
1. For an in-depth exploration of the question of the sea in modern 
thought, see Wick, History at Sea.
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Sailing the Modern Episteme 
Al-T.aht.āwī on the Mediterranean

Alexis Wick

T he first half of the nineteenth century was a truly formative period in the history of Europe, the 
Middle East, and the Mediterranean basin — and, indeed, the rest of the world. In essence, it wit-
nessed the establishment of new disciplinary regimes of power. It also witnessed the development 

of a new form of colonial expansion, one that cemented the unequal relationship between Europe and its 
dependencies, characterized by the consolidation of industrializing economies and the relegation of the 
economies of the periphery to the production of raw materials. In the Mediterranean and Arab provinces 
of the Ottoman Empire, this period was dominated by the reign of Meh. med 3Alī, widely recognized as the 
precursor of the modern Egyptian state, whose rise to power brought him close to achieving hegemonic 
status in the eastern Mediterranean but whose fall came with the consolidation of European penetration 
in the region.

The invention of the Mediterranean as a coherent analytical concept and an organic region of 
the world also dates back to early nineteenth-century Europe, just as the new academic disciplines of 
history, geography, and Orientalism were being institutionalized, amid the wider transformation of the 
order of words and things into what Michel Foucault termed the “modern episteme.” Indeed, the sea 
in general and the Mediterranean in particular occupy a central position in the discursive cosmos of 
modernity, holding pride of place in many of its foundational texts.1 This was also the period when the 
Egyptian scholar Rifā3a Rāfi3 al-T.aht.āwī (1801 – 73) spent about five years in Paris as the spiritual guide of 
the mission of students sent by the Ottoman governor Meh. med 3Alī to train in the new sciences. He then 
returned to Egypt to play a central role in its intellectual life for the next four decades, until his death in 
1873. Unsurprisingly, then, the introduction into the region and the Arabic language of the idea of the 
Mediterranean, both the term itself as well as the organizing concept, is due to al-T.aht.āwī.

The project of sending young Ottomans to train in France was the brainchild of Edmé-François 
Jomard, an energetic member of Napoleon’s military-scientific expedition to Egypt and later general 
editor of the foundational Description de l’Égypte, who already in 1811 sought to convince Meh. med 3Alī of 
the value of such a venture (the date coincides with the infamous massacre of the Citadel, through which 
the governor consolidated his rule in Cairo). It took another fifteen years, however, before the École 
Égyptienne was established in Paris, under the directorship of Jomard, where a first group of forty-four 
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2. On the making of the École Égyptienne, 
see Louca, Voyageurs et écrivains, 33 – 54. An 
outline of the plan submitted by Jomard to  
Meh. med 3Alī (composed by Jomard himself and 
first published in 1839) is reproduced in Louca, 
Voyageurs, 254.

3. al-T.aht.āwī, An Imam in Paris, 99; al-T.aht.āwī, 
Al-9A3māl al-kāmila, 2:17. Though I largely base 
my translations on Daniel Newman’s, I have 
altered freely when appropriate. For the sake 
of clarification, I have sometimes inserted the 
Arabic original for some words or expressions, 
and will therefore always cite both the Arabic 
edition and the English translation, as above.

4. Ibid., 100; 2:17, 18. The term al-9ifranj has 
a long and multitudinous history in Arabic 
writings. I translate it here systematically as 
“Franks,” despite the awkwardness of the 
phrase in English, because below al-T. aht.āwī 
explicitly differentiates its meaning from 
Europe.
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students was sent from Cairo by way of Alexandria 
on the French vessel La Truite.2 It was as a protégé 
of H. asan al-3At.t.ār, perhaps the most accomplished 
scholar of his day in Cairo and eventually Shaykh 
al-Azhar, that al-T.aht.āwī joined the journey.

The personage of al-T. aht.āwī looms large 
over Arab modernity. Perhaps more than any other 
character, he represents the original figuration of 
the Arab Muslim intellectual attempting to deal 
with the overwhelming superiority of the West. 
And indeed, he figures unfailingly in any discus-
sion of modern Arab or Egyptian intellectual his-
tory, usually appearing as a prophetic and tragic 
native vector of universal reason and liberalism, 
or as a pioneer in cultural mediation, who led a 
massive program of translation of fundamental 
texts of European letters and introduced crucial 
categories of modern thought into Arabic public 
discourse. Analyses of the man and his work have 
been numerous and varied — but all approach the 
matter by searching for information concerning 
al-T.aht.āwī himself as well as his fellow Arab and 
Muslims intellectuals, and most of all his interest 
in applying lessons learned in France to Egypt and 
the Ottoman world of the time.

An Ethnography of the Modern
This article suggests a radical and admittedly ex-
perimental reversal of perspective: What if one 
read al-T.aht.āwī in the quest for insights concern-
ing not himself or his land or his people, but 
Europe — the explicit object of his gaze in his fa-
mous travel account of his sojourn there, Takhlīs. 
al-ibrīz fī talkhīs. Bārīz aw al-dīwān al-nafīs bi-īwān 
Bārīs? What, in other words, if the Takhlīs. were 
read as a primary source also for European socio-
intellectual history? The larger underlying ques-
tion, then, is whether a nonmodern Oriental can 
produce positive knowledge about the modern 
Occident.

To begin with, al-T.aht.āwī himself described 

his text as being about Paris and Europe. In the 
short discourse (khutba) that opens the book, he 
attributes the origin of the project to his mentor 
H. asan al-3At.t.ār (shaykhunā al- 3At.t.ār), who urged 
him “to observe in great detail everything that 
would take place on this trip, everything [he] saw 
and encountered that was strange and wondrous, 
and to write it down so that it could be useful to 
discover the face of this region [kashf al-qinā3 3an 
muh. yā hādhihi ’l-biqā 3], of which it is said that it 
is the bride among all regions, and in order for 
it to remain a guide [dalīlan] for would-be travel-
lers [t.ullāb al-asfār] wishing to go there.”3 Such an 
undertaking, he continued, was particularly ur-
gent since nothing of the sort had yet appeared in 
Arabic. This travel account, he stated, contained 
not only a relation of the journey and its events, 
but also “its fruits and goals” — including “a short 
exposé on the sought-after sciences and skills [al-

3ulūm wa’l-s.anā9i 3 al-mat.lūba], presented in the way 
that the Franks [al-9ifranj] use to record, conceive, 
and establish them.”4 Furthermore, al-T.aht.āwī was 
highly conscious of his audience, affirming that he 
had deliberately chosen stylistic concision (al-9ījāz) 
and simplicity of expression (suhūlat at-ta3bīr) in 
order to make his writing accessible to all people 
(likulli ’l-nās).

