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86 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

and used European languages and where both, in due course, gave way
to French. In Iran and India, Italian had slight impact. The Portuguese
seem to have left little impression, and for most Persian and Indian
Muslims the West presented itself predominantly in an English or
French form. The prevalence of French perceptions can be seen in the
Persian name for the United States—Ftzz ni.

The Western-style military schools established by the reforming
sultans and pashas, and the parallel training of young civilians for the
modern diplomatic service created a new element in Muslim society
—a class of young officers and officials acquainted with a Western
language, usually French, professionally interested in the study of
some aspects of Western civilization, and trained to look up to West-
ern Christian experts as their teachers and guides to better ways. A text
published in Uskiidar (Scutari) in 1803, probably the work of a Greek
dragoman of the Porte, puts these words in the mouth of a young
Ottoman engineer officer:

Learning of the wonders of European science, I formed the idea of
making an approach to them. Losing no time I applied myself to the
study of the French language as being the most universal and capable
of leading me to a knowledge of the authors on the sciences. . . . I was
drunk with joy to see my native land in the condition that I so ardently
desired, illuminated more brightly every day by the torch of the sciences
and of the arts.??

The transition from the old attitude of contempt for the barbarous
dialects of the infidels to a new one of respect for the means of access
to superior skills and knowledge was by no means easy. In the early
years of the nineteenth century, the Ottomans were still relying very
heavily on Greek employees for their knowledge of Western languages
and therefore also, to no small extent, for their information on current
events and affairs in Europe. The dangers of this situation for the Porte
were dramatically revealed in 1821 when the rising in Greece placed
Greek and Turk in a state of war. Believing—probably wrongly—that
he could not be trusted, the sultan’s government decided to hang the
last of the Greek grand dragomans, Stavraki Aristarchi, and to appoint
a Muslim in his place.

This was easier said than done. The reforms at the end of the
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century had produced a
very few Turks competent in Western languages, but by this time most
of them were dead and the few survivors had either hidden or forgot-
ten their skills. A contemporary Turkish historian tells us that for two
or three weeks papers in Greek or “Frankish’ accumulated at the chief
dragoman’s office at the Sublime Porte. To deal with this emergency
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100 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

official, wrote a manual of diplomatic correspondence for the use of
scribes in the Egyptian chanceries.?? It contains lists of the sovereigns
with whom the sultan of Egypt was in correspondence, with the ap-
proved titles and forms of address for each. Most of the sovereigns
named are Muslim but there is a section on “the kings of the infidels”
including such potentates as the Byzantine emperor, the kings of
Georgia and lesser Armenia, of Serbia, Sinope, and Rhodes. Of West-
ern rulers only two are named: Alfons, King of Andalus and the Rid
Frans. The latter clearly represents the king of France in a Romance
vernacular, though there is no indication how the author of the manual
understood this term. A later, revised version of ‘Umari’s book, known
as the 7athgif, adds a few more names; rather more than half a century
later, another chancery scribe, Qalqashandf, in a work of similar scope
but on a much greater scale, gives a somewhat longer list including the
pope, the rulers of Genoa, Venice and Naples, and some of the lesser
states of Christian Spain.

Section II. On the forms of address to be used in correspondence
from the kings of the Egyptian territories in accordance with established
protocolar usage to the kings of the infidels.

Know, that the infidel kings to whom letters are sent from this realm
are all Christians, such as the Greeks, the Franks, the Georgians, the
Ethiopians, and others . . . 22

Qalgashandi then goes on to discuss the Christian kings of the East,
of the Balkans and of Spain, after which he comes to:

Section IV. On correspondence to the kings of the infidels of the
northern side of Rome and Franja, according to their various species. The
religion of all of them is that of the Melkite Christians.

1. The form of address to the Pope.

2. The form of address to the king of the Romans, the ruler of Constan-
tinople . . .

3. The form of address to the rulers of Genoa . . .

4. The form of address to the ruler of Venice . . .

11. The form of address of the woman ruler of Naples . . . 2

From Qalgashandi’s account, and a few references in the chronicles,
one may reasonably infer that correspondence with European mo-
narchs was something of a rarity. As regards missions to Europe,
Muslims probably shared in some degree the views of the Mongols
who, we are told, used to punish criminals deemed worthy of death
by sending them as ambassadors to foreign parts where the climate
was unhealthy and their safe return problematic.2®

The age of the Renaissance and of the great discoveries brought a
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6. The Bailo is perfumed during his audience with the grand vizier
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106 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

to acquire. It also involved duties which Muslims found unattractive.
As is usual in most human societies, distasteful tasks were left by the
dominant group to others. Thus we find non-Muslims well repre-
sented, particularly in the later centuries, in what one might call the
“dirty trades.” These included what was, for a strict Muslim, the
dirtiest trade of all, namely dealing with unbelievers. This led, at times,
to fairly large numbers of Jews and Christians in such occupations as
diplomacy, banking, and espionage. In general, negotiations with for-
eign representatives in Istanbul were carried on by non-Muslim em-
ployees of the Sublime Porte; travel abroad, whether for diplomacy or
for trade, was also normally left to non-Muslims. Only occasionally
did an Ottoman dignitary go on a mission and he was usually accom-
panied by a non-Muslim interpreter.

The sixteenth century brought a significant change in Turkish atti-
tudes. Under the early sultans southeast Europeans—Greeks, Slavs
and Albanians—figured prominently in the Ottoman ruling establish-
ment, not only as converts to Islam but even as professing Christians.
Ottoman princes contracted dynastic marriages with Christian prin-
cesses, and several of the most ancient and distinguished Ottoman
aristocratic families were of Byzantine descent. Lists of fiefholders
preserved in the Ottoman archives include many Christian names, and
show that the Christian gentry was accommodated in the Ottoman
military ruling class. The evolution of the Ottoman state from a border
principality to an Islamic empire inevitably transformed both govern-
ment and society. The process was accelerated by the acquisition of the
Arab heartlands, especially the Muslim holy places in Arabia, with a
resulting shift eastward of the weight of territory, population and
tradition. Converts of Balkan and other origins continued for another
century or so to play a major part, but they were increasingly over-
shadowed by men of the old Muslim families, while unconverted
Christians were gradually extruded from the apparatus of power and
restricted to their legally correct position as dhimmis.

