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This is a study of the role of the *ulama’ during the French
occupation of Egypt: 1798-1801. Bonaparte penetrated Islamic
Egypt, marking the beginnings of the modern era. The French
military brilliance dominated the East-West confrontation.
Napoleon’s military victories were short-lived when prominent
*ulama’, whom he thought had been wooed to his side, organized
rebellions against him from al-Azhar. Although his attempt to
raise the status of the Egyptian ‘ulama’ to assist him in governing
the people was successful, it was not enough to prevent his own
hasty exodus from Egypt. The French left lasting cultural
influences in Egypt: the latent concept of nationalism; and a
systematic mode of study. But the French could not establish a
long-lasting rule in Egypt due to outside military pressures and
the fact that Egyptians looked to the tulama’ as the true leaders

of the people.
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Cette étude porte sur le role des Oulémas pendant le regne
frangais de l‘égypte: 1798-1801. En pénétrant l'égypte islamique,
Bonaparte a marqué le début de l'époque moderne. Les exploits
militaires franqais dominerent la confrontation est-ouest. Mais
les victoires militaires de Napoléon furent sans lendemain car des
révoltes furent organisées a partir de al-Azhar par des Oulémas
influents qu'’'il pensait rangés a ses cétés. Bien que ses
tentatives visant a rehausser le statut des Oulémas égyptiens afin
de l'aider a gouverner le peuple furent une réussite, elles ne
suffirent pas a éviter son départ hatif d'égypte. La France a
laissé en égypte une influence culturelle durable: le concept
latent de nationalisme et une methode systématique d'étude. Mais
les Frangais n'ont pas pu établir un régne prolongé en égyptcé
cause des préoccupations militaires extérieures et du fait que,
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selon les Egyptiens, les Oulemas etaient les vrais dirigeants du

peuple.
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INTRODUCTION

This Master’'s thesis is a study of the role of the tulamad’
during the French occupation of Egypt: 1798-1801. "Unti1l the
arrival of Bonaparte’s expedition in 1798, Egypt had existed in
comfortable isolation from the West.*' Only a small trickle of
Western travellers hac penetrated the interior of Islamic Egypt.
The two societies were strange bedfellows in that the French based
most of their pertinent information on Egypt on travelogues, and
the Egyptians, likewise, had to depend on stories from those who

had visited Europe.

Napoleon and his entourage intended to make Egypt a permanent
colony of France. This intention was a part of the overall scheme
concocted by the French Directory, which had three main reasons for
coming to Egypt:

(a) to strike a blow at Great Britain by obtaining

control of the best route to India, (b) to found a

flourishing colony and exploit the best resources of

Egypt, and (c) to provide for the scientific exploration
of ancient and modern Egypt.’

The French commander wasted no time in attempting to identify
the French to the Egyptians as fellow Muslims. His Proclamation
stated that the French were true Muslims who had arrived in Egypt
to save the populace from the tyranny of the Mamluks. Napoleon
also explained that he respected the Qur’an and the Prophet

Muhammad. By manifesting this type of support for Islam and its
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followers, Napoleon thought he could quickly acquire the trust of

the Muslims.

Upon arriving in Egypt, Napoleon issued his Edict and
immediately began to try to win the support of the merchant class
and the fulama’. Bonaparte knew that the religious class would be
an important ally in his endeavors to make Egypt a prosperous
colony of France. Napoleon sought to use the ‘ulama’ for his own
ends. He knew that they were the naturai leaders of the Egyptian
people. Bonaparte described the fulama’ as men who:

...are interpreters of the Koran, and the greatest

obstacles we have met with and shall meet with proceed

from religious 1i1deas; and are rich and animated by good

moral principles...they are not addicted to any sort of

military maneuvering and they are 1ill adapted to the
leadership of an armed movement.’®

The Ottoman military elite had also sought to employ the
social power of the ‘ulama’ in the society at large. Jabarti
records the significance of the ‘fulama’ in describing the
categories of men of importance as ~reated by God:

In the first category were the prophets who were sent to

reveal God’s message to mankind and to show the world the

path of righteousness. 1In the second category were the

ulama who are the heirs and the successcrs of the

prophets, ‘the depositors of truth in this world and the
elite of mankind.'*
Napoleon recognized the long-standing position of the fulama’ in
Islamic Egypt and in fact enhanced their status to make them loyal

to their new French rulers.
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Studies of cthe Egyptian ‘ulama’ have included: "The Ulama and

the State in Modern Egypt," an unpublished Ph.D. dissertation by
Daniel Crecelius (1967); Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid-Marsot’'s article "The
Role of the fulamd’ in £gypt during the Early Nineteenth Century, "

in Peter M. Holt’'s (ed.)Political and Social Change in Modern Eqgypt

(1968); and Marsot'’s article "The Ulama of Cairo in the Eighteenth

and Nineteenth Centuries" in Scholars, Saints, and Sufis (197.).

These articles explain how the ‘ulamd’ were an 1important part of
the governing elite who served as intermediaries between the ruling
elite and the common Egyptian people. But none of these articles
concentrates on the role of the ‘ulama’ under Napoleon during the
French occupation of Egypt. I will explain how Napoleon tried to
win the allegiance of the fulama’® in two ways: First, he used a
proclamation which had been translated from French into Arabic, ro
convince the fulama’ and the people that the French were actually
true Muslims who would be just rulers of the country. The second
way was to put some high-ranking ‘ulama’ on his Diwén, which was
used to govern the affairs of Egypt. This elevated the societal
status of some Egyptian ‘ulama’ because they had been subordinar.
to the Turkish fulama’ and the Mamluks during the Turkish rule »f
Egypt. Napoleon sought to give the *‘ulamd’ a limited form of power

in order to help him govern Egypt in an orderly fashion.

Although influenced by the French, the religious class .f
Egypt was not fooled by Napoleon’‘s guise of allegiance to Isl .,

In fact, al-Azhar became a focal point of rebellion againsr rtie
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French. Jabarti notes:
Some of the ‘ulama’ (al-muta ‘ammimin) applied themselves
to stirring up rebellion with those people and set out to
inflame the masses, summoning them to slaughter the
French who had conquered them. Indeed, they preached to
them a clear sermon, exclaiming ‘O Muslims, the jihad
{holy war) 1s incumbent upon you. How can you free men
agree to pay the poll tax (jizya) to the unbelievers?
Have you no pride?’”®
The ‘ulama’ were the refuge of the people during the French
occupation of Egypt. Muslims turned to their religious leaders for
support. The 'ulama’, in turn, paid lip service to the policies of
Bonaparte but, in essence, were busy organizing the uprisings

against the French.

Of the abundance of material available, I have chosen tu use
copies of Napoleon's original letters written during this time

period as well as Jabarti’s Chronicles of Egypt as original sources

for my research. Other original sources include QOttoman Egypt in

the Eighteenth Century: The Nizamname Misir of Cezzér Ahmed Pasha,

edited and translated by Stanford Shaw and Ottoman Egypt in the Age

A
of the French Revolution: A Report by Huseyn Efendi, edited and

translated by Stanford Shaw. The secondary sources are derived
from English, French, and Muslim works, with the latter two
translated into English. I feel that it is important to study the
fulama’ in this context in order to understand the Muslim reaction

to being ruled by a foreign power in Egypt.

My thesis is composed of an Introduction, three chapters, and
a Conclusion. The first chapter will present the social position
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of the fulama’ under the late eighteenth century rule of the
Ottomans. Then I will address the position of the ‘ulamd’ in the
early nineteenth century of Egypt. Chapter Two will feature the
invasion and occupation of Egypt by Napolecn and his relationship
with the ‘*ulamd’. The final chapter will describe the fulama's’
opposition to Napoleon and the role of al-Azhar in the organized
rebellions against the French. I will also discuss the remaining

French influences in Egypt following the departure of Bonaparte.
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! Chapter One
The Social Position of the ‘Ulama’

The noted Egyptian chronicler, ‘abd al—Rabmén al—Jabarti,
provides a clear picture of the status of the ‘ulama’ in Egyptian
society in his time. He notes that their pious occupation elevates
them to a position of superiority in society. Marsot describes the

comments Jabarti makes about the fulama’ in his Chronicles:

According to his account God created mankind in five
categories of descending importance. In the first
category were the prophets who were sent to reveal God’s
message to mankind and to show the world the path of
righteousness. In the second category were the ulama who
are the heirs and the successors of the prophets, ‘the
depositors of truth in this world and the elite of
mankind. ’ Below them in rank were the kings and other
rulers, and below them ranked the rest of mankind in two
last categories.

Such a glorified image of the ulama was not entirely a
product of Jabarti's fantasy or ego, but was indeed
grounded in Muslim ethics, and it serves to explain the
special position the ulama occupied in their society.
For where all men are enjoined to o¢hey a moral
imperative, ‘command good and set aside evil,‘’ for
themselves and their circle, it was the duty of the ulama
to see that this was carried out by the whole of society.
They were the purveyors of Islam, the guardians of its
traditions, the depository of ancestral wisdom, and the
moral tutors of the population. The ulama who did not
even form a priestly caste attained a position of moral
and social superiority on the basis of their profession
as doctors of the law and of their preoccupation with
‘the words of God’ which regulated the gamut of
relationships between individuals and between them and
their maker.!

The eighteenth century saw Egypt governed by its Ottoman

conquerors, with the help of the fulamd’ who served as

- intermediaries between the rulers and the ruled. It was the
e
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fulama’ who advised people how to worship God and to obey or
disobey those in power above them. The fulama'’' were the final
religious authority on matters that governed the way people related
to each other and to God. But the intrusion of a Western power
challenged the ultimate authority of the Ottomans in Egypt and that
of their compliant fulama’. "“One of the main rationales for
examining the eighteenth century is that here we have the last
opportunity to observe traditional Muslim society before the impact
of the West began to be felt throughout the Near East."? A good
way to begin to understand Muslim society is to study its religious
leaders. But the fulama’ cannot be studied in a vacuum; they must
be examined within the context of their socio-cultural setting.

...we need to deal with the fulama’ as members of a whole

soccio-cultural system, and our task must be to determine

the totality of the social relations and the cultural

roles which they entered. It may indeed be that the

tulama’ are the only major group in Islamic society which

we can ever know directly, but if we know them well

enough, they can lead us to a sound understanding of the
society in which they lived and acted.’

The fulama’ carnot be categorized into one specific economic
level or religious family background. Although they engaged 1in
similar functions in rural and urban areas, they remain diverse as
a religious unit.

Who and what are the fulama’? It is easier to say what
they are not, for they are neither a socio-economic
class, nor a clearly defined status group, nor a
hereditary caste, nor a legal estate, nor a profession.
They appear in our texts as semi-literate village imams
and erudite gadis, as rabble-rousers and privy counselors
to kings, as spiritual directors and cynical politicians.
Some are scions of wealthy and influential families,
others are impoverished immigrants from remore villages.

8
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Some are landowners, some are salaried professors or
bureaucrats, some are merchants or humble artisans. The
great majority are men, but there are a number of notable
women in their ranks as well. 1In short, they seem to cut
across almost every possible classification of groups
within Islamic society, playing a multiplicity of
political, social, and cultural roles. But in spite of
this ambiguity, they are plainly a crucial element 1in
Islamic society - the one group which 1in fact makes it
‘Islamic’ rather than something else - and wherever we
turn we encounter them.*

But the fulama’ often have been studied only as religious
leaders without considering them to be major players in the world
of politics. The Ottomans needed the ‘ulama’ to keep the peace and
to help extract revenues to be funneled back to Istanbul. The
fulama’ did far more than merely provide spiritual guidance for
their superiors and the masses. Marsot comments:

Although the fulamd’ played a prominent part in the
social, political and economic life of Egypt in the 18th
century they have received far less attention than they
perhaps deserve. One may mostly attribute this oversight
to the dearth of available documentation, and partly to
the fact that the major function of the ‘ulama’ as the
“Lords Spiritual" so to speak, has obscured their other
mundane, but no less important activities. Thus the
‘ulama’ have seldom been studied within the socio-
economic framework, as a fragment of the native middle
layer (I hate to use the term “class" for obvious
reasons) . When they have keen studied, they have been
placed within the religious, educational, and to a much
lesser extent, political framework. For after all the
essential function of the ‘ulama’' was to act as the
cement of Muslim society, to keep it together by
"ordering the good and prohibitaing evil." Yet we know
that many, if not most, of the high *ulama’ in Cairo had
commercial interests, were well to-do, and some were even
affluent. We also know that the ‘ulama’ came from all
sections of society, both rural and urban, as well as
from all economic levels.®

The ‘ulama’ of note eventually rose to share in power with the
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Mamluiks and later with the French and then Muhammad $aAli. This
time period in history was the apex of the influence of the 'ulama’
in society. But they were still under the thumb of military might.

The strong ruler thus used the ‘fulama’ either to
legitimatize his actions vis a vis the community, or to
help him rule the people, for in a society dominated by
religion and tradition, the moral influence of the
‘ulama’ was great, and their right to participate in
matters of government recognized.®

Fortunately, the ‘ulama’ were venerated by the Mamluks who
respected the Qur’an, and the ways in which Muslims were to act on
a daily basis. These were, 1in many ways, dictated by the
guidelines of living enforced by the ‘*ulama’. The Mamluks were
hesitant to cross those who were considered to be the heirs of
God's kingdom on earth.

In spite of the fact that the ‘tulama’ formed an
opposition to the Mamluks, yet the relationship between
both groups, was, on the whole, an amicable one, not only
as a result of the Sunni tradition of submission to
authority, but also because, according to al-Jabarti, the
Mamluks had been reared in the laps of the fulama’, read
the Qur’an, studied the Sharifa and went on the Hajj.
This, he claimed, instilled in chem a veneration for the
‘ulama’ and a deference to their wisdom, as well as a
respect for the established and traditional way of
life.’

The ‘Ulama’ in the Ottoman Empire of the Eighteenth Century

The notion of the ‘ulama’ guiding the umma in the proper way
of Islamic 1living stems from the early days of Islam during the
time of Muhammad.

Islam as revealed by the Prophet Muhammad did not provide

for a priesthood or comparable religious institution, nor

was any leader of the community after Muhammad deemed to

have prophetic or infallible religious powers. The

10




&9

caliphs were "successors" of Muhammad as heads of the
community, but they were never religious authorities or

analogous to  Popes, as some Westerners thought,
Gradually, however, a body of men developed with
specialized religious functions - chiefly readers or

reciters of the Koran, and also experts in the Traditions
(hadiths), recording the rules and sayings laid down by
the Prophet as a guide for the behavior of believers.®

The concept of the fulamd’ gradually evolved throughout the
centuries after the Prophet Muhammad. To examine the ‘'ulamd’ in
the eighteenth century is to notice some solidification of roles
and customs of practice amongst the ‘*ulama’. In essence, the
lulama’ came to represent the learned body of men who were prepared
to interpret and relate the Qur’anic law and the I;ladith to the
people. But this role of being a religious class had expanded to

include other functions as well.

In studying the nature of the official fulama it will be
best to take the Ottoman empire as a model, since 1in
this, as in so many other ways, the Ottoman system
represented a logical development and formalization of
what had existed in earlier states. At least three kinds
of specialized training (but all of them having the
common basis of a general Islamic education) prepared men
for the service of the Ottoman sultan. Those who were to
have a ypolitical or military role {(including, at some
periods, princes of the Ottoman family) might receive
instruction in the sultan’s household, or in that of the
grand vizir, in the polite literature which enshrined the
human and social ideals that should guide a ruler, and in
the arts of war. Those who were to work as bureaucrats
in chancery or treasury would be trained under a kind of
apprent.ceship by senior bureaucrats, to draft and write
documents and keep accounts in the correct and
traditional forms - forms which persisted through changes
of dynasty and the passage of centuries. Those who were
to interpret and administer the laws were given a
training in Islamic law, and those who were to control
the legal system were for the most part trained in the
imperial schools of Istanbul.’




Unfortunately, the diversity of religious training in the
eighteenth century Ottoman Empire did not promote a greater share
of the wealth and influence. Even though men were being trained to
fill a greater variety of posts than, for example, during the time
of early Islam, the power of the ‘ulamd’ remained in the hands of
a select group.

It was because of their possession of power and wealth

that the high official ‘ulama had become by the

eighteenth century a closed elite immersed in the

interests of the world. The high positions tended to be

a monopoly in the hands of a number of small families,

linked by kinship and marriage with other official

elites, and perpetuating themselves through wealth,

official influence and privileged access to the imperial
schools .

Ottoman schools emphasized the Qur’an as the center of all
learning from which other academic disciplines could be gleaned.
The Qur’an and Hadith were viewed as the ultimate authority in all
societal matters, and the ‘'ulama’ were viewed as the official
mouthpiece of God. 1In this context, libraries were built to house
significant Islamic documents.

The library had an important place in Ottoman society.

The Dttomans founded libraries in mosques, hospitals and

tekk. s and collected private libraries in their own

residences. Many of these private book collections found
their way to vakif libraries, since i1t was considered

meritorious to leave books to a pious foundation. The
library was a single unit i1n a vakif complex, established
usually in a stone room or separate building. The

vakfiye stipulated how the books were to be preserved and
used and appointed a librarian paid from the vakif funds.
These libraries still preserve more than two hundred
thousand manuscripts, £from all lands and epochs of the
Islamic world, and forming the richest source for the
history and culture of Islam.'

o
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The Ottoman Empire of the eighteenth century was rich 1in
heritage and culture. From vast libraries to the inordinate amount
of wealth possessed by the ruling elite, the Ottomans were
comfortable maintaining an Islamic empire that had limited contact
with Europe. But then decentralization slowly crept into the
Ottoman political machine. The upstart Mamluks were allowed to
govern their own province of Egypt although they did continue to
send revenues to Istanbul. The powerful Ottoman empire began to be
transformed into a weaker, decentralized system of government.

The main themes of eighteenth-century Islamic history are

visible in the Ottoman experience. Political and

economic realignments saw the forces of decentralization
become stronger, and the official ulama played an

important role in that decentralization as a conservative
force.!?

Of course, the ‘ulamd' were unable to carry out such work solely on
their own merits. They depended on significant social contacts to
help them acquire wealth and prestige.
Members of the great bourgeois families and of the
‘ulamd' together provided an urban leadership: their
wealth, piety, culture and ancient names gave them social

prestige and the patronage of quarters, ethnic or
religious groups, crafts, or the city as a whole.'’