So it behooves us as readers, if we are to 
take al-T.aht.āwī seriously and not simply objectify 
his work for our own hermeneutical purposes, at 
the very least to consider the possibility that it may 
tell us something about Europe, too, and not just 
about the identity and travails of its author, meant 
to stand in for his land, people, and religion more 
largely. Of course, as so many critics have taught, 
writing about the other is also a way of molding the 
self, but in this context (as in most other cases of 
non-Europeans discovering Europe), the scholar-
ship has fixated entirely on the latter.

From the angle of vision adopted in this ar-
ticle, rather than look at the Takhlīs. as evidence of 
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5. Incidentally, I am not the first to qual-
i f y  Ta k h l ī s.  i n  t h i s  v e i n .  F o r  e x a m p l e , 
Shaden Tageldin too describes the book as 
“present[ing] a detailed ethnography of 
French letters, science, political and cultural 
institutions, mores, and habits of everyday 
life.” Tageldin, Disarming Words, 115. Tarek El-
Ariss defines it as “occup[ying] a liminal posi-
tion at the intersection of historical contexts 
and genres, from the medieval Arab rih. la to 
eighteenth-century European travelogues 
and works on history and culture.” El-Ariss, Tri-
als of Arab Modernity, 20. However, neither of 
them explains in any detail what is meant pre-
cisely by these generic categorizations nor how 

these impact their interpretation of the text, 
and anyway they do not read Takhlis to learn 
anything about Europe: their subject matter 
concerns al-T.aht.āwī and his role in the consti-
tution of Arab modernity. Lisa Pollard describes 
Meh. med 3Alī’s entire state venture as the mak-
ing of an “unwitting ethnographer” inspired by 
the European modern, of which al-T.aht.āwī was 
an example. But, again, her object of analysis is 
primarily Egypt and the Egyptian. Pollard, Nur-
turing the Nation, 30, 46.

6. al-T.aht.āwī, An Imam in Paris, 284; al-T.aht.āwī, 
Al-9A3māl al-kāmila, 2:216.

7. See Mitchell, Colonising Egypt, 106.

8. The literature on the colonial constitution 
of the discipline of anthropology and the prac-
tice of ethnography is too diverse and large to 
address here, but a good place to start is the 
year 1973 with Asad, Anthropology and the Co-
lonial Encounter, and Lewis, “Anthropology and 
Colonialism.”

9. See Netton, “Rih. la.” al-T. aht.āwī gestures 
explicitly to the genre toward the end of the 
opening khutba, when he repeatedly refers to 
his composition as a rih. la. al-T.aht.āwī, An Imam 
in Paris, 100; al-T.aht.āwī, Al-9A3māl al-kāmila, 17, 
18.
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the author’s identity or narrative strategy as a tra-
ditional scholar faced with modernity, I read it as 
a type of ethnographic account that, whatever its 
biases, reveals interesting insights into the world 
of knowledge production at a crucial juncture 
in European intellectual history, the 1820s and 
1830s, which witnessed the birth of the human sci-
ences.5 The impulse derives in fact from the text 
itself, which formulates the world of knowledge ex-
plicitly in terms of the human sciences (al-3ulūm al-
bashariyya), in the wording of Caussin de Perceval, 
whose positive review of the book is appended to-
ward the end.6

The word “ethnography” is advanced here 
advisedly. When al-T. aht.āwī arrived in France, 
the term had been coined only very recently by 
Georges-Bernard Depping in accordance with 
the deeper seismic shift in the epistemic basis of 
knowledge in Western Europe at the time.7 Though  
al-T. aht.āwī never uses the new coinage himself, 
Depping’s work would have a great influence on 
the young Egyptian. But it is also mobilized ironi-
cally, with the full consciousness that all things 
aren’t equal — that the question of power and 
discipline are vastly different between a Cairene 
scholar of the early nineteenth century visiting 
Western Europe (and more specifically, the coun-
try that had recently invaded his own land), and 
a Western anthropologist authorized by an elabo-
rate political, institutional, and discursive web to 
make sense of a culture deemed more primitive.8

Still, the exercise will, I hope, pay off, for  
al-T.aht.āwī presents one of the first and most vivid 
expositions of the budding modern episteme from 
the outside, though it is to be understood as such: 
a preliminary exercise, not an interpretation with 

totalizing intent, one meant to coexist with rather 
than replace other reading strategies. Moreover, it 
is important to keep in mind that this exposition 
of the modern episteme is composed from the out-
side but looking to join in. This provides a certain 
distance that allows critical insight into the im-
plicit operations of the system. At the same time, 
such features of the modern episteme are some-
times internalized, so that the insights are less 
conscious and must be read into the text by con-
trasting them with the generic tradition to which 
the text belongs (namely, the rih. la, which tends to 
combine an actual travel narrative with the quest 
for knowledge [t.alab al-3ilm] and the fulfillment of 
pious duties, notably the pilgrimage).9

The New Sciences
Drawing on a number of critical interventions, I 
would like to underscore three elements of the 
radical transformation of the organization of 
knowledge, which led to the emergence of the 
human sciences.

The first element is what may be termed the 
subjectification of knowledge, and it is grounded in 
a new notion of history. History in the modern age, 
as Foucault’s The Order of Things shows, is not only 
a specific mode of representing the past. It is at 
the heart of the modern episteme, forming the 
very condition of possibility of knowledge in the 
novel discursive formation that transformed words 
and things at the end of the eighteenth century: 
“Obviously, History in this sense is not to be un-
derstood as the compilation of factual successions 
or sequences as they may have occurred; it is the 
fundamental mode of being of empiricities, upon 
the basis of which they are affirmed, posited, ar-

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/cssaam

e/article-pdf/34/2/405/403715/C
SA342_13W

ick_FF.pdf by AM
ER

IC
AN

 U
N

IVER
SITY O

F BEIR
U

T user on 20 M
arch 2024



10. Foucault, The Order of Things, 237.

11. Ibid.

12. White, The Content of the Form, 66.

13. See also Piterberg, “The Tropes of Stagna-
tion.”

14. In the case of India, see Chakrabarty, “A 
Global and Multicultural ‘Discipline.’ ”

15. See in particular part 2, chap. 2 (“Silvestre de 
Sacy and Ernest Renan: Rational Anthropology 
and Philological Laboratory”) in Said, Oriental-
ism, 123 – 48.