Dealings with the unconquered Christian world continued, how-
ever, and in these the Turks were in the forefront. From the sixteenth
until the early nineteenth century, the eastern Arabs depended almost
entirely on the Ottomans for their political contacts with Europe, and
in Iran, further away to the east, such information as reached them was
often filtered through Ottoman channels.

In the development of Ottoman relations with Europe and the role
of the intermediaries who, in effect, conducted them, two stages can
be discerned. In the first, the intermediaries were, for the most part,
people who had come from Europe; in the second, they were people
native to the region who were moving towards Europe. In the first
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134 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

Needless to say, these moves encountered very strong opposition
from conservative religious circles. Nevertheless, the movement
gained force, and in the early decades of the nineteenth century in-
creasing numbers of students from the Muslim lands of the Middle
East began to appear in European staff colleges and even universities.
For many of them, these were years of exile and isolation from which
they returned happily to reimmerse themselves in their traditional
ways. But not for all. As is often the way of students, they learned
more from their fellow students than from their teachers. Some of the
lessons which they learned were to transform the history of the Mid-
dle East.
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150 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

less presents the expedition to Tunis as part of a historic struggle
between Christendom and Islam, extending over centuries and includ-
ing such remote but related events as the earlier Arab-Byzantine wars
and the more recent clashes in Palestine and Spain. Perhaps most
remarkably, he begins his account with a brief discussion of the invad-
ers’ country of origin, which, however, does not go beyond the limited
stock of available geographical information.

He has little else to say about Europe. The second volume deals
mainly with the pre-Islamic and non-Islamic peoples, including an-
cient Arabia, Babylon, Egypt, Israel, Persia, Greece, Rome, and Byzan-
tium. In Europe only the Visigoths are mentioned—a brief account of
them is necessary as an introduction to the Muslim conquest of Spain
and is part of the tradition of Spanish-Arab historiography. Ibn Khal-
dun’s universal history did not extend north of Spain nor east of
Persia; that is to say it was limited to his own civilization and its direct
predecessors and thus resembled most of the so-called universal histo-
ries written in the Western world until very recently.

But nearly a century earlier, far away to the east in Persia, an
attempt had been made to produce a truly universal history covering
the whole of the inhabited world as it was known at that time—an
attempt that was without precedent and for long without parallel. The
opportunity and the occasion were provided by the great Mongol
conquests which, for the first time in history, had united both eastern
and western Asia in a single imperial system and brought the ancient
civilizations of China and Persia into close and fruitful contact.

In the opening years of the fourteenth century, Ghazan Khan, the
Mongol ruler of Persia, invited his physician and adviser Rashid al-
Din, a Jewish convert to Islam, to prepare a universal history of man-
kind, embracing all the peoples and kingdoms that were known. The
resulting work places Rashid al-Din among the very greatest histori-
ans of Islam and, indeed, of mankind. He seems to have set about his
work in a remarkably conscientious and efficient way. For Chinese
history, he consulted two Chinese scholars brought to Persia for the
purpose, for Indian history a Buddhist hermit summoned from Kash-
mir. In an historical work on so vast a scale, even the remote barbarians
of western Europe were found worthy of a brief description, the more
so since several of them were in diplomatic negotiations with Rashid
al-Din’s master. His informant on European matters would appear to
have been an Italian, probably one of the emissaries of the Papal Curia
then frequenting the Mongol courts. Through him, Rashid al-Din
made the acquaintance of a European chronicle which has recently
been identified as that of the thirteenth-century chronicler Martin of
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160 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

rian Orug lists the enormous amounts taken from the defeated Franks
in gold and silver coin, ermine and other furs, silks and satins and gold
and silver brocades—"these they found and plundered in such unlim-
ited quantities that no one cared to bother with carts, horses, mules,
camels, or prisoners. So many prisoners were taken that no one could
count them.” The only times, says Orug, that such splendid booty was
found were in the jihads at Varna [1444] and at Kosova [1389] and at
the conquest of Constantinople [1453]—"or so it was said.”” The two
richest people in the world, he goes on to observe, are the Poles and
the Franks, “richer than any others in worldly goods and therefore
yielding immense and unequalled booty to the warriors of the faith.”’45

A more sophisticated view of Europe occurs, somewhat surpris-
ingly, not in a chronicle or document, but in an epic poem written at
the beginning of the sixteenth century and celebrating the defeat of
a European naval expedition against the Turks. The episode in itself
was a minor one. Turkish forces had captured Modon and other Vene-
tian outposts on the Greek coast. The Venetians succeeded in rallying
support from many parts of Europe, and in the course of the war a
naval expedition, mainly French but with some allies and auxiliaries,
launched an attack on the Turkish-held island of Lesbos, at the end
of October 1501. The expedition was repelled, and the occasion gave
rise to a lengthy narrative poem celebrating the Turkish victory. The
poet, who modestly adopted the soubriquet of Firdevsi of Turkey
(after the great Persian epic poet Firdawsi), explains that the Turkish
conquest of Modon had caused great distress among the Franks and
especially to their leader, Rin-Pap, barely recognizable as the pope in
Rome. When Sultan Bayezid conquered Modon, says the poet, the
Franks were so terrified of his sword that the Nine [lonian] islands
sank in the sea like a crocodile. When “the great chief of irreligion,
Rin-Pap,” heard about this he set to work to form an alliance for the
recovery of Modon, and sent messages to all the rulers of the Frankish
infidels. He then introduces a curious cast of Frankish leaders, who
from time to time reappear in the ensuing narrative. They include the
kings of France and Hungary, of Bohemia and of Poland, the latter two
named, echoing the slavic myth, as Czech and Lech. Other European
figures are Kiz-khan, the Girl khan—that is, Isabel of Castile—who
sends her “ban” (a Hungarian term for chief, often used by Ottoman
writers), the officer commanding the Spanish contingent in the fleet;
Doza, the Doge of Venice; the rulers of Andalusia and Catalonia, the
Knights of Rhodes, and even the Prince of Muscovy, Ivan I11.46 In true
epic style, the leaders of the enemy are also allowed to make speeches
and write letters, and these present in a somewhat startling light what
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174 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

