	 magazines	 as	 well.15	One	 of	 Zalzal’s	
submissions	 to	 al-Naḥla	 discusses	 the	 need	 to	 buy	 locally	
manufactured	 products	 as	 opposed	 to	 imported	 goods.	 This	 was	
also	done	by	“our	early	ancestors	the	Phoenicians,	who	developed	a	
large	number	of	skills	such	as	the	production	of	purple”.16	The	

                                                 
13	Kedar	2008:	784.	
14	Ṣābūnjī	was	unmistakably	sympathetic	towards	the	French	in	this	conflict.	
15	On	Zalzal	see	Dāghir	1972:	498-499.	
16	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	74.	



Al-Naḥla 1, dated 11 May 1870, Beirut, p.1.



The Bee in conflict with Buṭrus al-Bustānī (1870) 

130 

genealogical	 relation	 between	 the	 ancient	 Phoenicians	 and	 the	
current	 inhabitants	of	 the	region	 that	Zalzal	sketches	 is	 revealing.	
His	remark	predates	the	earliest	Arabic	genealogical	relation,	found	
by	 Kaufman	 in	 his	 study	 on	 the	 emergence	 of	 Phoenicianism,	 by	
almost	twenty	years.17	
	 In	June	1870	Salīm	al-Bustānī	(1848-1884)	started	al-Janna,	
a	newspaper	that	appeared	twice	a	week,	consisting	of	four	pages.	
Buṭrus’	son	also	became	a	prominent	figure	in	the	Beiruti	cultural	
scene.	 He	 is	 recognized	 particularly	 as	 a	 seminal	 figure	 in	 the	
evolution	 of	 the	 Arabic	 historical	 novel.18	In	 addition,	 he	 wrote	
many	 editorial	 articles,	 predominantly	 discussing	 politics,	 in	 his	
father’s	al-Jinān.	 Salīm’s	al-Janna	 appeared	much	more	 frequently	
than	the	monthly	al-Jinān	and	the	fortnightly	al-Naḥla,	and	al-Janna	
had	 a	 clear	 focus	 on	 current	 affairs,	 politics,	 and	 trade.	 One	 year	
later	Salīm	al-Bustānī	founded	an	additional	newspaper,	al-Junayna,	
which	appeared	four	times	a	week.	Simultaneously	he	continued	al-
Janna,	and	the	combination	al-Janna	and	al-Junayna	 is	regarded	as	
the	 first	 Arabic	 daily	 newspaper.19	Both	 newspapers	 existed	 until	
about	the	same	time	that	al-Jinān	ceased	to	be	published,	1886.	
	
An	account	of	the	polemic	
During	the	first	six	months	of	1870	Ṣābūnjī	was	on	friendly	terms	
with	 the	 Bustānīs.	 Ṣābūnjī	 wrote	 two	 articles	 in	 al-Jinān	 on	
languages	 and	 language	 theory,	 which	 appeared	 in	 February	 and	
May.20	When	al-Naḥla	 appeared	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	May,	al-Jinān	
wished	 Ṣābūnjī	 good	 luck	 with	 his	 magazine.	 Similarly,	 al-Naḥla	
wished	 Salīm	 al-Bustānī	 good	 luck	 when	 he	 started	 al-Janna	 in	
June.21	In	exciting	metaphors,	Ṣābūnjī	praises	the	fact	that	Beirut’s	
intellectual	 climate	 was	 booming.	 In	 reference	 to	 various	 Beiruti	
                                                 
17	Kaufman	(2004:	41)	mentions	an	article	in	al-Muqtaṭaf,	dating	to	1889.	Hansen	
(2005:	46)	also	found	references	to	the	“mythical	lands	of	Phoenicia”	from	the	late	
1870s.	 Note	 also	 that,	 in	 1872,	 Ṣābūnjī	 invoked	 the	 idea	 of	 Phoenicia	 in	 his	Old	
Mother	Phoenicia.	
18	See	Bawardi	2007;	Halevi	2007;	Sheehi	2010;	Moosa	1997:	157-196.	
19	On	al-Janna	and	al-Junayna,	see	Glaß	2004:	84-85.	I	have	not	found	any	copies	of	
al-Junayna.	
20	Ṣābūnjī	1870a;	Ṣābūnjī	1870c.	
21	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	61.	
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magazines,	Ṣābūnjī	writes	that	the	bee	(al-naḥla)	can	now	fly	from	
garden	to	garden	(from	 jinān	 to	 janna)	and	from	garden	to	flower	
(from	 janna	 to	 zahra)	 in	 order	 to	 collect	 good	 things.	 In	 a	 line	 of	
poetry	Ṣābūnjī	also	writes	(qtd	1):	“May	He	[God]	preordain	that	he	
[Salīm	 al-Bustānī]	 plants	his	 pretty	 small	 garden,	 so	 that	 our	 tiny	
bee	can	indulge	on	the	nectar	of	its	flowers.”22	In	somewhat	covert	
terms	Ṣābūnjī	proposes	friendly	relations	and	possibly	cooperation	
with	 al-Janna.	 However,	 following	 the	 metaphor	 closely	 would	
suggest	al-Naḥla	 to	 be	 parasitizing	al-Janna.	 This	 is	 of	 course	not	
what	Ṣābūnjī	meant,	but	 it	becomes	a	rather	adequate	description	
of	the	events	that	occurred	later	that	year.	
	 Four	weeks	after	Ṣābūnjī	had	wished	Salīm	al-Bustānī	good	
luck,	 he	 accused	 Salīm’s	 al-Janna	 of	 instigating	 apocalyptic	 fears	
among	his	reading	public,	thereby	initiating	the	first	of	two	distinct	
conflicts.	Al-Janna	 had	 quoted	 two	 English	 astronomers	 who	 had	
observed	that	the	sun’s	surface	was	in	‘great	disturbance’,	and	that	
the	sun	was	sending	out	beams	of	electric	light.23	Before	the	end	of	
next	 year,	 this	might	 result	 in	 ‘strange	 events’	 that	were	 hitherto	
unseen	in	the	world.	In	Ṣābūnjī’s	response	to	this	article	he	claimed	
that	 al-Janna	 was	 spreading	 fears	 about	 drought	 and	 disaster	
because	of	 this	 increased	solar	activity.24	He	devoted	nine	pages	–
half	 of	 the	 issue	 of	al-Naḥla–	 to	 refuting	 these	 claims,	 and	 he	did	
this	 in	a	particularly	arrogant	manner.	The	Bustānīs	responded	to	
al-Naḥla	 with	 an	 article	 in	 al-Jinān,	 and	 not	 in	 al-Janna,	 which	
published	 the	 original	 article.25	This	 response	 did	 not	 explicitly	
mention	Ṣābūnjī’s	critique,	but	it	informed	its	readers	that,	as	far	as	
they	 could	 surmise,	 there	 was	 no	 reason	 to	 worry	 about	 the	
increased	solar	activity	or	any	strange	events.	 In	his	 turn,	Ṣābūnjī	

                                                 
22	Ṣābūnjī	 1870b:	 61.	Note	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 usage	 of	 the	 term	 ‘small	 garden’	 (junayna);	
Salīm	al-Bustānī	later	started	a	newspaper	with	that	name.	
23	The	 point	 under	 discussion	 is	 the	 discovery	 of	 solar	 flames	 by	 Richard	
Carrington	 and	 Richard	 Hodgson.	 For	 a	 contemporary	 account	 in	 an	 American	
newspaper,	see	in	the	bibliography	‘The	Sun	and	the	Earth’	(1870).	Unfortunately,	
the	issue	of	al-Janna	that	contained	the	article	that	Ṣābūnjī	responded	to,	the	fifth	
issue	 dated	 9	 July	 1870,	 has	 probably	 not	 survived.	 I	 have	 reconstructed	 its	
contents	on	the	basis	of	later	references	in	al-Jinān	and	al-Naḥla.		
24	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	113-121.	
25	Bustānī	1870:	432.	
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wrote	a	number	of	articles	on	the	sun	and	on	electricity	in	the	ninth	
and	tenth	issues	of	al-Naḥla.	These	articles	did	not	explicitly	refer	
to	 al-Janna	 or	 al-Jinān,	 but	 the	 conflict	 clearly	 resonated	 in	 al-
Naḥla’s	choice	of	topics.	

The	Bustānīs	then	responded	for	a	second	time	in	al-Jinān,	
directly	 addressing	 al-Naḥla	 and	 questioning	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 motives.26	
This	 second	 response	 triggered	 Ṣābūnjī	 to	 become	 downright	
hostile	 to	al-Janna	 and	now	also	 to	al-Jinān.	The	eleventh	 issue	of	
al-Naḥla	included	three	articles	that	attacked	the	Bustānīs.	The	first	
article	criticized	the	interference	of	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī’s	al-Jinān	in	a	
conflict	 that	 was	 initiated	 by	 Salīm	 al-Bustānī’s	 al-Janna.	 The	
second	 article,	 entitled	 ‘The	 downfall	 of	 the	 sunbeam	 of	 al-Janna	
and	 al-Jinān’,	 systematically	 refutes	 al-Jinān’s	 second	 response	 to	
al-Naḥla.	 In	 this	 article	 Ṣābūnjī	 accuses	 the	 Bustānīs	 of	 narrow-
mindedness,	 intellectual	 incapability,	 and	 detestable	 self-
aggrandizement.27	The	 third	 article	 is	 a	 parable	 entitled	 ‘Fatherly	
advice’,	which	is	similar	to	the	parable	that	introduced	this	chapter.	
The	parable	mentions	a	young	boy	who	tries	to	take	honey	from	a	
hive,	angry	bees	who	strike	back,	and	a	father	who	rescues	his	son	
and	explains	to	him	how	to	handle	bees	properly.	Also	included	in	
the	eleventh	 issue	of	al-Naḥla	was	a	contribution	–a	eulogy	on	al-
Naḥla–	 by	 a	 certain	 Aḥmad	Wahbī.28	Aḥmad	Wahbī	 subsequently	
complains	 in	 al-Jinān	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 distorted	 his	 original	
contribution	 to	 al-Naḥla	 so	 that	 it	 became	 a	 far	more	 outspoken	
pro-Ṣābūnjī	 and	 anti-Bustānī	 text. 29 	Ṣābūnjī	 did	 not	 respond	
anymore	to	this	charge	of	falsification,	and	the	conflict	fizzled	out	in	
August.	

In	December	1870	Ṣābūnjī	initiated	a	second	conflict,	when	
al-Naḥla	opened	its	29th	issue	with	the	header	‘War	on	God,	kings,	
and	believers!	Instigated	by	a	student	of	Voltaire	in	al-Jinān’.30	The	
article	that	Ṣābūnjī	responded	to	had	appeared	under	the	title	‘The		

                                                 
26	Bustānī	1870:	461-462.	
27	‘al-qulūb	 al-ḍayyiqa	 wal-afkār	 al-qāṣira	 wal-ighrāq	 fī	 maḥabbat	 al-dhāt	 al-
munkara’	(Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	164).	
28	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	169.	
29	Bustānī	1870:	526-528.	
30	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	449.	



Al-Naḥla 29, dated 10 December 1870, Beirut, p.449.
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War’	 in	 al-Jinān. 31 	This	 article,	 written	 by	 an	 anonymous	
contributor,	mainly	criticized	incapable	rulers	and	warmongers,	all	
without	 any	 mention	 of	 the	 name	 Voltaire.	 Despite	 this,	 Ṣābūnjī	
argued	 that	 Rousseau,	 Machiavelli,	 and	 primarily	 Voltaire,	 whom	
he	 unambiguously	 and	 repeatedly	 referred	 to	 as	 ‘the	 unbeliever	
Voltaire’,	 had	 inspired	 the	 author	 of	 the	 article.	 On	 this	 basis	 he	
concludes	that	al-Jinān	“spread	the	teachings	of	unbelief	under	the	
pretext	of	civilization	and	 love	of	 the	 fatherland”.32	In	addition,	he	
classified	 Arabic	 translations	 of	 Voltaire’s	 works,	 and	 by	
implication	 also	 the	 article	 in	 al-Jinān,	 as	 a	 “flood	 of	 misery”.33	
Almost	the	entire	29th	issue	of	al-Naḥla	is	dedicated	to	rebutting	al-
Jinān’s	article.	

Both	the	anonymous	author	of	the	article	and	the	Bustānīs	
responded	 to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 accusations	 in	 the	 24th	 issue	 of	 al-Jinān,	
primarily	condemning	Ṣābūnjī’s	aggressive	tone.	They	argued	that	
Ṣābūnjī	consciously	misrepresented	their	article	“under	the	veil	of	
protecting	the	religions”,	that	he	had	done	so	out	of	jealousy	of	the	
success	of	al-Jinān,	and	that	he	wanted	to	ferment	trouble	in	order	
to	 overshadow	 al-Jinān’s	 earlier	 accusations	 of	 falsification.34	The	
30th	 issue	 of	 al-Naḥla	 is	 largely	 silent	 on	 the	matter,	 but	 the	 31st	
issue	 pours	 a	 torrent	 of	 abuse	 over	 al-Jinān.	 It	 not	 only	
systematically	 responds	 to	 the	 last	 issue	 of	 al-Jinān,	 but	 it	 also	
includes	new	attacks	and	accusations	directed	at	the	Bustānīs.	For	
instance,	Ṣābūnjī	argued	that	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	plagiarized	others’	
work,35	and	 that	 the	 novel	 al-Huyām	 fī	 jinān	 al-Shām,	 written	 by	
Salīm	al-Bustānī	 and	published	 serially	 in	al-Jinān,	 “corrupted	 the	
healthy	minds	of	young	people”.36	

At	some	point	during	their	conflict,	 the	Bustānīs	contacted	
the	Ottoman	 authorities	 in	 order	 to	 convince	 them	 to	 take	 action	

                                                 
31	Bustānī	1870:	689-690	and	721-722.	
32	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	463.	
33	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	463.	
34	Bustānī	1870:	747-750.	
35	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	494-495.	He	specifically	mentions	Jarmānūs	Farḥāt	(1670-1732),	
a	Maronite	archbishop	of	Aleppo.	
36	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	492.	This	novel	by	Salīm	al-Bustānī	has	received	some	scholarly	
attention	in	the	last	few	years;	see	Bawardi	2007;	Sheehi	2010.	
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against	al-Naḥla,	which	they	did.37	Ṣābūnjī	was	first	warned	not	to	
engage	 in	 slanderous	 behavior	 towards	 the	 Bustānīs.	 He	 did	 not	
obey,	 and	 he	 was	 consequently	 prohibited	 from	 publishing	 in	
Beirut.	 The	 31st	 issue	 of	 al-Naḥla,	 published	 on	 24	 December,	
proved	to	be	the	last.	

Ṣābūnjī	 immediately	 tried	to	avoid	the	ban	by	cooperating	
with	another	Beiruti	 journalist,	Yūsuf	Shalfūn,	who	had	published	
al-Zahra	magazine	 in	 1870.	 They	 joined	 forces	 and	 published	 the	
first	 issue	of	al-Naḥla	wal-zahra	magazine	on	2	January	1871,	and	
the	second	issue	on	5	January	1871.	The	first	page	of	the	first	issue	
announced	 that	 this	 new	 magazine	 would	 fight	 “unbelief	 and	
viciousness”,	 a	 statement	 in	 which	 the	 conflict	 with	 the	 Bustānīs	
clearly	 resonates.38	The	 first	 issue	 of	 the	 magazine	 also	 included	
the	 parable	 ‘A	 boy	 and	 a	 bee’	 with	 which	 this	 chapter	 was	
introduced.39	Because	 of	 its	 polemical	 tone	 and	 contents,	 and	
because	 the	 title	 included	 the	 word	 al-Naḥla,	 it	 is	 quite	
unsurprising	 that	 this	magazine	was	also	banned	by	 the	Ottoman	
authorities.	 However,	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 Shalfūn	 did	 not	 give	 up.	 They	
rewrote	the	first	issue	al-Naḥla	wal-zahra,	renamed	it	al-Najāḥ,	and	
republished	 it	 on	 9	 January	 1871.	 A	 comparison	 between	 the	
original	 al-Naḥla	wal-zahra	 and	 the	 rewritten	 al-Najāḥ	 (see	 next	
page	for	the	first	page	of	both	issues)	shows	a	number	of	significant	
alterations.	For	example,	the	reference	to	the	fight	against	unbelief	
and	viciousness	was	deleted,	as	well	as	the	mentioning	of	al-Naḥla	
in	the	first	line.	At	the	same	time,	not	all	the	polemical	content	was	
removed	 in	 al-Najāḥ,	 as	 the	 parable	 was	 maintained.	 Again,	 the	
authorities	 responded;	 on	 condition	 that	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	would	not	
participate,	 Shalfūn	 was	 permitted	 to	 continue	 publishing	 al-
Najāḥ.40	One	week	later,	the	third	issue41	of	al-Najāḥ	appeared,	and	
from	this	point	on	Ṣābūnjī’s	name	no	longer	appeared.	
                                                 
37	Yazbak	1957:	65.	
38	Shalfūn	1871:	1.	
39	Shalfūn	1871:	13.	
40	Yazbak	1957:	68.	
41	Shalfūn	and	Ṣābūnjī	did	not	bother	to	make	a	second	issue	of	al-Najāḥ;	instead,	
the	 second	 issue	 of	al-Naḥla	wal-zahra	was	presented	 as	 the	 second	 issue	 of	al-
Najāḥ.	Importantly,	this	issue	did	not	include	any	polemical	content,	so	there	was	
no	immediate	need	to	rewrite	it.	



Al-Naḥla wal-Zahra 1, dated 2 January 1871, Beirut, p.1.



Al-Najāḥ 1, dated 9 January 1871, Beirut, p.1.
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Despite	 this	prohibition,	Ṣābūnjī	anonymously	contributed	
a	 number	 of	 articles	 to	al-Najāḥ	 until	May	 or	 August	 1871.42	One	
copy	of	the	third	issue	of	al-Najāḥ	contains	a	few	marginal	notes,	in	
the	 handwriting	 of	 Ṣābūnjī,	 that	 point	 out	 which	 articles	 were	
written	 by	 him.43	In	 addition,	 it	 seems	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 also	
responsible	for	the	translation	and	publication	of	Alexandre	Dumas’	
novel	The	Count	of	Montecristo,	which	appeared	serially	in	al-Najāḥ	
until	 August	 1871.44	However,	 during	 the	 spring	 and	 summer	 a	
conflict	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 remuneration	 emerged	 which	 ruined	 his	
relation	with	 Shalfūn	 and	 the	 new	printer	 of	al-Najāḥ,	 Rizq	 Allāh	
Khaḍrā.45	On	16	August	1871	Ṣābūnjī	 announced	 in	 the	magazine	
al-Bashīr	that	he	would	quit	working	for	al-Najāḥ	altogether.46	Two	
days	later	he	left	Beirut	and	boarded	a	ship	to	Egypt.	47	

Ṣābūnjī	 became	 the	 first	 Syrian	 journalist	 of	 many	 more	
who	later	fled	Ottoman	censorship.	In	Egypt	he	published	al-Naḥla	
al-ḥurra	 (‘The	 Free	 Bee’),	 a	 pamphlet	 in	 which	 he	 continued	 his	
polemic	with	 the	Bustānīs.	 Its	motto,	 printed	 on	 the	 first	 page,	 is	
telling:	 “The	 Free	 Bee	 is	 printed	 in	 a	 free	 country,	 published	 if	
necessary	 and	 without	 schedule,	 in	 order	 to	 correct	 the	
commentaries	 of	 al-Janna	 and	 al-Jinān	 among	 the	 people”.	
Unfortunately,	no	copy	of	The	Free	Bee	has	been	found.48	
	
	
	

                                                 
42	Ṣābūnjī	 points	 to	 May	 in	 Ḥallāq	 1874:	 40	 and	 to	 August	 in	 the	 magazine	 al-
Bashīr	(found	in	Holt	2009:	63).	
43	One	article	discusses	 the	Franco-Prussian	War,	 and	 the	other	discusses	Victor	
Hugo.	The	copy	that	includes	these	notes	is	in	the	Beyazıt	State	Library	in	Istanbul.	
44	Holt	2009:	63.	Ṣābūnjī’s	incomplete	translation	was	never	published.	
45	For	 an	 account	 of	 this	 conflict,	 see	 Ḥallāq	 1874:	 39-43.	 The	 conflict	 was	 still	
unresolved	in	1874.	Rizq	Allāh	Khaḍrā	returns	again	in	the	1874	conflict	with	the	
Maronites,	discussed	in	the	next	chapter.	
46	Holt	2009:	63.		
47	Frost	1890:	48.	
48	The	 electronic	 database	 of	 the	 Alexandria	 Library	 (see	 in	 the	 bibliography	
Bibliotheca	Alexandria	(n.d.)	gives	al-Naḥla	al-ḥurra’s	motto,	but	no	copy	seems	to	
be	preserved	 there.	The	Beyazıt	State	Library	 in	 Istanbul	may	hold	a	copy	of	al-
Naḥla	al-ḥurra,	but	it	has	not	been	found	there	either.	I	thank	Mr.	Özcan	Geçer	for	
his	enquiries	about	this	pamphlet.	
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4.2	 Identities	in	communication	
In	 this	 study	 I	 approach	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 and	 Bustānīs’	 debates	 as	 a	
polemic.	 As	 stated	 in	 the	methodological	 chapter,	 I	 discern	 three	
parties	 to	 every	polemic:	 the	 two	parties	who	 compete	with	 each	
other	 regarding	 a	 certain	 topic	 or	 topics,	 and	 the	 reading	 public	
who	 is	 addressed.	 As	 such,	 the	 two	 opposing	 factions	 are	
competing	 for	 authority	 and	 legitimacy	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 public.	
This	 principle	 is	 clearly	 discernible	 in	 the	 conflict	 under	
consideration.	 In	 both	 cases	 of	 disagreement,	 solar	 activity	 and	
Voltaire,	 Ṣābūnjī	 explicitly	 stirred	 up	 the	 conflict	 by	 reacting	
strongly	 to	 a	 seemingly	 insignificant	 article.	 In	 this	 way	 Ṣābūnjī	
stresses	 the	 incapacity	 of	 the	 Bustānīs	 to	 grasp,	 evaluate,	 and	
explain	the	issues	at	hand	to	his	public,	thereby	delegitimizing	their	
authority	 to	 address	 these	 issues.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 Ṣābūnjī	
stresses	his	own	capacity	 to	articulate	and	explain	 these	 issues	 to	
the	public.	This	vying	for	authority	in	the	eyes	of	the	reading	public	
reflects	their	intense	competition	in	Beirut;	both	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	and	
the	 Bustānīs	 were	 simultaneously	 active	 in	 literature,	 education,	
journalism,	and	religion.	
	 In	 the	 following	 pages	 I	will	 study	 passages	 in	al-Naḥla	 –
and	incidentally	also	in	al-Jinān–	which	provide	information	about	
how	 ‘we’	 are	 or	 how	 ‘we’	 should	 act,	 whether	 ‘we’	 is	 framed	 as	
Arabs,	 Syrians,	 Easterns,	 et	 cetera.	 Following	 the	 principles	 of		
Membership	Categorization	Analysis,	 I	approach	the	references	 to	
identities	as	acts	of	ascribing	an	identity,	which	are	made	as	part	of	
communication	 with	 others.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 references	 to	
identities	 carry	 functions	 in	 the	 communication	 that	 takes	 place,	
and	these	functions	vary	from	situation	to	situation.	Consequently,	
each	reference	to	an	identity	carries	a	situated	function.	At	the	same	
time,	not	every	 identity	can	be	 invoked	with	 the	same	 function	 in	
the	 same	 context.	 This	 is	where	Discourse	 Analysis	 complements	
MCA.	Whether	identities	‘fit’	the	message	depends	on	the	meanings	
that	are	associated	with	the	identities.	These	meanings	are	socially	
constructed	 in	 discourse.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 language	 user	
remakes	 a	 meaning	 of	 an	 identity	 by	 referring	 to	 it	 in	
communication,	 thereby	 reifying	 the	 discourse	 of	 identity.	
Simultaneously,	 discourses	 of	 identity	 provide	 the	 language	 user	
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with	information	which	identities	fit	and	which	do	not.	Thus,	each	
reference	 to	 an	 identity	 also	 reflects	 a	 process	 of	 negotiation	
between	 language	 user	 and	 discourses	 of	 identity.	 This	 approach	
lets	 the	 people	 involved	 themselves	 –Ṣābūnjī	 and	 his	 peers–	 set	
their	situated	identities	in	their	interaction	with	others,	and	in	this	
case	with	their	readers.	This	approach	is	inspired	by	the	desire	to	
see	 how	 they	 made	 sense	 of	 the	 various	 identities	 that	 were	
available	to	them.	
	
Solar	flames	and	the	blessings	of	the	East	
In	 this	polemic,	 the	 topic	 of	 identity	 is	 not	 an	 issue.	 Instead,	 they	
debate	about	the	sun,	electricity,	and	other	topics	in	the	domain	of	
the	 natural	 sciences.	However,	 one	 short	 passages	 does	 include	 a	
reference	 to	 an	 identity,	 and	 thereby	 touches	 upon	 the	 issue	 of	
identity.	I	take	this	short	passage	separately	and	analyze	it	in	detail.	
Al-Jinān	 discusses	 the	 potential	 harm	 of	 the	 solar	 flames,	 and	
explains	that	there	is	no	reason	to	worry	(qtd	2):	
	

“In	the	end,	trusting	divine	providence,	we	do	not	fear	evil	
from	the	sunbeam	of	the	two	mentioned	scientists.	If	it	[the	
sunbeam]	 visits	 our	 planet,	 then	 we	 the	 Easterners	 have	
blessings	of	 the	prophets	and	the	saints,	 that	push	 it	away	
from	our	country	and	that	avert	its	evil	from	us.”49	

	
Al-Jinān	speaks	here	on	behalf	of	the	Easterners,	and	states	that	‘we	
the	Easterners’	do	not	fear	evil	from	the	sunbeam.	The	reference	to	
‘we	the	Easterners’	is	understood	as	the	act	of	ascribing	an	identity	
(Eastern)	 to	 a	 social	 group	 (‘we’).	 The	 ‘we’	 is	 now	 cast	 into	 a	
category	 with	 characteristics	 or	 features	 that	 are	 normatively	 or	
conventionally	 associated	with	Easterners.	The	 situation	 in	which	
this	act	of	 claiming	an	 identity	 is	performed	 is	a	potential	natural	
disaster.	 This	 situation	 makes	 identities	 that	 normatively	 or	
conventionally	 connote	 confidence	 or	 security	 suitable	 for	
reference.	 In	 this	 light,	 the	 situated	 function	 of	 this	 reference	 to	
                                                 
49	Bustānī	 1870:	 432.	After	al-Janna	 had	published	 its	 initial	 article	 on	 the	 solar	
flames,	Ṣābūnjī	responded	in	al-Naḥla,	and	subsequently	the	Bustānīs	responded	
to	Ṣābūnjī	in	al-Jinān.	This	passage	is	from	this	response.	
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being	 Eastern	 is	 to	 communicate	 to	 the	 readers	 that	 there	 is	 no	
need	 to	 worry	 about	 the	 solar	 flames.	 Being	 Eastern	 fits	 this	
situation,	because	of	its	association	with	divine	privileges.	Thus,	al-
Jinān	couches	the	practice	of	 ‘worrying	about	natural	disasters’	as	
un-Eastern.	As	pointed	out	 in	the	methodological	chapter,	 this	 is	a	
study	on	discursive	practices,	and	specifically	referencing	practices.	
This	means	 that	 the	 question	whether	 ‘we’	 really	 are	 Eastern,	 or	
whether	the	East	really	 is	divinely	blessed,	 is	 irrelevant.	Similarly,	
the	 question	 of	 who	 precisely	 are	 meant	 by	 ‘we	 the	 Easterners’	
(does	 it	 include	 the	 Japanese?	 or	 Moroccans?)	 is	 also	 irrelevant.	
Any	 reference	 to	 East	 and	 Easterners	 is	 understood	 as	 having	
situated	 functions	 within	 the	 communication	 that	 takes	 place,	
rather	than	as	reflecting	any	social	reality.	

	Al-Jinān’s	invocation	of	the	Eastern	identity	is	mediated	by	
a	particular	meaning	 that	 is	 attached	 to	 the	East,	namely	 that	 the	
East	is	distinct	because	of	its	religious	nature.	As	a	social	construct,	
this	meaning	is	part	of	the	discourse	of	being	Eastern,	and	al-Jinān’s	
reference	reflects	this	discourse.	At	the	same	time,	al-Jinān	repeats	
and	reproduces	the	idea	that	the	East	is	religious,	thereby	reifying	
the	 discourse	 of	 being	 Eastern.	 In	 other	words,	al-Jinān	 ‘reminds’	
its	 readers	 that	 the	 East	 is	 indeed	 very	 religious	 and	 therefore	
distinct	 from	 the	 non-East.	 If,	 for	whatever	 reason,	 the	 reader	 or	
listener	was	not	already	aware	of	this	religious	connotation,	then	a	
few	 of	 these	 reminders	 make	 it	 clear	 to	 him	 that	 this	 is	 a	 well-
known	connotation	of	the	East	and	of	the	Easterners.	Ascribing	the	
Eastern	identity	is	therefore	not	only	an	act	of	making	a	reference	
to	an	identity	but	also	an	act	of	re-making	a	discourse	of	identity.	

Ṣābūnjī	 did	 not	 reply	 to	 al-Jinān’s	 remark	 about	 Eastern	
blessings,	nor	did	he	make	similar	usage	of	references	to	identities	
in	order	to	achieve	particular	communicative	goals.	Consequently,	
the	 dispute	 on	 the	 solar	 flames	 did	 not	 evolve	 into	 more	 than	 a	
scientific	debate	on	the	nature	of	 the	sun	and	the	solar	system.	 In	
contrast,	as	will	be	shown	in	the	following	pages,	the	second	topic	
of	disagreement	did	take	the	form	of	a	clash	of	identities,	becoming	
a	full-blown	dispute	over	identity,	society,	and	behavior.	
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Voltaire	
The	 second	 polemic	 revolves	 around	 the	 person	 of	 Voltaire.	 The	
essence	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	criticism	is	that	Voltaire	is	an	unbeliever	who	
should	not	be	“received	hospitably”	by	al-Jinān.50	Ṣābūnjī	regularly	
refers	 to	 him	 as	 “Voltaire	 the	 unbeliever”,	 “leader	 of	 the	
unbelievers”	 (raʾīs	 al-kafara)	 or	 variations	 of	 these	 expressions.	
This	unbelief,	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues,	 “destroys	sound	minds	 like	 fire	and	
asphalt”.51	The	disagreement	about	Voltaire	becomes	an	example	of	
contesting	identity	when	Ṣābūnjī	casts	the	conflict	in	an	us-versus-
them	dichotomy	(qtd	3):	
	

“Our	country	is	honored	by	religions	since	the	beginning;	
we	do	not	want	it	to	become	dishonored	with	the	unbelief	
of	certain	students	of	Voltaire	the	foreigner	and	others,	by	
the	writers	of	al-Jinān.”52	

	
In	this	quote,	Ṣābūnjī	explicitly	contrasts	Voltaire	with	‘us’,	and	he	
does	this	along	an	axis	of	religion	and	unbelief.	On	the	one	end	of	
the	axis	lies	‘our	country’,	which	is	defined	by	one	characteristic:	it	
is	honored	by	religions.	On	 the	other	end	of	 the	axis	 lies	 ‘Voltaire	
the	 foreigner’,	 who	 is	 presented	 as	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 religious	
character	of	‘our	country’.	The	explicit	label	‘foreigner’	furthermore	
highlights	his	Otherness.	The	situated	 function	of	 the	reference	 to	
‘our	 country’	 is	 to	 demonstrate	 why	 Voltaire’s	 unbelief	 is	
undesirable:	 it	 is	 incompatible	 with	 the	 essence	 of	 ‘our	 country’.	
This	essence	cannot	be	missed	because	 it	 is	explicitly	spelled	out:	
‘our	country’	is	honored	with	religions.	Ṣābūnjī	thereby	reminds	his	
reading	public	of	the	association	of	‘our	country’	with	religions,	and	
at	the	same	time	also	reproduces	and	reifies	this	association.	

It	 is	 not	 coincidental	 that	 the	 meaning	 that	 informed	 the	
reference	to	 ‘our	country’	 in	the	 last	quote	 is	essentially	the	same	
meaning	that	informed	al-Jinān’s	reference	to	‘we	the	Easterners’	in	
the	 previous	 discussion	 about	 the	 solar	 flames.	 Both	 references	
reflect	 and	 reproduce	 a	 socially	 shared	 discourse	 that	 associates	
                                                 
50	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	457.	
51	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	458.	
52	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	459.	
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religion	as	a	defining	aspect	of	 their	own	community.	 In	al-Jinān’s	
quote	 about	 the	 solar	 flames	 the	 ‘we’	 was	 explicitly	 defined	 as	
Easterners,	while	 in	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 quote	 the	 ‘we’	 is	 implicated	 by	 the	
phrase	 ‘our	country’.	A	 few	pages	 further	 into	his	polemic	against	
al-Jinān,	 Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 explicit	 mention	 of	 the	 East,	 writing	 that	
(qtd	4):	
	

“Some	Easterners	from	[the	city	of]	Aleppo,	who	are	wholly	
engaged	 in	Westernization	and	who	propagate	 civilization	
and	the	marginalization	of	religiousness	(…)	at	the	moment	
residing	 in	 Marseille,	 dishonor	 the	 Arabic	 language	 by	
translating	twenty	of	the	unbeliever	Voltaire’s	books	into	it	
(…)	They	 then	printed	 them	 in	Marseille	and	sent	 them	to	
Aleppo	 in	 order	 to	 disseminate,	 through	 their	 assistants,	
the	 blasphemies	 and	 unbelief	 of	 Voltaire.	 They	 thereby	
bring	a	flood	of	misery	over	our	East.”53	

	
In	 this	 quote,	 Ṣābūnjī	 frames	 his	 attack	 on	 al-Jinān	 again	 as	 a	
collision	 between	 a	 religious	 in-group	 that	 is	 symbolized	 by	 ‘our	
East’,	 with	 an	 out-group	 that	 is	 symbolized	 by	 Westernization	
(tafarnuj)	 and	 by	 Voltaire.	 It	 is	 here	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 unambiguously	
speaks	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 Easterners.	 ‘Our	 East’	 is	 represented	 as	
under	 threat,	 from	 the	 books	 that	 ‘some	 Easterners’	 have	
translated,	produced,	and	shipped	to	Aleppo.	Ṣābūnjī	couches	these	
acts	 as	 decidedly	 un-Eastern:	 they	 cause	 a	 “flood	 of	misery”	 over	
the	East.	 In	 this	 light,	 the	 reference	 to	 the	Eastern	 identity	 of	 the	
people	 from	 Aleppo	 must	 be	 read	 ironically;	 the	 quote	 draws	
attention	to	their	failure	to	act	in	conformity	with	what	is	expected	
of	 Easterners.	 In	 this	 way	 Ṣābūnjī	 questions	 and	 contests	 the	
Eastern	 identity	 of	 these	 Easterners	 from	 Aleppo	 and	 their	
assistants.	 By	 implication,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 addresses	 the	 Bustānīs	
because	 their	 articles	 in	 al-Jinān	 also	 devote	 attention,	 Ṣābūnjī	

                                                 
53	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	463.	I	have	been	unable	to	ascertain	who	Ṣābūnjī	exactly	refers	
to.	A	possible	candidate	is	Jibrāʾīl	Dallāl,	who	resided	in	Marseille	and	who	wrote	a	
poem	which	“reflects	the	anti-clerical	writings	of	Voltaire”	(Somekh	1992:	63).	For	
further	information	on	Dallāl,	see	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	230-234.	
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alleges,	 to	 Voltaire.54	He	 thereby	 also	 questions	 and	 contests	 the	
Eastern	identity	of	the	Bustānīs.	

The	 quote	 has	 not	 only	 an	 Eastern	 aspect,	 but	 also	 an	
Arabic	aspect,	because	‘our	East’	is	linked	with	the	Arabic	language.	
Thus,	Ṣābūnjī	couches	the	threat	of	Westernization	and	Voltaire	not	
only	 as	 un-Eastern,	 but	 also	 as	 un-Arabic.	 By	 representing	 the	
Arabic	language	as	a	medium	that	should	not	be	used	for	Voltaire’s	
atheism,	 the	 Arabic	 language	 also	 acquires	 connotations	 with	
religiousness.	

Finally,	 the	 term	 ‘civilization’	 (tamaddun)	 is	 used	 in	 an	
ambiguous	sense.	As	has	been	stressed,	civilization	had	a	distinctly	
positive	connotation	during	the	Nahḍa	era.	However,	in	this	quote	
it	 is	 contextualized	by	 two	negative	concepts:	Westernization	and	
‘the	 marginalization	 of	 religiousness’.	 Obviously,	 the	 civilization	
that	 the	Easterners	 in	Aleppo	called	 for	 is	not	 the	civilization	that	
would	 appeal	 to	 Ṣābūnjī.	 It	 seems	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 paraphrased	 the	
‘Easterners	in	Aleppo’,	who	merely	propagated	civilization,	but	who	
were	not	–in	Ṣābūnjī’s	eyes–	civilized.	

Finally,	 the	 ‘propagation	 of	 civilization’	 of	 the	 Easterners	
from	 Aleppo	 underlines	 the	 presence	 of	 diametrically	 opposed	
ideas	 on	 what	 the	 term	 ‘civilization’	 exactly	 entailed	 during	 the	
Nahḍa	 era.	 As	 pointed	 out	 in	 the	 second	 chapter,	 the	 concern	 for	
acquiring	progress	and	civilization	can	be	understood	as	a	mantra,	
and	 the	 quote	 above	 nicely	 illustrates	 this.	 In	 another	 passage	
Ṣābūnjī	 gives	 his	 interpretation	 of	 what	 the	 term	 ‘civilization’	
meant,	 and	 he	 frames	 it	 in	 religious	 terms.	 He	 writes	 that	 ‘real	
civilization’	 (tamaddun	 ḥaqīqī)	 “can	 only	 be	 built	 on	 the	
foundations	of	religions”,	and	on	this	basis	concludes	that	Voltaire’s	
unbelief	 is	uncivilized.55	In	extension,	he	concludes	 that	al-Bustānī	
acted	 in	conflict	with	 civilization,	 because	 of	 the	 attention	 that	 he	
allegedly	 devoted	 to	 Voltaire.	 What	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 is	 attack	 al-
Bustānī	 on	 common	 grounds,	 namely	 their	 mutual	 concern	 for	
progress	 and	 civilization.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 this	 line	 of	

                                                 
54	It	must	be	stressed	again	that	the	contested	article	does	not	mention	the	name	
Voltaire	in	the	first	place.	
55	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	457.	
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argumentation	 is	 possible	 because	 of	 the	 ambiguity	 of	 what	 the	
terms	progress	and	civilization	exactly	entailed.	
	
Voltaire	the	Other	
Throughout	 the	 polemic	 Ṣābūnjī	 stressed	 that	 Voltaire	 was	 an	
unbeliever	(kāfir),	and	he	contrasted	him	with	the	religiousness	of	
the	 own	 community	 (‘our	 country’	 in	 quote	 2,	 and	 ‘our	 East’	 in	
quote	 3).	 In	 this	 light	 the	 unbelief	 of	 Voltaire	 functions	 as	
constitutive	 Other	 that	 defines	 ‘our	 country’	 and	 ‘our	 East’	 as	
essentially	religious.	This	function	of	Voltaire	can	be	understood	as	
reflecting	a	concern	about	avoiding	tafarnuj,	a	concern	which	was	
also	shared	by	the	Bustānīs.	The	question	is	whether	the	unbelief	of	
Voltaire	is	also	framed	as	a	characteristic	of	a	collective	identity	that	
Voltaire	belongs	to.	In	other	words,	the	question	is	whether	Ṣābūnjī	
represents	 the	 unbelief	 of	 Voltaire	 as	 typically	Western,	 typically	
French,	 or	 typically	European.	 In	 order	 to	 answer	 this	 question,	 I	
will	address	quotes	2	and	3	again.	

In	 quote	 2	 Ṣābūnjī	 writes	 that	 “we	 do	 not	 want	 it	 [our	
country]	 to	 become	 dishonored	 with	 the	 unbelief	 of	 certain	
students	 of	 Voltaire	 the	 foreigner	 and	 others”.	 He	 referred	 to	
Voltaire	 the	 ‘foreigner’	 (al-ajnabī)	 rather	 than	 Voltaire	 the	
Frenchman,	Voltaire	the	European,	or	just	Voltaire.	The	expression	
‘foreigner’	 has	 strong	 connotations	 of	 exclusion,	 always	 denoting	
Otherness	of	an	out-group	rather	than	reinforcing	the	sameness	of	
an	 in-group.	 In	 addition,	 this	 particular	 foreigner	 –Voltaire–	 is	
repeatedly	referred	to	as	an	unbeliever,	a	term	that	carries	a	very	
strong	 negative	 connotation.	 Hence,	 in	 this	 particular	 example	
Ṣābūnjī	attaches	a	negative	association	to	the	term	‘foreigner’.	

It	seems	that	the	negative	association	of	the	term	al-ajnabī	
in	this	example	was	not	an	isolated	case.	In	various	other	cases	in	
al-Naḥla	 the	 term	 ajnabī	 and	 ajānib	 carries	 a,	 sometimes	 subtle,	
negative	 connotation.	 In	Bishāra	 Zalzal’s	 contribution	 to	al-Naḥla,	
briefly	 discussed	 above,	 Zalzal	writes	 that	 people	 should	 not	 buy	
foreign	 products	 (al-maṣnūʿāt	 al-ajnabiyya)	 which	 are	 also	
produced	locally,	such	as	shoes	and	chairs,	so	as	not	to	rob	the	local	
artisans	 of	 their	 income.	 He	 also	 argues	 that	 it	 is	 a	 popular	
misconception	that	‘products	of	foreigners’	(maṣnūʿāt	al-ajānib)	are	
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better	 than	 local	 products.56	In	 this	 example	 the	 term	 ajnabī	 and	
ajānib	also	carry	a	negative	connotation.	By	contrast,	references	to	
Europeans,	English,	or	French	are	not	generally	used	 in	 a	 context	
that	 invokes	 negative	 images	 about	 Westernization	 or	 tafarnuj,	
about	unbelief,	or	about	the	protection	of	the	own	economy.	From	
this	 point	 of	 view	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 called	 Voltaire	 a	
‘foreigner’	 in	 order	 to	 invoke	 negative	 associations,	 associations	
that	 would	 have	 been	 absent	 when	 referring	 to	 Voltaire	 as	 a	
Frenchman	or	as	a	European.	
	 Returning	to	the	question:	does	the	unbelief	of	Voltaire	the	
foreigner	in	quote	2	reflect	and	reproduce	the	idea	that	unbelief	is	
a	 typical	 characteristic	of	 foreigners?	 It	 seems	 that	 this	 is	 not	 the	
case,	 as	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	 terms	 ajnabī	 and	 ajānib	does	 not	 go	
beyond	a	general	negativity	that	is	used	as	rhetorical	device.	In	the	
case	of	Voltaire	the	situated	function	of	the	term	ajnabī	is	to	stress	
the	 religiousness	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 own	 community.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	
foreign	products	the	situated	function	of	the	same	term	is	to	stress	
that	buying	local	products	is	better.	
	 In	 quote	 3	 Ṣābūnjī	 wrote	 that	 “Some	 Easterners	 from	
Aleppo”	 were	 “wholly	 engaged	 in	 Westernization”	 as	 they	 have	
translated	 and	 produced	 Voltaire’s	 books	 and	 shipped	 them	 to	
Aleppo.	 In	 this	 example	 Voltaire	 was	 not	 explicitly	 defined	 as	 a	
foreigner,	but	was	associated	with	the	negative	concept	of	tafarnuj,	
or	 Westernization.57	The	 question	 here	 is	 whether	 tafarnuj	 is	 an	
implicit	reference	to	a	collective	identity,	for	instance	to	Europeans,	
Westerners,	 or	 to	 the	 community	 of	 Ifranj.58	If	 so,	 the	 second	
question	 is	 whether	 this	 usage	 reflects	 and	 reproduces	 the	 idea	
that	this	collective	identity	is	characterized	by	unbelief.	