16. Heidegger, “The Age of the World Picture,” 
134.

17. For a concise and stimulating formulation of 
the larger argument, see Mitchell, “The Stage 
of Modernity.” See also further Mitchell, Col-
onising Egypt. The “referential illusion” is put 
forward by Roland Barthes as the crucial ma-
neuver of the “reality effect,” in Barthes, “The 
Reality Effect.” 
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ranged, and distributed in the space of knowledge 
for the use of such disciplines or sciences as may 
arise.”10

This explains why, however many the defini-
tions of modernity may be, the one constant is his-
tory (along with the attendant sense of historicity). 
The general area of knowledge, with modernity, is 
made up of entities constituted by “internal rela-
tions between elements whose totality performs 
a function.”11 By the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury in Western Europe, the world was no longer 
grasped as a series of representations that could 
be ordered together by way of visible signs, but 
rather as a collection of internally coherent organ-
isms and a trajectory traceable by a simple mecha-
nism of cause and effect. The subject of knowledge 
became precisely that: a subject, with a date and 
place of birth, and an inherent purpose.

The second dominant feature of modern 
knowledge has been Hayden White’s life-long ob-
ject of analysis: de-rhetoricization. In the case of his-
tory, for example, as it became a discipline all its 
own in the nineteenth century, it was extracted 
from the larger domain of rhetoric, so that “the 
question of the composition of historical discourse 
became moot.”12 This led to the basic idea that histo-
rians’ narratives are discovered rather than created 
(Leopold von Ranke’s famous “wie es eigentlich 
gewesen” [as it actually happened]), a proposition 
resting on a doubly problematic assumption that 
the past is, in and of itself, formed by coherent 
stories and that narrative is neutral and mimetic.13 
The shift was necessary for history to become the 
arbiter of realism, and it led to the disciplining of 
the historical imagination and the repression of 
utopian thinking. Modern knowledge thus tends to 
espouse the typical characteristics of a story: a cen-
tral subject, a narrative arc with a clear sequential 
beginning, a middle, and, most important, an end,  
and a distinct narrative voice, which effaces the au-
thor behind the third-person singular. 

The third attribute of modern knowledge is 
its institutionalization. The disciplines of the human 
sciences are produced for the very first time by 
professionals affiliated with centers of learning de-
voted to those specific scientific fields. The process 
is often associated with the foundation of the Uni-
versity of Berlin and its creation of a chair in history 
for Ranke (and in geography for Carl Ritter), which 
would be emulated the world over.14 But this feature 
is not exclusive to Wilhelm von Humboldt’s project 
of higher education in Berlin. It is also crucial, for 
example, to the place of Silvestre de Sacy and Er-
nest Renan in Edward Said’s analysis of the disci-
plines of Orientalism.15 The institutionalization of 
the disciplines involved teaching as well as research, 
and it was accompanied by a variety of other novel 
institutional structures such as scientific societies 
and journals and, most important, archives.

This trilogy of specific attributes of the mod-
ern episteme is capped by the larger discursive 
construction, evoked by Heidegger: “The funda-
mental event of the modern age is the conquest 
of the world as picture. The word ‘picture’ [Bild] 
now means the structured image [Gebild] that is 
the creature of man’s producing which represents 
and sets before.”16 This new metaphysics, which 
grounds modernity as a whole, is fundamentally 
anthropocentric. Man becomes subject, and ev-
erything else (nature, the world, the past, etc.) an 
object of apprehension. Such a breach between 
reality and representation, as Timothy Mitchell 
has shown, is the defining feature of the project 
of modernity, a duality producing a particular 
kind of knowledge with special claims to certainty 
grounded in the referential illusion.17 In terms of 
geopolitics, this epistemic formation comes along 
with the hegemony of the modern territorial state, 
both national and colonial/imperial. On the socio-
economic plane, it is coextensive with the expan-
sion and deepening of capitalist relations of pro-
duction and consumption.
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18. For an insightful analysis of the ways al- 
T.aht.āwī comments on and to some extent in-
ternalizes French sociosexual notions and hab-
its, see Massad, Desiring Arabs.

19 .  al -T. aht. āw ī ,  An Imam in Par is ,  101;  
al-T.aht.āwī, Al-9A3māl al-kāmila, 2:21.

20. The question of human progress in the Is-
lamic discursive tradition is an important and 
fascinating one, which requires another setting 
for fuller exposition. For a short, and unique, 
introduction to the problem, see Khalidi, “The 
Idea of Progress.”

21. al-T.aht.āwī, An Imam in Paris, 101; al-T.aht.āwī, 
Al-9A3māl al-kāmila, 2:21.

22. Ibid.

23. For an analysis of al-T.aht.āwī’s discussion of 
science, see Johnston, “Reading Science.”

24. For a recent discussion of the question, see 
Hunt, Measuring Time.

25. Most of these authors, of course, Foucault 
specifically associates with the classical, as 
opposed to modern, episteme, but the objec-
tive here is simply to indicate that al-T. aht.āwī 

was an astute observer of the budding of the 
human sciences, not a formal partisan thereof. 
Indeed, he inscribes his text as belonging to a 
different discursive tradition altogether.

26. al-T.aht.āwī, Qalā9id al-mafākhir. The actual 
translation is preceded by a short dictionary of 
important terms.