rhyme or jingle. In Ottoman usage, each nation has its own little jingle
—Ingiliz dinsiz (Englishman without religion), Fransiz jansiz (soulless
French), Engurus menhus (inauspicious Hungarian), Rus ma’kus (per-
verse Russian), Alman biaman (merciless German), etc. For Muslim
nations, both positive and negative jingles are available, for use ac-
cording to circumstances. For the gavur, all are negative, and good will
is expressed by omitting them.? In medieval writings the names of
European individuals are invariably accompanied by curses. These are
by no means perfunctory but are obviously deeply meant and often
reasserted with considerable emphasis.

This practice of referring to Europeans as infidels was remarkably
persistent and pervasive. It occurs, for example, even in letters in-
tended to be friendly and courteous, addressed by Muslim sovereigns
to Christian European monarchs. Thus Sultan Murad III, writing to
Queen Elizabeth of England, informs her of his victories against “the
Austrian and Hungarian infidels” and the advance of his army into
“the land of the base infidels,” urges the queen to “turn and proceed
against the Spanish infidels, over whom with the help of God you will
be victorious,” and expresses qualified goodwill towards the Polish
and Portuguese infidels “who are your friends.” Even Katib Celebi,
writing in the mid-seventeenth century, still finds it necessary to ac-
company almost every reference to the Franks by some such formula
as accursed, doomed to destruction, foreordained to hellfire, and the
like. As late as the mid-eighteenth century, an Ottoman official report-
ing on his work on a frontier demarcation commission with the Austri-
ans, begins his report by referring to the liberation (i.e., recovery) of
Belgrade, “the house of jihad” from “the thievish hands of the Aus-
trian infidels.””? In general, the policies and actions of European gov-
ernments and individuals are characterized by such words as evildoing,
mischief, intrigue, plots, wiles, and other expressions indicating vil-
lainy. While this evaluation might often have been well-founded, in
the texts it is usually taken as axiomatic. These verbal habits continue
well into the period when the Ottoman Empire was directly involved
in the affairs of Europe, with allies as well as adversaries, and when
Ottoman officials and even historians begin to pay some attention to
the finer points of European international relations. It is not until the
late eighteenth century that these expletives are finally deleted, and
even then Muslim diplomats in their reports continue to apply the
derogatory term infidel to every person, group, or institution that they
encounter. In the course of the nineteenth century, this language began
to die out of documentary and historiographic usage though remaining
in popular and colloquial use until much later.
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188 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

to a massive development of the slave trade in all the countries adjoin-
ing the Islamic world, in order to provide for its steadily growing
needs.

The two major sources of the slave population of Islam were the
Eurasian steppes to the north, from which white slaves, mostly Turk-
ish, were imported and used principally for military purposes, and
tropical Africa to the south, from which black slaves were captured or
bought for domestic and other labor. There were, however, some sec-
ondary areas of recruitment and Europe was one of these. Naturally
enough, slaves of European origin were more prominent in the western
lands of Islam and especially in Muslim Spain. As on the other fron-
tiers they were at first recruited mainly by warfare. The infidel enemy
captured on the battlefield is lawfully enslaved and, for a while, this
sufficed to maintain the supply.

With the halting of the Islamic advance, followed by a period of
stalemate and then by a gradual Islamic retreat, supplies of prisoners
of war were no longer adequate, and those who were captured could
be turned to better advantage by ransom or exchange. Slaves were then
acquired by purchase, and a flourishing trade developed for the supply
of European slaves, both male and female, to meet the domestic and
other needs of Muslim Spain and North Africa. These white slaves in
the Muslim west are collectively known as Saqaliba, the Arabic plural
of Saglabi or Slav; as in the languages of Europe, the term Slav, slave,
seems to have combined an ethnic with a social content. In the writings
of the geographers, the term Saqgaliba refers to the various Slavonic
peoples of central and eastern Europe. In the chronicles of Muslim
Spain, it becomes a technical term for the slave praetorians of the
Umayyad caliphs of Cordoba, thus corresponding to the Turkish
Mamluks in the eastern caliphate. The first Saqaliba in Spain appear
to have been prisoners captured by the Germans in their raids into
eastern Europe and sold by them to the Muslims of Spain. In time, the
range of meaning of the term was extended to include virtually all
foreign white slaves serving in the army or in the households. The
tenth-century Arabic author, Ibn Hawgal, a traveler from the east who
visited Muslim Spain, remarks that the European slaves whom he
encountered there came not only from eastern Europe but also in-
cluded natives of France, Italy, and northern Spain. Some were still
supplied by capture—no longer by military expeditions beyond the
frontier but, now, mainly by the raids from the sea. A commercial
importation of slaves continued overland from France where, to bor-
row an expression from the Dutch historian Reinhart Dozy, there was
an important “manufactory of eunuchs” at Verdun.’
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192 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

and no longer constituted a commercial commodity of any signifi-
cance.

Some of them, however, voluntarily or involuntarily, stayed among
their Muslim captors. The first group, predominantly male, consisted
of Europeans who adopted Islam and made a career in the service of
the Corsairs. These, like the former European pirates who, in the early
seventeenth century, continued their careers as privateers under the
Crescent, certainly brought useful skills to their new masters, in ship-
building, gunnery, and navigation. They also served in a number of
instances to lead them to some of the remoter and less defended coasts
of western Europe where they found rich booty. There is no evidence
that such adventurers had any beyond the most limited impact on their
host countries.