The	terms	foreigner	and	tafarnuj	carry	similar	associations:	
both	are	ambiguous	terms	that	can	point	to	different	practices	and	
values	at	different	occasions,	such	as	clothing,	smoking,	or	gender	

                                                 
56	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	74-76.	
57	The	term	is	sometimes	also	translated	as	‘Frankification’,	for	instance	by	Dawn	
(1991:	7).	
58	The	term	Ifranj	in	reference	to	a	collective	identity	is	used	sparsely.	Ṣābūnjī	
used	it	in	his	London-based	al-Naḥla	in	1879	(see	Ṣābūnjī	1879-1880:	102).	
Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	had	already	used	the	term	in	1859	(found	in	Sheehi	2011:	62).	
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relations.59	In	 addition,	both	 carry	negative	 connotations;	 tafarnuj	
even	more	so	than	foreigner.	At	the	same	time,	the	term	tafarnuj	is	
different	 from	 the	 term	 ‘foreigner’	 as	 tafarnuj	 lacks	 the	 strong	
association	 of	 exclusion	 that	 the	 term	 foreigner	 has.	 From	 this	
point	 of	 view	 the	 term	 tafarnuj	 might	 well	 be	 used	 in	 order	 to	
denote	 an	 in-group	 of	 Ifranj	 or	 Europeans.	 In	 the	 conflict	 about	
Voltaire,	 however,	 Ṣābūnjī	 never	 applies	 the	 term	 tafarnuj	 to	
collective	identities,	to	people.	In	other	words,	he	never	created	an	
East-Ifranj	 or	 an	 East-Europe	 dichotomy	 in	 the	 conflict	 about	
Voltaire.60	Thus,	 the	 term	 tafarnuj	 also	 functions	 as	 constitutive	
Other	 that	 defines	 the	 East,	 rather	 than	 denoting	 a	 collective	
identity	 of	 Ifranj	 or	 Europeans.61	This	 is	 essentially	 the	 same	
function	as	the	term	ajnabī	carried	in	quote	2.	

An	 observation	 that	 sheds	 more	 light	 on	 the	 relation	
between	tafarnuj	and	the	West	or	Europe	is	that	Ṣābūnjī	regularly	
displays	 an	 anti-essential	 image	 when	 discussing	 Europeans.	 For	
example,	in	an	attempt	to	position	Voltaire	in	contemporary	French	
debates	 Ṣābūnjī	 declares	 that	 (qtd	 5)	 “the	 French	 elite	 hate	 to	
mention	 Voltaire	 and	 distance	 themselves	 from	 him”.62	What	
Ṣābūnjī	 points	 out	 here	 is	 that	 there	 are	 some	 French	 who	 hate	
Voltaire	 and	 some	 French	 who	 do	 not.	 This	 anti-essential	
representation	makes	it	impossible	to	associate	religion	or	unbelief	
with	 the	 French.63	Similarly,	 in	 a	 discussion	 in	 al-Naḥla	 that	
criticizes	tobacco,	Ṣābūnjī	writes	that	(qtd	6):	
	
                                                 
59	This	has	already	been	discussed	in	the	second	chapter	of	this	thesis.	
60	Ṣābūnjī	could	have	done	so,	because	the	terms	‘Europe’	(Urubbā)	and	East	(al-
sharq)	were	very	common;	the	term	West	was	definitely	less	common	in	1870	but	
it	does	occur	in	the	eighth	issue	of	al-Naḥla,	where	Ṣābūnjī	referred	to	Saint	
Augustine	as	‘one	of	the	pillars	of	the	West’	(aḥad	aʿmidat	al-gharb,	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	
162).	
61	Interestingly,	the	dichotomy	between	a	religious	East	versus	a	materialist	West	
later	became	a	much	used	topos	in	Arabic	writings,	especially	in	Islamist	discourse	
(Woltering	2011:	130-133).	A	precursor	to	this	topos	can	be	seen	in	the	discussion	
about	Voltaire,	where	the	East	is	represented	as	essentially	religious,	but	the	West	
is	not	yet	represented	as	essentially	unreligious	or	materialist.	
62	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	482.	
63	Instead,	 Ṣābūnjī	 sketched	 an	 ‘elite’	 as	 in-group,	 and	 he	 discursively	 placed	
himself	in	this	group	too,	because	he	agrees	with	this	elite.	
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“It	 is	 not	 only	 the	 peoples	 of	 barbaric	 countries	 [who	
smoke];	 it	 is	 astonishing	 that	 the	 civilized	 peoples	 of	
Europe,	despite	 their	great	knowledge,	 are	plagued	by	 the	
objectionable	tragedy	of	tobacco.”64	

	
Again,	 an	 anti-essentialist	 image	 occurs,	 as	 Ṣābūnjī	 suggests	 that	
there	are	some	Europeans	who	smoke	and	some	who	do	not	smoke.	
This	 aspect	 makes	 them	 similar	 to	 ‘the	 people	 of	 barbaric	
countries’,	as	they	also	include	people	who	smoke	and	who	do	not	
do	 so.	 In	 spite	 of	 this	 anti-essential	 image,	 the	 quote	 does	 reflect	
and	 reproduce	 the	 idea	 that	 Europeans	 are	 more	 advanced	 than	
‘barbarians’.	 The	 smoking	 of	 the	 Europeans	 is	 represented	 as	 a	
deviation	 from	the	norm,	because	of	the	explicit	reference	to	their	
civilization	and	their	great	knowledge.	This	normativity	sets	them	
apart	 from	 the	 barbarians;	 their	 smoking	 is	 not	 ‘astonishing’,	 but	
rather	their	expected	behavior.	

In	the	light	of	quotes	4	and	5,	it	cannot	be	maintained	that	
the	term	tafarnuj	 in	quote	3	is	an	implicit	reference	to	a	collective	
identity,	 denoting	 Europeans,	Westerners,	 or	 French.	 Instead,	 the	
reference	to	tafarnuj	has	a	situated	function	as	constitutive	Other,	
defining	 ‘our	 East’	 as	 religious	 rather	 than	 defining	 any	 other	
collective	 identity	as	unreligious.	Thus,	 the	 term	tafarnuj	acquires	
its	 meaning	 in	 quote	 3	 in	 contrast	 with	 the	 ‘we’	 who	 are	
represented	as	essentially	religious.	
	
Contesting	the	waṭan	
In	the	discussion	above	it	has	been	shown	how	Ṣābūnjī	represented	
the	 Bustānīs	 as	 un-Eastern,	 by	 invoking	 and	 reproducing	 social	
knowledge	 that	 understands	 the	 East	 as	 essentially	 religious.	 In	
simple	 words,	 al-Naḥla	 communicated	 to	 its	 readers	 that	
Easterners	are	normatively	religious,	and	that	people	who	are	not	
religious	 cannot	 really	 be	 called	 Easterners.	What	 is	 important	 is	
that	 Ṣābūnjī	 framed	 membership	 of	 a	 collective	 identity	 –the	
Easterners–	in	religious	terms.	As	pointed	out	in	the	second	chapter,	
Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 repeatedly	 defined	 Selves	 and	 Others	 in	

                                                 
64	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	8.	
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religiously	neutral	 terms.	 In	his	proposed	Syrian	 fatherland	all	 its	
inhabitants	 are	 bound	 together,	 regardless	 of	 religious	 affiliation.	
In	 the	 conflict	 about	 Voltaire,	 Ṣābūnjī	 attacked	 al-Bustānī’s	
ideologically	 inspired	 concept	 of	 a	 Syrian	 fatherland	 and	 the	
associated	religiously	neutral	identity.	In	al-Naḥla	Ṣābūnjī	connects	
Voltaire’s	 unbelief	with	 this	 identity,	 directly	 attacking	 Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī	(qtd	7):	
	

“Until	 now	we	did	 not	 understand	 the	meaning	 of	 his	 [al-
Bustānī’s]	repeated	statement	that	we,	the	sons	of	the	East,	
should	 leave	 behind	 the	 religious	 union	 and	 adopt	 the	
union	 of	 the	 fatherland.	 But	 now	 we	 understand	 that	 it	
means	that	we	should	refuse	obedience	to	faith,	and	that	we	
should	 adopt	 unbelief	 under	 the	 pretext	 of	 ‘love	 of	 the	
fatherland	and	civilization’.”65	

	
A	few	pages	further,	the	same	idea	returns	(qtd	8):	
	

“It	comes	to	my	mind	that	the	head	of	al-Jinān	agreed	with	
the	mentioned	[persons]66	in	order	to	spread	the	teachings	
of	unbelief	in	the	East	under	the	pretext	of	‘civilization	and	
love	of	the	fatherland’.”67	

	
In	these	two	quotes	Ṣābūnjī	charges	al-Bustānī	of	having	a	double	
agenda	and	acting	in	conflict	with	the	religious	essence	of	the	East.	
He	does	 so	 by	questioning	 al-Bustānī’s	 ideological	 project	 that	 he	
repeatedly	 stressed	 in	 various	 publications:	 the	 need	 to	 avoid	
seeing	 the	 identity	 of	 their	 own	 community	 in	 religious	 terms.	
Instead,	 al-Bustānī	 proposes	 to	 see	 this	 ‘own	 community’	 in	
geographical	terms,	grounded	in	a	waṭan	or	fatherland	that	is	loved	
by	the	people	who	inhabit	it.	
	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 not	 denounce	 the	 expressions	 ‘fatherland’	
(waṭan)	 or	 ‘love	 for	 the	 fatherland’	 (ḥubb	 al-waṭan);	 he	 merely	

                                                 
65	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	459.	
66	In	 the	previous	 line	Ṣābūnjī	mentions	 "Voltaire	 ‘the	unbeliever’,	Rousseau	and	
Machiavelli”	(Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	463).	
67	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	463.	
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rejects	al-Bustānī’s	religiously	neutral	views.	In	Ṣābūnjī’s	definition	
of	the	phrase	‘love	for	the	fatherland’,	he	again	attaches	a	religious	
connotation.	According	to	Ṣābūnjī,	real	love	of	the	fatherland	(ḥubb	
al-waṭan	al-ḥaqīqī)	 “is	 the	 concern	 for	 maintaining	 religions	 and	
authorities;	 it	 is	 not,	 what	 the	 owner	 of	 al-Jinān	 thinks	 it	 is,	
spreading	error	and	unbelief”.68	

The	discursive	 technique	of	 juxtaposing	a	concept	with	 its	
superlative	(‘real	love	for	the	fatherland’	as	opposed	to	‘love	for	the	
fatherland’)	 has	 been	 seen	 before,	 as	 Ṣābūnjī	 contrasted	 al-
Bustānī’s	 civilization	 (al-tamaddun)	 with	 real	 civilization	 (al-
tamaddun	 al-ḥaqīqī),	 which	 is	 built	 on	 religious	 foundations.69	
Hence,	Ṣābūnjī	attacks	al-Bustānī	on	common	grounds:	both	share	
a	 concern	 for	 the	 fatherland	 and	 for	 civilization.	 Their	
disagreement,	however,	lies	in	their	different	interpretations	of	the	
expressions	ḥubb	al-waṭan	and	tamaddun.	A	similar	technique	can	
be	seen	in	al-Jinān’s	original	article	‘The	War’,	in	which	the	author	
writes	 that	 ‘true	 religion’	 (al-dīn	 al-ṣaḥīḥ)	 forbids	 killing	 and	
plundering. 70 	Thus,	 acquiring	 or	 maintaining	 civilization	
(tamaddun),	 love	 for	 the	 fatherland	 (ḥubb	al-waṭan),	 and	 religion	
(dīn)	 are	 all	 concerns	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 shared	 with	 al-Bustānī.	
Nevertheless,	 the	 two	 attached	 different	 interpretations	 to	 these	
terms.	 This	 resulted	 in	 trivial	 oppositions	where	 civilization,	 love	
for	the	fatherland,	and	religion	were	contrasted	with	their	‘real’	or	
‘true’	 counterparts.	 These	 juxtapositions	 highlight,	 firstly,	 the	
importance	 of	 these	 terms	 in	 the	 social	 consciousness,	 and	
secondly,	 the	 ambiguity	 of	 what	 these	 terms	 exactly	 entailed.	
Importantly,	 their	 quarrels	 also	 make	 it	 clear	 that	 simply	
dismissing	 civilization	 or	 religion	was	 not	 comme	il	faut	 for	 early	
Arab	journalists.	

Returning	to	the	term	ḥubb	al-waṭan;	Ṣābūnjī	already	used	
this	 term	 in	 1866,71	and	 it	 also,	 sparsely,	 appears	 in	 al-Naḥla.	 Its	
fourth	 issue	 includes	 a	 poem	 entitled	 ‘Ḥubb	 al-waṭan’,	 which	 is	
significant	 as	 the	 term	waṭan	 unequivocally	 refers	 to	 the	 city	 of	

                                                 
68	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	459.	
69	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	457.	
70	Bustānī	1870:	721.	
71	Ṣābūnjī	1866:	140.	
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Beirut.72	This	usage	is	remarkable,	because	the	term	waṭan	usually	
refers	to	a	substantially	 larger	geographical	area,	 including	Mount	
Lebanon,	 often	 Ottoman	 Syria,	 and	 sometimes	 even	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire	in	its	entirety.	Ṣābūnjī	‘shrinks’	his	fatherland,	his	waṭan,	so	
that	it	includes	only	one	city.	However,	the	effect	of	this	is	that	the	
unifying,	 supra-confessional	 meaning	 that	 al-Bustānī	 repeatedly	
attached	 to	 the	 term	 is	 lost.	 The	 associations	 with	 the	 sectarian	
violence	 that	 devastated	 Mount	 Lebanon	 (and	 not	 Beirut,	 which	
became	 a	 place	 of	 refuge)	 are	 also	 lost.	 Whereas	 al-Bustānī	
combined	 and	 unified	 various	 social	 groups	 under	 one	 header,	
Ṣābūnjī	 unraveled	 the	 concept	 again	 so	 that	 the	 term	 is	 only	
applicable	to	his	city	of	residence.	From	this	perspective,	Ṣābūnjī’s	
reference	 to	 Beirut	 as	 his	 waṭan	 can	 be	 read	 as	 a	 subtle	
contestation	of	al-Bustānī’s	ideology	of	unity	in	the	fatherland.	
	 Another	 example	 where	 Ṣābūnjī	 contested	 al-Bustānī’s	
understanding	of	a	united	waṭan	can	be	read	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	usage	of	
the	 plural	 awṭān.	 In	 the	 preliminary	 issue	 of	 al-Naḥla,	 Ṣābūnjī	
addressed	 his	 reading	 public	 with	 the	 term	 ‘oh	 sons	 of	 the	
fatherlands’	 (yā	 banī	 al-awṭān). 73 	This	 wording	 has	 close	
associations	 with	 the	 well-known	 expression	 ‘oh	 sons	 of	 the	
fatherland’	 (yā	abnāʾ	al-waṭan),	which	was	used	 repeatedly	 by	 al-
Bustānī.74	Ṣābūnjī	changed	the	singular	waṭan	into	the	plural	awṭān,	
and	in	this	way	he	also	challenged	the	ideologically	inspired	unity	
of	 al-Bustānī.	 What	 Ṣābūnjī	 stresses	 is	 the	 presence	 of	 different	
fatherlands,	 and	 these	 are	 all	 addressed	 by	 al-Naḥla.	 In	 this	 way	
Ṣābūnjī	 diametrically	 opposes	 al-Bustānī’s	 call	 for	one	 fatherland.	
Al-Bustānī’s	 call	 for	unity	was	an	 ideologically	 inspired	answer	 to	
the	societal	ill	of	sectarianism,	while	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	usage	of	the	plural	
awṭān	 this	meaning	is	entirely	 lost.	One	could	even	argue	that	the	
plural	awṭān	draws	extra	attention	to	the	internal	divisions	among	
al-Naḥla’s	target	audience.	

Finally,	the	topic	of	religion	obviously	played	an	important	
role	in	the	polemic	with	al-Bustānī.	As	a	reminder,	the	first	issue	of	

                                                 
72	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	58-60.	
73	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	2.	
74	For	 instance,	 every	 issue	 of	Nafīr	Sūriya	(1860)	 addressed	 its	 readers	with	yā	
abnāʾ	al-waṭan.	
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Ṣābūnjī’s	al-Naḥla	explicitly	excluded	religion	from	the	list	of	topics	
that	 it	 would	 address.	 Until	 the	 conflict	 about	 Voltaire,	 Ṣābūnjī	
indeed	 refrained	 from	 discussing	 religious	 issues.	 In	 the	 polemic	
with	al-Jinān,	however,	Ṣābūnjī	returned	to	his	earlier	statement	by	
claiming	 that	 he	 meant	 to	 avoid	 displaying	 a	 preference	 for	 any	
religious	 denomination,	 rather	 than	 avoiding	 the	 topic	 of	 religion	
entirely.75	Interestingly,	this	justification	is	in	line	with	al-Bustānī’s	
non-sectarianism,	 as	 al-Bustānī	 also	 avoided	 stressing	 religious	
divisions.	Yet	Ṣābūnjī	does	not	seem	to	be	concerned	about	fighting	
sectarian	divisions,	unlike	al-Bustānī.	
	
Ascribing	religious	identities	
Ṣābūnjī	stated	that	he	did	not	want	to	display	a	preference	for	any	
particular	 religious	 denomination	 in	 al-Naḥla	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	
religious	 polarization.76	In	 spite	 of	 this,	 in	 a	 number	 of	 cases	
Ṣābūnjī	 referred	 to	 religious	 identities	 in	 ways	 that	 suggest	
disapproval.	 I	 argue	 that	 in	 those	 cases	 Ṣābūnjī	 actually	 nurtures	
religious	 polarization.	 In	 the	 29th	 issue	 of	 al-Naḥla,	 Ṣābūnjī	
addresses	 the	 magazine	 al-Nashra	 al-Shahriyya,	 which	 was	
published	 by	 the	 American	 Protestant	 mission	 in	 Beirut.77	The	
following	 passage	 was	 written	 as	 an	 attempt	 to	 convince	 its	
American	 Protestant	 editors	 to	 take	 action	 against	 al-Bustānī.	
Ṣābūnjī	writes	(qtd	9):	
	

“And	 you,	 Protestant	 publication	 [al-Nashra	 al-Shahriyya]	
(…)	 who	 considered	 it	 to	 be	 your	 habit	 to	 defend	 the	
doctrines	 of	 your	 American	 church,	 what	 made	 you	 shut	
your	 eyes	 to	 one	 notable	 of	 your	 religious	 denomination,	
who	 published	 in	 his	 al-Jinān	 [texts	 that]	 defame	 your	
religion,	 and	 the	 religion	of	your	 leaders,	 and	 that	of	 your	
founders	Luther,	Calvin,	and	Zwingli?”78	

	

                                                 
75	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	457.	
76	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	457.	
77	For	more	information	about	this	magazine,	see	Ṭarrāzī	1913a:	69.	
78	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	459.	
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In	 this	 quote,	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 is	 identified	 as	 a	 Protestant,	 and	
Protestantism	is	defined	as	an	American	and	therefore	as	a	foreign	
church.	 It	 is	 here	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 al-Bustānī	 as	
‘Americanized’	 Easterner.	 This	 charge	 fits	 within	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 wider	
attempt	at	contesting	al-Bustānī’s	identity	as	one	of	‘us’.	By	defining	
al-Bustānī	 as	 an	 adherent	 of	 a	 foreign	 church,	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	
al-Bustānī	as	 failing	 to	act	 in	accordance	with	what	 is	expected	of	
members	of	‘our’	community.	In	addition,	Ṣābūnjī	also	criticizes	al-
Nashra	 al-Shahriyya	 and	 the	 American	 mission	 for	 failing	 to	 act	
properly:	they	have	not	taken	action	against	al-Bustānī.	

Ṣābūnjī	does	not	only	contest	al-Bustānī’s	Eastern	 identity	
in	this	quote,	he	also	nurtures	religious	polarization.	As	pointed	out	
in	the	methodological	chapter,	referring	to	someone’s	identity	is	an	
act	 of	 making	 this	 identity	 relevant	 and	 consequential	 for	 the	
communication	that	goes	on.	At	the	same	time,	making	someone’s	
religious	 identity	 relevant	 and	 consequential	 highlights	 the	
differences	 between	 religious	 denominations.	 Referring	 to	
someone’s	religious	 identity	 therefore	stresses	religious	divisions,	
and	this	 is	exactly	what	al-Bustānī	wanted	to	counterbalance.	The	
Otherness	of	 the	Protestant	 community	 is	 even	more	pronounced	
when	representing	it	as	a	foreign	and	as	an	American	product.	This	
and	 similar	 references	 contribute	 to	 a	 climate	 of	 religious	
polarization	in	which	sectarian	tensions	can	thrive.	

The	effect	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	addressing	the	Protestant	magazine	
al-Nashra	 al-Shahriyya	 should	 also	 be	 discussed.	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues	
that	the	American	mission	should	reprimand	al-Bustānī	because	he	
is	 ‘one	 of	 their	 notables’.	 The	 implicit	 assumption	 that	 underlies	
this	petition	is	that	Protestants	should	reprimand	other	Protestants	
because	they	are	Protestants.	In	other	words,	Ṣābūnjī	dismisses	the	
possibility	 that	 other	 Protestants	 could	 agree	with	 al-Bustānī.	 He	
thereby	 stresses	 the	 normativity	 of	 unity	 within	 a	 religious	
community,	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 individual	 members	 such	 as	 al-
Bustānī.	 In	 the	 fragmented	 religious	 landscape	of	Mount	 Lebanon	
and	 Syria,	 this	 discursive	 need	 for	 internal	 unity	 also	 connotes	
religious	polarization.		

A	 second	 example	 in	 which	 Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 al-Bustānī’s	
religious	identity	relevant	pertains	to	al-Bustānī’s	conversion.	As	a	
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reminder,	 al-Bustānī	 was	 born	 a	 Maronite,	 and	 converted	 to	
Protestantism	in	the	early	1840s.	Referring	to	this	episode,	Ṣābūnjī	
writes	that	al-Bustānī	“did	not	entirely	embrace	the	new	Protestant	
religion”,	 that	“his	 intentions	sometimes	 lead	him	towards	the	old	
circumstances	[the	Maronite	cause]	and	sometimes	to	the	modern	
circumstances	[the	Protestant	cause]”,	and	that	“he	changes	colors	
like	 a	 chameleon”.79	Besides	 demonstrating	 a	 certain	 dislike	 for	
religious	 conversion,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 correlates	 one’s	 religion	 with	
one’s	 behavior.	 He	 stresses	 that	 a	 change	 of	 religion	 should	 be	
matched	 by	 a	 change	 of	 behavior,	 so	 that	 one’s	 religion	 is	 visible	
and	understandable	to	outside	observers.	By	suggesting	that	there	
are	 discrepancies	 between	 al-Bustānī’s	 religion	 and	 his	 outward	
behavior,	 Ṣābūnjī	 insinuates	 that	 al-Bustānī’s	 religious	 identity	 is	
superficial.	 From	 al-Bustānī’s	 point	 of	 view	 this	 insinuation	 was	
irrelevant,	 because	 he	 repeatedly	 stressed	 that	 religious	
differences	 should	 be	 bridged	 in	 order	 to	 fight	 religious	
polarization	and	sectarian	tensions.80	

In	 both	 examples	 discussed	 above	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 criticism	 also	
articulates	 the	 necessity	 of	 safeguarding	 the	 internal	 unity	 of	
religious	 communities,	 and	 to	 avoid	 transgressing	 the	 borders	
between	these	communities.	He	thereby	contributes	to	a	climate	of	
religious	polarization,	and	this	is	exactly	the	climate	that	al-Bustānī	
wanted	 to	 counterbalance	 with	 his	 waṭan-ideology.	 In	 this	 light,	
Ṣābūnjī’s	desired	unity	within	a	religious	community	contrasts	with	
the	 unity	 across	 the	 different	 religious	 communities,	 as	 proposed	
by	al-Bustānī.	It	 is	this	contrast	that	makes	Ṣābūnjī’s	 invocation	of	
al-Bustānī’s	 religious	 identity	 forceful.	 By	 making	 his	 religious	
identity	relevant	Ṣābūnjī	points	out	to	al-Bustānī	and	to	his	reading	
public	 that	one’s	religious	 identity	apparently	matters	to	who	you	
are.	This	contrasts	with	the	position	of	al-Bustānī,	who	repeatedly	
                                                 
79	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	458.	Ṣābūnjī	paraphrases	here	a	sentence	from	al-Jinān’s	article	
‘The	War’.	In	its	introductory	words	the	anonymous	author	writes	that	this	article	
may	offend	people	“who	still	cling	on	to	the	old	circumstances,	or	[who	cling	on	to]	
the	 circumstances	 of	 this	 era,	 but	 whose	 intentions	 lead	 them	 to	 a	 different	
position”	(Bustānī	1870:	689).	
80	For	instance,	al-Bustānī	writes	that	“The	inhabitants	of	Syria,	irrespective	of	
their	religious	denominations	[madhāhib],	classes	[hayʾāt],	ethnicities	[ajnās],	
branches	[tashaʿʿubāt],	are	the	sons	of	the	fatherland”	(Bustānī	[1860]	1990:	21).	
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stressed	 that	 one’s	 religious	 identity	 should	 not	 and	 does	 not	
matter	 within	 the	 shared	 fatherland.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 references	 to	 al-
Bustānī’s	 religious	 identity	 can	 therefore	 be	 read	 as	 a	 direct	
confrontation	of	the	latter’s	waṭan-ideology.	
	
The	barbarians!	
In	this	chapter	the	mantra	of	civilization	and	progress	 in	al-Naḥla	
has	 appeared	 a	 few	 times.	 In	 the	 quote	 criticizing	 tobacco	 (see	
above,	qtd	6),	Ṣābūnjī	juxtaposed	the	“people	of	barbaric	countries”	
with	 the	 “civilized	peoples	 of	Europe”,	 demonstrating	 a	hierarchy	
between	 the	 two	 in	 the	 social	 consciousness	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 social	
milieu.	 Similarly,	 the	 charge	 that	al-Jinān’s	 article	 ‘The	War’	 goes	
against	 real	 civilization	 demonstrates	 a	 common	 concern	 for	
acquiring	 civilization.	 Both	 examples	 show	 the	 presence	 of	 a	
conceptual	 ladder	 on	 which	 behavior,	 values,	 and	 also	 collective	
identities	can	be	measured	and	compared	according	 to	 their	 level	
of	civilization.	In	this	framework	the	least	civilized	group	of	people,	
the	 conceptual	 barbarians,	 are	 at	 the	bottom	of	 the	 ladder.	 Every	
uncivilized	act	takes	its	actor	one	step	down	on	the	ladder,	and	one	
step	 closer	 to	 becoming	 a	 barbarian.81	Charging	 someone	 with	
uncivilized	 behavior	 thus	 becomes	 a	 reference	 to	 someone’s	
regression	towards	barbarism.	

Interestingly,	 in	 the	 polemic	 on	 Voltaire	 both	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	
al-Bustānī	 make	 this	 regression	 explicit,	 by	 referring	 to	 the	
barbarians.	 In	 response	 to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 polemical	 writings,	 the	
anonymous	 reporter	 of	 al-Jinān	 represents	 Ṣābūnjī	 as	 an	
uncivilized	person	by	asking	a	number	of	rhetorical	questions	(qtd	
10):	
	

“And	 who	 is	 this	 man,	 who	 opposed	 the	 welfare	 of	 the	
world?	Is	he	the	hero	of	the	battlefield	whose	habit	 it	 is	to	
kill	and	to	plunder?	Or	a	king	who	aims	to	conquer	another	
king’s	 land?	 (…)	 Or	 one	 of	 the	 leaders	 of	 the	 Bedouins,	

                                                 
81	Makdisi	also	found	the	same	principle	in	the	writings	of	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī,	albeit	
with	 ‘Africa’	 as	 the	 lowest	 point	 on	 the	 ladder.	 He	writes	 that	 “for	 Bustānī,	 the	
events	 of	 1860	 [sectarian	 violence]	 represented	 a	 regression	 away	 from	
modernity	and	a	decline	toward	Africa”	(Makdisi	2002a:	614).	
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whose	 nature	 it	 is	 to	 raid	 and	 to	 commit	 evils	 and	
adversities?	 Or	 one	 of	 the	 barbarians	 from	 central	 Africa	
who	want	wars,	just	like	we	want	to	hunt,	in	order	to	take	
possession	of	the	members	of	their	race	and	eat	them?	Or	a	
devil	who	loves	to	destroy	culture	and	to	hang	the	flags	of	
love,	comfort,	and	peace	at	half-mast	because	of	his	natural	
disposition	 towards	 evil	 and	 animosity?	 But	 no,	 he	 is	 not	
one	of	those;	he	is	a	priest.”82	

	
Each	 sentence	 of	 this	 quote	 invokes	 social	 knowledge	 that	
prescribes	 how	 not	 to	 act.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 conquering,	 raiding,	
killing,	 plundering,	 cannibalism,	 and	 raging	wars	 are	 represented	
as	 reproachable,	 and	 so	 are	 the	 people	who	do	 so	 –heroes	 of	 the	
battlefield,	 kings,	 Bedouins,	 barbarians	 from	 Central	 Africa,	 and	
devils.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	welfare,	 civilization,	 love,	 comfort,	 and	
peace	are	represented	as	commendable,	and	so	are	the	people	who	
are	associated	with	them,	even	though	these	are	not	mentioned.	By	
asking	the	rhetorical	questions,	the	reporter	of	al-Jinān	associated	
Ṣābūnjī	with	 the	 first	 –bad–	 group	while	 associating	 himself	with	
the	second	–good–	group,	by	implication.	
	 The	 two	 collective	 identities	 that	 are	 mentioned	 in	 the	
quote,	 the	 Bedouins	 and	 the	 barbarians	 from	 Central	 Africa,	 are	
referred	to	because	they	symbolize	an	inferior	state	of	civilization.	
Ṣābūnjī	had	already	referred	 to	Barbarians	 in	 the	29th	 issue	of	al-
Naḥla,	 where	 he	 juxtaposed	 a	 war	 of	 defense	with	 a	 “war	 of	 the	
Vandals	 and	 of	 Basūs”	 in	 order	 to	 argue	 that	 not	 all	 wars	 are	
necessarily	bad.83	He	returned	to	this	quote	in	the	31st	issue,	where	
he	 explained	 that	 the	Vandals	were	 barbarians	who	 attacked	 and	
destroyed	Italy.84	Hence,	both	al-Naḥla	and	al-Jinān	make	use	of	the	
same	background	knowledge	associated	with	barbarians,	but	they	
use	 this	 background	knowledge	 in	 entirely	 different	 contexts	 and	
for	entirely	different	reasons.	Al-Naḥla	used	the	barbarians	to	show	
that	one	needs	 to	distinguish	good	wars	 from	bad	wars,	while	al-

                                                 
82	Bustānī	1870:	747.	
83	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	451.	The	Basūs	War	was	a	legendary	pre-Islamic	war;	see	Fück	
1960.	
84	Ṣābūnjī	1870b:	486.	Ṣābūnjī	explicitly	uses	the	term	Italy.	
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Jinān	used	the	concept	to	illustrate	that	Ṣābūnjī’s	behavior	‘opposes	
the	 welfare	 of	 the	 world’.	 Put	 differently,	 the	 references	 to	
barbarians	 carry	 situated	 functions	 in	 different	 contexts.	 At	 the	
same	 time,	 the	 discursive	 framework	 makes	 the	 barbarians	
suitable	for	reference	in	these	different	contexts.	
	
4.3	 Mutually	depending	identities	
In	the	introduction	I	discerned	two	models	that	attempt	to	fit	the	–
inevitably	 hybridized–	 identities	 of	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 his	 peers.	 The	
overlap	 approach	 stipulates	 that	 people	 had	 different	 identities	
that	 overlap,	 and	 the	 compartmentalization	 approach	 stipulates	
that	they	had	different	cultural,	ethnic,	linguistic,	religious,	national,	
and	 political	 identities,	 and	 each	 of	 these	 identities	 correspond	
with	one	 identity,	Arab,	 Christian,	 Syrian,	Ottoman,	 and	others.	 In	
the	present	study	I	set	aside	these	two	models	in	order	to	focus	on	
how	Ṣābūnjī	uses	references	to	identities.	

The	polemics	just	described	demonstrate	that	the	meaning	
of	 terms	 such	 as	 East	 and	 fatherland,	 ‘waṭan’,	 are	 contested	 and	
debated	exactly	by	those	people	who	allegedly	are	Eastern,	or	are	
the	 inhabitants	of	 the	waṭan.	This	means	 that	 it	 cannot	simply	be	
decided	 who	 is	 Easterners	 and	 for	 which	 reasons,	 or	 what	 is	 a	
Syrian	waṭan	and	for	which	reasons.	From	this	perspective,	it	is	the	
act	 of	 claiming	 identities	 that	 needs	 to	 be	 studied,	 and	 the	
references	 to	 identities	 and	 their	 situated	 functions	 in	 the	
communication	that	goes	on.	It	is	the	individual	who	gives	meaning	
to	 the	 social	 world	 by	 making	 use	 of	 the	 identities	 within	
communication	with	other	individuals.	Simultaneously,	the	readers	
of	 the	 polemic	 are	 confronted	 with	 the	 presence	 of	 diverging	
interpretations	of	what	it	means	to	be	Eastern	or	Syrian,	and	what	
is	expected	of	Easterners	and	Syrians.	This	plurality	invites	them	to	
reflect	on	their	identity	too.	

On	 the	 most	 general	 level,	 the	 polemic	 entails	 Ṣābūnjī	
contesting	 al-Bustānī’s	 identity	 of	 Easterner.	 He	 does	 so	 by	
invoking	 background	 knowledge	 that	 sketches	 the	 East	 as	
essentially	 religious,	 and	 he	 uses	 this	 background	 knowledge	 in	
order	 to	 criticize	 the	 writings	 in	 al-Jinān,	 which,	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues,	
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spreads	atheism.	 In	 this	way	he	 represents	al-Jinān’s	 authors	 and	
editors	as	un-Eastern.	

Within	 this	 seemingly	 conventional	 polemic,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	
takes	into	account	ideas	about	foreigners	and	about	Westernization,	
or	tafarnuj.	Firstly,	the	essentially	religious	East	is	contrasted	with	
the	 foreign	and	the	mutafarnij.	Through	this	 juxtaposition	Ṣābūnjī	
articulates	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 defining	 aspect	 that	 separates	 the	
foreign	from	the	East	is	 found	in	their	relation	to	religion.	Ṣābūnjī	
represents	 atheism	 as	 a	 symptom	 of	 the	 foreign	 and	 of	 the	
mutafarnij,	 and	 as	 incompatible	 with	 the	 East.	 According	 to	 this	
logic,	 Ṣābūnjī	 posits	 that	 it	 is	 not	 coincidental	 that	 Voltaire	 is	 a	
foreigner	and	not	an	Easterner;	Voltaire’s	atheism	is	represented	as	
a	symptom	of	the	foreigner.	The	foreign	atheism	of	Voltaire	and	the	
contrasting	religiousness	of	the	East	mutually	reinforce	each	other	
in	Ṣābūnjī’s	polemical	writings	against	al-Bustānī.	

Secondly,	 Ṣābūnjī	 contrasts	 being	 religious	with	 a	waṭanī-
identity,	 and	 specifically	 with	 al-Bustānī’s	 ideologically	 inspired	
usage	of	the	term	waṭan.	Al-Bustānī	frequently	stated	that	the	unity	
of	 the	waṭan	 is	 the	 answer	 to	 sectarian	 violence	 and	 to	 religious	
polarization.	However,	Ṣābūnjī	alleged	that	al-Bustānī	had	a	hidden	
agenda:	that	he	wanted	to	spread	unbelief	under	the	pretext	of	love	
of	 the	 fatherland.	 Ṣābūnjī	 asserts	 that	 a	 waṭanī-identity,	 in	 al-
Bustānī’s	usage,	 is	 associated	with	having	no	 religion,	which	 then	
conflicts	 with	 the	 perceived	 religiousness	 of	 the	 East	 and	 of	 the	
Easterners.	He	 thus	 links	a	waṭanī-identity	with	 the	non-East,	 the	
foreign,	 and	 the	 mutafarnij,	 terms	 that	 all	 carry	 negative	
connotations.	

At	 the	 heart	 of	 these	 encounters	 between	 identities	 lies	
religion	 as	 the	 central	 axis	 that	 determines	 one’s	 identity.	On	 the	
one	 hand,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 references	 to	 Eastern,	 Arab,	 Maronite,	
Protestant,	 and	other	 identities	were	 informed	by	 the	presence	 of	
religiousness.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 his	 references	 to	 foreign,	
mutafarnij,	 and	 waṭanī-identities	 were	 informed	 by	 a	 lack	 of	
religiousness.	 With	 each	 reference	 to	 any	 of	 these	 identities,	
Ṣābūnjī	articulates	that	it	is	religion	that	makes	us	who	we	are.	The	
same	primacy	of	religion	as	the	determining	factor	of	one’s	identity	
is	 visible	 in	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 representation	 of	 al-Bustānī’s	 conversion.	
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What	matters	most	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	texts	is	being	religious,	rather	than	
being	Eastern,	Arab,	or	Syrian.	

A	focus	on	the	function	of	references	to	collective	identities	
within	 this	 polemic	 demonstrates	 how	 discourses	 of	 identities	
interrelate	with	and	depend	on	each	other.	The	fundamental	aspect	
that	ties	these	identities	together,	or	sets	them	apart,	is	religion.	In	
this	 framework,	 the	 ‘us’	 is	 repeatedly	 represented	 by	 Ṣābūnjī	 as	
essentially	 religious.	 The	 religious	 ‘us’	 is	 often	 labeled	 as	 Eastern	
and	 often	 referred	 to	 by	 implication,	 in	 phrases	 such	 as	 ‘our	
country’.	 Al-Bustānī	 had	 already	 articulated	 the	 idea	 that	 the	
Easterners	–or,	in	other	words,	‘we’–	are	religiously	blessed	in	the	
earlier	discussion	about	 the	solar	 flames.	The	situated	 function	of	
this	 reference	was	 to	 calm	 the	 Eastern	 readers	 about	 a	 potential	
natural	disaster.	This	shows	that	at	the	onset	of	the	polemic	about	
Voltaire	 the	 idea	 that	 ‘we’	 are	 particularly	 religious	 was	 already	
part	of	their	social	consciousness.	Ṣābūnjī	reproduced	this	idea	in	a	
different	 context,	 and	 used	 it	 with	 a	 different	 situated	 function,	
namely	 to	 criticize	 al-Bustānī	 for	 acting	 in	 conflict	 with	 what	 is	
allegedly	 expected	 of	 Easterners.	 In	 spite	 of	 these	 different	
functions,	 both	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 and	 al-Bustānī’s	 reference	 reflect,	
reproduce,	and	reify	the	idea	that	‘we’	are	religious.	

The	 polemic	 also	 demonstrates	 that	 the	 relation	 between	
the	 East	 and	 the	 waṭan	 was	 contested.	 Ṣābūnjī	 frames	 being	
Eastern	 in	 opposition	 to	 a	 waṭanī-identity,	 thereby	 representing	
these	two	as	mutually	exclusive.	He	argued	that	 the	 term	ḥubb	al-
waṭan	 carried	 associations	 with	 maintaining	 religions,	 and	 he	
thereby	suggested	that	al-Bustānī	did	not	really	love	his	fatherland.	
In	this	way	Ṣābūnjī	questioned	and	contested	al-Bustānī’s	 identity	
as	one	of	‘us’.	It	can	be	surmised	that	al-Bustānī	did	not	agree	with	
Ṣābūnjī.	According	to	al-Bustānī,	the	notion	of	waṭan	was	premised	
by	his	ideology	of	unity	across	the	different	religious	communities	
in	 Mount	 Lebanon	 and	 geographical	 Syria.	 Fundamentally,	 al-
Bustānī’s	 approach	does	not	 correspond	with	Ṣābūnjī’s	unraveled	
usage	 of	 the	 term	 waṭan	 and	 awṭān.	 Again,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 and	 al-
Bustānī’s	references	to	Eastern	and	waṭanī-identities	have	different	
functions	and	are	made	for	different	reasons.	
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In	 conclusion,	 the	 overlap	 approach	 and	 the	
compartmentalization	approach	cannot	account	for	the	presence	of	
debate	 and	 disagreement	 on	 the	 meaning	 of	 terms	 that	 denote	
collective	identities.	The	meaning	of	East	and	waṭan,	and	its	various	
derivatives,	 such	 as	 Syrian	 or	 even	 Beiruti,	 were	 not	 fully	
crystallized	 in	 1870,	 and	 this	 ambiguity	 gave	 intellectuals	 the	
opportunity	 to	contest	and	debate	 these	meanings.	These	debates	
remain	 unaddressed	 when	 observing	 that	 both	 al-Bustānī	 and	
Ṣābūnjī	 used	 terms	 like	waṭan	 and	 ḥubb	al-waṭan,	 and	 that	 both	
referred	to	themselves	as	Easterners	and	as	Syrians.	Secondly,	both	
approaches	 cannot	 account	 for	 the	 presence	 of	 underlying	
principles	 that	 inform	 references	 to	 different	 identities.	 In	 this	
polemic,	 the	 underlying	 principle	was	 religion	 and	 faith.	 In	many	
references	 to	 identities,	 identity	was	 framed	 either	 in	 conformity	
with,	 or	 in	 opposition	 to,	 religion	 and	 faith.	 This	 underlying	
principle	 remains	 obscured	 when	 studying	 different	 identities,	
such	 as	 Eastern,	 Maronite,	 or	 Syrian,	 in	 isolation	 from	 the	
communicative	context.	
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5	
The	Bee	in	conflict	with	the	Maronites	(1874)	
	

“Mār	ʿAbdā	al-Mushammar	is	one	of	the	backward	saints	of	
the	 Maronites.	 He	 has	 a	 monastery	 in	 Lebanon,	 where	
childless	women	 go	 to	with	 the	 hope	 of	 getting	 offspring.	
Someone	who	went	to	this	monastery	with	his	wife	told	me	
that	the	monks	there	order	the	childless	woman	to	sleep	on	
her	own	in	the	cave	of	the	saint,	in	the	deep-black	darkness	
without	a	 light.	 In	 the	middle	of	 the	night	 the	alleged	Mār	
ʿAbdā	visits	her,	and	while	he	is	busily	at	work	(as	reported	
by	someone	who	knows	about	this)	he	pours	his	abundant	
fertile	blessings	on	her.	The	woman	becomes	pregnant	and	
nine	months	later	she	has	offspring	which	is	largely	similar	
in	appearance	to	Mār	ʿAbdā.”1	

	
The	passage	above	is	taken	from	a	pamphlet	entitled	Tarjamatā	al-
ʿallāma	al-khūrī	al-usqufī	Yūsuf	Dāwud	wal-sayyid	al-fāḍil	Yūsuf	al-
Dibs	(‘The	 biographies	 of	 the	 erudite	 priest	 Yūsuf	Dāwud	 and	 the	
honorable	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs’,	 henceforth	 abbreviated	 as	 Tarjamatā),	
which	was	written	by	Ṣābūnjī	in	1874.	In	this	highly	aggressive	text	
he	criticized	a	number	of	Maronite	religious	practices	and	beliefs,	
and	 it	 immediately	 sparked	 a	 religious	 conflict	 with	 far-reaching	
consequences	for	Ṣābūnjī.	Within	a	few	days	after	its	publication	he	
had	 to	 flee	 Beirut,	 whereupon	 he	 traveled	 to	 California	 and	
subsequently	 to	 London.	 While	 abroad,	 Ṣābūnjī	 wrote	 a	 treatise	
entitled	 Le	 Decalogue	 sur	 le	 Liban	 (henceforth	 abbreviated	 as	
Decalogue),	 in	which	he	 gave	 a	detailed	 apologetic	 account	 of	 the	
circumstances	surrounding	this	conflict.	This	treatise	criticized	the	
same	 Maronite	 beliefs	 and	 practices	 that	 he	 attacked	 in	 the	
Tarjamatā,	 such	 as	 pilgrimages	 to	 monasteries.	 These	 two	 texts	
form	the	main	sources	for	the	present	chapter.	
	 I	will	 follow	a	similar	approach	to	that	which	I	used	in	the	
previous	chapter.	From	the	texts	of	the	conflict	I	will	focus	on	those	
passages	and	sentences	that	give	information	about	identities,	and	I	

                                                 
1	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	19.	
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will	 subsequently	 analyze	 how	 Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 these	 identities	
relevant	 and	 consequential.	The	 first	 section	of	 this	 chapter	 gives	
an	 account	 of	 the	 conflict,	 which	 had	 apparently	 remained	
unstudied	 until	 now.	 The	 second	 section	 discusses	 references	 to	
identities	 in	 the	 Tarjamatā,	 and	 the	 third	 section	 does	 the	 same	
with	respect	to	the	Decalogue.	The	most	prominent	 identities	 that	
are	 addressed	 in	 these	 texts	 are	 religious	 identities.	 In	 the	 fourth	
section	 I	 will	 relate	 my	 findings	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 references	 to	
identities	with	 the	phenomenon	of	 sectarianism,	which	 tore	apart	
Mount	Lebanon	in	the	nineteenth-century.	This	phenomenon	was	a	
major	concern	for	Arabic	intellectuals	and	journalists	of	the	period.	
	