27. Mitchell, Colonising Egypt, 106. See further 
Pollard, Nurturing the Nation, 26 – 28.

4 0 9Alexis Wick  •  Sailing the Modern Episteme 

In various ways, al-T.aht.āwī would come to no-
tice, comment on, and sometimes even internalize 
these various features of the modern episteme and 
its human sciences.18

Progress
The expository approach of al-T. aht.āwī’s Takhlīs. 
begins from the very first line of the introduction 
(al-muqaddima), which opens with the affirmation 
of the need for an explanatory preface (aqūlu: inna 
hādha yah. tāju ilā tamhīdin).19 And the clarification is 
indeed required, for what follows is the first intro-
duction of a stage theory of human progress in Ar-
abic.20 At the beginning, he explains, man is char-
acterized by simplicity (al-9as.l fi’l-insān al-sādhijiyya) 
without any adornments (al-khulūs. 3alā’l-zīna). He 
existed in a state of nature (al-wujūd 3alā 9as.l al-fit.ra) 
and knew nothing apart from emotional matters 
(al-9umūr al-wujdāniyya).21 Eventually, some people 
gained some knowledge (ma3ārif), by accident and 
chance, or inspiration and revelation, and tradi-
tion or reason judged it useful (wa h. akama al-shar3 
aw al-3aql  binaf 3ihā), so it was preserved.22

The opening is important, for in this man-
ner, al-T.aht.āwī identifies from the very beginning 
the two possible sources of knowledge (reason and 
tradition/law), something that he will theorize ex-
plicitly later in the text and that, as we shall see, 
will form part of his critical appraisal of the mod-
ern episteme.23 Thus, al-T.aht.āwī certainly borrows 
the very structure of the deep time of humanity 
from recent intellectual developments in Europe,24 
but he adapts it quite shrewdly to ground his own  
critique.

Here al-T. aht.āwī also provides examples of 
this primitive accumulation of knowledge. As a 
result of chance, fire was domesticated; through 
the observation of nature, natural dyes were dis-

covered. Finally, “through divine inspiration or 
human coincidence,” the people of Tyre in Syria 
(ahālī S.ūr bibarr aş-Şām) developed the art of sailing 
the sea. Maritimity thus features prominently in 
the narrative of humanity’s progress, in al-T.aht.āwī  
as well as in Western European sources. Indeed, 
only in the case of the third example (sea-borne 
sailing) does al-T.aht.āwī expand on the case, de-
scribing how the craft of boat-building evolved in 
terms of size and use.

The idea of progress really crystallized only 
in the last third of the eighteenth century, notably 
in the writings of the thinkers of the Scottish En-
lightenment such as John Millar and Adam Fergu-
son, and of course in the famous essays by Anne-
Robert-Jacques Turgot. There is no indication that 
al-T.aht.āwī read these specific authors, though he 
clearly did read quite a few of their contempo-
raries. In the section of the Takhlīs. on the books 
that he was exposed to in Paris, he specifically 
mentions the works of Montesquieu, the Comte 
de Segur, Jean-Jacques Burlamaqui, Voltaire, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, Étienne Bonnot de Condillac, 
and, perhaps most important, Conrad Malte-Brun 
and Depping.25 In fact, al-T.aht.āwī published trans-
lations into Arabic of the latter two authors soon 
after his return to Egypt — his version of Depping’s 
Aperçu historique sur les moeurs et coutumes des nations 
appearing in print even before the Takhlīs..26 In 
Depping, al-T.aht.āwī found a clear notion of prog-
ress in the “manners and customs” of humanity’s 
various peoples. Depping’s was an idea of progress, 
as Mitchell has shown, that was anchored in the 
foundational contrast between indolence and pro-
ductive labor, where the former was, furthermore, 
identified as “the character of less civilised peoples 
and the cause of their condition.”27 This new field 
of study Depping called the “moral part” of geog-
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28. Mitchell, Colonising Egypt, 106.

29. See in particular the first volume of al- 
T.aht.āwī, Al-Jughrāfiya al-3umūmiyya.

30. Pollard, Nurturing the Nation, 29.

31. He not only frames his text in the estab-
lished generic form of the rih. la but also pro-
vides many intertextual references from within 
the tradition (such as Qur3anic admonitions, 
hadith-based citations, poetic flights, schol-
arly references, etc.).

32. al-T. aht. āwī, An Imam in Paris, 293; al- 
T.aht.āwī, Al-9A3māl al-kāmila, 2:222.

33. Ibid., 102; 2:22.
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raphy and history, and he even suggested a new 
name for it: ethnography.28

From Malte-Brun al-T.aht.āwī clearly derived 
his conception of the regions of the globe, as we 
shall see below, along with a panoramic synopsis of 
the definition and history of geography as a disci-
pline (beginning with the Argonauts), which both 
framed the autonomous field and provided a sense 
of the progressive development of humanity from 
the ancient Greeks to the European present.29 
Here, too, the new science involved the mapping 
of peoples, as Lisa Pollard argues, “according to 
the natural phenomena that separated them and 
through which the barbaric peoples were distin-
guished from the civilized through an empirical, 
scientific analysis of manners and morals, customs 
and proclivities.”30

This does not mean, however, that al-T.aht.āwī 
is only or entirely consumed by the contemporary 
European world-view. In fact, many of his views 
and much of his terminology echo other authors in 
the Islamic discursive tradition within which he ex-
plicitly places his text,31 most notably Ibn Khaldūn, 
whose imprint is unmistakable (and whom he men-
tions, though only to note that he is considered by 
the French as “the Montesquieu of the East, or the 
Montesquieu of Islam”32). Still, the combination of 
continental geohistory (as opposed to the theory 
of climes) and the progress of humanity through 
successive stages constitute a distinct innovation in 
relation to his predecessors.

In any case, having also mentioned the spiri-
tual evolution of humankind from the worship of 
natural objects (the sun, the moon, the stars, etc.) 
to monotheism by way of divine revelation and 
the sending of messengers, al-T.aht.āwī goes on to 
outline the distribution of progress in both time 
and space. Just as he maps a chronological trajec-
tory according to which the more one moves for-
ward in time the more one can observe the ascent 
(taraqqī) and advance (taqaddum) in human crafts 
and civil sciences (al-s.anā9i 3 al-bashariyya wa’l-3ulūm 
al-madaniyya), he also plots a topological portrait 

of the three categories (martaba) of humanity.33 Of 
course, this is directly inspired by the European 
equivalents, but here too, predictably, al-T.aht.āwī 
gives it his own twist.