There was another group of captives taken by Muslim Corsairs
whose stay in Muslim lands was involuntary but permanent. These
were women who, because of their beauty, were retained as concu-
bines or sent—by sale or as gifts—to the harems of the Middle East.
The choicest often found their final destinations in the Imperial Se-
raglio in Istanbul as concubines of the sultans or other dignitaries. The
fathers of the Ottoman sultans are famous and amply documented,
but little is known about their mothers. Most of them were slaves of
the harem whose identities, origins, and even names are hidden from
history by the discreet reticence of the Muslim household. This has
given rise to some speculation about the origins of some of these ladies,
who arrived in the palace as insignificant slave girls and rose to posi-
tions of great power and dignity as mothers of a reigning sultan. There
are many stories concerning the sultans’ mothers, some of whom are
said to have been of European origin. The most famous is Naksidil, the
name given in the harem to the mother of the great reforming Sultan
Mahmud II. According to a widespread legend, she was Aimée du Buc
de Rivery, a French lady from Martinique and a cousin of Josephine
de Beauharnais, but there is no reliable evidence to support this story.
There is better evidence in the case of Nur Banu, a concubine of Selim
II and the mother of his successor Murad III. A Venetian lady of
patrician birth, she was, according to some accounts, Cecilia Venier-
Baffo, the daughter of the Venetian governor of Corfu. Captured at the
age of twelve by a Turkish raider, she was sent as a gift to Sultan
Stleyman the Magnificent, who passed her on to his son Selim. Later,
she and her successor Safiye, the mother of Mehmed III, entered into
correspondence with Venice and even England.!!

It is unlikely that these ladies can have contributed very much to
Muslim knowledge of Europe, or even to that of their sons, royal or
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198 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

of the already very wealthy Pole, who dresses in a gold-braided,
broad-sleeved coat and a light lamb cap.” In Prussia he saw sugar and
cloth factories and noted that the machines used in these factories
were also made in the city of Berlin. Resmi remarks on the Prussian
liking for porcelain, which was previously imported from China and
India until they learned to make it themselves, first in Saxony and
more recently in Berlin.?* His successor Azmi, who went to Berlin in
1790, was more concerned with military and political matters but also
has something to say about the successful Prussian effort to establish
industries and about the strength which this confers on the country.?®

References to Europe in Ottoman belles-lettres before the nine-
teenth century are exceedingly rare. One example occurs in a literary
work written by the poet Hashmet on the occasion of the accession of
Sultan Mustafa III in 1757. In this work, the poet, to honor the new
sultan and glorify his accession, uses the common literary device of a
dream and the well-known Muslim theme of the kings of the earth
who come to pay homage to the lord of Islam. In his vision the poet
sees the kings arrive in state to offer obeisance to the new sultan and
to request the privilege of serving at his court. The kings come one by
one to the poet, explain their purposes, and solicit his good offices in
obtaining the appointments which they seek. Each monarch describes
the speciality of his own country and asks for a corresponding ap-
pointment at the court of the new sultan. The emperor of China asks
for custody of the palace porcelain, the imam of the Yemen wants to
be chief coffee maker. Then come six European rulers numbered in the
following order—the Russian czar, who asks to be chief furrier; the
Austrian emperor, who boasts of his country’s skill in glassware, crys-
talware, and mirrors and asks to be made chief glazier; the “chief of
the Republic of Venice,” who speaks of the long-standing skill of his
people in precious metals, and seeks appointment as chief assayer; the
king of England, who speaks of his country’s production of powder
and weapons of war, and asks to be put in charge of the powder
magazine; the “king’’ of Holland, who speaks with pride of tulips and
other flowers, and seeks appointment as a gardener; and finally, the
king of France, who describes his country’s production of broadcloth
and satin and other cloths, and asks for appointment as master of the
wardrobe. No other European ruler is listed.?¢

Hashmet’s vision may have little value as economic history, but it
provides interesting evidence of a mid—eighteenth-century Ottoman’s
perception of the states of Europe and their products.

Abu Talib Khan, who visited England at the end of the eighteenth
century, devotes a whole chapter in his book to the beginnings of
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208 ¢ The Muslim Discovery of Europe

greater interest is the second part of his report, in which he offers an
account of the kingdom of Prussia under various headings: the ad-
ministration of the country, its inhabitants, the high government
offices, the state of treasury, the population, the governmental food
depots, the military, the munitions arsenal, and artillery magazines.
Azmi Efendi was clearly greatly impressed by the organization of the
Prussian government and in particular by the efficiency of the state
apparatus, the competence of its officials, the absence of unqualified
and unnecessary officials, and the system of salaries and promotions.
He speaks of the Prussian effort to establish industries and expatiates
on the internal calm and security of the Prussian kingdom. He bestows
particular praise on the financial order and on the treasury. His de-
scription of the Prussian army and of its system of training came to
be an important source for Ottoman officials pressing for a better
military organization. Azmi Efendi is not content to make his sugges-
tions by implication but ends his report with a series of recommenda-
tions for the improvement of the Ottoman state, suggested to him by
his Prussian experiences. They are as follows:

1) Corruption, a cause of tyranny and ruination in the Ottoman
realm, is to be entirely eliminated.

2) The state apparatus is to be pruned and only competent persons
employed in it.

3) Every official is to be assured a regular salary in accordance with
his work.

4) As long as officials commit no offense damaging to the order and
principles of the realm, they are not to be dismissed from their posts.

5) Unqualified persons should not be allowed to occupy posts for
which they are unsuited.

6) The lower classes, who now strive in vain to imitate the great,
must be educated.