It should be noted, however, that the fulama’® were also known
to be organizers of uprisings against the ruling elite when
appropriate. The rulers knew that harming such ‘ulama’ could
result in widespread rioting. But essentially, the *ulama’® were in
favor of maintaining order and stability.

The "notables", the leaders of the bourgeoisie and the
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fulama’, obeyed the government not only from fear or
self-interest, but from concern for peace and security,
from that preference for social peace at almost any price
which was the principle of later Islamic society, and
from the final need of the city for political power and
authority, to bring in the food-supply from the rural
hinterland and to keep the trade routes open. But they
were also "leaders" responsible to the urban population.
At times they could use their independent power over it
to mebilize urban forces and put pressure on the
ruler.!

Although the 'ulamd’ were capable of marshalling together a
large number of people to oppose the Mamluks, they did not have the
organized military power of the Mamliks, although the Mamluks’

power was considerably weakened by the time of Napoleon’s arrival

in Egypt.

The ulama, however, depended on the cooperation of the
Mamluks and necessarily collaborated with them because
the ultimate powers generated by the society were vested
in Mamluk hands. The bulk of social wealth which in pre-
modern society came from the control of the land was
theirs, and contributions from their wvast incomes were
essential to the physical maintenance of the towns, the
creation and endowment of great ainstitutions of charity,
learning, worship, and support of the large community of
scholars and divines who were the flower of the Muslim
peoples. The wulama, whose incomes were limited by
institutions whach tied them to the wills cf previous
generations or the rights of future ones, were 1in
considerable measure dependent on the Mamluks for
financial support. Since inheritance laws made difficult
the accumulation of great free fortunes and wagfs
ascribed resources to given purposes, the Mamluks could
best meet new needs.‘’

Initially, the fulama’ were met with stiff competition for the
rights to revenues.

Throughout the eighteenth century the mamluks competed

with the i1lama and regimental of ficers for control of the

revenues of the mosques, wikalahs (commercial depots),

14
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and other revenue-producing structures established as a
awgaf for the benefit of the religious community. For
most of the century specific lucrative awqgaf, such as
those of the mosgque of al-Imam al-Shafi’i, of the Imam
al-Layth, and the mosques of the sultans of the pre-
Ottoman mamluk empire remained in the hands of the amrs.
(Ali Bey accelerated the conquest for control of the
nizarahs (supervision) of the religious edifices by
acquiring far more nizarahs than any of his predecessors.
Among the awgaf over which he gained control were those
of Sinan Pasha, Sultan Murad, and al-Azhar itself. Many
awgaf were assigned to his mamluks, thus relievang his
own treasury of the burden of their support. One even
finds reference to a wagf that *Ali Bey assigned in 1768
to one Muhammad Bey fAli....

The move to gain control of the revenues of the religious
community was well under way when Muhammad Bey seized the
leadership of the beylicate, then was brought to an
abrupt halt for the short period of his mashyakhah, but
was resumed again with more intensity after his death.!®

Muhammad Bey exerted his dominance in the community by diversifying
his profit-making activities. His sizeable waqgf enabled him to
control a large share of the country’s profit-making activities.

Muhammad Bey extended his influence beyond the Cairo marketplace to

other locales, as well.

But Muhammad Bey‘s activities were not strictly limited to the
economic realm. He made a concerted effort to maintain friendly

ties with the fulama’,

From the time of his introduction into Egypt Muhammad Bey
showed deep respect for Muslim traditions and cultivated
the close friendship of the ulama, whether Egyptian or
foreign. This relationship, which had so much political
advantage in his struggle with ‘Ali Bey, appears sincere,
for it was continued throughout his career. 1If anything,
it grew more intense and more beneficial to the ulama as
his personal fortunes prospered, culminating in the
erection of the large collegiate-type mosque for the
shaykhs he admired and in the serious weakening of the
various Catholic missions in Egypt and Palestine.!’
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‘Ali Bey also left considerable acreage and buildings to the *ulama’

after his death.

By the late eighteenth century major power shifts were taking
place amongst those vying for contrel of the revenues. As
centralization spread throughout the Ottoman Empire, each interest
group attempted to assert control in an effort to capture the
lion’s share of economic power. The Ottomans desperately tried to
maintain control over their declining empire while the ‘ulamad’ and
the mercantile class vied for a share of the economic privileges.
Internecine struggles within the Mamluk households further
complicated the political and economic picture of the Ottoman

Empire.

This struggle for power served to accelerate the decline of
the Ottoman Empire as problems began to occur in greater number.

...the Ottoman Empire had, by the eighteenth century,
become conservative in a sinister sense. It had become
a congeries of groups and organizations, the primary
concern of which, in an age of diminishing military
power, political instability and economic impoverishment,
was to maintain their entrenched rights and privileges,
many of which had been usurped, or extended by
prescription, during the period of decline.'®

A case in point was the decline of the *ulama’ which Selim had
to face during his reign.

The state of the religious class had fallen to a new low
in the eighteenth century. The ranks of the Ulema had
been flooded with persons who were entirely ignorant of
religious law and practices and who had managed to
purchase their positions or transfer their military or
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civilian salaries into Ulema pensions in order to avoid
the service they were supposed to perform 1in return.
Such persons were able to appropriate the leading
positions in the Ulema and use them for their personal
profit. Through their efforts, admission to the class
was given more and more to those who could pay the
highest braibes, without consideration of qualifications.
Standards of education 1inevitably declined as these men
occupred most of the teaching positions and gave the
degrees and certificates of accomplisnment in return for
bribes and fees rather than proper examinations. Persons
appeointed as judges 1in the provinces farmed their posts
to the highest bidders, who made use of the courts to
recoup their purchase prices and make a profit by selling
justice to those who paid the most.??

As the 'ulamd’ began to grasp a greater share of the wealth
and power in the Ottoman Empire, corruption continued to taint the
Ottoman political system and the ‘ulama’ as well. The Ottoman rule
in Egypt was characterized by military repression, political
corruption and the continued centralization of governmental power
as highlighted by the Mamluks, who ran their own province but still
respected the Ottoman power center in Istanbul. In addition,
Ottoman contact with Europe was mainly limited to the Ottoman

elite.

The overwhelming majority of Ottomans had no first hand
knowledge of Europe. Few of them had ever travelled to
Eurcpe, and those who did were usually on official
business. The Ottoman Empire did not establish permanent
diplomatic relations with European powers until 1793.%
The French invasiorn. of Egypt was to usher in a new era for the
Ottomans and their colonies. The ‘ulama’ participated during this
time of need. This was logical because Egypt, as a part of the
Ottoman Empire, was also isolated from the rest of the world.

“Perhaps the most significant fact about the eighteenth-
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century Ottomans is that they lived completely within an Islamic

A,

environment and frame of reference."‘

The Ottoman Rule in Eqvpt

Despite living in a closed environment, the Ottomans were
skillful at carrying out their plans, which included the direction
of Egypt.

As was to be the case on numerous occasions throughout
the history of Ottoman Egypt, as in fact was the case
elsewhere in the empire, the Ottoman rulers skillfully
adjusted to a situation which they could not control or
change and fitted it into their own system in order to
secure the same ends by different means. The main object
of Ottoman rule in Egypt was to secure maximum
exploitation of its sources of revenue for the benefit of
the Imperial Treasury.?®

The Ottomans did not lack skill in accomplishing this
objective. As a result, Egypt suffered terribly just prior to
Napoleon’s invasion.

During the famine of 1784, Jabarti says, the fallahin
left their villages because they could not pay their
taxes, nor pay the exactions imposed on them by the beys.
They came to the towns crying famine; they ate everything
that was thrown into the streets, and their hunger was so
terrible that they ate the raw corpses of horses, donkeys
and camels. That year famine was succeeded by an
outbreak of the plague in 1785 when approximately one-
sixth of the population was killed. Plague returned in
1791, followed by a worse famine in 1792 when people
allegedly resorted to anthropophagy. The population was
decimated and impoverished, and a sizeable proportion of
! lands remained uncultivated through lack of fallahin to
till the soil.-’

The neglect of irrigation and drainage ditches by the
authorities resulted 1in their silting up, to the
- detriment of agriculture. Public security was frequently
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s0 weak that marauding bands were able to penetrate the
gates of Cairo and river pirates at times brought traffic
to a standstill. To this picture must be added a
population that was loaded with a heavy tax burden, much
of which was arbitrarily imposed and illegal.”?

Why did the situation in Egypt decline so dramatically at this
time? A partial answer might be that the Mamluks and Ottcmans were
both adversaries and also dependent upon one another. This
situation kept the Mamluks on the defensive and the Ottomans
frustrated by a lack of total control over their Egyptian province.

Why did the Ottoman government agree to Mamluk control of
the administrative machinery of government, and Mamluk
diversion of the bulk of the land-tax revenues for their
own profit? And why did the Mamluks continue to pay
taxes and hulwan fees to a government which lacked any
real military power to enforce its suzerainty? As far as
the Ottomans were concerned they really had no other
choice, and were compelled to make the best of a bad
situation. Suppression of the Mamluks reguired a
military expedition which could not be spared from the
increasingly dangerous fronts in Egypt and the East. The
fate of Gazi Hasan Pasha's expedition to Egypt for this
purpose 1S a case in point. In addition, the Ottoman
governors were able to keep the Mamluk houses and
confederation relatively equal and play them off against
each other, so that none was completely dominant, and all
were willing to recognize Ottoman suzerainty, pay the
required taxes and hulwan fees, and perform duties in
return for the benefits which the Ottoman legal support
brought .?®

As the Mamluk houses fought each other for a greater control
of the profits, the country continued to suffer the ravages of
plague and disease. But the Ottomans did not want the Egyptians to
suffer too much. An excess of suffering could cut into their
profits and their long-term planning. In speaking of the Ottoman

Empire, Inalcik notes:




Ll

woos

...the ultimacte goal of a state was consolidation and
extension of the ruler’s power and the only way to reach
it was to get rich sources of revenues. This in turn
depended on the conditions making the productive classes
prosperous. So the essential function of the state was
to keep in force these conditions.*®

In addition to political strife ain Egypt, the Ottomans not
only feared military pressure from Europe and the East, but also
began to face increased economic competition, particularly from
Eurcope.

During the last half of the eighteenth century Europe had
been undergoing a technological revolution that was to
culminate i1n the industrial revolution. Techniques of
production were improving, especially in the field of
textile production. The French, for example, were
importing vast amounts of cotton from Egypt; later on
they turned to silk production, importing the raw
materials from Palestine, Syria and Lebanon. Their mills
rivalled, and surpassed, anything produced in the Middle
East, not only for luxury items but also for medium-
priced cloth, so that an increase in the importation of
French cloth was noticeable in that period. The French
consul attributed that increase to the affluence of the
middle classes, which was sorely belied by the economic
situation of the country. We can only conclude that the
medium-price French cloth was cheaper than the equivalent
Egyptian product, so that French production was not only
destroying the Egyptian textile export market but was
also undermining the local internal trade .n textiles.?’

The influence of ‘ali Bey al-Kabir managed to slow down the
downturn in Egypt‘s market economy but with only temporary success.
Mamlik internecine power struggles, combined with the conflict of
whether to support or depose the local Pasha in charge, made the
political and economic system in Egypt chaotic.

‘ali Bey al-Kabir had succeeded, temporarily, in stemming

the decay in Egypt’s political institutions. But after

his death in 1772, disintegration and anarchy rapidly set
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in._  The system of rule had become rotten and inadequate.
Ali Bey had neither the strength nor the imagination
needed to rise above the political framework existing in
his time.?®

Despité the decay of Egypt from within its inner core of
rulers, the fulama’ managed to share in governing. In addition,
their social and familial ties to the Mamliks enabled them to
remain in the forefront of government, despite their lack of

military prowess.

Traditional government in Egypt combined the skills of
several mutually antagonistic elites., The Ottoman-Mamluk
military elites were responsible for the defense of Egypt
and the supervision of government. With their
preponderant power they dominated the wealth of the land
and regulated the political life of the province. But
the skills necessary to organize society below the
highest levels of government were supplied by the native
elites who presided over structures performing a wide
range of important social, economic, political and
administrative functions. It was through these native
structures that the foreign ruling elites reachned all
levels of Egyptian society.

It was the merchants and religious elites who performed
the indispensable integrative functions that linked
society with the government of the foreign military
elites. Though the populace maintained a general
hostility to the foreigners, opposition was useless, for
native society was without the capability to drive them
from Egypt. Mutual hostilaity was thus held in check by
the realization that the goals of all could be obtained
only through mutual cooperation. Only through
cooperation could the native elites draw close to the
foreign elites and so enjoy the advantages of wealth and
authority which they could dispense; and only through
cooperation could the Ottoman-Mamluks elites enjoy 1in
peace the many rewards that stable rule i1n Egypt
promised.

Despite the many grievances the ulama had against their
rulers, .elations between the two groups were marked by
harmony, not hostility. Besides the ties of mutual self-
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interest which bound them together, the ulama were able
to establish exceedingly intimate social relations with
their rulers. The ulama frequented the houses of the
amirs, gave them instruction, acted as their agents and
confidants, and even, on occasion, entered the harems of
the amirs. Egyptian ulama were able to purchase mamluks
of their own, to marry Mamluk women, or to grant the
families of the amirs sanctuary when they were
threatened.?

However, the number of ‘ulama’ who were able to enjoy the full
benefits of being associated with the ruling class was few. Most of
the fulama’ continued to follow the path of their rural background
by leading humble, pious lives. Marsot explains the social
divisions of the ‘Yulama’:

Exact figures for the number of ulama in al-Azhar in the
eighteenth century are non-existent. M. de Chabrol gives
an estimate of thirty to forty, others have gone up to a
hundred. Of that number only a small percentage qualify
as high ulama, that is, as men who were powerful and
influential among the ruling circle and the population.
We can therefore, and somewhat arbitrarily, divide the
ulama into poor and pious intellectuals, respected for
their rectitude and learning, and having or not political
influence and perhaps learning as well. For quite often
wealth, when it was not inherited, came as the result of
connections with the ruling elite.’®

The *‘ulama’ filled a variety of roles for the Mamluks, in
addition to their usual vocation of being spiritual mentors. They
largely kept the population in check and were adept at handling
financial matters as well.

Economically the ulama filled the role of administrators.
They managed the wealth of minors and orphans, of
schools, mosques, hospitals, and above all managed the
funds of charitable endowments, the awgaf (pl. of waqf)
which by the nineteenth century covered under one-fifth
the total cultivable land, around 600,000 faddans, and
which included perhaps a higher proportion of real estate
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a and other forms of urban property. They were also

. involved in every form of commercial transaction since
all sales, purchases, and transfers cf property had to be
authorized by the gadi and in the presence of the shahid
(witness) . They frequently acted as bankers and were
entrusted with the safekeeping of valuables and had
charge of whole families when the - head was away,
including families of Mamluks. A few ulama wevre part-
time merchants and artisans. Many were men of property.
At times they even doubled as tax collectors when
forcible loans were imposed on the population, although
they themselves were exempt from such taxations.'!

Although the ‘ulamd’ could not be taxed, many of them had the
desire to secure monies in addition to those which they were
already earning. Sometimes they received gifts or found other
fruitful ways of acquiring material goods. Marsot explains:

Given the economic situation of Egypt the ulama were
financially dependent on the bounty of the rulers or
other patrons. Time and time again they were to be cowed
through finances. They received no cash salary for
teaching, and in general were remunerated either through
financial endowments (awgaf) or donations. As teachers
in al-Azhar they received a ration, 3jiraya, of bread
every two days, and gifts of clothing (fur pelisses) on
special occasions such as feast days, the accession of a
wali or of a new Sultan., A very few ulama even received
a cash allowance, for instance Shaikh Murtada received
150 paras (nisf fidda) daily from the Porte through the
offices of the wali. Every riwaq had a different ration
of bread and staples depending on 1ts endowment and the
gifts offered to it, thus some distributed over eight
hundred loaves every two days, and others eighty. (It 1is
interesting to note that the custom of distributing
loaves to students and teachers at al-Azhar continued
until 1929, when more than 10,000 loaves were distributed
daily.) Most ulama rece‘ved around three loaves but
higher ulama, such as heads of rawags, received some
twenty or more surplus loaves, 1f there were any, and
were therefore traded for other staples.

The ulama supplenented this ration by various means:
they held additional positions in other schools or
mosques, or managed to get themselves inscribed in the
registers of the various regiments, which then paid them
a salary, or they received salaries for teaching in
private houses, or for copying books, or for reciting the
Qur'an, or they simply received presents from the
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wealthy. The most lucrative source of income they could

(_ aspire to was to become nazir (supervisor) of a wagt.
This post paid the holder a fee, and was usually
accompanied by little supervision, so the nazir could
dispose of the proceeds of the wagf at his own
discretion.

Many of the ‘'ulama’ were quick to take advantage of their
newly acgquired funds. They often displayed shrewd investment
skills as they began to expand their investments beyond their
pension plans. Analyzing the level of wealth acquired by the
fulama’ is useful in assessing their role in Egyptian society.

Our main interest in the wealth of the ulama lies simply
in using it as a gauge for their political stock, for it
rose when they were powerful, and it fell when they were
not. It is also a matter of general interest to note the
different branches of Egyptian economic life which
attracted the ulama and which in turn throw light on
economic life i1n general, and on the ulama as a potential
middle class. Thus we find tha* when the ulama acquired
a little capital they first bought real estate, usually
a house in which to live. According vo Jabarti the more
affluent, like Shaikh al-Sadat, Shaikh al-Bakari, and
Shaikh al-Mahdi, had more than one house, and often
housed wives in different establishments. Later on they
bought houses to rent out, or tenements, warehouses,
shops, baths, coffeehouses and mills, flour mills and so
on. They also acquired iltizams if they could, and they
seem to have done that in such a widespread manner that
the ulama and the women became the ma.n multazims (tax
farmers) in the land after the Mamluks. They also
traded. In brief their sources of capital investment
were diversified, as with any other canny investor, and
showed their links to the sug, the countryside, and of
course with the ruling class who were the main source of
wealth. And because of their religious calling they were
immune from the confiscations and from the forced loans
that the rulers regularly levied on the merchants which
decimated their wealth, so that the fortunes of the ulama
though perhaps less grand than those of merchant princes,
lasted for longer periods of time, and sometimes into
several generations."
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Greater acguisition of wealth served to buttress the worth of
the fulama’ in the eyes of the Mamluks, who continued to suffer
from internal power struggles. The Janissaries also tried to
establish a more extensive economic base for themselves by feuding
with the merchants and Mamluk beys.