5.1	 Conflict	with	the	Maronites	
	
The	events	
After	his	 contributions	 to	al-Najāḥ	 ended	 in	 the	 summer	of	 1871,	
Ṣābūnjī	went	on	a	trip	around	the	world,	returning	to	Beirut	at	the	
beginning	of	1874.	During	Ṣābūnjī’s	 absence	a	 theological	dispute	
had	taken	place	between	the	Syriac	Catholic	bishop	of	Mosul,	Yūsuf	
Dāwud	(1829-1890),	and	the	Maronite	archbishop	of	Beirut,	Yūsuf	
al-Dibs	 (1833-1907).2	Writing	 in	 Latin,	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 published	 a	
book	in	Rome	in	1870	in	which	he	claimed	that,	until	the	thirteenth	
century,	 the	 Maronites	 maintained	 Christological	 doctrines	 that	
were	in	conflict	with	Catholic	doctrine.3	Dāwud	thereby	denied	the	
so-called	 ‘perpetual	orthodoxy’	of	 the	Maronites,	 the	 idea	 that	 the	
Maronites	had	always	conformed	to	the	Catholic	Christian	faith.	Al-
Dibs	responded	to	Dāwud	in	1871	with	an	Arabic	treatise	entitled	
Rūḥ	al-rudūd	(‘The	spirit	of	the	refutations’),	in	which	he	dismissed	
Dāwud’s	 claims	 and	 defended	 the	 perpetual	 orthodoxy	 of	 the	
Maronites.4	In	 turn,	 Dāwud	 wrote	 a	 second	 critical	 book	 about	

                                                 
2	For	 biographical	 information	 about	Dāwud	 and	 al-Dibs,	 see	Dāghir	 1956:	 355-
360.	For	an	account	of	 this	dispute,	 see	Suermann	1998:	13-14	and	Vosté	1948:	
236-244.	
3	For	Dāwud’s	book,	see	in	the	bibliography	David	1870.	
4	For	al-Dibs’	book,	see	in	the	bibliography	Dibs	1871.	He	wrote	the	book	in	Arabic	
and	a	second	person	translated	it	 into	Latin.	The	book	was	subsequently	printed	
bilingually.	
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Maronite	 doctrines	 in	 1873.	 However,	 Dāwud	 was	 instructed	 by	
higher	 church	 authorities	 not	 to	 publish	 this	 text	 in	 order	 to	
preserve	the	peace	and	well-being	of	the	Catholic	church.	Dāwud’s	
text	would	eventually	be	published	in	1908,	after	the	death	of	both	
opponents.5	

Both	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	and	Yūsuf	Dāwud	were	clergymen	of	the	
Syriac	Catholic	church,	and	both	had	been	students	at	the	school	of	
the	Propaganda	Fide	in	Rome	in	the	year	1855.6	It	can	therefore	be	
assumed	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 knew	 his	 colleague	 and	 co-religionist.	 As	
soon	as	he	returned	to	Beirut	in	February	1874,	Ṣābūnjī	interfered	
in	 the	 conflict.7	He	 publicly	 took	 sides	 with	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 and	
against	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	 in	 the	 Tarjamatā	 pamphlet,	 published	 in	
March	 1874	 and	 printed	 at	 the	 American	mission	 in	 Beirut.8	The	
pamphlet	 does	 not	 address	 the	 theological	 issues	 that	 divided	
Dāwud	 and	 al-Dibs.	 Instead,	 the	 treatise	 is	 an	 attempt	 at	
disqualifying	 al-Dibs’	 intellectual,	 scientific,	 and	 educational	
capacities	 and	 credentials.	 Besides	 questioning	 al-Dibs’	 authority,	
Ṣābūnjī	also	criticized	particular	Maronite	practices	and	beliefs	that	
he	 deemed	 backward.	 These	 include	 the	 practice	 of	 visiting	 the	
Maronite	Mār	ʿAbdā	al-Mushammar	monastery,	which	was	referred	
to	at	the	start	of	this	chapter.	As	will	be	showed	below,	the	result	is	
a	 vehemently	 anti-Maronite	 publication.	 Vosté,	 the	 biographer	 of	
Yūsuf	Dāwud,	rightly	classified	this	text	as	scandalous,	violent,	and	
defamatory.9	One	 year	 later	 the	 Tarjamatā	 was	 placed	 on	 the	
Vatican’s	 list	 of	 prohibited	 books,	 the	 Index	 Librorum	
Prohibitorum.10	

Unsurprisingly,	 the	 publication	 of	 the	 Tarjamatā	 did	 not	
receive	a	warm	welcome	in	Beirut.	There	is	some	uncertainty	about	
the	details,	but	based	on	a	number	of	sources,11	most	importantly	
                                                 
5	See	in	the	bibliography:	Dāwud	1908.	
6	Vosté	1948:	220.	
7	In	the	Tarjamatā	(p.	16)	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	that	he	was	in	Beirut	since	a	month.	
8	This	information	is	omitted	in	the	pamphlet,	but	is	given	in	various	other	sources.	
9	Vosté	1948:	241.	
10	Bujanda	2002:	794.	
11 	Besides	 the	 Decalogue,	 these	 are	 Vosté’s	 account	 (1948:	 241)	 and	 a	
contemporary	 newspaper	 article	 called	 ‘A	 Missionary	 Press	 Closed’	 (see	
alphabetically	in	the	bibliography).	



Tarjamatā al-ʿallāma al-khūrī al-usqufī Yūsuf Dāwud wal-sayyid al-
fāḍil Yūsuf al-Dibs (1874), Beirut, p.1.
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Ṣābūnjī’s	 own	 account	 in	 the	 Decalogue,	 the	 following	
reconstruction	can	be	made.	On	12	March	1874	the	Tarjamatā	was	
published,	and	the	Maronite	authorities	responded	immediately,	on	
the	same	day.	They	contacted	the	Ottoman	authorities,	who	went	to	
Ṣābūnjī’s	house,	arrested	him,	and	confiscated	all	the	copies	of	the	
pamphlet.	Simultaneously,	a	number	of	Maronites	were	mobilized	
and	 started	 to	 protest	 in	 the	 streets	 against	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 writings.	
Ṣābūnjī	was	 questioned	 for	 a	 few	 hours,	 and	 after	 his	 release	 he	
spent	 the	 night	 at	 the	 seat	 of	 the	 Papal	 delegate	 in	 Beirut	 for	
reasons	of	safety.	The	Papal	delegate,	Luigi	Piavi,	assisted	Ṣābūnjī	
in	 escaping	 from	Beirut.12	Piavi	 planned	 to	 go	 to	 Aleppo	 the	 next	
day	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 decided	 to	 join	 him.	 That	 night	 some	Maronites	
sacked	 and	 plundered	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 house.	 The	 American	missionary	
press	was	possibly	also	attacked	by	a	Maronite	crowd.13	In	addition,	
according	 to	both	Ṣābūnjī	 and	Vosté,	 a	prize	was	 set	on	his	head,	
though	it	is	unknown	by	whom.	The	next	day,	13	March	1874,	Piavi	
and	 Ṣābūnjī	 boarded	 the	 ship	 Orontes.	 The	 former	 traveled	 to	
Aleppo,	 while	 the	 latter	 traveled	 all	 the	 way	 to	 California,	 via	
İskenderun	and	Alexandria.	
	
Ṣābūnjī’s	polemical	texts	
The	Tarjamatā	 suffers	 from	some	confusion	as	 to	 its	 correct	 title.	
Its	 first	 page	 states	 that	 it	 is	 the	 first	 part	 of	 a	 larger	 document	
entitled	al-Naḥla	al-fatiyya	 (‘The	Young	Bee’).	Confusingly,	Ṣābūnjī	
regularly	uses	the	term	al-Naḥla	al-fatiyya	when	he	literally	quotes	
from	 the	 Tarjamatā.14	Similarly,	 in	 his	 bibliography	 of	 Ṣābūnjī,	
Ṭarrāzī	mentions	al-Naḥla	al-fatiyya	but	omits	any	reference	to	the	
Tarjamatā.15	My	 conclusion	 is	 thus	 that	 al-Naḥla	 al-fatiyya	 is	 an	

                                                 
12	Luigi	Piavi	(1833-1905),	also	known	as	Ludovico	Piavi,	Louis	Piavi,	and	Louis	de	
Ravenne,	 was	 the	 Apostolic	 delegate	 in	 Beirut.	 In	 1889	 he	 became	 the	 Latin	
Patriarch	 of	 Jerusalem.	 While	 in	 Beirut,	 he	 maintained	 contacts	 with	 the	
Propaganda	Fide	(Kildani	2010:	419-423).	
13	See	‘A	Missionary	Press	Closed’	(1874).	
14	This	 is	particularly	 the	 case	 in	 the	Decalogue,	 for	 instance	pages	4	 and	6.	The	
quotes	that	appear	there	are	taken	literally	from	the	Tarjamatā,	even	though	the	
Decalogue	refers	to	the	source	text	as	al-Naḥla	al-fatiyya.	
15	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	79.	This	also	suggests	that	Ṭarrāzī	compiled	his	bibliography	on	
the	basis	of	firsthand	information	rather	than	on	literature	study.	
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alternative,	shorter	title	 for	the	Tarjamatā,	and	that	Ṣābūnjī	never	
published	 a	 separate	 text	 with	 the	 title	 al-Naḥla	 al-fatiyya.	 The	
Decalogue	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 similar	 confusion.	 Its	 French	 title	
conceals	the	fact	that	the	text	is	entirely	in	Arabic.	In	addition,	the	
Decalogue	makes	no	mention	of	Ṣābūnjī	 as	 its	 author,	but	 instead	
identifies	Mūsā	Ḥallāq	as	 its	author.	Based	on	 internal	evidence,	a	
comparison	of	the	handwriting,	and	the	mentioning	of	a	publication	
entitled	Mūsā	al-Ḥallāqa	in	Ṭarrāzī’s	bibliography	of	Ṣābūnjī,	it	can	
be	assumed	that	Ṣābūnjī	wrote	the	text	himself.16	

The	 Tarjamatā	 initiated	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 polemic	 against	 the	
Maronites.	The	document	starts	with	two	lines	of	poetry,	in	which	
Ṣābūnjī	compares	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	with	pitch-black	tar	(see	the	image	
for	 the	 original	 Arabic).	 He	 puns	 on	 dibs,	 which	 means	 fruit	
molasses,	and	contrasts	it	with	the	similar	substance	honey.	
	

“My	 bee	 brought	 you	 a	 product	 /	 that	 sweetens	 the	
bitterness	of	your	dibs,	and	soothes	/	those	who	have	only	
dibs.	So	let	him	take	/	some	honey,	because	al-Dibs	is	pitch-
black	tar.”17	

	
The	largest	part	of	the	Tarjamatā	consists	of	a	comparison	between	
Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	 and	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud,	 and	 in	 all	 respects	 al-Dibs	 is	
represented	 as	 the	 lesser	 of	 the	 two.	 For	 example,	 Ṣābūnjī	writes	
that	 Dāwud	 knew	 Arabic,	 Latin,	 Italian,	 French,	 modern	 Greek,	
ancient	 Greek,	 Hebrew,	 Chaldean,	 Syriac,	 and	 some	 English	 and	
Turkish.	By	contrast,	al-Dibs	allegedly	only	knew	a	little	Syriac	and	
a	little	Arabic,	and	nothing	else.	Ṣābūnjī	substantiates	this	claim	by	
referencing	a	list	of	grammar	and	spelling	errors	found	in	al-Dibs’	
Rūḥ	al-rudūd.	 Another	 example	 relates	 to	 their	 education:	 Dāwud	
received	his	education	from	the	best	teachers	in	Rome,	whereas	al-
Dibs	 received	 his	 education	 from	 “some	 subdeacons	 from	Mount	
Lebanon,	 in	 the	 school	 of	 ʿAyn	 Waraqa”.18	The	 principle	 that	

                                                 
16	The	 first	 reason	 is	 that	 the	Decalogue	 includes	 information	 that	 only	 Ṣābūnjī	
would	know.	The	second	reason	is	that	the	Decalogue	is	a	handwritten	document	
reproduced	in	lithography.	For	the	third	reason,	see	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	79.	
17	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	1.	
18	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	13.	Note	that	Ṣābūnjī	studied	at	the	same	college	in	Rome.	
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underlies	 this	 comparison	 is	 that	 ʿAyn	 Waraqa	 is	 nothing	 in	
comparison	with	Rome.	As	will	 be	 shown	 in	 this	 chapter,	 Ṣābūnjī	
regularly	 represents	 Mount	 Lebanon	 as	 a	 backward	 area;	 the	
reference	 to	 ʿAyn	 Waraqa	 in	 contrast	 with	 Rome	 reflects	 this	
representation.	

Also	discussed	in	the	Tarjamatā,	and	again	in	the	Decalogue,	
is	the	alleged	transformation	of	al-Najāḥ	magazine	into	a	Maronite	
medium,	 broadcasting	 al-Dibs’	 opinions.	 As	 discussed	 in	 the	
previous	 chapter,	 Ṣābūnjī	 founded	 al-Najāḥ	 together	 with	 Yūsuf	
Shalfūn	in	January	1871,	but	Ṣābūnjī	was	pressured	by	the	Bustānīs	
and	 the	 local	 Ottoman	 authorities	 to	 abandon	 it.	 Ṣābūnjī	 then	
traveled	abroad	while	Shalfūn	continued	the	magazine	on	his	own.	
During	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 absence	 from	 Beirut,	 al-Dibs	 used	 al-Najāḥ	 as	 a	
medium	 to	 attack	 Dāwud,	 allegedly	 referring	 to	 the	 latter	 as	 “a	
hurricane	from	the	direction	of	Mosul,	threatening	Lebanon.”19	
	 Throughout	 the	 Tarjamatā	 Ṣābūnjī	 describes	 diverse	
Maronite	 practices	 and	 beliefs	 as	 backward	 and	 uncivilized.	 His	
criticism	 ranges	 from	 denouncing	 the	 dirty	 clothing	 of	 Maronite	
monks	to	rejecting	the	sanctity	of	Yūḥannā	Mārūn	–the	founder	of	
the	 Maronite	 community–	 and	 declaring	 the	 nullity	 of	 various	
Maronite	 pilgrimages.	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues	 that	 “the	 leaders	 of	 the	
Maronites	 should	 abolish	 these	 monasteries	 if	 they	 really	 want	
civilization”	 because	 “these	 monasteries	 are	 dirty	 huts,	 place	 of	
refuge	 for	 lazy	 and	 backward	 persons	 who	 want	 to	 fill	 their	
stomachs	with	 beans,	 lentils	 and	 hummus.”20	The	 recurrent	 point	
that	Ṣābūnjī	 stresses	 is	 that	 the	Maronite	authorities,	and	most	of	
all	Yūsuf	al-Dibs,	obstruct	the	Maronites	from	acquiring	civilization	
and	 advancement,	 as	 they	 do	 not	 make	 use	 of	 their	 power	 and	
authority	to	stop	these	manifestations	of	backwardness.	
	 The	 Decalogue	 also	 includes	 various	 passages	 that	 attack	
Maronite	 authorities,	 practices	 and	 beliefs.	 The	 Decalogue	 was	
written	 in	order	to	demonstrate	that	Ṣābūnjī	was	treated	badly	 in	
the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 publication	 of	 the	 Tarjamatā.	 From	 internal	

                                                 
19	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	17	and	Ḥallāq	1874:	39-43.	As	far	as	I	know,	no	copies	of	al-Najāḥ	
from	the	year	1873	are	preserved.	
20	Ṣābūnjī	 1874:	12-13.	On	page	49	he	mentions	 four	monasteries:	 those	 of	Mār	
ʿAbdā	al-Mushammar,	Mār	Dūmīṭ,	Mār	Shalīṭā,	and	Mār	Nahrā.	



The Bee in conflict with the Maronites (1874) 

168 

evidence	 it	 seems	 that	 the	Decalogue	 was	 written	 in	 1874	 while	
Ṣābūnjī	 was	 in	 London.21	One	 of	 the	 most	 interesting	 of	 the	 ten	
chapters	 describes	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 interrogation	 by	 the	 Ottoman	
authorities	 after	 his	 arrest.	 A	 short	 summary	 of	 this	 chapter	
suffices	here;	a	more	detailed	account	follows	in	the	remainder	of	
this	chapter.	The	governor	and	three	Maronite	government	officials	
take	turns	questioning	Ṣābūnjī	about	particular	sentences	from	the	
Tarjamatā	 that	 are	 deemed	 slanderous	 towards	 the	 Maronites.	
Topics	 that	are	discussed	 include	the	comparison	of	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	
with	pitch-black	tar	and	the	accusations	of	extramarital	sex	during	
the	Mār	ʿAbdā	al-Mushammar	pilgrimage.	To	each	question	Ṣābūnjī	
gives	a	conclusive	answer,	and	the	outcome	is	that	the	governor	is	
convinced	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	good	faith.	Now	in	agreement	with	Ṣābūnjī,	
the	governor	states	that:	“among	every	people	there	are	scum	who	
should	be	avoided	by	sensible	people.	I	fear	for	your	life	from	this	
Maronite	riffraff.	Because	of	their	strong	ignorance	and	fanaticism	
they	may	kill	you,	believing	that	it	 is	one	of	the	religious	duties	of	
their	rite	to	do	so.”22	It	is	impossible	to	reconstruct	the	exact	words	
of	the	governor,	but	it	is	difficult	not	to	see	Ṣābūnjī’s	fingerprint	in	
this	representation	of	the	governor’s	words.	
	 Another	 chapter	 of	 the	 Decalogue	 vividly	 tells	 about	 a	
Maronite	plot	 aimed	at	 killing,	 or	 at	 least	damaging,	 Ṣābūnjī.	This	
plot	 manifests	 itself,	 according	 to	 Ṣābūnjī,	 in	 various	 forms.	 He	
claims	 that	 one	 of	 the	 Maronite	 interrogators	 passed	 on	 details	
about	 his	 traveling	 schedule	 and	 his	 whereabouts	 to	 his	 co-
religionists,	facilitating	the	plundering	of	his	house	and	the	protests	
against	him	in	the	streets.	The	plot	continues	on	board	of	the	ship	
Orontes.	 Two	Maronites	 are	 sent	 on	 board	 in	 order	 to	 kill	 him	 at	
night.	They	are	 caught,	 and	a	 second	 team	of	 two	Maronites,	 sent	
for	 the	 same	 purpose,	 are	 caught	 as	 well.	 However,	 Ṣābūnjī	 is	
prepared	 to	 face	 danger	 because,	 as	 the	 Decalogue	 confidently	
states,	 “the	priest	[Ṣābūnjī]	carried	an	American	pistol	and	twelve	
bullets	in	his	pocket,	and	he	was	determined	not	to	lie	dead	on	the	

                                                 
21	The	author	mentions	that	he	is	“walking	in	comfort	and	safety	through	Oxford	
Street”	(Ṣābūnjī	1874:	18).	In	addition,	his	handwriting	is	recognizable,	
particularly	in	the	words	that	he	records	in	Latin	letters.	
22	Ḥallāq	1874:	13.	
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ground	until	 twelve	Maronites	would	have	been	 sacrificed	 for	his	
life.” 23 	Despite	 the	 many	 Maronite	 threats,	 Ṣābūnjī	 remains	
unharmed.	

In	 the	 following	 pages	 the	 two	 texts	 are	 discussed	
chronologically,	 starting	with	 the	Tarjamatā.	 The	 original	 texts	 of	
Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 and	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	 remain	 undiscussed.	 They	 are	 of	
limited	 value	 with	 respect	 to	 understanding	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 polemical	
texts	 because	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 not	 discuss	 the	 theological	 issues	 that	
they	were	debating.	
	
5.2	 The	Tarjamatā	
	
In	the	previous	chapter,	it	was	demonstrated	how	Ṣābūnjī	and	the	
Bustānīs	shared	an	understanding	of	the	East	–that	it	is	religiously	
blessed–	 and	 how	 Ṣābūnjī	made	 use	 of	 this	 shared	 knowledge	 in	
order	 to	attack	 the	Bustānīs.	Ṣābūnjī	argued	 that	 ‘real	civilization’	
should	 be	 built	 on	 religious	 foundations.	 He	 thereby	 invoked	 the	
mantra	 of	 progress	 and	 civilization,	 but	 only	 did	 so	 in	 order	 to	
reinforce	 another,	 more	 fundamental,	 norm,	 namely	 the	
normativity	of	being	religious.	In	the	present	chapter,	the	mantra	of	
progress	and	civilization	plays	a	more	important	role.	

The	most	important	collective	identities	that	Ṣābūnjī	refers	
to	 are	 firstly	 Maronites,	 and	 secondly	 Lebanese.	 The	 terms	
‘Lebanon’	 and	 ‘Mount	 Lebanon’,	 used	 by	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 his	 peers,	
should	 not	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 light	 of	 the	 present	 boundaries	 of	 the	
state	of	Lebanon.	Two	points	 should	be	made	beforehand.	Firstly,	
both	 the	 terms	 ‘Lebanon’	 (Lubnān)	 and	 ‘Mount	 Lebanon’	 (Jabal	
Lubnān)	point	 to	 the	geographical	Mount	Lebanon,	and	not	 to	 the	
Beqaa	 valley	 or	 the	 anti-Lebanon	 ranges.	 Secondly,	 the	 city	 of	
Beirut	was	 conventionally	 understood	 as	not	 belonging	 to	Mount	
Lebanon.	 This	 is	 also	 reflected	 by	 the	 Ottoman	 administrative	
divisions	 of	 the	 area	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 From	 1842	 until	
1918	 Mount	 Lebanon	 formed	 a	 separate	 area	 in	 the	 Ottoman	
Empire,	first	as	a	dual	Qaimmaqamiyya	and	later	as	a	Mutasarrifate.	
Beirut	was	never	part	of	these	polities.	Instead,	it	was	the	capital	of	

                                                 
23	Ḥallāq	1874:	28.	
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the	 Eyalet	 of	 Sidon	 from	 1842-1865,	 a	 port	 city	 in	 the	 Vilayet	 of	
Syria	from	1865-1888,	and	the	capital	of	the	Vilayet	of	Beirut	from	
1888-1918.	 In	 conformity	 with	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 usage	 I	 also	 use	 the	
phrases	‘Lebanon’,	 ‘Mount	Lebanon’,	and	‘Lebanese’	as	applying	to	
the	mountain	only.	

	
Pre-modernizing	the	Maronites	
The	mantra	of	progress	and	civilization	is	explicitly	and	repeatedly	
invoked	 in	 the	Tarjamatā.	 Its	 temporal	 aspect,	where	past	means	
backwardness	and	present	and	 future	mean	progress,	 is	 regularly	
articulated	by	Ṣābūnjī.	He	sketches	a	chronology	that	ranges	 from	
the	 ‘dark	Middle	 Ages’,	 a	 concept	 that	 he	 refers	 to	 a	 few	 times,24	
until	the	nineteenth	century	(qtd	1):	
	

“The	 sun	of	 knowledge	and	 reliable	history	has	now	risen	
on	 the	 horizon	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 through	 the	
determination	 of	 those	 with	 intelligence.	 The	 sons	 of	 this	
enlightened	era	should	move	along	with	its	light.”25	

		
Ṣābūnjī	contrasts	the	knowledge	and	reliable	history	of	the	present	
era	 with	 the	 ‘fantastic	 story’	 of	 the	 alleged	 sanctity	 of	 Yūḥannā	
Mārūn,	the	first	Patriarch	of	the	Maronites	who	lived	in	the	seventh	
century.26	He	explains	(qtd	2):	
	

“The	 Maronites	 still	 fanatically	 hold	 on	 to	 the	 myth	 of	
Yūḥannā	 Mārūn,	 even	 now.	 This	 is	 clear	 proof	 that	 they	
have	not	yet	reached	the	high	level	of	historical	knowledge,	
through	 which	 civilized	 and	 enlightened	 nations	 can	
separate	good	from	corrupted	[history].”27	

	
                                                 
24	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	8	and	primarily	16.	 Interestingly,	 the	Middle	Ages	 in	 the	Arabic	
context	did	not	usually	carry	such	negative	connotations.	Ṣābūnjī	repeats	here	an	
essentially	 European	 idea	 about	 the	 Middle	 Ages.	 On	 the	 representation	 of	 the	
Middle	Ages	in	Europe,	see	Raedts	2011.	
25	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	20.	
26	The	seventh-century	Yūḥannā	Mārūn	is	not	identical	to	the	fifth-century	Mārūn,	
after	whom	the	Maronites	are	named.	
27	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	9.	Note	the	charged	term	‘myth’	which	Ṣābūnjī	uses.	
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Of	special	relevance	in	this	last	quote	is	the	usage	of	the	words	‘still’	
and	 ‘not	 yet’	 which	 invokes	 complex	 social	 knowledge	 that	 links	
proper	 or	 normative	 behavior,	 thoughts,	 and	 values	 with	 the	
passage	 of	 time.	 Firstly,	 the	 Maronite	 belief	 in	 the	 sanctity	 of	
Yūḥannā	Mārūn	is	represented	as	outmoded	and	not	in	conformity	
with	the	spirit	of	the	nineteenth	century.	Hence,	the	Maronites	who	
hold	on	to	this	myth	are	represented	as	backward	and	pre-modern,	
as	 living	 in	 the	 past	 and	 lagging	 behind	 those	who	 do	 follow	 the	
normative	beliefs	and	practices.	Secondly,	a	correct	understanding	
of	 history	 is	 couched	 as	 advanced,	 just	 as	 its	 prerequisite,	
possessing	 particular	 forms	 of	 knowledge.	 These	 ‘forms	 of	
knowledge’	 are	 not	 specified	 beyond	 being	 ‘high	 leveled’.	 The	
Maronites	 lack	 both,	 which	 again	 implies	 that	 they	 are	 not	 as	
advanced	as	the	nineteenth	century	demands	of	them.	

By	 pointing	 out	 to	 his	 reading	 public	 that	 the	 beliefs	 and	
practices	of	the	Maronites	are	backward,	Ṣābūnjī	appropriates	the	
right	to	paternalize	them.	He	pretends	to	speak	on	behalf	of	those	
who	 are	 progressed	 and	 civilized,	 thereby	 assigning	 himself	 the	
role	of	the	progressed	party.	In	this	framework	Ṣābūnjī	looks	down	
–the	direction	of	the	conceptual	barbarians–	on	the	Maronites,	and	
finds	 them	 living	 in	 a	 different	 time,	 quite	 literally,	 as	 he	 speaks	
about	the	‘dark	Middle	Ages’.	He	then	paternalizes	the	Maronites	by	
presenting	 them	with	a	course	of	action,	or	a	narrative	of	 reform,	
which	boils	down	to	dismissing	a	number	of	beliefs	and	practices.	
Ṣābūnjī	thereby	shows	the	Maronites	the	correct	path	up,	towards	
the	 enlightenment	 and	 advancement	 that	 is	 characteristic	 of	 the	
nineteenth	 century.	 Importantly,	 the	 opposition	 between	 the	
backward	 Maronites	 and	 the	 advanced	 Ṣābūnjī	 reflects	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
point	of	view.	His	text	is	an	attempt	at	establishing	his	authority	in	
the	 eyes	 of	 his	 reading	 public,	 by	 convincing	 them	 that	 his	
perspective	on	these	matters	is	correct.	
	 Another	 passage	 explicitly	 represents	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 Yūsuf	
Dāwud	as	 advanced	 and	progressed,	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	backward	
and	fanatical	Maronites	(qtd	3):	
	

“When	the	successors	of	the	Maronite	sect	rise	to	the	top	of	
knowledge	 and	 science,	 and	 when	 they	 shake	 off	 the	
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backwardness	of	their	ancestors	and	the	spirit	of	fanaticism	
of	their	fathers,	then	they	will	remember	Yūsuf	Dāwud	and	
the	one	who	sought	to	assist	him	[Ṣābūnjī].	They	will	erect	
statues	 for	 these	 two,	higher	 than	 the	air	 and	overlooking	
the	hills	of	Keserwan	[a	Maronite	area	of	Mount	Lebanon]	
in	defiance	of	the	fanaticism	of	their	ancestors.”28	

	
In	 this	 quote	 Ṣābūnjī	 frames	 the	 concepts	 of	 knowledge,	 science,	
backwardness,	and	fanaticism	again	in	temporal	terms.	Rather	than	
speaking	 about	 the	 ‘dark	 Middle	 Ages’,	 he	 refers	 to	 the	 past	 by	
mentioning	 ‘their	 ancestors’.	 The	 past	 lives	 on	 in	 the	 present	
because	 the	 Maronites	 are	 ‘still’	 in	 a	 state	 of	 fanaticism	 and	
ignorance,	 but	 the	 future	 becomes	 different	 –better–	 if	 the	
Maronites	become	advanced.	He	thereby	attempts	to	stimulate	the	
Maronites	to	take	action	now.		

From	 a	 structural	 perspective,	 the	 backwardness	 of	 the	
Maronites	 is	meaningful	 in	contrast	to	the	advancement	of	others.	
In	 the	 last	 quote	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 individuals	 –Dāwud	 and	
himself,	 who	 both	 deserve	 prominent	 statues–	 as	 advanced,	 and	
not	collective	identities.	 In	various	other	quotes	he	 juxtaposes	the	
Maronites	 with	 other	 collective	 identities.	 For	 example,	 Ṣābūnjī	
explicitly	 states	 that	 the	 Chinese	 and	 the	 Americans	 are	 more	
civilized	 and	 intelligent	 than	 the	 Maronites.29	The	 Americans	 are	
unequivocally	 referred	 to	 as	 “the	 people	 who	 have	 reached	 the	
highest	top	of	civilization	and	enlightenment”.30	In	other	examples	
Ṣābūnjī	 implicitly	 refers	 to	 collective	 identities	 as	more	 advanced	
than	 the	 Maronites.	 This	 applies,	 for	 instance,	 to	 the	 Europeans.	
Ṣābūnjī	 states	 that	 the	 writings	 of	 Europeans	 are	 “the	 source	 of	
sciences	 and	 reliable	 history”,	 and	 for	 this	 reason	 he	 laments	 al-
Dibs’	ignorance	of	European	languages.31	Similarly,	the	Syriacs	(al-
Suryān)	are	also	represented	as	more	advanced.	Ṣābūnjī	points	out	
that	 the	 Syriac	 church	 authorities	 have	 taken	 the	necessary	 steps	

                                                 
28	Ṣābūnjī	 1874:	 18.	 Keserwan	 is	 a	 predominantly	 Maronite	 area	 in	 Mount	
Lebanon.	
29	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	8	and	18.	
30	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	20.	
31	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	5.	
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towards	civilization,	unlike	the	Maronite	church	authorities.32	This	
last	 example	 articulates	 an	 us-versus-them	 dichotomy;	 it	 can	 be	
assumed	that	the	readers	saw	Ṣābūnjī	as	one	of	the	Syriacs.	

It	 must	 be	 noted	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 not	 argue	 that	 all	
Maronites	are	backward;	he	does	acknowledge	that	there	are	some	
Maronites	 who	 are	 civilized	 and	 advanced.	 It	 is	 this	 subgroup	 of	
Maronites,	 the	 so-called	 ‘enlightened	 Maronites’,	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	
addresses.33	He	tries	to	convince	them	that	their	leaders,	and	most	
prominently	Yūsuf	 al-Dibs,	 form	an	 obstacle	 for	 the	Maronites	 on	
their	 path	 towards	 progress	 and	 advancement.	 In	 spite	 of	 this	
apparently	 anti-essential	 image	 of	 the	 Maronites,	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	
reproduce	the	idea	that	the	Maronites	in	general	are	backward.	The	
explicit	 mentioning	 of	 the	 enlightenment	 of	 individual	 Maronites	
underlines	that	they	are	unlike	the	other	Maronites.	In	other	words,	
their	 enlightenment	 sets	 them	 apart	 from	 the	 ‘normal’	 Maronite.	
From	 this	 perspective,	 referring	 to	 enlightened	 Maronites	 also	
reproduces	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 Maronites	 in	 general	 are	 not	
enlightened.	

In	 short,	 Ṣābūnjī	 invokes	 a	 norm	 that	 stipulates	 that	
backwardness	should	be	averted	and	progress	should	be	acquired.	
This	 norm	 is	 framed	 in	 temporal	 terms.	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues	 that	 the	
Maronites	 fail	 to	 act	 in	 accordance	 with	 what	 is	 demanded	 of	
people	 who	 live	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 It	 is	 in	 this	 way	 that	
Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 them	 as	 if	 they	 are	 living	 in	 a	 different,	 pre-
modern,	time.	Simultaneously,	each	reference	to	advancement	and	
backwardness	 reminds	 the	 reader	 of	 this	 norm.	 As	 a	 social	
construct,	each	of	these	reminders	reflect,	reproduce,	and	reify	this	
norm	in	the	social	consciousness	of	Ṣābūnjī	and	his	readers.	
	
Othering	the	Lebanese	
Ṣābūnjī	not	only	represents	the	Maronites	as	backward	and	in	need	
of	 advancement,	 but	 also	 the	 inhabitants	 of	Mount	 Lebanon.	 One	
amusing	passage	saliently	illustrates	this	(qtd	4):	
	
                                                 
32	Ṣābūnjī	 1874:	 16.	 He	 does	 not	 specify	 what	 the	 Syriac	 church	 authorities	
precisely	did.	
33	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	15,	18,	19.	
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“I	was	once	on	my	own	in	the	church	of	the	village	Mayrūba	
where	I	saw	with	my	own	eyes	and	heard	with	my	own	ears	
terrible	errors	by	men	and	children.	The	priest	Yūsuf,	one	
of	 the	 students	 of	 the	 school	 in	 Ghazīr,	 taught	 them	 the	
Christian	 teachings	 in	 the	 village	 church.	 And	 when	 he	
asked	them	‘God	is	how	many?’	[Allāh	kam	wāḥid?]	I	heard	
someone	say	‘two’	and	another	yelled	‘four!’	and	I	heard	an	
old	man	chattering	with	a	weak	voice,	 saying	 ‘no,	 it’s	 ten’.	
So,	until	today	there	are	people	in	the	Kfardebian	district	[a	
part	of	Mount	Lebanon],	who	do	not	know	the	truth	about	
God.”34	

	
This	 quote	 is	 one	 of	 many	 which	 illustrate	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 claims	 that	
Mount	 Lebanon	 is	 a	 backward	 area	 and	 that	 its	 inhabitants	 are	
backward	 too.	 In	 another	 example	 he	 writes	 that	 the	 “mist	 of	
ignorance	 has	 entirely	 enshrouded	 the	 hills	 of	 Lebanon	 for	
centuries”.35	In	 reference	 to	 the	 inhabitants	 of	Mount	 Lebanon	 he	
regularly	 uses	 terminology	 such	 as	 “the	 simple	 cave	 dwelling	
inhabitants	 of	 Lebanon”,	 and	 “the	 inhabitants	 of	 the	 bleak	
highlands	 of	 Lebanon”.36	In	 this	 last	 example	 Ṣābūnjī	 implies	 a	
connection	 between	 the	 place	 of	 habitat	 and	 personal	
characteristics,	 suggesting	 that	 a	 rough	 place	 is	 indicative	 of	 a	
rough	character.	There	are	various	other	quotes	that	demonstrate	
how	Ṣābūnjī	represents	Lebanon	as	backward	and	peripheral.	One	
more	 example	 was	 already	 briefly	 addressed	 above.	 In	 the	
comparison	 between	 the	 education	 that	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	 received	 in	
Mount	Lebanon	and	Yūsuf	Dāwud	in	Rome,	Ṣābūnjī’s	remarks	that	
al-Dibs	 is	 less	 educated,	 because	 “between	 Rome	 and	 Lebanon	
there	is	a	difference	as	between	the	sky	and	the	earth.”37	
	 The	negative	depiction	of	the	inhabitants	of	Mount	Lebanon	
suggests	that	Ṣābūnjī	does	not	count	himself	as	one	of	the	Lebanese.	
This	suggestion	becomes	unambiguous	when	speaking	about	‘their’	
mountains.	 Again	 remarking	 about	 its	 uninviting	 topography,	

                                                 
34	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	11.	
35	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	10-11	
36	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	10,	8.	
37	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	13.	
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Ṣābūnjī	 writes	 that	 “I	 have	 visited	 their	 mountains,	 climbed	 its	
bleak	 highlands,	 and	 crossed	 its	 valleys,	 but	 I	 only	 encountered	
drought,	thorns	and	spikes.”38	

Interestingly,	 an	 us-versus-them	 dichotomy	 is	 also	
discernible	in	the	conflict	between	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	and	Yūsuf	Dāwud,	
which	 preceded	 the	 publication	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 Tarjamatā.	 Al-Dibs	
called	Dāwud	a	“hurricane	from	the	direction	of	Mosul,	threatening	
Lebanon”. 39 	Al-Dibs	 thereby	 stresses	 Dāwud’s	 identity	 as	 an	
outsider	 from	 Lebanon.	 Interestingly,	 both	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 Dāwud	
were	 understood	 as	 non-Lebanese	 outsiders,	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	
different	persons.	In	addition,	both	belonged	to	the	Syriac	Catholic	
Church.	 This	 observation	 leads	 to	 the	 question	 of	 whether	 the	
conflict	is	also	a	manifestation	of	an	opposition	between	Maronites	
from	Mount	 Lebanon	 and	 Syriac	 Catholics	 from	 elsewhere.	 More	
research	is	needed	in	order	to	answer	this	question.	After	all,	there	
was	 a	 Syriac	 Catholic	 community	 in	 Beirut,	 and	 the	 prominent	
Syriac	 Catholic	 Sharfa	 monastery	 was	 also	 located	 in	 Mount	
Lebanon.40	
	
Normative	orthodoxy	and	normative	advancement	
As	pointed	out	above,	Ṣābūnjī	criticizes	the	Maronites	for	failing	to	
act	in	line	with	what	he	saw	as	the	spirit	of	the	nineteenth	century.	
This	 claim	 is	mostly	 substantiated	 by	 arguing	 that	 the	Maronites	
fanatically	hold	on	to	myths	that	are	handed	down	through	the	ages.	
This	demonstrates,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 argument	 goes,	 that	 they	 are	unable	
to	distinguish	fact	from	fiction.	However,	Ṣābūnjī	also	criticizes	the	
Maronites	 on	 religious	 grounds.	 He	 argues	 that	 the	 Maronites	
maintain	various	practices	and	beliefs	that	go	against	Christian,	and	
specifically	 Catholic,	 orthodoxy.	 These	 deviations	 include,	 among	
others,	the	alleged	sanctity	of	Yūḥannā	Mārūn	and	the	pilgrimages	

                                                 
38	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	12.	
39	Quote	 found	 in	 Ṣābūnjī	 1874:	 17.	 The	 original	 source,	 an	 issue	 of	 al-Najāḥ	
magazine,	has	not	been	found	and	has	likely	not	survived.	
40	In	 the	 late	 eighteenth	 century	 the	 Syriac	 Catholic	 Patriarch	 Mīkhāʾīl	 Jarwa	
(1731-1800)	 took	 refuge	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon,	 fleeing	 Syriac	 Orthodox	 (Jacobite)	
oppression	 in	 other	 parts	 of	 Syria.	 There,	 with	 the	 help	 of	 local	 Maronites,	 he	
founded	the	Sharfa	Monastery	in	1786	(Chalfoun	1980:	222).	
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to	Maronite	monasteries.	 It	 is	 in	this	 light	that	Ṣābūnjī	also	claims	
to	speak	on	behalf	of	the	Catholics.		

Throughout	 the	 Tarjamatā	 there	 is	 an	 interconnection	
between	 the	 charges	of	 being	 backward	 and	 the	 charges	of	 being	
un-Catholic.	An	important	topic	that	Ṣābūnjī	addresses,	the	belief	in	
the	 sanctity	 of	 Yūḥannā	 Mārūn,	 illustrates	 this	 nicely.	 Ṣābūnjī	
couches	this	belief	as	backward	because	it	“is	clear	proof	that	they	
[the	Maronites]	have	not	yet	reached	the	high	 level	of	knowledge,	
with	 which	 they	 can	 separate	 good	 history	 from	 corrupted	
history”.41	In	 addition,	 he	 also	 couches	 this	 belief	 as	 un-Catholic	
because	 “the	 Popes	 of	 the	 Vatican	 did	 not	 confirm	 him	 [Yūḥannā	
Mārūn]	 in	 this	 position	 [as	 saint],	 and	 until	 now	 they	 have	 never	
referred	 to	him	as	 a	 saint”.42	Ṣābūnjī	 thereby	 invokes	background	
knowledge	 about	 Maronites,	 namely	 that	 they	 are	 Catholics	 who	
should	not	accept	canonizations	that	are	not	confirmed	by	the	Pope.	
Both	 charges	 articulate	 norms;	 the	 former	 quote	 reflects	 and	
reproduces	 the	 norm	 of	 becoming	 and	 acting	 advanced	 and	
civilized,	and	the	latter	quote	reflects	and	reproduces	the	norm	of	
only	accepting	canonizations	that	have	been	confirmed	by	the	Pope.	

Significantly,	 these	 two	 norms	 do	 not	 apply	 to	 the	 same	
people.	 The	 norm	 that	 the	 Pope	 should	 be	 followed	 in	 issues	 of	
canonization	 is	 only	 applicable	 to	 Catholic	 Christians.	 This	 is	
therefore	 a	 particular	 norm.	 By	 contrast,	 the	 normativity	 of	
becoming	advanced	is	not	limited	to	Catholic	Christians,	but	applies	
to	 everybody	who	 lives	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 This	 is	 thus	 a	
universal	 norm.	 It	 is	 because	 of	 this	 universality	 that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
charge	 –that	 people	 who	 are	 unable	 to	 distinguish	 fancy	 myths	
from	reliable	history	are	backward–	can	be	applied	to	Catholics	as	
well	 as	 Muslims	 and	 Protestants.	 In	 spite	 of	 this	 dissimilarity	
Ṣābūnjī	 combines	 these	 two	 norms	 in	 his	 polemic	 against	 the	
Maronites.	In	this	way	he	suggests	that	failing	to	follow	the	Pope	is	
not	only	un-Catholic,	but	is	also	a	reflection	of	the	Maronites’	failure	
to	adhere	to	the	normative	advancement	of	the	nineteenth	century.	
From	 this	 perspective,	 the	 discord	 about	 the	 position	 of	 Yūḥannā	
Mārūn	 ceases	 to	 be	 a	 purely	 religious	 issue,	 but	 touches	 upon	
                                                 
41	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	9.	
42	Ṣābūnjī	1874:	8.	



The Bee in conflict with the Maronites (1874) 

177 

universal	 norms	 that	 regulate	what	 is	 demanded	 and	 expected	 of	
people	 who	 live	 in	 the	 present.	 On	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 same	 logic,	
Ṣābūnjī	represents	the	Popes	as	advanced;	the	fact	that	they	did	not	
canonize	 Yūḥannā	 Mārūn	 demonstrates	 that	 they	 are	 able	 to	
distinguish	fancy	stories	from	true	history.	
	 To	 conclude,	 by	 invoking	 the	 mantra	 of	 progress	 and	
civilization	Ṣābūnjī	casts	his	criticism	of	the	Maronites	in	universal	
terms.	As	such,	 the	various	Maronite	beliefs	and	practices	 that	he	
targets	 are	 unacceptable,	 because	 they	 conflict	 with	 Catholic	
doctrine,	but	also	because	they	conflict	with	the	spirit	of	the	age.		
	