7) The armed forces, and in particular the artillery and the navy,
should be properly trained and ready for all emergencies in summer
and winter alike. If this is ensured, the allies of the Ottoman state will
grow in strength and zeal, and its opponents will be defeated. In this
way, it would be possible to overcome the enemies of the Ottoman
state.10

From time to time Muslim writers on western Europe observe
deviations from the normal human pattern of kingship. One of these
is the rule of a queen. In a society in which polygamy and concubinage
were normal and were, in particular, extensively practiced by mo-
narchs, the institution of female sovereignty was unlikely to emerge.
There were, indeed, a very few remarkable women who managed to
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214 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

free fserbest) cities, in that the city was garrisoned by its own locally
raised troops and administered by a parlement headed by a president. Both
words are given in French, in Turco-Arabic transcription.'® The author
of the early eighteenth-century survey of the conditions of Europe
uses the same term, “free,” to describe the port of Danzig, which
enjoyed exemption from both imperial authority and taxation. An-
other eighteenth-century author, describing the structure of the holy
Roman empire, uses the terms “free” and even “republic”’ to describe
such privileged entities within the empire as Swabia.?° Some Ottoman
visitors to Hungary even talk of how the Hungarians lament the loss
of their former liberties.

The perception of republican institutions entered a new phase after
the French Revolution, when the Ottoman Empire had to deal not only
with the new republic in France but also with other republics, some
of them on the borders of Turkey, that were formed on the French
model. While France and Turkey were at war, the communication of
French ideas to the Turks was somewhat impeded. Nevertheless, the
speed and ease with which an army of fewer than 30,000 Frenchmen
was able to conquer and hold Egypt for over three years made a deep
impression. So, too, did the tolerance and justice of French rule. These
are noted among other things by an Egyptian historian, Jabarti, who
in several historical works preserves a contemporary record of the
impressions made on a member of the Egyptian ulema class by the
French occupiers of Egypt.

By the peace of 1802, France withdrew from both Egypt and the
Ionian islands, and a new Ottoman ambassador Halet Efendi was sent
to Paris, where he stayed until 1806. His comments are instructive:

Since the French had no king, they could have no government. Fur-
thermore, as a result of the interregnum which had occurred, most of the
high positions are held by the scum of the people and although a few
nobles remain, effective power is still in the hands of the vile rabble.
They were, thus, unable to organize even a republic. Since they are no
more than an association of revolutionaries or, in plain Turkish, a pack
of dogs, it is in no way possible for any nation to expect loyalty or
friendship from these people. Napoleon is a mad dog, striving to reduce
all states to the same disorder as his own accursed nation . . . Talleyrand
is a spoilt priest . . . and the rest are mere brigands. . . .2!

On 29th May, 1807, the first great reforming sultan, Selim III, was
deposed and the triumph of the reactionary forces was celebrated with
a massacre of the partisans of reform. A year or two after these events,
Ahmed Asim Efendi, the imperial historiographer, wrote a chronicle

I e ==

o e e






216 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

in accordance with the necessities of time and circumstance, the state
of affairs, and the experience of judges.?

In this reference to the legislative function of Parliament, Abu
Talib touches on one of the profounder differences between Islam and
Christendom. For the believing Muslim, there is no human legislative
power. God is the sole source of law which He promulgates through
revelation. The divine law—in Arabic shari 2—regulates all aspects of
human life. Earthly powers have no right to abrogate or even to mod-
ify the law. Their duty is to maintain and enforce it, no more. The only
latitude left, in principle, is that of interpretation, and this is the task
of the qualified interpreters, the doctors of the holy law. In practice,
the situation was somewhat different from the theory. In a wide range
of matters, the prescriptions of the holy law were disregarded, either
tacitly or through ingenious reinterpretation. And as changing circum-
stances made the holy law either inappropriate or inadequate, it was
in fact supplemented or modified by customary law or simply by the
will of the ruler. But all this was practice, not theory. In principle, God
was the sole legislator. Human authorities could do no more than
interpret, regulate, and enforce.

Some early Muslim references to Christian practice assume a similar
view on the Christian side and even go so far as to speak of “the
shari 2 of the Christians,” which is seen as analogous to that of the
Muslims. But in time it came to be understood that the Christian world
had a different concept of the nature of law and a different way of
perceiving and applying justice.

Not surprisingly, early Muslim references to European judicial
procedures are hostile or, rather, contemptuous. For example, a medie-
val visitor to central Europe has a description of trial by ordeal in its
various forms:

They have strange customs. For example, if one of them accuses
another of falsehood, they are both tested by the sword. This happens
as follows: the two men, the accuser and the accused, go forth with their
brothers and their clients, and each of them is given two swords, one of
which he girds about his waist and the other he holds in his hands. Then
he that is accused of falsehood swears by such oaths as are esteemed
among them that he is guiltless of the charge brought against him; the
other swears that what he said was true. Then they both kneel, a short
distance apart, facing towards the east. Then each goes up against his
adversary, and they fight until one of them is killed or disabled.

Another of their strange customs is the ordeal by fire. If a man is
accused in matters of property or of blood, they take a piece of iron, heat
it in the fire, and recite something from the Torah and something from
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has come to light. It is a Judeo-Arabic version—that is to say in the
Arabic language but in the Hebrew script—of a set of astronomic
tables showing the movement of the planets, apparently based on a
book of tables from Novara, Italy, completed in 1327 A.D.! Though
written in Arabic, it would have been inaccessible to Muslim Arabs
who did not know the Hebrew script, and was clearly intended for the
use of Jewish scientists. This prefigures a fairly common phenomenon
in the late medieval and early modern centuries when Jewish scientists,
and in particular Jewish physicians, formed virtually the only channel
through which Western scientific knowledge penetrated to the Islamic
world.