The ulama emerged during the century as a distinctive

sociopolitical force. As Mamluk factional strife

increased, the ulama were called upon more frequently to

act as mediators. They not only arbitrated among the

Mamluk factions, but they also acted as a link between

the ruling elite and the general population. Frequently

the ulama were called upon by the people to intervene

with the rulers in order to correct some i1njustice or to
reduce oppressive measures. '

While it was true that Egypt did have ‘ulama' who were poor
and humble, and others who were quite wealthy and perhaps a bit
less than humble, there was a major difference between Egyptian
‘ulama’ and other ‘ulama’ in the Ottoman Empire.

The social background of the Egyptian ulama differed from

that of the ulama of the rest of the Ottoman Empire, for

there was no aristocratic hereditary caste of high as

against lesser ulama.... Most of the prominent ulama
were of fallah, peasant origins.®®

Although the Egyptian fulama’ may not have had a hereditary
caste system in place, this fact may not have made much difference
anyway, as long as they were being ruled by a foreign power. The
Egyptian 'ulama’, e cept for those who held posts at al-Azhar, were
almost limited to local positions of power.

...after the revolt of ‘Ali Bey, the Egyptian ‘ulama’

tended to replace Turks as gadis and with the general

breakdown of the Ottoman administration, local gadis more

and more assumed supervision of local government. By
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1798 there were only five Ottoman gadis in all of Egypt.
As far as the official hierarchy was concerned, the
native fulama’ were_ relegated to inferior positions.
Many were ruftis, fagihs, teachers, and scholars. Still,
a few important offices were open to them and these
positions, since they represented local followings, were
frequently more significant bases of power than _those
controlled by the foreign ‘ulama’. The Hanafi, Maliki,
and Shafi‘i muftis who ranked after the chief qadi all
had positions in the Diwan and they also represented
influential groups in the population.?®

Backed by popular, local support, a few fulama’ such as Shaykh
fAbdallah al Shargawi, and Shaykh al-Sadat, for example, were able
to use their bases of power to exert pressure on the Ottomans and
later on, the French, to meet the people’s demands. Even though
such men were indigenous fulama’, they still were able to exhibit
their own share of wealth and influence. But even these fulama’,
despite their ability to amass a large group of followers at a
moment ‘s notice, had no choice but to cooperate with the Mamluks.
*...because they had no means of coercion at their disposal and no
formal organization, they could only carry out their socio-
political roles in uneasy collaboration with the Mamluk state.*’
The ‘ulama’ knew that if they pushed their demands too far they
could lose their positions or possibly lose their lives. Even the
food they ate was often from a source controlled by the Mamluks,
such as the Imperial Granary.

The total amount of the grains of the Holy Cities and of

the Treasury (206) is three hundred and sixty thousand

ardebs. Forty-four thousand ardebs are delivered to the

Holy Cities and fourteen thousand ardebs to the Governors

of Egypt. After the grains provided for the Mullahs of

Mecca the honored and Medina the Illuminated, for the

Mulla of Cairo and for the Qadis of the provinces of
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~ Egypt are delivered, the remainder is distributed to the

. Seyyids, to the iUlema of, the Azhar and to other ‘Ulema,
to the Huffaz and the Imams, and to the poor living in
the prec1ncts cf the Azhar mosque....™

The Ottoman goal of exploiting the resources of Egypt for
their own ends was not achieved precisely because they were unable
to keep the working class people of Egypt both content and well
off. They were not extracting the maximum labor output from the

Egyptians that they needed to satisfy the Mamluks or to satisfy

themselves.

Egyptian trade and commerce was coming into conflict with
Furopean technology and was lagging behind, but artisan
production was falling off for purely indigenous reasons
as well. The loss of janissary protection, the increased
extortions resulting from the rise of the Mamluks and
their need for new weaponry and mercenaries, the decline
in agricultural production through plagues and famines,
all produced a situation in which there were no funds for
improvement or capital expansion, and accounted for the
sorxy state of affairs upon which the French savants in
1798 had commented. The decline of artisan production
developed the growth of wage-labor, when some 15,000 men,

or roughly 10 - 15 percent of the male population of
Cairo, became day laborers, showing the beginnings of a
slow but. inevitable proletarianization of the

artisans.’

Position of the ‘Ulama’ in the Early Nineteenth Century of Eqypt

On the eve of the French invasion, the Egyptian fulama’ -

as individuals and as a group - succeeded 1in
accumulating and consolidating powerful and influential
pcsitions for themselves. As a result, the ‘ulama’
became an important force in the internal political
scene .

- The fulama’ managed to remain in good standing with all of the
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various political groups which continued to seek more power. The
wealth they accrued as a result of their political shrewdness in no
small way contributed to their continued success in the political
realm.

...the *ulama’s influence in traditional Egyptian society
stemmed from a combination of factors, the most important
of which were the build-up of great wealth in the hands
of the fulama’ (through iltizam and the administration of
awgaf) which gave them socio-economic power; the fact
that the ‘ulama’ wevre an integral part of the local
Muslim population, in contrast to the social elite which
was characterized by 1ts foreign origin and language; the
fulama’s monopoly as educators, which gave them spiritual
and cultural authority, enhanced by religious sanction;
and the integration of the fulama'’ in the socio-political
structure through their close ties, both institutional
and personal, with other important groups of the
population and through their functions within the ruling
institution.*

The *‘ulama’ did not build up a large capital merely because of
their profession as religious scholars. They acquired the bulk of
their wealth as a result of shrewd social contacts. Essentially,
the majority of the fulama’ would have had very little money

without the support and ties to the ruling elite.

If we _go through the biographies that are listed in
Jabarti’s chronicles we discover quite predictably that
the start of any kind of capital in the hands of the
‘ulama’ was the outcome of personal connections and of
social relationships among the moneyed elite, whether
mamluk or mercantile., Unless, like Jabarti, and a few
other equally fortunate, the f'ulama’ had inherited
wealth, most of them started life penniless and ended
with tidy little fortunes at the least. The importance
of having irfluential friends lay not so much in that
they supplied the first boost up the ladder of affluence,
important though that may be, but also in that they were
a means to the acquisition of further wealth like
iltizams.*
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The importance of social contacts to the ‘'ulama’ cannot be
overstated. But what caused some ‘ulama’ to rise above other
fulama’ in terms of wealth and affluence? Being brought up in a
wealthy family is a partial answer to the question. Another factor
may be the degree of attention the individual ‘alim received as a
result of his teachings and interactions with people. "It was on
the basis of his personality, for instance, that the Egyptian Naqgib
al-Ashraf, al-Sayyid Umar Makram, became the leading shaykh of his
day."*? Other shaykhs also had a certain manner about them that

compelled people to look up to them as leaders.

Both Shaykh al-Bakri and Shaykh al-Sadat held their power
over the people by virtue of their headship over the Sufi
orders. Both men had the aura of Ashraf about them, both
were excessively wealthy by virtue of their being nazirs
over very extensive waqfs, and also through their
personal property. They held mulids (mawlids) which were
lavish, and which were_ attended by the high and mighty.

Traditionally the Bakri_shaykhs celebrated the Prophet’s
birthday while the Sadat celebrated milid Sayyidna al-
Husayn. These were privileges which had accrued with the
ages, and with each privilege the shaykhs acquired a
little more wealth, prestige and conseguently, political
influence. We can easily say that throughout the
eighteenth and up to the middle of the nineteenth century
these two men were involved in most of the major
political incidents in the land.**

Capturing the people’s attention was no mean feat. Each 'alim had
to undergo a rigorous inspection involving the candidate’s display
of subject knowledge and oratorical prowess before being received
into the fold of the qualified *fulama’. “Incompetent ulama were
physically driven away by their disgruntled students, and before
any man was accepted as an alim he passed a test of endurance
before his peers and his students."*®* fulama’ not only had to
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demonstrate proficiency in teaching, they also had to display their
erudite capabilitles. "The Shaykh al-Azhar and the muftis, for
instance, were supposed to be the wisest, most knowledgeable
representatives of their groups."* The shaykhs were able to
command the respect of their peers and the people by demonstrating
talents for writing and teaching. The fact that the fulama’ could
read and write distinguished them from most of Egyptian society.
*Learning first set one apart from the great majority of Egyptians
who remained both illiterate and ignorant of matters pertaining to
religion."% In addition, the fulama’ were generally in a
different socio-economic category from the rest of the populace,
despite their often rural and poor background. "Although the
native ulama controlled considerable wealth, they could in no way
rival the fortunes accumulated by the Mamluks, Ottomans, or even
leading merchants. Relative to the native population, however,

they were well off."*

The fulama’ maintained their ties to the population by
interacting with the people on a daily basis. They did not rule
from afar like the Mamluks or the Ottomans. Many fulama’ preferred
to live near the center of religious activity, like the local
mosque, for example. "A large proportion of the well-to-do middle
class, the merchants and shaykhs, preferred to live in or near
Cairo proper close to their khans, colleges, and the mosque of al-
Azhar."* The latter mosque was, of course, one of the foremost

centers of Islamic learning in the Muslim world. It represented
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the heartbeat of Cairo, in terms of its religious learning and
political activity. European travellers to Egypt, though, would
comment later on the sense of disorder that pervaded the Achar

mosque.

Disorder seems to break out, or already to prevail,
whenever the old, uncoordinated, undistributed style of
learning was now described, especially 1n descraptions of
the famous teaching-mosque of al-Azhar. *What 1s
astonishing at al-Azhar is the crowd that throngs in its
halls," we are told by the Inspector-General. “A
thousand students of every age, of every
color...scattered into groups, the diversity of
costumes." One writer complains of the "chaos" and the
absence of nizam {(order, discipline), noting that the
teachers do nothing but sit at the pillars of the mosque
giving lessons, without bothering to record the presence
or absence o©f students or their progress through
different lessons. Another writer describes "the
brouhaha" as "the students, lacking 2ll direction, move
haphazardly from professor to professor, passing from one
text to another, understanding nothing of passages on
which the masters comment in a language about which they
have no clue, and ending with everything confounded and
confused." "What is lacking more than all 1s heighc, and
space. One suffocates beneath the endless ceiling." But
worse than this "the noise and the perpetual movement."
Some are sleeping on their mats, we are told, some eat,
some study, some engage 1n argument, vendors move
haphazardly among them selling water, bread and fruit.

Organisation 1is absent, and anarchy hovers at the
gate.®

To European eyes, this type of teaching was unsystematic and

chaotic. It was the type of educational system which would greet

Napoleon on his arrival to Egypt in 1798, Yet this type of
educational system at Azhar reveals how the ‘ulama’ cultivated
respect from their students and from the population at large.

Despite the problem of disorder, the weakness of the
. authority, the absence of regulation and system, and the
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4 confusion of noises, of colors, of ages, of clothing and

4 of activities, nevertheless the pedagogical style
manages, it is said, to maintain some sort of order. Its
form is the indaividual exchange between master and
student. This relation 1s seen as both the limitation
and the strength of the social order. It is the limit,
because every instruction, correction, encouragement and
admonition must be given separately and repeated for
every pupil. Compared with the systematic pedagogy that
will replace 1t, where the master can instruct, correct,
encourage and admonish all individuals simultaneously and
continuously, this 1s enormously inefficient.”!

Yet at the same time, even this type of approach to learning at
Azhar had its own pitfalls and ruts. The infiltration of Western
thought that was coming to Egypt would prove to be a threat to this
centuries-old institution.
...al-Azhar was its own worst enemy. In past centuries
it had been capable of adapting itself to doctrinal
changes while remaining at the forefront of the
intellectual life of Islam. But the nineteenth century,

bringing Westernization in it wake, caused al-Azhar to
fear modernization of any kind.?®?

The Egyptian fulama’ also chose not to be involved in the
direct rulings of governmental affairs. While they benefitted
economically by the political association with the foreign élites,
the Egyptian fulamd’ were hesitant to aspire to direct control of
the government of Egypt. Perhaps the Egyptian fulama’s’ dislike of

formal organization exacerbated the problems the religious group

was facing at the time. Corruption had spread through the ranks as
a handful of fulama’ garnered the lion’s share of wealth among

rhem. The Mamluks had let the country’s irrigation and farming

systems run awry. And the people were beginning to suffer an even
lower standard of living prior to Napoleon’s invasion. The fulama’

appeared to be resting on their laurels. "In the days before decay

P
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set in, the tUlema enjoyed an almost universal respect for the real

learning they displayed and the integrity with which in general

they administered justice."®? The fulama’ may have estranged

themselves from the populace by owning large tracts of land.

It was not uncommon for people to march on al-Azhar in protest

of the joint cooperation between the Mamluks and the fulama'. But

the fulama! were resistant to educational or social change because

they viewed it as a threat to their power and authority. Their

authority was soon to be challenged in a new way. Western modes of

thought and government were soon to encroach on the long-standing

ultimate authority of the fulama’.

The Decline of the fUlama’

Despite their decline, the fulama® still carried enough

spiritual influence amongst the people to enable them to organize
the masses to face the intrusion of France as the next colonicer.

Why didn‘t the fulama’ seize power from the Mamluks and run rhe

country themselves?

The answer is to be found in the very function of the
ulama within an Islamic society. Their political
involvement was only of secondary interest, a by-product,
so0 to speak, of their social standing. And though they
were the natural leaders of the people, they did not
aspire to lead politically, and were never at ease 1n the
exercise of direct power. They saw their role in society
as that of governing the governors if one may paraphrase
Lord Cromer who made such a form of government
commonplace in nineteenth century Egypt. Their self-
image was that of the preservers of tradition, nrot of
political innovators; tradition had decreed that though
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they became involved in the power process they neither
direct it/nor lead it save indirectly.®

The fulama’ not only preserved tradition but also acted as
/
spokesmen between the ruling elite and the masses.

The ulama in particular stood as intermediaries between
the regime and urban society, indispensable to both
because they formed the integrative and administrative
class of the Muslim community, performing all the legal
and political functions we normally associate in modern
government with bureaucratic, judicial, and sometimes
parliamentary structures.®®

The 1integral social ties with the common Egyptian enabled the
fulama! to understand the depths of the unrest felt by the people
on the eve of the French invasion. But the fulama’ were not so
organized as to be able to put together a systematic nationalistic
defense of the country. 1In fact, many of the ‘*ulama’ went into
hiding when the French first arrived. The guidance they coffered
was spiritual and moral in nature as opposed to a direct call for
nationalism on the part of Egyptians, a call which would not be
voiced until many years later.

Nevertheless, while the necessary elements for the

eventual formation of an Egyptian nation, as Europe

understood the term, were undeniably present, they were

largely inoperative 1in 1798, when the disturbances

attendant on the French invasion revealed the depths of

the hatred, vengefulness, and fear, as well as the

unbridged chasms created by the accidents of history and

the guiding principles of the Islamic world order, which

separated city dweller and peasant, sedentary and nomad,

Muslim dand non-Muslim, ruler and subject, as soon as a
heavy-handed authority slackened its pressure.®®

The Ottomans, despite their harsh rule of Egypt by the Mamluk
Beys, were still Muslims ruling other Muslims. Now their power had
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declined and the fulama’s’ power had followed likewise. But the
tulama’ remained a potential political force in Egypt because they
were the natural leaders of the people. The French were to benefit
from the Mamluk governmental experience in Egypt as well as the
sage advice of the ‘ulama’, who saw yet another foreign power rule
their country. The Ottoman’s rule of Egypt was marked by various
invasions of that country. The Ottoman expedition to Egypt

provided, in general, some valuable information for Bonaparte.

Although the Ottoman expedition to Egypt failed to
procure any lasting results, it presents some interesting
features. In the first place, 1t anticipates the policy
of destroying local autonomies and re-integrating the
provinces in a centralized empire, which was to be
followed by the Ottoman sultans of the nineteenth
century. Secondly, it provides a prototype for
Bonaparte’'s invasion of Egypt, both 1n respect of the
course of the campaign and of the measure employed to win
Egyptian support against the Mamluks. The use of Arabic
proclamations as a vehicle of propaganda, the
conciliation of the Ashraf and the f‘ulamad’ and the
ostentatious deference to Islam of the new regime, were
all expedients later to be adopted by Bonaparte. Finally
the difficulty of evicting the Mamluks from Upper Egypt
by the power of controlling Cairo was to be experienced,

not only by the French, but, for many years, by Muhammad
‘ali himself.?
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Chapter Two

NAPOLEON’S RELATIONSHIP WITH THE fULAMA’ OF EGYPT

"Until the arrival of Bonaparte's expedition in 1798, Egypt
had existed in more or less comfortable isolation from the West."!
European modes of thought were virtually unknown in Egypt because
only a small trickle of Western travellers had penetrated the
interior of the country. The French invasion and occupation of the
ancient land commanded wide-sweeping changes in various facets of
the Egyptian society. New ways of thinking and living came coupled
with the pain experienced by an intense cross-cultural encounter,
The two socievies were strange bedfellows in that the French based
most of their pertinent information about Egypt on travelogues, and
the Egyptians, likewise, had to depend on stories from those who
had visited Europe. The encounter marked a time when the Muslims

in Egypt were confronted by secular France.

If we are optimists, we may think that it marked the
beginning of a long and painful process from mutual
contempt and misunderstanding towards mutual respect and
comprehension, between the cultural worlds of Europe and
of Islam. In 1800 the former was wvigorous and self-
confident, knowing all the answers. The other, no longer
confident of its own superiority, was beginning vaguely

to formulate questions which seemed to require an
answer.?

In a short time, the French learned how few answers were actually
within their grasp. But Napoleon began the Egyptian campaign full

of promise. He told colleagues that personal glory would be his in
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To Madame de Remusat he made a more specific confession
in the early 1800’'s: ‘In Egypt, I found myself freed
from the obstacles of an irksome civilaization. I was
full of dreams...I saw myself founding a religion,
marching into Asia, riding an elephant, a turban on my
head and 1in my hand the new Koran that I would have
composed to suit my needs. In my undertakings I would
have combined the experiences of two worlds, exploiting
for my own profit the theatre of all history, attacking
the power of all England in India and, by means of that
conquest, renewing contact with the old Europe. The time
I spent in Egypt ... the most beautiful in my life,
because it was the most ideal.’