5.3	 The	Decalogue	
	
In	the	previous	pages	I	have	shown	how	the	Tarjamatā	referred	to	
Maronites	and	Lebanese,	and	less	prominently	to	Catholics,	Chinese,	
and	Americans,	as	part	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	polemic	against	Yūsuf	al-Dibs.	
Ṣābūnjī	was	specifically	concerned	about	the	normativity	of	acting	
in	 conformity	 with	 what	 was	 expected	 of	 those	 who	 lived	 in	 the	
enlightened	 era	 that	 is	 the	 nineteenth	 century.43	He	 depicts	 not	
only	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	 but	 also	 the	 Maronites	 and	 the	 Lebanese	 as	
failing	to	abide	by	this	norm,	and	he	illustrates	this	by	discussing	a	
number	 of	 allegedly	 backward	 Maronite	 practices,	 values,	 and	
beliefs.	
	 The	events	 that	 followed	 the	publication	of	 the	Tarjamatā	
are	reported	in	the	Decalogue.	In	this	text,	being	Maronite	is	again	
the	 most	 important	 collective	 identity	 that	 the	 text	 refers	 to.	 In	
general,	 the	 Decalogue	 attaches	 much	 more	 value	 to	 religious	
identities	than	the	Tarjamatā	did,	in	which	the	normativity	of	being	
advanced	takes	precedence	over	the	normativity	that	is	associated	
with	religious	identities.	In	addition,	the	Decalogue	also	represents	
the	Maronites	as	hostile,	aggressive,	and	dangerous.	
	 The	Decalogue	criticizes	the	Maronites	along	the	same	lines	
as	 the	Tarjamatā	did.	Firstly,	 the	 temporal	 factor	 returns;	Ṣābūnjī	
contrasts	 the	 Middle	 Ages	 with	 “the	 period	 of	 knowledge	 and	
freedom”	of	the	present.44	Secondly,	the	spatial	scale	of	civilization,	
                                                 
43	‘al-ʿaṣr	al-mustanīr’	(Ṣābūnjī	1874:	20).	
44	Ḥallāq	1874:	7,	46.	
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ranging	from	the	backwardness	of	the	barbarians	to	the	civilization	
of	the	“people	of	Europe”	is	also	present.45	From	this	point	of	view	
the	Maronites	and	the	Lebanese	are	again	represented	as	backward,	
ignorant,	 fanatical,	 and	 “under	 the	 veil	 of	 misguidance”.46	Ṣābūnjī	
qualifies	 the	 Maronites	 who	 protested	 against	 him	 as	 “ferocious	
beasts	 who	 climbed	 down	 from	 the	 caves	 of	 Lebanon”.47	In	
reference	to	an	alleged	error	made	by	the	Maronite	Patriarch	Būlus	
Masʿad	 (in	 office	 1854-1890),	 Ṣābūnjī	 ironically	 remarks	 that	 he	
should	 be	 forgiven	 for	 doing	 this	 “because	 he	 is	 from	 the	 area	 of	
ʿAshqūt	 [a	 village	 in	 Mount	 Lebanon],	 and	 a	 word	 to	 the	 wise	 is	
enough”.48	Some	minor	 themes	 also	 return	 in	 the	Decalogue,	 such	
as	 the	 idea	 that	 Yūsuf	 Dāwud	 and	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 deserve	 statues	
because	of	their	involvement	in	Maronite	affairs.49	
	 The	 aforementioned	 themes	 have	 been	 sufficiently	
addressed	in	the	previous	discussion	on	the	Tarjamatā	and	will	not	
be	 discussed	 any	 further.	 Instead,	 I	 will	 devote	 attention	 to	
references	 to	 religious	 identities,	 because	 these	 identities	 play	 a	
much	 more	 important	 role	 in	 the	 Decalogue.	 I	 will	 explore	 how	
references	 to	 religious	 identities	 contribute	 to	 religious	
polarization.	 The	 principles	 of	 relevance	 and	 consequentiality,	
discussed	 in	 the	 methodological	 chapter,	 help	 explain	 how	
referring	to	one’s	religion	contributes	to	religious	polarization	and	
to	sectarianism.	
	 As	 pointed	 out	 in	 the	 second	 chapter,	 the	 first	 half	 of	 the	
nineteenth	 century	 witnessed	 the	 emergence	 of	 sectarianism,	 or	
the	 politicization	 of	 the	 religious	 community.	 This	 development	
reflects	the	presence	of	strong	feelings	of	 identification	with	one’s	
own	 religious	 community,	 and	 of	 its	 distinctiveness	 from	 other	
religious	communities.	In	other	words,	sectarianism	is	premised	by,	
as	well	as	fueled	by,	religious	polarization.	In	addition,	sectarianism	

                                                 
45	Ḥallāq	1874:	2,	22.	
46	Ḥallāq	1874:	49.	
47	Ḥallāq	1874:	15.	
48	Ḥallāq	1874:	16.	Ṣābūnjī	accused	the	Maronite	Patriarch	Būlus	Masʿad	of	�iling	a	
complaint	 about	 Ṣābūnjī	 with	 the	 Ottoman	 authorities;	 Ṣābūnjī	 argued	 that	 he	
should	have	filed	his	complaint	with	the	church	authorities.	
49	Ḥallāq	1874:	49.	
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also	 nurtures	 religious	 polarization,	 as	 each	 political	 claim	 that	
favors	the	own	religious	community	highlights	the	differences	with	
other	 religious	 communities.	 In	 the	 fragmented	 religious	 social	
fabric	 of	 Mount	 Lebanon,	 this	 further	 poisoned	 interreligious	
relations	 and	 led	 to	 sectarian	 violence.	 In	 turn,	 this	 violence	
catalyzed	 religious	 polarization,	 increasingly	 stressing	
interreligious	relations.	

Below,	 I	 will	 show	 that	 religious	 polarization	 does	 not	
necessarily	 take	place	within	 a	political	 context,	within	a	political	
struggle	 for	 hegemony.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 references	 to	 religious	 identities	
also	contribute	to	the	poisoning	of	 interreligious	relations.	Firstly,	
attention	 is	 devoted	 to	 the	 Maronites	 whom	 Ṣābūnjī	 accused	 of	
complaining	 about	 him	 to	 the	 Ottoman	 authorities.	 These	
Maronites	include	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	and	the	aforementioned	Patriarch	
Būlus	Masʿad.	Secondly,	two	narratives	stand	out	in	the	Decalogue,	
which	 retell	 the	 sequence	 of	 events	 surrounding	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
interrogation	 by	 the	 Ottoman	 authorities,	 and	 his	 subsequent	
escape	 from	 Beirut.	 In	 these	 narratives,	 I	 will	 argue,	 religious	
identities	play	an	important	role.	
	
Religious	polarization	
One	 of	 the	 chapters	 of	 the	 Decalogue	 mentions	 those	 Maronites	
who	 have	 filed	 complaints	 about	 Ṣābūnjī	 with	 the	 Ottoman	 civil	
authorities	 in	 Beirut.	 These	 are	 also	 the	 persons	 whom	 Ṣābūnjī	
accused	of	continuing	the	–allegedly	sorry–	state	of	the	Maronites.	
The	first	person	mentioned	is	the	Maronite	Patriarch	Būlus	Masʿad	
and	the	second	is	Yūsuf	al-Dibs.50	Ṣābūnjī	argues	that	the	Patriarch	
should	have	complained	to	the	Papal	delegate	in	Beirut,	and	not	to	
the	civil	authorities.	This	act,	Ṣābūnjī	contends,	contradicts	Catholic	
doctrine.	 Al-Dibs	 is	 targeted	 because	 of	 his	 allegedly	 backward	
behavior.	 As	 an	 illustration,	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues	 that	 a	 number	 of	
Maronites	asked	al-Dibs	for	permission	to	write	a	scholarly	reply	to	
the	Tarjamatā.	However,	al-Dibs	refused	this	permission,	and	this	
illustrates	al-Dibs’	“stupidity	and	ignorance”.51	

                                                 
50	Ḥallāq	1874:	15-17.	
51	‘al-ḥamāqa	wal-jahl’(Ḥallāq	1874:	16-17).	
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The	 third	 person	 Ṣābūnjī	 mentions	 is	 Asʿad	 Malḥama,	 a	
Maronite	notable	 in	Beirut	“who	counts	himself	among	those	who	
are	more	civilized	than	the	people	in	Paris”.52	According	to	Ṣābūnjī	
he	is	one	of	the	Maronites	who	had	sent	their	childless	wives	to	the	
Mār	 ʿAbdā	 al-Mushammar	 monastery.	 Malḥama	 allegedly	 offered	
10,000	Ottoman	 lira	 in	 exchange	 for	 the	 closure	 of	 the	 American	
press	 which	 printed	 the	Tarjamatā.	 In	 addition,	 he	 had	 allegedly	
seized	 French	 money	 that	 was	 intended	 for	 the	 victims	 of	 the	
sectarian	 conflict	 of	 1860.	 In	 short,	 the	 Decalogue	 represents	
Malḥama	 as	 a	 corrupt,	 backward,	 and	 naïve	 embezzler.	 Finally,	
Ṣābūnjī	 mentions	 Naʿūm	 Qīqānū,	 Bishāra	 Firʿawn,	 and	 Khalīl	
Ghānim	as	Maronite	plaintiffs.53	These	are	all	Ottoman	government	
officials	 who	 played	 a	 role	 in	 the	 narrative	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
interrogation,	 discussed	 below.	 They	 were	 present	 at	 the	
interrogation	 and	 asked	him	 thorny	questions	 about	 the	 contents	
of	 the	 Tarjamatā.	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 states	 that,	 when	 he	 stayed	 in	
London	 a	 few	 months	 after	 the	 interrogation,	 the	 Maronite	
Patriarch	sent	these	three	Maronites	there	in	order	to	complain	to	
the	English	authorities	about	Ṣābūnjī.	

Ṣābūnjī	strongly	criticizes	the	act	of	complaining	to	the	civil	
authorities,	and	he	does	so	by	claiming	that	 it	 is	not	comme	il	faut	
to	 do	 so.	 Instead,	 their	 complaints	 should	 have	 been	 directed	
towards	 the	 Catholic	 authorities	 in	 Beirut,	 and	 specifically	 to	 the	
Papal	delegate	Luigi	Piavi.	Referring	to	a	decree	of	Pope	Pius	IX	(in	
office	1846-1878),	he	emphasizes	that	the	Maronites	did	not	act	in	
accordance	 with	 the	 official	 Catholic	 doctrine.	 On	 this	 basis	 he	
argues	that	this	deviation	from	Catholic	doctrine	resulted	in	a	state	
of	 ‘reserved	 excommunication’	 (al-ḥirm	al-maḥfūẓ)	 which	 can	 be	
undone	by	the	Pope	alone.54	Significantly,	he	then	concludes	that	“it	
is	 imperative	 for	 all	 Catholics	 to	 avoid	 the	 company	 of	 the	
Maronites	 until	 they	 acquire	 the	 absolution	 from	 the	 Pope”.55	

                                                 
52	Ḥallāq	1874:	13.	The	idea	that	underlies	this	remark	is	that	the	people	in	Paris	
are	apparently	very	civilized.	
53	Ḥallāq	1874:	17.	
54	The	 decree	 that	 sanctions	 this	 type	 of	 excommunication	 was	 issued	 on	 23	
August	1873.	For	this	issue,	see	Herbermann	1913:	691.	
55	Ḥallāq	1874:	18-19.	
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Ṣābūnjī	 also	 implicates	 the	 Papal	 delegate	 Luigi	 Piavi	 in	 his	
confrontation	 with	 the	 Maronites.	 He	 alleges	 that	 Piavi	 had	
informed	the	Maronite	Patriarch	Būlus	Masʿad	and	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	of	
their	reserved	excommunication.	In	this	way	Ṣābūnjī	suggests	that	
Piavi	is	on	his	side	in	his	conflict	with	the	Maronites.	

On	 the	 surface,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 advocated	 a	
Catholic	bond	 in	which	both	Maronites	as	well	as	Syriac	Catholics	
are	 united.	 However,	 his	 adopted	 method	 of	 persuading	 the	
Maronites	 to	 join	 this	 unity	 does	 not	 bear	 witness	 to	 any	
willingness	to	realize	such	a	unity.	To	the	contrary,	his	aggression	
towards,	 and	 rejection	 of,	 the	 Maronites	 nurtures	 religious	
polarization	rather	than	conciliation	and	unity.	This	polarization	is	
most	 clearly	 discernible	 in	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 appeal	 for	 shunning	 the	
Maronites.	 In	 addition,	 he	 indiscriminately	 implicates	 all	 the	
Maronites	 by	 speaking	 of	 ‘the	 company	 of	Maronites’	 rather	 than	
specifying	 particular	 subgroups	 or	 individuals	 such	 as	 Yūsuf	 al-
Dibs.	This	and	similar	negative	generalizations	about	the	Maronites	
widens	 the	 discursive	 gap	 between	 the	 Maronites	 and	 other	
Catholics.	 It	 is	 because	 of	 these	 negative	 generalizations	 that	 I	
argue	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 reproduced	 what	 Makdisi	 calls	 the	 culture	 of	
sectarianism,	 without	 making	 any	 political	 claims. 56 	His	
representation	of	the	Maronites	contributes	to	a	tense	atmosphere	
in	which	religious	separation	and	polarization	thrives.	In	turn,	this	
religious	 polarization	 facilitates	 prioritizing	 the	 religious	
community	within	a	political	context.	
	 There	 are	 various	 other	 passages	 in	 the	 Decalogue	 that	
refer	to	Maronites	in	various	contexts.	One	example	deserves	some	
attention,	 as	 it	 involves	 Aḥmad	 Fāris	 al-Shidyāq	 (1804-1887),	 a	
Maronite	 who	 had	 converted	 to	 Islam. 57 	Referring	 to	 the	
publication	of	the	Tarjamatā,	al-Shidyāq	wrote	in	his	newspaper	al-
Jawāʾib	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 “dared	 to	defame	a	 community	of	more	 than	
100,000	 persons”.58	Ṣābūnjī	 interpreted	 this	 statement	 as	 al-
Shidyāq’s	 taking	 a	 position	 in	 favor	 of	 the	 Maronites	 and	 in	

                                                 
56	Makdisi	2000.	
57	Karam	1965:	800.	The	year	of	al-Shidyāq’s	birth	might	also	be	1801	(Ṣulḥ	1980:	
23).	
58	Reference	found	in:	Ḥallāq	1874:	32.	
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opposition	 to	him.	This	evoked	Ṣābūnjī’s	wrath;	he	questioned	al-
Shidyāq’s	 religious	 identity	 and	 criticized	 his	 conversion.	 Ṣābūnjī	
writes	 about	 al-Shidyāq	 that	 (qtd	 5):	 “he	 is	 still	 half	 Muslim	 half	
Maronite,	 and	 his	 name	 also	 indicates	 this:	 half	 Muslim	 (Aḥmad)	
and	 half	 Maronite	 (Fāris	 al-Shidyāq)”.59	In	 addition,	 he	 called	 al-
Shidyāq’s	 newspaper	al-Jawāʾib	 half	Maronite,	 thereby	 suggesting	
that	al-Shidyāq	opposes	Ṣābūnjī	because	of	 this	Maronite	 identity.	
Interestingly,	in	the	previous	chapter	Ṣābūnjī	also	attacked	Buṭrus	
al-Bustānī’s	conversion	along	the	same	lines.	In	both	cases	Ṣābūnjī	
demands	that	a	change	of	religion	should	be	reflected	in	someone’s	
outward	behavior.	The	underlying	idea	is	that	individual	members	
of	 a	 religious	 community	 should	 be	 recognizable	 as	 belonging	 to	
their	 community.	 In	 extension,	 religious	 communities	 should	 be	
recognizable	 vis-à-vis	 other	 religious	 communities.	 Criticizing	
religious	 conversion	 along	 these	 lines	 highlights	 the	 differences	
between	 the	 religious	 communities,	 stresses	 religious	 divisions,	
and	thereby	contributes	to	religious	polarization.	
	
The	interrogation	
The	 second	 chapter	 of	 the	 Decalogue,	 entitled	 ‘On	 the	 judicial	
hearing	 and	 its	 description’,	 consists	 of	 the	 account	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
interrogation	 that	 took	 place	 on	 12	 March	 1874.	 This	 chapter	
occupies	 a	 substantial	 part	 –about	 one-fifth–	 of	 the	 Decalogue.	
There	 can	 be	 no	 doubt	 that	 the	 apologetic	 account	 is	 written	 in	
order	to	convey	to	its	readers	that	Ṣābūnjī	was	treated	unjustly	by	
the	Maronites.	Ṣābūnjī’s	interrogators	ask	several	questions,	and	to	
each	question	Ṣābūnjī	gives	a	decisive	answer.	

In	addition	 to	Ṣābūnjī,	 five	 individuals	are	present,	 four	of	
whom	 take	 part	 in	 the	 interrogation.	 The	 first	 person	 is	 the	
Ottoman	governor	of	Beirut,	Ibrāhīm	Pasha.60	The	second	person	is	
Khalīl	 Ghānim,	 the	 Maronite	 police	 commander	 who	 arrested	
Ṣābūnjī.	 The	 third	 and	 the	 fourth	 persons	 are	Naʿūm	Qīqānū	 and	

                                                 
59	Ḥallāq	1874:	34.	
60	Ibrāhīm	Pasha	was	governor	(mutaṣarrif)	of	Beirut	in	the	period	between	June	
1873	 and	 September	 1874,	 when	 he	 was	 dismissed	 on	 charges	 of	 corruption.	
Previously,	he	had	held	the	position	of	mutaṣarrif	of	the	Ḥawrān	and	of	Damascus,	
and	of	president	of	the	Commercial	Court	in	Beirut	(Gross	1979:	153-154,	201).	
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Bishāra	 Firʿawn.	 Also	 present	 was	 a	 ‘Maronite	 translator	 of	 the	
Vilayet	of	Syria’,	whose	name	is	not	given.	Apart	from	the	governor	
they	 are	 all	 Maronites.	 More	 importantly,	 Khalīl	 Ghānim,	 Naʿūm	
Qīqānū	 and	 Bishāra	 Firʿawn	 are	 identified	 as	 Maronites	 who	
complained	about	Ṣābūnjī.	Khalīl	Ghānim	is	even	accused	of	having	
had	 an	 organizing	 role	 in	 the	 looting	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 house.61	To	 the	
reader	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 position	 is	 clear:	 he	 is	 the	 defendant	 and	 the	
underdog	in	the	face	of	at	least	three	antagonists.	

The	 interrogation	 is	 opened	 by	 the	 governor,	 who	 asks	
Ṣābūnjī	whether	he	 is	 the	 author	of	 the	pamphlet.	 Following	 this,	
the	 Maronites,	 and	 predominantly	 Khalīl	 Ghānim,	 inquire	 about	
specific	 quarrelsome	 and	 slanderous	 passages	 contained	 in	 the	
Tarjamatā.	 In	 response	 to	 each	 question	 Ṣābūnjī	 outwits	 his	
interrogators,	and	as	a	result	the	Maronites	“became	embarrassed	
and	 lapsed	 into	 silence”.62	Throughout	 the	 interrogation	 Ṣābūnjī	
continues	to	criticize	the	Maronites.	He	argues	that	the	pilgrimage	
to	the	Mār	ʿAbdā	al-Mushammar	monastery	is	futile	because	“If	God	
wants	 to	 reverse	 the	 laws	 of	 nature	 and	 make	 barren	 women	
pregnant	 through	 the	 intercession	 of	 Mār	 ʿAbdā	 al-Mushammar,	
then	he	 can	do	 that	without	 the	need	 to	 go	 to	 his	monastery	 (…)	
after	 all	 God	 is	 no	Maronite	monk”.63	With	 answers	 such	 as	 these	
Ṣābūnjī	further	dissociates	himself	from	the	Maronites.	By	the	end	
of	the	interrogation,	Ṣābūnjī	has	convinced	the	Ottoman	governor.	
In	 reference	 to	 the	 protesting	 Maronites,	 the	 governor	 observes	
that	“among	every	nation	there	are	some	who	are	scum”.64	He	then	
orders	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 should	 be	 protected	 against	 any	 angry	
Maronites.	 In	order	to	settle	the	affair	 they	then	decide	to	write	a	
communiqué	 in	which	 Ṣābūnjī	 “reconsiders	 those	words	 that	 the	
Maronites	 assume	 are	 insulting	 to	 them”.65	The	 account	 of	 the	
interrogation	 comes	 to	 an	 end,	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 is	 transferred	 to	 the	

                                                 
61	Ḥallāq	1874:	22.	
62	This	phrase	returns	three	times	in	the	account	of	the	interrogation,	on	pages	5,	7,	
and	8.	
63	Ḥallāq	1874:	6.	
64	Ḥallāq	1874:	13.	
65	Ḥallāq	 1874:	 13.	 According	 to	 Ṣābūnjī,	 the	 text	 of	 the	 communiqué	 was	
deliberately	left	vague.	See	the	appendix	for	the	Arabic	text	of	the	communiqué.	
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seat	of	 the	Papal	delegate	 in	Beirut,	where	he	spends	 the	night	 in	
safety.	

The	account	can	be	understood	as	a	short	story,	a	narrative.	
The	task	of	the	protagonist,	Ṣābūnjī,	is	to	convince	the	governor	of	
his	good	faith.	This	task	is	impeded	by	the	presence	of	a	third	party,	
the	Maronites,	who	have	conflicting	interests.	They	also	attempt	to	
win	 over	 the	 governor.	 In	 this	 way	 Ṣābūnjī	 sketches	 a	 tense	
opposition	 between	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 the	 Maronites.	 In	 addition,	 as	 a	
defendant	in	opposition	to	a	numerical	majority	of	antagonists,	he	
is	 at	 a	 disadvantage.	 This	 disadvantage	 is	 also	 highlighted	 by	 the	
initial	behavior	of	the	governor,	who	joins	the	Maronites	in	asking	
Ṣābūnjī	thorny	questions,	which	suggests	that	he	is	in	league	with	
the	 Maronites.	 Nevertheless,	 in	 the	 end	 the	 governor	 decides	 in	
favor	of	Ṣābūnjī.	In	this	way	the	narrator	attributes	more	authority	
to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 arguments	 than	 to	 those	 of	 the	 Maronites.	 The	
convinced	governor	thus	symbolizes	Ṣābūnjī’s	superiority	over	the	
complaining	 Maronites,	 and	 his	 superiority	 is	 furthermore	
emphasized	because	of	his	initial	disadvantage.	

His	 interrogators	 are	 repeatedly	 and	 explicitly	 referred	 to	
as	 Maronites,	 in	 sentences	 such	 as	 “Khalīl	 Effendi	 Ghānim	 the	
Maronite	stood	up	and	interrupted	the	priest	[Ṣābūnjī]”.	The	reader	
is	 therefore	 continuously	 reminded	 that	 his	 interrogators	 were	
Maronites,	 and	 not	 government	 officials,	 police	 investigators	 or	
otherwise	people	involved	in	maintaining	public	safety	in	Beirut.	In	
other	 words,	 Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 their	 religious	 identity	 relevant	 and	
consequential	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 narrative.	 By	 contrast,	 the	
religious	 identity	 of	 the	 Ottoman	 governor	 is	 never	 mentioned,	
which	 means	 that	 it	 is	 not	 relevant	 to	 the	 story.	 In	 terms	 of	
Membership	 Categorization	 Analysis,	 the	 references	 to	 their	
Maronite	 identity	 carry	 situated	 functions	 within	 the	
communication	 between	 author	 and	 reader.	 Throughout	 the	
Tarjamatā	 and	 the	Decalogue	 the	Maronites	 are	 represented	 in	 a	
highly	negative	way,	and	this	previous	reading	experience	teaches	
the	readers	how	to	 interpret	other	 references	 to	Maronites.	From	
this	 perspective,	 the	 references	 to	 the	 Maronite	 identity	 of	 his	
interrogators	 bring	 their	 backwardness	 and	 fanaticism	 into	 the	
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minds	 of	 the	 readers.	 In	 other	 words,	 these	 explicit	 references	
stress	their	Otherness	from	Ṣābūnjī.	

A	second	aspect	also	deserves	attention.	From	a	theoretical	
perspective,	 the	 explicit	 and	 repeated	 references	 to	 the	 religious	
identity	 of	 the	 Maronites	 make	 the	 readers	 aware	 that	 being	
Maronite	 plays	 a	 decisive	 role	 in	 the	 narrative.	Without	 saying	 it	
out	 loud,	 Ṣābūnjī	 suggests	 that	 being	 Maronite	 determines	 one’s	
position	against	Ṣābūnjī	 in	 the	conflict.	 In	 this	way	he	reproduces	
the	idea	that	someone’s	loyalties,	values,	and	behavior	are	derived	
from	one’s	religious	identity,	and	not	from	some	other	aspect.	For	
example,	 Khalīl	 Ghānim	 was	 a	 police	 officer,	 and	 as	 such	 was	
assigned	 to	maintain	 the	peace	 in	Beirut.	 It	 is	 conceivable	 that	he	
received	 information	 that	Ṣābūnjī	was	 fomenting	 trouble	and	 that	
this	 was	 the	 reason	 for	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 arrest.	 However,	 the	 narrative	
precludes	this	possibility;	by	making	his	religious	identity	relevant	
and	 consequential	 Ṣābūnjī	 suggests	 that	 his	 actions	 are	 the	
consequence	of	his	Maronite	identity.	The	underlying	idea	is,	again,	
that	 the	 membership	 to	 a	 religious	 community	 reverberates	 in	
one’s	outward	behavior,	and	that	religious	communities	should	be	
distinguishable	from	other	religious	communities.	Making	religious	
identities	 relevant	 and	 consequential	 along	 these	 lines	 therefore	
contributes	to	religious	polarization.	
	
The	Escape	
In	the	second	narrative	to	be	discussed,	 the	escape	narrative	–the	
link	 between	 religious	 identity,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 loyalties,	
values,	 and	 behavior,	 on	 the	 other–	 is	 more	 emphatically	
articulated.	 The	 escape	 narrative,	 which	 appears	 in	 the	 sixth	
chapter	of	the	document	entitled	 ‘On	the	journey	and	its	dangers’,	
recounts	the	events	surrounding	Ṣābūnjī’s	perilous	journey	on	the	
day	 after	 the	 interrogation.	 After	 hearing	 that	 his	 life	 is	 truly	 in	
danger,	 Ṣābūnjī	 decides	 to	 join	 Luigi	 Piavi	 and	 leave	 Beirut.	
Together,	they	board	a	carriage	to	go	to	the	harbor,	but	the	carriage	
belongs	 to	 a	 Maronite	 company,	 with	 a	 Maronite	 driver,	 and	 is	
drawn	 by	 two	 Maronite	 horses	 (this	 issue	 is	 discussed	 in	 detail	
below).	Unfortunately,	the	horses	refuse	to	move,	forcing	Piavi	and	
Ṣābūnjī	to	walk	to	the	harbor.	On	the	way,	they	are	impeded	by	the	
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actions	 of	 a	Maronite	 servant	 of	 Piavi,	 Dāwud	 Shidyāq,	who	 later	
turns	 out	 to	 be	 a	Maronite	 conspirator.	 Earlier,	 he	 had	 circulated	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 time	 of	 departure	 among	 his	 co-religionists,	 who	 have	
now	 filled	 the	 surrounding	 alleys	 in	 protest	 against	 Ṣābūnjī.	
Ottoman	soldiers	and	guards	of	 the	French	consul	 then	escort	 the	
two	 travelers	 to	 the	 harbor,	 while	 Maronite	 protesters	 threaten	
and	insult	Ṣābūnjī.	
	 The	 two	arrive	 at	 the	English	 ship	Orontes,	where	 Ṣābūnjī	
has	 a	 shoe	 thrown	 at	 him.	 Soon	 after,	Maronite	 leaders	 send	 two	
‘highland	 Maronites’	 –invoking	 ideas	 about	 the	 inhospitality	 of	
Mount	 Lebanon–	 to	 the	 ship	 in	 order	 to	 kill	 Ṣābūnjī	 at	 night.	
Rumors	about	this	reach	the	ship,	and	Piavi	orders	Dāwud	Shidyāq,	
who	is	not	yet	exposed	as	a	conspirator	at	this	stage,	to	investigate	
the	matter.	Shidyāq	conspires	with	the	two	Maronites	and	informs	
Piavi	 that	 they	 belong	 to	 the	 Greek	 Orthodox	 church.	 Ṣābūnjī	
doesn’t	believe	this	“because	they	 looked	 like	Maronites”.	Shidyāq	
talks	to	them	again,	and	then	reports	that	they	belong	to	the	Greek	
Catholic	 church.	 This	 change	 aroused	 suspicion,	 and	 Piavi	 then	
sends	 an	 Armenian	 to	 investigate	 the	 matter	 again.	 He,	 in	 turn,	
somehow	 finds	 out	 that	 they	 indeed	 are	 Maronites	 and	 not	
authorized	passengers.66	They	 are	 sent	 off	 the	 ship,	 together	with	
Dāwud	 Shidyāq.	 Thirty	 minutes	 later	 Maronite	 leaders	 –who	
remain	unnamed–	again	send	two	persons	on	board	to	kill	Ṣābūnjī,	
but	these,	too,	exhibit	suspicious	behavior	and	are	sent	off	board.	
	 While	 Ṣābūnjī	 is	 underway,	 the	Maronites	 in	 Beirut	 cable	
their	co-religionists	in	İskenderun	and	inform	them	about	Ṣābūnjī’s	
route.	The	result	is	that,	when	the	Orontes	arrives	in	that	city,	“the	
news	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 presence	 had	 reached	 every	 corner”	 of	 the	
city.	 He	 is	 therefore	 advised	 by	 the	 captain	 not	 to	 disembark.	
Instead,	Ṣābūnjī	boards	a	second	ship,	the	French	Ilissus,	bound	for	
Beirut	and	then	Alexandria.	This	information	is	also	telegraphed	by	
the	 Maronites	 to	 their	 co-religionists	 in	 Beirut.	 In	 spite	 of	 this,	
Ṣābūnjī	 is	 able	 to	 continue	 his	 journey	 and	 arrives	 safely	 in	
Alexandria,	 where	 he	 stays	 with	 a	 friend.	 The	 Maronites	 even	
threaten	 him	 in	 Alexandria,	 but,	 as	 previously	 mentioned,	 the	

                                                 
66	It	is	not	specified	how	the	Armenian	found	out	that	the	two	were	Maronites.	



The Bee in conflict with the Maronites (1874) 

187 

Catholic	priest	 is	not	afraid	 to	use	his	American	pistol	against	 the	
Maronites	 in	 case	 of	 necessity.	 From	 Alexandria	 he	 travels	 to	
California,	and	the	account	of	the	escape	ends.	

What	Ṣābūnjī	suggests	is	that	the	Maronites	of	the	Eastern	
Mediterranean,	 or	perhaps	 even	of	 the	 entire	world,	were	 closely	
scrutinizing	 his	 movements.	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues	 that	 the	 Maronites	
were	 telegraphing	 between	 Beirut	 and	 İskenderun	 and	 back	 to	
Beirut.	The	information	that	Ṣābūnjī	was	present	in	Alexandria	was	
allegedly	 also	 known	 by	 the	 Maronites,	 just	 as	 his	 presence	 in	
England.	 Ṣābūnjī	 even	 writes	 that	 the	 Maronite	 Patriarch	 Būlus	
Masʿad	sent	a	delegation	to	England	in	order	to	prevent	him	from	
publishing	 there.	 Ṣābūnjī	 thereby	 sketches	 an	 image	 of	 an	
international	Maronite	network	that	is	closely	monitoring	him.	This	
stresses,	firstly,	Ṣābūnjī’s	role	of	victim	in	a	Maronite	complot	and,	
secondly,	 an	 alleged	 consensus	 among	 the	Maronites	 to	 condemn	
him.	
	 The	 religious	 identity	 of	 the	 characters	 is	 frequently	
mentioned	 in	 the	 escape	 narrative,	 just	 as	 in	 the	 interrogation	
narrative.	 Ṣābūnjī	 continuously	 articulates	 the	 norm	 that	 one’s	
religious	 identity	 reverberates	 in	 someone’s	 behavior	 and	
character.	 In	other	words,	 the	message	that	the	narrative	conveys	
is	that	it	is	your	religious	identity	that	makes	you	who	you	are.	This	
can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 representation	 of	 Luigi	 Piavi’s	 servants.	 The	
Maronite	 servant	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 a	 conspirator	 against	 Ṣābūnjī,	
while	 the	Armenian	 servant	 is	 reliable.	 The	 implicit	message	 that	
informs	 the	comparison	 is	 that	 the	Maronite	 is	unreliable	because	
he	is	a	Maronite,	while	the	Armenian	servant	is	reliable	because	he	
is	not	a	Maronite.	

Similarly,	 the	 two	Maronite	 assassins	who	are	 sent	on	 the	
ship	are	 firstly	–erroneously–	reported	 to	be	Greek	Orthodox	and	
secondly,	again	erroneously,	as	Greek	Catholics.	It	is	clear	how	the	
reader	would	interpret	these	references	to	religious	identities:	the	
two	 men	 are	 dangerous	 because	 they	 are	 Maronites,	 and	 not	
because	they	are	assassins,	criminals,	or	lowlifes.	According	to	the	
same	 logic,	 Greek	 Catholics	 and	 Greek	 Orthodox	 do	 not	 pose	 a	
threat	 towards	 Ṣābūnjī.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 situated	 function	 of	
references	 to	 Maronites	 is	 to	 indicate	 danger,	 and	 the	 situated	
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function	of	references	to	Greek	Catholics	and	Greek	Orthodox	is	to	
indicate	safety.	
	
Emphasizing	the	word	‘Maronite’	
A	focus	on	the	layout	of	the	text	gives	an	unexpected	perspective	on	
how	 religious	 polarization	 is	 nurtured	 in	 the	 Decalogue.	 The	
Decalogue	 is	a	reproduction	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	handwritten	text,	printed	
in	 lithography.	 Interestingly,	 the	 text	 contains	 information	 that	
would	have	been	 lost	 if	printed	with	 typesetting	 in	movable	 type.	
For	example,	 the	 frontispiece	of	 the	Decalogue	 features	a	bee	and	
decorative	 Arabic	 calligraphy	 in	 which	 he	 paraphrases	 Matthew	
7:2.67	Because	 it	 is	 a	 lithography,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 handwriting	 is	 also	
recognizable,	especially	 in	 the	non-Arabic	expressions.68	The	most	
significant	aspect	of	the	lithography	is	the	presence	of	emphasis	on	
particular	 words	 and	 phrases,	 done	 by	 adding	 a	 line	 above	 the	
words.	This	method	of	emphasis	is	not	limited	to	Ṣābūnjī’s	text,	as	
it	also	occurs,	 incidentally,	 in	 the	magazine	al-Muqtaṭaf	 in	1877.69	
Various	 different	 words	 and	 expressions	 are	 emphasized	 in	 this	
way,	but	the	only	word	that	is	repeatedly	stressed	is	‘Maronite’.	
	 The	 following	 image	 is	part	of	 the	 interrogation	narrative,	
page	 5	 of	 the	 Decalogue.	 In	 it,	 the	 Maronite	 identity	 of	 his	
interrogators	is	stressed.	

	

                                                 
67	Ṣābūnjī’s	text	reads	“With	the	measure	you	use,	it	will	be	measured	back	to	you	
even	more.	And	 if	you	resume	the	attack	the	enemy	steps	towards	you	and	then	
back”.	The	relevant	part	of	Matthew	reads	“and	with	the	measure	you	use,	it	will	
be	measured	back	to	you”	(New	King	James	Version).	This	fragment	is	reproduced	
on	 the	 cover	 of	 this	 study	 because	 of	 its	 ornamental	 value	 and	 because	 of	 its	
quarrelsome	content	that,	I	argue,	characterizes	Ṣābūnjī.	
68	The	Latin	alphabet	is	used	for	the	title	and	for	a	number	of	expressions,	such	as	
‘Force	brutale’,	 ‘In	English	Bank	notes’,	 and	 ‘Robert	Burn	Duc	 [sic]	de	Richelieu’.	
The	handwriting	of	these	expressions	corresponds	with	Ṣābūnjī’s	handwriting,	for	
instance	in	his	letters	to	Wilfrid	Blunt.	
69	See	for	instance	Ṣarrūf	1877-1878:	58,	147.		
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In	 this	 example	 both	 the	 translator	 of	 the	 Vilayet	 of	 Syria	 and	
Bishāra	 Firʿawn	 are	 emphatically	 classified	 as	 Maronites.	 The	
former	 “became	 embarrassed	 and	 lapsed	 into	 silence”	 after	
Ṣābūnjī’s	response	to	an	earlier	question	of	 ‘Khalīl	effendi	Ghānim	
the	 Maronite’	 concerning	 a	 derogatory	 statement	 about	 al-Dibs’	
clothing	 in	 the	 Tarjamatā.	 The	 latter	 inquires	 about	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
criticism	of	the	Mār	ʿAbdā	al-Mushammar	pilgrimage	(this	has	been	
omitted	 from	the	scan).	 In	 isolation,	 it	 is	not	 immediately	obvious	
why	 extra	 emphasis	 has	 been	 laid	 on	 their	 Maronite	 identity.	
However,	the	earlier	representations	of	the	Maronites	as	backward	
and	 fanatical	 gives	 the	 readers	 information	 as	 to	 how	 other	
references	 to	 Maronites	 should	 be	 interpreted.	 This	 quote	 also	
underlines	 their	 backwardness	 and	 incompetence;	 the	
‘embarrassment’	 and	 ‘silence’	 of	 the	Maronite	 translator	 stand	 in	
marked	contrast	to	Ṣābūnjī’s	eloquence	and	superiority.	

The	 following	 image	 is	 also	 part	 of	 the	 interrogation	
narrative,	page	9.	The	quote	is	relevant	because	it	places	emphasis	
on	Maronite	things	and	concepts,	and	not	only	on	Maronite	persons.	

	
The	quote	refers	to	the	“Maronite	stupidities”	that	al-Dibs	and	his	
collaborators	published,	and	to	their	“backward	Maronite	[journal]	
al-Najāḥ”.70	Ṣābūnjī	 thereby	 directs	 further	 attention	 to	 their	
backwardness	 and	Otherness,	 and	 distances	 himself	 further	 from	
them.	

Finally,	a	third	image	from	the	start	of	the	escape	narrative,	
page	 23,	 deserves	 attention.	 It	 is	 relevant	 because	 it	 shows	 an	
accumulation	of	Maronite	persons	and	things.	

                                                 
70	See	the	appendix	for	its	translation.	
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In	 these	 few	 lines	 Ṣābūnjī	 argues	 that	 his	 departure	 from	 Beirut	
was	 purposely	 obstructed	 by	 Luigi	 Piavi’s	Maronite	 servant,	 who	
hired	a	Maronite	carriage	from	a	Maronite	company,	in	order	to	go	
to	 the	 port.	 This	 Maronite	 carriage	 was	 operated	 by	 a	 Maronite	
servant	 of	 the	Maronite	 Rizq	 Allāh	 Khaḍrā,	who	was	 not	 only	 an	
enemy	of	Ṣābūnjī	but	also	a	friend	of	the	Maronite	Yūsuf	al-Dibs.	On	
the	next	page	of	 the	Decalogue,	 omitted	 in	 the	 image,	 it	 turns	out	
that	 the	 two	 horses	 are	 also	Maronites,	 as	 they	 didn’t	 budge,	 but	
instead	 “prostrated	 in	 adoration	 and	 reverence	 for	 their	 master	
Mārūn”.71	In	only	seven	lines	the	term	Maronite	occurs	eight	times,	
and	each	time	it	is	emphasized.	

With	 these	 repeated	 references	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 not	 simply	
talk	about	any	 company,	any	 carriage	or	any	 two	horses.	He	 talks	
about	a	Maronite	company	which	is	therefore	different	from	other	
companies,	 a	Maronite	 carriage	which	 is	 therefore	 different	 from	
other	carriages,	and	Maronite	horses	which	are	therefore	different	
from	 other	 horses.	 This	 usage	 again	 reflects	 and	 reproduces	 the	
hostility	and	the	Otherness	of	the	Maronites.	At	the	same	the	usage	
stresses	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 position	 as	 the	 underdog	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 the	
Maronites.	They	 are	 spoiling	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 life	 in	 Beirut,	 and	 they	 are	
encroaching	on	him	from	all	sides	(literally,	“from	the	back	and	the	
front,	and	from	the	right	and	the	left”72).	In	spite	of	the	humorous	
and	 ironic	 undertones,	 each	 time	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 uses	 the	 term	
Maronite	 he	 simultaneously	 invokes	 notions	 of	 backwardness,	
                                                 
71	Ḥallāq	1874:	24.	
72	Ḥallāq	1874:	24.	
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fanaticism,	 and	 hostility	 –in	 short,	 of	 Otherness.	 Each	 reference	
thereby	contributes	at	an	atmosphere	of	religious	polarization.	
	
5.4	 Sectarianism	and	religious	polarization	
Throughout	 the	 Tarjamatā	 and	 the	Decalogue,	 the	 Maronites	 are	
represented	as	essentially	backward	and	 fanatic.	 In	 the	Decalogue	
they	are	also	depicted	as	hostile,	aggressive,	and	dangerous.	From	a	
theoretical	 perspective,	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 behavior,	 values,	 and	
opinions	 as	 deriving	 from	 one’s	 religious	 identity,	 thereby	
essentializing	 religious	differences.	The	 link	between	 religion	 and	
behavior	 is	 nicely	 illustrated	 by	 the	 escape	 narrative	 from	 the	
Decalogue.	 In	 this	 passage	 the	 situated	 functions	 of	 references	 to	
religious	 identities	 are	 to	 indicate	 either	 danger,	 in	 the	 case	 of	
references	to	Maronites,	or	safety,	in	the	case	of	references	to	non-
Maronites,	 such	 as	 Greek	 Catholics	 or	 Greek	 Orthodox.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
aggressive	 condemning	 tone,	 in	 combination	 with	 the	
essentialization	 of	 religious	 differences,	 contributes	 to	 an	
atmosphere	of	religious	polarization.	
	 The	 essentialization	 of	 religious	 differences	 at	 the	 same	
time	 also	 reflects	 and	 reproduces	 a	 normativity	 about	 how	 the	
different	 religious	 communities	 should	 interrelate,	 according	 to	
Ṣābūnjī.	 To	 be	 more	 precise,	 this	 essentialization	 reflects	 the	
normativity	 of	 maintaining	 the	 distinctiveness	 of	 the	 different	
communities	and	thereby	of	maintaining	the	borders	that	separate	
them.	The	 representation	of	Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī’s	 conversion	 in	 the	
previous	chapter,	and	Aḥmad	Fāris	al-Shidyāq’s	 conversion	 in	 the	
present	 chapter,	 illustrates	 this	 norm.	 Ṣābūnjī	 represented	 their	
conversion	 as	 an	 abnormal	 deviation,	 thereby	 highlighting	 the	
norm	 of	 maintaining	 strict	 borders	 between	 different	 religious	
communities.	

I	 argue	 that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 writings	 in	 this	 conflict	 not	 only	
nurture	religious	polarization,	but	also	contribute	to	the	reification	
of	the	culture	of	sectarianism	that	Makdisi	describes.	Sectarianism,	
the	 political	 mobilization	 of	 religious	 identities,	 is	 premised	 by	
religious	polarization.	As	 social	 constructs,	 religious	 identities	are	
constructed	 in	 discourse	 through	 communication	with	 others,	 by	
agents	 such	 as	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī.	 From	 a	 discursive	 point	 of	 view,	
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sectarian	 violence	as	well	 as	 Ṣābūnjī’s	polemical	writings	 are	 two	
sides	 of	 the	 same	 coin;	 they	 all	 contribute	 to	 an	 atmosphere	 of	
greater	 religious	 separation,	 segregation,	 and	 polarization.	 Put	
differently,	 each	 act	 of	 violence,	 as	 well	 as	 each	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
negative	 references	 to	Maronites,	 reflect,	 reproduce,	 and	 reify	us-
versus-them	 dichotomies	 that	 form	 the	 basis	 for	 –political–	
sectarianism.	 For	 this	 reason,	 the	 polarization	 of	 interreligious	
relations	that	is	seen	throughout	the	Tarjamatā	and	the	Decalogue	
facilitates	 sectarianism,	 in	 spite	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 never	
attached	 any	 political	 significance	 to	 religious	 identities	 and	
communities.73	
	 In	 the	 conflict	 with	 the	 Bustānīs,	 Ṣābūnjī	 represented	 the	
East	 as	 essentially	 religious,	 thereby	 criticizing	 the	 Bustānīs	 of	
being	un-Eastern.	 In	 the	 conflict	with	 the	Maronites,	 the	East	and	
its	 meaning	 did	 not	 play	 any	 role.	 Instead,	 Ṣābūnjī	 invoked	 the	
mantra	of	progress	and	civilization.	He	criticizes	the	Maronites	for	
maintaining	 backward	 beliefs	 and	 practices,	 and	 for	 this	 reason	
they	fail	to	conform	to	the	norms	of	the	enlightened	era	that	is	the	
nineteenth	century.	Especially	in	the	Tarjamatā,	Ṣābūnjī	represents	
the	Maronites	as	 though	 they	are	 living	 in	 the	 ‘dark	Middle	Ages’,	
and	therefore	in	a	different,	pre-modern,	time.	This	representation	
of	 the	 Maronites	 is	 paralleled	 by	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 representation	 of	 the	
inhabitants	of	Mount	Lebanon,	who	are	also	depicted	as	backward.	
Ṣābūnjī	thereby	underlines	that	he	does	not	count	himself	as	one	of	
the	Lebanese.	Rather,	the	Syriac	Catholic	clergy	stand	in	contrast	to	
the	Maronites	 and	 the	 Lebanese.	 In	 the	Tarjamatā	 Ṣābūnjī	writes	
that	they	are	advanced	and	act	in	conformity	with	the	norms	of	the	
present	era,	without	exactly	pointing	out	what	they	did.	