The first category of people is that of wild 
vagabonds (al-hummal al-mutawah. h. ishīn), such as 
those of the bilād al-Sūdān, who know neither law 
nor writing, nor any of those things that facili-
tate temporal existence and destiny. The second 
category of people is composed of the rude bar-
barians (al-barābira al-khishniyyīn), exemplified 
by the Arabs of the desert (3Arab al-bādiya), who 
have some notion of community and sociability 
since they have knowledge of law, reading, writ-
ing, and matters of religion, but among whom 
the stage of progress (darajat al-taraqqī) in liveli-
hood (ma3āsh), civilization (3umrān), human crafts  
(al-s.anā9i 3 al-bashariyya), and the rational and trans-
mitted sciences (al- 3ulūm al- 3aqliyya wa’l-naqliyya) 
is not complete, even though they do know con-
struction, agriculture, animal husbandry, and the 
like. The third, and final, category concerns those 
people who have the highest culture (adab), refine-
ment (z.arāfa), and civilization (tah. addur, tamaddun, 
tamas.s.ur). So far, the distribution resembles quite 
well the broad categories of the European map of 
the state of the world. What completely overturns 
it, however, is when al-T.aht.āwī gives examples for 
the third category. He specifically mentions in a 
long list, evidently intended to convey mass and 
multitude, the lands of Egypt, Syria, Yemen, ar-
Rūm, al-3Ajam, al- 9Ifranj, al-Maghrib, and Sinnār, as 
well as most of the lands of Amrīka and many of 
the islands of the Ocean — that is, pretty much the 
entire face of the globe, including specifically re-
gions from both the land of the Blacks (Sinnar) 
and the land of the Arabs (Yemen) who were in 
the previous categories. All of these peoples, he 
explains, are familiar with civilization and politics 
(3umrān wa siyāsāt), sciences and crafts (3ulūm wa 
s.inā 3āt), laws and exchanges (sharā 9i 3 wa tijārāt). 
Reaffirming the centrality of the sea to this very 
modern logic of progress, he identifies the science 
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of seafaring (3ilm al-safar fī ‘l-buh. ūr) as a character-
istic of the third and most advanced category of 
humankind.34

In other words, where the European ver-
sion of the stage theory of human progress is 
conceived precisely in order to exclude most of the 
world’s people, often on the basis of geographical 
division into continents, with Europe singled out,  
al-T.aht.āwī’s adaptation reformulates it in such a 
way as to be inclusive of all of the world’s regional 
and cultural types. Having thus flattened the civi-
lizational playing field, so to speak, al-T. aht.āwī 
identifies some differences within the third class, 
between, for example, the Frankish lands “that 
have attained the highest degree of proficiency in 
mathematics, natural sciences and metaphysics” 
and the Islamic lands that “distinguished them-
selves in the legal sciences and their application, 
and in the rational sciences, but neglected all of 
the philosophical branches [3ulūm h. ikmiyya].”35 
This then allows him to segue into a justification of  
Meh. med 3Alī’s project of sending students to Eu-
rope, arguing that historically progress in science 
always obtained thanks to the ruler’s patronage, 
before then outlining, in the next chapter, the vari-
ous arts and sciences required. Here, incidentally, 
he further asserts the centrality of the sea, citing 
the “science of navigation and maritime affairs [3ilm 
al-qabt.āniyya wa’l-9umūr al-bah. riyya]” as the third of 
the “required skills” necessary for any nation, and 
underdeveloped or absent in Egypt — right after ad-
ministration and military organization.36

The explanatory preface thus made three 
crucial points in the midst of its introduction into 
Arabic of the stage theory of human progress: 
first, that knowledge has two possible sources, rea-
son and transmitted tradition, which are comple-
mentary; second, that most of the world’s people 
are in the advanced stage of human civilization; 
and third, that there are no qualitative differences 
among the various geographical zones. 

Geography and Race
Only in the next chapter does al-T.aht.āwī provide 
an exposition (again, seemingly a first in Arabic or 
Ottoman texts) of the five-part continental schema 
of modern geography that had recently crystallized 
in Europe: “Know that the geographers among 
the Franks [al- 9ifranj] divided the world from the 
north to the south and from the east to the west 
into five parts: the lands of Europe (Urubba), the 
lands of Asia (Asiyā), the lands of Africa (Afrīqiya), 
the lands of America and the islands of the Ocean 
Sea [al-bah. r al-muh. īt.].”37 The novelty of such a geo-
graphical distribution is underscored by the fact 
that al-T.aht.āwī included a definition of the word 
“Urupa” (this time, the author specifies explicitly 
in the body of the text, with a “Persian p”) already 
in the short dictionary of important terms that 
preceded his translation of Depping’s Aperçu.38 
The explanation delineated the borders and quali-
ties of Europe, as one of the five continents of the 
globe, before briefly detailing the other units.

In both cases, al-T.aht.āwī notes that the Ot-
tomans straddle geographical divisions. Thus, 
though he does adopt the late developments in 
European geographical notions, which posited re-
gions as integral, organic totalities, he also seeks 
to counter some misapprehensions concerning the 
essence of preordained geographical entities.

After listing the Ottoman lands (or rather 
peoples) that are part of Europe (such as the 
Greeks, the Albanians, the Bosnians), he explains: 
“From this, you learn that the interpretation by 
some translators of Europe as being the lands of 
the Franks [al- 9ifranj] is inadequate, unless, by 
God, the lands of the Franks [al- 9ifranj] also en-
compass the territories of the Ottoman State.”39

The idea that geographical entities, espe-
cially continents, are endowed with particular es-
sential characteristics, which give them, say, a spe-
cific role in the unfolding of world history, is also 
alluded to by al-T.aht.āwī when he defines Asia as 
“the cradle [manba3] of Islam — indeed of all reli-
gions [adyān]. It is the native land [awt.ān] of the 
prophets and messengers, and it is there that all di-
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vine books [al-kutub al-samāwiyya] were revealed.”40 
Again, though this was to some extent a topos of 
Orientalist thought in Europe at the time, it was 
its first instantiation as such in Arabic — and, of 
course, its implications were different in the lat-
ter case, since the objective is to underscore the 
age-old presence of urbanity and civilization in 
Asia too (specifically mentioned, for example, are 
Baghdad, which “is to other cities what a master 
is to his servants,” and the language of the Arabs, 
which “is generally held to be the purest and most 
eloquent”).41 Similarly, Africa is celebrated as a 
great continent, for “it contains the most glori-
ous [a3z. am] countries” and is “the nest of saints, 
virtuous men and scholars [3ushsh al- 9awliyā 9 wa’l- 
s.ulah. ā9 wa’l-3ulamā9].”42 Thus, yet again, though the 
five-part continental schema is introduced here, it 
is formulated in such a way as to disrupt completely 
the civilizational and racial connotations that ac-
companied it in contemporary European accounts 
(as in Hegel’s contemporary Lectures on the Philoso-
phy of History, for example), where, to put it grossly, 
Europe is Christian and forward-looking, Asia is 
despotic and stagnant, and Africa is isolated and 
backward.