The French invasion of Egypt was spearheaded by a man who had
romantic notions of the Orient and Islam. Though small in stature,
Napoleon was quick to garner the attention of others.

He was, at that time, a lean, sallow little man whose hat
and boots seemed too large for him. Women had nicknamed
him Puss-in-Boots. But there was in him a compact energy
that made one think of a panther ready to leap rather
than of a tomcat with odd sartorial tastes; and in the
cold, calm gaze of his grey eyes there was a quality that
inspi:red devotion in some, terror in all, and love in
none.

The French general was a complex man who envisioned religion as a
tool to aid him in colonizing Egypt.

Religion was among his favorite topics. It was his vague
religiosity, perhaps a lingering attachment to childhood
beliefs, which made him recoil from the cold materialism
of Rerthollet and attracted him to more open-minded
Monge. Also, religion had such obvious political
usifulness! The closer he came to the African coast, the
more he steeped himself in the study of Islam and
spesculated on the practical use to which he might put
it.

The commander wasted no time in attempting to identify the

q French to the Egyptians as fellow Muslims. Napoleon wanted to
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convince the Egyptians that his intentions were honorable and that
France was merely trying to side with the Muslims in deposing a
corrupt Egyptian rule. A portion of the translation (from Arabic)

of the Proclamation issued by Bonaparte upon landing in Egypt

reads:

The French are true Mussulmen. Not long since they
marched to Rome, and overthrew the Throne of the Pope,
who excited the Christians against the professors of
Islamism (the Mahometan religion). Afterwards they
directed their course to Malta, and drove out the
unbelievers, who 1magined they were appointed by God to
make war on the Mussulmen. The French have at all times
been the ¢true and sincere friends of the Ottoman
Emperors, and the enemies of their enemies. May the
Empire of the Sultan therefore be eternal; but may the
Beys of Egypt, our opposers, whose insatiable avarice has
continually excited disobedience and insubordination, be
trodden in the dust and annhilated:!®

Few, if any, Muslims were convinced by Napoleon'’'s grand scheme
of taking advantage of Islam in order to display proper religious
piety. Jabarti was quick to point out the multitude of grammatical
mistakes and the improper French-to-Arabic translation of words
used in the proclamation. His critique of the French was kept in

diary form in which he recorded daily observations of the French.

Jabarti was one of three important figures who witnessed
and participated in the momentous events of Bonaparte’s
expedition to Egypt (1798-1801), namely, Shaykh Hasan al-
fAttar, who was to become Shaykh of the Azhar under
Muhammad ‘Ali, Shaykh Ismaif®il al-Khashab, who was to
become Secretary General of the first Egyptian cabinet of
ministers formed by the French from among the grand ulama
of the Azhar, and Jabarti himself, who accepted service
as a cabinet minister in the government of "Abdalla"
Jacques Menou after the assassination of Kleber.’
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$Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti was no stranger to political
intrigue. His father owned a collection of houses and land and
somehow managed to teach at Azhar despite his business commitments.
Jabarti was a shrewd politician who inherited his father’s talent
for juggling business affairs along with scholarship.

Thus Jabarti grew up in two worlds, that of the religious

ulama and that of the ruling beys or Mamluks, who

specialized in politics, war, intrigue, money-gathering,

and spilling blood; the first a world of thoroughbred

Egyptian skaykhs who were proud of their fellaheen

extraction, and the second a world of Turkish Knights

living on administration and plunder in the name of the
Sultan-Caliph of Istanbul.®

Jabarti’s critique of the French was penned to serve his two-
fold task of providing a running commentary about current Egyptian
politics and daily events, together with gaining some political
advantage for himself. "What directed Jabarti to writing his
Chronicles was his association with Muhammad Murtada al-Zubaydi,
the greatest Arabic philologist of the second half of the
eighteenth century and author of the famous dictionary Taj

 Through this association with al—Zubaydi, Jabart i grew

altarus."
more knowledgeable of the complexities of the Arabic language.
This, in part, may explain Jabarti’s scathing critique of
Napoleon's attempt to issue a proclamation touting the French

loyalty to the cause of Islam.

Ismail Poonawala studied the way in which Jabarti’s patterns
of thinking evolved over three major time periods in his life.
v -
The evolution of Al-Gabarti'’'s historical thinking can be
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divided into three stages; the first is from 1190/1776-7

till the advent of the French, the second starts with the

French occupation of Egypt 121371798 and lasts until the

accession of Muhammad ‘Ali to power in 1220/1805 the

third and final stage begins thereafcer.
This chapter will be primarily concerned with stage two of this
thinking process. Although Jabarti soon became engrossed in
compiling biographical dictionary information on behalf of al-
Zubayd{, he quickly turned his attention to matters at hand. One
wonders what he must have thought when first sighting the French as
they bhegan to exert control over Egypt. Jabarti witnessed the
French invasion of Egypt with his own eyes. Prior philological
training with al—Zubaydi no doubt whetted his appetite for

examining the curious French document which attempted to justify

the French invasion on religious grounds.

Jabarti was quick to notice flaws in the document. The French
mistakenly put forward the notion that they were against the Papal
mission in Rome, thinking the Muslims would take this as a sign of
loyalty to Islam. To the contrary, this stand confirmed the
Muslims’ belief that the French were sadly lacking in any religion.
In discussing the proclamation, Jabarti reasons:

They agree with the Muslaims by mentioning the name of God
and rejecting his paternity and any association with him.
They disagree with them by not confessing the sahada and
rejecting the Message, and also by._ rejectlng the norms
and principles laid down by the Sarifa. Thus they agree
with the Chraistians. But they disagree with the
Christians by rejecting the Trinity and the message, by
killing priests, and by destroying churches. They agree
with the Jews in the Unity of God, as Lthey do not believe
in the Trinity. But they are Muga551m1n (who give
coroporeal attributes to God) and thus they disagree with
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the Jews.!

Jabarti concludes that the French believe in no religion and should

be considered as atheists.

The Egyptian writer also discusses Napoleon’'s effort to
convince the Egyptians that the French had come to be their saviors
from the crushing rule of the Turks. Jabarti comments:

This is the first lie Napoleon fabricated, then he went
further to a bigger lie when he said that he worshipped
God more than the Mamluks did. Certainly, this shows
nothing but his insanity and absolute ignorance. How
could worship be of any value with infidelity? He said
that he respected the Prophet. This is also an absolute
lie. If he really respects the Prophet, he would have

believed in Him, and accepted the Islamic faith. He
further says that he respects the Holy Qur’an. This is
heaping lie upon lie. To respect the Qur'’an means to

exalt it, and to exalt it means to believe what is in it.
The Qur’an is a testimony of the Prophet’s truthfulness.
He was the last Prophet and His umma i1s the best of all
nations. But the French reject all these.!?

Jabarti represented the Muslim *ulama’ who rejected the French
as true followers of Islam and eventually as rulers of Egypt. Even
though the Muslim leadership paid homage to the greatness of
Napoleon and his savants, secretly they were pleotting ways of
pushing the French out of the Levant. The French, unaccustomed to
the living out of Muslim beliefs and customs, mistakenly thought
that their proclamation had fooled their Muslim neighbors into
thinking the French were true Muslims. Nothing could have been

farther from the truth.

Napoleon’s scheme to colonize Egypt by convincing Muslims of
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his Islamic beliefs was doomed to failure. French storybook

visions of the Orient, such as images from Thousand and One Nights,

blinded the French to the underlying currents of thought and action
in Islamic Egypt. The French were largely ignorant of the country
they were about to conquer and occupy. They had contact with
Alexandria through shipping commerce, but they had scarcely any
knowledge about the interior of Egypt. Napoleon and his entourage
failed in their venture to control Egypt because of military
pressures, cultural misunderstandings and, a miscalculation of how
successfully to address the all-encompassing "Islamic element* of
Egypt. Despite their thinly veiled scheme to present themselves as
"true Muslims," the French demonstrated their Western, secular
orientation by the methods they used to conguer and govern Egypt.
Soon the indigenous peoples rallied to support the corrupt Mamluk
leadership against those who denied Allah and His Prophet Muhammad.
Bonaparte failed to recognize the cohesiveness of the Muslim
population against an alien Western conqueror. Girgis provides a
proper summary to this argument:

Bonaparte’'s bombastically phrased proclamations, his

appeal to the prophet’s religion, his attempt to

transplant the secular national conception of Europe to

the Egyptian soil, his efforts to win the alliance of the

people by introducing some institutions for the self-

government, then his attempt to awaken Arab Nationalism

and shift the eyes of the Muslim Arabs towards the Sharif

of Mecca, instead of the Sultan, could not avail him

much. Indeed Egyptian Nationalism, self-government and

Arab Nationalism were too feeble to substitute the deeply

rooted tradition of leadership and the corporate Muslim
feeling.®

Background Information - The Setting

47



A brief analysis of French politics and the vulnerability of

e

Egypt to foreign attack are useful in understanding why the French
chose to invade Egypt. Napoleon was eager to prove his military
might on the battlefield once again after a victory in Italy. But
first he had to procure the favor of a new French government in
order to carry out his new plans.

To unravel the tangled skein of the contradictory
interpretations lying behind the decision to attack
Egypt, a brief examination of France’s international
position in 1798 15 in order. The coup of 18 Fructidor
(4 September 1797) had eliminated the moderate elements
in the Directory, replacing them with a bellicose Jacobin
government which rejected England’s peace overtures at
Lille and imposed the harsh treaty of Campo Formio on
Austria in October 1797. By the autumn of 1798 the
Republic’s 1invincible armies proceeded to occupy the
central cantons of Switzerland and the Italian cap:ital,
setting up sister Republics modelled on her north Italian
client states in Berne and Rome. In June a purge within
the rvanks of the government of the Batavian Republic
brought Holland'’s naval resources under strict control,
while the protracted negotiations at Rastatt enabled
French diplomacy to exploit German rivalries to secure
Mainz and the Rhine frontier in return for appropriate
indemnities among the German princes. Naples dreaded the
inevitable French incursion that would overrun Sicily
from the Papal states, and although Spain, a hesitant
ally saince 1796, tried to evade her commitments, her
alliance served at least to deny England entrance to the
Mediterranean. Except for Portugal, England stood alone
against the Jacobin menace. But despite a depleted
treasury and recurring Irish revolts, her navy had
succeeded in overcoming the mutinies of Spithead and the
Nore, allowing Duncan to smash the Dutch at Camperdown
and Jervis to blockade Cadiz after his victory off Cape
St. Vincent, leaving the way open for Nelson’s battle
squadron to re-enter the Mediterranean.‘'®

France faced the choice of continuing to dominate various
parts of Burope or of forging a new military plan by adopting the

idea of conquering the Levant. A major concern was the grudgingly

gy
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admitted superiority of the English Navy commanded by Lord Nelson.
Napoleon was aware of the English sea power but nevertrheless pushed
for the plan of an invasion of Egypt. This effort .ovetailed with
the French need for additional grain supplies and trade.

In the 1790's, economic restrictions imposed by the
Revoluticnary government in Paris made the local French
trade situation even more difficult. In the summer of
1793, the Convention laid an embargo on the export of
French goods and forbade the transmission of funds to
foreign countries, thus making payment for imports
impossible. In June 1793, the British declared grain and
raw materials to be contraband of war. By September of
1763, France was almost cut off from world trade. This
almost certainly underlay the famous "vexations" of
French merchants and 1s generally alleged to be one of

the jﬂgtiflcatlons of the Napoleonic invasion of Egypt in
1798. ’

The French merchants began to envision the financial and practical
gains of acquiring Egyptian rice and grains should Egypt become
owned by France. The trade restrictions meant that France was
suffering from a severe grain shortage, and it appeared that

Egypt’s bountiful resources might serve to redress the situation.

The French were brimming over with confidence because they

knew that Egypt was vulnerable and ripe for attack.

...Egypt was a weak tributary formation. It was weak in
the sense that the extraction of ground rent depended on
the c¢entral government, and not on a seilygneurial
presence. It was weak in the sense that the reproduction
of the system depended con the active cooperation of the
rich peasants, who had to ensure the day-to-day
maingenance of agriculture. Finally, 1t was vulnerable
vis-a-vis Europe in the sense that 1ts commercial sector,
which was confined largely to the city of Cairo, was
disproportionately large. This pre-capitalist commercial
sector from Ayyubid times to the early seventeenth
century performed the functions of distribution and
financing for the ruling class; thereafter, industry and
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trade came to account for half or more of the tax revenue
{ and constituted_a principal arena of struggle for
dominion by Mamliks and Janissaries.®f
The time was right for France to capitalize on the expansion of its
Empire. Conquering Egypt would mean immediate food and monetary
assistance for the French. Napoleon was more than willing to lead
the invasion because he was too young to serve in the Directory.
He also badly wanted to fulfill his dream of conquering one of the

world’s oldest countries. Napoleon managed to convince his

superiors that invading Egypt was worth the risk.

The French General was a clever man. He knew the
potentialities of what a colonized Egypt could offer to France.
Foregoing a plan to attack England, Napoleon turned his eyes toward
the East and contemplated a new victory.

But England was never in Napoleon’s eyes a mere island;

she was a world power whose principal strength lay in her

wide commerce and her Indian possessions. To attack

England with success was a feat which could be

accomplished in more ways than one. If the Channel was

impassable, the Mediterranean was open, and a French army
established in Egypt might just create that diversion in

the naval forces of his opponent without which it would

be folly to attempt the crowning enterprise on London.?Y
A nagging question remained. How would the French be able to
finance such an endeavor? Maintaining the costs of such a
significant military quest would be expensive, indeed. The answer

turned out to be the quick plundering of a neighboring country.

"...after money had been found from the spoils of an unprovoked

invasion of Switzerland, an armada was sent out in 400 ships in May

1798."'"" Having sufficient funding was only part of the puzzle.
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Napoleon still faced two major problems:

(1) The impending threat

of a war between Turkey and France, and (2) the danger of having to
confront the highly skilled British fleet. After continued

calculations, the proud General opted to begin the invasion.

"Carrying along water for a month and provisions for two, the
biggest maritime expedition that had crossed the Mediterranean
since the Crusaders sailed from Toulon on the 19th of May 1798.""
This grand expedition was carried out in the name of justice. The

French claimed it was mounted to free the Egyptians from the cruel

hands of the Mamluk tyrants. But other motives were of paramount

importance. The Directors in France were afraid of a direct attack
upon England. They circumvented this military concern by
commissioning Napoleon to lead the "Army of England® against the
Mamluk Beys of Egypt. England occupied the Dutch Cape of Good
Hope, and the French sought to establish a shorter trade route to

India. This was a careful plan meant to challenge the supremacy of

the English Empire.

A victory over Italy had whetted Napoleon’s appetite for
greater glory. He calculated that capturing Egypt would be the
best way to initiate the downfall of England. Napoleon’'s fleet was
no mean collection of vessels. The provisions allotted enabled
them to make the journey across the Mediterranean with few

problems. Eventually, all facets of the French Fleet converged and

headed toward Alexandria.
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At sea, the armada would cover from eight to ten square
kilometers. When the units from Genoa, Cittavecchia, and
Ajaccio joined the main fleet, the invasion forces would
comprise 400 vessels - frigates, brigs, sloops, and
transports - carrying 55,000 men, L,026 cannons, 1,000
pieces of field artillery, 467 wvehicles, and 1,000
horses; not to mention numerous women (in addition to
female sutlers), who had come aboard the ships more or
less clandestinely.’

This impressive foray of ships and weapons equipped the French
Fleet to cause widespread destruction upon engagement with the
Egyptians. But Napoleon realized that a Herculean task lay ahead.
First of all, his soldiers were largely ignorant about the nature
of the journey.

Incredible as 1t may seem, only a few of Bonaparte’s

companions knew the real destination of the voyage. Some
thought 1t was Sicily or Naples. Almost no one suspected

an expedition to the Levant. For the moment, however,
most of the passengers - seasick, crowded together,
poorly fed - were wishing they were back on land and

trying to forget their hardships by making fun of the
nine acres of land promised by the commanding general.?!

Following a quick defeat of Alexandria upon landing, Napoleon
delivered his famous edict concerning the French love of Allah, the
Prophet Muhammad, and the Qurfan. Then it was time to cross the
desert to Cairo. The General wondered 1f his troops would die of
thirst before reaching the ancient city. His fears were unfounded,
and the French finally prepared for a frontal assault on Cairo.

In the dawn of July 21 (3 Thermidor, Year VI) the
soldiers beheld a tremendous spectacle; on the one hand,
the pyramids - colossal and majestic triangles which
glittered in the sun; on the other, across the Nile and
behind the ramparts, the 350 minarets of Cairo and,
towering above all this, the citadel of Saladin. Twelve
thousand fellahs occupied Embaba; several tens of
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thousands of soldiers were milling about in the plain;
and along the near bank of the river, occupied by
Ibrahim’s gun emplacements, was a long line of 6,000
Mamelukes with flashing arms, ready to charge, Did
Bonaparte say (as he 1s reported to have said):
"Soldiers, from the top of those pyramids, forty
centuries look down on you?"*-

The French superiority of weapons and tactical maneuvers led
to a massive slaughter of the Mamluk forces and their accompanying
army. It should be noted, however, that French sources concerning
Napoleon's invasion cf Egypt give an overly optimistic view of the
battles. Napoleon’s forces, no doubt, did triumph in the end. The
Battle of the Pyramids provided a last gasp for the Mamluks against
a superior fighting force. But the Turks were not without their

moments of glory.

"When Murad learned of the capture of Alexandria, he went
out from Ceiro to meet Bonaparte. Tchesmelis seconded
the advance of his commander by going down the Nile to
the wvillage of Shubrakit, where he installed two
batteries of nine-balls, and set up fortifications so
that the village was on his left and the Delta was on his
right." When Napoleon s admiral, Perree, who was leading
the advance, arrived at Shubrakhit, he was completely
surprised by withering artillery fire. Unable to fight
back, the French sailors deserted a number of their
ships. Luckily for Napoleon, there happened to be some
infantry contingents in the vicinity near enough to bring
up; when these a;rived, they captured the gun batteries,
permitting Perree to recover his fleet. 1In this fierce
but rarely discussed battle, each side lost akout three
hundred men. Even the capture of Alexandria was not as
easy as the more romantic French sources have pictured
it. A letter from a French soldier or officer dated July
6, 1798, spoke of the Mamluks in Alexandria as having
weak artillery but deadly musketry.<’

Napoleon’s military genius and superior forces enabled the
French to prevail over the Mamluks. The French General anticipated
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the glorious moment of entering Cairo for the first time. In the
event, he was disappo:inted with the squalor. Napoleon soon became
well acquainted with this aspect of his newly conquered city.