Finally,	I	would	like	to	add	one	remark	about	the	mantra	of	
progress	and	civilization	in	relation	to	identity.	The	conflict	shows	
that	 realizing	 progress	 and	 avoiding	 backwardness	 was	 a	
fundamental	 concern	 for	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 his	 peers.	 In	 terms	 of	
collective	 identity,	 it	was	 a	 fundamental	 concern	 to	 belong	 to	 the	
group	 of	progressed	and	civilized	people.	 This	 group	 encompassed	
                                                 
73	A	possible	explanation	for	this	lack	of	political	significance	is	that	the	Syriac	
Catholic	church	could	not	realistically	participate	in	any	struggle	for	political	
hegemony	because	of	its	numerical	insignificance.	
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Ṣābūnjī	himself,	the	Americans,	the	Chinese,	Syriac	Catholic	clergy,	
a	few	Maronites,	and	no	Lebanese	–at	least	he	never	suggests	that	
there	 are	 exceptions	 to	 the	 rule	 that	 the	 Lebanese	 are	 backward.	
Each	reference	to	any	of	the	identities	explored	in	this	chapter	also	
highlights	the	need	to	be	civilized	and	progressed.	It	is	in	this	sense	
that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 references	 to	 identities	 such	 as	 Maronite	 and	
American	 at	 the	 same	 time	 also	 function	 as	 vehicles	 for	 this	
fundamental	 concern:	 belonging	 to	 the	 group	 of	 progressed	 and	
civilized	people.	
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6	
The	Bee	in	London	(1877-1880)	
	

“A	speaking	monkey	from	Brazil	is	one	of	the	distinguished	
visitors	 to	 the	 Paris	 Exhibition.	 This	 animal	 was	 found	 in	
the	arms	of	 its	mother,	which	had	been	mortally	wounded	
in	a	fight	with	a	polecat,	by	a	M.	Coulembart,	while	shooting	
on	the	banks	of	the	Amazon.	Little	Jean	Larousse	–for	so	he	
is	named–	was	given	over	 to	 the	charge	of	a	negress,	who	
was	 addicted	 to	 the	 use	 of	 the	 word	 ‘carramba.’	 The	
monkey	was	noticed	to	have	caught	the	first	syllable	of	the	
word,	and	by	dint	of	proper	teaching,	has	been	taught	to	say	
‘papa,’	 ‘mamma,’	 ‘Maranon,’	 ‘Brazil,’	 etc.	 Has	 the	 ‘missing	
link’	at	last	been	discovered?	Professor	Darwin	may	find	in	
this	 case	a	new	proof	of	his	 system;	but	we	beg	 to	 inform	
Mr.	 Darwin,	 that	 Darwinism	 was	 taught	 many	 centuries	
before	him	by	an	Arab	philosopher,	called	Ebin-Tofile,	who	
flourished	 in	 Spain	 in	 the	 twelfth	 century	 of	 the	 Christian	
era.	There	is	nothing	New	under	the	Sun.”1	

	
In	April	1877	Ṣābūnjī	revived	al-Naḥla	again,	this	time	in	London.	It	
became	 a	 bilingual	 publication,	 in	 English	 and	 Arabic,	 and	 it	
continued	to	appear	until	May	1880.	The	quote	above	is	taken	from	
the	English	section	of	al-Naḥla.	It	is	significant	because	it	addresses,	
in	1878,	the	topic	of	evolution	and	the	origin	of	mankind,	This	was	
four	 years	 before	 the	 so-called	 Lewis	 affair,	 which	 involved	 a	
professor	 of	 chemistry	 at	 the	 Syrian	 Protestant	 College	 in	 Beirut	
who	 had	 to	 resign	 because	 of	 a	 lecture	 that	 allegedly	 propagated	
Darwinism.2	For	the	present	study	the	quote	is	remarkable	because	
Ṣābūnjī	 presented	 Darwin’s	 thesis	 as	 originally	 a	 medieval	 Arab	
idea.	 The	 idea	 of	 Arab	 superiority	 in	 the	 Middle	 Ages	 vis-à-vis	
European	 backwardness	 was	 a	 well-known	 topos	 among	 Nahḍa	

                                                 
1	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	83.	In	a	slightly	altered	version	the	quote	is	also	present	in	
the	Arabic	part	of	al-Naḥla.	This	will	be	discussed	in	detail	below.	
2	For	this	issue,	see	Farag	1972,	and	Leavitt	1981.	
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intellectuals	of	the	nineteenth	century.3	With	this	reference	Ṣābūnjī	
contributes	 at	 disseminating	 this	 idea	 among	 his	 reading	 publics.	
This	chapter	analyzes	this	and	similar	references	to	identities	that	
are	found	in	al-Naḥla.	

The	 present	 study	 understands	 public	 texts	 as	
communication	between	the	author	and	his	public,	and	references	
to	 identities	 as	 communicative	 acts	 that	 the	 author	 performs	 for	
particular	reasons.	From	this	point	of	view,	the	revived	al-Naḥla	is	
exceptional	because	it	was	bilingual.	 It	targeted	two	publics:	those	
who	read	Arabic	and	those	who	read	English.	 I	assume	that	 there	
was	 not	 much	 overlap	 between	 these	 two	 publics	 because	 the	
number	of	readers	who	would	read	both	versions	would	have	been	
very	 limited.	 As	 I	 will	 show	 in	 this	 chapter,	 there	 are	 indeed	
differences	 between	 the	 Arabic	 and	 the	 English	 texts	 which	 give	
insight	 into	 perceived	 differences	 between	 the	 Arabic	 and	 the	
English	 publics.	 In	 terms	 of	 identity,	 any	 difference	 that	 is	 found	
between	the	two	versions	can	give	insight	into	what	it	means	to	be	
one	of	the	Arabs,	or	one	of	the	English.	

As	 pointed	 out	 in	 the	 methodological	 chapter,	 Kiesling	
observed	 how	 discourses	 of	 identities	 can	 be	 reproduced	 within	
communication	 without	 explicitly	 referring	 to	 them.	 He	
demonstrates	 how	 identities	 are	 reproduced	 by	 invoking	
background	 knowledge	 that	 is	 associated	 with	 the	 identities	 in	
question.	 I	apply	this	approach	to	the	Arabic	and	English	versions	
of	 the	 magazine.	 I	 will	 analyze	 if,	 and	 how,	 the	 background	
knowledge	that	is	associated	with	the	Arabic	speaking	community	
and	the	English	speaking	community	reverberate	in	the	texts	of	the	
bilingual	al-Naḥla.	

The	first	part	of	this	chapter	gives	a	general	overview	of	the	
revived	 magazine	 al-Naḥla.	 The	 second	 part	 focuses	 on	 the	
bilingual	 aspect	of	al-Naḥla;	 by	performing	a	Discourse	Analysis	 I	
will	analyze	how	the	two	different	publics,	those	who	read	English	
and	those	who	read	Arabic,	are	represented.	The	third	part	follows	
the	 principles	 of	Membership	 Categorization	 Analysis.	 I	will	 treat	
                                                 
3	The	societies	of	the	Abbasid	era	and	of	Islamic	Spain,	al-Andalus,	were	regularly	
presented	as	a	model	of	native	Arab	success	during	the	Nahḍa	era	(Sheehi	2004:	
25-38).	
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the	 two	publics	 as	 two	different	 identities	 –Arabs	 and	English,	 or	
Anglo-Saxons–	 and	 I	 will	 analyze	 how	 these	 identities	 are	 made	
relevant	and	consequential	as	part	of	the	communication	between	
author	and	readers.	The	fourth	and	final	part	compares	the	findings	
of	the	Discourse	Analysis	with	those	of	MCA.	
	
6.1	 The	magazine	al-Naḥla	
	
About	the	magazine	
After	 the	 conflict	 with	 Yūsuf	 al-Dibs	 and	 the	 Maronites,	 Ṣābūnjī	
traveled	 via	 a	 long	 detour	 to	 London,	 where	 he	 settled	 in	 1876.	
There,	 he	 started	 to	 publish	 a	 bilingual	 magazine	 in	 April	 1877,	
again	under	the	name	al-Naḥla	and	now	also	featuring	the	English	
title,	The	Bee.	This	magazine	lasted	longer	than	his	earlier	al-Naḥla,	
with	the	last	issue	appearing	in	May	1880.	Each	issue	had	two	title	
pages:	an	Arabic	one	that	did	not	change,	and	an	English	one	that	
differed	 per	 issue.	 The	 magazine	 appeared	 fortnightly,	 and	 each	
issue	 consisted	of	 about	20	pages.	 In	 its	 first	 year	 the	Arabic	 and	
English	 contents	generally	 correspond;	 there	are	 few	articles	 that	
are	 only	 either	 in	 Arabic	 or	 in	 English.	 In	 its	 second	 year	 this	
feature	became	 less	pronounced,	 as	more	monolingual	 articles,	 in	
either	Arabic	or	English,	appeared.	As	a	consequence,	the	contents	
in	the	two	versions	diverged.	The	Arabic	version	focused	more	on	
news,	 current	 events	 and	 international	 politics	 than	 the	 English	
version.	 In	 turn,	 the	 English	 version	 included	 more	 information	
about	 science,	 history,	 cultures,	 and	 other	 topics	 that	 did	 not	
immediately	 pertain	 to	 current	 affairs.	 In	 its	 third	 year	 al-Naḥla	
turned	 into	 an	 Arabic-only	 magazine,	 appearing	 monthly	 rather	
than	fortnightly.	The	pages	were	numbered	consecutively	through	
the	 different	 issues,	 and	 numbering	 restarted	 after	 each	 year.	
Hence,	the	corpus	of	al-Naḥla	consists	of	three	volumes,	coinciding	
with	three	years.4	It	is	unknown	how	many	copies	were	printed	of	
each	issue,	but	a	speculative	assessment	can	be	made.	Based	on	a		
	
                                                 
4	The	volumes	do	not	start	in	January	of	each	year,	but	in	April	1877,	June	1878,	
and	September	1879.	As	a	consequence,	the	first	volume	spans	the	years	1877-
1878,	the	second	volume	1878-1879,	and	the	third	volume	1879-1880.	



Arabic title page of al-Naḥla 1(10), dated 1 November 1877, 
London. Image reproduced by permission of the British Library 
(14599.e.1)



English title page of al-Naḥla 1(10), dated 1 November 1877, 
London. Image reproduced by permission of the British Library 
(14599.e.1)
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comparison	 with	 circulation	 numbers	 of	 similar	 magazines,	 it	 is	
unlikely	that	its	print	run	exceeded	1,000	per	issue.5	

The	 magazine	 was	 one	 of	 the	 best	 Arabic	 magazines	 in	
terms	 of	 contents,	 appearance	 and	 writing	 at	 the	 time.6	Its	 most	
prominent	asset	were	 the	many	 illustrations	 that	appeared	 in	 the	
first	year	and	a	half.	The	most	striking	example	was	the	illustration	
of	 Sultan	 Barghash’s	 ship,	 featured	 in	 Chapter	 Two	 of	 this	 thesis.	
These	 images	 clearly	 distinguished	 al-Naḥla	 from	 the	 other	
contemporary	 Arabic	 magazines,	 and	 the	magazine	 took	 pride	 in	
this	aspect.7	The	 first	page	of	 the	 first	 issue,	 as	well	 as	 the	Arabic	
title	 page,	 prominently	 mentions	 the	 ‘magnificent	 images’	 (al-
taṣāwīr	 al-bahiyya)	 that	 al-Naḥla	 includes.	 The	 images	 depict	 a	
large	variety	of	people,	places,	events,	and	buildings.	Places	that	are	
featured	 include	 Zanzibar,	 Kars	 (one	 of	 the	 battle	 grounds	 of	 the	
Russo-Turkish	war),	Japan,	Africa,	Rome,	San	Francisco,	Penang	(on	
the	 Malay	 peninsula),	 and	 the	 Pacific	 Marquesas	 islands.	 Also	
included	are	a	number	of	stereotypical	images	that	illustrate	ethnic	
groups.	 These	 include	 a	 Greek	 warrior,	 Africans	 who	 hunt	 a	
hippopotamus,	 a	 Circassian	 leader	 on	 a	 horse,	 Chinese	 who	
worship	 their	 ‘idols’,	 and	 Jewish	 bridesmaids.	 A	 few	 of	 these	
illustrations	are	discussed	below.	It	is	possibly	for	financial	reasons	
that	al-Naḥla	did	not	 feature	any	more	 images	after	 its	34th	 issue,	
dated	1	December	1878.8	

The	 London-based	 al-Naḥla	 was	 distinctively	 more	
cosmopolitan	 and	 international	 than	 its	Beirut-based	predecessor	
of	the	same	name	had	been.	This	cosmopolitanism	is	manifested	in	
a	number	of	ways.	Firstly,	al-Naḥla’s	bilingualism	catches	 the	eye.	
By	making	his	magazine	 accessible	 to	 those	who	 read	Arabic	 and	
those	 who	 read	 English,	 Ṣābūnjī	 doubled	 his	 audience.	 This	

                                                 
5	This	speculative	assessment	is	based	on	a	comparison	with	circulation	numbers	
of	similar	magazines,	found	in	Ayalon	1995:	148.	
6	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	250.	
7	The	 images	 in	 al-Naḥla	 were	 perhaps	 only	 rivaled	 by	 Sanua’s	 handwritten	
illustrations	in	Abū	Naẓẓāra,	published	during	the	years	1877-1907	in	Paris.	
8	Ṣābūnjī	remarks	in	the	issue	of	15	November	1878	that	“the	numerous	political	
events	 and	 news	 of	 the	 highest	 importance”	 (p.	 196)	 forces	 al-Naḥla	 to	 print	
images	only	rarely.	
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observation	 forms	 a	 fundamental	 point	 of	 departure	 for	 this	
chapter.	

Secondly,	 its	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 reflected	 by	 the	 list	 of	
recommendations	made	by	a	number	of	notables	from	the	fields	of	
politics,	 science,	 and	 religion.	 This	 list,	 featured	 in	 the	 first	 issue,	
includes	 notables	 such	 as	 Barghash,	 the	 Sultan	 of	 Zanzibar,	 A.P.	
Stanley,	 the	 dean	 of	 Westminster	 Abbey,	 Salar	 Jung	 I,	 the	 prime	
minister	 of	 Hyderabad,	 G.P.	 Badger,	 the	 lexicographer	 who	 was	
referred	 to	 in	Chapter	Three,	G.C.M.	Birdwood,	 the	early	advocate	
of	 an	 Arab	 rather	 than	 a	 Turkish	 Caliphate,	 and	 the	 Earl	 of	
Shaftesbury,	 a	 well-known	 peer	 and	 social	 reformer.	 These	
testimonials	 give	 al-Naḥla	 the	 impression	 of	 authority	 and	
respectability	that	its	predecessor	lacked.	Throughout	its	existence	
al-Naḥla	 regularly	 devoted	 attention	 to	 many	 other	 ‘Eastern	 and	
Western’	notables,	as	will	be	discussed	later.	

Thirdly,	al-Naḥla	gave	much	more	weight	to	political	events	
and	 current	 affairs	 than	 its	 predecessor	 in	 Beirut.	 It	 closely	
followed	the	developments	of	the	Russo-Turkish	war	of	1877-1878,	
the	 Anglo-Afghan	 war	 of	 1878-1880	 and	 the	 Anglo-Zulu	 war	 of	
1879.	 As	 already	 discussed	 by	 Zolondek,	 al-Naḥla	 regularly	
disseminated	its	opinions	about	these	conflicts.9	In	its	first	year	al-
Naḥla	adopted	a	favorable	position	towards	the	Ottomans	and	the	
British,	and	a	negative	position	towards	the	Russians.	Article	titles	
such	 as	 ‘The	 Barbarity	 of	 the	 Russians’	 bear	 witness	 to	 this	
position.10	Another	 article,	 ‘“Servia,”	 [sic]	 a	 new	 synonym	 for	
ingratitude’	 criticized	 Serbia’s	 allying	with	 the	 Russians.11	A	 third	
article	discusses	a	money	collection	in	London,	initiated	by	Roman	
Catholics	“for	the	suffering	Turks	who	have	been	driven	from	their	
homes	by	the	Russians”.12	In	the	second	year	al-Naḥla’s	pro-British	
position	somewhat	changed,	as	 it	criticized	British	imperial	policy	
in	South	Africa	and	Afghanistan.	However,	as	already	pointed	out	in	
Chapter	Three,	al-Naḥla	always	praised	the	freedom	of	opinion	and	
the	freedom	of	the	press	that	were	found	in	Great	Britain.	Ṣābūnjī	

                                                 
9	Zolondek	1978:	104.	
10	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	26.	
11	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	229.	
12	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	109.	
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also	expressed	this	idea	in	his	response	to	al-Afghānī’s	criticism	of	
the	British.	

There	 are	 no	 reasons	 to	 assume	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 shared	 the	
responsibility	 for	 the	 contents	 of	al-Naḥla	 with	 other	 people.13	In	
general,	 it	 seems	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 devoted	 much	 more	 time	 and	
expenses	to	the	magazine	in	its	first	year	than	in	its	second	year.	In	
the	 second	 year	many	 short	 anecdotal	 articles	 in	 English	 appear,	
many	of	which	have	been	copied	from	other	sources.14	In	a	number	
of	cases	Ṣābūnjī	added	some	lines	of	his	own	to	such	articles.	This	
also	 happened	 to	 the	 article	 about	 the	 speaking	 monkey	 that	
introduced	this	chapter.15	The	usage	of	unoriginal	content	roughly	
coincides	 with	 the	 disappearance	 of	 images.	 In	 its	 third	 year	 al-
Naḥla	 became	 an	 Arabic-only	 publication,	 and	 the	 short	 English	
articles	 also	 disappeared.16	In	 this	period	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 established	
relations	 with	 the	 Beiruti	 magazine	 al-Muqtaṭaf.17	Egyptians	 and	
Syrians	were	able	to	acquire	a	subscription	to	al-Naḥla	through	al-
Muqtaṭaf’s	 Shāhīn	 Makāriyūs. 18 	In	 addition,	 al-Naḥla	 and	 al-
Muqtaṭaf	reprinted	a	number	of	each	other’s	articles.19	
	 It	 is	 somewhat	 unclear	when	al-Naḥla	 ceased	 publication.	
On	the	one	hand,	 the	 last	preserved	 issue	 is	 the	ninth	 issue	of	 the	

                                                 
13	A	 possible	 exception	 is	 his	 nephew	 Abraham,	 who	 assisted	 Ṣābūnjī	 in	 the	
printing	of	al-Naḥla	in	1878.	
14	This	is	revealed	by	the	large	amount	of	digitized	material	that	is	available	online.	
In	particular,	the	databases	of	the	national	libraries	of	Australia	and	New	Zealand	
yielded	 many	 results.	 See	 http://trove.nla.gov.au	 and	 http://www.paperspast.	
natlib.govt.nz	.	Many	articles	have	also	been	taken	over	from	Scientific	American.	
15	This	point	will	be	discussed	in	further	detail	in	Section	6.3,	where	the	English	
and	Arabic	texts	are	compared.	
16	Exceptions	 are	 the	 small	 number	 of	 articles	 that	 are	 taken	 over	 from	 other	
newspapers	 such	 as	al-Nashra	al-Usbūʿiyya,	Thamarāt	al-Funūn,	 and	al-Muqtaṭaf	
(see	also	next	footnote).	
17	The	two	magazines	and	the	Jesuit	magazine	al-Bashīr	exchanged	thoughts	about	
magic,	 and	 their	 discussion	 is	 briefly	 addressed	 by	 Glaß	 (2004:	 413-414).	 See	
Ṣarrūf	 1878-1879:	 203-209,	 273-276,	 305-308,	 321-323;	 1879-1880:	 27-29,	 56,	
146,	and	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	327;	1879-1880:	13.	
18	Ṣābūnjī	1879-1880:	98.	
19	For	instance	Ṣarrūf	1879-1880:	157,	179-180,	188,	and	Ṣābūnjī	1879-1880:	28,	
88-91.	
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third	volume,	dating	to	May	1880.	Ṭarrāzī	also	confirms	this	date.20	
On	 the	 other	 hand,	 indirect	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 al-Naḥla	
continued	to	appear	in	early	1883.21	However,	I	have	not	found	any	
issues	of	al-Naḥla	that	have	appeared	after	May	1880.	
	
Portraits	
A	substantial	proportion	of	the	images	in	al-Naḥla	are	portraits	of	
well-known	persons.	There	were	a	total	of	66	portraits,	of	which	56	
appeared	in	the	first	year	of	publication	and	10	in	the	second	year.	
In	general,	the	portraits	can	be	categorized	into	three	groups.	The	
first	group	includes	27	portraits	of	British	politicians	and	notables;	
the	 second	 group	 includes	 19	 portraits	 of	 Eastern	 (Ottoman,	 or	
Islamic)	politicians	and	notables;	 and	 the	 third	group	 includes	19	
portraits	 of	 non-British	 European	 politicians	 and	 notables.	 The	
only	portrait	that	does	not	fit	into	any	of	these	categories	is	that	of	
Samuel	Crowther,	the	first	African	Anglican	bishop.	In	general,	the	
portraits	 illustrate	 the	 articles	 of	 the	 magazine.	 For	 instance,	
reports	 about	 the	 Russo-Turkish	 war	 of	 1877-1878	 are	
accompanied	 by	 the	 portraits	 of	 Czar	 Alexander	 II,	 the	 Ottoman	
Sultan,	 and	 various	 generals	 of	 theirs.22	An	 article	 about	 French	
politics	 is	 illustrated	with	 portraits	 of	 the	 French	 President	Mac-
Mahon,	 his	 opponent	 Leon	 Gambetta,	 and	 various	 other	 French	
notables.23	For	the	same	reasons	the	Imam	of	Dagestan	Shamīl,	the	
Emperor	of	Austria	Franz	 Joseph,	and	the	Shah	of	Persia	Nāṣir	al-
Dīn	are	depicted.24	

On	 the	 basis	 of	 Ṭarrāzī’s	 account	 it	 is	 certain	 that	 at	 least	
some	of	 the	portrayed	 individuals	were	also	 financial	benefactors	
to	 the	 magazine.25	These	 persons	 include	 George	 Badger	 (1815-
1888),	 the	 lexicographer	 with	 whom	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 cooperated,	
                                                 
20	Ṭarrāzī	(1913b:	250)	writes	that	al-Naḥla	appeared	“until	 it	reached	its	 fourth	
year”.	
21	See	Zolondek	1978:	108,	and	the	discussion	about	al-Afghānī’s	contributions,	in	
Chapter	Three.	
22	See	primarily	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	21,	59,	138,	139.	
23	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	114,	120.	
24	Ṣābūnjī	 1877-1878:	 55,	 72,	 80.	 Imam	 Shamīl	 had	 resisted	 Russian	 incursions	
into	the	Caucasus	until	his	forces	were	defeated	in	1859.	
25	1913b:	250.	
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Barghash,	Sultan	of	Zanzibar	(1837-1888),	who	is	portrayed	thrice,	
and	 Salar	 Jung	 I,	 the	 prime	 minister	 of	 Hyderabad	 (1829-1883),	
who	 is	 portrayed	 twice.26	A	 special	 case	 is	 that	 of	 Albert	 Sassoon	
(1818-1893),	 a	 wealthy	 British	 merchant	 whose	 ancestors	 came	
from	Baghdad.	Sassoon	featured	on	the	cover	of	the	eleventh	issue.	
In	response,	Sassoon	apparently	donated	a	sum	of	money,	because	
the	 twelfth	 issue	 thanks	 him	 for	 his	 “liberal	 donation”.	 This	
indicates	that	paying	attention	to	notables	paid	off,	at	 least	 in	this	
case.	 It	was	possibly	a	strategy	 in	order	 to	acquire	 funding	 for	al-
Naḥla,	 and	 this	 can	 explain	 the	 prominence	 of	 British	 notables.	
These	 notables	 include	 persons	 such	 as	 Henry	 Bartle	 Frere,	
Granville	 Leveson-Gower,	 A.B.	 Kemball,	 Baroness	 Burdett-Coutts,	
the	 Viscountess	 Strangford,	 Robert	 Napier,	 and	 Lewis	 Pelly,	 and	
they	are	all	lauded	in	the	pages	of	al-Naḥla.27	
	
6.2	 The	representation	of	the	reading	publics	
	
The	representation	the	Arab	public	
The	 Arabic	 cover	 of	 al-Naḥla	 includes	 two	 lines	 of	 poetry	 which	
give	insight	into	al-Naḥla’s	Arab	reading	public,	and	into	al-Naḥla’s	
(and,	 by	 implication,	 Ṣābūnjī’s)	 relation	 with	 this	 reading	 public.	

                                                 
26	Ṣābūnjī	 1877-1878:	 200,	 12,	 224,	 20	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 1878-1879:	 386,	 185.	 Note	
that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 brother,	 Alexander	Malcolm,	maintained	 ties	with	 the	 Nizam.	 See	
Chapter	Three.	
27	Ṣābūnjī	 1877-1878:	 140-144,	 160,	 188-192,	 102-108,	 292,	 296,	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	
1878-1879:	130.	
Henry	 Bartle	 Frere	 (1815-1884)	 negotiated	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 British	with	 Sultan	
Barghash	 about	 the	 abolition	 of	 the	 slave	 trade	 in	 Zanzibar.	 Granville	 Leveson-
Gower	(1815-1891)	was	a	liberal	politician	and	former	leader	of	the	British	House	
of	Lords.	Arnold	Kemball	(1820-1908)	was	British	diplomat	who	played	a	role	in	
the	Russo-Turkish	war,	 and	also	 in	East	African	affairs.	Baroness	Burdett-Coutts	
(1818-1906)	 and	 the	 Viscountess	 Strangford	 (1826-1887)	were	 philanthropists.	
Robert	 Baron	 Napier	 of	 Magdala	 (1810-1890)	 was	 commander-in-chief	 of	 the	
Indian	 army.	 Lewis	 Pelly	was	 a	 British	 diplomat	 in	 Afghanistan	 and	 Persia,	 and	
also	 member	 of	 the	 British	 delegation	 that	 negotiated	 with	 Barghash.	 The	
prominence	of	people	that	Barghash	would	have	met	is	conspicuous,	and	it	seems	
that	this	should	be	seen	in	the	light	of	Barghash’s	financial	support	of	al-Naḥla.	All	
of	 this	 information	comes	 from	Ṣābūnjī’s	 texts	and	 from	the	British	Biographical	
Archive.	
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These	 lines	 feature	on	 the	 title	page	of	 the	 first	 ten	 issues	and,	as	
such,	can	be	seen	as	al-Naḥla’s	leitmotif:	
	

“A	bee	brings	the	intellect	the	sweetness	of	knowledge	/	Stretch	
the	hands	of	 acceptance	 for	her,	 sons	of	 the	 fatherland!	 /	 She	
returned	 to	 the	 fatherlands	after	her	absence	/	holding	 in	her	
claw	the	honey	of	love	and	peace.”	

	
In	 this	 verse,	 the	 first	 line	 sketches	 an	 interaction	 between	 the	
‘sons	 of	 the	 fatherland’	 and	 ‘a	 bee’.	 I	 interpret	 the	 sons	 of	 the	
fatherland	 (banī	 al-waṭan)	 as	 pointing	 to	 al-Naḥla’s	 Arab	 public,	
and	 the	 ‘bee’	 as	 pointing	 to	 Ṣābūnjī	 himself.	 On	 the	 one	 side,	 the	
sons	of	the	fatherland	are	represented	as	the	passive	partner	in	this	
relationship.	 They	 are	 summoned	 to	 stand	 with	 their	 hands	
stretched	 out	 to	 accept	 all	 the	 good	 things	 (the	 ‘sweetness	 of	
knowledge’	and	the	‘honey	of	love	and	peace’)	that	the	bee	delivers	
to	them.	From	this	perspective,	the	 ‘sons	of	the	 fatherland’,	or	the	
Arab	public,	are	represented	as	 in	need	of	everything	that	the	bee,	
or	 Ṣābūnjī,	 brings.	 The	 passivity	 of	 the	 sons	 of	 the	 fatherland	 is	
emphasized	 by	 the	 usage	 of	 the	 imperative	muddū	 (‘stretch	 [the	
hands]!’).	In	this	way,	the	narrator	tells	al-Naḥla’s	Arab	public	what	
to	 do,	 thereby	 patronizing	 them.	 By	 implication,	 this	 imperative	
suggests	 that	 they	would	 not	 accept	 the	 sweetness	 of	 knowledge	
and	the	honey	of	 love	and	peace	without	 intercession	of	someone	
who	tells	them	that	they	should	do	so.	
	 Contrasting	 with	 the	 sons	 of	 the	 fatherland	 is	 a	 bee,	 or	
Ṣābūnjī,	who	is	depicted	as	the	active	partner	in	their	interaction:	it	
is	 flying	 incessantly	 from	all	 the	 flowers	and	back	 to	 its	hive.	 It	 is	
represented	 as	 having	 all	 the	 good	 things	 that	 the	 sons	 of	 the	
fatherland	 need,	 because	 it	 has	 collected	 these	 from	 the	 different	
flowers	 that	 signify	 the	different	 sciences.	The	bee	 is	 represented	
as	 doing	 all	 these	 things	 spontaneously,	without	 anyone	 telling	 it	
what	to	do	or	how	to	do	 it.	 In	other	words,	unlike	the	sons	of	 the	
fatherland,	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 not	 need	 intercession	 by	 someone	 who	
summons	it	what	to	do.	The	hive,	as	explicitly	pointed	out,	stands	
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for	 the	 magazine	 al-Naḥla.28	It	 is	 the	 depository	 of	 all	 the	 good	
things	 that	 the	 bee	 collected	 and	 that	 the	 sons	 of	 the	 fatherland	
need	and	hopefully	accept.	

A	second,	and	somewhat	related,	opposition	is	between	the	
fatherland	 and	 the	 ‘abroad’	 that	 is	 necessarily	 implicated	 by	 the	
reference	 to	 the	 return	 to	 the	 fatherland.	 This	 abroad	 is	 not	
specified,	 except	 by	 what	 the	 bee	 takes	 from	 there,	 namely	 the	
honey	 of	 love	 and	 peace.	 It	 can	 be	 assumed	 that	 al-Naḥla’s	 Arab	
public	would	interpret	this	implicit	‘abroad’	as	London,	England,	or	
the	West,	because	it	is	al-Naḥla’s	place	of	publication.	Consequently,	
Ṣābūnjī	sketches	the	connection	between	London	and	the	Arabs	in	
this	short	poem	essentially	as	a	one-way	transfer,	with	the	bee	as	
intermediary.	 Ṣābūnjī	 collects	 all	 the	 good	 things	 in	 London	 and	
then	 transfers	 these	 to	 his	 Arab	 public	 in	 the	 fatherland	who	 are	
waiting	for	it,	hopefully	in	anticipation	and	with	outstretched	arms.	

Interestingly,	 it	 is	 only	 al-Naḥla’s	 Arab	 readers	 who	 are	
addressed	 with	 the	 phrase	 ‘sons	 of	 the	 fatherland’,	 because	 the	
poem	is	given	in	Arabic	only.	The	relation	between	the	Arab	public	
and	Ṣābūnjī,	and	between	the	Arab	fatherland	and	the	London	that	
is	implied,	is	essentially	one	of	inequality.	What	I	want	to	point	out	
is	 that	 the	 two	 lines	 of	 poetry	 are	 a	manifestation	 of	 the	 idea	 of	
native	 failure	vis-à-vis	 foreign	success.	As	discussed	 in	the	second	
chapter,	 this	 idea	 was	 part	 of	 the	 social	 consciousness	 of	 many	
nineteenth-century	 Nahḍa	 intellectuals;	 it	 underlay	 and	
rationalized	 various	 narratives	 of	 reform.	 Ṣābūnjī	 presents	 the	
magazine	al-Naḥla	 as	 part	 of	 a	 narrative	 of	 reform.	 Its	 discursive	
goal,	 expressed	 in	 these	 two	 lines	 of	 poetry,	 is	 to	 overcome	 the	
inferior	position	of	the	Arabs,	and	to	thus	elevate	the	Arabs	within	
this	hierarchy.	In	other	words,	Ṣābūnjī	presents	his	magazine	as	the	
medium	with	which	 the	 Arabs	 can	 become	more	 progressed	 and	
more	civilized.	
	
‘Noble	admonition	for	the	Easterners’	
The	narratives	of	reform	of	nineteenth-century	Nahḍa	intellectuals	
are	premised	by	the	opposition	between	native	failure	and	foreign	
                                                 
28	The	hive	carries	the	text	‘the	literary	bee	with	the	beautiful	images’	(al-Naḥla	al-
adabiyya	dhāt	al-taṣāwīr	al-bahiyya).	
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success.	It	is	for	this	reason	that	the	‘foreigner’	plays	a	pivotal	role	
in	many	of	 these	narratives.	 In	 his	 analysis	 of	Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī’s	
publications	from	1859	and	1860,	Sheehi	has	pointed	out	how	the	
foreigner	came	to	serve	as	the	“subjective	referent	for	progress	in	
the	writings	of	al-Bustānī	and	his	peers”.29	The	Arabic	title	page	of	
al-Naḥla,	 including	 the	 two	 lines	 of	 poetry	 discussed	 above,	 does	
not	explicitly	 refer	 to	 foreigners,	but	 implicitly	points	 to	 the	West.	
This	contrasts	with	the	English	title	page,	on	which	the	East	and	the	
West	 are	 explicitly	 juxtaposed:	 the	 magazine	 calls	 itself	 ‘an	
illustrated	Eastern	and	Western	periodical’.	A	second	example	that	
articulates	 an	 East-West-opposition	 is	 found	 in	 the	 Arabic-only	
article	 ‘Ikhṭār	 nabīl	 ilā	 al-sharqiyyīn’	 (‘Noble	 admonition	 for	 the	
Easterners’),	 which	 quotes	 Jamāl	 al-Dīn	 al-Afghānī.30	The	 binary	
opposition	between	East	and	West	lies	at	the	basis	of	the	argument	
made	by	al-Afghānī.	The	following	passage	gives	a	quotation	of	al-
Afghānī’s	words	(qtd	1):	
	

“Sons	 of	 the	 East,	 don’t	 you	 know	 that	 the	 power	 of	 the	
Westerners	 and	 their	 hegemony	 over	 you	 is	 because	 of	
their	 high	 level	 of	 sciences	 and	 knowledge,	 and	 your	
inferiority	 in	 these?	 (…)	 You	 have	 held	 the	 highest	 honor	
through	 science	 and	 knowledge,	 but	 ignorance	 and	 error	
have	 brought	 you	 in	 this	 bad	 state.	 Are	 you	 satisfied	 that	
[this	 bad	 state]	 goes	 on	 for	 you,	 so	 that	 the	 enemies	
continue	to	take	pity	on	you	instead	of	the	friends?”31	

	
This	quote	forms	an	explicit	bridge	between	native	failure	and	the	
successful	 ‘foreigner’	 in	 the	 present.	 As	 social	 constructs,	 the	
inferior	East	and	the	successful	West	exist	and	persist	through	this	
                                                 
29	Sheehi	2004:	68;	2000:	23-24.	
30	Ṣābūnjī	 1878-1879:	365.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 article	 actually	quotes	 the	 conclusion	of	 al-
Afghānī’s	 –favorable–	 review	 of	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī’s	 magnum	 opus,	 the	 Arabic	
encyclopedia	Dāʾirat	al-Maʿārif.	This	review	originally	appeared	on	25	April	1879,	
in	 the	 Egyptian	 newspaper	Miṣr.	 Coincidentally,	 both	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī	 (1879:	
306-308)	 and	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 devote	 attention	 to	 al-Afghānī’s	 review	 in	 their	
respective	magazines	al-Jinān	and	al-Naḥla	on	exactly	the	same	day,	15	May	1879.	
31	Unaware	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	article,	Keddie	(1972:	107)	highlights	the	same	conclusion.	
Keddie’s	source	is	al-Bustānī’s	al-Jinān.	
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and	similar	 references.	After	a	number	of	 such	explicit	 references	
the	Arab	reader	learns	how	to	interpret	 less	explicit	references	to	
the	East	 and	 to	 the	West.	 In	 addition,	 the	quote	 calls	 to	mind	 the	
idea	 of	 Eastern	 success	 in	 the	 past,	 albeit	 without	 defining	 or	
discussing	 it	 any	 further.	 Earlier	 references	 to	 a	 successful	 past	
have	 taught	 the	 reader	 that	 al-Afghānī	draws	upon	 the	 ‘fetishized	
image’	 of	 Abbasid	 and	 Andalusi	 superiority	 in	 the	Middle	 Ages.32	
Thus,	 for	 the	 Arabic	 reading	 public,	 acquiring	 success	 is	 also	 a	
matter	 of	 regaining	 success;	 al-Afghānī’s	 ‘noble	 admonition’	
articulates	this	idea	saliently.	
	
The	representation	of	the	English	public	
In	general,	the	English	public	is	represented	as	advanced,	powerful,	
and	civilized.	 In	a	remarkable	article	entitled	 ‘The	Population	and	
the	 Dominant	 Races	 of	 the	World’,	al-Naḥla	 gives	 an	 overview	 of	
the	world	population.33	This	article,	which	only	appears	in	English,	
compares	 different	 social	 groups,	 and	 it	 starts	 with	 some	 simple	
statistics:	
	

“The	earth	is	divided	into	four	great	parts,	the	population	of	
which	are	as	follows:	

Europe		 	 300,200,000	
Asia	 	 	 820,000,000	
Africa	 	 	 200,000,000	
America	 	 85,000,000	

Besides	 these	 there	 are	 about	 5,000,000	 uncivilised	
islanders.”	

	
Conspicuous	 on	 this	 simple	 list	 is	 the	 reference	 to	 the	 islanders.	
Firstly,	 they	are	mentioned	separately,	outside	and	after	 the	 table	
of	statistics	which	list	the	‘great	parts’.	This	suggests	that	they	are	

                                                 
32	Sheehi	 2004:	 25-31.	 In	 reference	 to	 the	 ‘fetishized	 image’	 of	 the	 Abbasids,	
Sheehi	points	 to	al-Jābirī	 (1980	and	1984-2000).	Note	 that	 the	 idea	of	 the	 ‘dark’	
Middle	 Ages,	 referred	 to	 by	 Ṣābūnjī	 in	 his	 conflict	 with	 the	 Maronites,	
diametrically	opposes	the	image	of	the	Middle	Ages	that	al-Afghānī	invokes	here,	
and	that	Ṣābūnjī	invokes	in	the	passage	that	opened	this	chapter.	
33	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	376.	
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the	leftovers	of	the	world	population.	Secondly,	these	islanders	are	
also	special	because	they	are	classified	as	‘uncivilized’.	This	explicit	
reference	is	meaningful,	as	it	exposes	the	criterion	with	which	the	
world	population	is	measured,	i.e.	in	terms	of	how	civilized	they	are.	
Thus,	the	article	narrates	the	normativity	of	being	civilized,	a	norm	
that	is	equally	applicable	to	the	entire	population	of	the	earth.	
	 Somewhat	 later,	 the	 article	discusses	 the	power	of	 ‘races’,	
and	it	concludes	that	“the	race	which	appears	to	be	more	powerful	
than	any	other	is	that	which	speaks	the	English	language”.	The	rest	
of	 the	article	 takes	 the	 form	of	an	eulogy	on	 the	Anglo-Saxons,	 as	
illustrated	by	the	following	quote:	
	

“The	 wonderful	 courage,	 science,	 and	 force	 of	 the	 Anglo-
Saxons	 will	 appear	 from	 the	 following	 fact.	 In	 the	 whole	
world,	 except	 the	 two	 countries	 inhabited	 by	 this	 race	
[Great	Britain	and	the	United	States	of	America],	the	people	
of	all	other	races	put	together	have	constructed	only	45,000	
miles	 of	 railway;	 but	 the	 Anglo-Saxons,	 in	 their	 two	
countries,	have	completed	more	than	70,000	miles.”	

	
In	this	quote,	the	amount	of	constructed	railways	is	couched	as	an	
indication	of	the	success	and	progress	of	the	Anglo-Saxons,	and	of	
the	 relative	 backwardness	 of	 other	 peoples.	 More	 statistics	
corroborate	 the	 thesis	 that	 the	 Anglo-Saxons	 are	 the	 most	
successful	race.	One	of	these	is	a	comparison	between	the	number	
of	 Anglo-Saxons	 and	 the	 number	 of	 their	 colonial	 subjects.	 Great	
Britain	 rules	over	 India,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 argument	goes,	but	 the	number	
of	Indians	is	vastly	greater	than	the	number	of	the	British.	Ṣābūnjī	
finds	in	this	skewed	proportion	a	proof	of	the	power	of	the	Anglo-
Saxon	race.	 In	addition,	al-Naḥla	also	states	that	“the	Anglo-Saxon	
race	is	the	most	assiduous	(…)	in	reading	and	expounding	science	
and	 civilisation	 through	 the	world”,	 and	 then	 points	 out	 that	 this	
superiority	 is	 an	 indication	 of	 God’s	 blessing.	 The	 amount	 of	
railroads,	 colonial	 subjects,	 and	 the	 assiduity	with	which	 reading	
and	 science	 are	 disseminated	 carry	 similar	 connotations	 as	 the	
‘sweetness	 of	 knowledge’	 and	 the	 ‘honey	 of	 love	 and	 peace’	 from	
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the	Arabic	title	page	of	al-Naḥla.	They	indicate	superiority	within	a	
hierarchical	framework.	

In	 this	 article	 Ṣābūnjī	 equates	 race	 with	 language	
communities;	he	defines	the	Anglo-Saxon	race	as	those	who	speak	
English.	In	addition,	he	defines	the	rest	of	the	population	of	Europe	
as	 “European	 races,	 speaking	 6	 other	 languages”,	 without	
specifying	 which	 languages	 he	 has	 in	 mind.	 Interestingly,	 this	
article	 is	written	only	 in	English.	 From	 this	point	of	 view,	 Ṣābūnjī	
speaks	 here	 about	 his	 English	 reading	 public	 when	 praising	 the	
power,	 progress,	 and	 civilization	 of	 the	Anglo-Saxons.	 The	United	
States	is	also	included	in	the	Anglo-Saxon	race,	and	this	country	is	
repeatedly	 praised	 throughout	 al-Naḥla.34	Ṣābūnjī	 writes	 that	 the	
“power	and	superiority	of	the	people	of	the	United	States”	is	caused	
by	 the	 great	 mixture	 of	 different	 races	 in	 America.	 He	 thereby	
suggests	that	individuals	can	become	part	of	the	successful	Anglo-
Saxon	 race	 by	 learning	 English	 or	 by	 emigrating	 to	 the	 United	
States.	This	is	exactly	what	Ṣābūnjī	did,	albeit	40	years	after	having	
written	this.	He	emigrated	to	the	United	States	in	1918.	
	 A	 second	 article	 that	 deserves	 attention	 is	 entitled	 ‘A	
Remarkable	Application	of	the	Telephone’.35	This	article,	originally	
taken	 from	 the	 New	 York	 Herald,	 discusses	 the	 possibility	 of	
transmitting	a	sermon	to	all	the	churches	of	New	York	City.	From	a	
central	 position	 the	 minister	 would	 preach	 to	 500	 open	 tubes,	
through	which	his	image	and	speech	is	transported	to	the	different	
churches.	There,	“instead	of	gazing	into	the	minister’s	face	they	[the	
churchgoers]	 will	 look	 at	 a	 huge	 funnel-shaped	 projection	 in	 the	
middle	 of	 the	 chancel”,	 and	 hear	 “his	 eloquence	 (…)	 with	 all	 the	
various	 modulations”.	 The	 article,	 together	 with	 some	 more	
background	 information,	 is	 translated	 into	 Arabic	 under	 the	 title	
‘Istiʿmāl	al-Tilīfūn	fī	Amirikā’.	
	 The	 short	 article	 nicely	 illustrates	 the	 nineteenth-century	
concern	with	progress	and	technological	 inventions.	However,	the	
short	 digression	 that	 follows	 is	 worthy	 of	 quoting	 verbatim,	

                                                 
34	For	instance	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	27,	43,	142,	153,	172,	216,	252,	276,	309,	313.	
35	Ṣābūnjī	 1877-1878:	 29.	 The	 reference	 to	 the	New	York	Herald	 is	 given	 in	 the	
article	itself.	
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because	 it	 speaks	 about	 the	 Americans.	 Significantly,	 this	
digression	is	not	translated	into	Arabic:	
	

“Just	 to	 fill	 up	 this	page,	we	 take	 the	 liberty	of	 expressing	
our	 deep	 conviction	 as	 to	 the	 effect	 of	 the	 wonderful	
American	 abilities.	 No	 wonder,	 indeed,	 if	 we	 should	 hear	
some	day	 that	 the	 progressive	 genius	 of	 the	 great	 Yankee	
nation	has	succeeded	in	extending	the	tracks	of	railways	up	
to	the	heaven,	so	that	they	might,	 through	the	magnificent	
and	 comfortable	 Silver-palace	 cars,	 convey	 the	 pious	 and	
good	souls	of	those	who	had	the	privilege	of	praying	to	God,	
through	 the	 telephone	 and	 pyrophone,	 to	 everlasting	
happiness.”36	

	
At	 first	 sight	 this	 statement	 does	 not	 seem	 serious.	However,	 the	
anecdote	 of	 the	 ‘great	 Yankee	nation’	 cannot	 simply	 be	 explained	
away	as	 theatrical,	 in	spite	of	 the	clearly	humorous	overtone.	The	
scientific	 pre-eminence	 of	 Americans	 is	 a	 recurrent	 topos	 in	 al-
Nahla,	 each	 time	 without	 a	 humorous	 overtone.	 This	 quote	
reproduces	 the	 idea	 that	 Americans	 are	 inventive,	 energetic,	 and	
progressed.	It	thereby	contributes	to	the	reification	of	this	meaning	
of	 ‘being	 American’	 among	 his	 English	 public,	 and	not	 among	 his	
Arab	 public,	 as	 this	 statement	 is	 not	 translated	 into	 Arabic.37	In	
conclusion,	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 Great	 Britain,	 America,	 and	 the	
Anglo-Saxon	race	as	superior	in	progress,	civilization,	and	science.	
The	two	discussed	articles	are	not	isolated	cases	in	this	respect,	but	
form	a	pattern	 that	 is	 found	 throughout	 the	English	version	of	al-
Naḥla.	
	