Here, it is also interesting to note, following 
Dahlia Gubara, al-T.aht.āwī’s explicit mention of the 
rather novel idea of race that was becoming domi-
nant in Western Europe by then.43 Indeed, later 
on in the text, he mentions the physical features 
of the people of Paris (white skin, leaning toward 
a reddish hue [al-bayād. al-musharrab bi’l-h. amra]),  
and remarks with perplexity how rare it is to en-
counter natives with brown skin [al-samra]. “This 
is because,” he then explains, “they do not cus-
tomarily allow marriages between a white man 
and black woman [al-zanjiyya] — or vice versa — in 
order to protect themselves against the mixing of 
their colour [al-ikhtilāt. fī’l-lawn].”44 In addition to 
this strange local custom (the fear of miscegena-
tion), al-T.aht.āwī is puzzled by the fact that to these 
natives, “the colour black is one of the features of 
ugliness [lawn al-sawād 3indahum min s.ifāt al-qabh. ],” 

so that “Blacks [al-zanj] can never have beauty 
[jamāl] at all.” “As a result,” he concludes, “they 
do not have two directions in love [laysa lahum fi’l-
mah. abba madhhabān].”45 Even further, they have “a 
deep-seated belief that Black people are devoid 
of the necessary cleanliness [rakaza fi adhhānihim 
anna al-sūdān 3ārun 3an al-naz.āfa al-lāzima],” and for 
this reason they don’t even employ them as cooks.46

The Mediterranean
In describing the contours of Europe in the 
Talkhis, al-T. aht.āwī introduces probably for the 
first time into Arabic the very word Mediterranean: 
bah. r al-Rūm, he writes, is also known as al-bah. r al-
mutawassit., the Middle Sea, as well as al-bah. r al-
abyad. , the White Sea.47

Following the introduction, which contains 
these sketches of the basic gist of modern notions 
of geohistory (with a twist) amid the presentation 
and justification of the student mission to Europe, 
al-T.aht.āwī then moves directly to the actual travel 
narrative, departing from Cairo by boat northward 
along the Nile. The first description, revealingly, is 
that of the port city of Alexandria — and here too 
there are palpable echoes of the mediterraneanist 
discourse then being consolidated in Europe.

As he and his acolytes rarely went into town, 
al-T.aht.āwī explains, there is not much he could say 
about the city itself — other than the fact that it ap-
peared “closely related to the lands of the Franks 
by location and condition [qaribat al-mayl fi wad. 3ihā 
wa h. ālihā ilā bilād al-9ifranj].”48 The sense of dépayse-
ment was confirmed to him when they arrived in 
Marseilles, he continues. Marseilles seemed much 
closer to Alexandria than Alexandria was to the 
rest of Egypt.

Here, then, are the first formulations of a 
sense of the sovereign coherence of the Mediter-
ranean. “Alexandria,” he writes, “is both a sample 
and a model of Marseilles.” In the second edition 
of the book (1849), al-T. aht.āwī added at the end 
of this paragraph an even more revealing phrase: 
“When I returned [to Alexandria] in [12]62 [1846], 
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I found a part of Europe there.”49 It is a few pages 
later, when describing the actual time on the 
waves, that he decides to explain to his readership 
the very name “Mediterranean”: “In Arabic geo-
graphical works this sea is called Bah. r al-Rūm, as 
on one side it touches their lands, or Bah. r al-Shām, 
since it lies next to Syria. The Franks [al-9ifranj] call 
it the ‘Middle Sea’ or the ‘Inner Sea.’ It derives its 
name from the fact that it lies in the middle of dry 
land.”50

This is the first iteration of a notion of medi-
terraneanist discourse (diluted though it may ap-
pear) in Arabic thought. And it is quite significant, 
since the idea of the Mediterranean as a coherent 
concept, and eventually an identity, dates from this 
period in Western European discourse as well. In-
deed, it held pride of place in the discourse of mo-
dernity more fundamentally, where the Mediterra-
nean came to be understood as an organic region 
of the world, recognizable by its fauna, flora, and 
climate, as a value and temperament, and as the 
fount of European civilization. Thus, the coastal 
regions of northern Africa and West Asia, as well 
as the islands of the sea, would be deemed in many 
instances organically European, despite the pres-
ence of Muslims, Arabs, and other Orientals, who 
were perforce alien to the sea.51

The separation of the identity of Mediterra-
nean port cities from the Ottoman/Arab hinter-
land would become commonplace (and eventually 
associated with the idea of the Levant), but it was 
quite radically novel with al-T.aht.āwī. For example, 

3Abd al-Rah. mān al-Jabartī, writing barely a decade 
earlier, has no such inkling: even though his nar-
rative mainly concerns Cairo, Alexandria does fea-
ture repeatedly, but never as a strange or foreign 
place, and certainly not as European.52 As far as 
the larger Ottoman world was concerned, Alexan-
dria, along with the other port cities on the coast 
like Rosetta and Damietta, was absolutely essential 
throughout the early modern period, and it pro-
vided  much of the sustenance for Istanbul, the 
capital city. 	

With these few comments on the sea in 
general and the Mediterranean in particular, 

al-T. aht.āwī inaugurated a mediterraneanist and 
thalassological discourse that would thereafter 
reemerge, in one form or another, at multiple 
points in the intellectual history of the Ottoman 
and post-Ottoman world. And the discussion was 
always framed along the contours identified in the 
Takhlīs.: an affirmation of a difference between the 
coastal cities and the interior (Alexandria, Jaffa, 
Beirut, Izmir versus Cairo, Damascus, the desert, 
the mountain), and an association of that special 
identity with a particular idea of Europe (commer-
cial, liberal, cosmopolitan).