Cairo rather disappointed him. How different i1t was from
the decor of Thousand and One Nights that he thought he
would find 1n the famous city! "It is difficult,” he
wrote the Directory, "to find a land more fertile (he was
of course speaking only of the narrow valley) and a
people more impoverished, ignorant, and degraded." For
him, the 300,000 inhabitants of Cairo were "the most
wretched population in the woc¢ld."#

Despite his disappointment with Cairo and its populace mired
in filth, Napoleon knew he had to address the matter of religion.
He quickly began a campaign to cajole the Egypt.ans into
recognizing his (alleged) 1interest in the Islamic faith. His
military training and well-read background prepared him to court
the fulamd’ and persuade them to support his rule. *"From the time
of his arrival in Cairo his proclaimed policy was directed toward
winning their support, that is, the support of the merchants and

‘ulama’ .

Napoleon Bonaparte and Islam

Napoleon’'s regime suffered from a lack of finances and the
growing threat of war between France and Turkey. These
circumstances, combined with Napoleon’s desire to control the
Muslims and their leaders, caused him to engage in religious
rhetoric about the Prophet and the Qur’an in order to rally the
people to his side. Napoleon thought that proper identification
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with the religion of many Egyptians would better enable him to
manipulate and control the masses. He was fervent in cultivating
this approach to religion.
When he landed with his army and captured Alexandria in
July, 1798, he proclaimed, "I have come to restore Lo you
your rights and to punish the usurpers. I worship God
more than the Mamelukes do, and 1 respect his Prophet

Muhammed and the admirable Koran...tell the people that
the French are also true Muslims, "<’

But Bonaparte miscalculated the effect his soldiers would have
on this foreign country. The French could not discard their
European cultural trappings. Also, Napoleon seriously misjudged
the amount of loyalty the Muslims had for each other in facing
unknown strangers from the West. He failed to recognize the
complex web of social structure inherent to the Ottoman Empire.
Muslims felt akin to other Muslims even though they resided in
different countries, something which was very different from the
Westerner’s allegiance to his or her country of origin. The French

way of life seemed alien to the Muslim populace.

The French offered a totally new way of life to Islamic Egypt.
No doubt the impact of the French was a bit overwhelming to their
Muslim subordinates. Napoleon’s flirtation with the matter of
converting to Islam aroused the interest of some Muslim
theologians. Perhaps the French could be converted to Islam!

A curious exchange followed between the sheiks of the

Mosque El Azhar and Bonaparte. There were obstacles to

his and his army’'s conversion to Islam, Bonaparte

informed the theologians. One was the matter of

circumcision, the other was the prohibition of wine. His
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men, having drunk wine all their lives, would never
consent to give it up, and they were tenderly attached to
their foreskins.?’

Later, the fulama®'® of al-Azhar issued fetwas condoning these
practices by the French as acceptable to the Islamic faith
“...provided they redeem their sin by contributing one fifth of

theirs income to good works, instead of the customary tenth."?®

Despite their negotiations, Muslims remained suspicious of
Napoleon‘s motives. How could they trust a man who had just
conguered their country? The religious leaders eventually decided
that the Mamluks, as Muslims, were to be trusted as opposed to the
leader of a foreign army. To Muslims, Bonaparte was obviously not
a Muslim; he came from a Western nation. Therefore, he could not
have valid reasons for wanting to respect Islam. Most likely, he
was preparing to attack the fulama’ and to use Islam for his own

political use.

It was the Muslims who took the first action. Excited by the
possibility of the Sultan‘s Muslim army marching to Cairo,
rebellion erupted in the heart of Cairo.

Among its first fruits was the insurrection which broke
out in Cairo on 21 October. It began with the religious
call to the Holy War, and was a spontaneous affair
without leadership or coordination. The military
governor of Cairo was killed in the first hours of the
rising and the news of this doubtless encouraged the
insurgents. But the French reacted with vigor and the
rebels were soon surrounded in the quarter of the Azhar
Mosque, the main centre of Muslim religious education in
Egypt. There they were subjected to artillery fire from
the Citadel and the whole affair was over in 36 hours.
The French had lost 300 men and the insurgents probably
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3,000. Although "Napoleon forgiving the Rebels of Cairo®
became a favorite theme for court painters under the
Empire, French reprisals were stern. Six of the shaikhs
of al Azhar were executed after a summary court trial and
several more were condermned 1n their absence, all
Egyptians taken with arms in their hands were executed
without further ado, and the disarming of the population
which followed the rising was carried out with little
consideration for Muslim customs or feelings. °

Though a failure, the “Cairo Revolt" marked a turning point in
the French occupation of Egypt. Napoleon was learning that
religious matters were far more complicated than he had ever
imagined. The French were beginning to run out of options. They
strengthened their military control over the Egyptians and wore
faced with more defiance by increasingly hostile Muslims eager to
expel the French from Egypt. The French had been cut off from
France by the English Fleet. They now faced the advent of the

Sultan'’s army, and they were worried about the impending war with

Turkey.

The French fared poorly in Egypt because they attempted to
govern their new colony as if it were an European country. Their
knowledge of Islam was cursory at best, and they seemed unable to
grasp the significance of how Islam so permeated the Egyptian
culture in all aspects. Speaking of Napoleon, A.B. Rodger states:

True, he was at his best the most intelligent, if not the
wisest head of a state modern Europe has yet seen; it is
equally true that, as H.A.L. Fisher said, he had a mania
for practical improvement, and could never see an
institution or organization without tinkering with it;
but, as has already been noted, his lasting
administrative successes were confined to the civilized
countries of Europe, and the farther he got away from
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those regions, the more his work becomes unhistoracal,
doctrinaire, flimsy, and superficial. Sc it was with

Egypt .

European Cultural Influences on Egvpt

Napoleon’s commercial interest in Egypt 1led to his
organization of the country in a European style. This was not
suitable for adapting to a new environment but it did serve to
create interest in Egypt as Europe began to receive detailed
information about the land newly captured by the French.

The archeclogical invasion of Egypt was the direct result

of the French invasion and the consequent interest

aroused in Westen Europe by the memorials of ancient

Egypt publicized by the French invaders.?®!

The French General laid out some proper groundwork before beginning
to exert his influence over the country. He took care of the

health care system, security, and monetary matters’? before moving

on to the French plan to "culture" the Egyptians.

This plan was already formulated before the French left their
own country. A large collection of enginecrs, scientists, and
doctors organized to begin a massive study of the Egyptian culture.

Before the expedition left France these savants had been

organized into a Commission of Sciences and Arts,
consisting of 165 persons, including civil engineers,

sSurveyors, cartographers, architects, botanists,
zoologists, physicians, pharmacists, chemists, and
mineralogists. There were also a few artists,

mathematicians, archaeologists, writers, and musicians.
Soon after theair arraival in Egypt an inner group of the
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most distinguished of these savants formed themselves
into the Institut d'Egypte, a more select and more
specifically academic society than the Commission of
Sciences and Arts. It had as 1ts stated objectives: (1)
progress and the propagation of enlightenment in Egypt:
{2) the research, study and publication of natural,
industrial and historical facts about Egyprt: {3) the
giving of advice about various subjects on which the
French administration might consult them, '

Napoleon felt that a thorough study of Egypt would whet the
appetities of Europeans wanting to know more about the enchanting

land of Thousand and One Nights. He also thought this process

would enable aim to glean important information about the

intricacies of Egyptian society - valuable knowledge for the
colonialists. The French, no doubt, were quite dismayed by the
profound lack of literacy amongst the populace. "Only the

Christian Copts and a handful of sheiks and imams could read and
write. Until the arrival of the French, there were only two
printing presses in the whole Ottoman Empire, neither of them in
Egypt."?* Perhaps the most significant Western contribution of the
French to Egypt was the printing press.

Bonaparte brought two printing plants with his army.
One, operated by the Orientalist Marcel and a staff of
thirty-one, remained in Alexandria until the end of 1798
(although Marcel preceded it to Cairo). It had three
sets of type - French, Arabic, and Greek. On its presses
all Bonaparte’s proclamations were printed, as was the
first book ever printed in Egypt - Exercises 1in Literary
Arabic, Extracted from the Koran, for the Use of Those
Who are Studying That Language.’”

The printing presses printed out information about the glory of
ancient Egypt. The presses became tools of the Institute which

promoted the study of ancient Egypt - as opposed to educating the
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indigenous masses. The printing press seemed to be a machine
l designed to serve the self-interests of the French. Other
institutions focused on satisfying the needs of the governmental
bureaucracy. Most Egyptians were immediately suspicious of the
newly established French institutions and failed to understand the

benefits of such foreign influences.
Sociretal Effects of the French Invasion

The French, no doubt, underestimated the degree of cultural

shock and resistance to change that the Egyptians exhibited during

the conquest and occupation of their country. But Egyptian fulami’®
and other leaders often acquiesced in French demands under the
guise of friendship and agreement when, actually, they despised
their foreign masters. The roots of European ideas were planted in
the Egyptian culture but did not reach fruition until the advent of
Muhammad ‘Ali, who sent numerous Egyptians to Europe on student

missions.

The new ruler of Egypt had specific reasons for sending
students to Europe. He was motivated "...by the desire to bring to
Egypt the practical wisdom of the French, not so much in order to

regenerate his country in their image, but rather to consolidate

his power by mastering their superiority in the art of war."’¢

Muhammad ‘Ali took over a country that had been largely
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transformed by the French. Napoleon was not averse to being
aggressive about changing the societal structure in ways he thought
would teach the Egyptians a new way of life and a new way of
thinking. *"...there is ample evidence that the use of education as
a tool to win over the minds of a native elite to the revolutionary
principles he so self-consciously incarnated was never absent from

Bonaparte’s mind."?*’

But during Napoleon’s reign, Ottoman Egypt began a social
metamorphosis. The Ottoman military elite, with docile fulama’ in

tow, had dictated the country’'s daily life and future destiny up

until Napoleon's arrival. The French overhauled the social

structure of Egypt, and in doing so, uplifted the ‘ulama’ to a more

influential position in society.

This organic structure of functions, 1interests and
prescriptive rights was damaged by Bonaparte'’s conquest.
The old military elite, largely Mamluk i1n composition,
forfeited its place to the soldiers of the Republic.
With its passing, the other element in the traditional
partnership, the ‘ulamd’, increased in prestige and
influence. Not only were the fulama'’ the natural leaders
and spokesmen of the Muslim community in times of crisis,
but their status was recognized and indeed enhanced by
Bonaparte. By cultivating thelr acquaintance and
flattering them he sought to win their support, but his
tactics must have seemed crude and childish enocugh to men
grown old in the politics of Ottoman Egypt. With the
habitual deference to authority of their order, they
accepted his decorations and subscribed the documents
drafted for them, while remaining totally uncommitted in

their hearts to republicanism, France or Napoleon
Bonaparte.?®

The significant culture shock experienced by the Egyptians

- caused them to turn away from the French. The Muslims sought

¢
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solace in the counsels of their religious leaders. "They turned to
the fUlamas’ and Sheikhs, the sole refuge and main repository of
consolation."! As previously noted, mest of the fulama’ paid lip
service to the French command but thought otherwise in their
hearts. The Cairo rebellion showed only the tip of the iceberg.
Discontent with the infidel French had been brewing for some time

but had only occasionally risen to the surface,

An Islamic Critigue

In the Mazhar by al-Jabarti, we learn of some true feelings
about the French as chronicled by this noted Arab scholar.

...the French, in spite of their protestations to the

contrary, are indeed atheists. They may say they respect

the Qurfan, yet they do not hesitate to touch it after

urinating. They are all together an 1ll-mannered people,

who shave and wear shoes on expensive carpets.?”
It should be noted that al-Jabarti does present the French in a
more favorable light 1n subsequent publications. He recognizes
some merit in their scientific achievements and their form of
government . However, the point to be made 1s that he was a pious
Muslim observing foreigners who were presenting an unacceptable way
of life to Muslims. The French claimed to be followers of the
Prophet Muhammad, yet, in essence, they were seen as infidels based

on the behavior they condoned in public: “The French drank in

public and encouraged females to appear unveiled."*

These actions are only a few of the reasons why the Egyptians
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turned to their religious leaders for help and gave their
allegiance to the Mamluks instead of the French. Perhaps the most
notable reason for the gulf between the French and their conquered
populace was a matter of Islamic pride and togetherness,
Boundaries of countries, in the Islamic world, were secondary to
the unwritten bonds of fellowship amongst Muslims, even those who
are being ruled by another Muslim land. "The source of all
authority in Islam resided in the sacred law which was
internationally applicable to all believers disregarding the

territorial boundaries, "¢

It is plausible to speculate that Napoleon would have failed
in his mission to maintain Egypt as a colony even if Nelson had not
defeated his fleet and even if France had not been threatened with
a war against Turkey. This conclusion is justified because the
French did not understand Islam or its functions in the society.
Their cultural foibles and their ignorance of Islam might have

possibly led to their downfall anyway.

Conclusion - The End of an Era

Napoleon’s romantic mission to Egypt was a failure. He became
disenchanted with the situation toward the end of his stay in the
ancient land. At last it was time for him to depart.

Cut off from France by the British ftleet, and checked 1in

the East by the obstinate resistance of Acre, Egypt

became a great prison for the ambitious General whose

models were Alexander and Caesar. Having kept the warmth
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of his countrymen at home far away from the discredited
Directory, Bonaparte deserted his helpless and penniless
soldiers trapped 1in these unhealthy and discouraging
conditions.¥

, .
General Kleber was hand-picked by Napoleon to continue with his
affairs in Egypt. Kléber was notified of this decision through the
mail, so there was little recourse for rebuttal. Apparently, the
two military leaders were often at odds with each other.
/

Nevertheless, the report Kleber submitted to the Directors in
France betrayed the degree of disarray left by Napoleon in Egypt.
Bonaparte had left without warning, he said; the army was
1n a bad state; the finances of the country were near
bankruptcy; pay was badly in arrears; there was not a sou
in the Treasury, but a deficit of twelve million francs;
the taxes had been anticipated, and little more would
come i1n until the Nile floods were over, and in any case
that year’s Nile was a bad one; the economic reforms were

not paying dividends; and the population was riddled with
discontent B *

Regardless of the failure of the French mission to Egypt,
certain matters had changed permanently. Western culture and ways
of thought had pierced the long isolated Islamic nation of Egypt.
Desaix and his entourage found the ancient monuments located in
Karnak and Luxor. The hieroglyphics on the Rosetta Stone were
deciphered by a French specialist, and the Institute had sent reams
of .nformation to Europe regarding the splendor of ancient Egypt
and its artifacts. The French language and culture were to have a
lasting effect upon Egypt even though Napoleon’s forces spent only
a total of three years 1in the desert country. Herold describes the
French occupation in the following terms:

0Of all colonial campaigns, 1t was perhaps the most
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remarkable, not only because of the personalities
involved in 1t, not cnly because of the scope of 1ts
planning or the excitement of 1ts adventure, but more
especially because of the earnestness with which
Bonaparte and his two successors sought to bring about a
fusion“pf the secular West and the Islamic East on equal
terms.*

Yes, this was a remarkable campaign. Napoleon came to Egypt
fully expecting to conquer it and to keep the country as a French
colony; but he expected to do 1t with only a strong army and a
cursory knowledge of the Islamic way of life. The campaign was
remarkable in that the French carted off many Egyptian treasures to
European museums. The campaign was remarkable also in that
Napoleon thought he could actually fool the Muslims i1nto believing
that the French were true Muslims. There 1s no doubt that the

campaign was an "adventure," at least for the French.

The adventure failed, in part, because the Egyptians could not
accept being governed by a foreign power. Moreover, they refused

to be subjects of non-Islamic peoples.

The introduction of the new ideas and institutions of the
French were too "modern" and sudden to counteract or
undermine the old traditions, sentiments and thoughts of
the majority of Muslims. The ancient semitic theory of
the inseparability of religion and nationality, and the
traditional belief in the oneness and indivisibilaity of
the source of legitimacy still predominated the political
arena at that time, 1n a society which had been
stratified in terms of belief rather than in race.®

Napoleon‘’s occupation of Egypt did serve to spark an interest in
higher learning in the country. The French language and way of

life still persist in modern Egypt. But the French attempt to make
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{' Egypt a long-standing colony failed due to outside military
pressures; the attempt to transplant a European political system to
North African soil; and an underestimation of the significance of

how to address the problem of Muslims unwilling to be ruled by a

non-Muslim power.
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Chapter Three
Organized Resistance to the French

Organized opposition to Napoleon was based in the power of the
fulama’, who reflected the spirit of the people i1n their thoughts
and actions. Napoleon's sophisticated attempt to transform the
Egyptian political system into a European style of government was
a limited success because of the Islamic religious element in
Egypt. Napoleon was probably doomed to failure in this sense
because he could not understand the emotional difference for
Egyptians between being governed by a Muslim power, although
corrupt, and being ruled by a foreign, non-Muslim power. The
French could not hide their religious and i1deological differences
from the Muslims.

Muslims are, by and large, devout and close to their

religion because it 1is deeply enmeshed 1in their way of

life. When threatened by outside forces, or by local
forces which seem more attuned to the outside world than

to their own internal society, the balance 1s redressed

by the appeal to religion - the equivalent of the inside
force negating the alien influence.!

The French demonstrated their alien mannerisms in a number of
ways. Most of the soldiers did not hesitate to imbibe wine to an
excess and to chase after the indigenous women, as well as the
female stowaways on board the ships that landed in Egypt from
France. Some women came along on tae journey seeking adventure as
well as to entertain the soldiers. The fact that these French

women appeared unveiled in public and wore their French clothing
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was appalling to many Muslims who could not understand or condone
this type of attire. This example was just another of the many
obvious differences between the cultures. Many Muslims turned to
their religious leaders for solace and for some ideas about how to

deal with the new congquerors of their land.