	
	

                                                 
36	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	29.	A	pyrophone	is	a	musical	instruments	that	operates	on	
explosions.	
37	A	similar	representation	of	America	and	the	Americans	has	also	been	seen	in	the	
Tarjamatā	of	1874,	discussed	in	the	previous	chapter.	In	that	publication,	Ṣābūnjī	
wrote	that	the	Americans	“have	reached	the	highest	top	of	civilization	and	
enlightenment”	(Ṣābūnjī	1874:	20).	
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Representing	the	Other	public	
In	 the	 two	 sections	 above,	 I	 have	described	 the	 representation	of	
the	Arab	 public	 in	 the	Arabic	 version	 of	al-Naḥla,	 and	 that	 of	 the	
English	 public	 in	 the	 English	 version.	 In	 other	 words,	 I	 have	
described	 the	 representation	 of	 the	 publics	 who	 read	 about	
themselves.	 I	 have	 not	 yet	 given	 information	 about	 the	
representation	 of	 the	 Other	 public:	 the	 representation	 of	 the	
English	public	in	the	Arabic	version	or	that	of	the	Arab	public	in	the	
English	version.	

In	 the	 case	of	 the	 representation	of	 the	Arab	public	 in	 the	
English	 version,	 there	 is	 no	 significant	 difference	with	 the	 Arabic	
version.	 In	 the	 Arabic	 version	 al-Naḥla	 assigns	 itself	 the	 role	 of	
educator	 in	 the	 light	 of	 a	 narrative	 of	 reform:	 al-Naḥla	 helps	 the	
Arab	public	become	more	progressed	and	more	civilized.	The	same	
principle	 is	discernible	 in	 the	English	version,	as	 is	clear	 from	the	
first	page	of	the	first	issue	of	al-Naḥla:	
	

“Something	 has	 been	 done	 of	 late	 years	 for	 the	 education	
and	 enlightenment	 of	 Orientals	 by	 means	 of	 schools	 and	
colleges,	and	with	considerable	success.	There	still	remains,	
however,	a	great	need.	This	is	the	absolute	lack	of	a	sound	
periodical	 literature	 to	 supply	 a	 knowledge	 of	 current	
events	 and	 the	 advances	made	 in	 the	 various	 branches	 of	
sciences	and	art.”38	

	
This	 quote	 articulates	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 Arab	 public	 is	 in	 need	 of	
progress,	civilization,	and	power,	just	as	in	the	Arabic	version	of	al-
Naḥla.	
	 In	the	case	of	the	representation	of	the	English	public	in	the	
Arabic	 version,	 there	 is	 a	 noticeable	 difference.	 In	 the	 English	
version	 the	 progress	 and	 power	 of	 the	 Anglo-Saxons	 is	 explicitly	
and	 repeatedly	 mentioned.	 In	 other	 words,	 al-Naḥla	 often	
confronts	 the	 English	 public	 with	 the	 success	 of	 the	 Self.	 By	
contrast,	 the	Arabic	 version	of	al-Naḥla	 does	 not	 substantiate	 the	
                                                 
38	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	18.	It	must	be	noted	that	this	lack	is	not	so	absolute	as	
Ṣābūnjī	suggests.	Various	Beiruti	magazines	such	as	al-Muqtaṭaf	and	al-Jinān	
carried	similar	contents.	
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superiority	of	the	English	with	statistics	or	other	proofs.	This	is	not	
to	say	that	the	English	are	not	represented	as	superior	in	progress	
and	 civilization.	 However,	 their	 superiority	 in	 progress	 and	
civilization	 is	 not	 explicitly	 and	 repeatedly	 stressed	 in	 texts	 that	
address	the	Arab	public.	I	argue	that	the	superiority	of	the	English	
was	 self-evident	and	not	understood	as	 something	 that	 should	be	
substantiated	or	proven.	As	such,	the	idea	of	native	failure	vis-à-vis	
foreign	 success	 was	 so	 well	 understood	 that	 it	 functioned	 as	
background	knowledge	about	Arabs	and	foreigners.	In	other	words,	
their	superiority	was	rather	 taken	 to	require	no	comment,	 just	as	
the	relative	inferiority	of	the	own	community.	
	
Ṣābūnjī	as	intermediary	
The	 opposition	 between	 the	 backward	 Arab	 public	 and	 the	
progressed	 English	 public	 also	 has	 repercussions	with	 respect	 to	
how	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 himself.	 As	 the	 author	 and	 editor	 of	 an	
Arabic	magazine,	he	is	obviously	seen	by	his	readers	as	an	Arab	or	
as	 an	 Easterner.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 Ṣābūnjī	 represents	 himself	 as	
progressed	 and	 civilized,	 and	 therefore	 unlike	 his	 stereotypical	
fellow	Arabs	or	Easterners.	This	aspect	of	difference	from	the	Arab	
public	is	discernible	in	the	two	lines	of	poetry	discussed	above.	He	
assigns	al-Naḥla	and	himself	the	role	of	intermediary	between	the	
backward	sons	of	the	fatherland	and	the	progressed	London	or	the	
West.	It	is	here	that	we	find	an	example	of	Ṣābūnjī	paternalizing	his	
Arab	 public.	 A	 second	 and	 much	 more	 explicit	 example	 of	
paternalism	 is	 found	 in	 the	English	quote	discussed	above,	which	
points	 out	 that	 al-Naḥla	 is	 aimed	 at	 the	 education	 and	
enlightenment	 of	 the	Orientals.	 The	 two	 examples	 of	 paternalism	
show	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 pretends	 to	 speak	 on	 behalf	 of	 those	who	 are	
progressed	and	civilized.	More	examples	of	paternalism	will	follow	
in	the	remainder	of	this	chapter.	
	 Through	 his	 progressed	 eyes	 Ṣābūnjī	 is	 able	 to	 judge	 the	
community	of	Arabs	and	Orientals,	and	he	thus	concludes	that	they	
lag	 behind	 the	 English	 or	 the	 Anglo-Saxons.	 Importantly,	 his	
progressed	 eyes	 make	 Ṣābūnjī	 similar	 to	 his	 English	 public.	 In	
terms	of	collective	identity,	what	mattered	most	to	Ṣābūnjī	was	to	
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belong	 to	 the	group	of	progressed	and	civilized	people,	 the	group	
that	includes	the	Anglo-Saxons.	
	
6.3	 Language	policy	in	practice	
The	 previous	 section	 demonstrated	 that	 there	 is	 a	 fundamental	
difference	 between	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 Arab	 and	 the	 English	
publics	of	al-Naḥla.	The	former	is	represented	as	in	need	of	change	
and	 reform,	 and	 the	 latter	 is	 represented	 as	 though	 they	 are	
already	 progressed	 and	 successful.	 I	 will	 approach	 this	 as	
background	knowledge,	 associated	with	 the	English	 and	 the	Arab	
publics.	With	 this	 information	 I	will	 now	 investigate	 how	 Ṣābūnjī	
makes	 this	 background	 knowledge	 relevant	 and	 consequential,	
thereby	 following	 the	 principles	 of	 MCA.	 In	 other	 words,	 I	 will	
investigate	 how	 this	 background	 knowledge	 is	 used	 in	 the	
communication	between	Ṣābūnjī	and	his	readers.	The	first	section	
discusses	 articles	 that	 appeared	 in	 both	 English	 and	 Arabic,	 and	
these	 will	 be	 closely	 compared;	 the	 second	 section	 discusses	
monolingual	articles.	
	
The	normativity	of	creation	–	but	only	for	Arabs	
This	 chapter	 opened	 with	 an	 article	 about	 a	 speaking	 monkey	
which	 I	 will	 now	 discuss	 in	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 pages.	 The	
anecdote	was	published	in	both	English	as	well	as	Arabic,	and	it	is	
one	of	 the	articles	 that	Ṣābūnjī	 copied	 from	another	 source.39	The	
article	follows	a	general	format,	which	is	the	same	in	both	English	
and	 Arabic	 versions.	 The	 article	 starts	 with	 a	 curious	 anecdote	
about	a	speaking	monkey.	This	speaking	monkey	is	contextualized	
by	 suggesting	 that	 this	 phenomenon	 shows	 that	 humans	 are	 the	
descendants	 of	 monkeys,	 thereby	 invoking	 Darwin’s	 theory	 of	
evolution.	 The	 article	 ends	 with	 a	 short	 historical	 digression,	
claiming	that	Darwin	wasn’t	really	that	original	and	that	Ibn	Ṭufayl	
already	propagated	essentially	the	same	theory	in	the	Middle	Ages.	

                                                 
39	The	 same	 article	 with	 almost	 the	 same	 words	 is	 featured	 in	 the	Wanganui	
Herald	 (New	Zealand)	of	16	 January	1877,	page	2.	 It	 is	unlikely	 that	 the	obscure	
Wanganui	Herald	is	the	source	of	al-Naḥla’s	article;	instead,	it	can	be	assumed	that	
both	quoted	from	a	third,	unknown,	publication.	
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This	short	historical	digression	is	Ṣābūnjī’s	original	addition	to	the	
anecdote,	and	this	is	the	part	that	demands	more	attention:	
	

“Has	 the	 ‘missing	 link’	 at	 last	 been	 discovered?	 Professor	
Darwin	may	find	in	this	case	a	new	proof	of	his	system;	but	
we	 beg	 to	 inform	Mr.	Darwin,	 that	 Darwinism	was	 taught	
many	centuries	before	him	by	an	Arab	philosopher,	 called	
Ebin-Tofile,	who	 flourished	in	Spain	 in	the	twelfth	century	
of	the	Christian	era.	There	is	nothing	New	under	the	Sun.”40	

	
By	contrast,	the	end	of	the	Arabic	version	is	more	explanatory	and	
more	instructional	(see	the	appendix	for	the	original	Arabic	text,	in	
the	opening	quote	of	Chapter	Six):	
	

“Is	professor	Darwin	right	when	he	says	 that	 the	origin	of	
mankind	is	the	ape	and	the	monkeys?	The	Arab	philosopher	
Ibn	Ṭufayl	preceded	him	in	this	teaching,	as	he	was	the	first	
Arab	who	 taught	 that	mankind	 developed	 originally	 from	
inferior	 animals.	 Ibn	 Ṭufayl	 lived	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	
twelfth	 century	 of	 the	 Christian	 era.	 (Al-Naḥla	 is	 not	 a	
proponent	 of	 what	 Ibn	 Ṭufayl	 or	 Darwin	 says;	 instead	 it	
says	that	mankind	was	created	as	a	separate	category	that	
was	not	connected	with	any	other	inferior	animals).”41	

	
Aside	 from	 some	 minor	 discrepancies,	 the	 most	 fundamental	
difference	is	the	addition	in	the	Arabic	text,	at	the	end	and	between	
brackets,	that	al-Naḥla	disagrees	with	Darwin	and	Ibn	Ṭufayl.	This	
remark	 is	 absent	 from	 the	 English	 text.	 In	 this	 added	 sentence,	
Ṣābūnjī	 explicitly	 contrasts	 the	 theory	 of	 evolution	 with	 a	
creationist	 stance,	 and,	 without	 giving	 any	 arguments,	 dismisses	
the	 former	 and	 adopts	 the	 latter	 position.	 This	 remark	 is	 quite	
sudden	and	unexpected,	as	it	basically	disqualifies	what	precedes	it.	
The	 result	 is	 that	 the	 article	 in	 its	 Arabic	 variant	 carries	 a	
substantially	 different	 meaning	 as	 compared	 with	 its	 English	
equivalent.	
                                                 
40	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	83.	
41	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	86.	Original	emphasis.	
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In	the	second	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	discussions	on	
Darwin	and	evolution	emerged	in	Arabic	sources	like	al-Naḥla,	and	
various	Nahḍa	intellectuals	attempted	to	trace	these	discussions	to	
medieval	 Arabic	 sources.42	Ibn	 Ṭufayl’s	 novel	Ḥayy	ibn	Yaqẓān,	 in	
particular,	became	seen	as	a	precursor	to	Darwin.43	It	is	debatable	
to	what	extent	this	relationship	is	warranted.	To	the	present	study	
it	 is	 irrelevant;	 what	 matters	 here	 is	 the	 message	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	
communicates	 to	 his	 readers.	 Ṣābūnjī	 points	 out	 that	 Ibn	 Ṭufayl	
was	 indeed	 a	 precursor	 to	 Darwin;	 as	 a	 public	 intellectual	 this	
message	contributed	to	the	dissemination	of	this	idea.	

Al-Naḥla’s	 statement	 in	 Arabic	 that	 it	 disagrees	 with	
Darwin	 and	 Ibn	 Ṭufayl	 is	 an	 unexpected	 swing	 which	 not	 only	
exposes	 the	 controversy	 of	 the	 idea	 that	 people	 are	 the	
descendants	 of	 the	 ape	 and	 the	 monkeys,	 but	 also	 draws	 extra	
attention	 to	 and	 reproduces	 this	 controversy.	 I	 argue	 that	 al-
Naḥla’s	 opinion	 on	 this	 matter,	 presented	 here	 without	 any	
supporting	arguments,	has	discursive	ramifications.	 It	reflects	and	
reproduces	the	idea	that	the	narrative	of	creation	takes	precedence	
over	 conflicting	 narratives	 about	 the	 origin	 of	 mankind,	 such	 as	
evolution.	As	such,	 the	remark	does	not	simply	or	 innocently	give	
an	opinion;	it	highlights	to	its	reading	public	that	there	is	a	correct	
position	 (creation)	 and	 an	 incorrect	 position	 (evolution).	 Ṣābūnjī	
thereby	directs	 his	Arab	public	 towards	 the	normative	 answer	 to	
the	 question	 of	 how	 mankind	 came	 into	 being,	 thereby	
paternalizing	them.	By	contrast,	Ṣābūnjī	does	not	direct	his	English	
public	towards	what	to	think	about	this	issue.	

The	 Arabic	 remark	 contributes	 to	 a	 tense	 atmosphere	
surrounding	the	topic	of	 the	origin	of	mankind.	 In	the	Arab	world	
this	 tense	 atmosphere	 erupted	 for	 the	 first	 time	 about	 four	 years	
after	al-Naḥla’s	reference	to	Darwin,	with	the	so-called	Lewis	affair,	
the	first	conflict	involving	Darwin’s	theory	of	evolution	in	the	Arab	
world.	 This	 conflict	 was	 the	 result	 of	 a	 lecture	 by	 Edwin	 Lewis,	

                                                 
42	Ziadat	1986:	22-28.	
43	For	similarities	and	differences	between	Darwin	and	Ibn	Ṭufayl,	see	Attar	(Attar	
2007:	84-87).	Attar	(2007:	94n10)	also	points	to	Hawi	(1974:	103-124),	who	
provides	precise	arguments	regarding	why	both	Ibn	Ṭufayl	and	Darwin	fall	in	one	
“naturalistic	tradition”.	
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professor	 of	 chemistry	 at	 the	 Syrian	 Protestant	 College	 (SPC).	 In	
this	 lecture	 Lewis	 favorably	 discussed	 Darwinism,	 angering	 a	
number	of	college	officials.	As	a	consequence,	the	SPC	was	more	or	
less	split	between	supporters	of	Lewis	and	his	critics,	and	the	result	
was	that	the	professor	eventually	resigned.44	In	spite	of	its	brevity	
and	 insignificance,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 remark	 already	 reflects	 and	
reproduces	this	controversy.	

The	 question	 that	 remains	 is:	Why	would	al-Naḥla	 find	 it	
necessary	 to	 denounce	 Darwin’s	 and	 Ibn	 Ṭufayl’s	 theories?	 The	
answer	 can	 go	 two	 ways:	 it	 is	 either	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 personally	 held	
convictions	on	these	issues	that	inspired	him	to	denounce	Darwin	
and	Ibn	Ṭufayl,	or	it	is	the	convictions	–imagined	by	Ṣābūnjī–	of	his	
public	that	he	did	not	want	to	offend	through	endorsing	the	idea	of	
evolution.	 In	 my	 view,	 the	 absence	 of	 the	 remark	 in	 the	 English	
version	 is	 revealing.	This	absence	shows	 that	Ṣābūnjī’s	personally	
held	convictions	were	not	decisive	 in	 this	case.	As	a	consequence,	
the	 explanation	 should	 lie	 in	 the	 differences	 between	 his	 English	
and	Arab	 publics,	 differences	 that	 reverberate	 in	 the	 presence	 or	
absence	of	a	denunciation	of	Darwin	and	Ibn	Ṭufayl.	

As	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 Four,	 the	 idea	 that	 ‘we’	 are	
essentially	religious	was	a	well-known	topos	during	the	Nahḍa	era.	
It	 can	be	 assumed	 that	 the	 reader	 understands	 that	 the	 idea	 that	
mankind	 descended	 from	 monkeys	 and	 inferior	 animals	 goes	
against	 the	 Abrahamic	 narrative	 of	 the	 origin	 of	 mankind.	 Al-
Naḥla’s	 final	 remark,	 that	 mankind	 was	 created	 as	 a	 separate	
category,	conforms	to	this	religious	narrative	of	creation.	Al-Naḥla	
therefore	 propounds	 the	 normativity	 of	 the	 religious	 narrative	 as	
opposed	 to	 its	 nonreligious	 counterpart,	 even	 though	 this	 is	 not	
explicitly	 stated.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 the	 article’s	 final	 remark	
also	reflects	the	idea	that	‘we’	are	essentially	religious.	Importantly,	
it	 is	 this	 religious	aspect	 that	 separates	Ṣābūnjī’s	own	community	
from	the	non-Easterners	and	the	non-Arabs.	The	bilingual	nature	of	
al-Naḥla	 accentuates	 this	 disparity	 here,	 because	 the	 remark	 is	
present	in	the	Arabic	version	and	absent	in	the	English	version.	

                                                 
44	See	Ziadat	1986:	26-27,	and	also	Farag	(1972)	and	Leavitt	(1981).	
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In	 both	 the	 Arabic	 and	 the	 English	 version,	 Ibn	 Ṭufayl	 is	
represented	 as	 a	 successful	 Arab	 who	 mastered	 sciences	 and	
philosophy	 centuries	 before	 foreigners	 came	 to	 the	 same	
conclusions.	 Ṣābūnjī	 thereby	draws	upon	 the	 ‘fetishized	 image’	 of	
medieval	 success.	 This	 ‘fetishized	 image’	 has	 a	 function	 in	
narratives	of	reform.	The	Abbasids	and	the	Andalusians	present	the	
Arabs	with	a	model	for	native	success,	without	foreign	intercession.	
This	proves	that	the	Arabs	or	the	Easterners	have	what	it	takes	to	
become	 successful	 once	 again.	 However,	 in	 the	 Arabic	 version	 of	
the	anecdote,	Ibn	Ṭufayl	is	a	poor	model	for	native	success	because	
he	 is	 also	 represented	 as	 failing,	 as	 he	 did	 not	 comprehend	 the	
origin	of	mankind	properly.	More	 important	 is	 that	 this	 issue,	 the	
origin	of	mankind,	 touches	upon	 the	religious	essence	 that	makes	
‘us’	different	from	the	foreigners.	Hence,	Ṣābūnjī	accuses	Ibn	Ṭufayl	
of	 acting	 in	conflict	with	 this	 religious	 essence,	 which	means	 that	
Ibn	Ṭufayl	becomes	an	even	poorer	model	 for	native	success.	The	
ambiguous	representation	of	Ibn	Ṭufayl	in	the	Arabic	version	of	the	
anecdote	demonstrates	 that	Ṣābūnjī	 struggled	with	combining	the	
normativity	 of	 being	 religious	 with	 the	 normativity	 of	 becoming	
progressed	through	scientific	superiority.	
	
Progress	and	science	–	for	the	English	
As	 stated	 earlier,	 many	 English	 articles	 in	 al-Naḥla	 have	 been	
copied	 from	other	sources.	 In	addition,	many	of	 these	articles	are	
not	 translated	 into	Arabic,	 thus	precluding	any	comparison	of	 the	
texts.	This	is	particularly	the	case	with	short	and	anecdotal	articles,	
comparable	to	the	article	about	the	speaking	monkey.	These	short	
English-only	 articles	 appeared	 with	 greater	 frequency	 in	 the	
second	 year	 of	 publication,	 and	 in	 many	 cases	 the	 magazine	
Scientific	American	is	credited	as	their	source.	Intriguingly,	many	of	
these	 articles	 pertain	 to	 new	 scientific	 discoveries,	 new	 theories,	
and,	 in	 short,	 to	 the	 progress	 and	 advancement	 of	 humanity.	 The	
following	page,	from	the	second	volume	of	al-Naḥla,	illustrates	this.	

Referring	 to	 Scientific	American,	 it	 discusses	 a	 number	 of	
new	inventions,	including	a	new	game	apparatus,	a	fire	escape,	and	
an	improved	child’s	carriage.	None	of	these	accounts	are	translated	
into	Arabic.	As	pointed	out	earlier,	al-Naḥla’s	aim	was	to	educate		



Al-Naḥla 2(4), dated 1 August 1878, London, p.61.
Image reproduced by permission of the British Library (14599.e.1)
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and	 enlighten	 its	 Arab	 public.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 one	 would	
expect	 that	 articles	 such	 as	 these	 have	 priority	 for	 the	 Arabic	
version	 of	 al-Naḥla,	 because	 they	 most	 succinctly	 symbolize	 the	
desirable	progress	that	al-Naḥla	prescribes	for	its	Arab	public.	This,	
however,	 is	not	 the	case.	 It	 is	 the	English	public	 that	 is	presented	
with	this	information,	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	it	is	not	represented	
as	 in	 need	 of	 education	 and	 progress.	 In	 some	 issues,	 about	 ten	
short	articles	on	discoveries	and	 inventions	are	simply	omitted	 in	
the	Arabic	version.	

We	find	here	a	discrepancy	between,	on	the	one	hand,	 the	
discursive	 representation	of	 the	English	and	Arab	publics,	 and,	 on	
the	other	hand,	the	practical	selection	of	articles	that	are	presented	
to	 the	 two	 publics.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 magazine	 upholds	 the	
notion	 that	education	of	 the	 ‘sons	of	 the	 fatherland’	 is	 its	 aim.	On	
the	other	hand,	the	gap	between	the	foreign	state	of	progress	and	
the	state	of	backwardness	of	 the	Arabs	 is	accentuated	by	denying	
its	Arab	public	the	category	of	articles	that	symbolize	and	articulate	
the	progress	that	is	looked	for.	The	Arabic	version	of	al-Naḥla	is	not	
entirely	devoid	of	articles	that	symbolize	progress.45	These	articles	
are,	however,	significantly	underrepresented	in	the	Arabic	version.	

A	 separate	 category	of	English-only	 articles	 are	 those	 that	
treat	scientific	theories	that	defy	Biblical	accounts	of	history.	There	
are	 some	 examples	 of	 articles	 discussing	 geology	 in	 the	 English	
part:	 an	 exposé	 of	 a	 scientific	 theory	 regarding	 how	 mountains	
were	formed,	a	discussion	on	the	‘fabulous	age	of	the	earth’,	and	an	
article	 that	 presents	 dinosaurs	 as	 a	 historically	 sound	 reality.46	
None	 of	 these	 are	 translated	 into	 Arabic.	 Similarly,	 the	 article	
entitled	‘A	boat	older	than	the	ark’,	which	is	featured	on	page	61	of	
al-Naḥla,	also	did	not	make	it	into	the	Arabic	version.	It	is	not	likely	
that	 these	discrepancies	 in	 the	 two	versions	are	coincidental.	 It	 is	
far	 more	 likely	 that	 this	 discrepancy	 reflects	 a	 policy	 of	 Ṣābūnjī	
which	stipulates	not	to	disseminate	this	controversial	 information	
among	 his	 Arab	 public.	 This	 interpretation	 is	 consistent	with	 the	
repeatedly	 encountered	 idea	 that	 ‘we’	 are	 essentially	 religious.	
                                                 
45	The	 second	year,	 for	 instance,	 discuss	 telephones,	 phonographs,	 and	 the	 solar	
system	(Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	262-263,	122-123,	40-41,	56-57).	
46	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	262-263,	352;	Ṣābūnjī	1878-1879:	120.	
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Following	 this	 idea,	 those	 narratives	 that	 are	 in	 conflict	with	 the	
Abrahamic	 narrative	 of	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 world	 can	 easily	 be	
classified	 as	 unsuitable	 for	 al-Naḥla’s	 Arab	 public.	 As	 a	 rule,	 the	
Arab	reader	of	al-Naḥla	 is	not	confronted	with	other	narratives	of	
history	besides	 the	Biblical	narrative.	The	 short	 line	 in	 the	article	
about	the	speaking	monkey,	discussed	in	detail	above,	is	the	only	–
subtle–	exception	that	I	have	found	in	the	Arabic	version.	
	
The	Other	public	
Included	 in	a	number	of	 issues	of	al-Naḥla	are	requests,	 in	Arabic	
only,	 to	 subscribers	 to	 pay	 their	 subscription	 fees.	 The	 first	
example	is	found	in	the	fourth	issue	of	the	first	year,	and	this	text	
deserves	extra	attention.	The	article	starts	with	the	comment	that	
publishing	an	illustrated	magazine	requires	a	lot	of	money,	because	
“newspapers	are	not	printed	with	the	water	of	clouds	on	leaves	of	
the	wind”.	Ṣābūnjī	particularly	stresses	the	costs	that	are	involved	
with	 printing	 images,	 and	with	 printing	 Arabic	 texts	 in	 a	 foreign	
country.	Ṣābūnjī	subsequently	announces	that	he	would	only	send	
new	issues	of	al-Naḥla	to	those	who	have	paid	their	subscriptions.	
He	 then	 tactfully	 thanks	 those	 who	 did	 pay	 their	 fees,	 while	
apologizing	to	those	who	would	not	receive	any	forthcoming	issues	
of	 al-Naḥla.	 The	 last	 sentence	 of	 the	 article	 is	 significant	 for	 the	
present	study;	it	reads	(qtd	2):	
	

“We	 have	 no	 need	 for	 printing	 this	 announcement	 in	
English,	 because	 the	 English	 subscribers	 have	 paid	 their	
subscriptions	 in	 advance,	when	 the	 first	 issue	 of	 al-Naḥla	
reached	them.”47	

	
In	an	attempt	to	make	the	Arab	public	pay,	Ṣābūnjī	confronts	them	
with	 the	 statement	 that	 their	 English	 equivalents	 apparently	 pay	
their	 fees	 diligently.48	In	 the	 early	 years	 of	 the	 Arabic	 periodical	
press,	subscription	was	the	only	way	of	buying	a	magazine.49	In	the	

                                                 
47	Ṣābūnjī	1877-1878:	50.	
48	Whether	the	English	indeed	promptly	paid	is	irrelevant	to	the	present	study.	
What	is	important	is	that	Ṣābūnjī	presents	it	as	a	reality	to	his	readers.	
49	Ayalon	2008:	569-571.	
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absence	of	advertisements,	subscription	was	an	essential	source	of	
funding.	 It	 is	 not	 immediately	 clear	 why	 al-Naḥla’s	 Arab	 public	
should	care	about	what	its	English	public	does	or	does	not	do,	and	
why	the	behavior	of	the	English	would	be	a	reason	for	the	Arabs	to	
change	 their	 behavior.	 This	 is	where	Discourse	 Analysis	 steps	 in.	
Ṣābūnjī	brings	 to	 light	a	difference	 in	 the	way	 in	which	 the	Arabs	
and	the	English	treat	a	publisher	of	a	magazine,	and	the	difference	
in	 their	 financial	 dependability.	 As	 pointed	 out	 above,	 al-Naḥla’s	
English	 public	 is	 represented	 as	 though	 they	 are	 progressed	 and	
successful,	while	al-Naḥla’s	Arab	public	is	represented	as	backward	
and	failing.	This	implicit	background	knowledge	underlies	the	idea	
that	the	English	behavior	is	indeed	relevant	for	the	Arabs	to	follow.	
In	 other	 words,	 this	 background	 knowledge	 mediates	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
communication,	 and	 makes	 the	 reference	 meaningful	 in	 this	
context.	

Paying	 the	 fees	 is	 the	correct	 thing	 to	do,	 for	both	English	
and	Arab	subscribers.	However,	the	quote	is	not	simply	an	innocent	
call	 for	 subscribers	 to	pay.	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 pointing	 to	 the	English	 in	 an	
attempt	to	convince	the	Arabs	 to	pay	also	reflects	and	reproduces	
the	idea	of	native	failure	vis-à-vis	foreign	success.	By	means	of	this	
juxtaposition,	 Ṣābūnjī	 ‘reminds’	 his	 Arab	 public,	 firstly,	 that	 the	
Arabs	are	backward	because	 they	 fail	 to	 act	how	 they	 should	act,	
secondly,	 that	 the	English	are	better	 than	 the	Arabs	because	 they	
do	 act	 as	 they	 should	 act,	 and	 thirdly,	 that	 the	 behavior	 of	 the	
English	 is	 a	model	 for	 the	 Arabs	 and	 therefore	 relevant	 to	 know	
and	to	follow.	

Finally,	two	remarks	should	be	made.	Firstly,	the	reference	
can	 also	 be	 interpreted	 as	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 response	 to	 any	 anticipated	
charges	 of	 unfairness	 of	 addressing	 only	 the	 Arab	 public.	
Nevertheless,	 the	 remark	 still	 draws	 attention	 to	 a	 suggested	
financial	 reliability	 of	 al-Naḥla’s	 English	 public	 as	 opposed	 to	 a	
financial	 untrustworthiness	 of	 its	 Arab	 public.	 For	 this	 reason	 it	
does	reproduce	the	 idea	of	native	 failure	vis-à-vis	 foreign	success.	
Secondly,	the	appeal	to	the	Arabs	to	compare	themselves	with	the	
promptly	paying	English	is	made	for	the	sake	of	the	financial	well-
being	 and	 the	 continuity	 of	 the	 magazine	 al-Naḥla.	 Therefore,	
Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 use	 of	 the	 opposition	 between	 native	 failure	 and	
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foreign	 success	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	magazine	al-Naḥla.	 In	 other	
words,	with	his	call	for	Arab	subscribers	to	pay	Ṣābūnjī	calls	upon	
the	desire	to	overcome	the	present	state	of	backwardness.	
	
6.4	 Native	failure	and	foreign	success	as	a	resource	
As	 I	 already	 discussed	 in	 the	 second	 chapter,	 the	 opposition	
between	 native	 failure	 and	 foreign	 success	 is	 a	 well-known	
phenomenon	 in	 the	 writings	 of	 nineteenth-century	 Arab	
intellectuals.	It	forms	the	basis	for	all	kinds	of	narratives	of	reform	
that	 appear	 during	 the	 Nahḍa	 era.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 pronounced	
intellectuals	in	this	respect	was	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī.	As	Ṣābūnjī’s	peer,	
he	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 Chapter	 Four	 of	 this	 thesis.	 In	 his	
analysis	 of	 al-Bustānī’s	 writings	 from	 1859	 and	 1860,	 Stephen	
Sheehi	 finds	 a	 Hegelian	 Master-Slave	 struggle,	 which	 was	 briefly	
discussed	in	Chapter	Two.	This	struggle	revolves	around	the	issue	
of	 how	 to	 attain	 native	 success	 without	 foreign	 intercession,	
patronage,	 or	 tutelage.	 Simply	 emulating	 the	 successful	 foreigner	
maintains	the	idea	of	dependency,	inequality,	and	native	incapacity.	
However,	 this	 task	 is	 problematic	 because	 the	 foreigner	 also	
provides	the	model	for	the	desired	progress	and	success	that	native	
society	 lacks. 50 	This	 discursive	 entanglement	 makes	 the	
backwardness	of	the	own	community	meaningful	in	the	light	of	the	
success	 of	 the	 foreign	 community,	 and	 vice	 versa.	 Consequently,	
each	Arabic	reference	to	native	 failure	or	 foreign	success	reminds	
the	Arab	 reader	of	 the	 inferior	position	of	 the	Arabs,	 and	 each	of	
these	 references	 thereby	 reproduces	 and	 reifies	 a	 discourse	 that	
understands	that	‘we’	are	failing	in	comparison	with	foreign	others.	
	 In	 the	 following	 pages	 I	 will	 focus	 on	 this	 paradox	 in	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 al-Naḥla.	 I	 approach	 the	 concepts	 native	 failure	 and	
foreign	 success	 as	 social	 constructs	 rather	 than	 as	 a	 reflection	 of	
reality.	 As	 such,	 these	 concepts	 exist	 and	 persist	 in	 discourse	
because	 Nahḍa	 era	 intellectuals	 repeatedly	 highlight	 and	 discuss	
these.	Following	the	principles	of	MCA,	I	treat	references	to	native	
failure	and	 foreign	 success	as	 carrying	 situated	 functions	 that	 are	
intended	 by	 Ṣābūnjī	 within	 his	 communication	 with	 his	 reading	
                                                 
50	In	 the	 words	 of	 Sheehi	 (2000:	 24),	 the	 West	 had	 become	 “inextricable	 from	
modern	Arab	subjectivity”.	
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public.	In	other	words,	I	will	treat	these	two	concepts	as	resources,	
to	be	invoked	by	Ṣābūnjī	in	ways	that	fit	the	communication	under	
the	particular	circumstances.	

One	example	has	already	been	seen	in	the	discussion	on	the	
necessity	of	paying	subscription	 fees.	Ṣābūnjī	confronted	his	Arab	
public	with,	on	the	one	hand,	their	failure	to	pay	their	fees	and,	on	
the	other	hand,	the	financial	reliability	of	his	English	public,	and	he	
did	 this	 in	order	 to	convince	 the	Arabs	 to	pay.	 In	other	words,	he	
confronted	his	Arab	public	with	native	 failure	and	foreign	success	
in	order	to	realize	an	ulterior	goal.	From	this	perspective,	it	is	clear	
that	 native	 failure	 and	 foreign	 success	 do	 not	 only	 represent	 a	 –
perceived–	 state	 of	 affairs,	 in	 this	 case	 the	 relation	 between	 the	
Arab	 public	 and	 the	 English	 public;	 they	 are	 also	 resources	 to	 be	
invoked	by	language	users	as	part	of	their	communicative	goals.	

Nahḍa	 era	 intellectuals	 saw	 it	 as	 their	 task	 to	 transform	
native	failure	into	native	success,	so	that	no	patronizing	agent,	and	
no	juxtaposition	with	a	successful	Other	is	necessary.	However,	the	
Arabs	 can	 only	 become	 aware	 of	 their	 failure,	 and	 then	 do	
something	 about	 it,	 after	 encountering	 the	 successful	 foreigner.	
This	 is	 exactly	what	 Ṣābūnjī	 did	 in	 his	 attempt	 to	make	 his	 Arab	
public	 pay.	 The	 paradox	 lies	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 each	 of	 these	
encounters	also	highlight	native	failure	vis-à-vis	foreign	success.	As	
social	 constructs,	 each	 of	 these	 encounters	 strengthens	 the	 belief	
that	the	Arabs	or	the	Easterners	indeed	fail	and,	as	a	consequence,	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 appeal	 for	 subscription	 money	 also	 contributes	 to	 this	
idea	 of	 failure.	 In	 short,	 the	 failure	 of	 the	 Arabs	 demands	 the	
presence	of	a	successful	Other.	
	
Foreign	success	as	a	resource	
In	 the	 previous	 section	 a	 discrepancy	 was	 noted	 between	 the	
discursive	 representation	 of	 the	English	 and	Arab	publics	 and	 the	
practical	selection	of	articles.	On	the	one	hand,	the	Arab	‘sons	of	the	
fatherland’	 are	 represented	as	 in	need	of	 education	and	progress,	
while	 the	 English	 public	 is	 represented	 as	 already	 educated	 and	
progressed.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 articles	 that	 most	 succinctly	
symbolize	and	articulate	this	desirable	education	and	progress	are	
in	most	cases	only	presented	to	the	English	public.	This	observation	
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conflicts	with	the	discursive	aim	of	al-Naḥla:	to	bring	education	and	
progress	to	its	Arab	public.	In	the	following	section	I	want	to	relate	
this	discrepancy	to	the	Hegelian	struggle	that	 is	discernible	 in	the	
Arab	version:	what	to	‘do’	with	the	successful	foreigner.	
	 Page	 61	 (see	 above)	 devotes	 attention	 to	 five	 new	
inventions,	 and	 this	 information	 was	 originally	 taken	 from	 the	
magazine	 Scientific	 American.	 The	 information	 is	 only	 given	 in	
English.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 cannot	be	missed	 that	 each	 inventor	
was,	 what	 Ṣābūnjī	 called,	 an	 Anglo-Saxon.	 Consequently,	 in	 these	
cases	 the	 English	 reader	 is	 confronted	 with	 the	 success	 of	 his	
(fellow)	Anglo-Saxons,	and	thus	of	the	Self.	The	success	of	the	Self	
that	the	English	reader	encounters	in	al-Naḥla	is	not	an	incident;	it	
occurs	repeatedly	in	the	English	version.	Only	rarely	is	the	superior	
progress,	 civilization,	 and	 science	 of	 the	 Anglo-Saxons	 explicitly	
mentioned	in	the	Arabic	translation.	In	the	various	examples	given	
above,	the	Arab	reading	public	of	al-Naḥla	remain	in	the	dark	about,	
for	 instance,	 the	 ‘wonderful	American	abilities’.	Thus,	 the	positive	
representation	 of	 the	 English	 speaking	world	was	 intended	 to	 be	
read	by	al-Naḥla’s	English	public,	and	not	by	the	Arab	public.	The	
same	 goes	 for	 Darwinism,	 dinosaurs,	 geology,	 and	 a	 ‘boat	 older	
than	 the	 ark’.	 These	 all	 relate	 to	 scientific	 insights,	 and	 these	 are	
only	presented	to	the	English	public.	

What	 Ṣābūnjī	 offers	 here	 is	 an	 escape	 from	 the	 Hegelian	
struggle	with	which	al-Bustānī	and	others	are	coping.	 I	argue	that	
Ṣābūnjī	does	not	problematize	foreign	success	and	native	failure	in	
the	 first	place,	 but	 cultivates	 this	opposition	and	accepts	 it	 as	 the	
status	 quo.	 In	 other	 words,	 he	 outright	 acknowledged	 foreign	
superiority	 and	 Arabic	 inferiority,	 rather	 than	 struggling	 with	
postulating	an	 ideal	Arab	 in	 the	wake	of	 the	native	 failure	 that	he	
perceived	 around	 him.	 Concomitantly,	 Ṣābūnjī	was	 not	 singularly	
concerned	 about	 creating	 a	 narrative	 of	 reform,	 about	 changing	
native	failure	into	native	success,	even	though	he	outwardly	stated	
so.	When	understood	in	this	light,	the	presence	of	the	short	articles	
in	the	English	version	and	their	absence	in	the	Arabic	version	is	not	
an	anomaly	or	an	inconsistency,	but	a	reflection	of	the	status	quo.	
Similarly,	 the	 quote	 about	 paying	 subscription	 fees,	 discussed	
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above,	can	also	be	seen	as	a	reflection	of	the	status	quo	rather	than	
as	a	manifestation	of	a	struggle	with	the	discursive	foreigner.	

Ṣābūnjī	 demonstrates	 that	 escaping	 the	 Hegelian	 struggle	
that	 al-Bustānī	 and	 other	Nahḍa	 intellectuals	were	 coping	with	 is	
not	 complex	 or	 in	 any	 sense	 eye-catching.	 His	 simple	 solution	 –
acknowledging	 Western	 superiority	 and	 Arab	 inferiority	 without	
seeing	 this	 as	 a	 problem–	 does	 not	 result	 in	 texts	 that	 differ	
fundamentally	from	those	of	his	peers.	In	a	sense,	Ṣābūnjī’s	solution	
is	 the	 logical	 consequence	 of	 accepting	 the	 central	 opposition	
between	 foreign	 success	 and	 native	 failure.	 To	 Ṣābūnjī,	 however,	
this	 opposition	 is	 not	 simply	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 narratives	 of	
reform.	Rather	than	attempting	to	postulate	a	 future	 ideal	Arab	 in	
the	light	of	native	failure,	Ṣābūnjī	simply	accepts	the	status	quo	as	
part	of	a	strategy	that	aims	at	acquiring	success	in	the	here	and	now.	
This	 interpretation	 leads	 to	 the	 answer	 of	 the	 final	 question:	 If	
native	 success	was	not	 always	 the	main	 goal	of	 the	magazine,	 for	
what	 reason	 then	 did	 Ṣābūnjī	 go	 to	 lengths	 to	 publish	 his	
magazine?	

The	most	likely	answer	is	that	al-Naḥla	was	also	a	personal	
means	 towards	 success	 and	 respect	 in	 England.	 It	 seems	 that	 he	
particularly	attempted	to	convince	his	English	public	that	he	was	a	
well-informed	 intermediary	 between	 the	 East	 and	 the	 West.	 In	
other	words,	he	attempted	to	create	a	favorable	image	of	himself	in	
the	 context	 of	 discussions	 about	 British	 foreign	 policy	 and	 the	
Eastern	Question:	 as	 a	 progressed	 and	 civilized	 Easterner	 among	
the	Easterners	who	are	normatively	or	stereotypically	perceived	as	
backward.	

There	 are	 a	 number	 of	 reasons	 that	 support	 this	 thesis.	
Firstly,	 there	 is	 funding:	 the	 persons	 who	 are	 known	 to	 have	
financially	supported	the	magazine	were	only	British	notables	and	
two	 Islamic	 politicians	 under	 heavy	 British	 influence,	 namely	
Sultan	Barghash	of	Zanzibar,	and	Salar	Jung	I,	the	prime	minister	of	
Hyderabad.	Ṣābūnjī	was	therefore	financially	dependent	on	British	
or	pro-British	persons.	Secondly,	the	attention	to	English	notables	
who	 arguably	 are	 of	 no	 interest	 to	 an	 Arab	 public	 is	 sometimes	
striking.	 The	most	 pronounced	 example	 is	 an	 article,	 eight	 pages	
long,	 that	 is	 devoted	 to	 Baroness	 Burdett-Coutts	 and	 the	
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Viscountess	Strangford.	A	more	modest	example	is	seen	on	the	title	
page	 of	 issue	 10	 of	 al-Naḥla,	 depicted	 earlier	 in	 this	 chapter,	 in	
which	 the	 liberal	 British	 statesman	 Earl	 Granville	 is	 presented	 to	
“our	 Eastern	 readers”.	 Thirdly,	 Ṣābūnjī	 relied	 on	 British	 notables	
for	recommendations	and	testimonials:	17	are	British,	one	French,	
and	only	 two	are	recommendations	by	 ‘Orientals’,	 in	 this	case	 the	
same	two	who	also	funded	the	magazine.	Finally,	some	remarks	in	
a	letter	to	Blunt,	also	discussed	by	Kramer,	are	striking.	In	a	letter	
dated	22	October	1881,	Ṣābūnjī	asked	Blunt	to	“procure	for	me	an	
English	passport”	and	“some	appointment	in	the	British	service.”51	
Thus,	 both	al-Naḥla’s	 contents	 from	 the	 late	 1870s	 as	well	 as	 his	
letter	 to	 Blunt	 from	 1881	 bear	 witness	 to	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 inclination	
towards	Great	Britain.	