The twelfth-century Syrian writer, Usama ibn Mungidh, gives us
a vivid account of the impression made on the Muslim world by the
medieval European practice of medicine:

The Lord of Munavtira [a neighboring Crusader Baron] wrote to my
uncle asking him to send a physician to treat one of his companions who
was sick. He sent him a [Syrian] Christian physidian called Thabit. He
had hardly been away for ten days, when he returned, and we said to
him: “How quickly you have healed the sick!” and he replied: “They
brought me two patients, a knight with an abscess on his leg, and a
woman afflicted with a mental disorder. I made the knight a poultice,
and the abscess burst and he felt better. I put the woman on a diet and
kept her humour moist. Then a Frankish physician came to them and
said to them: “This man knows nothing about how to treat them!” Then
he said to the knight: “Which do you prefer, to live with one leg or to
die with two?’ and the knight said: “To live with one.” Then the physi-
cian said: “Bring me a strong knight and a sharp ax,” and they brought
them. Meanwhile [ stood by. Then he put the sick man’s leg on a
wooden block and said to the knight: “Strike his leg with the ax and cut
it off with one blow!” Then, while I watched, he struck one blow, but
the leg was not severed; then he struck a second blow, and the marrow
of the leg spurted out, and the man died at once.

The physician then turned to the woman, and said: “This woman has
a devil in her head who has fallen in love with her. Shave her hair off.”
So they shaved her head, and she began once again to eat their usual
diet, with garlic and mustard and such like. Her disorder got worse, and
he said: “The devil has entered her head.” Then he took a razor, incised
a cross on her head and pulled off the skin in the middle until the bone
of the skull.eppezred; this he rubbed with salt, and the woman died
forthwith.

Then [ said to them: “Have you any further need of me?” and they
said no and so I came home, having learned things about their medical
practice which I did not know before.””2
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226 The Muslim Discovery of Europe

some respects, in range for example, even better. But the continued
dependence on external skills and experts took its toll. The Ottomans
found it more and more difficult to keep up with the rapidly advancing
Western technological innovations, and in the course of the eighteenth
century the Ottoman Empire, itself far ahead of the rest of the Islamic
world, fell decisively behind Europe in virtually all the arts of war.®

The stages of change can be seen most clearly in the contrast be-
tween the Muslim and European fleets. As long as Ottoman naval
operations were confined to the Mediterranean they managed to keep
pace fairly well with European shipbuilding and navigation. In the
early seventeenth century, with the extension of Ottoman power and
influence into the western Mediterranean, they came into more direct
contact with the Atlantic maritime powers. They were greatly helped
in this by an important change in western Europe. After the death of
Queen Elizabeth of England in 1603, the new King James [ made peace
with Spain, and by the treaty of 1604 the long maritime war between
the two countries came to an end. About the same time, the Spanish
struggle with the Netherlands ended, and in 1609 Spain recognized the
independence of the Dutch. The many English and Dutch sea rovers,
who had been so important in the struggle of both peoples against
Spain, now became not only redundant but dangerous, and the En-
glish, Dutch, and other Western governments abandoned their previ-
ous tolerance and began to act with increasing severity against their
own pirates. Many of these, finding conditions at home less favorable
to the exercise of their profession, sacrificed their faith to their trade
and fled to the Barbary Coast, where they received a ready welcome.
West European pirates, accustomed to navigating the oceans on
square-rigged sailing ships with their armaments disposed along their
sides, introduced these vessels to their hosts and instructed them in
their construction and use. The corsairs, quick to realize the advantage
of the broadside over the meager armament of the galley, soon mas-
tered the arts of navigation and warfare with these new vessels, and
before long fleets from North Africa were sailing past the Straits of
Gibraltar and ravaging as far away as Madeira, the British Isles, and
beyond.

For a while the Muslim fleets were as good as, or better than, the
Christian. But the advantage was gradually lost, and without the
steady flow of refugees and of renegades to restore and maintain their
standards, they began to fall behind. Ottoman and North African
naval construction failed to keep pace with the major developments
that took place in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
and by the late eighteenth century the Ottomans, for so long self-
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8. Fath ‘Ali Shah receiving a foreign delegation
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10. and 11. Popes and Emperors
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12. and 13. Wall paintings in lsfahan showing European visitors to Iran






14. A courf page in European dress
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16. A European page holding a wine cup
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18. Warren Hastings in European court dress
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20. Three men in early 17th century dress, possibly Portuguese at the Mughal court













23. and 24. Young European gentlemen in Istanbul







5. Frankish woman of lstanbul
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27. Frenchwoman
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274 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

having finished their probationary studies of the manege, the Koran, and
music, they were intended to be placed in important situations; and
thus, I thought, locking at them, we may in a month see the flute,
captain of a frigate; the big drum, governor of a fortress; the bugle,
colonel of a regiment of cavalry. . . .

Donizetti was promoted to the rank of miralay and made a pasha. It is
said that in later years he trained and conducted an orchestra of harem
ladies for the entertainment of Sultan Abd al-Hamid 11.28

In spite of this and of a series of further later measures, the accept-
ance of Western music in the Islamic world has gone very slowly.
Though some talented composers and performers from Muslim coun-
tries, especially from Turkey, have been very successful in the Western
world, the response to their kind of music at home is still relatively
slight. Music, like science, is part of the inner citadel of Western
culture, one of the final secrets to which the newcomer must penetrate.