Napoleon was quick to supply the answers to their questaions
with his noted proclamation, as was discussed in Chapter Two. The
French general demonstrated a rudimentary knowledge of the Qur’an,
the Bible and the Vedas. This background helped him to think of
appropriate ways in which to present his governmental reforms . A
key matter in this attempt was to convince not only the ‘ulama’,
but the general populace as well that he sincerely had their best
interests at heart. A feather 1n Napoleon’s cap was the French
technological advancement of the printing press. This instrument
was used to achieve the goals of his campaign.

Egypt witnessed the birth of 1ts press under Napoleon,

who was aware of the fact that the most decisive weapon

to win the hearts of the Egyptians, was ‘propaganda’.

His firm belief in the role played by the press, was

based wupon his personal interest for practicing

journalism in his youth, considering it a major factor
behind his success and for the achievement of his

ambitious goals, besides his successful experience 1in
using the press during his campaign in Italy.®

Napoleon had definite plans about how to forge ties with the
fulama’ and to use them for his ends. The fulamd’ represented the
heartbeat of the Egyptian society. Bonaparte knew he had to share

with them the power of ruling the country if he wanted to succeed.
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The fulama’ displayed mixed feelings about the French. Some of
them admired the French ingenuity and ability to promote such a
widespread study of their culture. Jabarti was amazed by the
systematic approach - the Institute project - that the French used
to study Egypt. But most of the 'ulama' were deeply resentful of
being ruled by a non-Muslim power. They paid lip service to
Napoleon as the supreme commander and, at the same time, plotted
behind the scenes to devise some skilled ways of fighting back

against the French.

Napoleon as Leader

Although he was skilled at governing and was a master of war,
Napoleon lacked the depth of understanding necessary to quell the
disturbances which were being organized to disrupt his rule.

Problems began immediately as he attempted to govern a Muslim

country.

The first year of the French occupaticn of Egypt had not
justified Bonaparte’s expectation that the native
inhabitants would welcome the French as their liberators
from Mameluke tyranny. , He had underestimated the
influence of the Muslims fanaticism which caused the
Egyptians to hate and distrust the French as infidels.
His clumsy attempts to show sympathy with Islam
exacerbated rather than diminished this prejudice. He
neglected to consider the unpopularity which was bound to
accrue from the £financial levies 1imposed fcr the
maintenance of his army after it had been cut off from
France by Nelson’s victory at Abugir. He was surprised
at the extent to which the native Egyptians were
incapable of and apathetic towards any measure of self-
government. He did not appreciate the instinctave
Oriental suspicion of nearly all forms of government
activity, and did not realize that sinister motives would
be attributed even to actions beneficent in their
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attentions.’

The indigenous populace and the tulama’ had already spent many
years under the yoke of tyranny. They had not been yet in a
position to oppose openly any of their oppressors. However, the
fulamd’ did not consider it their role to exercise political power
over the country as they were deeply distrustful of political
leadership. 1In addition, they were often financially dependent on
their superiors for their survival. (More will be said about this

in subsequent discussions,)

Napoleon should be credited for truly believing in some of the
aspects of Islam, as he saw them,

An anti-Trinitarian, anti-clerical Deist, he admired a
religion which was so monotheistic and without its clergy
or Vatican. ... what he liked about Islam was its
identification of religion and politics. He remarked to
Gourgaud that ‘1t 1s ridiculous for a head of State not
to be head of its religion.’ He liked the apparently
sensual aspects of the Koran'’s teaching. The great
Caliphs embodied a conception of the State that was his
own; a need for order tempered by some regard for
counsel, ceremony, the concern to exercise strength with
justice, a taste for speech-making, the application of
warlike princaiples to all aspects of life and government.
The profound submission to the chief of state which he
sens?d everywhere in Islam was not likely to displease
him.

Napoleon loved the i1dea of the church and state as one. He
saw an opportunity to put this idea into practice in Egypt. I
suspect that Napoleon reasoned that such a blending of religion and

politics would endow him with greater control over the country. To

achieve his end, however, required careful consideration of who
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could best assist him by sharing the reins of power. It was

important to him to find a group of Egyptians who would have the
same ideas and values that he had.

In his policy for a new Egypt Napoleon made a curious and
yet profound choice. He regarded the Bedouin as
dangerous marauders, to be suppressed as firmly as the
Mamelukes. Dissident and corrupt, they were opposed to
the very spirit of civilization. The people who would be

the intermediaries of the Napoleonic Egypt, the
ambassadors of the ideas of Voltaire and Rousseau, were
the Muslim religious leaders: the Ulema. For with a

shaft of vision that was to remain his alone throughout
the century, Napoleon saw that the religion of Muhammad
was not, 1in essence, reactionary as Cromer was to die
believing, but contained in its simple propositions and
practical outlook, a firm basis on which a new order
might be raised. The Ulema were prospcerous; essentially
civilian, and therefore, unlikely to lead military
revolts; they loved justice; and they lived morally. He
also found that they shared a vision of a better Egypt.®

Napoleon believed the fulama’ were just the proper leaders who
would be perfect for hisplan of making Egypt a successful colony
of France. Following his famous proclamation, he immediatelyxpegan
to woo the fulamd’ to his side. His energies were directed toward
bringing the key elements of society into synch with his stated
policies. Unfortunately, Napoleon’'s own soldiers were among his
worst enemies. While their commander was doing his best to
establish important ties with the fulama’, the soldiers were
missing home,

...his soldiers were ordinary men, transplanted from

their own climate to this different land. They lacked

the intuitions of their leader. Once his back was

turned, and he had hurried off to address his Institute

on how drinking water could be purified, or whether

windmills or watermills were more effective for

irrigation, they turned to alcohol to assuage
homesickness, and to Muslim women, whom they seduced,

arousing in one evening the sternest taboos of the
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Egyptian people.”

Bonaparte was quick to order the executions of soldiers who
were found to have misbehaved either 1i1n terms of excessive
drunkenness or stealing from the indigenous population. Jabarti
reports that Bonaparte was extremely prompt and judicious about
addressing this matter. Once Napoleon had asserted his supreme
power in Egypt, he began to implement his plan to do some power-
sharing with the ‘ulama’. "While the Mamluks hid in upper Egypt,
Napoleon expropriated their lands and redistributed them to those

¢

members of the merchant elite and ‘ulama’ who would cooperate with

him."’

This plan was not without its complications. The fulama’ were
not used to sharing in the exercise of power because they had been
considered second-class citizens under the rule of the Mamluks.
Napoleon raised the status of the ‘ulama’ in the Egyptian society
by giving land to those ‘ulama’ who chose to cooperate with him.
But most of the fulama’ were suspicious of Napoleon because he was
not a Muslim and he was a foreigner asserting control over their
country. The tulama’ had no choice but to submit to the general’s
wishes, but they still had enough power of their own to consider
alternatives to a French-led Egypt. The ‘ulama’ found themselves
in a difficult position of receiving a higher status and greater
financial support and, at the same time, having to answer to their
own people concerning how Egypt could best rid itself of the
French. But Napcleon’s plan of shared leadership affected most
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aspects of Egyptian society. The ‘ulama’ were a bit startled by
their newly acquired position of power which affected even the
market place. The trade guilds in Cairo were an example of how
Napoleon’'s system caused some temporary widespread changes. "...1it
was Bonaparte’'s Divan which lent the guild shaykhs a politaical

importance they never possessed before or later."”

Napcleon’s Diwan system was his attempt to introduce a French
system of government to the Egyptians. This was quite a drastic
change for the fulama’ and their people.

Whatever the response of the Egyprians, we must note that
the idea of a local native government proposed by
Napoleon in his proclamation was novel to Egypt.
Regardless of the propaganda objectives of Napcleon's
policy, the invitation to the shaykhs, ulama and notables
to participate in a French-controlled government of Egypt
seemed to i1dentify a native leadership and to evoke a
local patriotism. Napolecon made ;t plain that he
considered these shaykhs and notables as the leaders of
the Egyptian people, and proceeded to negotiate with them
the establishment of the Diwan or Administrative Courncil.
Although he appointed 1ts members by decrees in July
1798, he ordered them to elect a president from among
themselves. The Diwan was to be responsible for cival
government in Cairo, although 1ts power was not final but
subject to approval or veto by the French military
governor. While the French authorities retained the
right to appeint cercain haigh civil officials without
consulting the Council, the latter di1d possess the broad
power of appointing all other officials under the French
directors. Another limitation upon the Council was the
participation of French members. Nor could 1ts authority
extend beyond Cairoc in fact, for MNapoleon organized a
system of Provincial Councils in the rest of the country,
to which he appointed French representatives of the
provinces with the leaders i1n Cairo, and, for that
purpose, 1n September 1798, he ordered the meeting of a
General Council (Diwan Am) .

One of Bonaparte’s alleged purposes was to familiarize
Egyptian notables with the processes of advisory councils
and representative government; ancther of his intentions
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was to assess rthe reaction and feeling of these native
leaders towards his system of Administrative Councils; to
devise a system of z1v1il and penal judiciary best suited
for his purposes 1in Egypt; to promulgate the kind of
legislation that would accommodate orderly laws of
inheritance: ard to plan the type of reform necessary for
landownership, .and surveys, and the devising of a proper

taxation system. All these measure were moreover
designed to win local support for the French against the
Ottomans .’

Napoleon sought to supplant the Ottoman system of government
by devising his own scheme of how the French should govern their
new colony. His challenge lay 1in being able to create a new
governmental system that would also be able to handle Islamic
matters such as family disputes and rights of inheritance.
"Jabarti reports that the purpose of this Grand Council was tc
examine and discuss three matters: religious (sharia) courts and

the judicial system; landownership; inheritance laws.""

Napoleon
had to make sure he maintained the delicate balance between
imposing new laws on the country, and at the same time, not
offending Muslim sensibilities concerning matters that were usually

decided by a Muslim court of law.

Jabarti, a member of the fulamd’ of Cairo, watched this
balancing act take place as he was an eye witness to the French
dealings with the tulama’ and the Muslim populace in general. He
saw how the French were faced with trying to run a country that was
so foreign to their own. This marked one of the first times a
western country had come face to face with an eastern nation., I.K,

Poonawala asks:




...what was the impact of the Napocleonic campaign as a
cultural confrontation on al-Gabarti, what was the
reaction to it of the man who was an eve-witness to this
scene? What kind of image did he form of the French
people?!!

The vast cultural differences between the Egyptians and the
French were glaringly ocbvious to Jabarti. His first impressions of
the French were rather unfavorable. But Jabarti was not without
his own prejudices.

Al-Gabarti’s hostile and unsympathetic attitude towards
the French prevented him not only from understanding
their alien culture but also from appreciating 1t. He
regarded the French as infidels and inferiors, and their
culture as despicable One reason for his feelings might
be that he 1nherited a legacy of the glorious Islamic
past which coincided with Europe’s darkest age. He was
born and brought up 1in a very religioug family of
scholars who were the heads of rhe riwag of Gabart in al-
Azhar. Al-Gabarti himself was a distinguished member of
the fulama’ of Cairo. This legacy of a glorious past,
combined with religious orthodoxy, could have generated
a kind of smugness towards the alien French culture.’

Despite his shortcomings, Jabarti's chronicles of the French
occupation of Egypt offer a descriptive picture of the encounter
between East and West. Jabarti’s sentiments toward the French were
alternately hot and cold; he despised their lack of manners but
admired their ability to set up the Institute to study Egypt in
such a systematic fashion. There is no doubt that Jabarti wrote
with sincerity as an Egyptian who was trying to make sense of what
was happening to his country.

What makes al-Jabarti an historian of the first rank, in

spite of the fact that he wrote only a local history, is

not only his outstanding natural gift, but also his

profound emotional involvement in his subject. He is a
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French culture.

French as they begin to rule his native land.

great lover of this country, who shares its joys and
sorrows to the full. It i1s as 1f he writes about his own
flesh and blood. This 1s the spirit with which the book
15 1mbued from reginning to end. The chronicle 1s a
splendid combination »f passicnate warmth and scholarly
detachment, which 15 only rarely overcome by any personal
or other kind »f bias. The reader never loses the
feeling of having his finger on the pulse of life and of
sharing in the true atmosphere of the country and of the
period. To this should be added our histor:ian’s concise,
concentrated, and factual way of writing, together with
his insight and his ability to go straight to the heart
of things and draw a complete picture w.th a few broad
strokes of his brush. '

Jabarti 1s to be credited with noting the distinctions of the

clear picture of the French because of Jabarti's keen eye for

detail.

...no thoughtful Egyptian observer could have set down
the history of the French occupation without paying some
attention to the characteristics that set the French
apart from more familiar groups like the Mamluks, the
Ottomarns or even the indigenous population i1tself. It
was the French, after all, whco altered drastically the
Egyptian form of government; al-Jabarti merely recorded
this event. It was also the French who had radically
different religious views and a totally unfamil.ar way of
life, and al-Jabarti simply registered these differences.
Finally, the French possessed a vastly superior science
and technology, and al-Jabart: was privileged to observe
and assess the results of that superiority. In other
words the French occupation was £for an Egyptian a
phenomenon sui generis, which could not be treated as one
would treat Mamluk i1n-fighting, and indeed as al-Jabarta
did treat Mamluk in-fighting. The French experience was
SO contrary to anything Egyptians had ever known that of
its very nature it tended to provoke thought and a re-
examination of values.'

He writes passionately and accurately about the

What emerges 1is a

Jabarti accepted the challenge of studying the French as an

alien group of people who thought and acted in ways different from
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those of his own people. He was struck by the need to examine the
impact of French influence upon his own life and writings. Jabart 1
chose actively to involve himself in i1nterpreting the ways in which
the French challenged the traditional ways of Islam. *When it
comes to the French, al-Jabarti starts for the first time to
interact personally with his material, rather than simply recording

it. nlis

Role of the ‘Ulama’ in Society

4

In traditional Islam the elite of scciety was divided
into men of the sword and men of the pen. Ideally these
should have worked 1in harmony but in practice the former
tended to dominate and the latter to refreat into
passivity. As time went on the functions of the men of
the pen, the masters of the religious science, the’ulema,
had gradually come to be the legitimization of authority,
mediation between authority and the local people, and
very occasionally opposition to authority.!

The local populace looked to the ‘ulama’ for guidance and
direction. Even though the fulama’ were usually tied to the
governing elite, the people respected the ‘ulamid’ as religious
experts who could always be depended upon.

...many of the people respected and trusted the fulama’.
Apart from the fact that there was no one else to trust,
the fulama’ were Arabic-speaking .... Most of the ‘ulama’
came from the people and lived with the people. They
were accessible, even the most glorified amongst them.
They were awlad balad rather than mamalik since the
people were religious and superstitious, and the *fulama’
were the representatives of religion, they were believed
to possess baraka, to be capable of sihr, or at least, as
holy men who knew the Qur’an they were worthy of
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veneration.?’

Certain *ulama’ received more veneration than others. The
tylama! was comprised of a small group of men, probably less than
100 in total during the reign of Napoleon. However, a few tulama’
rose to be regarded as the leaders of the scholarly class. Marsot
relates:

But who were the powerful fulama’ of Egypt? Fairstly they
were those who occupied an official position in the
religious hierarchy such as the rector of al-Azhar, the
muftis of the four madhabs, and the marshall of the
Notables (nagib al-Ashraf)._ Then came the heads of two
Sufi1 orders, Shaykh al-Bakri and Shaykh al-Sadat. Both
of these shaykhs were descendants of the Prophet and of
Abu Baker. Their titles were hereditary, and passed onto
whichever member of the family the reigning shaykh chose
to appoint . ‘®

These two shaykhs possessed the lion’s share of the power amongst
the fulama’ of Egypt during the French occupation. Their role
generated jealousy and rivalry between them for greater amounts of
power. Both hed differing responsibilities that, at times, led to
bitter disputes. Marsot notes the following of these two leaders
as recorded by Ahmad Pasha al-Jazzar in the Nizamname-1 Misir:

A

...%there is his Excellency the Seyh ul-Bekri...who has
many relatives, dependents, followers, and revenues. All
the fUlema of the Azhar and the Emirs and elders of the
corps and the merchants and cther people kiss his hand
and venerate and esteem him. After him (1n rank) there
is the greatly honored Excellency the Seyh ul-Sadat....
All  his circumstances are like those , of, the
aforementioned. ..the poor of the city, the Rim Osdgi, and
the North African merchants follow them and never
contradiact therr words. 1In sum, they have the ability to
assemble i1n a single day a powerful military regiment of
at least seventy or eighty tlicusand men who are docile
and loyal to them."
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The point being made 1s that the fulamid’, particularly the

ones on top, were able to usher the people together with little

difficulty. They had a significant amount of power even though
Napoleon was technically in command. This power was accrued
because of various reasons. Some of the fulama'’ were quite

charismatic and thus had no trouble drawing large legions of
support. Other ‘%ulama! came from wealthy families which were
already established as pillars in the communities. St:ill, the main
factor of why the fulamd’ were so popular, aside from the obvious
religious reasons, was their closeness to the people. Greater and

lesser tulama’ performed actions that brought them in close contact

with the masses.

The role of the ulema encompassed a wide range of
functions. In the villages and among the urban poor they
were leaders of the community. They performed most of
the important duties: They acted as judges, provided
religious and political guidance on Friday, educated the
young, performed marriages, and laid the dead to rest.
They represented the force of order and stability and
served as the strongest supporters of the status quo.
The upper strata of the ulema plaved an important part in
government; some wielded signiticant power as leaders of
sufi tarigas (r=zligious brotherhoods) .-

The tulama’ were not in one accord about deciding whether or
not to support the authorities in power. Often the economic and
physical environment of the fulama’ dictated where they stood 1in
terms of either supporting the current government in charge or
attempting to organize revolts to promote its overthrow. Marsot
comments:

...when urban protest movements (riots and sometimes
violent confrontations) arose during the eighteenth
century, they were largely directed by members of the
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ulama group, or by sufi mystics who came to dominate
certain of the artisan guilds. These movements were
aimed at the mamluks and against their abuses of power.
We thus witness a series of uprisings either fomented by
religious individua.s, or when instigated Ly some other
individual, soon led by a member of rthe reiigious groups

We must note here that although we refer to the ulama as
a group and as an estakblishment, they were by nc means a
homogeneous establishment. There were high ulame as well
as certain affluent sufi leaders who more often than not
tended to side with the mamluks, who were their
benefactors; there were also members of the low ulama and
the sufi establishmentrs who sided with the population.
On certaln occasion. some of the high ulama rook the parc
of the population, leading movemerts of protest. Though
cohesive as a group Up to a ¢ertain point, the ulama were
also divided according ro urban or rural origins, as well
as to different degrees of affluence. Thus, while
presenting the appearance of a corporate structure, they
were not monolithic.