To	 Ṣābūnjī,	 the	 opposition	 between	 foreign	 success	 and	
native	 failure	 is	 the	 starting	point	 for	his	 attempt	at	 representing	
himself	as	an	atypical,	progressed,	Easterner.	This	shows	that	what	
is	normatively	expected	of	Arab	or	Eastern	intellectuals	–to	realize	
success	 and	 progress	 through	 reform–	 is	 an	 ambiguous	 and	 ill-
defined	 task,	a	mantra	which	can	be	 invoked	 in	different	contexts	
and	with	 different	 purposes.	 The	 case	 of	al-Naḥla	 shows	 that	 the	
opposition	between	 foreign	success	and	native	 failure	can	also	be	
invoked	 as	 a	 resource	 for	 unexpected	 ulterior	 purposes,	 to	make	
his	 subscribers	 pay	 or	 to	 position	 himself	 as	 an	 important	
intellectual.	
	
Conclusion	
As	 a	 bilingual	magazine,	 al-Naḥla	 more	 or	 less	 had	 two	 different	
raisons	d’être:	 to	 inform	 its	 Arab	 public	 and	 its	 English	 public.	 At	
times	 al-Naḥla	 was	 primarily	 directed	 at	 its	 Arab	 public	 and	 at	
other	times	primarily	at	its	English	public.	These	two	directions	are	
not	mutually	exclusive	but	vacillated	in	importance	during	the	first	
two	 years	 of	 publication.	 This	 changed	 in	 its	 third	 year,	when	al-
Naḥla	became	an	Arabic-only	magazine.	

In	the	present	chapter	I	have	treated	the	two	publics	of	al-
Naḥla	 essentially	 as	 consisting	 of	 two	 collective	 identities,	 those	

                                                 
51	Kramer	1989:	772.	The	original	letter	is	preserved	in	the	West	Sussex	Library.	
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who	read	English	and	those	who	read	Arabic.	Al-Naḥla	represents	
these	 two	 collective	 identities	 differently:	 the	 Arab	 public	 as	
backward	and	failing,	and	the	English	public	as	already	progressed	
and	 successful.	 These	 representations	 reflect	 and	 reproduce	
existing	 discourses	 that	 juxtapose	 foreign	 success	 with	 native	
failure.	 This	 opposition	 functions	 as	 the	 background	 knowledge	
that	 is	 associated	 with	 the	 two	 collective	 identities	 mentioned	
above.	With	this	in	mind,	I	have	analyzed	how	identities	are	made	
relevant	 and	 consequential	without	 explicitly	 referring	 to	 them.	 I	
have	followed	the	insight	of	Kiesling,	who	explains	how	discourses	
of	 identity	 are	 invoked	 and	 reproduced	 through	 the	 background	
knowledge	that	is	associated	with	the	identities	in	question.	

Ideas	 about	 native	 failure	 and	 foreign	 success	 underlie	
many	 narratives	 of	 reform	 that	 intellectuals	 such	 as	 Buṭrus	 al-
Bustānī	 articulated.	They	 inform	 their	 attempts	 at	delineating	 the	
contours	 of	 the	 future	 ideal	 Arab	 in	 the	 light	 of	 the	 present	
backwardness.	 In	 al-Naḥla,	 the	 opposition	 between	 native	 failure	
and	foreign	success	is	discernible	in	both	the	English	as	well	as	the	
Arabic	version,	albeit	much	more	explicitly	in	the	English	version.	

A	comparison	between	the	English	and	Arabic	versions	has	
shown	 that	 there	 is	 a	 discrepancy	 between,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	
discursive	construction	of	the	English	and	Arab	publics,	and,	on	the	
other	hand,	 the	practical	selection	of	articles	that	are	presented	to	
these	 two	publics.	 This	 discrepancy	 is	manifested	 in	 the	 fact	 that	
articles	 that	 symbolize	 and	 articulate	 progress,	 science,	 and	
education	are	directed	to	the	English	public,	and	not	usually	to	the	
Arab	public,	 as	would	have	been	 expected.	As	 a	 consequence,	 the	
English	reader	is	constantly	reminded	of	the	success	of	the	Anglo-
Saxons,	 i.e.	 of	 the	 Self.	 In	 this	 way	 Ṣābūnjī	 makes	 the	 imbalance	
between	native	failure	and	foreign	success	very	pronounced,	even	
though	it	would	be	expected	that	Ṣābūnjī	would	attempt	to	bridge	
this	 imbalance	 as	 part	 of	 his	 goal	 of	 bringing	 ‘education	 and	
enlightenment	to	the	Orientals’.	

I	argue	that	this	discrepancy	is	the	result	of	a	strategy	that	
was	aimed	at	disseminating	an	 image	of	Ṣābūnjī	 as	a	 learned	and	
influential	 Easterner	 in	 Great	 Britain.	 According	 to	 this	 logic,	 al-
Naḥla	 was	 not	 simply	 a	medium	 that	was	 intended	 to	 inform	 its	
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reading	public	about	the	state	of	affairs	of	the	world,	or	to	educate	
the	 Orientals;	 it	 was	 also	 a	 personal	 project	 of	 Ṣābūnjī,	 aimed	 at	
realizing	 success	 and	 respect	 in	 Great	 Britain.	 Thus,	 referring	 to	
foreign	 success	and	native	 failure	was	not	 simply	a	 starting	point	
for	 a	 narrative	 of	 reform.	 It	 was	 also	 a	 resource	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	
cultivated,	 as	 part	 of	 a	 project	 of	 creating	 a	 distinct	 profile	 of	
himself,	 as	 a	 well-informed	 intermediary	 between	 the	 East	 and	
Great	Britain.	

Finally,	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 acknowledgement	 of	 native	 failure	 and	
foreign	 success	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 logical	 –albeit	
unconventional–	option	for	Arab	intellectuals.	Ṣābūnjī	shared	with	
persons	 such	 as	 al-Bustānī	 the	 analysis	 that	 native	 society	 was	
failing	 vis-à-vis	 the	 successful	 foreigns.	 From	 this	 shared	 starting	
point	 al-Bustānī	 took	 one	 further	 step:	 he	 attempted	 to	 change	
native	 failure	 into	 native	 success.	 Al-Bustānī	 thereby	 entered	 the	
Hegelian	struggle	that	revolved	around	the	question	to	what	extent	
the	successful	foreigner	should	or	could	function	as	a	model	for	the	
Arabs	 to	 follow.	My	 analysis	 shows	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 did	 not	 take	 this	
further	 step	 (of	 attempting	 to	 change	 native	 failure	 into	 native	
success),	 even	 though	 he	 outwardly	 suggests	 so.	 Ṣābūnjī	 saw	 the	
opposition	between	native	failure	and	foreign	not	as	a	problem	but	
as	an	opportunity	 from	which	he	could	benefit.	He	thereby	avoids	
the	Hegelian	struggle	that	his	peers	encountered.	
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Summary	and	conclusion	
	
In	 the	 present	 study	 I	 have	 drawn	 attention	 to	 the	 ambiguity	 of	
identities	 during	 the	 Nahḍa	 era.	 The	 first	 generation	 of	 Arab	
journalists	in	Beirut	could	refer	to	themselves	as	not	only	Syrians,	
Ottomans,	Easterners,	Arabs,	but	also	as	Christians	and	Beirutis.	In	
addition,	I	have	also	highlighted	the	fluidity	of	the	meaning	of	these	
identities	 during	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 In	 various	 degrees,	 the	
meaning	 of	 the	 religious	 identity,	 the	 Eastern	 identity,	 and	
territorially	 defined	 identities	 that	 revolve	 around	 a	 fatherland	
transformed	 in	 this	 period.	 To	 complicate	 things	 further,	 some	
intellectuals	ascribed	identities	to	people	who	did	not	ascribe	these	
identities	to	themselves.	For	example,	al-Bustānī	claimed	the	right	
to	 define	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 people	 who	 live	 in	 Syria	 as	 Syrians.	
However,	in	the	social	consciousness	of	many	people	who	were	–in	
al-Bustānī’s	 eyes–	 Syrians	 the	 religious	 identity	 played	 a	 much	
more	central	role.	

In	the	light	of	this	ambiguity	and	fluidity,	what	interests	me	
is	 how	 individuals	 themselves	 deal	 with	 their	 identity	 and	 the	
identity	 of	 others	 in	 their	 communication.	 Membership	
Categorization	 Analysis	 and	 Discourse	 Analysis	 help	 explain	 how	
identities	function	as	something	that	people	do	in	communication.	
My	approach	was	 specifically	 aimed	at	 recognizing	 the	possibility	
that	 different	 people,	 when	 referring	 to	 the	 same	 identity,	 have	
different	ideas	about	what	it	means	to	‘have’	an	identity.		

The	question	that	I	asked	in	this	study	was	twofold.	Firstly,	
how	 does	 Ṣābūnjī	 use	 references	 to	 identities	 in	 his	 journalistic	
texts	 from	 the	 period	 between	 1870	 and	 1880?	 Secondly,	 does	
Ṣābūnjī’s	usage	of	references	to	identities	support	the	observation	
that	 identities	 in	 early	 Arabic	 private	 journalism	 are	 ambiguous	
and	fluid?	I	have	addressed	these	questions	in	three	case	studies.	In	
these	 case	 studies	 I	 have	 discussed	 passages	 that	 contain	
information	 that	 relate	 to	 who	 ‘we’	 are,	 or	 how	 ‘we’	 should	 act,	
according	to	Ṣābūnjī.	The	‘we’	took	different	forms	in	this	study:	as	
Easterners,	 Syrians,	 and	 Catholics,	 but	 also	 as	 civilized	 and	
enlightened	 people.	 My	 concerns	 in	 these	 case	 studies	 were	
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twofold.	Firstly,	on	whose	behalf	does	Ṣābūnjī	(pretend	to)	speak?	
Secondly,	what	 practices,	 characteristics,	 features,	 and	 values	 are	
couched	in	terms	of	the	identity	under	consideration?	What	follows	
is	a	short	overview	per	case	study	of	these	two	concerns.	
	
Overview	of	the	case	studies	
The	first	case	study	 addresses	 the	 conflict	 about	 Voltaire	 between	
Louis	Ṣābūnjī,	on	the	one	hand,	and	Buṭrus	and	Salīm	al-Bustānī,	on	
the	other	hand.	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī’s	 ideologically	 inspired	rhetoric,	
revolving	 around	 a	 Syrian	 fatherland	 in	 which	 the	 different	
religious	 communities	 were	 united,	 was	 clearly	 understood	 by	
Ṣābūnjī.	 In	 response,	 Ṣābūnjī	 suggested	 that	 al-Bustānī’s	 proposal	
for	a	Syrian	fatherland	and	identity	was	really	about	making	people	
abandon	 their	 religion.	 Ṣābūnjī	 thereby	 heavily	 attacked	 al-
Bustānī’s	 ideas.	 More	 importantly,	 Ṣābūnjī	 pointed	 out	 that	 al-
Bustānī’s	 ideal	 of	 a	 Syrian	 fatherland	 in	 fact	 conflicted	 with	 the	
religious	 essence	 of	 the	East.	 In	 this	way	 Ṣābūnjī	 represented	 al-
Bustānī	as	acting	in	conflict	with	what	is	expected	of	Easterners.	It	
is	 in	 this	sense	 that	Ṣābūnjī	questioned	al-Bustānī’s	 identity	as	an	
Easterner.	 In	 addition,	 Ṣābūnjī	 used	 the	 term	 ‘fatherland’	 (waṭan)	
without	 the	 ideologically	 charged	 connotation	 of	 unity	 that	 al-
Bustānī	 attached	 to	 the	 term.	With	 this	 usage	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 subtly	
undermined	al-Bustānī’s	ideology	of	unity.	

In	 this	 case	 study,	 Ṣābūnjī	 pretends	 to	 speak	 on	 behalf	 of	
the	Easterners.	At	the	same	time,	he	also	pretends	to	speak	for	the	
community	of	believers.	 From	 this	 starting	point	 Ṣābūnjī	 contests	
al-Bustānī	identity	as	one	of	‘us’,	as	one	of	the	Easterners	or	one	of	
the	 believers.	 The	 most	 fundamental	 practice	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	
addressed	 is	 paying	 attention	 to	 the	writings	 of	 Voltaire.	 Ṣābūnjī	
unequivocally	 couches	 this	 as	 un-Eastern,	 thereby	 attacking	 the	
Bustānīs	and	also	a	number	of	–unnamed–	people	 from	Aleppo.	A	
second	 practice	 that	 deserves	 mentioning	 is	 worrying	 about	
potential	 natural	 disasters.	 This	 is	 couched	 as	 un-Eastern	 by	 the	
Bustānīs.	What	matters	in	both	cases	is	that	the	East	is	represented	
as	essentially	religious.	This	religious	background	is	characterized	
by	 the	 many	 Eastern	 saints	 and	 prophets,	 and	 by	 the	 claim	 that	
many	different	religions	trace	their	roots	to	the	East.	
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The	 second	 case	 study	 addresses	 Ṣābūnjī	 criticism	 of	 the	
Maronites.	Ṣābūnjī	argues	that	they	maintain	beliefs	and	practices	
that	 are	 backward	 and	 reproachable.	 These	 practices	 and	 beliefs,	
he	points	out,	do	not	conform	to	the	norms	of	the	enlightened	era	
that	is	the	nineteenth	century,	but	rather	to	the	‘dark	Middle	Ages’.	
He	even	goes	as	far	as	arguing	that	any	contact	with	the	Maronites	
should	 be	 avoided	 because	 of	 their	 actions	 –complaining	 to	 the	
state	authorities	and	not	 to	 the	church	authorities.	The	Maronites	
are	also	represented	as	hostile,	aggressive	and	dangerous.	Besides	
the	 Maronites,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 targets	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 Mount	
Lebanon;	 they	 are	 represented	 as	 backward	 mountain	 dwellers	
who	live	in	‘the	mists	of	ignorance’.	
	 Ṣābūnjī	pretends	 to	speak	on	behalf	of	 the	Catholics	when	
addressing	the	Maronites.	Ṣābūnjī	also	pretends	to	speak	on	behalf	
of	 those	who	 are	 progressed	 and	 civilized	when	 addressing	 both	
the	Maronites	and	the	Lebanese.	This	group	is	perhaps	not	a	clearly	
defined	 collective	 identity,	 but	 Ṣābūnjī	 does	 not	 fail	 to	 point	 out	
who	 falls	 into	 this	 group	 and	 who	 does	 not.	 Those	 included	 are	
Ṣābūnjī	 himself,	 the	 Americans,	 the	 Chinese,	 and	 Syriac	 Catholic	
clergy,	 and	 those	 excluded	 are	 the	 Lebanese	 and	 the	 Maronites.	
Perhaps	superfluously,	Ṣābūnjī	underlines	that	he	does	not	belong	
to	 the	 Lebanese.	 Characteristics	 and	 practices	 that	 have	 been	
mentioned	include	the	following:	living	in	caves	and	being	ignorant	
of	 basic	 Christian	 dogmas	 are	 couched	 as	 Lebanese;	 recognizing	
Yūhannā	Mārūn	as	a	saint	and	performing	pilgrimages	to	Maronite	
Monasteries	 are	 couched	 as	 un-Catholic;	 separating	 good	 history	
from	corrupted	history	is	couched	as	progressed.	

The	third	case	study	addresses	 how	 identities	 are	 invoked	
without	 explicit	 mentioning,	 by	 relying	 on	 the	 background	
knowledge	that	was	associated	with	the	person's	own	community	
and	 with	 the	 community	 of	 foreigners.	 I	 have	 treated	 al-Naḥla’s	
Arab	 public	 and	 its	 English	 public	 as	 two	 collective	 identities,	
coinciding	with	those	who	read	Arabic	and	those	who	read	English.	
The	 background	 knowledge	 that	 underlay	 references	 to	 these	
groups	was	 essentially	 the	 opposition	 between	 native	 failure	 and	
foreign	 success.	 The	 Arab	 public	 is	 repreatedly	 represented	 as	
failing,	 as	 backward	 and	 in	 need	 of	 progress,	 while	 the	 English	
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public	 as	 already	 successful	 and	 progressed.	 Ṣābūnjī	 assigns	
himself	the	role	of	intermediary	between	the	two	publics.	
	 More	so	than	in	the	second	case	study,	Ṣābūnjī	pretends	to	
speak	on	behalf	of	those	who	are	progressed	and	civilized.	As	such,	
he	 discursively	 places	 himself	 in	 the	 same	 category	 as	 the	Anglo-
Saxons.	This	perspective	enables	him	to	see	 the	–backward–	Arab	
public	 through	his	–progressed–	eyes,	 and	 in	various	passages	he	
paternalizes	 his	 Arab	 public.	 In	 addition,	 to	 the	 English	 public	 he	
pretends	 to	 speak	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 Easterners.	 This	 is	 significant	
because	 he	 simultaneously	 represents	 himself	 as	 unlike	 the	
stereotypical	backward	Easterner.	

The	opposition	between	native	 failure	and	 foreign	success	
was	articulated	 in	various	ways,	such	as	 in	 terms	of	 failing	 to	pay	
promptly	or	in	terms	of	the	total	length	of	railways	that	have	been	
constructed.	
	
Ambiguous	and	fluid	identities	
The	 ambiguity	 and	 fluidity	 of	 identities	 reverberate	 in	 all	 three	
cases,	albeit	 to	different	degrees	and	 in	different	manifestations.	 I	
have	 identified	three	general	manifestations:	disagreement	on	the	
meaning	 of	 identities,	 the	 use	 of	 identities	 as	 vehicles	 for	
underlying	concerns,	and	the	use	of	identities	and	their	underlying	
concerns	 for	 personal	 purposes.	 What	 follows	 is	 an	 overview	 of	
these	manifestations.	
	 The	first	manifestation	 is	 disagreement	 on	 the	meaning	 of	
identities.	The	first	case	study	succinctly	shows	that	the	meanings	
of	 identities	 were	 not	 only	 ambiguous	 but	 were	 also	 subject	 to	
disagreement	 and	 debate.	 The	 polemic	 between	 al-Bustānī	 and	
Ṣābūnjī	confronted	the	readers	with	 the	presence	of	different	and	
conflicting	 interpretations	 of	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 Eastern	 and	
Syrian.	Significantly,	their	debate	took	place	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	
both	understood	themselves	to	be	Eastern	and	Syrian.	The	polemic	
therefore	 invited	 the	 readers	 to	 contemplate,	 firstly,	 what	 is	
expected	 of	 Syrians	 and	 Easterners,	 and	 secondly,	 whether	 they	
agreed	with	al-Bustānī’s	or	Ṣābūnjī’s	points	of	view.	In	other	words,	
in	 the	presence	of	conflicting	 interpretations	about	what	 it	means	
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to	 be	 Eastern	 and	 Syrian,	 the	 polemic	 stimulated	 the	 readers	 to	
reflect	on	their	own	identity	as	Easterner	or	Syrian.	
	 In	the	second	case	study,	the	meaning	of	being	Catholic	was	
the	 contested	 topic,	 and	 the	 readers	 were	 confronted	 with	
conflicting	 ideas	 and	 norms	 that	 apply	 to	 Catholics.	 The	 conflict	
ceased	to	be	a	purely	Catholic	 issue	when	Ṣābūnjī	argued	that	the	
Maronites	 failed	 to	 adhere	 to	 universal	 norms	 that	 apply	 to	
everbody	and	not	 just	 to	Catholics.	 In	 this	way,	both	Catholic	and	
non-Catholic	 readers	 are	 stimulated	 to	 reflect	 on	 what	 exactly	 is	
expected	of	them.	The	first	and	the	second	case	study	demonstrate	
that	the	meanings	of	different	 identities	were	not	only	ambiguous	
and	fluid,	but	were	also	discussed	and	debated	by	the	people	who	
understood	themselves	to	‘have’	this	identity.	

The	second	manifestation	 is	the	use	of	identities	as	vehicles	
for	 other	 concerns.	 A	 recurrent	 observation	 in	 the	 three	 case	
studies	 is	 that	 identities	 were	 used	 as	 vehicles	 for	 fundamental	
concerns	 that	 are	 not	 immediately	 apparent	 when	 analyzing	
identities.	 What	 mattered	 most	 in	 all	 three	 case	 studies	 was	
ultimately	 two	different	concerns.	The	 first	 concern	relates	 to	 the	
normativity	 of	 acquiring	 or	 maintaining	 religion	 in	 the	 light	 of	
unbelief,	 and	 the	 second	 concern	 relates	 to	 the	 normativity	 of	
acquiring	 or	 maintaining	 civilization	 and	 progress	 in	 the	 light	 of	
backwardness.	

The	 first	 concern,	 of	 religion	 versus	 unbelief,	 is	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
central	 concern	 in	 the	 first	 case	 study.	 With	 each	 reference	 to	
Syrian,	Eastern,	Arab,	foreign	(ajnabī),	Maronite	and	the	Protestant	
identities,	 Ṣābūnjī	 also	 articulates	 the	 norm	 that	 one	 should	 be	
religious.	 References	 to	 Eastern,	 Arab,	 Maronite,	 and	 Protestant	
identities	 are	 informed	 by	 the	 presence	 of	 religiousness,	 while	
references	 to	 foreign,	mutafarnij,	 and	 the	 Syrian	waṭanī-identities	
are	 informed	by	a	 lack	 of	 religiousness.	What	 is	 important	 is	 that	
each	reference	to	any	of	these	identities	also	reminds	the	readers	of	
the	 normativity	 of	 being	 religious,	 regardless	 of	 one’s	 precise	
denomination.	

In	 the	 second	 and	 third	 case	 studies,	 the	 normativity	 of	
acquiring	or	maintaining	civilization	and	progress	reverberates	 in	
each	reference	to	an	identity.	References	to	Maronite	and	Lebanese	
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identities	are	informed	by	their	backwardness,	while	references	to	
Syriac,	 American,	 Eastern,	 Western,	 Anglo-Saxon,	 and	 Chinese	
identities	 are	 informed	 by	 their	 progress	 and	 civilization.	 At	 the	
same	time,	every	reference	articulates	the	norm	that	stipulates	that	
one	should	be	progressed	and	civilized.	
	 The	 two	 fundamental	concerns	discussed	here	can	also	be	
approached	 in	 terms	 of	 collective	 identities.	 Ṣābūnjī	 was	 most	
concerned	 about	 belonging	 to	 the	 group	 of	 believers	 and	 to	 the	
group	of	civilized	people.	From	Ṣābūnjī’s	point	of	view,	the	group	of	
believers	excluded	persons	who	are	from	another	angle	one	of	‘us’.	
This	 is	 the	 case	 for	 the	 Bustānīs;	 they	 are	 undeniably	 Easterners	
but	Ṣābūnjī	took	pains	to	point	out	that	they	acted	in	conflict	with	
what	 is	 expected	 of	 Easterners.	 Similarly,	 the	 civilized	 group	
includes	persons	who	are	from	another	angle	outsiders.	This	is	the	
case	for	the	‘French	elite’	who	also	hate	Voltaire,	even	though	they	
are	 not	 Easterners	 and	 therefore	 not	 essentially	 religious.	 Other	
outsiders	who	are	counted	as	civilized	are	 the	Americans	and	 the	
Chinese.	

My	focus	on	these	underlying	concerns	sheds	new	light	on	
the	 issue	 of	 self-view	 of	 Nahḍa	 intellectuals.	 In	 particular,	 these	
concerns	 show	 why	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 labels	 that	 they	 applied	 to	
themselves,	 such	 as	 Syrian,	 Eastern,	 or	 Ottoman,	 give	 a	 skewed	
representation	 of	 someone’s	 self-view.	 As	 I	 have	 pointed	 out,	
identities	such	as	Syrian,	Eastern,	or	Maronite	were	referred	to	 in	
order	 to	 convey	 more	 concerns	 that	 relate	 to	 being	 religious,	
progressed,	 and	 civilized.	 A	 focus	 on	 these	 labels	 alone	 –without	
taking	 into	 account	 the	 communicative	 context–	 diverts	 attention	
away	from	the	observation	that	belonging	to	the	group	of	believers	
and	to	the	group	of	civilized	people	mattered	most	to	Ṣābūnjī.	

The	 third	manifestation	 is	 the	 use	 of	 identities	 and	 their	
underlying	 concerns	 for	 personal	 purposes.	 I	 have	 argued	 that	 in	
al-Naḥla	 Ṣābūnjī	 made	 use	 of	 existing	 ideas	 about	 the	
backwardness	of	 the	Easterners	 and	 the	 success	 of	 –in	 this	 case–	
the	 Anglo-Saxons,	 for	 personal	 purposes.	 On	 the	 surface,	 Ṣābūnjī	
represents	 himself	 as	 an	 Easterner	 who	 was	 concerned	 about	
realizing	 success	 and	 progress	 in	 the	 light	 of	 present	 Eastern	
backwardness.	Hence,	he	presents	ideas	about	foreign	success	and	
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native	failure	as	the	starting	point	for	narratives	of	reform,	geared	
towards	 making	 the	 Easterners	 or	 Arabs	 more	 progressed	 and	
more	civilized.	

However,	 a	 close	analysis	of	 the	 relevant	 texts	 shows	 that	
these	ideas	were	also	used	for	more	mundane	purposes.	Almost	all	
of	 the	 articles	 that	 speak	 about	 scientific	 discoveries	 or	 new	
inventions	are	only	presented	to	the	English	public,	even	though	it	
is	 the	Easterners	who	seek	progress	and	advancement.	 I	 interpret	
this	 discrepancy	 as	 an	 indication	 that	 Ṣābūnjī	 had	 a	 personal	
motive	 for	 his	 magazine.	 He	 was	 concerned	 with	 cultivating	 an	
image	of	himself	as	an	atypical	–because	progressed–	Easterner,	in	
order	 to	 get	 in	 good	 graces	 with	 English	 policymakers,	 public	
figures,	or	potential	financiers.	

Importantly,	 underlying	 ideas	 about	 native	 failure	 and	
foreign	success	were	essential	aspects	of	this	concern.	Ṣābūnjī	used	
the	opposition	between	foreign	success	and	native	failure,	not	as	a	
starting	point	 for	narratives	of	 reform,	but	 for	personal	purposes.	
Thus,	from	an	unexpected	angle,	the	third	case	study	also	highlights	
the	 ambiguity	 of	 identities.	 My	 analysis	 shows	 that	 what	 is	
expected	 of	 Arabs	 or	 Easterners	 –success	 and	 progress	 through	
reform–	is	an	ambiguous	and	undefined	aim,	which	can	be	invoked	
for	widely	different	purposes.	
	
Identities	as	communication,	not	as	self-view	
The	 three	 manifestations	 of	 the	 ambiguity	 of	 identity	 highlight	
different	ways	 of	 how	 identities	 such	 as	 Eastern,	 Syrian,	 or	 Arab,	
were	used	in	order	to	accomplish	different	communicative	goals.	It	
is	 exactly	 this	 ambiguity	 that	 allowed	 Ṣābūnjī	 and	 his	 peers	
significant	freedom	to	refer	to	identities	with	a	variety	of	functions	
in	different	context.	Moreover,	it	is	this	ambiguity	which	makes	the	
topic	of	identity	a	complex	issue	for	scholars	of	the	Nahḍa	era.	

My	approach	goes	against	two	approaches	that	I	outlined	in	
the	 introduction:	 the	 overlap	 approach	 and	 the	
compartmentalization	 approach.	 The	 overlap	 approach	
understands	 one’s	 identity	 as	 the	 combination	 of	 different	
overlapping	 identities,	 primarily	 Ottoman,	 Arab,	 Syrian,	 and	
Eastern.	The	compartmentalization	approach	attempts	to	associate	
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every	 identity	 as	 corresponding	 with	 one	 element	 of	 the	 social	
experience,	 such	 as	 culture,	 language,	 or	 nation.	 Both	 approaches	
understand	terms	such	as	Eastern	and	Syrian	as	part	of	self-views,	
and	take	them	to	require	no	further	discussion.	

Neither	approach	can	account	 for	the	three	manifestations	
of	 the	 ambiguity	 of	 identity	 in	 a	 satisfactory	 way.	 The	 debate	
between	 al-Bustānī	 and	 Ṣābūnjī	 shows	 that	 there	 are	 conflicting	
ideas	 about	 what	 is	 normative,	 conventional,	 or	 suitable	 for	
Easterners	 and	 Syrians.	 These	 conflicting	 ideas	 are	 overlooked	
when	 terms	 such	 as	 Easterner	 are	 taken	 to	 require	 no	 further	
discussion.	 In	other	words,	 these	 conflicting	 ideas	 are	overlooked	
when	observing	that	both	viewed	themselves	as	Eastern	and	Syrian.	
What	should	be	taken	into	account	is	what	these	references	to	East	
and	 Syrian	 stand	 for.	 In	 this	 study,	 they	 stand	 for	 fundamental	
concerns;	Ṣābūnjī	was	most	concerned	about	belonging	to	 the	 the	
group	 of	 believers	 and	 to	 the	 group	 of	 civilized	 and	 progressed	
people.	 Both	 approaches	 disregard	 this	 aspect	 of	 self-view	 and	
group	 identification	 in	 favor	of	 territorially,	 religiously,	 culturally,	
linguistically,	or	nationally	defined	identities.	

A	similar	observation	applies	to	Ṣābūnjī’s	London-based	al-
Naḥla.	 In	 this	magazine	Ṣābūnjī	distanced	himself	 from	his	 fellow	
Arabs	and	Easterners	by	attempting	 to	sketch	a	particular	picture	
of	 himself	 in	 England.	 From	 the	 perspective	 of	 self-view,	 Ṣābūnjī	
presented	 himself	 as	 progressed,	 civilized,	 similar	 to	 the	 English	
and	 dissimilar	 to	 the	 Arabs	 and	 Easterners.	 Simultaneously,	 his	
readers	 viewed	 him	 as	 an	 Arab	 and	 as	 an	 Easterner,	 which	 is	
unremarkable	 for	 a	 journalist	 and	 editor	 of	 a	 –partly–	 Arabic	
magazine.	 These	 different	 points	 of	 view	 again	 underlines	 that	
identities	 such	 as	 Arab	 and	 Eastern	 do	 not	 adequately	 describe	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 self-view.	 Again,	 belonging	 to	 the	 group	 of	 civilized	 and	
progressed	people	played	a	more	important	role	in	Ṣābūnjī’s	social	
consciousness	than	belonging	to	the	group	of	Arabs	and	Easterners.	
The	conclusion	 is	again	 that	both	 the	overlap	approach	as	well	as	
the	 compartmentalization	 approach	 disregard	 this	 group	
identification.	
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Ṣābūnjī	as	representative	of	early	Arab	journalists	
The	present	 study	can	be	regarded	as	a	 single	case	study	on	how	
Ṣābūnjī	 gave	 meaning	 to	 his	 social	 world	 through	 referring	 to	
identities.	One	can	point	out	that	persons	such	as	Buṭrus	al-Bustānī	
may	 have	 constructed	 identities	 differently.	 Al-Bustānī	 struggled	
much	more	than	Ṣābūnjī	with	issues	that	pertain	to	realizing	native	
success	 in	 the	 light	 of	 native	 failure.	 This	 difference	 might	 well	
resonate	 in	 al-Bustānī’s	 writings,	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 identities	 are	
used	 in	 communication.	 Studies	 that	 apply	 the	 same	 approach	 to	
other	early	Arab	journalists	may	therefore	shed	further	light	on	the	
uses	and	functions	of	identities	during	the	Nahḍa	era.	

However,	 there	 are	 reasons	 to	 assume	 that	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
writings	 can	 also	 give	 insight	 into	 the	 values,	 norms	 and	
expectations	of	his	social	milieu,	that	of	early	Arab	journalists.	First	
and	foremost,	Ṣābūnjī	was	a	public	intellectual	who	did	not	work	in	
isolation	 from	 others.	 Instead,	 he	 operated	 in	 a	 discursive	 field	
which	 was	 described	 in	 the	 second	 chapter.	 He	 contributed	 to	
shaping	the	meanings	of	identities	in	his	social	milieu	by	referring	
to	 identities.	 It	 is	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 his	 references	 to	 identities	
reflect,	and	give	insight	into,	discourses	of	identity	that	are	socially	
shared.	The	representation	of	 the	East	as	essentially	religious	 is	a	
case	in	point.	Ṣābūnjī	referred	to	the	East	with	this	association,	but	
he	was	not	the	first	nor	the	last	to	do	so.	The	idea	that	the	East	is	
religious	was	an	association	 that	was	shared	by	others	 too.	When	
arguing	 that	 Easterners	 had	 nothing	 to	 worry	 about,	 al-Bustānī	
invoked	the	same	idea	in	the	discussion	about	the	solar	flames.	

Besides	 this	 theoretical	 line	 of	 argument,	 there	 are	 two	
more	reasons	as	 to	why	Ṣābūnjī’s	 texts	give	 insight	 into	his	social	
milieu,	and	not	only	into	his	own	preferences	and	opinions.	Firstly,	
his	 polemical	 disposition	 accentuates	 the	 unacceptable	 or	
unconventional	 characteristics	of	his	opponents,	 the	Bustānīs	and	
the	Maronites.	 In	this	way	Ṣābūnjī’s	 texts	give	 insight	 into	what	 is	
perceived	 as	 normative	 and	 conventional	 for	 members	 of	 a	
community.	 Secondly,	 my	 biographical	 sketch	 has	 shown	 that	
various	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	writings	contradict	each	other.	I	have	explained	
these	 contradictions	 in	 terms	 of	 opportunism,	 by	 proposing	 that	
Ṣābūnjī	 wrote	 what	 his	 intended	 audience	 wanted	 to	 hear.	 This	
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principle	 is	 also	 discernible	 in	 the	 third	 case	 study,	 in	 which	 I	
compared	the	Arabic	and	the	English	versions	of	al-Naḥla.	On	many	
occasions	 Ṣābūnjī	 explicitly	 confronted	 his	 English	 audience	with	
the	 success	 of	 the	 Anglo-Saxons	 –and	 hence	 of	 the	 Self–	whereas	
the	Arabic	audience	is	only	subtly	reminded	of	the	success	of	the	–
Anglo-Saxon–	Other.	I	have	argued	that	Ṣābūnjī	did	so	in	an	attempt	
to	get	 in	good	graces	with	English	policymakers,	public	 figures,	or	
potential	financiers.	

For	these	two	reasons	I	argue	that	Ṣābūnjī’s	texts	also	give	
insight	 into	 the	 ideas,	 norms,	 and	 expectations	 that	were	 held	 by	
his	social	milieu.	On	these	grounds,	it	can	be	assumed	that	the	two	
concerns	that	are	discussed	in	detail	above	–the	need	to	acquire	or	
maintain	religion	in	the	light	of	unbelief,	and	the	need	to	acquire	or	
maintain	 civilization	 and	 progress	 in	 the	 light	 of	 backwardness–	
were	not	only	Ṣābūnjī’s	concerns	but	also	those	of	his	peers	and	of	
his	readers.	
	
Final	remarks	
A	 few	other	 remarks	deserve	 to	be	 reiterated	here.	 Firstly,	 in	 the	
polemical	 texts	 that	 target	 the	Maronites,	 religion	 plays	 a	 pivotal	
role.	 I	have	demonstrated	that	 in	these	texts	Ṣābūnjī	essentialized	
religious	differences,	and	in	this	way	contributed	to	an	atmosphere	
of	religious	separation,	segregation	and	polarization.	Each	negative	
reference	to	the	Maronites	reproduced	and	reified	us-versus-them	
dichotomies	that	underlie	sectarian	tensions.	In	this	way,	Ṣābūnjī’s	
pamphlets	contributed	to	 the	culture	of	sectarianism	that	Makdisi	
discerned	 in	nineteenth-century	Ottoman	Lebanon,	 in	 spite	of	 the	
fact	that	Ṣābūnjī	nowhere	attached	any	political	significance	to	the	
religious	 identity.	 Ṣābūnjī	 texts	 also	 diametrically	 oppose	 al-
Bustānī’s	 repeated	 campaigns	 against	 religious	 polarization,	 an	
aspect	that	was	discussed	 in	Chapter	Four.	 I	am	unaware	of	other	
public	 intellectuals	who	expressed	similar	provocative	sentiments	
in	the	same	context.	

Secondly,	 this	 study	 has	 highlighted	 the	 need	 for	 a	
comprehensive	 study	 on	 what	 I	 call	 ‘auto-Orientalism’.	 The	 idea	
that	 ‘we’	 are	 Easterners	 was	 regularly	 invoked,	 and	 therefore	
familiar	 and	 well-understood	 by	 the	 audience	 of	 early	 Arabic	
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journalism.	In	the	present	study,	 it	was	found	that	the	meaning	of	
being	Eastern,	 in	particular	 in	contrast	 to	being	 foreign,	 lies	 in	 its	
associations	 with	 religion	 and	 spirituality.	 In	 this	 sense	 the	 East	
and	 the	 Easterners	 were	 invoked	 by	 Ṣābūnjī	 as	 well	 as	 by	 the	
Bustānīs.	 Nevertheless,	 it	 is	 unclear	 when	 this	 identity	 emerged	
and	 became	meaningful,	who	was	 associated	with	 its	 emergence,	
and	in	what	context	this	took	place.	 In	addition,	 it	 is	unclear	as	to	
how	 its	 meaning	 transformed	 through	 the	 years,	 and	 whether	
different	 social	 groups,	 such	 as	 Muslims	 or	 Christians,	 used	 it	
differently.	

Thirdly,	I	would	like	to	stress	again	that	texts	by	less	well-
known	 authors	 are	 valuable	 research	material	 for	 scholars	 of	 the	
Nahḍa	era.	For	instance,	my	study	of	the	Beiruti	al-Naḥla	suggests	
that	various	concepts	and	ideas	were	meaningful	earlier	than	what	
has	commonly	been	thought.	The	most	pronounced	example	of	this	
is	Bishāra	Zalzal’s	reference	to	the	Phoenicians	as	‘our	ancestors’	in	
1870,	which	 is	almost	20	years	earlier	 than	 the	earliest	 reference	
found	by	Kaufman.1	
	 	

                                                 
1	Kaufman	2004:	21.	





 

Appendix I: Arabic quotes

This appendix includes the original Arabic texts of the quotes that 
are discussed in the case studies.  With the exception of the first 
quote,  I  have preserved the original  spelling,  including diacritics 
and punctuation marks. Some conspicuous spelling variants, found 
in the original texts, have been marked with [sic].
Chapter 3:
Opening quote (Frost 1890: 1)
NB:  Frost’s  manuscript  contains  many  grammatical  errors, 
corrections in the margins, strike-throughs, and other annotations. 
For  the  sake  of  readibility  I  have  corrected  these  grammatical 
errors,  without  accounting  for  the  original  text  or  the  added 
annotations.

 عصار . فهوال ما سبق له من نظير في سالف َّطوار . قلالفهذه ترجمة رجل غريب 
 كتراث بحطام الدنيا وما فيها في السسرآء .ال وصغير مع الصغرآء . قليل ِكبير مع الكبرآء

 ء . وما الدنيا وزخرفها لديه الَّ متاعع ياخذ منه ماآصبور صربر ايوب عليها في الضرسر
 حوال . فساقهاليحتاج في الحيوة اليه . والغالب عليه حب الحرية والستقلل . في سائر 

 طبعه الى التعلم من الصنائع ما تفتقر الحضارة اليه . كي يقضى بها حاجته بنفسهِ اذا جار
 الزمان عليه . فتعلم من الصنائع السكافة والخياطة والتطريز والنجارة وعمل الل ت

 والتحليل الكيمي والطب والتصوير والمتاجرة والطهاية وعمل الحلوى الى غير ذلك . وتعلَّم
 من اللسن عشر لغا ت . ومن العلوم كل ما امتد عقله اليه بعد الرياضيا ت . حتى صار

اكثر الناس استقللل في اعماله واشدهم احترافا في افعاله

Quote 1 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1881: 43):
  بعض من العرب هذا النهار فعرفتهم بما تطلبه منا الدولة البريطانية . فقالوافقد حضر الي

 لي بصو ت واحد ل نقبل ول نهلك نفوسنا بايدينا . اما انا فقل ت لهم اذا رفضنا طلب
النجليز ارسلوا إلينا مراكبهم واجلبوا علينا اضرارا اعظم من هذه التي نخشاها الن
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Quote 2 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1881: 40-41):
 وبذل النفس والنفيس في ربطهم بمقام الخلفة الكبرآء التي هو ركنها الرصين وعمادها

 ) يتساند٤المتين وجعلهم عصبةل واحدةل "كأنهم بنيان مرصوص" (سورة الصف - آية 
بعضه الى بعض

Quote 3 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1881: 41-42):
 ومما يقضى بالعجب العجاب هو انتشار الدين الحمدي في عهد هذا الخليفة المعظم وهممه
 السنية حتى في اكبر مدن اوروپا وامريكا كلندرة وليفربول وباريس ونيو يورق وغيرها .