Language
Thus, al-T. aht.āwī engages in significant detail  
the notions of geography and history that lie at 
the heart of the modern episteme, along with the 
particular idea of the sea that accompanies them. 
Further, he negotiates the new conception of lan-
guage that was attendant on the epistemic rear-
rangement of the turn of the century. As Foucault 
analyzes it, the rupture introduced by modern 
philology was grounded in (among other things) 
the ways by which different languages are distin-
guished from each other: the formal aspects of 
their grammar. This is precisely what al-T.aht.āwī 
introduces with respect to the French language 
(and it is also a radical innovation in the discur-
sive tradition that he is writing in). Having noted 
the linguistic origins of the French language, and 
its terminological richness but rhetorical poverty 
when compared to Arabic, he goes on to state: “On 
the whole, each language has its own particular 
conventions of usage [is.t.ilāh. ].”53 In the case of the 
French language, he explains, this is.t.ilāh.  involves 
the reduction as much as possible of inflections 
(taqlīl al-tas.rīf mā 9amkana), notably by the conjuga-
tion of one verb with another (wa tas.rīf al-fi 3l ma3 
ākhar).54 Having provided a number of examples of 
such cases from the French, he then explains: “The 
rules [qawā3id] of the French language, the art of 
word arrangement, spelling and reading together 
form what the French call grammatica (aghramātīqī) 
or grammaire (aghrammayr), which, in fact, means 
‘the art of arranging speech in a language’ [fann 
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tarkīb al-kalām min lugha min al-lughāt].”55 “This,” 
al-T.aht.āwī adds, so as to elucidate this new concept 
of an abstract grammar that can be rendered com-
parable from one language to the other, “is as if 
somebody used the word syntax [fann al-nah. w] to 
denote everything related to language, in the same 
way that we speak of ‘the Arabic sciences’ [3ulūm 
al-3arabiyya].”56 A few lines later he repeats the uni-
versality of grammar: “So, all languages that are 
governed by rules [qawā3id] have an art [fann] in 
which the rules of the language are gathered, ei-
ther to prevent errors in reading and writing or 
to beautify it.”57 A result of this formal universal-
ity is the fundamental comparability and translat-
ability of languages: “When somebody thoroughly 
studies any language, he in effect becomes famil-
iar with another language. By this I mean that if 
something from another language is translated 
and explained for him, then he is able to take it in 
and to compare it with his own language. . . . And 
so it is possible for a man who does not understand 
the lengthy books written in Arabic to study them 
in French when they are translated for him.”58 In-
deed, he concludes that every language has its own 
books of grammar and rhetoric.

It is at this point, unsurprisingly, that  
al-T.aht.āwī brings up the figure of Silvestre de Sacy, 
“a distinguished French personality [fād. il min  
fud.alā9 al-faransāwiyya], famous in the lands of the 
Franks [bilād al- 9ifranj] for his knowledge of Ori-
ental languages [al-lughāt al-mashriqiyya], espe-
cially Arabic and Persian.”59 The case of de Sacy 
exemplifies for al-T. aht.āwī that one need not be 
able to speak a language well in order to know it. 
Interestingly, the two features by which al-T.aht.āwī  
describes the famed Orientalist resonate distinctly 
with Said’s account, which identifies de Sacy as 
dominating the “inaugural period” of the insti-
tutionalization of Orientalism as a discipline.60 
Al-T.aht.āwī identifies de Sacy as being a member 
of “several scholarly societies of France as well as 
other countries [jam3iyyāt min 3ulama9 Farānsa wa 

ghayrihā],” as a remarkable autodidact, and as the 
author of innovative pedagogical works.61 These 
themes are all echoed in Said’s account.

Capitalism
Perhaps the greatest sense of estrangement pal-
pable in al-T.aht.āwī’s text arises in his chapter on 
matters of wealth accumulation in Paris. “You 
should know,” he begins the section, “that the love 
of profit [mah. abbat al-maksab] and the passionate 
craving for it are firmly rooted in each of those 
groups [ha9ulā9 al-t.awā9if ], as is the single-minded 
drive towards it.”62 With this comes “the praise 
of ambition, enterprise and activity [al-himma  
wa’l-h. araka] and the condemnation of laziness 
and despondence [al-kasal wa’l-tawānā], to the 
extent that ‘laziness’ [al-kasal] and ‘indolence’  
[al-tanbala] are terms of abuse among them.” And 
this work ethic cuts across class and status, for in 
“their love of work they are all equal — from the 
noblest to the lowliest, even if it involves hardship 
or puts their lives at risk.”63

Having explained the sociocultural logic 
of the spirit of capitalism in the abstract, he then 
discusses the details of its practice. “The most 
important and famous business in Paris is that of 
banking transactions [mu3āmalāt al-s.ayārifa],” he 
notes, before describing the two different types 
of banking arrangements: public and private. 
Both operate on the principle of yearly interests 
on individual deposits (which, al-T.aht.āwī states, is 
not considered usury [ribā] there as long as it ac-
cords with the law), the difference being that the 
interest in private banks is greater, but money in 
public banks is more secure.64 Another important 
business among the people of Paris, he notes, is 
“an association [jam3iyya] called partners in guar-
antee (shurakā 9 fi’l d.amāna),” which, according to 
the description of its modalities of operations that 
follows, means insurance companies. Next, he de-
scribes industrial production, which keeps improv-
ing so that they also have industrial exhibits every 
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three years. And finally, he mentions the primary 
symbol of consumer capitalism, as he reports the 
existence in Paris of “a number of large [depart-
ment] stores [khānāt 3uzmā], which contain all 
types of goods, as well as lodgings for merchants 
[waka9il], shops, commercial and handicraft estab-
lishments, on whose fronts the name of the trader, 
his business and sometimes the name of the mer-
chandise are written.”65

He likewise notes the institutionalization 
of this domain of knowledge. “There is a spe-
cial school for commerce,” he writes, where “stu-
dents are trained in the science of commerce [3ilm  
al-tijāra].”66 There then follows a discussion of 
the things that facilitate such activity and earn-
ings, of which he singles out three domains: trans-
portation (roads, canals, steamship, carriages), 
communication (telegraph, postal service), and 
information (newspapers, advertisements). Al-
though he is clearly impressed by the abundance 
of commodities in Paris, and the elaboration of a 
proper science of management that has even be-
come a branch of governmental administration, 
he is equally dismayed by the ambient greed and 
avarice.