There was one spectacle which definitely failed to amuse—the
Spanish bullfight. Ghassani, the Moroccan ambassador, has this de-
scription of one, obviously at a time when the bullfighter was still a
noble amateur and had not yet become a professional:

It is one of their customs that in the middle of May they choose
strong, brave bulls and bring them to this plaza which they adorn with
all kinds of silk and brocades. They sit on balconies overlooking the
plaza and release the bulls one by one into the middle of the plaza. Then
whoever claims courage and wishes to display it enters the plaza on
horseback to fight the bull with his sword. Some die and some kill the
bull. The king has a set place at the plaza. He attends accompanied by
his wife and all his suite. The people, of all kinds, are at the windows,
the rent for which, on that day or during a festival, is as much as for
a whole year. . . .2¢

Al-Ghazzal, a later Moroccan ambassador in Spain, disapproved
strongly:

When we were asked about it we replied perforce, out of courtesy,
that we had liked their games, but we really believed the exact opposite,
for the torture of animals is not permitted either by the law of God or
by the law of nature. . . .3°

Other forms of spectacle had somewhat greater success. Hatti
Efendi, for example, who visited Vienna in 1748, notes:

They have in Vienna a playhouse, four or five storys high, to present
their plays, which they call comedy and opera. There men and women
foregather every day, except the days when they assemble in church,
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284 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

the pilgrimage to Mecca, resolved to revert to the Muslim style. He and
all his emirs and Mamluks cast off their Mongol coats and cut their
flowing locks. The hats, coats, and pants of Europe still remain but are
increasingly challenged, for both social and religious reasons, on both
aristocratic and populist grounds.

The westernization of female clothing came much later and did not
go nearly so far. The contrast may be related to certain basic cultural
differences.

The Muslim visitors who have left records of their travels to Europe
were, until the nineteenth century, without exception, males. Most of
them, however, have something to say on the subject of women and
their place in society. For seekers after strange and wonderful stories,
there were few more fruitful topics. The Christian institution of mo-
nogamous marriage, the relative freedom of women from social restric-
tions, and the respect accorded to them by even exalted personages
never failed to strike visitors from the lands of Islam with wonderment
though rarely with admiration.

One of the earliest impressions of European sexual mores is given
by the Arab ambassador al-Ghazal, who visited a Viking court in
about 845 A.p. According to his own testimony, during his stay among
the Vikings he enjoyed a light flirtation with the Viking queen.

Now when the wife of the Viking king heard of al-Ghazal, she sent
for him so that she might see him. When he entered her presence, he
greeted her, then he stared at her for a long time, gazing at her as one
that is struck with wonderment. She said to her interpreter: “Ask him
why he stares at me so. Is it because he finds me very beautiful or the
reverse?”

He answered: “It is indeed because I did not imagine that there was
so beautiful a spectacle in the world. I have seen in the palaces of our
king women chosen for him from among all the nations, but never have
I seen among them beauty such as this.”

She said to her interpreter, ’Ask him; is he serious, or does he jest?”
And he answered: “Serious indeed.” And she said to him: “Are there
then no beautiful women in your country?” And al-Ghazal replied:
“Show me some of your women, so that I can compare them with ours.”

So the queen sent for women famed for beauty, and they came. Then
he looked them up and down, and he said: “They have beauty, but it
is not like the beauty of the queen, for her beauty and her qualities
cannot be appreciated by everyone and can only be expressed by poets.
If the queen wishes me to describe her beauty, her quality, and her
wisdom in a poem which will be declaimed in all our land, I shall do
this.”

The queen was greatly pleased and elated with this, and ordered him
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290 ¢ The Muslim Discovery of Europe

spectacles in London, nothing of the kind happened to him in Paris.
At the Palais Royal, by day and by night, he found himself face to face
with thousands, but was not to the slightest degree aroused by any of
them.18

French peasant women, and indeed everything else in the villages,
were even worse. The villages were very unpleasant, and quite unlike
the towns. The women were so coarse that the sight of them merely
aroused disgust, and their garments were such that village girls in India
seemed like the inhabitants of paradise by comparison.!?

A Turkish poet of the period is more explicitly sexual. Fazil Bey,
also known as Fazil-i Enderuni (1757-1810) was the grandson of a
famous Palestinian Arab leader who rebelled against the Ottomans in
the 70s of the eighteenth century. Brought up in Istanbul he became
famous for his erotic poems and, in particular, two lengthy poems, one
on girls and the other on boys, describing them by nationality with an
enumeration of the good and bad qualities, for the purposes Fazil Bey
had in mind, of the various national groups. They include, in addition
to the different ethnic groups in and near the Ottoman Empire, the
Franks of Istanbul, the Danubians, the French, the Poles, the Germans,
the Spaniards, the English, the Russians, the Dutch, and even the
Americans, by which term Fazil Bey clearly means the Red Indians.
There is no evidence that Fazil Bey ever traveled abroad but, as one
who was brought up and lived in the Imperial Palace in Istanbul, he
would have had ample opportunity to meet young women and young
men of many nationalities. His descriptions of boys tend to be rather
vague and reticent. His treatment of girls is much more explicit, filled
with a mass of sometimes clinical detail. He does, however, give occa-
sional importance to cultural context. French women are reproached
with following the, for Fazil Bey, disgusting custom of cherishing
small dogs and hugging them to their bosoms. He is also aware that
Spanish ladies sing and play the guitar and notes that they arrive by
way of Morocco. English women are chaste and rosy-cheeked and are
part owners of India. Dutch women speak a difficult language—one
wonders how Fazil Bey was able to reach this conclusion—but fail to
arouse sexual desire.?°

Halet Efendi, who stayed in Paris from 1803 to 1806, and is in
general concerned to paint as negative a picture as he can, describes
another aspect of European sexual mores. He begins by indignantly
citing an accusation made against the Muslims by their detractors:

They say: know that as a general rule, however many Armenians and
Greeks there may be in the world, the Muslims are homosexuals. This
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298 o The Muslim Discovery of Europe

admitting a revelation after Christ and scriptures later than the gos-
pels. This was an admission which they were not prepared to make.

There were also some practical considerations. Islam came into a
predominantly Christian world, and for a long time the Muslims were
a minority in the countries they ruled. Some measure of tolerance for
the religions of the subject majority was therefore an administrative
and economic necessity, and most Muslim rulers wisely recognized
this fact. Europe, in general, was subject to no such constraints. In the
one European country where a parallel problem arose, in Spain, there
was a heavy price to pay for the intolerance of the Reconquest, in the
impoverishment of the country through the expulsion of Moors and
Jews.