Though members of the fulama’ were often at odds with each
othes, they were able to unite against a common foe: an alien
ruler. The machinations of the fulama’ to create revolts against
the Mamluks, and later the French, were possible because of the
religion of Islam, which permeated all aspects of the culture.

What indeed took deep root 1n Egypt was that
consciousness of the Arabic language which accompanied
the acceptance of the Islamic faith with 1ts Holy Book,
the Qur?an. Through 1t, the Egyptian joined millions of
his co-religionists 1n the Muslim world toc partake of
Islamic tradition and culture. Like them, however, he
was ruled for many centuries by a conquering caste of
warriors, the Turks and their satraps. Although
somewhere deep 1n the recesses of his memory he felt that
he was an Egyptian and, therefore different from has
rulers, the Egyptian hardly influenced government and
authority, or its institutions. Fortunately the Islamic
framework with 1its religious tradition, crders and
institutions, operating on the whole within the limits of
the Sacred Law, afforded him an ordered and relatively
contented existence. Towards the end of the eighteenth
century 1t was not only the political authority and
military power of his ruliers that were destroyed, but
mere significantly the coming of a European conqueror to
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Egypt undermined his traditional order and subverted his
loyalty to it.*

Background of the fulamda’ and their Revolts

It was precisely the matter of order that was eventually to
cause trouble for the new European ruler. Napoleon’'s widespread
changes in government, thanks to his implementation of a diwan,
received tacit approval by the *ulama’. But these changes were
destined to cause problems because the people were used to being
ruled by a Muslim government. A function of the fulama’ was to
organize the people 1into protests which would reflect thas
rejection of a non-Muslim government. Marsot gives a clear

definition of protest movements:

By protest movements I mean collective social action-
action which has a violent content, or uses violence or
the threat of violence as a means of achieving goals.
Such collective action 1s based on some degree of mass
mobilization and on a modicum of elite participation. It
may be organized for ad hoc purposes, that 1s, righting
an institutional wrong as part of the normal competition
over power and conflicting goals; or 1t may lead to more
extreme goals, culminating in social or political
revolutions. Protest movements may thus form the
vanguard of more extreme revolutionary actions, or they
may easily Dbecome defused and accept short-term
arrangements as settlement. This last outcome depends on
whether the causes of the protest were generated by
abuses, causing a deviation i1n a social institution; or
were generated by deeper dissatisfaction with the
institution itself, resulting in a demand for 1ts change
or excision. We can then suppose that protest movements
represent a first stage leading to more violent
confrontations - although that stage may or may not
develop further.?

Protest movements were commonplace in the Ottoman Empire.
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Though the Turks were also Muslim, the Egyptians still resented
being yoked to a power based outside their own country. Soon the
Turks were facing revolts in the country and in the city.

Throughout the eighteenth century - at least until the
French conquest - Egypt presented a spectacle of an
Ottoman domination over whose possession and control
local chiefs fought with one another c¢ontinuously.
Rebellion was practically endemic. Peasant and tribal
uprisings were so violent - and occasionally well
organized - that civil war broke out between the Huwara
tribesmen led by their Shaykh Humama 1n Upper Egypt and
the troops of the Cairo Mamluk Beys, which lasted on and
off for over thirty vyears (1736-69). It practically
detached Upper Egypt from the rest of the country when
Humam set up his own government. *

Bonaparte also had to deal with his own uprisings that were
caused largely by the French presence in Egypt. "Bonaparte’s
occupation, by the resistance it aroused, awakened what may be
called the political conscicusness of modern Egypt and his policy
provided it waith its first leaders."’® The fulama’ were not ready
to take full control of the reins of power. But they were ready to
assist the people 1n resisting the French. Formerly, the Mamluks
were looked to as the leaders because they were Muslims and because
of their effective military might, even though their rule was harsh
at times. But now the fulama’ organized the people to face an
outside threat.

The French conquest of Egypt had broken the ties that had

bound the mamluks to the local population. The reasons

the Egyptians put up with the mamluks other than the fact

that they did not have the military means of getting rid

of them, was a belief that at least the mamluks would

protect them from foreijn invasion of any kind. That

reason proved to be fictitious, for the mamluks were
incapable of any military effectiveness.*®
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Thus, it fell on the shoulders of the fulamd', as leaders of

the people, to organize and lead the rebellions against the French.

SRt Zia

Jabarti tells us that Cairo rebelled primarily against
high taxation imposed by the French, the expropriation of
property and other financial burdens. He also reports
that members of the Council, that is the shaykhs and
notables, protested against such measure to the French
niembers and Bonaparte. Unsuccessful in their protests,
the religious leaders formed an ad hoc revolutionary
headquarters centered in the Azhar mosque to organize
opposition to the French. Shaykhs al-Sadat, al-Shargaw:

and other well-known religious personalities led this
opposition ¢
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In addition to the financial reasons for the rebellion, the

R

Egyptians had moral reasons for wanting to expel the French. It

was thought that the French lack of respect for the women and the

sacred properties of the Muslims demonstrated the French lack of a

e St e T AT S

strong belief in one god.

The Egyptians could no longer cherish any illusions as to
: the intentions of their new masters. They saw that
| nothing was sacred in their eyes. The chief mosque in
Cairo was used to stall horses of the army; the daughters
of the most eminent families were seduced; the lower

orders were encouraged to indulge in alcoholic beverage
[ and drugs.?®

This type of behavior toward the Egyptians did not happen

during the Mamluk reign. It was also difficult for many Egyptians

to rid themselves of thinking that the Mamliks would always be

there to protect them against foreign intrusions.

Essentially, with their deep-rooted faith in Islam and
their consequent loyalty to the Sultan - to them the
greatest and most powerful ruler in the world - the men
and women of Egypt never painned their troubles to

R d
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anything more remote than the bullying of the local
officials. There was not a fellah in the land who did
not believe that 1f he could only meet the Sultan in
person, his wrongs would be immediately and miraculously
righted. Moreover, the Egyptians whole attitude towards
the government was misunderstood by the French.?

The Mamluks’ way of governing their affairs probably appeared
to be laissez faire in comparison with Napoleon’s detailed system
of taxation and landownership. The Egyptians began to feel
constricted by the thoroughness of the French ways of collecting
money on a systematic basis. Jabarti explains the details
concerning landownership:

If a landowner’'s title-deed was found in the register,
confirmation was demanded from him; upon bringing proof
by legal evidence and upon this being accepted by the
authorities the landowner had to pay another fee in
return for this evidence and an official document of
possession {(tamkin) was written out for him. An
investiture would then be drawn up for him after which
they had assessed its value. The landlord then had to
pay two percent. If it happened that the landlord had no
certificate, or 1f he had one and it was not recorded in
the register, or recorded and that record was not
confirmed, then his holdings would be confiscated by the
Diwan of the Republic (Diwan al-Jumhur) and become its
property. This was one of the most malicious artifices
by which the French stripped owners of their holdings and
lands, since people acquire their property either by
purchase or inheritance in the form of a new certificate
(hujja) or an old one or through a similar document from
their forefathers. In many cases it was difficult or
impossible for a landowner to prove the validity of his
certificate and verify its existence i1in the registers due
to the incidents of death or travel. In other cases
witnesses did come forward but were not accepted by the
authorities. If it happened that they were accepted, the
French treated them as mentioned above.‘*

The French treatment of the fulama’ left something to be
desired as well. Not only were Egyptians stripped of landownership
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but the tulama’ were forced to pay tribute to the French as well,
namely Napoleon. The Egyptians who had had land taken away from
them no doubt felt they had been treated with disdain. Napoleon
attempted to provide a similar humiliation for the top leaders of
the f‘ulama’. Jabarti describes Napoleon’s meeting with Shaykh
Sadat :

That day the Commander in Chief, Bonaparte, called in the
grand shaykhs. When they were all seated, Bonaparte left
the council, then returned with tricolor capes, each cape
having three stripes, white, red, and blue. He put one
of the capes on the shoulder of Shaykh Shargawi, who
threw it on the floor and asked to be excused. Upon this
Bonaparte was upset, became pale and angry. Then the
interpreter said: ‘0 shaykhs, vyou have become the
special friends of the Commander in Chief, and he had
meant to honor you and to enhance the dignity of your
status with his special costume and insignia. For when
you are distinguished by these things, both troops and
people will pay homage to your distinction, and you will
occupy an elevated place in their eyes.’ The shaykhs
then answered: ‘But we will lose our place 1n the eyes
of God, and of our fellow Muslims.’ Bonaparte became
vexed and, according to some of the interpreters,
commented that Shaykh Shargawi was unfit for leadership,
along with other remarks of that nature. The other
shaykhs tried to assuage his anger but asked to be
excused for not wearing the tricolor gown. He then said,
‘In that case, you must at least wear the cocarde on your

breasts.’ It is the insignia they call the rosette....
They answered: ‘Then give us some time to reflect upon
this.’ It was agreed that they should be given twelve

days to come to a decision.

Shaykh Sadat made his appearance {on the same day},
having been summoned by Bonaparte. He met the Shaykhs as
they were leaving. When he was seated, the Commander in
Chief received him with good cheer, joked with him and
spoke kindly to him through an interpreter. He presented
him with a diamond ring and told him to call again the
following day. He then brought him a cocarde which he
attached to his robe. Shaykh Sadat said nothing but
pretended to go along with him, then rose and left.
After he left he took it off, though wearing such an
insignia is not contrary to religion.

[That day] some of the guards called out to people to
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wear the above-mentioned insignia, known as the rosette,
a symbol of loyalty and friendship. Most people found it
belittling to do so, while some put it on, thinking that
to be compelled to wear it was no sacrilege since to
disobey was to be exposed to harm, However, 1in the
afternoon orders were given excusing the common people
from wearing the cocarde, though some notables as well as
those who called officially on the French were obliged to
wear it. In fact, they only put it on as they went 1in
and took if off as they left. This went on for a few
days until the ensuing incidents took place [Jabarti here
refers to the first Cairo Revolt], then it was
discontinued.?3!

The fulama’ and their people were fed up with the French
treatment of them. They turned to the most sacred institution in
Egypt for divine guidance. At the end of the eighteenth century,
al-Azhar had an unrivalled reputation in the Arab world. It was
also the focal point of rebellion against the oppressors. Sir
Hamilton Gibb and Professor Bowen explain that even though al-Azhar
was not the only institution of its kind:

It was undoubtedly the most important (because it was the
richest) in the Arabic lands. It was at this period
tolerably well staffed and endowed, had some sixty or
seventy professors and great number of students drawn
mostly from Cairo i1tself and the provinces of Egypt, but
also from other Muslim lands. Owing to 1ts great
reputation, the other fmadrasahs’ and college mosgues of
Cairo had become satellites, and though they retained a
certain independence in the matter of endowments, the
teaching posts were held as a rule by the shaykhs of al-
Azhar. 1In addition there were some eighteen or twenty
towns in Egypt with college mosques, varying in number
from one to seven or so. In these again, the principal
teachers were generally local shaykhs trained at al-
Azhar, but in return they supplied the latter with many
of its prominent scholars. Of these provincial schools
the most active were at Rosetta, Damietta, Desuk,
Mahalla, Mansura, and Tanta in the Delta and Tahta in
Upper Egypt.

Not one of the head shaykhs of al-Azhar in the
eighteenth century was of Cairene origin.?*
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Since the tulamad’ of al-Azhar came from a variety of Egyptian
cities, they truly represented all of the people of Egypt. The
fulama’® were careful to organ.ze their people in a somewhat
systematic fashion. The warning signs of an imminent uprising
based upon al-Azhar were obvious to those who were aware of the
typical procedures used to begin a revolt.

The danger signal was a drum sounded from one of the
minarets of al-Azhar, which could be heard within a wide
radius, and since most of the gullds converged along
topographic lines with the water carriers inhabiting one
street, the coppersmiths another, and so on, whole sugs
would then close, gates leading to the various quarters
barricaded, the gates of al-Azhar would be shut, and a
mob, armed with stout staves would assemble in front of
al-Azhar to await the fulamad’. This was a voice of
public opinion. It could get out of hand and degenerate
into a mob, but 1t could also become the core of popular
resistance movements, as 1t did during the French
occupation. But 1t was through the urban population that
the fulama’ were able to restrain the authorities, and it
was to the fulama’ that the urban population appealed
when it wished to reach the ear of the said
authorities.?

The problem of taxes caused some of the fulama’ to organize
revolts against Napoleon just as they did during the reign of the
Mamluks. Blessed with skill in political maneuverings, the fulama’
were able to make things uncomfortable for the Mamluks when the
people became unhappy with excessive taxation. An example is the
revolt of 1794. Marsot describes the role of Shaykh al-Shargawi in
this revolt.

One of the strongest rectors of the times was Shaykh al-

Shargawi (1793-1812). He was an intriguer, who could

take the initiative and show courage at times of crisis.

One such crisis arose in 1794, when multazims of Bilbays

appealed to him, also a multazim of the area, to help

them oppose a new tax. Al-Shargawi gathered the fulami’,
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closed al-Azhar, summoned the mob, and marched to the
house of Shaykh al-Sadat. There the ‘ulami’ discussed
their grievances in gereral, and told the defterdar that
they wanted *justice, an end to tyranny, a return to the
rule of the Sharia and an end to the various new taxes
innovated.’ The crisis lasted for three days, with the
mob daily growing in size and the Mamluks becoming more
alarmed, until finally they all met at the pasha’s house,
and the gadi drew up a document wherein the beys p.omised
not to raise new taxes, but to deal fairly with the
people. This 1incident was a potent example of the
presence which the fulama’ could bring to bear on the
Mamluks, but unfortunately the Mamluks were never coerced
for long, and soon returned to their former ways.'‘

This was not unlike the French reaction to uprisings against
them., The French were shocked by organized rebellions against
them. Napoleon was fair but brutal in his handling of the
landownership affair, “All hopes of French and Egyptian
cooperation were shattered in October, 1798 when the people of
Cairo rose up against the French."’® Jabarti reports that some
people became very angry when they heard about the new French tax

increases and others assumed a complacent posture about the matter.

The former group (those lacking in foresight) exchanged
whisperings and agreed to follow the way of opposition,
rebellion and dissention. Some of the fulama'’ (al-
mutafammimin) applied themselves to stirring up rebellion
with those people and set to inflame the masses,
summo&ing them to slaughter the French who had conquered
them.

The talk of rebellion spread quickly throughout the populace
and the rebellion in October of 1798 was soon to become a reality.
The people trusted that the fulama’ would lead them in battle

-~ against the French,
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On Sunday morning they joined forces, openly declaring
their aims, intending to fight the French and stirring up
the flames of war. Thereupon they brought out the
weapons which they had concealed and instruments of
fighting, clubs, goalds, truncheons, sticks, and hammers.
He who had none of these, took latch-bars, axes and hoes.
So they set out from all points, attacking :the shops and
stone benches (masatib) continuing until they filled the
market-places and their clamor reached the heavens.’’

The revolt gathered steam, and even the French governor of
Cairo was assassinated by mob violence. But the French quickly put
an end to things, as described in Chapter Two, with their furious
pombardment of al-Azhar from the Citadel. The fulama’ were forced
to surrender because they feared that too many of their people were
being massacred. A large gulf of endless hostility was created
between the French and the Egyptians as a result of the French
treatment of al-Azhar during the revolt,

And the French trod in the mosque of al-Azhar with their
shoes, carrying swords and rifles. Then they scattered
in its courtyard and 1ts main praying area (maqsﬁra) and
tied their horses to the gibla. They ravaged the
student’s quarters and ponds (baharat), smashing the
lamps and chandeliers and breaking up the bookcases of
the students, the mujawirun, and scribes. They plundered
whatever they found in the mosque, such as furnicshings,
vessels, bowls, deposits, and hidden things from closets
and cupboards. They treated the books and Qur'anic
volumes as trash, throwing them on the ground, stamping
on them with their feet and shoes. Furthermore they
soiled the mosque, blowing their spit in i1t, pissing, and
defecating in 1it. They guzzled wine and smashed the
bottles in the central court and other parts. And
whoever they happened to meet in the mosque they
stripped. They chanced upon someone in one of the ruwags
(students’ residences) and slaughtered him. Thus they
committed deeds in al-Azhar which are but little of what
they are capable of, for they are enemies of the
Religion, the malicious victors who gloat in the
misfortune of the vanquished, rabid hyenas, mongrels
obdurate in their nature.®®
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Even though the French executed a number of shaykhs who had
led the Azhar rebellion, the Egyptians continued to create
organized resistance to the French. "Mere rumors that an Ottoman
army was about to deal the French a crushing blow set off another

great Cairo insurrection in March-April, 1800.7"

The fulama’ were skilled at maintaining friendly ties with the
power elite even though they also organized the rebellions against
Napoleon. The fulama’ feigned cooperation with Napoleon when
actually they couldn’t wait to see him leave the country. But they
made sure that Napoleon believed that most of them were loyal to
him. Crecelius reports that the ‘ulamd’ issued letters of
congratulations to Napoleon when he had gone to France to become
head of state. They asked him to remember Egypt with fondness.?’

There were some material benefits to be gained from such behavior.

Grudging cooperation, which was stretched to the point
where force was threatened, not open opposition, had been
the characteristic response of the ulama to tyranny. For
the ulama in the period of the French invasion such
cooperation had particularly great material rewards, for
it opened the way to the vast wealth and influence once
monopolized by the ruling elites.

Despite their hatred of the French, Jabarti noted that
each of the shaykhs had a secret desire to be seated in
the divan and assume the dignity of authority of high
office. Members of the divan were paid the sum of 14,000
paras/month or 400 paras/meeting. Such a salary was
still not to be compared with what an amir, or even his
wife, previously received from the government, but
relative to what native Egyptians or members of other
professicns could earn, it was impressive. In this
period, the ulama used their influence to become a class

of great landlords through the control of awgaf and
iltizams.*
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The fulama’, no doubt, benefitted greatly from Napoleon'’s
enhancement of their social status, in addition to the
aforementioned material gains. But the fulama’ also suffered
because of this new economic power. It moved them away from the
mainstream of society to a position of power above and beyond the
common Egyptians. The fulama’ were to suffer further under the
leadership of Muhammad‘Ali.