Institutionalization
As we have seen, al-T.aht.āwī recognized the impor-
tance of institutions to the modern order of things 
at multiple points in his narrative. This comes to 
the fore in the chapter devoted to the progress of 
Parisians in the realm of knowledge. Among the 
remarkable features of the Parisian scholarly scene 
are the twin matters of specialization and institu-
tionalization. The scholars of Paris, he explains, 
study both “a number of subjects [3iddat 9umūr] to 
perfection” and “devote their efforts to a special 
branch [fir3 makhsūs] of knowledge.”67 To be rec-
ognized as a scholar, he continues, one must “dis-
cover [kashf ] many things” and introduce “original 
improvements [fawā 9id ghayr masbūqīn bihā],” for 
these are the characteristics of the scholar there.68 
Al-T.aht.āwī has touched on something essential to 

the intellectual transformation associated with the 
period in Western Europe. The one feature that is 
constantly rehearsed in European intellectual his-
tory regarding the innovations introduced by, say, 
Humboldt with the University of Berlin, or de Sacy 
at the École des Langues Orientales, is the harmo-
nious marriage of teaching with original research. 
This explains why, as al-T.aht.āwī goes on to explain, 
they “do not think that every teacher is a scholar, 
nor that every author is a man of intellectual dis-
tinction; rather, he must have acquired the above 
qualities and obtained some recognized academic 
degrees.”69 In other words, what distinguishes the 
scholarly world of Paris in this age is specialization, 
institutionalization, and professionalization. Here 
too, al-T.aht.āwī is quite astute in his observations.

He senses also that these developments are 
not unrelated to the rift introduced with the cre-
ation of religion as a separate and autonomous 
sphere. “Do not think,” he writes, “that the priests 
[qussūs] in France are scholars — they are learned 
only in matters of religion [al-dīn].”70 This does not 
mean, he specifies, “that there are no learned men 
among the priests,” but simply that the categories 
are separate, so that when one speaks of a scholar, 
one means someone with “a knowledge of the 
rational sciences [al-3ulūm al-3aqliyya].”71 And this 
split cuts both ways, so that often “the knowledge 
of their scholars in the branches of the Christian 
tradition [al-sharī 3a al-nas.rāniyya] is very small.”72 
Thus, al-T.aht.āwī repeats, when “in France people 
say, ‘that is a learned man,’ they do not mean by 
this that he is knowledgeable about his religion 
[dīnihi], rather that he has knowledge of one of the 
other sciences.”73

Having thus explained the discursive arrange-
ments of the modern order of things, al-T.aht.āwī  
describes the extensive institutional landscape 
that structures and makes it possible: “We shall 
discuss the learned societies [majāmi 3 al-3ulamā 9], 
famous schools [al-madāris al-mashhūra] and librar-
ies [khazā 9in al-kutub] in order for you to become 
aware of the superiority [maziyya] of the Franks 
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over others.”74 He then discusses the various li-
braries of Paris, the museums, botanical garden, 
astronomical observatory, and, at great length, the 
various scholarly societies (including al-jam3iyya 
al-asiātiyya, the Société Asiatique, devoted to “the 
languages of the people of Asia, or the Oriental 
languages”75) and schools (such as the “maktab al-
lughāt al-mashriqiyya al-musta3mala,” the École des 
Langues Orientales Vivantes76), and finally, the 
multitudinous book market.

A Critique of Two Cultures
Toward the very end of the text, before the final ep-
ilogue narrating the return trip to the homeland, 
al-T.aht.āwī remarks on yet another striking feature 
of the modern episteme, which he was observ-
ing in the Paris of the late 1820s. “Know that the 
Franks,” he writes, “have divided human knowl-
edge [al-ma3ārif al-bashariyya] into two: sciences 
[3ulūm] and arts [funūn].”77 “ 3Ilm,” he explains, 
“are those understandings mentioned above con-
firmed [al- 9idrākat al-muh. aqqaqa] by way of proofs 
[al-barāhīn]; whereas fann is the knowledge [ma3r-
ifa] of the craft [s.ina3ā] of the thing according to 
specific rules [qawā3id makhs.ūs.a].”78 Detailing the 
various subfields of these two branches of knowl-
edge, he notes that “amongst us, the sciences and 
the arts are in general one single thing; whereas 
the distinction is whether the nature of the art is 
an independent science in itself, or an instrument 
for another.”79 And though he does not develop an 
explicit critique of this state of the two cultures, 
he does criticize the modern Parisians for neglect-
ing the transmitted sciences in favor of the rational 
sciences, and thus establishing a fundamental di-
chotomy between them, failing to realize that true 
knowledge is one, and it is found in both.

As Elizabeth Johnston argues (albeit in differ-
ent terms), this is a crucial mainstay of al-T.aht.āwī’s  
critique of the modern episteme: it neglects the 
transmitted sciences in favor of an exclusive focus 
on the rational sciences.80 Instead, al-T.aht.āwī may 
be read as saying that one should strive not to 
read reason against but rather along with transmit-

ted tradition. In this sense, al-T.aht.āwī anticipated 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s insightful reformulation of 
the concept of tradition, away from a Burkean di-
chotomy with reason and toward a more unitary 
model, whereby “all reasoning takes place within 
the context of some traditional mode of thought, 
transcending through criticism and invention the 
limitations of what had hitherto been reasoned in 
that tradition; this is as true of modern physics as 
of medieval logic.”81

This article has attempted to approach the 
early al-T. aht.āwī not merely as a builder in the 
Egyptian modernist project, but also as a keen 
ethnographer of that new object called “Europe.” 
It has been shown that his rih. la to France at that 
critical juncture revealed profound observations 
concerning the modern order of things. The par-
ticular power of his critique was permitted by his 
peculiar location in relation to the discursive tradi-
tions that surrounded him: deeply defined by, and 
devoted to, an Azhari-inflected Islamic tradition, 
al-T.aht.āwī was highly conscious of, and sometimes 
taken by, the European modern tradition. He 
could thus include in his text both an affirmation 
and a critique of his native informants, so that, for 
example, he both internalized but also subverted 
the fundamental modern underpinnings of geog-
raphy, history, society, and knowledge. A central el-
ement of this new order of things included a novel 
idea of the sea in general (as a sort of natural vec-
tor for human progress) and the Mediterranean 
sea in particular (as the original birthplace of the 
European spirit). And so it is that al-T.aht.āwī was 
the first to introduce these notions, including the 
novel term for the Mediterranean itself, into Ara-
bic discourse. Unfortunately, this dimension, i.e., 
al-T.aht.āwī’s role as vector for the European mod-
ern, is usually the only thing that he is remem-
bered for, along with the eventual dominance of 
his tentative coinage of the Mediterranean (both 
word and concept), in place of different under-
standings of time and space. This is a further in-
stance in which, as Talal Asad has said, “claiming 
something as modern is a kind of closure.”82 The 
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objective of critique, however, ought to be aper-
ture. And in this, I think al-T.aht.āwī has much to 
teach us.
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