An important difference also exists between the two civilizations in
the interest which they offered and the curiosity which they aroused.
Compared with the vast variety of peoples and cultures in the Islamic
world, Frankish Europe in the Middle Ages must have seemed a very
monotonous place. Substantially, it was a region of one religion, one
race, and in most parts, one culture. There was one kind of dress for
each of the few major social classes. All this is in striking contrast to
the kaleidoscopic variety of races, creeds, costumes, and cultures in the
Islamic world. Frankish Christendom even cherished its uniformity; at
least it seems to have had difficulty in tolerating or accommodating
any kind of deviation, and spent much energy in the pursuit of heret-
ics, witches, Jews, and others that departed from the norm.

The one respect in which Europe offered greater variety was in
language. In contrast to the Arabic-speaking world, where Arabic was
the sole language of religion, commerce, and culture, the treasure-
house of the learning of the past, and the instrument for the business
of the present, Europe used a wide range of different languages, for
religion and scholarship as well as for everyday purposes. The classics
of Europe and the scriptures of Christianity were in three languages,
Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, to which one may add a fourth, Aramaic,
if one takes note of the Aramaic books of the Old Testament. Euro-
peans were thus accustomed from an early stage to the necessity of
studying and mastering difficult languages other than their own ver-
naculars and, more than that, of recognizing that there were external
sources of wisdom written in foreign languages, access to which in-
volved learning them. The situation was very different among the
Arabs, for whom their own language was scriptural, classical, and
practical at one and the same time, and no one therefore felt or con-
ceived the need to learn any other.

There were many different languages spoken in Europe, and the
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that we are dealing with one of the more fundamental differences
between two societies.

To begin with, Europe shared the general lack of curiosity concern-
ing strange peoples. There were, of course, exceptions. Herodotus, the
putative Father of History, wrote of barbarians as well as Greeks, and
of ancient as well as recent times. Unable to read eastern scripts, he
sought his information by travel and inquiry in the East. Many centu-
ries later, another European, William (d. 1190), Archbishop of Tyre in
the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, wrote a history of the neighbouring
Muslim monarchies. He, too, found his sources in the East, and know-
ing Arabic, was even able to read the original texts.

But such students of alien history were rare. Most European histori-
ans, both ancient and medieval, confined themselves to the men and
events of their own countries and, usually, of their own times. This,
it would seem, was what their readers wanted. Herodotus had few
imitators in classical historiography and, on the whole, was derided
more than he was admired. William of Tyre’s history of the Crusaders
in the east was widely read, and even translated into French; his
history of the Muslims has not, as far as is known, survived in a single
manuscript.

It may well seem strange that classical Islamic civilization which, in
its earlier days, was so much affected by Greek and Asian influences
should so decisively have rejected the West. But a possible explanation
may be suggested. While Islam was still expanding and receptive,
western Europe had little or nothing to offer but rather flattered Mus-
lim pride with the spectacle of a culture that was visibly and palpably
inferior. What is more, the very fact that it was Christian discredited
it in advance. The Muslim doctrine of successive revelations culminat-
ing in the final mission of Muhammad led the Muslim to reject Christi-
anity as an earlier and imperfect form of something which he, himself,
possessed in its final, perfect form, and to discount Christian thought
and Christian civilization accordingly. After the initial impact of east-
ern Christianity on Islam in its earliest period, Christian influences,
even from the high civilization of Byzantium, were reduced to a mini-
mum. Later, by the time that the advance of Christendom and the
retreat of Islam had created a new relationship, Islam was crystallized
in its ways of thought and behavior and had become impervious to
external stimuli, especially those coming from the millennial adversary

in the West. Walled off by the military might of the Ottoman Empire,
still a formidable barrier even in its decline, the peoples of Islam
continued until the dawn of the modern age to cherish—as some of us
in the West still do today—the conviction of the immeasurable and
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with the Western press among the successors of Muhammad Ali
Pasha.

The first newspapers published in the region were due not to local
but foreign initiative. They were published in French, under French
auspices, and formed part of the propaganda effort of the French
revolutionary government. In the 1790s, the French set up a printing
press in their embassy in Istanbul, from which they issued bulletins,
communiqués, and other announcements, and by 1795 the French
ambassador was printing a fortnightly news sheet of from six to eight
pages, ostensibly for the guidance of French nationals. This was dis-
tributed throughout the Ottoman dominions and, in the following
year, became a newspaper, La Gazette Frangaise de Constantinople, the first
to appear in the Middle East.?

By invading Egypt, Bonaparte put an end to the publication of the
French newspaper in Istanbul, but he made a new start in Cairo, to
which he had brought two printing presses equipped with Arabic and
Greek as well as French type. On 12 Fructidor VI, corresponding to
29th August 1798, the French printed and published the first number
of the Courier de | Egypte which was thereafter published every five days
and provided a coverage of local and sometimes European news. In all,
116 issues appeared.

This news sheet, together with a more ambitious review, La Décade
d Egypte, was exclusively in French. But after the assassination of Gen-
eral Kléber on 16th June 1800, his successor, Abdullah Menou,
launched the first newspaper in the Arabic language. Entitled A/-7an-
bih, it was of brief duration.

The next phase in the creation of the Middle Eastern newspaper
press began in Izmir in 1824, with the foundation of a monthly.
Though written in French and addressed in the main to the foreign
community, this paper played a role of some importance in the affairs
of the time and, on occasion, involved its editor in trouble with the
powers, as for example when he defended the Ottoman cause against
the Greek insurgents. The episode illustrated two new points—the
power of the press and the danger of censorship. The Russians, an-
noyed by the editorial line of the paper, tried to persuade the Turkish
authorities to suppress it. The contemporary Ottoman historian Latfi
quotes the Russian ambassador as saying:

Indeed, in France and England journalists can express themselves
freely, even against their kings; so that on several occasions, in former
times, wars broke out between France and England because of these
journalists. Praise be to God, the divinely guarded [i.e., Ottoman] realms
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