 وكذالك بنآء الجوامع والمساجد وفتح المدارس ونشر النشرا ت الدينية فيها بالنجليزي
والفرنساوي لتوسيع نطاق هذا الدين في مرابع النصرانية وعواصم اوروپا

Quote 4 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1881: 74):
 ولمن الحقائق الثابتة لدا العالم اجمع ان النصارى الموجودين في الممالك الشاهانية لم

يتضايقوا من المسلمين او من رجال الحكم في وق ت من الوقا ت لمجرد كونهم مسيحيين

Quote 5 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1881: 75):
 التراك قد فاقوا جميع المم في الستقامة ومحبة الضيف والشجاعة والمرؤة . فالتراك

على غاية من التهذيب وحسن الخلق

Quote 6 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1904: 22):
 وبين هولء قوم من اهل سورية ومصر وبعض الذين هاجروا من سورية الى امريكا بلد
 التمدن والحرية ونقلوا معهم في جعبة جهلهم بين جملة شوآئبهم افكارهم الضيقة وتعصبهم
 الشرقي الذميم . وقد ظهر لي من خلل السطر التي سودها بعض كتابهم في هذا الصدد

ان الباعث الساسي لتعصبهم للروس ناشئ عن وحدة الدين والمذهب فقط
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Quote 7 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1904: 26):
 لف روسي مسيحي متعصب ومستبد .او وثني "حر" خير من ان ياباني بوذي افعندي 

 وصاف القداسة الظاهرة قوما مثل الروس الذيناوماذا تنفع النصرانية وما يتبعها من 
 لستر استبدادهملدين غطآءايتخذون 

Chapter 4:
Opening quote (Shalfuā n 1871: 13)

 ونحلةعغلم
  راى يوما نحلةل قد حط ت على زهرة . وكان الغلم على جانب عظيم من الخلعةغلم

  وزجته بابرتها بين وانعطف ت اليهفتعرض للنحلة بغضا وعدوانا . فشعر ت النحلة به
  . ويضرب الرض برجليه . وهو يخبط بيديهعينيه . فسقط للحال الى الرض مغشيا عليه

  قد تخمس قلما. فبلغ اباه امره . وكان ابوه فلحا يتعاطى حراثة الرض . وكان وقتيذ
 غليظا يكتب به كتابا لصحابه . فرمى بالقلم وبادر الى ابنه وحمله الى البي ت وطلب الى ام
 الغلم ان تطببه . فقال ت له امراته عليك ان ناتيني بشي من عسل النحلة التي لسبته فيشفى

  قد مات ت . قال ت ياامراة اما تدرين ان النحلة التي لسبتهبه الغلم . فقال لها رجلها ويحك
 كينا عن اسلفنا ان النحلة متى لسب ت انسانا مات ت . وفيما هو يقولُكيف ومتى . قال قد ح

  النحلة ولسبته في وجههذلك واذا بالنحلة تحوم عليه فجفل منها واراد طردها فتمكن ت منه
 الكالح فصرخ ولم ينفعه الصراخ . فقال ت امراته . ويحك يا رجل حتى متى تكون متغفل .
 فلو كان كلمك صحيحا لقتضى ان نقول بان ال سلح النحلة بالبرة لهلكها وليس للمدافعة

  . بل الحيوان السل ح لهلكهعن نفسها . وهذا مردود . لن ال حكيم عادل ولم يعط
 للمحاماة عن نفسه من عدوه . كما اختبر ت هذا في نفسك . فاذا كفاك تغلظ بالكلم وان ت ل

 تدري بانك تجدف على حكمة ال عز وجل . فاسرع واجنِ شيئا يسيرا من عسل النحلة
وتعال به لنطبب الغلم . فطاع الفل ح وذهب . وحتى الن لم يرجع

معناه
 ل يجب على العاقل عن يتمسك بهذيان غيره وان سمعه ممن هو اكبر منه سنا واقدم

عصرا
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Quote 1 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 61):
نيقة لترتع في بضاضة زهرها نحلتنا الدقيقةل على غرس جنينتهِ ارهوقد

Quote 2 (Bustaā nīā 1870a: 432):
  من عمود العالمينهية ل نخشى ضرال بالتكال على العناية ال]sic[والخلصة ننا 

  والقديسين ماِ الشرقيين من بركا ت النبياء]sic[ف كرتنا فعندنا نانحن المذكورين واذا شر
هشرعنا   عن بلدنا ويكفيدفعه

Quote 3 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 459):
 لن بلدنا التي تشرف ت منذ البداية بالديان . ل نرضى بان تتدنس بكفر بعض تلمذة فولتر

الجنبي وغيره من كتبة الجنان

Quote 4 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 463):
 والغرب من هذا كله ان بعض المشرقين من مدينة حلب من الذين يستغرقون في التفرنج

 ويدعون بالتمدن وقلة التدين (وهنا نضرب صفحا عن ذكر اسمائهم) المقيمين الن في
 مرسيليا قد دنسوا اللغة العربية باستخراجهم اليها عشرين بحثا من مولفا ت فولتر الكافر

 الذي قر بنفسه عنها انها تستحق ان تكون طعاما للنار . ثم طبعوها في مرسيليا ورسلوها
 الى حلب ليذيعوا بواسطة اعوانهم تجاديف وكفر فولتر ويجلبوا بها على مشرقنا طوفان

الشقا

Quote 5 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 482):
 وهذه التعاليم المضلة هي التي جلب ت الخراب والدمار على فرنسا باسرها . ولذلك زبدة

 ون منه . ومكاتب الجنان الماروني الكاثوليكيالفرنسيس يكرهون ذكر فولتر ويتبرا
 البيروتي اختارها واسطة لصل ح وطنه . اساله تعالى ان ينور عقله ويهديه الى الحق قبل

ما يصيبه ما اصاب معلمه فولتر
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Quote 6 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 8):
 ى ولم يكتفوا بالمسكرا تَّقد اشتد ولع البشر كثيرا في تخدير قواهم العصبية بوسائط شت

 المتفننة النواع وباقي المشروبا ت المخدسرة بل قد هاموا في نباتا ت كريهة الروايح ردية
 العواقب وليس فقط اهالي البلد المتوحشة بل ما يدهش العقول هو ان اهالي اوروبا

المتمدنين انفسهم رغما عن انف معارفهم الجليلة قد نُكبوا بنكبة التبغ الذميمة

Quote 7 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 459):
  يجب علينا نحن ابنا المشرق ان نتركولم نكن نفهم مضمون قوله المترادف الى الن بانه

 العصبة الدينية ونتمسك بعروة عصبة الوطن . اما الن فقد فهمنا قصده وهو ان نخلع
طاعة اليمان . ونتمسك بالكفر تح ت ردا حب الوطن والعمران

Quote 8 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 463):
  هي ملخص تعاليم فولتر الكافر٢٣ و٢٢وبما ان الجملة المطبوعة في الجنان جزء 

  مع المذكورين لذاعة تعاليموروسو ومكيافللي يغلب على ظني ان مدير الجنان قد تواطىء
الكفر في المشرق تح ت ردا التمدن وحب الوطن

Quote 9 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 459):
  دابك يا ايتها النشرة البروتسطنتية . والصحيفة الشهرية الدورية . يا من قد جعل توان ت

 المناضلة عن عقائد كنيستك المركانية . ما لك تغضين النظر عن احد عمدة مذهبك الذي
نشر في جنانه ما يطعن في دينك ودين روسائك ودين علمائك

Quote 10 (Bustaā nīā 1870a: 747):
 ومن هو ياترى هذا الرجل الذي عارض السلمة في العالم هل هو بطل المعارك الذي

  الى بلد ملك اخر ويحب ان يحرك الشعب القتل والسلب او ملك قد طمح ت عينهديدنه
  او امير من امراءِ البدو الذين شانهم شن الغارا ت وصب وشروره في تنفيذ مطامعهليسعفه

 الشرور والويل ت او بربري من برابرة اواسط افريقية الذين يطلبون الحروب كما نحن
 نطلب الصيد ليتمكنوا من اسر ابناءِ جنسهم لياكلوهم او شيطان يحب تدمير العمران
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  المنطبعة على الشر والعدوانوتنكيس رايا ت المحبة والراحة والسلم قياما بحق فطرته
 قسيسِ ولكنهليس هو من هولء

Chapter 5:
Opening quote (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 18-19)

  في لبنان تقصده ديرمار عبدا المشمر هو من جملة قديسي مغفلي الطائفة المارونية . له
  العواقر بامل الحصول على خصب النسل . قال لي من قصد ذلك الدير صحبةالنساء
  . ان الرهبان هناك يامرون المراة العاقر ان ترقد وحدها في مغارة القديس فيامراته

 ظلم حالك بدون مصبا ح وعند انتصاف الليل يحضر عليها المزعوم مار عبدا وهو مشمر
  . المخصبة . فتحمل المراة حينئذ) ويسكب على العاقر سوابغ انعامه(كما حكى من شعر به

وبعد تسعة اشهر تخلسف ذريةل تشابه غالبا هيئرة مار عبدا

Communiqueé  (ḤṢ allaā q 1874: 12-13):
 تها وطبعتها في المطبعة المركانية قدزعم قومع من الموارنة بان النحلة الفتية التي انشا

  انا فاقولُ ل طعنر فيها . بل قد اتر تت راسا بالمدافعة عنا . امهاائطعن ت في امتهم وروس
  اتخذهُ الموارنةاراجعُ كلَّ ما قلتهُ في النحلة الفتية مم على ذلك اني االحق والعرض . وبناء

]sic[اهانةل لهم - (المضا) القس لويس صابنجي 

Quote 1 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 20):
 فان قرون الجهل المظلمة التي كان فيها المغفلون يركنون لراء زعمائهم عن طياشةة

 بة دون تعقلة وتفحصة . قد زال ت واندرس ت . وقد بزغ ت الن شمس المعارفوتعص
 والتواريخ الوثيقة في افق القرن التاسع عشر بهمة اولي اللباب . فعلى ابناء هذا العصر

المستنير ان يسيروا بنوره

Quote 2 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 9):
 واذا كان ابناء الطائفة المارونية ل يزالون متمسسكين ومتعصسبين لحكاية يوحنا مارون الى
 الن . فيكون سلوكهم هذا دليلل راهنا على انهم لم يبلغوا بعد الى التلك الدرجة العليا من
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 المعارف التاريخية التي من شانها ان تجعل المم المتمدنة والمتنورة ان يفرقوا بين
الصحيح والفاسد 

Quote 3 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 18):
  على ان اقول قولل يقارب النبوة بان خلفاء الطائفة المارونية متى ارتفعوا الىانعم اني اتجر

 قمة المعارف والعلوم ونبذوا عنهم تغفل جدودهم وتركوا رو ح تعصب ابائهم تذكروا
 الخوري يوسف داود ومن استنصر لهُ . واقاموا لهما تماثيل شرفية على قمم كسروان فوق

هضبا ت باب الهواءِ رغما عن انف تعصب جدودهم

Quote 4 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1870b: 11):
 ي ت بعيني وسمع تُ باذني اغاليط بشخصي في كنيسة قرية ميروبة ورالوقد حضر تُ مرة

 فظيعة من رجال واولد . كان الخوري يوسف احد تلميذ مدرسة غزير يعلمهم تعاليم
 لهم - ال كم واحد - كن تُ اسمع منهم مرن يقولالمسيحي في كنيسة القرية . فعندما كان يسا

 ق بلغةة ركيكة ويقول - يا بونا- اثنان - ومنهم من يصرخ - اربعة - وسمع تُ شيخا يتشد
عشرة - فاذا كان الى الن في مزرعة كفرذبيان من ل يعرف ال حق المعرفة 

Quote 5 (ḤṢ allaā q 1874: 34):
 ومن الواضح انه ل يزال نصفهُ مسلما ونصفه الخر مارونيا . كما يدل على ذلك اسمهُ .

فان نصفهُ مسلم (ارحتمرد) ونصفه ماروني (فارس الشدياق)

Chapter 6:
Opening quote (SṢ aā buā njīā 1878-1879: 86):
NB: this Arabic version is similar, but not identical, to the English 
quote with which chapter six started. See chapter six for more 
details.

قردع ناطق
 من جملة الزائرين معرض باريس هذا السنة قرد ناطق من بلد البرازيل باميريكا الجنوبية
 وحكاية هذا الحيوان غريبة . كان رجل اسمه كولمبر ت قد خرج ذا ت يوم يريد القنص في

 غابة على ضفة نهر امازون فصادف قردة قد جرحها وحش جرحا مميتا وفي حضنها
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 ولدها . فدنا منها الصياد وتناول الولد واتى به حيا الى منزله ودعاه باسم "جان لروس" ثم
 اودعه عند امراة زنجية لكي تعتني به وكان من دأب الزنجية ان تكثر اللفظ بكلمة "كارامبا"

 . فتلقن القرد من الزنجية اول هجاء الكلمة . فلما انتبه ت الزنجية اليه ورا ت ما عنده من
 الحذق والستعداد عني ت بتعليمه النطق بالكلم فاتقن اول كلمة "بابا" (اب) "ماما" (ام)

 "مارون" (اسم الزنجية) "برازيل" (اسم المملكة) الى غير ذلك حتى صار يفهم شيا من كلم
 البشر . فهل صدق المعلم داروين بقوله ان اصل النسان من السعدان والقردان . وكان قد
 سبقه الى هذا التعليم الفيلسوف العربي ابن طفيل وهو اول من علم من العرب ان النسان

 ترقى في الصل من الحيوانا ت الدنيا . وعاش ابن طفيل في اواسط القرن الثاني عشر
 للميلد . (ل تقول النحلة بقول ابن طفيل وداروين . وانما تقول قد خلق النسان نوعا قائما

بنفسه لم يتسلسل عن نوع اخر من الحيوانا ت الدنيا)

Quote 1 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1878-1879: 365):
 يا ابناء المشرق افل تعلمون سلطة الغربيين وسيادتهم عليكم انما كان ت بارتفاع درجتهم في

 كم بنيران الشوق لهذا المؤلف البديعالعلوم والمعارف وانحطاطكم فيها فلم ل تتقد احشاؤ
 وامثاله حتى يبرز بمعدا ت رغبتكم وكمال شوقكم من عالم القوة الى الفعل هل رضيتم بعد
 ما كان لكم ذروة الشرف بواسطة العلوم والمعارف ان تدوم لكم تلك الحالة الوخيمة التي

 اوصلتكم اليها الجهال ت والضلل ت حتى عاد ت ترق لكم قلوب العداء فضل عن
الصدقاء

Quote 2 (SṢ aā buā njīā 1877-1878: 50):
 من ادارة النحلةاعلنع مهم

 ليس بخاف لدى كل بصيرة ان طبع نشرة ادبية مزينة بتصاوير بهية يجبرنا الى صرف
 دراهم وافرة لرسم صور وحفر قوالبها وما يتعلق بها من الجهاز الكهربأي . وزد على ذلك
 ان تركيب الحروف العربية والهندية في بلد اجنبية من اقوام ل يفهمون اللغة ول يميزون

  على ذلك قد صمم ت ادارة النحلة على ان ل يضاعف مصارفنا . فبناءاممبين الباء والياء 
 ترسل بعد هذا العدد الرابع "الَّ للذي يدون اسمه في صك الشتراك الذي يراه ضمن العدد
 الحاضر ثم يرسله الينا مصحوبا بقيمة اشتراكه" ونحن نتعهد بارسال النحلة له باوقاتها .

 فالمأمول من اصدقائنا الكثير عددهم ان يعذرونا اذا مسكنا عن ارسال النحلة لهم بل ثمن .
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 في ذوقهم اللطيف لعلمنا بانهم ل ينسرون بتسبيب الخسارة للصديق لعلمهم بماة ولنا ثقة تام
  مبينع - وعلينا تقديم الشكر للسادا ت الكرام اصحاب مُخسسرع عدوسار به المثل - صديق

 النخوة والمرؤة الذين ارسلوا الينا قيمة اشتراكهم سلفا لعلمهم "ان الجرائد ل تطبع بماء
 وازاد فيهم ئالغمام على صُحُف الهواء بل تحتاج الى الدينار الوضا ح" . بارك ال في ذكا

 مرؤتهم . ول در منر قال - ل يُمدر ح النسان الَّ بعمل الحسان - وقد استغنينا عن طبع
 هذا العلن بالنكليزي لن المشتركين من النكليز قد دفعوا قيمة اشتراكهم سلفا عند

وصول العدد الول من النحلة اليهم
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Appendix	II:	Bibliography	of	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	
	
A	 century	 ago	 Philippe	 de	 Ṭarrāzī	 published	 the	 bibliography	 of	
Louis	Ṣābūnjī	as	part	of	his	history	of	the	Arabic	press	(see	Ṭarrāzī	
1913b:	 78-81).	 The	 bibliography	 that	 is	 given	 below	 contains	 a	
large	number	of	corrections	to	Ṭarrāzī’s	work.	It	has	often	proved	
difficult	 to	 locate	 copies	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	 publications.	 It	 is	 for	 this	
reason	that	I	have	also	included	a	reference	to	a	library	that	holds	a	
copy	 of	 the	 respective	 publication.	 These	 libraries	 are	 located	 all	
over	 the	world,	 from	 the	 United	 States	 to	 Lebanon	 and	 from	 the	
Netherlands	 to	 Zanzibar.	 Unfortunately,	 many	 unpublished	
documents	 that	 are	mentioned	 by	 Ṭarrāzī	 have	 not	 yet	 surfaced;	
they	 are	 nevertheless	 listed	 here	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 completeness.	
Libraries	in	Turkey	may	possibly	hold	unpublished	documents.	
	 In	 recent	 years	 a	 wealth	 of	 digital	 information	 has	 been	
made	available.	A	few	of	these	databases	deserve	to	be	mentioned.	
The	Institut	du	monde	arabe	in	Paris	and	the	Library	of	Alexandria	
have	 made	 many	 nineteenth-century	 Arabic	 sources,	 including	
many	 periodicals,	 accessible	 online.1	This	 includes	 the	 magazines	
al-Jinān,	 al-Muqtaṭaf,	 and	 the	 various	 Abū	Naẓẓāra	 magazines	 of	
James	 Sanua.	 Similarly,	 the	 Beyazıt	 State	 Library	 and	 the	 Tokyo	
University	 of	 Foreign	 Studies	 have	 digitalized	 the	Hakkı	 Tarık	 Us	
Collection	of	Ottoman	and	Arabic	nineteenth-century	periodicals.2	
This	 collection	 includes	 the	magazine	al-Najāḥ	 and	partly	 also	al-
Naḥla	 of	 1877-1880.	 The	 former	 magazine	 contains	 some	
handwritten	 notes	 by	 Ṣābūnjī.	 A	 recent	 initiative	 aims	 to	 locate	
existing	 copies	 of	 nineteenth-century	 Arabic	 periodicals.3	Google	
Books	 has	 been	 helpful	 in	 unveiling	 obscure	 information,4	and	
Worldcat	 proved	 to	 be	 invaluable	 in	 tracing	 all	 of	 Ṣābūnjī’s	
different	publications.	

                                                 
1	http://ima.bibalex.org	
2	http://www.tufs.ac.jp/common/fs/asw/tur/htu/	
3	http://www.zmo.de/jaraid/index.html	
4	Thanks	to	Google	Books	we	now	know	that	Ṣābūnjī	donated	a	Malbrouck	
monkey	to	the	London	Zoo	in	1879	(Sclater	1883:	5).	I	have	not	found	other	
references	that	link	Ṣābūnjī	to	this	monkey.	
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Publications	in	Arabic	
Uṣūl	al-qirāʾa	al-ʿArabiyya	wal-tahdhībāt	al-adabiyya	

Beirut,	1866.	154p.	
Holding	library:	Cambridge	University	Library.	

	
Al-Mirʾāt	al-saniyya	fī	al-qawāʿid	al-ʿUthmāniyya		

Beirut,	1867.	296p.	
Holding	library:	Bayerische	Staatsbibliothek	München.	
NB:	Translated	from	the	Ottoman	by	Ṣābūnjī.	Original	
authors	Muhammad	Fuʾād	and	Aḥmad	Jawdat.	

	
Dīwān	ʿUmar	ibn	al-Fāriḍ	

Beirut,	1868.	98p.	
Holding	library:	Staatsbibliothek	Berlin.	
	

Tarjamatā	al-ʿallāma	al-khūrī	al-usqufī	Yūsuf	Dāwud	wal-sayyid	al-
fāḍil	Yūsuf	al-Dibs	ṣāḥib	Rūḥ	al-Rudūd	

Beirut,	1874.	20p.	
Holding	library:	Dār	al-Kutub,	Cairo.	
NB:	Alternative	title,	given	by	Ṭarrāzī,	is	al-Naḥla	al-fatiyya.	

	
Le	Decalogue	sur	le	Liban	

Liverpool,	1874	(based	on	Ṭarrāzī	1913b:	73).	49p.	
Holding	library:	Universitätsbibliothek	Basel.	
NB:	Written	under	the	pseudonym	Mūsā	Ḥallāq,	and	listed	
by	Ṭarrāzī	as	Mūsā	al-Ḥallāqa.	

	
Tanzīh	al-abṣār	wal-afkār	fī	riḥlat	Sulṭān	Zanjabār	

London,	1879.	92p.	
Holding	library:	Leiden	University	Library.	
NB:	Compiled	and	edited	by	Ṣābūnjī,	on	the	basis	of	
accounts	written	by	Zāhir	ibn	Saʿīd.	Reprinted	in	1981,	
1988,	2005.	
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Dīwān	shiʿr	al-naḥla	al-manẓūm	fī	khilāl	al-riḥla	
Alexandria,	1901.	584p.	
Holding	library:	Ruhr-Universität	Bochum	(copy	includes	
images).	
NB:	Many	copies	(incl.	Princeton	University	Library)	
exclude	images.	

	
Al-Ṣakk	al-mashhūr	

Cairo,	1917.	32p.	
Holding	library:	Dār	al-Kutub,	Cairo.	

	
Al-Iktishāf	al-thamīn	li-iṭālat	al-ʿumr	miʾāt	min	al-sinīn	

New	York,	1919.	287p.	
Holding	library:	Library	of	Congress,	Washington	DC.	
NB:	Reprinted	in	1992.	

	
Publications	in	English	and	Turkish	
A	Short	Exposition	of	the	Liturgy	and	Ceremonies	of	the	Holy	Mass,	
According	to	the	Rite	of	the	Syro-Catholic	Church	

New	York,	1872.	36p.	
Holding	library:	Newberry	Library,	Chicago.	

	
Old	Mother	Phoenicia	and	her	Young	Daughter	America	

New	York,	1872.	31p.	
Holding	library:	New	York	Public	Library.	
NB:	Listed	by	Ṭarrāzī	as	The	Turkish	Misrule.	

	
An	Illustrated	Key	to	the	Gallery	of	660	Pictures	

London,	1909	(?).	40p.	
Holding	library:	The	Wilfrid	Scawen	Blunt	Collection,	West	
Sussex	Records	Office,	Chichester.	

	
The	Free	Ottoman	(English	title)	
Ḥurr	ʿUthmānlū	(Ottoman	title)	

Istanbul,	1909.	104p.	Bilingual	publication.	
Holding	library:	Yale	University	Library.	
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Key	for	the	Historico-Religious	Chart,	Symbolic	Mother	of	all	the	
Revealed	Religions		

New	York,	1919.	148p.	
Holding	library:	Stanford	University	Library.	
	

Jehan	Aftab:	Abdul	Hamid’s	Last	Love…	
Jersey	City,	1923.	348p.	
Holding	library:	British	Library.	

	
Sultan	II.	Abdülhamîd’in	Hâl	Tercümesi	(ed.	Mahir	Aydın)	

Istanbul,	1997.	139p.	
Various	library	holdings.	
NB:	Edition	of	Ottoman	manuscript;	see	below.	

	
Yıldız	Sarayı’nda	Bir	Papaz	(ed.	Mehmet	Kuzu)	

Istanbul,	2007.	384p.	
Various	library	holdings.	
NB:	Ṣābūnjī’s	diaries	over	the	years	1889-1892	and	1898-
1911;	translated	from	an	unknown	Arabic	manuscript.	
Originally	published	in	Vakit	newspaper,	1952.	

	
Newspapers	and	magazines	
Al-Naḥla		

Beirut,	1870.	31	issues.	
Holding	Library:	Université	Saint-Joseph,	Beirut.	

	
Al-Naḥla	wal-zahra	

Beirut,	1871.	2	issues	
Holding	library,	first	issue:	Dār	al-Kutub,	Cairo.	
Holding	library,	second	issue:	Beyazıt	State	Library,	
Istanbul.	

	
Al-Najāḥ	

Beirut,	1871.	
Holding	library:	Beyazıt	State	Library,	Istanbul.	
NB:	Ṣābūnjī	cooperated	until	August	1871	(Holt	2009:	63).	
Yūsuf	Shalfūn	continued	al-Najāḥ	until	the	end	of	1874.	
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Al-Naḥla	al-ḥurra		
Cairo,	1871.	1	issue.	
Holding	library	(uncertain):	Beyazıt	State	Library,	Istanbul.	

	
Al-Naḥla	(Arabic	title)	
The	Bee	(English	title)	

London,	1877-1880.	Bilingual	publication.	57	issues.	
Holding	library:	British	Library.	

	
Al-Khilāfa	

London,	January	1881.	No	issues	found.	
NB:	Cover	partly	reproduced	in	al-Ṣakk	al-mashhūr	(see	
above).	

	
Bayān-nāma	al-umma	al-ʿArabiyya	

London,	March	1881.	Single	sheet;	text	given	by	Landau	
(1977:	222-224).		
NB:	Discussed	in	detail	by	Landau,	and	briefly	by	Shukla	
(1973:	203-204).	

	
Al-Ittiḥād	al-ʿArabī	

London,	1881.	3	issues;	no	issues	found.	
NB:	Cover	reproduced	in	al-Ṣakk	al-mashhūr	(see	above).	

	
Al-Naḥla	

London,	1884.	No	issues	found.	
NB:	Referenced,	but	not	seen,	by	Kramer	(1989:	780	n27).	

	
Al-Naḥla	(Arabic	and	Turkish	title)	

Cairo/Istanbul,	Oct.	1895.	Bilingual	publication.	No	issues	
found.	
NB:	References	by	Ṣābūnjī	(1917:	3)	and	Ṭarrāzī	(1913b:	
250).	
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Seyahati;	resimli	devr-i	âlem	(Ottoman	title)	
Siyāḥatī	(Arabic	title	given,	by	Ṭarrāzī	1933:	360)	

Istanbul,	1890.5	Bilingual	publication.	4	issues;	1	issue	
found	(nr.2).	Holding	library:	Harvard	University	Library.	
NB:	Serial	publication	of	Ṣābūnjī’s	travel	account.	The	four	
issues	were	possibly	bundled	in	1896	or	1897	under	the	
title	al-Ṭawāf	ḥawl	kurat	al-arḍ	(Fontaine	1969:	100),	
Resimli	devr-i	âlem	seyahatnamesi	(Strauss	2003:	73	n164)	
or	Musavver	devr-i	âlem	seyahati	(title	page	of	the	Bochum	
copy	of	his	Dīwān).	

	
Arabic	manuscripts	at	the	Rare	Books	Library,	University	of	
Istanbul	
Tarjamat	ṣāḥib	nashrat	al-Naḥla	

London,	1890.	52p.	(IUMK,	A6926)	
NB:	The	manuscript	is	written	by	George	Frost,	but	likely	
under	the	direction	of	Ṣābūnjī.	See	the	image	for	its	title	
page.	

	
Al-Nabadhāt	al-siyāsiyya	
	 Istanbul,	about	1904.	33p.	(IUMK,	A6930)	
	
Tārīkh	ibṭāl	al-riqqa	fī	Zanjabār		
	 London,	1881.	176p.	(IUMK,	A6928)	
	
Nubdha	muqtaṭafa	min	tarjamat	ḥāl	al-Ḥaḍra	al-Sulṭāniyya	
	 Istanbul,	after	1897.	78p.	(IUMK,	A6931)	
	
Ottoman	manuscripts	at	the	Rare	Books	Library,	University	of	
Istanbul6	

Abdülhamid-i	Sanî’nin	Tercüme-i	Hâli	(IUMK,	9871)	

NB:	Edited	by	Mahir	Aydın	and	published	in	1997;	see	
above.	

                                                 
5	cf.	Ṣābūnjī	2007:	74,	90.	Ṣābūnjī	mentioned	these	periodicals	already	in	January	
1891.	
6	See	Özcan	1998:	123-126	for	more	information	on	these	manuscripts.		



Title page of Tarjamat ṣāḥib nashrat al-Naḥla (1890). Unpublished 
manuscript, University of Istanbul, Rare Books Library (cat. 
A6926).



Appendix II: Bibliography of Louis Ṣābūnjī 

260 

İzâh-ı	Tarih	(IUMK,	9872)	 	

Îcmâl-i	Ahvâl-i	Mısrıyye	(IUMK,	9874)	

Ruhun	Mevcudiyeti	Hakikat	ve	Ebediyetine	Dair	Risale	(IUMK,	9875)	

Mâruzât	(IUMK,	9877)	

İslamiyete	Târi	Olan	Halelin	Islâhı	Hakkında	(IUMK,	9878)	

Hilâfeî-i	Nebeviyye’nin	Ahâli-i	Muslime	ve	Gayri	Müslimece	Derece-i	
İhtiyaç	ve	Ehemmiyeti	(IUMK,	9879)	
	
Other	manuscripts	
ʿAshar	nabadhāt	siyāsiyya	

Istanbul,	1892.	
Holding	library:	Charfet	Monastery,	Lebanon.	(See	Armala	
1937:	496).	

	
Aḥmad	ʿUrābī	al-Miṣrī		

London,	1883.	50p.	
Holding	library:	Zanzibar	National	Archives.	(See	Mkelle	
1981:	19-20).	

	
Letters	sent	to	Wilfrid	Scawen	Blunt	and	Lady	Anne	Blunt	

38	letters,	written	in	the	years	1881-1884	and	1908.	
Holding	library:	The	Wilfrid	Scawen	Blunt	Collection,	West	
Sussex	Records	Office,	Chichester.	
	

Unpublished	material	in	Arabic	
Sukkān	fi	al-nujūm	wal-aqmār	

NB:	Thirty	two-page	excerpt	of	a	larger	text	published	in	al-
Iktishāf	al-thamīn	(New	York,	1919;	see	above)	

	
Afkārī	

NB:	Probably	identical	to	Yıldız	Sarayı’nda	Bir	Papaz	(ed.	
Mehmet	Kuzu;	see	above).	The	location	of	the	original	
Arabic	manuscript	is	unknown.	
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Unpublished	material,	mentioned	only	by	Ṭarrāzī	

Collections	of	poems	(in	Latin	and	Italian,	manuscript)	

Poems	by	Virgil	(Arabic	translation	from	Latin,	manuscript)	

Philosophical	dictionary	(Arabic	translation	from	Latin,	manuscript)	

Collection	of	Turkish	political	articles	(manuscript)	

Collection	of	English	political	articles	(manuscript)	

Mashāhīr	al-rijāl	(Latin	manuscript)	

Tārīkh	baṭārikat	al-Suryān	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Tārīkh	fitnat	Ḥalab	sana	1850	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Tārīkh	fitnat	Lubnān	wa	Sūriyā	fī	sana	1860	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Al-Ḥaqq	al-kānūnī	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Al-Uṣūl	al-manṭiqiyya	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Falsafa	mā	baʿd	al-ṭabīʿa	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Jamāl	al-kāʾināt	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Mawāʿiẓ	fī	al-lughāt	(Arabic	manuscript)	

Marāthi	Irimiyā	al-thānī	al-shajiyya	ʿalā	khurāb	Ūrushalīm	al-
Suryānī	(Arabic	manuscript)	
	
Published	material,	mentioned	only	by	Ṭarrāzī	

Majlis	al-maʿbūthān	(Arabic	newspaper,	Istanbul,	n.d.)	

The	Origine	of	the	Irish	Race	(printed	in	England)	

Shāʾul	wa	Dāwud	(Arabic	translation	of	a	French	novel,	lithography,		

1869,	65p)	
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English	summary	
	
Between	 the	 years	 1858	 and	 1880,	 the	 city	 of	 Beirut	 was	 the	
indisputable	 center	 of	 Arabic	 journalism.	 Numerous	 newspapers	
and	magazines	were	published	by	church	authorities,	governmental	
organizations,	 and	 private	 individuals.	 One	 of	 these	 early	 Arabic	
journalists	was	Louis	Ṣābūnjı̄	(1838-1931),	the	central	figure	of	this	
study.	
	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjı̄	 led	 a	 remarkable	 and	 restless	 life.	 He	 was	
born	 in	 southeast	Turkey	 to	 a	Catholic	 family.	After	his	 studies	 in	
Mount	 Lebanon	 and	 Rome,	 he	 became	 a	 Catholic	 priest	 in	
Diyarbakır	and	Beirut.	While	in	the	latter,	he	wrote	polemical	texts	
that	targeted	different	people.	In	1870	his	magazine	al-Naḥla	(‘The	
Bee’)	 became	 the	 first	 Arabic	 periodical	 to	 be	 banned	 by	 the	
authorities.	 Four	 years	 later	 he	 had	 to	 flee	 Beirut	 because	 of	 an	
aggressive	pamphlet	that	targeted	the	–fellow	Catholic–	Maronites.	
This	pamphlet	became	listed	on	the	Vatican	Index	of	banned	books.	
In	 1876	 he	 found	 his	way	 to	 London,	 where	 he	 became	 involved	
with	 Egyptian	 nationalism,	 Arab	 nationalism	 avant-la-lettre,	 and	
issues	regarding	the	Islamic	Caliphate.	Intriguingly,	during	this	time	
he	published	both	pro-	and	anti-Ottoman	texts.	Between	1890	and	
1914	 he	 lived	 in	 Istanbul,	 where	 he	 worked	 as	 a	 translator	 and	
interpreter	 of	 the	 Western	 press,	 in	 the	 service	 of	 the	 Ottoman	
Sultan.	The	 last	 thirteen	years	of	his	 life	were	 spent	 in	poverty	 in	
the	United	States.	
	 In	this	study	I	focus	on	the	topic	of	identity	and	community	
in	 the	 context	 of	 early	 Arabic	 journalism,	 and	 I	 approach	 Louis	
Ṣābūnjı̄’s	texts	as	a	window	on	these	matters.	Ṣābūnjı̄	and	his	peers	
could	give	different	answers	to	the	ostensibly	simple	question:	‘who	
are	we?’	Possible	answers	were	Ottomans,	Easterners,	Syrians,	and	
Arabs,	 but	 also	 Christians	 –with	 very	 few	 exceptions	 early	 Arabic	
journalists	were	Christians–	and	Beirutis.	

A	 central	 point	 of	 the	 departure	 of	 this	 study	 is	 the	
observation	 that	 the	meaning	of	many	of	 these	 identities	changed	
during	 the	 nineteenth	 century.	 Amidst	 these	 shifting	 meanings,	 I	
am	concerned	with	friction,	discussion,	or	disagreement	about	the	
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meaning	of	identities	in	the	context	of	early	Arabic	journalism.	An	
important	 conclusion	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 that	 identity	 was	 indeed	
heavily	debated.	

In	order	to	highlight	different	ideas	about	identities,	I	focus	
on	how	Ṣābūnjı̄	makes	use	of	identities,	by	referring	to	them	in	his	
texts.	 This	 is	 therefore	 a	 study	 on	 discursive	 practices	 and	
specifically	on	referencing	practices.	I	combine	two	methodological	
approaches	 in	 this	 study.	 Firstly,	 Membership	 Categorization	
Analysis	 gives	 insight	 into	 how	 individuals	 refer	 to	 identities	 in	
actual	 communication.	 Secondly,	 Discourse	 Analysis	 gives	 insight	
into	 the	 social	 and	 discursive	 context	 that	 goes	 beyond	 the	
individual.	

In	 the	 first	case	study	 I	analyze	 the	conflict	between	Louis	
Ṣābūnjı̄	 and	 his	most	 prominent	 peer,	 Buṭrus	 al-Bustānī.	 In	 1870	
Ṣābūnjı̄	attacked	al-Bustānī	because	the	latter	expressed	ideas	that	
Ṣābūnjı̄	traced	to	Voltaire.	Ṣābūnjı̄	pointed	out	that	expressing	these	
ideas	is	not	comme	il	faut	for	Easterners.	It	is	along	these	lines	that	
he	 contested	 al-Bustānī’s	 identity	 as	 an	 Easterner.	 Besides	
references	to	the	Eastern	 identity,	 I	also	analyze	references	to	the	
Syrian	identity,	which	al-Bustānī	regularly	invoked.	
	 In	 the	 second	 case	 study	 I	 analyze	 two	 pamphlets	 from	
1874	 in	which	 Ṣābūnjı̄	 targets	Maronite	 practices	 and	 beliefs.	His	
criticism	includes	lamenting	the	dirty	clothing	of	Maronite	monks,	
questioning	the	sanctity	of	Yūḥannā	Mārūn,	and	arguing	that	illicit	
sexual	encounters	take	place	in	Maronite	monasteries.	I	specifically	
discuss	 references	 to	 religious	 identities.	 I	 subsequently	 relate	
these	pamphlets	with	sectarian	violence	and	religious	polarization,	
an	important	phenomenon	in	the	history	of	Lebanon	and	Syria.	
	 In	 the	 third	 case	 study	 I	 analyze	 the	 revived	magazine	al-
Naḥla,	which	appeared	in	London	in	the	period	between	1877	and	
1880.	 It	 was	 a	 bilingual	 –Arabic	 and	 English–	 magazine,	 and	 the	
two	 language	 versions	often	have	different	 contents.	A	number	of	
these	differences	give	insight	 into	how	Ṣābūnjı̄	sees	the	Arabs	and	
the	English:	 the	Arabs	 are	 represented	 as	backward	 (the	 topos	of	
native	 failure)	while	 the	English	are	represented	as	advanced	(the	
topos	of	foreign	success).	My	analysis	shows	that	Ṣābūnjı̄	made	use	
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of	 the	 ideas	 of	 native	 failure	 and	 foreign	 success	 in	 order	 to	
represent	himself	as	an	atypical	–because	advanced–	Easterner.	
	 In	 all	 case	 studies	 I	 have	 found	 that	 two	 fundamental	
concerns	 underlie	 references	 to	 identities,	whether	 Ṣābūnjı̄	 spoke	
about	Maronites,	Easterners,	English,	Lebanese,	et	cetera.	The	first	
concern	 is	 the	 need	 to	 be	 or	 become	 civilized,	 and	 the	 second	
concern	 the	need	 to	be	or	become	religious.	 In	 terms	of	collective	
identity,	 what	 mattered	 most	 to	 Ṣābūnjı̄	 was	 to	 be	 belong	 to	 the	
group	of	civilized	people	and	to	the	group	of	religious	people.	
	 Besides	my	analysis	of	references	to	identities,	a	substantial	
part	of	this	thesis	is	devoted	to	necessary	background	information	
about	 Ṣābūnjı̄.	 Various	 hitherto	 unstudied	 sources	 have	 shed	new	
light	 on	 his	 biography.	 This	 applies	 most	 prominently	 to	 his	 life	
before	 1876	 and	 after	 1890.	 An	 updated	 bibliography	 of	 Louis	
Ṣābūnjı̄	 is	 included	 in	 the	 appendix.	 My	 thesis	 on	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjı̄	
demonstrates,	in	my	eyes,	that	less	well-known	nineteenth-century	
Arab	intellectuals	also	deserve	to	be	studied.	
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Nederlandse	samenvatting	
	
In	 de	 periode	 van	 1858	 tot	 1880	 was	 Beiroet	 het	 onbetwiste	
middelpunt	 van	de	Arabische	 journalistiek.	Overheden,	 kerken	en	
individuele	 journalisten	 tezamen	 hebben	 toen	 een	 groot	 aantal	
kranten	en	tijdschriften	uitgebracht.	Een	van	die	vroege	Arabische	
journalisten	 was	 Louis	 Ṣābūnjī	 (1838-1931)	 en	 hij	 vormt	 het	
middelpunt	van	deze	studie. 
	 Louis	Ṣābūnjī	leidde	een	opmerkelijk	afwisselend	leven.	Hij	
is	geboren	in	zuidoost	Turkije	in	een	katholiek	gezin.	Na	zijn	studie	
in	 Libanon	 en	 Rome	werd	 hij	 priester	 in	 Diyarbakır	 and	 Beiroet.	
Tijdens	 zijn	 verblijf	 in	 deze	 laatste	 stad	 schreef	 hij	 polemieken	
gericht	op	verschillende	personen.	Zijn	tijdschrift	al-Naḥla	(‘De	Bij’)	
werd	 zodoende	 in	1870	verboden	door	de	autoriteiten,	 als	 eerste	
Arabische	 tijdschrift	 dat	 dit	 is	 overkomen.	 Vier	 jaar	 later	 moest	
Ṣābūnjī	 Beiroet	 verlaten	 als	 gevolg	 van	 een	 agressief	 pamflet,	
waarmee	hij	zich	de	woede	van	de	–tevens	katholieke–	Maronieten	
op	de	hals	haalde.	Dit	pamflet	haalde	de	Index	van	het	Vaticaan,	de	
lijst	met	boeken	die	de	katholieke	kerk	verbood.	 In	1876	vestigde	
hij	 zich	 in	 Londen,	 alwaar	 hij	 zich	 bezig	 hield	 met	 Egyptisch	
nationalisme,	 Arabisch	 nationalisme	 avant-la-lettre,	 en	 discussies	
over	 het	 islamitisch	 kalifaat.	 Opmerkelijk	 genoeg	 schreef	 hij	 in	
Londen	teksten	voor	en	tegen	de	Ottomanen.	Tussen	1890	en	1914	
woonde	hij	in	Istanboel	en	was	hij	in	dienst	van	de	Sultan.	Hij	hield	
zich	 daar	 bezig	 met	 het	 volgen	 en	 vertalen	 van	 de	 berichtgeving	
over	 het	 Ottomaanse	 rijk	 in	 Europese	 kranten.	 De	 laatste	 dertien	
jaar	 van	 zijn	 leven	 bracht	 hij	 in	 armoede	 door	 in	 de	 Verenigde	
Staten. 
	 Deze	 studie	 richt	 zich	 op	 het	 onderwerp	 van	
gemeenschappelijke	identiteit	in	de	vroege	Arabische	journalistiek,	
en	Ṣābūnjī’s	teksten	gebruik	ik	om	inzicht	hierin	te	krijgen.	Ṣābūnjī	
en	andere	journalisten	konden	meerdere	antwoorden	geven	op	de	
simpele	 vraag:	 ‘wie	 zijn	 wij?’	 Mogelijke	 antwoorden	 waren	
Ottomanen,	 oosterlingen,	 Syriërs,	 en	 Arabieren,	 maar	 ook	
christenen	 –bijna	 alle	 vroege	 Arabische	 journalisten	 waren	
christelijk–	en	Beiroetis. 
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	 Een	 belangrijk	 uitgangspunt	 van	 deze	 studie	 is	 dat	 de	
betekenis	 van	 veel	 van	 deze	 identiteiten	 veranderde	 in	 de	
negentiende	eeuw.	In	het	licht	van	deze	veranderingen	vraag	ik	me	
af	 of	 er	 in	 de	 vroege	 Arabische	 journalistiek	 discussies	 en	
meningsverschillen	 waren	 over	 identiteit.	 Een	 belangrijke	
conclusie	 van	 deze	 studie	 is	 dat	 dit	 inderdaad	 het	 geval	 was;	 er	
werden	heftige	debatten	gevoerd	over	identiteit. 
	 Om	 verschillende	 ideeën	 en	 meningen	 over	 identiteit	 aan	
het	licht	te	brengen	richt	ik	mij	op	de	vraag	hoe	Ṣābūnjī	identiteiten	
aanroept	 en	 gebruikt	 in	 zijn	 teksten.	 Deze	 studie	 onderzoekt	 dus	
Ṣābūnjī’s	 discursieve	 werkwijzen.	 Ik	 combineer	 hiervoor	 twee	
methodologische	 benaderingen.	 Door	 middel	 van	 Membership	
Categorization	 Analysis	 kan	 men	 inzicht	 verkrijgen	 in	 hoe	
individuen	identiteiten	aanroepen	in	hun	taalgebruik.	Door	middel	
van	Discourse	Analysis	kan	men	inzicht	verkrijgen	in	de	sociale	en	
discursieve	context,	die	het	individu	overstijgt. 
	 In	 de	 eerste	 case	 study	 onderzoek	 ik	 het	 conflict	 tussen	
Louis	Ṣābūnjī	en	zijn	meest	prominente	generatiegenoot,	Buṭrus	al-
Bustānī.	Ṣābūnjī	viel	al-Bustānī	aan	in	1870	omdat	hij	van	mening	
was	 dat	 al-Bustānī	 het	 gedachtegoed	 van	 Voltaire	 verspreidde.	
Volgens	Ṣābūnjī	zouden	oosterlingen	dit	niet	moeten	doen.	Op	deze	
manier	 stelt	 Ṣābūnjī	 al-Bustānī’s	 identiteit	 als	 oosterling	 ter	
discussie.	 Behalve	 verwijzingen	 naar	 de	 oosterse	 identiteit	
onderzoek	ik	ook	verwijzingen	naar	de	Syrische	identiteit,	waar	al-
Bustānī	vaak	naar	verwijst. 
	 In	de	 tweede	case	 study	onderzoek	 ik	 twee	pamfletten	uit	
1874,	waarin	Ṣābūnjī	verschillende	gebruiken	en	leerstellingen	van	
de	Maronieten	aanvalt.	Hij	noemt	onder	andere	de	vieze	kleren	van	
Maronitische	 monniken,	 de	 vermeende	 heiligheid	 van	 Yūḥannā	
Mārūn,	 en	 verder	 stelt	 hij	 dat	 er	 seksuele	 ontmoetingen	 tussen	
monniken	 en	 vrouwen	 plaatsvinden	 in	Maronitische	 kloosters.	 In	
deze	 case	 study	 kijk	 ik	 vooral	 naar	 het	 refereren	 aan	 religieuze	
identiteiten.	 De	 twee	 pamfletten	 breng	 ik	 vervolgens	 in	 verband	
met	 sektarisch	 geweld	 en	 religieuze	 polarisatie,	 bekende	
fenomenen	in	negentiende-eeuws	Libanon	en	Syrië. 
	 In	 de	 derde	 case	 study	 onderzoek	 ik	 het	 vernieuwde	
tijdschrift	 al-Naḥla,	 dat	 Ṣābūnjī	 in	 de	 jaren	 1877-1880	 uitgaf	 in	
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Londen.	Het	was	een	tweetalig	tijdschrift,	Engels	en	Arabisch,	en	de	
twee	versies	waren	vaak	onderling	verschillend.	Sommige	van	die	
verschillen	 maken	 duidelijk	 dat	 Ṣābūnjī	 de	 Arabieren	 zag	 –en	
afschilderde–	als	achterlopend	en	de	Engelsen	als	ontwikkeld.	Mijn	
analyse	laat	zien	dat	Ṣābūnjī	gebruik	maakte	van	deze	tegenstelling	
door	zichzelf	af	te	schilderen	als	een	atypische	–want	ontwikkelde–	
oosterling. 
	 Of	 het	 nu	 gaat	 om	 Maronieten,	 oosterlingen,	 Engelsen,	
Libanezen,	 et	 cetera,	 in	 alle	 case	 studies	 geldt	 dat	 twee	
terugkerende	aandachtspunten	 ten	grondslag	 liggen	aan	Ṣābūnjī’s	
verwijzingen	 naar	 identiteiten.	 Het	 eerste	 is	 de	 noodzaak	 om	
geciviliseerd	te	zijn	of	te	worden,	en	de	tweede	is	de	noodzaak	om	
religieus	te	zijn	of	 te	worden.	 In	termen	van	 identiteit	gaat	het	bij	
Ṣābūnjī	dus	om	het	behoren	tot	de	groep	van	geciviliseerden	en	de	
groep	van	religieuzen. 
	 Een	 groot	 deel	 van	 deze	 studie	 is	 gewijd	 aan	 informatie	
over	 Ṣābūnjī.	 Verschillende	 nog	 niet	 bestudeerde	 bronnen	 laten	
nieuw	 licht	 schijnen	 op	 zijn	 leven,	 en	 dit	 geldt	 vooral	 voor	 de	
periode	 voor	 1876	 en	 na	 1890.	 De	 appendix	 bevat	 een	 nieuwe	
bibliografie.	Deze	studie	naar	Louis	Ṣābūnjī	 laat	mijns	inziens	zien	
dat	minder	bekende	negentiende-eeuwse	Arabische	 intellectuelen	
meer	aandacht	verdienen. 
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