The influence of the f‘ulama’ gradually declined, whether
through the policies of the rulers of Egypt (although
these policies were not directed against the fulama’ as
such) or through the weakness of the fulam3’ themselves
and perhaps even their unwillingness to try to fashion
the new reality according to their concept and values and
by integration into it. A characteristic factor of the
first type was the impairment of the economic position of
the fulama’, especially as large landowners. A
characteristic factor of the second type was that the
tulama’ ceased to constitute a prominent factor in the
state machinery and among the intelligentsia and lacked
the initiative to 1integrate into the new educational
structure.

Unfortunately, the fulama’ were not very malleable in terms of
adjusting to the societal changes wrought by the French and then
continued by Mubammad‘Ali. It was very difficult for them to
function with the new type of government in Egypt, largely because
it was based on the ideals of the French revolution. 1In addition,
the 'ulama’ had a history of aversion to taking command of the

country.

The unwillingness of the ulama to accept the
responsibilities of political decision-making and defense
was not only a reflex of their centuries-long submission
to political tyranny, it was, 1n essence, an admittance
of their own inability to perform these vital functions
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themselves. Their response, therefore, was i1n perfect
conformity with their own concept of the bkasic division
of functions among the various elements of Islamic

society, for each element, the military, the
bureaucratic, the commercial and the religious, had
developed into further specialization. Just as the

‘ulama’ would brecach no intrusion by others i1n their
special field of interpretation of the sacred law, so

they,

in turn, could not presume to encroach upon the

functions of the scribes, the military, or the rulers.'

The French Impact

Napoleon was convinced that the Egyptians should be

enlightened about the French revolution of freedom., Paradoxically,

he establisheé the Diwén to keep a firm governmental control of the

country.

The French contributed to the development of Egypt in

several concrete ways.

One was an Arabic printing press; the other was the
organization of an official press when the French started
publishing, the Courrier de 1'Egypte, a political journal,
and La Decade Egyptienne, a monthly scientific and
economic journal which reported findings and discussions
of Institute nembers. As for the prainting press, 1t
appears that Napoleon secured Arabic letters for 1t from
the Vatican, and appointed the Orientalist Marcel to
direct 1t. He designated it the National Press, and 1t
was used for the printing of the French proclamations to
the population in Arabic, and the printing of the two
journals just mentioned.

Meanwhile, French scientists and engineers worked
diligently on the improvement of roads, construction of
arsenals and factories, 1including the construction of a
theatre under the governorship of General Menou. They
expended great efforts in the service of science and the
arts. Although the Instaitute closed with the departure
of the French from Egypt in 1801, 1t was reinstated in
Alexandria in 1859 under the honorary chairmanship of
Jomard, Later a new Institute was founded in Cairo,
presumably to carry on in the scholarly tradition begun
by the French.™




The earnest, comprehensive study of the Egyptians by the
French Institute was a noteworthy achievement. This later served
to spawn Egyptian interest in nationalism and notions of freedom.
The press publications introduced Egypt to the art of mass media
production, although the press was primarily created by the French
to help control and propagandize the people into believing in the
leadership of Napoleon. The Egyptians responded to the French
innovations in science and the arts with mixed feelings. They were
curious about the libraries but bewildered by the French
governmental changes.

Egyptians belonged to a closely knit, complex Islamic
society within the Ottoman Empire kept together by the
religion of 1Islam which engendered a feeling of
brotherhood for everyone who was a Muslim from whatever
country he came. Neither the French, nor other foreign
visitors, understood that ideas of territorial or ethnic
nationalism were entirely alien to Muslims, nor were they
interested in French proposals of reform for these, too,
were all alien. But some were impressed by the amount of
learning which was displayed in the French Institute
which was open to all, including its large library of
Arabic books. Shaikh al-Djabarti, who was himself well
known as a mathematician, expre:.ed his admiration for
the French enthusiasm for learn.i j, he used to visit the
library and attend lectures on ele_cricity and chemistry.
The fact that the French of the Revolution were not
Christians made them appear less suspect and led some of
the young EgyptiAan writers and teachers to study their
ideas on liberty and nationalism; slowly some of these
ideas began to exert an influence.?®

Perhaps the stark differences between the French and Islamic
cultures also made some of the Egyptians engage in introspection
about their ways of life and their ways of practicing Islam. The
French, no doubt, engaged in some odd behavior, in addition to the
obvious wonderments of letting their women stroll around unveiled
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and the French preoccupation with drinking to an excess, In
referring to the French, Herold notes: "Thei1r favorice pastime,
however, was to hunt ostriches; almost the entire army...wore

ostrich plumes in their hats.?¥

Despite the ecc2antricities of the French and their idea that
they needed to “"culture" the Egyptians, their efforts were
effective only with a small segment of the population. The French
did Westernize Egypt in a sense but this was basically limited to
the élite of society. Baer notes some ways in which the French
achieved this Westernization and then states:

As a result of all these fattors ‘westernization’ was
confined to a very small layer of Egyptian society,
Moreover, the fact that this layer tried to adopt a
foreign culture and civilization alienated 1t more and
more from the bulk of the Egyptian population. While at
the beginning of the century there were no significant
cultural differences among Egyptians, the impact of the
West created a gulf between the eurcpeanized and educated
Egyptian officials and other parts of the upper class,
and the great mass of fellahs and town dwellers,
including the lower middle classes.'’

The French influence even extended to rural Egyptian villages
where Napoleon made his presence felt by altering the way in which

village leadership was conducted.

By the end of the eighteenth century a head shaykh called
shaykh al-balad was appointed_in each village. According
to the historian al-Jabarti, it was the French who
introduced this innovation during the period of their
rule over Egypt after Napoleon's expedition.*®

The French were careful to implement changes that would help
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them monitor the heartbeat of the naticn. For example, the
introduction of a census provided some much-needed demographical
information to the French.

This was no chance occurrence but stemmed from a
necessity undertaken by successive rulers who regarded
the accumulation of data concerning the number and
distribution of inhabitants to be essential to the
administration of economic, fiscal and military
policies.®

Napoleon’s "improvements" of Egypt were not lacking in practical
implementations either. The French style of architecture is still
evident in modern Cairo and Alexandria.

Of all the reforms instituted by the French, only two
were to persist beyond the actual physical presence of
their troops. One was the reorganization of Cairo’s
administrative districts. _ The French, by judiciously
combining the 53 existing harat of Cairo, created 8 large
arrondissements, each known as a thumn (Arabic for one-
eighth). These basic divisions established by the French
more than a century and a half ago have been retained,
with certain boundary modification, 1n the present
administrative organization of the «city, although
obviously they have been supplemented by the agsam
{(districts) of the newer quarters of Cairo.

The second impact of the French occupation was on the
street pattern of the city. For purely military reasons
the French began to regularize a number of important
communicating streets in the city, since European armies
could not cope with the confusions and potential ambushes
of Cairo’'s maze-like system. In this process, al-
Fajjalah Street was cleared of obstructions, to allow the
French readier access to the strategically important
gates along_the northern wall of Cairo. (Bab al-Nasr and
Bab al- Futuh) The ancient pathway which connected
Azbakiyah to the medieval city at the Muski Bridge over
the Khalij {(mentioned by Maqgrizi) was similarly widened
and straightened to permit the maneuvering of troops.

The old road between Azbakiyah and Bulag was elevated and
stabilized, again for purely tactical purposes. These
streets have since become major thoroughfares of the

city, indispensable to the present circulation system of
contemporary Cairo.

The remainder of the French reforms were obliterated
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directly efter their departure. However, they evidently
left germinating seeds, since one reform after the other
was reinstitut~d in the decades that followed. So 1t was
the French attempts to <clean Cairo’s streets, to
introduce minimal sanitation measures, and to require the
registration of pirths and deaths.

Whether most of the French reforms disappeared after their
departure remains a matter of debate., France was still the first
Western nation to be encountered by the Egyptians. Some scholars
believe the French achieved more long term changes in Egypt during
their brief stay than did the British during their extended

colonial presence. Holt states:

Within Egypt, the French occupation prepared the way for
changes which, 1in the course of a century. were to
transform the country. It 1s not correct to ascribe
directly to the occupation that powerfully Francophile
strain in Egyptian culture, which, i1n spite of politicel
vicissitudes, 1s st.1l1l so marked today. The scholars and
sclentists who accompanied Bonaparte came to Egypt 2o
learn rather than to teach, and their 1invesgtigations,
published i1n the monumental Description de 1'Egypte, have
been the foundations of modern research into the history,
society and economics of Egypt.™

Likewise, French information sent to Egypt created a
widespread interest in the ancient land. People even began to
pattern their furniture and other house decorations after the
styles of Pharonic Egypt. The French did appear to be primarily
interested in acquiring knowledge about Egypt 1in order to benefit
themselves and the rest of Europe. Despite Napoleon's monumental
success in being able to liberate the Egyptians from the yoke of
Mamluk bondage, many of the French reforms served to help the
French and did little to help the native populace.
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...the French occupation caused, in addition to physical
destruction, dislocation in educational institutions and
left them the poorer by the execution of notable teachers
of al-Azhar and frightening away others. The French were
far too busy in mi.itary campaigns and suppressions of
risings to pay serious attention to native education.
Their ventures in the cultural field were designed for
their own benefits and the efforts of the team of savants
who accompanied Napoleon were directed towards
advancement of European knowledge of Egypt rather than
towards the education of Egyptians. -

Heyworth-Dunne seconds the notion that education in Egypt
suffered under the reign of the French.

The French 1invasion and cccupation of Egypt had a
distinctly adverse affect on learning in Egypt; madrasah
life was disorganized and during the three years’
occupation, al-Jabarti no longer gives us the long and
interesting biographies of fulama’ who died, but he gives
us brief mentions of those who were executed by the
French and references to those who left Cairo altogether
and went to the provinces. But Napoleon who, up to the
revolt, had tried to make use of the shaikhs to suit his
own ends, must have failed to understand them; he
certainly seemed tc have under-rated their abilities to
stir up the people against him and he relied too much on
flattery. Nevertheless, al-Azhar never regained 1its
former prestige after the revolt especially in view of
Napoleon’s changed attitude towards 1t, while subsequent
events showed that others were not slow to make use of
the lesson taught by the French that the shaikhs could be
used as a stepping-stone to gain control over the people
and could alsc be set aside without much fear of
reaction.*’

The Lasting Impact of the French on Egypt and the ‘Ulam3i’

The ‘ulama’ were largely successful in organizing and
executing their plans to lead the people in open rebellion against
the French. Napoleon did not succeed in coaxing the people into
accepting him as the long-term politico-religious leader of Egypt.
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The populace continued to place their loyalty in the hands of the
fulamad’. However, Napoleon himself should largely be credited for
the lasting influence the French did exert in Egypt despite the
fact that their stay in Egypt was brief. Napoleon was once
described as "...taciturn, fond of solitude, capricious, haughty,
extremely disposed to egotism, seldom speaking, energetic in his
answers, ready and sharp in repartee, full of self-love, ambitious,
and of unbounded aspirations."‘* These attributes and the French
general’s love of discipline and authority made him a natural
leader - even in forcing the French culture onto an alien populace,
The French occupation of Egypt was to change Egypt forever. No
longer was it to remain relatively i1solated from European thoughts
and ways of living.

By the beginning of the new century, Egypt and the rest

of the Near East were inextricably linked with the

political fortunes of Europe and subject to ever

increasing pressure of European civilization and its

values.®
This, in turn, accelerated the decline of the ‘fulama’ as a power
élite in Egypt. Muhammad(Ali initially supported the elevated
status of the fulama’ in society as accomplished by Napoleon but
soon pushed the fulama’ to the background; they no longer shared in

the major decision making and policy setting aspects of Egyptian

government under the new Albanian leader.

Mubammad’Ali was to inherit a country that was stunned by the
French incursion. He found that, 1in many ways, Egypt had not

adjusted well to being ruled by a European power.
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Egypt was not a wad of malleable clay for the potter's

wheel, but a complex of social, cultural, facilitational

and technological institutions, such that major

alterations in some could not fail to produce unintended

but yet significant changes elsewhere.

For the religious elites, the French invasion was a

catastrophe with profound religious implications. How

could these unbelievers attain such levels of

accomplishment as to permit them to conquer the community

of God?°*
The French superiority in areas such as science and the art of
warfare did cause some fulama’, such as Jabarti, to re-examine the
roots of their ow. culture. But in many ways, the French ideas of
liberty and self-government were too modern and too foreign to most
Egyptians to have an immediate impact upon the mainstream of
political and social thought in Egypt. The country that Napoleon
conquered to be a permanent colony of France continued to remain an

Islamic country at heart,
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CONCLUSION

Napoleon's attempts to win Egypt for the glory of France ended
with partial success. The French general had little trouble
disposing of his Mamluk adversaries but then had to contend with
convincing the Egyptians that the French were true Muslims. This
effort, of course, was doomed to failure. Napoleon should be
credited, however, for exhibiting a sincere interest in Islam and,
in fact, admiration for the religion. He followed the Mamluks'
example of using sophisticated propaganda, in addition to Dbrute

force, to conquer Egypt.

The fulama’, as a collective body, were perhaps the most
important link in the French plan to colonize and exploit their
newly conquered treasure in North Africa. As natural leaders of
the people, the fulama’ saw their status uplifted by Napoleon
during the French reign. Thxs heightened status, however, was not
a natural phase in the development of the Egyptian religious class.
It was designed by the French who used the fulamad’ to pacify the
masses and to help their plans run smoothly; the French goal was to
make Egypt a prosperous and permanent colony of France. But the
‘ulama’ were too clever to be fooled by such underhanded dealings.
They spoke favorably of Napoleon’'s governmental reforms and, at the
same time, organized rebellions against the French from al-Azhar.
Napoleon’s ultimate departure from Egypt turned the expedition into
a hollow victory for France.
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The French occupation of Egypt was perhaps disappointing
in its result for France. None of the Directory’s
objectives were fulfilled: English commercial supremacy
continued undisturbed, Ottoman sovereignty returned to
Egypt. In addition, England was introduced to Egypt,
marking an association which led ultimately to the
British occupation of the country for some seventy-five
yvears., On this basis, the French venture was a dismal
failure. Yet this would be an unfair evaluation; for the
brief occupation left a permanent mark on the country.
Not only were the Egyptians impressed by the military
prowess and genius of Bonaparte, who so easily defeated
the feared Mamluks, but the ideas inspired by the French
Revolution which he brought with him - whether in the
form of the Institute or the Cairo Council - were to
influence Egyptians for the next hundred and fifty years

and to form the basis of their renaissance and cultural-
national development.'

Jabarti both despised and admired the French for the new
intellectual and technological advancements they brought to Egypt.

His attitude was typical of the way many Egyptians reacted to the

French.

Egypt's response to this first massive impact of modern
Europe was therefore a cautious and ambivalent one: it
was cautious in so far as Egyptians did not quite know
what to make of this new force other than consider it the
harbinger of new and, as always, foreign ruling
institutions. It was ambivalent in so far as the French
with their science, administration and political ideas
were received with mixed feelings of admiration, awe,
perplexity, dismay, but also of disbelief, religiously
provoked antagonism, and overt enmity. To be sure, no
self-respecting Muslim in eighteenth century Egypt wished
to be governed by infidel foreigners regardless of how
harsh and unjust his Mamluk and Ottoman master may have

been - at least they were members of the community of
believers, brothers in the faith.?

It was the Islamic faith of the Egyptian people which helped
the ‘ulamd’ to continue to be respected in their newly acquired
power. The ultimate mistake of Napoleon was that he failed to
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internalize fully the meaning of how Islam permeates a culture and
country such as Egypt. The fulama'! were merely expressing their
long-standing belief that a successful nation 1s one that 1is

morally sound according to Islamic principles.

It has been mentioned that Jabarti admired the French for
their systematic ways of studying Egypt, but not for the way in
which they exhibited moral turpitude (in Jabarti’s mind) in regard
to the treatment of women, the drinking of wine, and the careless
ways in which they handled Islamic religious affairs. I think the
fulama'’ organized the uprisings against che French because of the
growing tensions between the Muslims and their captors. A
paramount example was the occasion when one of the uprisings
resulted in the French storming of al-Azhar and the consequent

widespread destruction of things holy to Muslims there.

Napoleon is to be credited for bold innovations in attempting
both to respect the indigenous traditions of Egypt, as well as
trying to institute novel French ways of governing the populace.

..basigally and simply, the French expedition
revolutionized both government and society in Egypt by
removing 1its ruling class in a single blow, by
substituting French and native Egyptian officials for the

Ottomans and Mamluks who previously had combined to rule
the country.’

This French attempt to win over the Muslim population fell
short. The Egyptians still looked to the ‘fulama’ for religious
guidance. Even though many of the people might not have otherwise
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had anything against the French, the fact that their religious
leaders took the initiative to lead revolts against the French

speaks of how the people came to rally behind the fulama’.

Napoleon'’s limited success in Egypt was not simply because the
Egyptians thought that he and his men were immoral. The
destruction of his navy, early in the occupation of Egypt, severely
limited his military options and eventually, the French succumbed
to military pressures from the outside. But the guestion of
different beliefs and how those beliefs were lived out daily, in
Egypt’'s eyes, was a contributing factor in the decline of the
French rule. At the beginning, the ‘fulamd’ were helpful in
maintaining a cooperative atmosphere for the French in Egypt.
Later, though, the fulama’ redirected the people’s attention to
their Islamic faith at a time when they had become distracted by
the French scientific achievements and new ways of thinking. It
became very difficulc for a foreign, non-Muslim power to establish
permanent roots in Islamic Egypt in the late eighteenth century.
The fulama’, as purveyors of religious truth in their culture,
aided the people in remaining committed to their Islamic faith, a
faith of which the French were not a part.

Islam is not a reified concept which is considered to be
the cause of historical events, but is a culture, in
Clifford Geertz'’'s sense - a system of symbols existing at
one and the same time in scripture, 1in literature, 1n
public discourse, and in the minds of individuals, and by
virtue of these multiple expressions links high culture
to everyday life, and joining the two, allows for variety
ané individuality. As a culture, Islam is not something
divorced from, above and beyond events. It is precisely
a way of conceiving, of articulating, the ordinary issues
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